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chapter 

Introduction

. Three ‘strands’ in the study of English adjective comparison

. Standard grammars of English

The following passage illustrates the standard account of English adjective com-
parison:

Comparison in relation to a higher degree is expressed by the inflected forms
in -er (. . .) or their periphrastic equivalents with more (. . .):

Anna is {cleverer/more clever} than Susan (. . .)

The choice between inflectional and periphrastic comparison is largely deter-
mined by the length of the adjective.
a. Monosyllabic adjectives normally form their comparison by inflection:

low ∼ lower ∼ lowest (. . .)

b. Many disyllabic adjectives can also take inflections, though they have the
alternative of the periphrastic forms:

Her children are politer/more polite

(the) politest, (the) most polite
(. . .)

c. Trisyllabic or longer adjectives can only take periphrastic forms:

beautiful ∼ more beautiful [BUT NOT: *beautifuller] (. . .)

d. Participle forms which are used as adjectives regularly take only pe-
riphrastic forms:

interesting ∼ more interesting ∼ most interesting (. . .)

Most adjectives that are inflected for comparison can also take the periphrastic
forms with more and most. With more, they seem to do so more easily when
they are predicative and followed by a than clause:

John is more mad than Bob is
(Quirk et al. 1985:458, 461–463)
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The passage features a general description of how the different comparative types
(inflectional – friendlier; periphrastic – more friendly) are formed, followed by a
report of the factor(s) that govern the selection of one or the other strategy (note
that a morphological factor, i.e. the length of the adjective, is considered the main
determinant in the choice of comparative strategy).1 Similar descriptive accounts
of comparison were offered in the grammars of the early twentieth century (e.g.
Jespersen 1909–1949; Poutsma 1914; Curme 1931). While accurate, these analyses
are perhaps too general to be taken as more than a good starting point for a study
of how the English comparative system works. A further problem associated es-
pecially with the early twentieth-century grammars is that they are based on the
intuitions and/or the selective (and often limited) textual choice of the linguist.
Some of these issues are addressed by more recent grammars of English. For in-
stance, Biber et al. (1999) is not only a corpus-based work, but also – probably
because of its corpus-based nature – it acknowledges the existence of double com-
parative constructions (e.g. worser, more lovelier). However, grammars are broad
in terms of the number of the topics they cover, which in its turn precludes the
possibility of an in-depth treatment of the nature of comparative constructions.

. Formal approaches to adjective comparison

Scholarly interest in comparative constructions grew in the second half of the
twentieth century, especially in works couched within the generative tradition.
From a syntactic point of view, these generative studies were mainly devoted (a)
to determining the transformations undergone by comparatives from deep to sur-
face structure and finding a suitable way of representing them in phrase markers,
(b) to ascertaining whether comparatives are derived from one or two base strings
(Huddleston 1967; Campbell & Wales 1969) and (c) to analysing the syntactic sta-
tus of the particle than (Hankamer 1973). With respect to semantics, their research
focused on the relation between positive and comparative adjectives,2 the gen-
eral meaning of the comparative construction (Cresswell 1976; Klein 1980, 1982;
Hellan 1981; von Stechow 1984) and the polarity of the particle than (Joly 1967;
Mittwoch 1974; Napoli & Nespor 1976; Hoeksema 1983).

I observed above that the account of comparison provided by the grammars
of the early twentieth century was not completely satisfactory because of the gen-

. Huddleston & Pullum (2002:1582–1584) offer a very similar view to the one reproduced
above.

. Some scholars considered positive adjectives the source of comparative constructions
(Stassen 1984); whereas other linguists claimed that comparatives were the primary adjectival
structures and therefore, that positive adjectives had to be interpreted against the comparative
degree (Bartsch & Vennemann 1972; Gnutzmann, Ilson & Webster 1973).
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eralised nature of their statements. The opposite shortcoming may be attributed
to these generative studies: although they constitute a valuable contribution to the
field, they focus on very specific aspects of comparison that can only marginally
lead us to a better understanding of the functioning and the characteristics of the
system as a whole. Moreover, they adopt a sentence-based, introspective approach
which, as previous literature suggests (cf. for instance Noël 2003), is controver-
sial on two counts: firstly, the examples are deprived of a context, which is often
an essential factor for the correct interpretation of the linguistic structure under
consideration. Secondly, de-contextualised, made-up data may be easily manip-
ulated to suit the claims of the researcher. With this, of course, I am not im-
plying that formally-oriented linguistics systematically avoids the analysis of data
(cf. among others, Kroch & Taylor 2000; Haeberli 2000; Pintzuk 2002; Pintzuk
2005) – although, to the best of my knowledge, no corpus-based formalist study
on adjective comparison has been carried out.

. Corpus linguistics and adjective comparison

The third approach to the study of comparison that I would like to deal with here
is corpus linguistics. The first modern corpus of texts was the Survey of English
Usage (compiled in the 1960s). However, the possibilities offered by computers
soon brought about the development of the first electronic corpora, namely, the
Brown University Corpus (1964), the Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen Corpus (1978) and the
London-Lund Corpus of Spoken English (the electronic version of the Survey of En-
glish Usage, 1980). The use of computerised corpora as a research tool became a
very productive practice at the end of the 1980s (when the Helsinki Corpus of En-
glish Texts was completed) and, as a result, the production of electronic corpora
both synchronic and diachronic notably increased in the following decades – e.g.
the Lampeter Corpus of Early English Tracts (1991), the British National Corpus
(1992) the ARCHER (1993) and the Corpus of English Dialogues (2006; see Sec-
tion 2.2 below for a brief description of each of these corpora). The availability
of larger quantitative data represented by these electronic corpora drew scholars’
attention to issues that either had not been studied before or that, having been
studied, had not produced the expected results due to lack of statistically signif-
icant amounts of empirical support; among them, the suggestion that English is
shifting towards being an analytic (as opposed to synthetic) language (e.g. Pot-
ter 1969:146–147; cf. also Barber 1993:274).3 The analysis-synthesis debate, in its
turn, led to a greater interest in comparative constructions, for scholars considered

. See Vincent (1997) for a critique of the (widespread) tendency to apply the labels ana-
lytic/synthetic to languages in general (cf. also Ch. 2, Section 6 below).
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that the overall tendency of the language would be reflected in the distribution
of the inflectional and periphrastic forms in comparative adjectives – note, in
this connection, Strang’s (1970:58) observation about the “lack [of] precise nu-
merical information” about the distribution of PDE inflectional and periphrastic
comparative structures.

Brook (1973:180) observed that “comparison of adjectives with more and most
is gaining on the use of -er and -est”. A similar statement can be found in Bar-
ber (1964:131, 1997:146–147). Barber also suggested that the analytic tendency
in adjectives can nowadays be clearly appreciated “in a group of disyllabic adjec-
tives (like cloudy, common, cruel, pleasant, quiet, simple) which a few years ago
were normally compared with -er/-est, but which are now usually compared with
more/most” (Barber 1997:146, see also 1993:274). Brook’s (1973) and Barber’s
(1993, 1997) intuitive impressions were, to a certain extent, supported by Bauer’s
(1994) analysis of (a number of) disyllabic adjectives in Present-day British and
American newspapers. Bauer’s study reveals “a tendency for periphrastic com-
parison to be used later in the century than the suffixed comparison” (1994:54),
especially with disyllabic adjectives ending in -ly. Nevertheless, he does not in-
terpret the tendency towards analyticity in disyllabic comparatives as a structural
shift, but as the result of the gradual regularisation of the comparative system in di-
syllabic adjectives (Bauer 1994:58). More recently, Denison has reported that “the
general tendency over the recorded history of English has been for syntactic [i.e.
periphrastic] comparison to expand at the expense of morphological [i.e. inflec-
tional] comparison” (1998:128). However, Denison’s (1998) own corpus analysis
of superlative constructions in the ARCHER corpus (1675–1900) does not seem to
support the (supposed) drift of forms towards periphrastic parameters, as it shows
that there is “no any clear frequency change” between inflectional/periphrastic su-
perlative constructions in LModE (ibid.). A stronger challenge to the (supposed)
analytic drift of English is represented by the diachronic corpus-based studies of
comparison carried out by Kytö (1996) and Kytö & Romaine (1997). These works
chart the distribution of inflectional and periphrastic comparatives in British En-
glish from LME to PDE, showing that it is in fact the inflectional rather than the
periphrastic mode of comparison that has been on the increase in the Modern
period. Kytö & Romaine (2000) offers a contrastive study of the distributional
tendencies of comparative forms from the wider perspective of both British and
American English throughout the modern and present-day periods, arriving at
the same conclusion.

The other corpus-based studies of comparison deal almost exclusively with
syntactic matters: Leech & Culpeper (1997), Lindquist (2000), Mondorf (2002)
and Suematsu (2004) concentrate on an analysis of the syntactic features that de-
termine (or, at least, favour) the deployment of inflectional vs. periphrastic forms
in simple adjectival forms in LModE and PDE, while Mondorf (2000) investigates
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the choice of comparison in PDE adjectival compounds. The only exception to
this trend is Mondorf (2003, 2007), which explores some cognitive and semantic
determinants of comparative variation.

One may argue that these corpus-based studies are more comprehensive than
the accounts of comparison mentioned above (i.e. standard grammars and for-
malist works) in that their results are backed up by an analysis of a representative
amount of (contextualised) data. There is nonetheless still room for further re-
search. For instance, Kytö (1996) spearheads the use of computerised corpora in
the study of adjective comparison, showing that in LME and EModE (simple) in-
flectional comparatives are generally more frequent than the periphrastic ones and
that “the inflectional uses thrive in matter-of-fact text types such as handbooks
and language written to reflect spoken or colloquial registers” (Kytö 1996:130).
However, the historical, linguistic or social reasons underlying the preference for
inflectional over periphrastic forms in the period as a whole, why periphrastic
comparatives are dispreferred in “colloquial registers”4 or whether there is any
interconnection between these two facts (i.e. the increase of inflectional forms
and their being preferred in colloquial environments) do not receive much atten-
tion. Similarly, Lindquist (2000) presents his work as a follow-up study of Leech
& Culpeper (1997), concentrating on the distribution of comparative strategies
for -ly adjectives. His contribution tests against the data the same syntactic factors
examined by Leech & Culpeper’s (1997) study (which already included a num-
ber of -ly disyllabic adjectival types) and confirms their results; however, it does
not fully explain why the presence of those syntactic factors (e.g. adverbial inten-
sifiers/presence of a second term of comparison) would skew the results towards
one or the other comparative strategy.

A noticeable shortcoming of the corpus-based approach to comparison is that,
with the exception of Kytö (1996), Kytö & Romaine (1997) and Suematsu (2004)
all the studies that have appeared to date are synchronically oriented. The prefer-
ence for this kind of research may to a certain extent be understood in the light of
the larger amount and greater availability of synchronic data (in both spoken and
written media) and the fact that detecting syntactic correlates of (synchronic) vari-
ation is relatively straightforward. At any rate, diachronic and non-syntactic syn-
chronic research questions on the comparative degree remain largely unexplored.

With regard to the diachronic study of comparison, it is interesting to observe
that the Cambridge history of the English language (1992–1999) – currently con-
sidered the standard work of reference for the study of the history of English –
devotes very little space to comparative constructions. In fact, if their treatment of

. See Biber et al.’s (1999:521–525) corpus-based grammar for some comments on the distri-
bution of the comparative modes across registers in PDE.
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comparative forms is collectively considered, the overall view of its development
is rather patchy. Traugott (1992:262–264) discusses the morphological and syn-
tactic characteristics of comparative clauses in Old English (henceforth OE). Lass
(1992:116, 1999:155–156, 158) and Denison (1998:128) comment on the histor-
ical establishment of the length of the adjective as the rule for the selection of
comparative strategy as well as linking the disappearance of double comparative
forms to the prescriptivist attitudes of eighteenth century grammarians.5 Finally,
Adamson (1998:552) briefly refers to the stylistic use of double comparative forms
in the Renaissance.

Concerning double comparatives (e.g. more better, worser) Adamson’s (1998)
remarks are an exception to the overall tendency, in studies on comparison, to
ignore them. At most, they are mentioned in passing in the grammars of En-
glish (see, for instance Curme 1931:503 or, more recently, Biber et al. 1999:525).
No reference to double forms is found in any of the formal studies mentioned
above.6 As for the corpus-based works, both Kytö (1996:124) and Kytö & Romaine
(1997:331, 2000:173) explicitly acknowledge the existence of this third mode of
comparison, and indeed some double comparatives are attested in their data.
However, neither they nor subsequent (corpus-based) scholarship investigates any
aspect of the use of double forms – probably, as Kytö & Romaine (1997:337)
suggest, due to their (relative) infrequency in the corpora.

. Adjective comparison: A synchronic and diachronic account

The present work intends to contribute to a better understanding of the English
system of degree by means of a study of a number of aspects of the evolution of
adjective comparison that have either been considered controversial or not been
accounted for in previous literature. My main interest is thus, diachronic. Never-
theless, as will be shown in the following chapters, the diachronic aspects analysed
will also have synchronic implications. Furthermore, unlike previous synchronic
and diachronic accounts of adjective comparison, the present work does not con-
centrate on the ‘standard’ comparative strategies (i.e. inflectional and periphrastic
forms) only but also deals with double periphrastic comparatives, thus providing
an analysis of the whole range of comparative structures.

. Note also Denison’s (1998) comment on the distribution of inflectional and periphrastic
forms in LModE mentioned above.

. One may suppose that formal linguists would justify their exclusion of double forms by
pointing to the fact that they are only interested in the study of well-formed sentences. Ob-
viously, sentences showing ‘ungrammatical’ forms such as double comparatives cannot but be
considered deviant structures, and therefore, unsuitable for their investigation.
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. Theoretical stance

Without committing to any particular model, the theoretical stance that will be
adopted in this book is a broadly functional one (cf. Van Valin 2003:329 for a
summary of different functional approaches to the study of language).

Firstly, I observed above that, although I will consider synchronic issues, the
main concern of this work is the evolution of comparative constructions. And it is
in functional approaches that diachrony plays a key role in explaining language
change (Nettle 1999:447). As Mithun (2005 [2003]:553) puts it, in functional
approaches to language, “synchronic systems are understood as historical prod-
ucts of sequences of individual events.” In connection to this, one should also
pay attention to the fact that, while “formal theory is not interested in the ac-
tual behaviour of speakers but only in the general properties of the language use of
the individual speaker in ideal situations” (Fischer 2007:55), functional approaches
make performance the central focus of their investigation.

Secondly, against formal frameworks, functionalism rejects the idea that
syntax is a self-contained component of grammar (Anderson 1999:111; Croft
1995:491). Functionalism postulates that language is an instrument of social in-
teraction (Dik 1989:3) and as such, that its structure and organisation is deter-
mined “by the communicative and interactional functions which it serves, and the
full cognitive, social and psychological properties of the human user” (Thomp-
son 1992:37; cf. also Mithun 2005 [2003]:552; Van Valin 2003:336). In other
words, functional approaches reject the idea that change is driven by language-
internal structural factors only and advocate a model where language-external
considerations (i.e. social or cultural changes) are also accommodated (Newmeyer
1999:470–471; Mithun 2005 [2003]:552).7 Moreover, to a functionalist, language-
internal factors are not restricted to considerations of structure but also include
cognitive/semantic factors (e.g. desire for expressiveness, maintenance or develop-
ment of iconicity, avoidance of ambiguity).

Further precision should be added at this point. In their jointly edited vol-
ume Determinants of grammatical variation in English, Rohdenburg and Mondorf
(2003:1) claim that scholars working within the functional paradigm have tra-
ditionally focused on semantically-motivated functional differences. They (Ro-
hdenburg & Mondorf 2003:1) however, argue for a broader approach to study-
ing form/function variation, where not only semantic but also “major extra-
semantic and largely neglected factors determining grammatical variation” should

. It should be emphasized again that not all formal approaches reject the interplay of internal
and external factors in processes of language change. Pintzuk (2005:525), for instance, admits
their interaction between external and internal motivations of change – although she seems to
advocate the prevalence of the internal factors over the external ones.
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be taken into consideration (2003:1). These “neglected” determinants are phono-
logical (preference for alternating syllable structure and avoidance of stress clashes,
Schlüter 2003), cognitive (processing efficiency, Hawkins 2003), discursive (Nöel
2003), socio-stylistic (genre and level of formality, Mair 2003), dialectal (Siemund
2003) and frequency factors (Krug 2003).

In line with the views put forward above, in this book I shall be arguing that
the grammatical variation found in adjective comparison of superiority is to a
great extent motivated by differences in the function performed by each of the
variants (i.e. inflectional, periphrastic and double comparatives), these differences
being best appreciated through the analysis of the context in which the compar-
ative forms occur. Furthermore, I will examine comparative constructions in the
light of “more traditional” functional notions and ideas such as iconicity (Ch. 8,
Section 4), informativeness (see Ch. 4, Section 5.4.1), avoidance of ambiguity/need
for clarity (in the conveyance of degree; see Ch. 2, Section 6) and increase of (com-
parative) expressiveness (see Ch. 6, Section 3). At the same time, the following
chapters bring into play a number of the “new” determinants of variation also
considered in Rohdenburg & Mondorf (2003); namely, the (possible) influence of
frequency factors in the establishment of periphrastic comparatives (see Ch. 2, Sec-
tion 3); the importance of the discourse situation in (a) determining the semantic
type to which inflectional and periphrastic forms conform (see Ch. 5, Section 4)
and (b) describing the different stages of the evolution of simple and double com-
paratives (see Ch. 4, Ch. 5, Ch. 6 and Ch. 7) and the need for a detailed analysis
of the socio-stylistic characteristics of double periphrastic forms in order to ob-
tain an accurate picture of their historical development (see Ch. 8, Section 5). In
this respect, recent literature suggests that, although from the second half of the
twentieth century onwards extra-linguistic aspects have been considered along-
side intra-linguistic factors as cause of change, language contact “still seems to be
given second place behind internal motivation” (Farrar & Jones 2002:1).8 As will
be shown below, language contact and its impact on the evolution of comparison
will be a prominently discussed issue in Ch. 2 and Ch. 3 below.

A final word on the interface between language acquisition and language
change. Formalist approaches to language tend to reject the possibility of a sep-
arate theory of language change (Pintzuk 2005:511). They maintain that language
acquisition during childhood is the locus for language change, which is defined
as change in “parameter setting (. . .) manifested by a cluster of simultaneous sur-
face changes” (Lightfoot 2005 [2003]:496). Surface changes may of course involve
gradual shifts; however, grammar change (which involves parameter changing) is

. Note, however, that it is not always on “easy to make a distinction between internal (intra-
linguistic) and external (extra-linguistic) causes in each case of change” (Fischer 2007:35).


