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We clarify Ihc conditions undcr which Eng/ish pasl parlicip/cs accepl modificalion by the intensifier 
very. The study focuses on dala /ikc Ihe following: 

(1) a. ' very acqttainled wilh Ihc prob/cm 
b. very lottched by Ihe movie 
c. fully acquaintcd wilh Ihe prob/em 

The contrasl is surprising beca use acquainlecl pass es slandarcl/y acceplecllesls for acljeclivehoocl ancl, 
morcover, aclmilS clegree modificalion, as (lc) shows. The dirrerence belwecn Ihe Iwo musl Iherefore 
lie in che finer clelai/s of Ihe semanlics of parlicip/es and of very. Specifically, we show Ihal very 
is fe/icilous on/y wilh preclicales which are associalecl wilh sca/es Ihal /ack a maximttm endpoin!. 

1. Introduction 

The goal of lhis paper i to make a small con­
tribution towards answering lhe following que lion: 
Whal lypc of degree modificalion do English pasl 
participles accepl? This queslion is of inleresl for 
bOlh lhcorclical and pedagogical reasons. As a 
lcacher of English to non-nativc pcakers, the firsl 
aUlhor has becn confronled wilh lhe facl lhal her 
student rarely use any othcr inlcnsifier lhan ver)' 

and, 10 a lesscr degree, qllÍle. This poverty 01' 
vocabulary is nOl only unforlunale bccause it limilS 
lhe Sludcnt's abilily to express him- or herself with 
lhe same subllety as a native speaker; il can also 
lead to errors, such as in (1 a). a perhaps surprising 
example in lighl of ilS virtual synonymy Wilh lhe 
grammalical (l b): 

(1) <1. *Wc were very acquainled with lhe problem. 
b. We were very familiar Wilh lhe problem. 

Thus, onc rcason to examine lhe problem of degree 
modificalion of participles is 10 uncovcr an 
explanalion for contraslS such as lhis one, which 
can in turn help sludenls bcller learn Ihe u e of 
inlensifiers in English. 

In addition. however. degree modificalion rcmains 
one of the less WCIl-sludied arcas wilhin con­
temporary semantic lheory. There i al lea 1 one 
major descriptive study (Bolingcr) wilh broad 
empirical coverage. bUl many of ilS insighls are 
vaguely formulaled or simply nOI generalizable ( ee 
below for one examplc). And although lhere is a 
fair amounl of formal work on lhe basic scmanlics 
of dcgrcc cxpressions (scc c.g. Kennedy for a recent 
survcy). lhcse works have focuscd more on lhe 
interaclion of dcgrcc exprcssions wilh comparalivc 
conslruclions lhan on their interaclion wilh inlen­
sification. Sincc English has a very rich collection 
of inlensifying (and allenualing) expres 'ions, il is 
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reasonable 10 as sume Ihal such expressions will 
offer insighl inlo Ihe semalllie (and ullimalely. 
conceptual) scales we use in ascribing properlies 
10 individuals. The example in (2). which include 
bOlh acceplable and unacceplable collocalions. hinl 
al Ihe complexily of Ihesc facls: 

(2) a. an eXlrcmely polished presclllalion/??a 
complelely polished preselllalion 

b. "an cXlremcly prcparcd lalk/a complclely 
prcpared lalk 

c. a much-discussed problem/" a very 
discussed problelll 

d. "a much-known problem/a wcll-known 
problem 

e. " very acquainled wilh Ihc facb/fully 
acquainted wilh Ihe facls 

Given space limilalions. we limil our discussion 10 
jusI one contraSI: Ihal illuslraled in (e). We proceed 
as follo\\~ We tirsl c1arify Ihc nature of Ihe 
problell1. which we argue involves Ihe nature of Ihe 
scales wilh which participlcs such as acqllaillled are 
associaled. and Ihen Iurn 10 a prcliminary solulion. 

2. Identifying the Problem 

Consider (1 a) again. which is unacccplablc because 
of an incompalibilily bClween Ihe intcnsitier vel)' 
and Ihe participle acqllaillted: 

(1 a) *Wc were vcry acquainlcd wilh Ihe problem. 

The inabililY of vel)' 10 modify acqllaillled is 
surpri. ing for IWO reasons. Firsl. although il is oftcn 
difticult 10 lell whelher a givcn participle is a verb 
or an adjeclivc. aqllaiflled passes al leasl 1\\10 
slandard lesls for adjeclivchood. Firsl. it can bc 
prctixed wilh "negalivc" 1111- . which aHaches 10 
adjectives in order 10 form ncw adjcclivcs. bul docs 
nOI allach 10 vcrbs. (Scc e.g. Levinc and Rappaport 
for discussion; nOle Ihat Ihis /111- should nOI bc 
confused wilh Ihc "reversivc" /111- of dO/lll1do): 

(3) We were unacquainlcd with Ihe problell1. 

Givcn thal l/IUlcqllaillted is an adjcclive. il follow5 
Ihal acq/laillted musl bc one as wcl!. A sccond 

argument for eonsidering acq/laillled an adjeclivc 
is Ihal il can appcar as Ihe cOll1plemcnt 10 Ihc vcrb 
seem. which allo,,"s adjeclival. bUI nOI verbal. 
cOll1plernenls: 

(4) The scienlisls scemcd acquainled wilh Ihc 
problem. 

Thus. insofar a\ I'el:" can modify adjeclivcs. and 
insofar a, acq/lail/ted appears 10 be an adjcclive, 
Ihere should be no inhcrenl sylllaclic incompalibilil)' 
bClween Ihe IwO. 

The second reason Ihal (1 a) is puz71ing is Ihal 
acq/laillted would also appear (alleasl al tirsl blush) 
10 be scmanlically compalible wilh I·ery. Ver)' is of 
coursc reslricled lO 1l10difying adjeclivcs Ihal can 
be illlensified. or 10 pUl il morc formally, whosc 
inlcrprctalions inlroducc some reference 10 degree. 
Adjeclives whosc inlcrprclalions do nOI inlroducc 
any rcfcrencc lO dcgree, such as former. cannol 
acccpl 1l10diticalion by vel)': 

(5) ??The very former candidale 

Howevcr, Ihe intcrprelalion 01' acq/laillted does 
admil referencc 10 dcgrce, a Ihe examplcs in (6) 
show: 

(6) a. Wc wcrc acquainted to so me degree wilh 
the problcm. 

b. We wcrc barcly acquainled with Ihe 
problem. 

Bolinger (38) suggesls Ihat ver)' is Iypically com­
palible only wilh whal he calls "esscncc" adjeclive 
-those which would lake ser ralher Ihan estar if 
Iranslaled inlO Spanish. While in this parlicular 
casc, Bolingcr's proposal appears 10 work (*ser/ 
estar familiarizado), il is no! obviously applicablc 
C.g. 10 Ihc participle orgal/ized. which allows 
moditicalion by vel)' (see (7a», despilc Ihe facllhat 
Ihe usc of ils Iranslalion. organizado. in a similar 
contcXI would carry estar: nor is il eXlendable 10 
kl/owlI. which re. iSls modificalion by vel)' «7b». 
despite Ihe facl Ihal il. Spanish equivalenl (COIIO­
cido) nevcr or almosl never lakcs ser, al Ica.1 in 
Peninsular Spanish. (Also see Mc ally ror an 
addilional crilerion for c1assifying orgallized as an 
"accidenl" adjeclivc and kllOlI'll as an esscncc one): 
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(7) a. The presentation wa~ very organized. 
b. *That problem is very known. 

We must therefore look elscwhere for a solution to 
the problcm of intensifier/past participle 
compatibility. ideaHy one which preserves Bolinger"s 
intuition to the extent that it is corree!. Since the 
problem docs not appear syntactie. we now turn to 
some finer semantic details involving past participles 
and their intensifiers. 

3. Past Partieiples and Sea les 

We ~uggest that the facts involving I'ery and pasl 
paniciplcs ~uch as acqllaillled are related to a 
paradiglll of contrast~ in\'olving intcnsification of 
adjectives. SpecificaHy. certain adjecti"es such as 
emply and mmke disallow 1110dification by rer)" and 
similar intensifiers. despite being gradable and thus 
compatible with other types of degree adverbs. as 
illustrated in (8): 

(8) a. The bowl is * very/*extremely/* slightly 
empty. 

b. The bowl is entirely/partly empty. 
c. The baby is * very/*extremely/*slightly 

awake. 
d. The baby is entirely/partly awake. 

The facts with acqllail/led and klloll'lI are strikingly. 
if not totally. imilar: 

(9) a. We are *extrelllely/* slightly acquainted 
with the problem. 

b. We are entirely/partly acquainted with the 
problem. 

c. The facts are *extremely/* slightly known. 
c. The facts are entirely/panly known. 

Adjectives which allow modification by I'e/:\". such 
a~ tal/, difrer from those which do not in that the 
former relatc individuals to scales which do not 
have endpoints, or at least not salient ones. For 
example. it is not obvious what natural limit there 
wOllld be to a scale of tallness. or what it would 
mean for an individual to be maximally taH (notice 
that to be " maximally tall'" is not the same as being 
taller than anyone/anything cIsc. but rather to be 

as tall as anyone/anything could be). In eontrast, 
adjectives like emply intllitively relate indi"iduals 
to scales whieh do have endpoints: it is 
straightforward to identify. for mOst given objects. 
what it would mean for them to be maximally empty 
(or full). 

Interestingly, \Ve can establish the same contrast in 
the participlc dornain. Participles like acqllllill/ed 
resemble emply in tha!. for any given object or body 
of information. intuitively it secms possible to 
identify a maxilllum (or minimum) degree of fami ­
liarity with that objectlinformation. In this scnsc, 
acqllaillled relatcs an individual (the knower) to a 
scale with an endpoin!. j ot all participles are so 
c1early like this: edllcaled is one example. In most 
contexts it is not obviolls \Vhat a maximllm degree 
of education would be. insofar as the amount of 
knowledge onc could acquire is extremely large, if 
not unlirnited. And. as is predicted by the gene­
ralization suggested here. edllcaled admits modi­
fication by I'er.\": 

( I O) a very educated person 

Thus. while lhe generali/alÍon need~ further con­
firmalion. il seems promising. 

I ow we musl turn lO the following qucstion: Wh) 
should \ler)' be incompatible Wilh prcdicalcs which 
makc reference to scalcs with an endpoint? Adapling 
the analysis of adjcctives in Kcnnedy 1997, we can 
say that I ·er)'. when combined Wilh an adjeclive uch 
as tal/. results in a property which associates an 
individual (the one who i5 very taH) with a rela!ivel) 
high point on lhe scalc of tallne. s. Crucially, that 
high point is relalive lO some s/(/IIdard which might 
be eilhcr contextually detennined or linguistically 
cxpressed (as. for instance. when \Ve ay Sal/)' is 
/(/1/ for (J \I'OIlU/II of her age). Allhough the standard 
for lhe scale of tallness may vary, we kno\V that 
it will not be an endpoin!. since \Ve obscrved abovc 
lha! lhe tallness scale ha~ no fixed endpoints. We 
might thu~ lentalively pro pose lhc following 
informally slalcd condilion on lhe usc of I'er)': 

(11) Ver)" can only combine felicitously wilh 
prcdicates \Vhich are associated \Vith scalcs 
whose standard is not <In endpoinl on thc scalc. 
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It is obvious \Vhy ve/)" could nOl have lhe upper 
endpoinl of a scale as ilS slandard, sinee, for 
instanee, a pcrson \Vho is very tall is has the 
property of being tall to a degree higher thall lhe 
standard. lt is le s clear why ver)" should be 
incompatible \Vith a standard \Vhieh is lhe 10\Ver 
endpoinl of a sea le. and indeed. \Ve will revise (11) 
aceordingly belo\V. 

Whal happcns \Vilh predicates like acqllaimed or 
empty. whieh are assoeiated with scales that have 
endpoints? For pragmatic rcasons. il is reasonablc 
to assume lhal the standard ror lhose scales \ViII 
be one of the endpoinls. For instance. the standard 
for emptiness \ViII be the maximum point on the 
emptines. scale- "lotally emply". Given lhe eondilion 
proposed in (11). it \ViII generally be infelieitous 
for ver)' 10 modify sueh predieates. Of course, one 
does oceasionally find ver)' eombined \Vilh sueh 
predicales for ironie effect (similar to ironie uses 
\Vith non-degree expressions as in The I' ictimlooked 
ve/)' dead). However. sueh uses are the exceplions 
that prove the rule. Without a standard condilion 
on lhe use of ve/}' such as that in (1 1). it would 
be impossible to understand ironie uses of il. 

The case of acqllaillted is more interesling. Is the 
slandard for aequaintanee \Vith sOllleone or 
somelhing lhe minimum degree of acquaintanee. or 
the maximulll? Con ideration of the lruth conditions 
en ten ces containing lhe verb acqllaim. and of the 

relationship bet\Vecn the verb and the past partieiple. 
\Vould suggesl lhat the tandard should be lhe 
minimum. The lrulh of a . entence such as The police 
acqllaimed fOlies \\lit/¡ the facts i determined by 
con idering \Vhether Jone has received a minimum 
degree of acquaintanee wilh the faet , as opposed 
to a maximum degree. That is, it is compalible \Vith 
the trulh of this sentence thal Jones be only e.g. 
partly acquainted \Vilh the facts. We might hy­
pothesize, then. that the standard for someone 
qualifying as acquainted \Vith sOlllelhing i. lhat mi­
nimum degree of fallliliarilY with that thing which 
\Vould be required for the truth of a corresponding 
sentence involving the verb acqllailll and reference 
10 the someone in question. And the sort of rea­
soning used here should be generalilable to lhe full 
elass of telie verb • . to which acqllaim belongs. 
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Why should ve/)' be incompalible with a predicale 
\Vhose slandard is a minimum endpoint on a scale? 
After all, it simply serves to relate an individual 
to a point on a scale which is above the slandard, 
and of course lhere are many ueh points above the 
minimum. Consideration of additional data indicates 
lhat il is in faet nOl incompatible \Vith all such 
predicates, and lhat (1 1) should be reviscd. Consider 
lhe pair tollch/tollched, as used in (12): 

(12) a. The mo\ie touehed Alice. 
b. Aliee seemed 10llched by lhe movie. 

TOlleh in this sense is a tclie predicate. and by the 
logic used in lhe previolls paragraph. lhe standard 
for the scale of "touchedness" \ViII be the minimum 
degree of affectedness necessary for a sentence 
such as ( 12a) to be true. Interestingly, however. 
tOllched as used in (12b) accep!. modification b) 
ve/)': 

(12) Alice seemed very touched by lhe movie. 

The aceeptability of (13) lhus confirms that (11) 
needs revisiol1. The crucial difference between 
acqllaill( and tollch seems to be tha!. unlike in lhe 
case of acqllaillted. lhere appears to be no maximum 
degree 10 \Vhich someone can be (emolionally) 
louched by somelhing. This difference ugge ts that 
(11) should be revised as in (14): 

(13) Very can only combine felicitoll Iy with 
predicates which are associated \Vith scale 
which lack a maximum endpoinl. 

Why should a condilion like (14) hold? We uspect 
lhe ans\Ver is pragmalie. Given a scale \Vilh a ma­
ximllm endpoint and a standard some\Vhere OOlow 
lhal maximum. the most precise (and thu infor­
malive) \Vay to loeate an individual on that scale 
(for example, 10 express the degree 10 which 
someone is acquainted \Vilh olllelhing) will be by 
making reference to both the maximllm and lhe 
slandard on that scale. rather than simply to the stan­
dard. The scmantics of ver)' appcars to be ensilive 
only to the standard, making no reference to the 
maximlll11. Moreover. English has a series of mo­
difiers \Vhich do make reference to bOlh Ihe . tandard 
and maximum on a scale: largely.flllly, completely. 
etc. There \Vould lherefore appear to be very strong 



Gricean pressure not to use very when other. more 
informative moditiers are available. 

4 . Conclusion 

Although this study just seratchcs the surface of the 
rich domain of past partieipial moditication. we can 
at leasl lentalively conclude lhm lhe nalure of lhe 
scale associaled wilh a paSl participle-specitically. 
whelher il has a maximum endpoinl- will deler­
mine whelher il will accepl moditicalion by ve/)'. 

In addilion. and more importanlly, lhe sllIdy - 10 lhe 
exlenl il has conslruclively adaplcd insighls from 
formal semantics in order 10 explain lhe facls in 
an informal fashion, in a manner which (wilh fur­
lher retinemenl) could be underSlood by sludents 
wilh lillle 01' no background in linguislics- points 

10 lhe greal pOlenlial which lheoretical work has 
for improving our abilily 10 explain linguistic facls 
in a clas room selling. 
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