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This paper provides an empirical description and a syntactic-seman-
tic analysis of the less-studied yi comparative construction in Man-
darin Chinese, which is of the form X G(radable predicate) yii Y. In
the discussion, the yi comparative is compared to other compara-
tive constructions in Mandarin Chinese. Most notably, the yi com-
parative construction has two rather peculiar properties. First, it al-
lows no differential expression measuring the difference between X
and Y. I argue that an illegitimate, double Case assignment is re-
sponsible for the constraint. Second, it disallows maximum-standard
adjectives from serving as G. To account for this constraint, I hy-
pothesize that the semantics of comparative yi contains an evalua-
tive component that requires X’s degree on the scale associated with
G to exceed the standard for G. If on the right track, my analysis
suggests yet another potential parametric variation among compara-
tive constructions: comparative constructions may be evaluative or
non-evaluative.
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1 Introduction

The primary objective of this paper is to provide a detailed description of empirical mor-
phosyntactic and semantic properties of what I call the yu comparative construction in Man-
darin Chinese. In spite of the interesting peculiarities the construction carries, it has thus far
received very little attention in current linguistics literature, far less than other Mandarin
Chinese comparative constructions such as the bi and transitive comparative constructions.
Thus, through this paper, I hope to bring a new comparative construction in Mandarin Chi-
nese to the attention of the theoretical linguistics community. The secondary goal of the pa-
per is to provide theoretical explanations of two peculiar properties observed with the yu
comparative construction. I show that the affixal, preposition status of yi gives rise to the in-
compatibility of a differential expression in the yi# comparative construction. This completes
the pattern of the (non-)occurrence of differential expressions in comparative constructions
in Mandarin Chinese. In addition, I hypothesize, albeit informally and tentatively, that the yi
comparative construction involves an evaluative component in its semantics. The hypothesis,
if correct, suggests a new potential parametric variation among comparative constructions,
namely, whether they are evaluative or not.

I am indebted to Christopher Pifién and the anonymous EISS and CSSP 2013 reviewers for very helpful
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Several comparative constructions in Mandarin Chinese, with rather distinguished syn-
tactic and semantic properties, have been observed and discussed in the literature of Chinese
Linguistics. The most famous and commonly used one is the bi comparative construction, of
the form X bi Y G (D). This construction specifies that an individual X exceeds an individual
Y with respect to the gradable property G, and the difference can be optionally specified by a
differential expression D (Chao 1968, Erlewine 2007, Lin 2009, Xiang 2005, among many oth-
ers), as illustrated in (1). At various points of this paper, for the sake of convenience I will re-
fer to Y as the standard of comparison, and G as the predicate of comparison.’

(1) a. gége bi meéimei gio (san  limi).
brother BI sister tall three centimeter
“The brother is (three centimeters) taller than the sister.
b. zhé zhi bi bi na =zhi pidnyi (wa kuai).
this CL pen BI that CL cheap five dollar
“This pen is (five dollars) cheaper than that one’

In certain circumstances, it is also possible to express comparison with a bi-less compar-
ative construction. One such construction is the so-called transitive (or bare) comparative
construction of the form X G Y D (Erlewine 2007, Grano and Kennedy 2012, Xiang 2005). In
this construction, the predicate of comparison G immediately precedes Y, and a differential
expression D is obligatory, as illustrated by the sentence in (2).

(2) a geége gao méimei “(san limi).

brother tall sister three centimeter
“The brother is three centimeters taller than the sister’
b. dier ming zhi man diyl ming *(lidng mido).

second place only slow first place two  second
“The second-place winner is only two seconds slower than the first-place winner.

The transitive comparative has a few prima facie “variants,’” in all of which a morpheme

appears between G and Y, and the presence or absence of a differential expression D depends
on the choice of morpheme. Such a morpheme can be chiu or gud. In the former case, the
presence of D is obligatory, as shown in (3). In the latter case, however, the presence of D is
optional, as shown in (4), though native speakers of Mandarin Chinese may prefer the pres-
ence of such an expression (Grano and Kennedy 2012, C. Liu 2007, Lii 1980).

(3) gége gao chi meéimei *(san limi).
brother tall CHU sister three centimeter
“The brother is three centimeters taller than the sister’

(4) gége gao gud meimei (san limi).
brother tall GUO sister three centimeter
“The brother is (three centimeters) taller than the sister’

The morpheme appearing between G and Y can be yet another morpheme yi, which is
generally taken to be a versatile preposition in Mandarin Chinese. This construction, at least

"The abbreviations used in this paper are as follows: BI = bi; CHU = chu; GUO = guo; YU = yii; CL = classi-
fier; DET = determiner; DOU = universal quanitifier dou; MOD = modification marker.

*The use of the word “variants” is purely based on the surface similarity of the relevant comparative con-
structions. Whether these constructions are true variants to each other is a theoretical issue that may be subject
to different analyses.
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in its contemporary use, contrasts with the bi, chi, guo, and transitive comparative in that
the differential expression D is disallowed in it (Li 1980, C. Liu 2007).> The sentences in (5)
and (6) illustrate the yi comparative construction. It is obvious that the five comparative
constructions* mentioned above form a rather interesting, complete paradigm with regard to
the optional/obligatory presence/absence of a differential expression. The paradigm is sum-
marized in Table 1.

(5) a. gége (*san limi) gao yu meimei (*san limi).
brother three centimeter tall YU sister three centimeter
“The brother is (intended: three centimeters) taller than the sister.
b. xin kudn xiangji (*wu ké) qing yu lao kuan (*wu ke).
new style camera five gram light YU old style five gram
“The new camera is (intended: five grams) lighter than the old version’

(6) xin fangzi de  jiagé (*2000 kuai) gdo ya jiu fangzi de  jiagé (*2000 kuai).
new house MOD price 2000 dollar high YU old house MOD price 2000 dollar
“The price of new houses is (intended: 2000 dollars) higher than that of old houses.

Table 1
Pattern of differential expressions in comparative constructions

optional obligatory

transitive comparative

resence ; ; _ ‘
P bi comparative chii comparative

guo comparative
absence yii comparative

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In the next section, I give a brief introduc-
tion to the historical development of the yi comparative construction. By doing this, I hope
to put this comparative construction in a broader context, in terms of its status and use in
modern Mandarin Chinese. In section 3, I discuss several important morphosyntactic and se-
mantic properties of the yi comparative construction. Two of the properties are rather pecu-
liar and worth special attention. In section 4, I turn to the task of giving the syntactic struc-
ture of the yi comparative construction, which explains one of the two peculiar properties
discussed in section 3. In section 5, I discuss, albeit rather informally and tentatively, the se-
mantic interpretation of the y# comparative construction, which constitutes the very first

*Jo-wang Lin (personal communication) pointed out to me that the sentence in (i) below, which contains
the phrase yi didndian ‘a bit’ after the Y element wo ‘T, is acceptable to him.

i ta zhi gao yd wo yi didndian.
he only tall YU I a bit
‘He is only a bit taller than me’

Based on (i), Lin suspected that a phrase denoting a small degree is allowed to serve as D in the yu comparative
construction. I disagree with this suggestion. Changing yi didndian in (i) to another phrase denoting a (contextu-
ally) small degree, say, (xido) ban limi ‘(less than) half a centimeter’, does not yield a sentence of improved gram-
maticality. The sentence in (i) contains yi didndian, a vague degree term that is ambiguous between being inter-
preted as a true measure phrase and as a degree modifier (Grano and Kennedy 2012, Kennedy and McNally
2005). It seems that the sentence is only acceptable when yi didndian is interpreted as a degree modifier, not as a
measure phrase specifying the difference between the heights of the two relevant persons.

*Various authors discussed other constructions in Mandarin Chinese that express comparison. Li (2009,
2013) and Xie (2011a, 2011b, 2014), for instance, discussed the so-called differential verbal comparative construc-
tion and the possessive degree construction, respectively. Such constructions are beyond the scope of the current
paper, and hence are not included in the discussion.
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attempt to explain its second peculiar property. In the discussion in sections 3-5, where rele-
vant, I compare the yi comparative construction to the other comparative constructions
given in Table 1 above. In section 6, I discuss some remaining issues and conclude the paper.

2 A Historical Flavor

The yu comparative construction was recorded in use as early as in the Late Archaic Chinese
period (5th to 3rd c. BC) (Peyraube 1989, Huang 1992, Wei 2007). The sentence in (7) is an ex-
ample from Mozi, an important Chinese philosophical text compiled during that period. The
construction continued to be widely used in the Han dynasty (206 BC to 220 AD), as evident
by the sentence in (8) from the history masterpiece Shiji completed during that dynasty. In
fact, Peyraube (1989) even claimed that yu was the only overt morpheme for (superior) com-
parison in Late Archaic and Han Chinese, during which bi, though widely used for compari-
son in modern Mandarin Chinese, was used as a verb meaning “compare” and did not func-
tion like a true comparative morpheme.

(7) yi shao ya eér, ér dud ya wu.
one less YU two but more YU five
‘One is less than two, but is (or more precisely, can be) greater than five.

(8) rang hou zhi fu, fu yia wang shi
rang marquis MOD wealth wealthy YU prince family
‘As for the wealth of Marquis Rang, he is wealthier than the family of the Prince.

From the Medieval Chinese period (3rd to 13th c. AD) onward, the use of the yu compar-
ative construction had been in gradual decline. This process, expedited in Late Medieval Chi-
nese, was accompanied by the increasing use of several other comparative morphemes, some
of which are not retained in modern Mandarin Chinese (Peyraube 1989, Huang 1992, Wei
2007). In particular, bi gradually lost “its full verbal meaning and became a preposition”
(Peyraube 1989:611). Moreover, during the grammaticalization process, the gradable predi-
cates of comparison to combine with bi extended from exclusively verb phrases in Early Me-
dieval Chinese (3rd to 6th c. AD) to other types of gradable phrases starting from Late Me-
dieval Chinese ((9) vs. (10)), most likely a direct result of imposition from the shrinking use
of the yii comparative with adjective phrases (Huang 1992).

(9) zhouyi bi chén ydu gubshi mén  féng.
ZhouYi BI me have statesman familial behavior
‘Zhou Yi, compared to me, has more familial tradition of a statesman.
(Peyraube's (65), from shishuoxinyu in the 5th c. AD)

(10) bi li gongzud déng sud shu you geng xiangxi.
BI Li Gongzuo etal DET narrate even more detailed
‘(It) is even more detailed than the narrations of Li Gongzuo and the others’
(Peyraube’s (65), from sanchao beimeng huibian in the 12th c. AD)

In modern Mandarin Chinese, the bi comparative construction is by far the most com-
monly used strategy to make comparison. The yu# comparative construction, more or less a

°An anonymous reviewer correctly pointed out that knowledge about the historical development of the yii
comparative construction (or any other language phenomenon, for that matter) plays no role in children's acqui-
sition of the construction. The purpose of including section 2 in this paper, however, is merely to keep the reader
informed with regard to how the yi comparative came to its current status in modern Mandarin Chinese.
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diachronic remnant, is less often used. When it is used, it is more common in writing than in
daily conversations, presumably due to its “archaic” flavor. Nevertheless, the yi comparative
construction remains a considerably productive comparative construction, and native speak-
ers’ intuitions about y# comparative sentences are (still) clear.® The relative dispreference of
the yu comparative construction in actual use, therefore, does not prevent researchers of Chi-
nese linguistics from studying the phenomenon from a contemporary syntactic and semantic
perspective and drawing conclusions that may have wider theoretical implications.

3 Empirical Properties

In this section, I discuss some empirical morphosyntactic and semantic properties of the yu
comparative construction, and when relevant and appropriate, compare it to other compara-
tive constructions in Mandarin Chinese. First, the predicate of comparison G in the yu# com-
parative construction, of the form X G yi Y, can only be a monosyllabic gradable predicate;
multisyllabic gradable predicates cannot serve as G in the construction. This is illustrated by
the minimal pair in (11). The two gradable adjectives, liang and mingliang, have an (almost)
identical meaning (i.e. ‘bright’) and merely differ in the number of syllables contained in
them. Only the former, however, can appear in a yii comparative sentence. By contrast, this
monosyllabic constraint does not apply to many other prepositional uses of yi. For example,
the acceptable sentences (12a) and (12b), illustrating the time and direction/goal uses of yii
respectively, both contain disyllabic phrases before yii.

(11) taiyang shéngqi le, chuang wai yijing liang/*mingliang ya shi  nei.
sun rise PERF window outside already bright YU room inside
“The sun has risen, and the outside is already brighter than the inside’

(12) a. na jia gongsi chéngli yu liang nian gian.
that CL company establish YU two year ago
“That company was established two years ago.
b. td yizhi manzad yu yi you de chéngji.
he always satisfied YU already have MOD achievement
‘He is always satisfied with what he has already achieved.

The transitive and chu comparative constructions, too, only allow certain monosyllabic
gradable predicates (e.g. gao ‘tall’ and kudi fast’) to serve as the predicate of comparison (Y.
Liu 2004). However, this requirement is a mere coincidental consequence of two independent
constraints in Mandarin Chinese. One constraint is that the transitive and chu comparative
constructions only allow for gradable predicates associated with conventional measurement
systems (e.g. speed, linear extent, time interval, etc.) (Grano and Kennedy 2012, Xiang 2005).
The other constraint is that such gradable predicates all happen to be monosyllabic in Man-
darin Chinese. Both gao tall’ and méi ‘beautiful’ are monosyllabic, but only the former
comes with a scale for which conventional measuring units exist (e.g. inch, meter). Hence the
acceptability contrast between (13a) and (13b).

(13) a. gége  gao (cht) meéimei san limi.
brother tall CHU sister three centimeter
“The brother is three centimeters taller than the sister’

SLi and Thompson (1980) pointed out that the yii comparative construction is better retained in modern
Cantonese than in modern Mandarin Chinese. For practical reasons, the discussion in this paper is limited to
Mandarin Chinese.
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b. *ta méi (cht) dianying zhong de méi nu lizng béi.
she beautiful CHU movie in MOD beautiful woman two fold
Intended: ‘She is two times prettier than the beautiful woman in the movie.

By contrast, the monosyllabic requirement observed with the yii comparative appears
not to arise from any similar consideration. Whether a monosyllabic gradable predicate
comes with a conventional measure system or not does not affect its ability to appear in the
yu comparative construction. This claim is already evident from the acceptability of the sen-
tence with liang ‘bright’ in (11), which is not associated with a conventional measurement
unit. It can be further seen in the contrast between the sentences in (13) and (14).

(14) a. gége gao yu meéimei.
brother tall YU sister
“The brother is taller than the sister.
b. ta méi yau dianying zhong de  méi nu.
she beautiful YU movie in MOD beautiful woman
‘She is prettier than the beautiful woman in the movie.

Second, comparative constructions can be divided based on several parameters of com-
parison (Kennedy 2007a, Lin 2009). One such classification is whether a comparative con-
struction involves explicit or implicit comparison. Explicit comparison involves “specialized
morphology that expresses arbitrary ordering relations,” and implicit comparison involves
“taking advantage of the inherent context sensitivity of the positive (unmarked) form”
(Kennedy 2007a:143). The more...than comparative construction in English is an example of
explicit comparison, and comparative sentences involving the “unmarked,” positive form of
gradable predicates and introduced by “compared to” belong to the implicit comparison strat-
egy, as shown in (15).

(15) a. John is taller than Mike. (explicit comparison)
b. Compared to Mike, John is tall.  (implicit comparison)

Naturally, one may wonder if yi, as a preposition, can be understood to mean “compared
to” or “in comparison with” and to express implicit comparison. The answer is negative.
Kennedy (2007a) pointed out that implicit comparison requires a contextually non-minimal
difference between the compared objects in order for the comparison to make sense. Explicit
comparison, however, does not carry such a requirement. The different behaviors give rise to
the so-called “crisp judgment” test. Applying this test to the yi# comparative construction
suggests that it involves explicit, rather than implicit, comparison.

More specifically, imagine a scenario in which there are two essays. The first essay is 600
words long, and the second one is 300 words long. The yi comparative sentence in (16)
would be felicitous in this scenario. Imagine another scenario in which the first essay re-
mains 600 words long, but the second essay becomes 597 words long, only 3 words shorter
than the first. The sentence in (16) would be still felicitous. This contrasts with the sentence
in (17), with gen...xiangbi ‘compared to’, which clearly involves implicit comparison (Er-
lewine 2007) and which is only felicitous in the first, but not the second, scenario. This differ-
ence suggests that the yii comparative is an explicit comparison strategy.

(16) diyil pian wénzhang chang yu diér pian wénzhang.
first CL  article long YU second CL article
“The first article is longer than the second article’
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(17) gén diér pian wénzhang xiang bi, diyi pian wénzhang chang.
with second CL article with compare first CL  article long
‘Compared to the second article, the first article is long’

The third empirical property of the yu comparative construction is that the predicate of
comparison G can be either of positive polarity (e.g. “tall” and “fast”) or of negative polarity
(e.g. “short” and “slow”). This is evident from the acceptability of (18) regardless of chdng
long' or dudn 'short' serving as the predicate of comparison. This property puts the yu com-
parative construction in the same group as the bi and transitive comparative constructions
(as in (19)), both of which allow negative polarity gradable predicates to serve as the predi-
cate of comparison (Lin 2009, C. Liu 2007). In this regard, the yi comparative is different
from the chi and guo comparatives, neither of which allows negative polarity gradable predi-
cates to serve as the predicate of comparison, as shown in (20).”

(18) liang jiao jian de juli yao lue kuan/zhai  yu shuang jian.
two foot between MOD distance need a bit wide/narrow YU two shoulder
“The two feet should be apart a bit wider/narrower than the two shoulders’

(19)

®

ta jintian pdo de  bi zudtian  kuai/man.

he today run EXT BI yesterday fast/slow

‘He ran faster/slower today than yesterday’

b. gége  zhong/qing méimei sin gongjin.

brother heavy/light sister  three kilogram

“The brother is three kilograms heavier/lighter than the sister’

(20) zhe tido shéngzi chang/*duan guo/cht.  na tido lidng yingchi.
this CL rope  long/short ~GUO/CHU that CL two foot
“This rope is two feet longer/(intended: shorter) than that rope.

Fourth, it is a well-known observation that gradable predicates can further be classified
based on the context-dependency of the standard of comparison. Kennedy and McNally
(2005), for example, divided gradable adjectives into relative-standard adjectives (e.g. tall,
heavy, important), minimum-standard adjectives (e.g. dirty, wet, bent), and maximum-stan-
dard adjectives (e.g. full, flat, straight). A relative-standard adjective comes with a context-de-
pendent standard: what counts as tall or heavy varies from context to context. By contrast,
the latter two types of gradable adjectives do not introduce a context-dependent standard.
Rather, the argument of a minimum-standard adjective is required to possess any non-zero
degree of the relevant property: a minimal bend on a rod would qualify the rod as being bent.
The argument of a maximum-standard adjective is required to possess a maximal degree of
the relevant property: a straight rod (strictly speaking) needs to be completely straight and
have no bend at all.

The three types of gradable predicates manifest different properties. Only relative- and
minimum-standard adjectives can serve as the predicate of comparison in the yi# compara-
tive construction, as shown by the acceptability of the sentences in (21). It is unacceptable to
have a maximum-standard adjective as the predicate of comparison in a yu comparative sen-
tence, as evident from the unacceptable sentences in (22).*

"In this paper, I will not address this difference between the bi, yi, and transitive comparatives, on the one
hand, and the guo and ché comparatives, on the other hand.

®In her discussion of the bi comparative construction, Paul (1993) posited that a (cyclic) C-command rela-
tion holds between the two terms of comparison. One important piece of evidence she cited was the dependence
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(21) a. yindu rénkou de zéngzhang sudu kuai yu zhonggud.
India population MOD grow speed fast YU China
“The population grows faster in India than in China’
b. léu néi  sheénzhi zang yu Ibu wai qiangti.
building inside even  dirty YU building outside wall.
“The inside of the building is even dirtier than the outside wall.
(22) a. “yibanshudlai, gaosugonglu zhi yu xiangjian xido lu.

generally speaking highway straight YU countryside small road

Intended: ‘Generally speaking, highways are straighter than small rural roads’
b. *zhe ge xiangzi mingxian man yu na ge xiangzi.

this CL suitcase obviously full YU that CL suitcase

Intended: ‘Obviously, this suitcase is fuller than that suitcase.

In this regard, the yu comparative is again different from the bi and guo comparatives.” The
latter two constructions are compatible with all three types of gradable predicates serving as
the predicate of comparison. For the guo comparative, this claim is evident in the grammati-
cality of the sentences in (23). The sentences in (24) illustrate the bi comparative construction
with all three types of gradable predicates.

(23) a. zaoshang gaoféngqi, qi zixingché hui kuai guo kai che.
morning rush hour ride bicycle should fast GUO driving car
‘During the morning rush hour, riding a bicycle should be faster than driving a car’
b. yoOuxie kuai can dian de bingkuai zang guo matdng shui.
some fast food restaurant MOD ice dirty GUO toilet  water

‘Ice in some fast food restaurants is dirtier than toilet water.
c. zhé ge xiangzi mingxidan man gud na ge xiangzi.

this CL suitcase obviously full GUO that CL suitcase

‘Obviously, this suitcase is fuller than that suitcase’

(24)

®

tade chéngji bi wode hao.

his performance BI my  good

‘His performance/grade is better than mine.

b. zhe jian yifa ganjué bi na jian yifa shi.
this CL  clothes feel BI that CL clothes wet
“This piece of clothing feels wetter than that one’

c. méi ge rén dou zhan de bi wo zhi

every CL person DOU stand DE BI me straight

‘Everyone stood straighter than I did’

Fifth, certain comparative constructions can be conflated to occur in the same sentence.
The sentence in (25), for example, combines bi and chii comparatives together, and the sen-

of the scope of comparison upon the standard of comparison. The same observation seems to apply to the yi
comparative construction. The sentence in (21a), for example, can be understood either as comparing India and
China with respect to the topic of population growth (among many other potential topics), or as directly com-
paring the population growth rates of the two countries.

*When it comes to compatibility with the different types of gradable predicates, native intuitions of Man-
darin Chinese speakers, at times, could be unclear with the transitive and chéi comparative constructions.
Adding to the difficulty of judgment is the fact that the gradable predicates that can appear in the two construc-
tions are rather limited (Xiang 2005, Grano and Kennedy 2012).
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tence in (26) combines chu and guo comparative together. By contrast, the yi comparative is
disallowed from combining with any other comparative construction, as illustrated by the
sentences in (27).

(25) zhangsan bi lisi gao cha liang cun. (Grano and Kennedy's (53a))
Zhangsan BI Lisi tall CHU two inch
‘Zhangsan is two inches taller than Lisi.

(26) zhangsan gao chi guo lisi lidng cun. (Grano and Kennedy's (56))
Zhangsan tall CHU GUO Lisi two inch
‘Zhangsan is two inches taller than Lisi.

(27) a. zhangsan (*bi) gao yu lisi.
Zhangsan BI  tall YU Lisi
‘Zhangsan is taller than Lisi.

b. zhangsan gao cht (*yu) lisi san limi
Zhangsan tall CHU YU Lisi three centimeter
‘Zhangsan is three centimeters taller than Lisi’

c. zhangsan gao (*yd) guo (*yu) lisi
Zhangsan tall YU GUO YU |Lisi
‘Zhangsan is taller than Lisi’

Sixth, as already mentioned in section 1, the yi comparative construction cannot take a
differential expression after the standard of comparison, or elsewhere in the construction.
This restriction applies not only to differential measure phrases (e.g. san limi ‘three centime-
ters’, liang xidoshi ‘two hours’), as illustrated in (5) and (6) repeated below, but also to differ-
ential factor phrases (e.g. yi ban ‘half’, liang béi twice, twofold’), as in (28)."

(5) a. gége (*san limi) gao yu meimei (*san limi).
brother three centimeter tall YU sister three centimeter
“The brother is (intended: three centimeters) taller than the sister.
b. xin kudn xiangji (*wu ke) qing yu lao kuan (wu ke).
new style camera five gram light YU old style five gram
‘The new camera is (intended: five grams) lighter than the old version.

"Grano and Kennedy (2012) took the co-occurrence of chii and guo to be natural, and provided an explana-
tion of the co-occurrence. However, not every native speaker of Mandarin Chinese I consulted accepted such a
co-occurrence. I leave to future research where this inter-speaker variation comes from.

T should note that the constraint against the yi comparative construction taking a differential expression
only applies to its contemporary use. Ming Xiang (personal communication) pointed out that given the claim (in
section 2) that the yi comparative construction was the only overt morpheme for (superior) comparison in Late
Archaic and Han Chinese, it would be surprising if at that time the construction could not take a differential ex-
pression. For, if so, how would people at that time express difference between two entities under comparison
with respect to a gradable property? In fact, Wei (2007) cited the following example from Han Chinese, which
clearly illustrates compatibility of the yi comparative construction with a differential expression at that time.
When and how the yii comparative construction lost its ability to combine with a differential expression is a
topic that I have to leave for future research. The following discussion about the incompatibility of the yi com-
parative construction with a differential expression only applies to its contemporary use.

i chang ya hé yi  lidng chi.
long YU grain one two foot
‘one or two feet longer than the grain (plant)’
(Wei 2007:(11), from Lun Heng in the 1st c. AD)
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(6) xin fangzi de  jiagé (*2000 kuai) gao yu jiu fangzi de  jiagé (2000 kuai).
new house MOD price 2000 dollar high YU old house MOD price 2000 dollar
“The price of new houses is (intended: 2000 dollars) higher than that of old houses.

(28) chéngshi jumin de shourt (*sanbei) gao yu noéngcin jumin (*san béi).
city resident MOD income three time high YU rural resident three time
Intended: “The income of urban residents is three times higher than that of rural ones.

To summarize this section, the yi comparative construction shows several interesting
properties. First, it is only compatible with monosyllabic predicates of comparison. I take this
requirement to be idiosyncratic and do not attempt to provide an account of it. Second, when
this monosyllabic requirement is met, the predicate of comparison can be of either positive
or negative polarity. Third, maximum-standard adjectives, in contrast with relative- and min-
imum-standard adjectives, cannot serve as the predicate of comparison in the yi comparative
construction. Fourth, the yi comparative involves explicit, rather than implicit, comparison.
Fifth, the y# comparative cannot be conflated with any other comparative construction.
Lastly, the yi comparative cannot take a differential expression, standing in sharp contrast to
several other comparative constructions in Mandarin Chinese.

4 Syntactic Representation

In the remainder of this paper, I will primarily focus on addressing the question of why the
yu comparative construction, in its contemporary use, does not allow a differential expres-
sion in it. In addition, I will, albeit rather informally and tentatively, tackle the question of
why this comparative construction is not compatible with maximum-standard gradable pred-
icates. With regard to the first question, of course, one can choose to define the semantics of
yu in such a way that there is no slot for a difference between the two entities under compar -
ison. This, however, is at best an ad hoc solution. There is no conceptual prohibition against
any comparative construction specifying a difference between the two entities under com-
parison. Why should the yi# comparative construction constitute an exception? Moreover,
note the pattern observed in section 1 with respect to the presence/absence of differential ex-
pressions in several closely related comparative constructions in Mandarin Chinese. An ac-
count that can capture the overall pattern should be conceptually preferred over an analysis
that is only able to take care of a subset of the pattern. Given these considerations, in this pa-
per I take a syntactic approach to the first question, by arguing that the restriction against a
differential expression in the yu# comparative construction actually arises from an illegiti-
mate, double Case assignment to the standard-of-comparison phrase.

First, let me reiterate that yii is a preposition across all of its uses (Lii 1980). Then, it is no
surprise that yi has the ability to assign a Case. What makes the comparative use of this
preposition interesting is that in this use, yu seems to have no independent status and must
affix to the predicate of comparison right before it. This is suggested by the coordination test.
Assume X G yii Y to be the general form of the yi comparative construction. Two “G y#”
chunks can be coordinated by using such conjunction words as bingqgié ‘and’ and danshi ‘but,
as in (29). By contrast, two “yi Y’ chunks cannot be similarly coordinated together, as in (30),
which would be surprising if yi were a “regular” independent preposition.'

2An anonymous reviewer suggested that yi forms a morphological adjectival compound with the preced-
ing predicate of comparison. His/her main argument resides in the fact that yi does not form a constituent with
the NP following it. As such, the reviewer further suggested, yi is invisible to syntax and cannot assign a Case
of its own. According to his/her postulation, the yii comparative construction is a special case of the transitive
comparative construction, and the standard-of-comparison phrase receives a Case from a covert head associated
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(29) gége  gao yu, bingqié zhong yu, meéimei.
brother tall YU and heavy YU sister.
“The brother is taller and heavier than the sister.

(30) *ta gdo yu meéimei (bingqié) ya didi.
he tall YU sister and YU brother.
Intended: ‘He is taller than his brother and his sister’

In this paper, I assume that the comparative constructions in Mandarin Chinese men-
tioned in section 2 all share the same basic underlying structure. This assumption has been
adopted in previous works on comparative constructions in Mandarin Chinese and is not a
novel move. For example, Xiang (2005:193) noted that “conceptually a unified analysis has
obvious advantage because it reduces different patterns of comparatives to one single syntac-
tic structure” This assumption entails that the basic structure should allow for a substructure
accommodating a differential expression. Otherwise, a differential expression would be im-
possible in all comparative constructions, contrary to fact (recall Table 1). Rather, it is due to
independent factors that a certain comparative construction requires, allows, or forbids, the
appearance of a differential expression. According to Grano and Kennedy (2012), the transi-
tive comparative construction requires a differential measure phrase because measure
phrases come with a covert Case assigner, which is required for the licensing of the standard-
of-comparison phrase. The chii morpheme in the chii comparative may be taken to be a mem-
ber of the same class as the covert Case assigner. I argue that the Case-based analysis by
Grano and Kennedy, coupled with the affixal status of the preposition yi, can provide an ex-
planation why the yu comparative construction does not allow a differential expression.

A recent attempt to offer a unified account of certain comparative constructions in Man-
darin Chinese is the so-called “DegP-shell” analysis proposed by Xiang (2005), modeled after
Larson’s (1988) VP-shell structure. Under Xiang’s analysis, there are two degree projections
in the syntactic representation of certain comparative constructions. The head of the lower
DegP selects for a differential expression as its complement. The standard-of-comparison
phrase appears in the specifier position of the projection. The lower DegP serves as the com-
plement of an adjective, whose projection, in turn, is the complement of the higher DegP
structure. The standard-of-comparison phrase raises to the specifier position of the AP. The
higher Deg head can be filled by bi (for bi comparative sentences) or an adjective of a certain
class via head movement from the AP (for transitive, chi, and guo comparative sentences).
(31a) and (31b) give the structural representations of (1a) and (2a), respectively.

(1) a. gége bi meimei gao (san  limi).
brother BI sister tall three centimeter
“The brother is (three centimeters) taller than the sister.

with the predicate of comparison. I see at least two problems with the reviewer's suggestions. First, there is no a
priori requirement that a Case assigner form a constituent with the element that checks the Case. There exist
uses of yu as a preposition where it assigns a Case to an NP but does not form a constituent with the NP. For ex -
ample, in the phrase chénni yi didnzi youxi ‘addicted to electronic games’, yi and didnzi y6uxi do not form a
constituent. However, without yii as a Case assigner, the phrase is degraded. Second, the reviewer treated the yu
comparative as a special case of the transitive comparative. However, it is not clear to me whether and how the
treatment can explain the fact that the yi comparative disallows, but the transitive comparative requires, a dif-
ferential expression.
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(2) a. geége gao meimei “*(san limi).

brother tall sister three centimeter
“The brother is three centimeters taller than the sister’

(31) a. Structure of (1a) b. Structure of (2a)
/\ S
DegP
gége /\ gege /K
/\ gao +p /\

meéimei /\ meéimei /\

A DegP

gio N\ }\
D 9y

DP eg
\s . /\
Deg DP
T san limi }:t san hmi

Regarding the lower Deg head, Xiang (2005) took it to be a phonologically silent degree
morpheme exceed, which, along with the predicate of comparison, undergoes head move-
ment to the higher Deg head when the head is not filled (by bi). Grano and Kennedy
(2012:242), by drawing on Svenonius and Kennedy’s (2006) insight on the distribution of
measure phrases, suggested the possibility of the lower degree head being filled by a null de-
gree morpheme p, which “is projected only when a measure phrase is present.” The represen-
tations in (31a) and (31b) above conflate Xiang’s DegP-shell analysis with Grano and
Kennedy's. From the representations, it is obvious that the transitive comparative has a struc-
ture very similar to the bi comparative. The only difference is that for the transitive compara-
tive, the adjective, along with the p morpheme, moves to the higher Deg head. According to
Grano and Kennedy (2012), in the absence of bi, this movement is required by the need for a
Case on the part of the standard-of-comparison phrase; p moves to the higher Deg head for
Case assignment and takes the adjective along with it, due to the affixal nature of the mor-
pheme.

The transitive comparative construction requires the presence of a measure phrase be-
cause the morpheme p, which “requires and is required by” the projection of a measure
phrase (Grano and Kennedy 2012:244), is obligatory for assigning a Case to the standard-of-
comparison phrase in the construction. The morpheme chi may be taken to be an overt
counterpart of p. By contrast, when bi serves as the head of the higher Deg phrase, it is able
to assign a Case to the standard-of-comparison phrase, and there is no need for p to raise to
assign a Case.” Under the assumption that chu is an overt counterpart of p, the claim is sup-
ported by the grammaticality of the sentence in (32), in which both bi and chi appear and
chu is separated from bi by the standard-of-comparison phrase and the gradable predicate.*

BGrano and Kennedy (2012) assumed that the Case-assigning capacity of p is “suppressed” when p does not
raise. Exactly how the suppression comes about, I think, still remains an open question.

An anonymous reviewer raised issues with the DegP-shell analysis proposed by Xiang (2005) and adapted
by Grano and Kennedy (2012). More specifically, the reviewer pointed out that Xiang's analysis “wrongly rules
out the well-known acceptability of adverbs preceding the adjectives” in the bi comparative construction (as in
(i) below), because the standard-of-comparison phrase “occupies the specifier position of the AP” Grano and
Kennedy (2012) actually entertained two possible ways of reconciling a similar objection raised by Lin (2009)
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(32) zhongguoé shéchi pin  de xiaoshou jiagé bi méigué gao cha liangbéi.
China luxury goods MOD sale price BI USA  high CHU twice
“The prices of luxury goods in China are twice more expensive than in USA

I adopt Xiang’s (2005) DegP-shell proposal to represent the syntactic structure of the yi
comparative construction. Y is comparable to bi in two regards. First, it is the head for the
higher Deg phrase. Second, as a preposition, it has the ability to assign a Case. The syntactic
structure of the yu comparative construction, therefore, is very similar to that of the bi com-
parative construction without an accompanying measure phrase. At the same time, there is a
key difference between yi and bi: the former is not an independent morpheme and must affix
to the predicate of comparison. Due to this morphological status of yi, the predicate of com-
parison raises in order to “host” yi. lllustrated with (14a) (repeated below), the structure of
the yi comparative construction is represented in (33a) below, with the vacuous lower DegP
omitted.

(14) a. gége gao yu meimei.
brother tall YU sister
“The brother is taller than the sister’

We are now ready to explain why the yi comparative construction is not compatible
with a differential expression. The degree morpheme yu is similar to the covert degree mor-
pheme p in certain aspects: both need to affix to the predicate of comparison, and both can
assign a Case when appearing in an appropriate Case-assigning position. It is precisely these
similarities that render the yii comparative construction unable to take a measure phrase in
it. When a measure phrase is present in a yi comparative sentence, it introduces the covert
degree morpheme p, which in turn needs to affix to the predicate of comparison. The predi-
cate of comparison further needs to raise to “host” yi. However, doing so would bring p to a
Case-assigning position, and this leads to an illegitimate, double Case assignment to the stan-
dard-of-comparison phrase. This analysis is illustrated in (33b), representing the example
sentence in (14a) with the measure phrase san limi ‘three centimeters’ added after the stan-
dard-of-comparison phrase méimei ‘sister’.

with the DegP-shell analysis. One especially plausible option is to claim that adverbs like géng and hdi (both
meaning ‘even’) are adjuncts in the AP projection. As supporting evidence, géng and hdi can stack together. For
instance, the sentence in (ii), from work by the Chinese philosopher and diplomat Hu Shih, contains both hai
and géng occurring side by side to modify the adjective gdo. I would like to thank Christopher Pifién for his
helpful comments and guidance related to this footnote.

i gége bi meimei géng/hai gao.
brother BI sister even tall
“The brother is even taller than the sister’

ii. rongrén  bi ziybu hai géng zhongyao.
tolerance BI freedom even even important
“Tolerance is even more important than freedom.
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(33) a. Structure of (14a) b. Structure of (14a) with a measure phrase

/\ :
l{\DegP
gege /\AP gege /\

Deg AP
gao+yu /\ yu /\
méimei A’ DP A
| meéimei /\
A A DegP
£ao a0 +
DP Deg’
Deg DP
tt san limi

Based on this analysis, I make the following prediction. If a yii comparative sentence
containing a differential expression has two gradable predicates, one hosting p and the other
hosting yi, then there will be no double Case assignment, and the sentence should be accept-
able. This prediction is borne out. The predicate of comparison in a yi comparative sentence
can be reduplicated, as in (34)."” Yii affixes to the higher gao, and p affixes to the lower gao. I
assume that the lower gao takes a null pronoun after it, to which a Case is assigned by .

(34) ?gége gao yi meéimei gao san limi.
brother tall YU sister tall three centimeter
“The brother is three centimeters taller than the sister’

The analysis also explains why the yu# comparative cannot be incorporated into the tran-
sitive comparative. Essentially, this is because the former construction disallows, but the lat-
ter construction requires, the occurrence of a differential expression. In the previous section,
it was also observed that the yii comparative construction cannot be incorporated into the bi,
chu, or guo comparative constructions. The incompatibility of yi and bi is a direct conse-
quence of the postulation that they are degree morphemes occupying the same degree head
position. The incompatibility of yi with chu and guo can be easily accounted for if we as-
sume that chu and guo are affixes as well. Recall Grano and Kennedy’s (2012) claim that
though chu and guo are different in certain respects (see Table 1), they both belong to the
same class as p. Therefore, when yii co-occurs with chu or guo, the predicate-of-comparison
phrase takes two Case assigners for the standard-of-comparison phrase. Moreover, the two
Case assigners eventually appear in the same Case-assigning position. This leads to an illegit-
imate, double Case assignment.

Before concluding this section, I would like to say a few words regarding the contrast
between bi and yu with respect to their (in)compatibility of chii and guo. Again, an important
difference between bi and yi is that the latter is affixal in nature. In a yii comparative sen-
tence, the predicate of comparison has to raise to the Case-assigning yi degree head so as to
“host” the affixal yi. This requirement disallows any other Case-assigning element such as
chii and guo from combining with the predicate of comparison. By contrast, bi is an indepen-
dent morpheme. In a bi comparative sentence, the predicate of comparison does not raise to

Admittedly, the utterance in (34) is most natural with a pause before the second gao. Without such a
pause, it is still at least marginally acceptable.
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the Case-assigning bi degree head, and can stay in situ to serve as a “host” for affixal chu and
guo in a duly manner.

5 Evaluativity of the yizt Comparative: A Preliminary Analysis

In this section, I provide some rather preliminary and informal remarks regarding another
peculiar property of the yi comparative construction discussed in section 3, namely, that the
construction allows minimum- and relative-standard gradable predicates, but not maximum-
standard gradable predicates, to serve as the predicate of comparison. This observation has
already been illustrated by the acceptability contrast in (21) and (22) (repeated below). No
other comparative construction in Mandarin Chinese (or in any other language to the best of
my knowledge) has such a restriction on the predicate of comparison.

(21) a. yindu rénkou de zéngzhang sudu kuai yd zhdnggud.
India population MOD grow speed fast YU China
“The population grows faster in India than in China’
b. 1ou néi  shenzhi zang yu léu wai qiangti.

building inside even  dirty YU building outside wall.
“The inside of the building is even dirtier than the outside wall.

(22) a. *yibanshudlai, gaosugonglu zhi yu xiangjian xido lu.
generally speaking highway straight YU countryside small road
Intended: ‘Generally speaking, highways are straighter than small rural roads’

b. *zhé ge xiangzi mingxidan man yu na ge xiangzi.
this CL suitcase obviously full YU that CL suitcase
Intended: ‘Obviously, this suitcase is fuller than that suitcase.’

Most likely, it is something in the semantics of yu that is responsible for this restriction.
Of course, one can choose to define yi with a presupposition specifying what types of grad-
able predicates can serve as the predicate of comparison in the y# comparative construction.
Then, a natural question to ask would be what independent factors give rise to such a pre-
supposition. In this paper, however, I take a different route by suggesting that the restriction
arises from the evaluative property of the yu comparative construction. I base my suggestion
on the observation that the pattern in (21) and (22) is strongly reminiscent of the (in)felicity
pattern of gradable adjectives used in English sentences of the form A, but could be A-er.
Both Kennedy (2007b) and Lassiter (2010) observed that minimum- and relative-standard
gradable adjectives can appear in this modal construction, but maximum-standard gradable
adjectives cannot. Obviously, the unacceptability of (35¢c) cannot be blamed on any prohibi-
tion of the comparative use of maximum-standard adjectives in comparative constructions,
because such a use is indeed observed, as shown in (36). Rather, it is due to evaluativity
present in the linguistic context.

(35) a. The rod is bent, but it could be more bent.
b. This basketball player is tall, but he could be taller.
c. #The room is full, but it could be fuller.

(36) My glass could be fuller than it is now.

Here, I adopt Rett’s (2008) definition of evaluativity: a degree construction is evaluative
when it makes reference to a degree which meets the standard for the predicate of compari-
son. In the sentences in (35), the first clauses say that in the actual world the rod’s degree of
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being bent, the basketball player’s height, and the fullness of the relevant room equal or ex-
ceed the respective (contextual) standard, and the second clauses say that in a hypothetical
world the degree could be higher. However, a maximum-standard gradable predicate, by its
very nature, is associated with a standard which corresponds to the maximum value/interval
on the relevant scale. Thus, there cannot exist any degree exceeding the standard, which ex-
plains why a maximum-standard gradable predicate cannot appear in the construction.

I hypothesize that the semantics of the yu comparative construction, of the form X G yu
Y, has a similar evaluative component: Y’s degree of being G meets the standard for G. At the
same time, the semantics of the construction requires X’s degree of being G to exceed Y’s de-
gree. By transitivity, this requires X’s degree of being G to exceed the standard for G. How-
ever, when G is a maximum-standard gradable predicate, there exists no degree of being G
for X that can exceed the standard for G. Hence, the sentence does not have a viable seman-
tics, and is unacceptable."

However, there is an obvious issue with claiming that the yu# comparative construction is
evaluative: a yu comparative sentence containing a relative-standard gradable predicate of
comparison seems not to require either of the two compared items to meet the standard for
the predicate. The sentence in (14), for instance, does not require the brother or the sister to
be tall in the context. They both can be short, but the sentence is still true as long as the
brother is taller than the sister. Here is a (rather ugly) stipulation to cope with this issue. I
hypothesize that the yi comparative construction sets up a local comparison class consisting
of the two compared entities only, and this comparison class is “impermeable” to other indi-
viduals. For a y#i comparative sentence whose predicate of comparison is a relative-standard
gradable predicate G, its standard is identified with Y’s degree on the associated scale. Thus,
it is trivially true that Y’s degree of being G equals or exceeds the standard for G. That is, the
evaluative component holds vacuously, and makes no real contribution to the semantics of
the sentence. However, when G is a minimum- or maximum-standard gradable predicate, the
standard for G is lexically specified (Kennedy and McNally 2005) and cannot be identified
with Y’s degree of being G. Hence, the evaluative component is not trivially true and cannot
be done away with.

6. Concluding Remarks

In this paper, I provided an empirical description as well as a (preliminary) theoretical analy-
sis of the less-studied yu comparative construction in Mandarin Chinese. The emphasis is on
the following two rather peculiar properties. First, the construction, of the form X G yu Y, al-
lows no differential expression to measure the difference between X and Y. The prohibition
arises because the covert degree morpheme p that comes with a measure phrase (Svenonius
and Kennedy 2006) would affix to G and move to the same degree head position as yu. This
leads to an illegitimate, double Case assignment to Y. Second, only relative- and minimum-
standard gradable predicates, as opposed to maximum-standard gradable predicates, can
serve as G in a yi comparative sentence. Tentatively, I hypothesized that this restriction
arises from an evaluative component in the semantics of the yi# comparative construction. If
on the right track, my analysis may well suggest another potential parametric variation of

Christopher Pifién (personal communication) pointed out that my hypothesis discussed in this paragraph
would predict the negative counterparts of sentences like (22a) and (22b) to be acceptable. Moreover, for the neg-
ative versions of the two sentences, small rural roads and the second suitcase would be predicted to be straight
and full, respectively. However, the negative counterparts of (22a) and (22b) are ungrammatical (or at best
slightly improved in terms of acceptability), which makes it difficult to judge whether the second prediction
holds or not. Whether the observations challenge my (tentative) hypothesis or can be explained away indepen -
dently is a topic that I leave for future research.
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comparative constructions, in addition to those already discussed by such researchers as
Kennedy (2007a) and Lin (2009): comparative constructions may be evaluative or non-evalua-
tive. The yi comparative construction in Mandarin Chinese is evaluative, while all of the
other comparative constructions in the language are non-evaluative.

There remain some open questions that call for further research. One question has to do
with the stipulation discussed at the end of the previous section: that when a yi comparative
sentence has a relative-standard gradable predicate as G, the (contextual) standard for G is
identified with Y’s degree of being G. This stipulation very likely invites learnability compli-
cations. How is the identification warranted? How can a child language learner acquire it?
Second, yi can also occur after an equative phrase, as in déng yi ‘equal, equivalent to’ and
xiangdang yu ‘equivalent to, amount to’. Given the range of uses of yi, the relation between
yu in the yu comparative construction and yi in such equative phrases is worth more inves-
tigation.
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