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1 Introduction

• Adjectives of completeness (ACs, completo ‘complete’, total ‘total’, absoluto ‘absolute’) modify some
nouns denoting property concepts (PC)

(1) a. La
the

completa
complete

oscuridad
darkness

de
of

la
the

sala
room

le
DAT

impide
prevents

ver
see.INF

al
to.the

asesino.
murderer

‘The complete darkness of the room prevents her from seeing the murderer.’

b. Nos
ACC

sorprendió
surprised.3SG

la
the

total
total

claridad
clarity

de
of

su
her

programa
platform

para
for

la
the

legislatura.
term

‘The total clarity of her platform for the next term surprised us.’

(2) a. ?? La
the

completa
complete

altura
height

del
of.the

armario
closet

le
DAT

impide
prevents

ver
see.INF

al
to.the

asesino
murderer

Intended: ‘The complete height of the closet prevents her from seeing the murderer.’

b. ?? Nos
ACC

sorprendió
surprised.3SG

la
the

total
total

inseguridad
insecurity

del
of.the

barrio
neighborhood

Intended: ‘The total insecurity of the neighborhood surprised us.’

• Their adverbial counterparts (completamente ‘completely’ and so on) are degree modifiers sensitive
to the adjective’s scale

(3) a. Completamente
completely

oscuro/??alto
dark tall

b. Totalmente
totally

claro/??inseguro
clear dangerous

• Questions

– Are ACs degree modifiers in the nominal domain?

– What is the source of gradability? What is the relation between gradability and parthood?

– What is the relation between the adverb and the adjective?

• In this talk I will

– show that the distribution of ACs with abstract mass nouns can be predicted by the scale used
by their related adjective

*The research underlying this work has been supported by research project FFI2012-32886, funded by the Spanish Ministry of
Economy and Competitiveness, and by scholarship FPU2010-6022 from the Spanish Ministry of Education.
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– argue for an approach to Spanish PC nouns as denoting substances, following Francez and
Koontz-Garboden’s 2015 proposal for Ulwa

– discuss the differences between adjectives and nouns and their ways to denote properties and
being measured

– provide an analysis for ACs as degree modifiers of maximality

2 Maximality modifiers in the adjectival domain

• Adjectives differ with respect to the structure of the scale they lexicalize (Kennedy and McNally,
2005)

Open scale ◦————–◦ (alto ‘tall’, guapo ‘handsome’)
Upper closed scale ◦————–• (limpio ‘clean’, oscuro ‘dark’)
Lower closed scale •————–◦ (sucio ‘dirty’, impuro ‘impure’)
(Fully) closed scale •————–• (lleno ‘full’, opaco ‘opaque’)

• Maximality modifiers are sensitive to the scale structure of the adjective: They only appear with
upper and totally closed scale adjectives (Rotstein and Winter, 2004; Kennedy and McNally, 2005)

(4) a. completamente
completely

oscuro/lleno/libre/visible/opaco
dark/full/free/visible/opaque

b. ?? completamente
completely

alto/ancho/guapo/impuro/peligroso
tall/wide/handsome/impure/dangerous

• Maximizers are degree modifiers that restrict the value of the degree argument of the adjective G
to being a maximum on the adjective’s scale SG .

(5) JcompletelyK = λGλx .∃d[d =max(SG)∧G(d)(x)] (Kennedy and McNally, 2005)

• Maximality modifiers have the following properties:

1. They entail that the end of the scale has been reached

(6) a. # El
the

avión
plane

está
is

completamente
completely

lleno;
full

hay
there.is

un
a

asiento
seat

libre
free

en
in

la
the

parte
part

de
of

atrás.
back

‘The plane is completely full. There is an empty seat in the rear.’

b. # El
the

suelo
floor

está
is

totalmente
totally

seco;
dry

queda
remains

un
a

charqu-ito
puddle-DIM

en
in

ese
that

rincón.
corner

‘The floor is totally dry. There is a small puddle in that corner.’

2. The construction maximizer G is a total construct, in the sense that it has the distribution of
an upper-closed scale adjective (Rotstein and Winter, 2004). This is shown by the fact that it
is compatible with almost

(7) a. El
the

avión
plane

está
is

casi
almost

completamente
completely

lleno.
full
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b. El
the

suelo
floor

está
is

casi
almost

totalmente
totally

seco.
dry

3. Total adjectives accept exceptive phrases (Rotstein and Winter, 2004). As a total construct,
maximizer G is also compatible with the construction except for.

(8) a. El
the

avión
plane

está
is

completamente
completely

lleno,
full

excepto
except

un
a

asiento
seat

en
in

la
the

primera
first

fila.
row

‘The plane is completely full, except for a seat in the first row.’

b. El
the

suelo
floor

está
is

totalmente
totally

seco,
dry

menos
except

en
in

este
this

rincón.
corner

‘The floor is totally dry, except for this corner.’

3 ACs modifying PC nouns

• ACs are able to modify nouns related to gradable adjectives that denote properties or qualities1

(9) a. La
the

completa
complete

oscuridad
darkness

de
of

la
the

sala
room

le
DAT

impide
prevents

ver
see.INF

al
PREP-the

asesino.
murderer

‘The complete darkness of the room prevents her from seeing the murderer.’

b. La
the

prensa
press

tiene
has

total
total

libertad
freedom

para
PREP

informar
inform

y
and

expresar
express

opiniones.
opinions

‘The press has total freedom to inform and express opinions.’

• They display the properties of maximality modifiers (cf. point 4 in §2)

1. They entail that the end of the scale has been reached (cf. 6),

(10) a. # La
the

sala
room

está
está

en
in

completa
complete

oscuridad;
darkness

puedes
can.2SG

apagar
switch.off

otra
other

luz.
light

‘The room is in complete darkness. You can switch off another light.’

b. # La
the

prensa
press

tiene
has

total
total

libertad;
freedom

solo
only

tiene que
has.to

pasar
pass.INF

un
a

pequeño
small

control
inspection

del
of.the

gobierno.
government

‘The press has total freedom. It just has to pass a small inspection from the govern-
ment.’

2. The construction is compatible with casi ‘almost’ (cf. 7),

(11) a. La
the

casi
almost

completa
complete

oscuridad
darkness

de
of

la
the

sala
room

le
DAT

impide
prevents

ver
see.INF

al
to.the

asesino.
murderer

‘The almost complete darkness of the room prevents her from seeing the murderer.’

b. La
the

prensa
press

tiene
has

casi
almost

total
total

libertad
freedom

para
for

informar
inform.INF

y
and

expresar
express.INF

opiniones.
opinions

‘The press has almost total freedom to inform and express opinions.’

1I only address nouns denoting properties or qualities here; ACs modifying nominalizations of adjectives that denote states or
occurrences of events, such as estupidez ‘stupidity’ or crueldad ‘cruelty’ (see e.g. Beauseroy, 2009; Arche and Marín, to appear)
are left for future work.
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3. and it accepts exceptive phrases (cf. 8).

(12) a. La
the

sala
room

está
is

en
in

completa
complete

oscuridad,
darkness

excepto
except

por
for

la
the

tenue
faint

luz
light

de
of

la
the

luna.
moon

‘The room is in complete darkness, except for the faint light of the moon.’

b. La
the

prensa
press

tiene
has

total
total

libertad,
freedom

salvo
except

en
in

asuntos
issues

religiosos.
religious

‘The press has total freedom except for religious issues.’

• The acceptability of PC nouns with maximality modifiers depends on the scale used by the related
adjective. Therefore, the noun and the adjective share the same scalar properties.

(13) a. Upper closed scale adjectives:

completa
complete

aridez,
aridity

total
total

claridad,
clarity

absoluta
absolute

libertad,
freedom

total
total

oscuridad,
darkness

completa
complete

lealtad
loyalty

b. Totally closed scale adjectives:

completa
complete

opacidad,
opacity,

total
total

soledad,
loneliness

absoluta
absolute

visibilidad
visibility

(14) a. Open scale adjectives:

??completa
complete

anchura,
wideness

??total
total

belleza,
beauty

??absoluta
absolute

altura,
tallness

??absoluta
absolute

sabiduría
wisdom

b. Lower closed scale adjectives:

??completa
complete

impureza,
impurity

??total
total

inseguridad
insecurity

?absoluta
absolute

suciedad
dirtiness

• This does not mean that these nouns, like their cognate adjectives, have a maximum standard.
I.e., it is not the case that, in order for something to qualify as N , it must have a maximal amount
of the property. (15b) is thus not contradictory.

(15) a. # La
the

prensa
press

es
is

libre.
free

Solo
only

tiene que
has to

pasar
pass

un
a

control
inspection

del
of the

gobierno.
government

‘The press is free. It just has to pass an inspection from the government.’

b. La
the

prensa
press

tiene
has

libertad.
freedom

Solo
only

tiene que
has to

pasar
pass.INF

un
a

pequeño
small

control
inspection

del
of.the

gobierno.
government

‘The press has freedom. It just has to pass a small inspection from the government.’

• This is also shown in the different entailments of the comparative construction. X is Gmax -er than y
entails that y is not Gmax (Kennedy and McNally, 2005), but that is not the case for the nouns.

(16) a. La
the

prensa
press

local
local

es
is

más
more

libre
free

que
than

la
the

prensa
press

nacional.
national

� La
the

prensa
press

nacional
national

no
NEG

es
is

libre.
free

‘The local press is freer than the national press.’ � ‘The national press is not free.’
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b. La
the

prensa
press

local
local

tiene
has

más
more

libertad
freedom

que
than

la
the

prensa
press

nacional.
national

2 La
the

prensa
press

nacional
national

no
NEG

tiene
has

libertad.
freedom

‘The local press has more freedom than the national press.’ 2 ‘The national press does not
have freedom.’

4 The semantics of property concept nouns

4.1 Properties of PC nouns

• PC nouns behave morphosyntactically as mass nouns (e.g., Nicolas, 2004).

– They do not inflect for number (unless they are coerced into a class reading)

(17) a. #arroces
rices

#cervezas
beers

b. #libertades,
freedoms

#felicidades
hapinesses

– They are compatible with the quantifiers poco ‘little’, or demasiado ‘too much’ (i.e., they have
gradable uses)

(18) a. poco
little

arroz,
rice

demasiada
too.much

cerveza
beer

b. poca
little

libertad,
freedom

demasiada
too.much

felicidad
happiness

– They have cumulative reference (see Krifka, 1989): John’s happiness and Mary’s happiness
put together can be referred to as happiness

• PC nouns have absolute uses, but often have a relational nature. The relation between the property
and the individual in which is instantiated can be thought of as one of possession

(19) a. La
the

libertad
freedom

es
is

lo
the

más
more

importante.
important

‘Freedom is the most important thing.’

b. Encontró
found.3SG

belleza
beauty

en
in

Zambia.
Zambia

‘She found beauty in Zambia.’

(20) a. la
the

libertad
freedom

de
of

la
the

prensa
press

– su
its

libertad
freedom

b. la
the

belleza
beauty

de
of

las
the

cataratas
falls

Victoria
Victoria

– su
its

belleza
beauty

• This is the base intuition for analyses of these nominals as relations between an instantiation of a
property (or a trope) and an individual (Nicolas, 2004; Moltmann, 2009)

• These approaches are able to capture the relational nature of abstract mass nouns and their gradable
uses, but need to stipulate the connection between the noun and the adjective

• The semantics I will adopt take PC nouns to have mass denotations and have degrees introduced
by a measure function external to the noun (as in Nicolas, 2004)

5
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• The difference will lie in the relation between the property and the holder, which I will analyze
as a possession relation, following Francez and Koontz-Garboden (2015), and in being a bit more
precise about the dimension of ordering shared by the adjective and the noun.

4.2 PC lexemes as predicates of portions

• Francez and Koontz-Garboden (2015) model the mass denotation of property concept nouns by
drawing on the mereological approach to mass terms (Link, 1983)

• Substances are predicates over a domain that is partially ordered

– Let A be a non-empty set of portions of a substance. Substances are subsets of A that form
a join semi-lattice with the join operation t (commutative, idempotent, and associative). t
induces an ordering relation � on A, that can be thought of as a ‘part-of’ relation.

• Gradability is modeled as an ordering of portions of substances with two postulates:

– Any substance P ⊂ A is ordered by a total preorder ≤, intuitively thought of as ‘smaller or
equal to’

– The preorder ≤ preserves the mereological part-of relation �, so that given a substance P,
and two portions p, q ∈ P : p � q→ p ≤ q.

(Francez and Koontz-Garboden, 2015)

• A substance-denoting property concept term denotes the set of all portions of the substance.

(21) Jminisih-K = λp.dirtiness(p) (Ulwa; Francez and Koontz-Garboden, 2015)

• Substance denoting PCs require possessive morphosyntax to be related to an individual

(22) Substance possession
For any individual a and substance P, a has P iff ∃p[P(p)∧π(a, p)]

(Francez and Koontz-Garboden, 2015)

• In Ulwa, the possessive suffix -ka is required in PC constructions. This morpheme is a function
from substances to property of individuals that stand in the possession relation to some portion of
the substance

(23) Yang
1SG

as-ki-na
shirt.1SG

minisih-ka.
dirty-3SG.POSS

‘My shirt is dirty.’ (Ulwa; Green 2004, cited by Francez and Koontz-Garboden, 2015)

(24) Jminisih-kaK = λxλD.∃Dz[dirtiness(z)∧π(x , z)]
(Francez and Koontz-Garboden, 2015)

4.3 Spanish PC nouns denote predicates of portions

• (25) denotes the unique portion that the press possesses and is a portion of freedom (26). The
individual in the PP complement of the nominalization is analyzed as a possessor, and the relation
is mediated by the null head POSS (26e).

6
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(25) la
the

libertad
freedom

de
of

la
the

prensa
press

(26) DP

POSSP

POSS’

NP

libertad

POSS

PP

de la prensa

D

la

a. JNPK= λp.freedom(p)

b. JPOSSK = λPλxλy.[π(x , y)∧ P(y)] (Barker, 1995, 54)

c. JPOSS’K = λxλp.[π(x , p)∧ freedom(p)]

d. JPPK= ιx .the-press(x)

e. JPOSSPK= λp.[π(the-press, p)∧ freedom(p)]

f. JDPK= ιp.[π(the-press, p)∧ freedom(p)]

On the relation between the noun and the adjective

• I will assume that Spanish gradable adjectives (libre ‘free’) and their correspondent nouns (libertad
‘freedom’) are derived from a common root, but not from one another

– A first piece of evidence for this is the fact that it is not always the case that the noun is derived
from the adjective (silencioso ‘silent, quiet’, silencio ‘silence’; hambriento ‘hungry’, hambre
‘hunger’), and there are also cases of suppletion (viejo ‘old’, edad ‘age’)

– Some Spanish PC nouns do not have correspondent adjectives but their behavior is parallel to
that of those that have one (fe ‘faith’, amor ‘love’, coraje ‘courage’)

• Property concepts can be gradable (their denotation is an ordered set) or non-gradable and, if
gradable, bounded or unbounded. This information is part of the root and passes on to its different
lexicalizations

• The domain of the (mass) noun forms a join semilattice, whereas the domain of the adjective forms
a scale, and there is a mapping between the two

– This relies in the standard account: nouns denote properties (〈e, t〉), (gradable) adjectives
include measure functions in their meanings (〈d, 〈e, t〉〉; or alternatively, 〈e, d〉)

– Evidence for this comes from the presence of much in nominal but not in adjectival com-
paratives in English (John is as tall as Mary; John drinks as much coffee as Mary) and the
constraint in the dimensions of measurement allowed by nouns (the monotonicity constraint,
see Schwarzschild, 2006; Wellwood, 2014)

5 ACs as maximality modifiers of PC nouns

• ACs modify only PC nouns whose related adjective uses a closed scale. The semantics for ACs will
be the same as the one for their adverbial counterparts (5)

7
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(27) JACK = λG〈d,〈e,t〉〉λx .∃d[d =max(SG)∧G(d)(x)]

• However, the semantics for PC nominals provided above includes an ordering on portions, but no
degree argument. The degree argument will be introduced by a null head Meas (Solt, 2015; cf.
Schwarzschild’s (2006) Mon, Rett’s (2008) QUANTITY). Meas takes an individual and returns a set
of degrees representing its amount or number.

(28) JMEASKgc = λxλd.µS(x)≥ d (Solt, 2015, 236)

• MEAS may combine with a expression denoting a property (〈e, t〉) via a special mode of variable
identification, Degree Argument Introduction (Solt, 2015, 237)

(29) Degree Argument Introduction (DAI)
If α is a branching node, {β ,γ} are the set of α’s daughters, and JβK = λx .P(x), JγK =
λxλd.Q(d)(x), then JαK= λdλx .[P(x)∧Q(x)(d)]

(30) DP〈e〉

POSSP
〈e, t〉

POSS’
〈e, 〈e, t〉〉

MEASP
〈e, t〉

MEAS’
〈d, 〈e, t〉〉

NP
〈e, t〉

libertad

MEAS
〈e, 〈d, t〉〉

DegP
〈〈d, 〈e, t〉, 〈e, t〉〉〉

completa

POSS
〈〈e, t〉, 〈e, 〈e, t〉〉〉

PP〈e〉

de la prensa

D
〈〈e, t〉, e〉

la

a. JNPK= λp.freedom(p)

b. JMEASK = λxλd.µS(x)≥ d

c. JMEAS’K = λdλp[µ(p)≥ d ∧ freedom(p)] DAI

d. JDegPK= λG〈d,〈e,t〉〉λx .∃d[d =max(SG)∧G(d)(x)]

e. JMEASPK= λp[µ(p)≥max(Sfreedom)∧ freedom(p)]

f. JPOSS’K = λyλp[µ(p)≥max(Sfreedom)∧ freedom(p)∧π(y, p)]

g. JPPK= ιx .the-press(x)

h. JPOSSPK= λp[µ(p)≥max(Sfreedom)∧ freedom(p)∧π(the-press, p)]

i. JDPK= ιp[µ(p)≥max(Sfreedom)∧ freedom(p)∧π(the-press, p)]

8
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Only lexical scales provide appropriate degrees

• Under this analysis, ACs measure the size of the portion of a substance and assert that the size is
maximal. ACs do so regardless of the part structure and other physical properties of the possessor
of the property

• Since the bearer has a certain portion of the property, one of a precise size, a reasonable possibility
is that the maximal amount of the property the individual has would provide a maximum for ACs.
This is, however, not the case

(31) a. * la
the

completa
complete

altura
tallness

del
of.the

edificio
building

b. * la
the

total
total

inseguridad
insecurity

del
of.the

barrio
neighborhood

• This shows that ACs compose directly with the PC noun (before the bearer is introduced) and target
their lexical scale

ACs can modifiy abstract non-derived mass nouns

• Although most of the examples involve adjectival nominalizations, having an adjectival counterpart
is not a requirement

(32) a. completa
complete

paz,
peace

total
total

silencio,
silence

absoluta
absolute

fe
faith

b. *completo
complete

miedo,
fear

??total
total

daño,
harm

*absoluto
absolute

tiempo
time

On abstract v. concrete mass nouns

• So far, the only difference between PC (or abstract) and concrete mass nouns is that the former
may denote bounded substances

• Tovena (2001) argues that a subset of abstract mass nouns denote quantities that can undergo
increase or contraction without a corresponding extension in space or time (intensive quantities in
van de Velde’s 1995 terms). In other words, the quantity and the quality scale in abstract mass
nouns blend together

• This can be observed in the equivalence between a quantity and a quality exclamative with an
abstract mass noun but not with a concrete mass noun (Tovena, 2001; Brucart and Rigau, 2002)

(33) a. ¡Quanta
how.much

paciència!
patience

‘What a patience!’

b. ¡Quina
what

paciència!
patience

‘What a patience!’

c. ¡Quanta
how.much

gent!
people

‘How many people!’

d. ¡Quina
what

gent!
people

‘What (strange) people!’

(Catalan; Brucart and Rigau, 2002)

9
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• Further evidence comes from the different readings of size adjectives

(34) a. una
a

gran
big

belleza
beauty

/ libertad;
freedom

una
a

sabiduría
wisdom

enorme
huge

‘a great beauty / freedom’; ‘a huge wisdom’

b. una
a

gran
big

casa;
house

un
a

parque
park

enorme
huge

‘a big house / water’; ‘a huge park’

c. *gran
big

agua;
water

*arroz
rice

enorme
huge

• Recast in our terms, this means that the quantity and the quality or intensity scale are the same
one in abstract mass nouns. Quantity scales are intrinsically unbounded, but intensity scales can be
bounded. The head introducing the measure function (MEAS) uses the scale available. As a result,
in abstract mass nouns, the bigger the portion of a substance (freedom, for instance), the higher
the intensity of the property.

6 Conclusion

• PC nouns have been analyzed as predicates of portions of substances (cf. Francez and Koontz-
Garboden, 2015). Their domain forms a mereological structure (accounting for their mass behavior)
and it is partially ordered (accounting for their ability to be measured)

• The way of ascribing the property to the individual is via a possessive relation

• In order to be measured by e.g. quantifier adjectives, a degree argument is introduced via a null
head MEAS (Solt, 2015)

• In PC nouns that denote qualities (freedom), quantity and quality are blend together. Their ordering
can be bounded (have a maximum)

• Both adverbs and adjectives of completeness target a relation between degrees and individuals
(either a gradable adjective or the result of combining MEAS with the PC noun) and set the degree
to the maximum in the scale (if there is one)

Further issues

• Differences between q-adjectives and ACs

(35) La
the

prensa
press

tiene
has

mucha
a.lot.of

libertad.
freedom

• Other degree uses of ACs: modifying event nominalizations, evaluative nouns (Masià, to appear)

(36) a. La
the

total
total

destrucción
destruction

de
of

la
the

ciudad
city

tuvo
had

lugar
place

en
in

abril.
April

‘The total destruction of the city took place in April.’

b. Juan
Juan

es
is

un
a

completo
complete

idiota.
idiot

10
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• Non-degree uses (completo only) and adjective position

(37) a. El
the

museo
museum

cuenta
counts

con
with

una
a

completa
complete

colección
collection

de
of

grabados
prints

de
of

Picasso.
Picasso

‘The museum has a complete collection of Picasso prints.’ (a comprehensive one)

b. El
the

museo
museum

cuenta
counts

con
with

una
a

colección
collection

completa
complete

de
of

grabados
prints

de
of

Picasso.
Picasso

‘The museum has a complete collection of Picasso prints.’ (all the prints)
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