It's quite understandable why some Americans
might find the use of this word rather confusing

Lonig ago, when [ flrst took my Amerkcan
gitdfrdend 1o mweet my parents and she was
shown some of my father’s paintings, she
said that she thought they were “guite
nxe’.

Dad wasn't too plessed - 1o him it
sounded like dammning with [int proise,
But she didn't msean it like that. The
problem was that Americans can use the
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difforent Mo the wiee in which we usa it

Quite s a complex wonl. I we sxy that
something is quite awful, we mean that
it's extremely awful If we say that
somebody Is quite wrong, we are claiming
that they're absoludely wrong, But If we
say st something bs quite nhes, we dan't
mean thit it's extremely or shsolately
nce. We are saying that it's somewhat,
rathey, falrly nice.

The word quite 1s historkeally related 1o
quit and quiet, and commes down (o us via
Norman Freach from Latin quictus "ot
rest” - which is of course also where our
word guiet comes fram. Latin quietas
became O Fronch gulte, which mesnt
‘resting, free, at liberty, chear’ In the
Anglo-Norman Freoch used in England. it
alse meant 'without opposition’. This was

baorvowed into English in the 15th century,
and when it was used as an adverb
modiying an adjective, It Wis vy easy
for the “cloady” meaning to turn into
haroughly’, So quite bedllant came o
mean thoroughly beilliang, and gquite good
meant totally good.

The weaker setrsn of quite signifying
‘somenhat, rather, faldy” arces very mach
Jater: [t began being usad in the 1%¢h
century and then only m Britain; thas
meaning has never really developed n
Amserica. So when my girifriond said
“nuite good™, she resdly did mean “wory
pood”, just as we would if we said “gquite
splendid"”.

The 15th century partsal shift in
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W 50 i Sandi Toksvig quite good as the new

host of (1 (Quste Interesting). having replaced

Stephen Fry? A perfect illustration of the
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meaning might ssem to be rather strange.
How can a woed go frum meaning "totally”
to “partinlily™ According to the Oxford
Evalish Dictiotsary, 1he changn of
meaning was o weakening from ‘cortainly
baving the specified character in {at least)
some degree’ 1o ‘having the specified
character in some dogroe (though not
completalyy,

The dificnlty is thst with souse
adiectroes, like brilliant, British people
tend] to use quite in the marlier stronger
meaning whereas with other adjectives,
Liko good and nlee, we tond to ase It with
the newwr weakoer meaning. You can't
blame the Americans if they find that
vonfusing.



