
Syllabus: LI2106

Comparatives and superlatives: Semantics and typology
Komparation: Semantik och typologi

Second Cycle, 7.5 credits
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Basic information:

• Lecturer: Elizabeth Bogal-Allbritten elizabeth.bogal-allbritten@gu.se

• Classroom: T346, Olof Wijksgatan 6

• Class schedule: Thursdays 10:15-12:00.

• Term dates: November 3 — January 15.

• Office: Dicksonsgatan 4, Room 111 (through Room 108)

• Office hours: Wednesdays 13:00-15:00, or by appointment.

This course considers the meaning and structure of comparative and superlative expressions -
er/more (taller, more beautiful,...) and -est/most (tallest, most beautiful,...). The course will provide
participants with an introduction to previous semantic theories of comparatives and superlatives,
and to the range of crosslinguistic diversity exhibited in these areas. The focus of the course will
be the analysis of linguistic data (both familiar and novel) to compare theoretical hypotheses.
Some of the specific questions we’ll consider include:

• What are the most widely-accepted semantic theories of English quality comparatives?

• What structures are used crosslinguistically to express comparative meanings?

• What can the structures and meanings of comparative structures tell us about the grammar
of a language more generally?

We will consider comparative constructions against the backdrop of broader questions relating to
semantic research methodology and the search for semantic universals and crosslinguistic variation.

By the end of the course, you will be able to:

• Compare various theories of comparative expressions.

• Collect relevant linguistic data to argue for one analysis over another.

• Apply theories discussed in the course to new data.

• Consider (dis)advantages of theoretical analyses discussed in the course.

• See gaps in own understanding and take responsibility for filling these gaps.

...and you will have understanding of:

• Key concepts relating to comparatives and superlatives

• Theoretical ideas occurring in the course material

• Crosslinguistic differences in expressions of comparative and suplerative meanings
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2 Assessment in course
Readings: Readings for the course will be made available on the GUL course webpage.

Assessment on the basis of:1

• Course participation (lectures and seminars). Attendance required for all dates.

• Assignments (see below).

• Final essay (see below).

Grades: ‘Pass with distinction’ (VG, Väl godkänd), ‘Pass’ (G, Godkänd), ‘Fail’ (U, Underkänd)

2.1 Assignments
Assignment 1: Assignment assessing fluency with formal semantic concepts relating to compar-
atives. Due November 17, made available November 10.

Assignment 2: Handout and presentation (approx. 20 minutes) of a paper chosen in consultation
with the instructor. Paper must be selected by November 10. Presentation must use a handout
to be submitted online. Students’ handouts will be assessed on the following points:

• Clear presentation of key data from paper.

• Clear presentation of theoretical proposals made in paper.

• Connection between topics discussed in lecture and topics considered in the paper.

Assignment 3: Handout and presentation (approx. 15 minutes) of preliminary findings for final
paper. Presentation on December 15. Presentation must use a handout to be submitted
online. Students’ handouts will be assessed on the following points:

• A research question and hypothesis.

• Research materials based on diagnostics discussed in class.

• Preliminary findings and tentative theoretical conclusions.

2.2 Final essay
The essay will be due on January 15, unless otherwise specified. Unless you have discussed and
approved another final essay topic with me by December 1, the final essay prompt is:

• Pick a language (i) not discussed in class and (ii) which you know a native speaker of.

• For that language, apply diagnostics and contexts discussed or developed in the course.

• These diagnostics should allow you to draw conclusions about the semantics of comparison
in your language of study.

• The final essay will (i) present and explain the tests and contexts that you used, (ii) present
your empirical findings, and (iii) discuss what theoretical conclusions your results are consis-
tent with.

• The final essay should also present ‘next steps’ that you could take: what questions were left
unanswered? How would you address these questions in future work?

The goals of this prompt are to give you applied practice with the material discussed in class and
to give you experience presenting your research in the style used by linguists.

1Students are given the opportunity to make a written evaluation of the course. Results of the evaluation are
published electronically. The results of the evaluation and possible changes in the course structure will be conveyed
to both the students who conducted the evaluation and to students who will take the course in the future. In the
event that a course has been discontinued or undergone major changes, the student should typically be guaranteed
at least three occasions (including regular examination) for a period of at least one year from the previous course
structure.
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3 Week-by-week schedule (subject to change!)
November 3: Introduction

November 10: The ‘standard’ semantic analysis of comparatives in English

• Due today: Have selected (and told me!) what paper you will be presenting.

• Outcomes:

– Be familiar with the ‘standard’ analysis of comparatives in English.
– Have a chance to review aspects of semantic theory as needed.

• Read for class: Bochnak (2013a, pp. 47- 67).

November 17: Phrasal vs. clausal comparison

• Due today: Exercise on the semantics of comparatives.

• Outcomes:

– Be familiar with evidence that suggests that standards of comparison may not be clausal.
– Consider data from a range of languages (English, Mandarin, Turkish, Luganda).

• Read for class: Kennedy (2007, pp. 1-14).

• Papers that can be presented: Xiang (2003), Hofstetter (2009), Bochnak (to appear)

November 24: Comparatives with and without more

• Outcomes:

– Be familiar with the semantic analyses given to comparative constructions that seem to
lack an overt or dedicated more morpheme. Does this absence indicate anything deep
about the semantics of comparatives in that language?

– Be familiar with relevant data from Japanese, Malayalam, Fijian, Samoan, and Luganda.
– Be familiar with what is meant by ‘implicit’ and ‘explicit’ comparison in the literature.

• Read for class: Kennedy (2007, pp. 14-25), Pearson (2010).

• Papers that can be presented: Bochnak (2013b), Menon (to appear, plus 4 page excerpt of
Menon 2012).

December 1: Parameters for comparatives

• Due today: Have already met with me to discuss your final essay.

• Outcomes:

– Understand the Beck et al. (2010) system of parameters for comparatives crosslinguis-
tically.

– Relate Beck et al.’s parameters to the crosslinguistic differences already proposed and
explored previously in the course.

• Read for class: Beck et al. (2010)

• Papers that can be presented: Howell (2013)

December 8: Parameters for comparatives, continued: Variation within one language?

• Outcomes:

– Solidfy understanding of Beck et al. (2010).
– See how multiple strategies for comparison may exist in a single language, considering

data from Nuoso Yi (Liu and Li 2016) and Navajo (Bogal-Allbritten 2016).

December 15: Project presentations and wrap-up

• Due today: Presentation (approx. 20 minutes) of interim findings for final essay.
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4 Required course readings and presentation readings
• Beck, Sigrid, Sveta Krasikova, Daniel Fleischer, Remus Gergel, Stefan Hofstetter, Chris-

tiane Savelsberg, John Vanderelst, and Elisabeth Villalta. 2010. Crosslinguistic variation in
comparison constructions. Linguistic Variation Yearbook 2009, 1-66.

• Bochnak, M. Ryan. 2013a. Cross-linguistic Variation in the Semantics of Comparatives.
University of Chicago Dissertation.

• Bochnak, M. Ryan. 2013b. The non-universal status of degrees: Evidence from Washo. In
Proceedings of NELS 42, pp. 79-92.

• Bochnak, M. Ryan. To appear. Two-place exceed comparatives in Luganda. To appear in
Selected Proceedings of ACAL 45.

• Bochnak, M. Ryan and Elizabeth Bogal-Allbritten. 2015. Investigating gradable predicates,
comparison, and degree constructions in underrepresented languages. In Methodologies in
Semantic Fieldwork. OUP.

• Bogal-Allbritten, Elizabeth. 2016. Building Meaning in Navajo. UMass Dissertation.

• Hofstetter, Stefan. 2009. Comparison in Turkish: A rediscovery of the phrasal comparative.
In Proceedings of SuB 13, pp. 191-205.

• Hohaus, Vera. 2012. Directed motion as comparison: Evidence from Samoan. Proceedings
of SULA 6 and SULA-Bar, pp. 335-348. GLSA.

• Howell, Anna. 2013. Abstracting over degrees in Yoruba comparison constructions. In
Proceedings of Sinn und Bedeutung 17, pp. 271-288.

• Kennedy, Christopher. 2007. Modes of comparison. In Proceedings CLS 43, pp. 141-165.

• Liu, Hongyong and Xiao Li. 2016. On the semantics of two types of adjectives in Nuoso Yi.
MS, CUNY.

• Menon, Mythili. 2012. Adverbial comparatives: Evidence from Malayalam. In Proceedings
of SuB 16, pp. 461-474.

• Menon, Mythili. To appear. The standard marker in Malayalam encodes comparative se-
mantics. In Proceedings of WCCFL 34.

• Pearson, Hazel. 2010. How to do comparison in a language without degrees: A semantics
for the comparative in Fijian. Proceedings of SuB 14, 356-372.

• Xiang, Ming. 2003. A phrasal analysis of Chinese comparatives. In Proceedings of CLS 39.
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