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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson 38: Qualifiers and intensifiers

An intensifier is an adverb that emphasizes degree: quite, rather, such, too, very. Intensifiers give "force or emphasis." A qualifier is a word that "modifies or limits the meaning of another word." Weak intensifiers and qualifiers are well-recognized villains among the things that make sentences wordy.

Strunk and White detest them; in The Elements of Style, they write, "Rather, very, little, pretty -- these are the leeches that infest the pond of prose, sucking the blood of words."

Qualifiers and intensifiers are an amateur writer's blundering attempts to add nuance to meaning. Instead of finding the right verb or adjective, they settle for trying to amplify a banal or trite one. Words such as very, quite, rather, completely, definitely, and so can usually be deleted. Sentences without intensifiers are often more emphatic, not less. The modifiers basically, essentially, and fundamentally are usually superfluous.

Reporters have a legitimate use for some qualifiers. From The Word: "Qualifiers are necessary in statements open to doubt. Because news reports are often based on partial information, some hedging is inevitable: possibly, perhaps, probably, reportedly, on the whole, and so on. Some writers are so habituated -- or so insecure -- that they guard their flanks with qualifiers even when the flank needs no guarding."

Examples

A man who allegedly hijacked a Piemont Airlines prop jet...

[Unless the writer thought the authorities and the sheriff's deputies were hallucinating, there is no need for the qualifier.]

Basically, the company plans to emphasize retailing.

[You're not obligated to give every aspect of the company's plan. If what you left out is important, put it in.]

essentially they work as security guards.

[If that's what they do essentially, good enough. Call them security guards.]

We found the proposal quite feasible.

[delete “quite”]

The death scene is truly grotesque.

[delete “truly”]

The remark, though unkind, was entirely accurate.

[delete “entirely”]

When I returned to home base, I realized that things had gone a little easier because I had recently studied the proper procedures.

[delete “a little” and “proper”]

They decided to press on with just the NVGs since the goggles' performance had been truly awesome.

[delete “truly”]

The zero NVG-mishap record is pretty impressive, but what explains the disparity between the jets and the helos?

[delete “pretty”]

[from a newspaper  interview with Bruce Hornsby]

"kind of know what's real about success and what's not. The only thing that's real about it is the music and the people's response to it."

[delete “kind of”]

The ascent was basically hands-off...

[delete “basically”]

[from the Virginian-Pilot]

"We are very gratified with the plan," Nolan said. "It is kind of revolutionary when a military association will do something like this."

[delete “kind of”]

Cholesterol is a fat-like substance in the body that's really gotten a bum rap lately.

[delete “really”]

[from an Approach article where the pilot gets fixated during a bombing run and pulls out 500 feet from the ground.]

He writes, "I was pretty fixated during that last run."

[If he was only "pretty" fixated, what would qualify as "real fixated" -- actually smashing into the ground?]

Although I don't pretend to have the final word, there are a few relatively simple observations that, when viewed collectively, should at least stimulate a little more thought and lead to a little better understanding of this phenomenon."

[Assuming you can’t kill this entire passage, at least delete “relatively,” “at least,” “a little more” and “a little”]

… a rollback is not an extremely serious emergency.

[delete “extremely”]

The malfunctions we faced were fairly straightforward…

[weak adverb]
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