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1. INTRODUCTION 

i.  NEAR-SYNONYMY, CONCEPTUAL CONTENT, AND CONSTRUAL 
• In Cognitive Grammar terms, synonymous expressions have identical conceptual 

content and impose the same construal upon that conceptual content (Langacker, 1987; 
1991; 2008); 

• near-synonyms share the same conceptual content but differ in terms of construal. 
 
F If we manage to measure and represent graphically similarities in conceptual content and 
differences in construal, we shall be able to observe fine semantic differences in sets of near-
synonyms. 

i i .  CASE STUDY: RATHER, QUITE, FAIRLY, & PRETTY 
Rather, quite, fairly, and pretty set the qualities that gradable adjectives denote to a moderate level 
(i.e. they index the properties of the adjectives they modify as ‘not fully X’). Along with moderately 
and relatively, these degree modifiers are known as ‘moderators’ (Paradis, 1997). 
 

• investigation restricted to <ADV + ADJ>: 
 
(1) I heard a rather odd conversation. (COCA) 
(2) These two teams are quite similar in some ways. (COCA) 
(3) I think it's fair ly easy for anyone to get anything they want (...). (COCA) 
(4) He seemed in pretty good form. (COCA) 
 

• adverbs used as word modifiers/constituents of AP (Stoffel, 1901); 
• they scale inherent qualities or properties of the heads;  
• because these adverbs are near-synonyms, we may expect them to share 

identical conceptual content but differ as to how this conceptual content is 
construed. 
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• entrenched types of the <moderator + adjective> construction provides access to a 
conceptual structure a non-compositional way (Goldberg, 1995; 2003; 2006; Langacker, 
1987; 2008) 

i i i .  PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
• Rather, quite, fairly, and pretty are typologically challenging… 

§ quite    Allerton (1987), Paradis (1997), Athanasiadou (2007) 
(5) The market is quite big and quite old. (COCA) -> moderator 
(6) That was quite excellent. (COCA) -> ‘booster’, i.e. high degree 
(7) The film is quite good. -> moderator or booster ? 

§ rather  (Gilbert, 1989) 
(8) She was quite large actually, but compared to Manny Fox she seemed rather frai l  -> 

moderator 
(9) rather unique  -> high degree 

• …and semantically hard to distinguish (Downing, 2006) 
§ quite “moderate but unequivocal intensification of the adjective”; 
§ rather “understatement”; “mitigation”; “politeness”; 
§ pretty “quite but not completely”; 
§ fairly “an almost large or reasonable degree of a quality” 

• Moderators are cognit ive synonyms (Paradis, 1994: 160; 1997: 71) -> substituting one 
for the other does not change the truth-value of the proposition (Cruse, 1986: 270ff)i. 
Cognitive synonyms share identical conceptual content and differ only in style, register, and 
connotation. In other words, cognitive synonymy is a matter of both sameness and 
difference. 

• Paradis (1997, 62) -> the semantic relation between degree modifiers and 
adjectives is bidirectional (the adjective selects a degree modifier, which in turn 
restricts the interpretation of the adjective) 

• Previous corpus-based studies of degree modifiers: Altenberg (1991), Paradis (1997), 
Lorenz (2002), Kennedy (2003), Simon-Vandenbergen (2008); 

o Problem:  inadequate measures of the two-way interaction between collocants, 
e.g. raw freq, %, counts per n-words, MI (Kennedy, 2003); see Kilgarriff (2001). 
 

iv.  RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• How can we account for sameness and difference in context?  
• How can we visualize near-synonymy? 
• How can we account for bi-directional semantic relationship between moderators and 

adjectives? 
 
Proposed solutions: 
i. we inspect co-occurrences of moderators and adjectives within constructional patterns 

because both moderators and adjectives contribute to the meaning of the <moderator + 
adjective> construction; 

ii. we combine univariate and multivariate statistics to map usage patterns and conceptual 
structure. 



G. Desagulier 

 3 

2. METHODS 

i.  CORPUS 
COCA (Davies, 1990-present) ‒ 415M words 
Extraction: INTENSIFIER + ADJ (R1 & R2) + clean up + tabulations 

i i .  STATISTICS 

 
Figure 1. Collostructional analysis as input for two multifactorial methods 

 
Collexeme analysis: Stefanowitsch & Gries (2003) 
Multiple distinctive collexeme analysis (Gilquin, 2007; Gries & Stefanowitsch, 2004) 
Hierarchical cluster analysis (Divjak, 2006; 2010; Divjak & Gries, 2008) 
Correspondence analysis (Benzécri, 1973; Benzécri, 1984; Greenacre, 2007) 

3. RESULTS 

i.  COLLEXEME ANALYSIS 
 

 
Table 1. Collexeme analysis of rather, quite, fairly, and pretty 
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i i .  COLLEXEME ANALYSIS AS INPUT FOR HIERARCHICAL CLUSTER ANALYSIS 
 

 
Figure 2. Cluster dendogram of 23 degree modifiers of adjectives in English, clustered 
according to their adjectival collexemes (distance: Canberra; cluster method: ward) 

i i i .  MULTIPLE DISTINCTIVE COLLEXEME ANALYSIS 
 

 
Table 2. MDCA of rather    Table 3. MDCA of quite 
 

 
Table 4. MDCA of fairly    Table 5. MDCA of pretty 
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iv.  MDCA AS INPUT FOR CORRESPONDENCE ANALYSIS 
 

 
Table 6. Input for correspondence analysis (sampled). 

 
 
 

 
Figure 3. CA of the <moderator + adjective> construction in COCA (graphic output). 
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Figure 4. CA of the <moderator + adjective> construction in COCA  

(graphic output with semantic annotation). 

4. DISCUSSION 

• Limits: 
o No corpus, whatever its size is representative enough; 
o Need for confirmatory stats & experimental verification; 
o Aspects that have been left aside: syntactic idiosyncrasies (Allerton, 1987), grading 

force (Paradis, 1997), subjectivity (Nevalainen & Rissanen, 2002; Athanasiadou, 2007) -
but the methodology proposed here can handle that. 

 
• Assets: 

o Once distinctive collexemes have been identified, raw frequencies can be used again 
safely in a multi-way table to map correlations between (a) moderators, (b) adjectives, 
(c) moderators and adjectives; 

o One graph synthesizes similarities and differences; 
o The CA plot makes it possible to determine entrenchment continua along the two 

dimensions that structure the Euclidean space. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

• Need for better statistics in the study of the collocation patterns of moderator  
-> collostructional analysis; 

• Combining univariate and multivariate statistics helps map usage patterns and conceptual 
structure  

-> the relationship between moderators and adjectives is indeed bidirectional and can be 
represented graphically; 

• Moderators are indeed similar and different BUT  
-> moderators have a functional basis in common but do not always operate within the 
same conceptual domains. If they do, they follow a division of labor; 

• Instead of clustering lexical co-occurrence data alone, it will be in the interest of future research 
to integrate more strata of richly annotated data within the same plot (e.g. information 
concerning grading force and semantic classes of adjectives). The resulting two-dimensional 
map will provide a finer-grained representation of the scale of synonymy of moderators. 
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