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1 Introduction
This paper proposes a semantic analysis of the degree modifierkanari in Japanese.
As we will see below, this word is peculiar in the following two respects: (i) it
can occur with both open scale and closed scale adjectives and (ii) the meanings
that it has when it occurs with these two kinds of adjectives seem to be unrelated
to one another. Despite this initial puzzle, I show that a unified analysis of the
meaning ofkanari is possible. The proposed analysis builds on the analysis of
degree modifiers in English by Kennedy & McNally (2005) (henceforth K&M); in
particular, it crucially makes use of the two parameters associated with the notion
of scale(cf., e.g., Cresswell 1976; Bierwisch 1989; Kennedy 2007) articulated by
K&M: structure of scale(open vs. closed) andstandard of comparison. This leads
us to the conclusion that, together with other recent results in scalar semantics (cf.,
e.g., Rotstein & Winter 2003; Kennedy & Levin 2008; Sawada & Grano 2009;
Uegaki 2009), the findings in this paper provide further support for the notion of
scale, especially in the way in which it is delineated by K&M.

2 The distribution and meaning of kanari
The Japanese degree expressionkanari ‘quite’ is puzzling in that it is compatible
with both open scale adjectives and closed scale adjectives with maximum end-
points (in what follows, I call the latter kind of adjectives ‘maximally closed scale
adjectives’) as in (1) and (2).1,2

(1) a. Kono
this

hon-wa
book-TOP

kanari
quite

omosiroi.
interesting

‘This book is quite interesting.’
b. Kono

this
hito-wa
person-TOP

kanari
quite

osyaberi-da.
talkative-COP

‘This person is quite talkative.’

∗Thanks to Osamu Sawada and Wataru Uegaki for very helpful comments. All errors are mine.
1For the sake of exposition, among closed scale adjectives I only discuss maximally closed scale

adjectives here. The analysis I propose in this paper also makes correct predictions about minimally
closed scale adjectives (i.e. adjectives with minimum endpoints), as we will see later.

2The closest translation ofkanari in English seems to be the wordquite (in its British usage).
For this reason, I use the wordquiteas the translation ofkanari in my examples. I leave open the
question of whether/what aspect (if any) of the analysis ofkanari proposed in this paper can be
adopted for the analysis ofquite in English.



c. Kono
this

ie-wa
house-TOP

kanari
quite

hurui.
old

‘This house is quite old.’

(2) a. Kono
this

koppu-wa
glass-TOP

kanari
quite

manpai-da.
full-COP

‘This glass is quite full.’
b. Kono

this
hasira-wa
pole-TOP

kanari
quite

massugu-da.
straight-COP

‘This pole is quite straight.’
c. Kono

this
kotae-wa
answer-TOP

kanari
quite

tadasii.
correct

‘This answer is quite correct.’

This behavior is peculiar since degree modifiers are typically compatible only with
particular types of predicates; for example, as can be seen in (3) and (4),totemo
‘very’ can only occur with open scale adjectives whilekanzen-ni‘completely’ can
only occur with maximally closed scale adjectives.

(3) Kono
this

hon-wa
book-TOP

totemo/*kanzen-ni
very/completely

omosiroi.
interesting

‘This book is very/*completely interesting.’

(4) Kono
this

koppu-wa
glass-TOP

*totemo/kanzen-ni
very/completely

manpai-da.
full-COP

‘This glass is *very/completely full.’

Even more puzzling is the fact that the wordkanariseems to mean rather different
things in the above two cases: (1a) can be paraphrased as something along the
lines of ‘the degree to which the book is interesting issignificantly(but perhaps not
extraordinarily) high,’ whereas (2a) means something like ‘the glass isalmostfull’.

That the meanings ofkanari with these two kinds of adjectives are in fact as
described above can be corroborated by the following examples. First, with open
scale adjectives, saying ‘kanariA but not very A’ is perfectly felicitous while ‘very
A but notkanariA’ sounds contradictory:

(5) a. Kono
this

hon-wa
book-TOP

kanari
quite

omosiroi-ga,
interesting-but

totemo
very

omosiroi
interesting

toiu
COMP

hodo-de-wa-nai.
degree-COP-TOP-NEG

‘This book is quite (but not very) interesting.’
b. #Kono

This
hon-wa
book-TOP

totemo
very

omosiroi-ga,
interesting-but

kanari
quite

omosiroi
interesting

toiu
COMP

hodo-de-wa-nai.
degree-COP-TOP-NEG

intended: ‘This book is very (but not quite) interesting.’



This suggests that, when it occurs with an open scale adjective,kanari intensifies
the meaning of the adjective, but not as much as do more typical intensifiers such
astotemo‘very’. 3

Second, with (maximally) closed scale adjectives, ‘kanariA’ does not entail that
the object in question has the maximum degree of A-ness. Thus, saying ‘kanariA
but not completely A’ is not a contradiction. In this respect,kanari behaves like
hotondo, which indeed means ‘almost’ (and which is thus incompatible with open
scale adjectives: *Kono hon-wa hotondo omosiroi‘This book is almost interest-
ing’). The following (6a) and (6b) seem to be nearly synonymous to one another:

(6) a. Kono
this

koppu-wa
glass-TOP

kanari
quite

manpai-da-ga,
full-COP-but

kanzen-ni-wa
completely-TOP

manpai-de-wa-nai.
full- COP-TOP-NEG

‘This glass is quite full, but it’s not completely full.’
b. Kono

this
koppu-wa
glass-TOP

hotondo
almost

manpai-da-ga,
full-COP-but

kanzen-ni-wa
completely-TOP

manpai-de-wa-nai.
full- COP-TOP-NEG

‘This glass is almost full, but it’s not completely full.’

To summarize the observations made above,kanari can occur with two differ-
ent kinds of adjectives—open scale ones and closed scale ones—and it seems to be
associated with distinct meanings in these two cases. The question that arises at this
point is:why?: why is this word compatible with these different kinds of adjectives;
why does it have the two seemingly unrelated meanings; finally and most impor-
tantly, why is it the case that these meanings are each restricted to the particular
kinds of adjectives? While it would certainly be possible to treatkanari as being
ambiguous in the two ways described above, such an account would be unsatisfy-
ing in that it wouldn’t provide any insights into these questions. I thus investigate a
different approach; in the rest of the paper, I show that it is indeed possible to assign
a single uniform meaning tokanari and that the apparent difference in meaning in
the two cases arises from independently motivated factors. Specifically, as has been
argued, for example, by K&M and Kennedy (2007), the meanings of open scale and
closed scale adjectives are fundamentally different, due to the fact that the standard
of comparison is set differently. I argue that the apparent meaning difference of
kanari with open scale and closed scale adjectives automatically falls out once we
recognize this independently motivated semantic difference between the two kinds
of adjectives and once we properly understand the ways in which it interacts with
the single invariable lexical meaning ofkanari.

3The same kind of contrast can be observed with other garden-variety intensifiers such ashizyoo-
ni (lit.) ‘exceptionally’ andosorosiku(lit.) ‘horribly’.



3 Analysis
My analysis ofkanari builds generally on the semantics of scalarity and gradable
predicates developed by K&M and Kennedy (2007); more specifically, it borrows
some ideas from the treatment of the degree expressionvery proposed by K&M.
For this reason, I start by reviewing the general setup of degree semantics assumed
in these works, and then summarize K&M’s analysis ofverybefore presenting my
own analysis ofkanari.

3.1 The semantics of gradable adjectives and degree modifiers
One of the major contributions of K&M’s work is that it has provided robust empir-
ical evidence for the fact that gradable adjectives come in different varieties. That
is, adjectives such asinteresting, bent, straightandopenare gradable in that they
can all occur in the comparative form, which distinguishes them from non-gradable
adjectives such asdead(cf. the ungrammaticality of *Williams is more dead than
Smith). Yet, there are at least two clear pieces of evidence showing that we need
to partition the set of gradable adjectives into subclasses, one from their distribu-
tional properties and the other from the way in which their truth conditions are
determined.

First, gradable adjectives of different sorts exhibit different distributional prop-
erties regarding the coocurrence restrictions with certain degree modifiers as shown
in (7):

(7) a. The book is *slightly/ *fully interesting.
b. The rod is slightly/ *fully bent.
c. The rod is *slightly/ fully straight.
d. The door is slightly/ fully open.

Interestingis anopen scaleadjective since it is not compatible with eitherslightly
or fully, which respectively target the maximum and minimum endpoints of a scale
associated with a gradable adjective.Bentandstraightareminimallyandmaximally
closed scale adjectives, respectively, since they are compatible only withslightly
andfully, respectively.Openis a fully closed scale adjective, since it is compatible
with bothslightlyandfully.

Second, the truth conditions of sentences involving these gradable adjectives,
especially when these adjectives occur without any degree modifiers or comparative
morphology, are clearly different in nature, as can be seen in the paraphrases given
to each of the sentences in (8).

(8) a. The book is interesting. open scale
(= has a degree of interestingness that exceeds the contextual standard)

b. The rod is bent. minimally closed scale
(= has a non-zero degree of bend) (standard: minimum degree)

c. The rod is straight. maximally closed scale
(= is completely straight) (standard: maximum degree)

d. The door is open. fully closed scale
(= has a non-zero degree of openness) (standard: minimum degree)



Following K&M, I call this unmodified form of adjectives thepositive form. 4 The
meanings of positive forms in (8) reveal the way in which the endpoint of a scale
(or the absence thereof) significantly affects how truth conditions are determined
for sentences involving gradable adjectives. The pattern in short is that, when there
is a unique endpoint, the truth conditions are determined with respect to that end-
point. Thus, (8b) and (8c) each assert that the object in question has a degree that
is above, or is equal to, the degree corresponding to the endpoint.Openhas a fully
closed scale and thus has two endpoints. For such predicates, one of the two end-
points is usually taken to be the default one against which the truth conditions are
determined; withopen, it is the minimum endpoint.5 When the adjective does not
have any endpoint, that is, when it is an open scale adjective, the truth conditions of
the sentence are determined with respect to a contextually supplied standard. Thus,
(8a) asserts that the object in question has a positive degree of interestingness that
exceeds a certain standard whose exact value is somewhat vague and varies from
one context to another.

K&M propose to analyze the meanings of gradable adjectives uniformly by
stating their truth conditions in terms of the notion ofstandard of comparison: for
any gradable adjective A, ‘x is A’ is true just in casex’s degree is equal to or above
the standard on the scale associated with A. The standard, then, is determined
differently for each kind of adjective: it is set to (one of) the endpoint(s) for closed
scale adjectives; for open scale adjectives, which, by definition, lack endpoints, the
standard is contextually determined.

Formally, K&M take degrees (which are of typed) to be primitives in the seman-
tic ontology and treat adjectives as denoting functionsG of type〈d, 〈e, t〉〉—which
can be thought of as defining a relation between an entityx and a degreed on a scale
associated with the adjective—such thatG(d)(x) is true just in case the degree that
x possesses on the scale associated with the adjective equalsd. For the positive
form, this adjective denotation combines with a null degree morpheme (called the
pos(itive) morpheme) defined as in (9) to return a property of type〈e, t〉 (which can
then combine with the subject of the sentence to return a truth value):

(9) [[pos]] = λGλx.∃d[standard(d)(G)(C) ∧ G(d)(x)]

Thestandard relation in the lexical definition of the pos morpheme in (9) is what
triggers the appropriate standard setting for different kinds of adjectives. For a
closed scale adjective,standard(d)(G)(C) is true just in cased is at least as large
as the degree corresponding to (one of) the endpoint(s) of the scale associated with
G regardless ofthe value ofC (which is technically a free variable that designates
the ‘comparison class’; cf. below); for an open scale adjective,standard(d)(G)(C)
is true just in cased is at least as large as the contextually determined degree of
G-ness that is enough to stand out to qualify asG given the particular set of objects
designated byC against which the comparison is made (this set, that is, the set of

4This is a somewhat confusing but traditional terminology; in particular, it has nothing to do with
the notion of (negative vs. positive) polarity.

5However, as discussed by Kennedy (2007), by manipulating the context appropriately, it can be
shown that both endpoints are in principle available for choice as the standard of comparison for
fully closed scale adjectives.



objects against which the comparison is made, is called thecomparison class; see
K&M and Kennedy (2007) for more details about this notion and references).

Kennedy (2007) argues that this pattern of standard setting follows from a gen-
eral pragmatic principle that governs the way interlocutors compute the meanings
of sentences based on compositionally calculated truth conditions and information
available in the discourse, and he calls it the ‘Principle of Interpretive Economy’.
The details of how all of this works out, however, does not concern us here; all
that is important for our purposes is that open scale and closed scale adjectives
fundamentally differ from one another with respect to their semantic properties,
specifically, in the way in which the standard of comparison is determined.6

Building on this general setup of the semantics of gradable adjectives, K&M
analyze the degree modifierveryas an expression that raises the standard of com-
parison by narrowing down the comparison class. K&M attribute the basic analysis
to Klein (1980) (who in turn builds on Wheeler (1972) for the essential analytic
insight) and implement it in their setup by assigning the following lexical meaning
to the expressionvery:7

(10) [[very]]c = λGλx.∃d[standard(d)(G)(λy[[pos]]c(G)(y)) ∧ G(d)(x)]

This can be paraphrased as follows: letd ′ be the standard to stand out and qualify
asG when compared against the set of objectsy all of which satisfy the predicate ‘y
is (pos)G’; then, ‘x is veryG’ is true if and only ifx has a degreed of G-ness that
is at least as large asd ′. What is crucial here is thatveryhas the effect of restricting
the comparison class to the set of objects that already qualify asG. In order to stand
out against this selective comparison class, whose members all satisfy the general
standard, the object in question needs to have a significantly higher degree ofG-
ness than one that would (barely) satisfy the positive form. For example, in this
account, the sentenceThis book is very interestingis true just in case the book in
question stands out on the scale of interestingnessevencompared against the set of
objects that all qualify as being interesting. Thus, this analysis properly accounts
for the function ofveryas an intensifier for open scale adjectives.

Now, the expressionveryis generally incompatible with closed scale adjectives
except for cases in which it induces a special kind of interpretation, that is, when the
closed scale adjective allows for an imprecise interpretation andveryintensifies the
degree to which the imprecision in question is small (for a discussion on this point,
see K&M). Excluding that possibility, sentences like the following are infelicitous:

(11) a. #This door is always very open.
b. #The beaker is very full, so, if you pour more liquid into it, it will over-

flow.

The incompatibility ofvery with closed scale adjectives receives a pragmatic
account in K&M’s analysis. The truth conditions for (11a) come out as follows:

6Other phenomena where this difference becomes significant include, among others, measure
phrases (Sawada & Grano 2009; Kubota 2009) and the resultative construction in Japanese (Uegaki
2009).

7The superscriptc designates the context parameter.



(12) [[very]]c(open)(this-door)
= ∃d[standard(d)(open)(λy[[pos]]c(open)(y)) ∧ open(d)(this-door)]

Crucially, in K&M’s system, the standard of comparison for closed scale adjectives
is set to the endpoint of the scaleregardless of the comparison class. This means
that (10) does not change the standard of comparison at all when the adjective in
question is a closed scale one. In other words, addingveryhas no effect whatsoever
on the truth conditions of the sentence. Given that its semantics contribution ends
up being completely vacuous, modifying a closed scale adjective withveryleads to
infelicity.

In this section, I have summarized the general setup of the semantics of scalarity
and gradable predicates proposed by K&M and Kennedy (2007), and have sketched
the analysis of the the degree expressionveryby K&M that accounts for its meaning
and distribution correctly. We are now ready to see howkanari can be given a
uniform analysis within this setup.

3.2 Analyzing kanari
Building on K&M’s analysis ofvery, I propose an analysis ofkanari in terms of the
meanings of the positive forms of adjectives. The proposal in short can be stated
as follows: ‘x is kanari G’ means thatx has a degree ofG-ness that isaround the
averageof G-ness of objects that qualify asG (in the positive form). As I will show,
with this lexical meaning forkanari, ‘kanari G’ ends up meaning exactly what it
intuitively means for both the case in whichG is an open scale adjective and the
case in whichG is a (maximally) closed scale adjectives.

The lexical meaning ofkanaristated above can be formalized as follows:

(13) [[kanari]]c

= λGλx.∃d1∃d2[average(d1)(G)(λy[[pos]]c(G)(y))∧ d1 ≈ d2 ∧G(d2)(x)]

Here,average is a relation that holds of a degree, an adjective meaning and a set of
individuals and that is true just in case the degree is the average of the degrees that
the set of individuals possess on the scale associated with the adjective. According
to (13), for any gradable adjectiveG and individualx, the truth conditions for ‘x
is kanari G’ are calculated as follows: letd 1 be the average degree ofG-ness of
objectsy that satisfy the predicate ‘y is (pos)G’; then, ‘x is kanariG’ is true if and
only if x has a degreed2 of G-ness such thatd2 is approximately the same asd1.

Two comments are in order here. First, the idea of using the set of objects
that satisfy the unmodified, positive form to form the comparison class is directly
borrowed from the analysis ofveryby K&M, which they in turn borrow from Klein
(1980). Second, the reason that I use the relationaverage rather than the more
obvious choice ofstandard will become clear below; it is needed to get the truth
conditions right for cases wherekanarimodifiesminimallyclosed scale adjectives.

With the lexical meaning ofkanari in (13), the truth conditions for (1a), a sen-
tence involving an open scale adjective, are calculated as follows:

(14) [[kanari]]c(interesting)(this-book)
= ∃d1∃d2[average(d1)(interesting)(λy[[pos]]c(interesting)(y))∧

d1 ≈ d2 ∧ interesting(d2)(this-book)]



According to (14), (1a) is true just in case the degree to which ‘this book’ is inter-
esting is approximately the same as the average degree of interestingness of objects
that count as interesting based on the general standard of interestingness. Note here
that, just as taking the set of objects satisfying the positive form as the comparison
class and setting the standard against it raises the standard of comparison in K&M’s
analysis ofvery, taking their average to be the (approximate) standard has the effect
of asserting that the relevant object has a degree of interestingness that exceeds the
general standard by somenontrivial amount. Thus, (14) correctly represents the
meaning ofkanariwhen it occurs with an open scale adjective.8

Things are crucially different with maximally closed scale adjectives. The truth
conditions for (2a) are as in (15):

(15) [[kanari]]c(full)(this-glass)
= ∃d1∃d2[average(d1)(full)(λy[[pos]]c(full)(y)) ∧ d1 ≈ d2∧

full(d2)(this-glass)]

Here, just as above, we take the average degree of fulness of objects that satisfy
the predicate ‘y is full’ and assert that the degree possessed by ‘this glass’ is ap-
proximately the same as that average. But now, given thatmanpai-da‘full’ is a
maximally closed scale adjective, this average degreed 1 corresponds to themaxi-
mum endpointof the scale of fulness since all objects that satisfy the positive form
have the maximum degree for maximally closed scale adjectives. Thus, (15) en-
tails that ‘this glass’ has a degree of fulness that is approximately the same as the
maximum degree.

This is not (yet) quite the same as ‘almost’, although it is almost the same. To
see that it effectively ends up beingcompletelythe same, observe that, by defini-
tion, nothing can have a degree that exceeds the maximum endpoint when the scale
involved is a maximally closed one. From this, it follows that being approximately
the same as the maximum degree means one of the following two things:9

(i) d2 = d1 (i.e. identical to the maximum degree)
(ii) d2 / d1 (i.e. slightly below the maximum degree)

That is, strictly speaking, (15) does not exclude a possibility in which ‘this glass’
has a maximum degree of fulness (i.e. (i)). Intuitively, however, such an interpre-
tation is not available for (2a). I assume that this is due to a pragmatic economy

8A remark is in order regarding the felicity contrast in (5). Intuitively, this contrast is due to
the fact that the strength of intensification is distinctly weaker withkanari than with more typical
intensifiers. This follows if we assume that the standard is generally not necessarily identical to the
average. More specifically, in order to stand out and qualify as A, the object in question typically has
to have a degree of A-ness that is higher than the average degree of A-ness of all objects for which
the judgment of whether or not A is sortally appropriate. (See Kennedy (2007:11) for a discussion
on the difference between standard and average in this connection.) Assuming that this remains true
regardless of the choice of the comparison class (which seems to be a reasonable assumption given
the nature of the notion of standard), the felicity contrast in (5) follows directly from the present
analysis, together with the assumption that the expressiontotemoin Japanese is analyzed in the
same way as Englishvery.

9I would like to thank Wataru Uegaki (p.c.) for pointing out this consequence of the proposed
analysis and suggesting to me the pragmatic account of the unavailability of the maximum amount
reading.



principle along the lines of McCawley (1978) and Horn’s (1989) division of prag-
matic labor. That is, for conveying the information that the glass has the maximum
degree of fulness, there is a simpler and less ambiguous form, namely the positive
form (16):

(16) Kono
this

koppu-wa
glass-TOP

manpai-da.
full- COP

‘This glass is full.’

Given the existence of this simpler and less ambiguous form, possibility (i) for (15)
is blocked, assuming that the speaker is cooperative in the Gricean sense. Then,
it follows that the only possible thing that (2a) can mean is (ii), which says that
the degree of fulnessd2 of ‘this glass’ is slightly less than the maximum degree of
fulness, that is, that the glass isalmost(but not completely) full. This accurately
corresponds to what the sentence intuitively means whenkanari combines with a
maximally closed scale adjective.10

Interestingly, the proposed analysis also makes correct predictions about cases
involving minimum endpoints, namely, cases with lexically minimally closed scale
adjectives and cases with the comparative phrase with-yori. Intuitively, with min-
imally closed scale adjectives,kanarimeans ‘significantly’, just as with open scale
adjectives. That is, the following sentence means that the rod has asignificantde-
gree of bend,not that it has a degree of bend that is around the minimum endpoint
(i.e. the standard):

(17) Kono
this

sao-wa
rod-TOP

kanari
quite

magat-te
bent

iru.
COP

‘This rod is quite bent.’

10As should be clear from the discussion in the main text, the proposed analysis (like Sadock’s
(1981) analysis ofalmost) treats the ‘not completely’ meaning ofkanarias it occurs with maximally
closed scale adjectives to be a conversational implicature rather than an entailment. This seems to
be the right result, since the relevant implication can be cancelled in certain contexts. To see this,
observe the felicity of the following examples:

(i) a. A: (without looking at the glass very carefully)
Kono
this

koppu-wa
glass-TOP

kanari
quite

manpai-da-ne.
full- COP-EMOTIVE

‘This glass is quite full, isn’t it?’
B: (inspecting the glass carefully to verify A’s claim)

Kanari
quite

manpai
full

dokoro-ka
not only

kanzen-ni
completely

manpai-da-zo.
full- COP-EMPH

‘Not only that, it’scompletelyfull.’
b. (referring to a set of glasses, some of which are almost (but not completely) full while

others are completely full)
Korera-no
these-GEN

koppu-wa
glass-TOP

doremo
each

kanari
quite

manpai-da.
full-COP

‘All of these glasses are quite full.’



The proposed analysis correctly predicts this fact. Note first that the average degree
of bend of objectsy that satisfy the predicate ‘y is bent’ exceeds the minimum
endpoint by some nontrivial amount (since all these objects have some positive
degrees of bend). Now, according to the analysis ofkanari in (13), (17) asserts that
the bend of the rod is approximately the same as that average. It then follows that
the rod has a nontrivial amount of bend. Note here that, if we used the relation
standard instead ofaverage in the definition of the meaning ofkanari in (13),
it would be incorrectly predicted that (17) would mean that the rod has a degree
that is approximately the same as some degree that is equal to or above the standard
(where the standard corresponds to the minimum endpoint since a minimally closed
scale adjective is involved here). But this would be too weak as the truth conditions
for (17) since being approximately the same as a degree that exceeds the standard
would merely entail that the degree in question is itself (at least) equal to or above
the minimum endpoint. This would clearly be a wrong result. This suggests that the
meaning ofkanarishould be characterized in terms ofaverage instead ofstandard.

Finally let us look at a case wherekanari occurs in the comparative form with
-yori ‘than’.11 Empirically, kanari appearing in the comparative construction be-
haves essentially in the same way as when it appears with open or minimally closed
scale adjectives. (18) asserts that the difference of height between the two shelves
is significantlylarge.

(18) Kono
this

tana-wa
shelf-TOP

ano
that

tana-yori
shelf-than

kanari
quite

takai.
high

‘This shelf is higher than that shelf by a quite large extent.’

This makes sense if we understand the essential function of the comparative con-
struction to be to derive a new minimally closed scale for measuring the differential
degree between the object being predicated of and the object that is taken to be the
standard: since the comparative construction involves a minimally closed scale,ka-
nari’s meaning there is the same as with lexically minimally closed scale adjectives.

Importantly, despite the lack of comparative morphology on the adjective, there
is solid evidence (cf. Kennedy (to appear) and Sawada (2009)) that the comparative
form in Japanese involving the morpheme-yori is a case of what Kennedy (2007)
callsexplicit comparisonrather thanimplicit comparison. The former is exempli-
fied by English comparatives with the overt comparative morpheme-er (or more),
while the latter is exemplified by forms of comparison using expressions such as
the Englishas compared to; the two types of comparison constructions contrast
with one another systematically in their semantic properties and the Japanese-yori
construction consistently exhibits the properties of the former (for specific pieces
of evidence, see Kennedy (to appear) and Sawada (2009)). As Kennedy (to appear)
notes, this motivates an analysis of the-yori construction along the lines of English
overt comparatives.

Here I adopt a somewhat nonstandard (but conveniently perspicuous) analysis
of comparatives that K&M sketch in their account of the interactions of the se-
mantics of degree modifiers and comparatives. This analysis is exactly along the

11Japanese does not mark the adjective with an overt comparative morpheme.



lines of the intuitive characterization of the function of the comparative construc-
tion that I have given above.12 Thus, by adopting this analysis of comparatives for
the Japanese-yori construction, the proposed account ofkanari straightforwardly
predicts the correct truth conditions for (18). Specifically, the assumption needed is
the following:

(19) ano tana-yori takai‘taller than that shelf’ denotes a relation between ob-
jects and degrees on a redefined scale of tallness; the redefined scale is
identical to the original scale of tallness associated withtakai ‘tall’, except
that it has a derivedminimum endpointthat is identified with the height of
‘that shelf’ on the original scale.

With (19), the truth conditions for (18) are predicted to be as follows: (18) is true
if and only if the height of ‘this shelf’ is approximately the same as the average
height of objectsy that satisfy the predicate ‘y is taller than that shelf’, that is, if
and only if its height exceeds the height of ‘that shelf’ by somenontrivial amount.
This indeed precisely corresponds to what the sentence intuitively means.

To summarize, we have seen in this section that the proposed analysis ofkanari
in (13) correctly captures what the word intuitively means in all relevant cases.
The key to the analysis is the fact that the standard of comparison is determined
differently for different kinds of gradable adjectives.

4 Conclusion
Building on the analysis of gradable adjectives and degree modifiers by Kennedy
& McNally (2005), I have proposed an analysis of the Japanese degree expression
kanari that unifies the apparently unrelated meanings that this word exhibits when
it occurs with open scale and (maximally) closed scale adjectives. The proposed
analysis attributes the apparent meaning difference to an independently motivated
difference in the properties of open scale and closed scale adjectives, namely, the
way in which the standard of comparison is set. I have also shown that the pro-
posed analysis makes correct predictions about other cases as well—specifically,
ones involving (lexically) minimally closed scale adjectives and comparatives. Re-
cent results in degree semantics have extended the empirical domain in important
ways (cf., e.g., Rotstein & Winter 2003; Kennedy & Levin 2008; Sawada & Grano
2009; Uegaki 2009), but they all converge on the same general conclusion that
recognizing the notion of scale leads to insightful analyses of complex linguistic
phenomena pertaining to gradability. The conclusion obtained in the present paper
is fully in line with these recent results and further corroborates the significance
of the notion of scale structure—especially the way it is articulated by Kennedy &
McNally (2005).

12See Kubota (2009) for a detailed formal analysis of the-yori comparative in Japanese along
these lines together with a demonstration that it straightforwardly accounts for a range of facts
associated with this construction. An important question that needs to be asked but that unfortunately
goes beyond the scope of this paper is whether an equally straightforward analysis of the interaction
between the meaning ofkanari and the comparative would be possible if one instead adopted the
more standard, quantificational analysis of comparatives.
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