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AMBIGUITY AND THE INTERNAL STRUCTURE
OF COMPARATIVE COMPLEMENTS IN GREEK'
Julia Bacskai-Atkari
University of Potsdam

julia.bacskai-atkari@uni-potsdam.de

Abstract

To tap6v &pBOpo eéetdler piax ovykpitiks Souni n omoia Tapovordler apLonpio e THTOVS TOV
OUVIOTOUY KXTRAOITI TOV OUYKPHTIOUOD TTTWOEWY OTIC YEPUAVIKES PADOTEG. XTor eEAANVIK,
T0 716, Tl CUVTAOOETAU UE TIXPEUPATIKEG TIPOTATELS, 0L OTI0LEG UTTOPOVY VX Eivart EANEITTTIKEG,
Kot 1) epQavi{OUEVy OVOUXTTIKY] avTIOTOLYEL 0TO VTIOKEIUEVO TIPdTOAoHS ToV TIepiéxer Aekikd
phiua. Ppdoeis mpoodiopiaTikot SeikTh/ovouatikés Ppaoeis oe eyyevy] yevikn ntdon eivar €€
0pLOUOV Un IOPeUPATIKEG Sopés, kabwe Sev eivau TIPOTAOINKES, KAl ETITPETTOVY EMTAVATUVOe-
o1 Pp&ons mmov eiva vimokeipevo oe Sout] katnydpyons. Aupionuia eupaviCetar oe ovyKpiTI-

ké¢ Sopés pe o and, n onoia Ou Seikw 611 opeiletar oTis 1Siaitepe 1816THTEG TOV ATO.
Keywords: ambiguity, case assignment, comparative constructions, CP-periphery, ellipsis,
operator movement, small clause, tense

1. Introduction

As observed already by Bresnan (1973), there are certain comparative constructions

that display ambiguity, as illustrated in (1) for English:

1 This research was funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG), as part of the project “The syn-
tax of functional left peripheries and its relation to information structure”. I owe many thanks to Nikos
Engonopoulos for his indispensable help with the Greek data.

AMBIGUITY AND THE INTERNAL STRUCTURE OF COMPARATIVE COMPLEMENTS | 231



(1) I saw a taller woman than my mother.
(A) I saw a taller woman than my mother saw’

(B) T saw a taller woman than my mother is.

Note that ambiguity arises only if the clause is elliptical: full clauses are not ambiguous.
The question arises what causes ambiguity in English and cross-linguistically. In the
literature, there are two classical directions. On the one hand, one may adopt a purely
clausal analysis (see Bresnan 1973, Lechner 2004): in this case, ambiguity results from
the fact that there are two different underlying structures (where both are full, tensed
clauses). On the other hand, one may adopt a purely phrasal analysis (cf. Hankamer
1973 for the phrasal analysis of than): in this case, there is essentially no underlying
structure, and ambiguity results from the fact that the DP (my mother in (1) above)
may have multiple associations.

Greek is particularly important because it has three types of comparatives: one intro-
duced by a6, 71 (apoti, ‘than’), which is clausal; one introduced by the preposition amo
(apo, ‘frony’), which is semi-phrasal; and one where the comparative complement is in
the genitive, which is phrasal. Based on the evidence from the Greek data, I propose that
ambiguity in cases like (1) arises when there are various underlying structures (which
are not necessarily clauses). I also demonstrate that there are four types of structures
cross-linguistically that behave differently with respect to constructions like (1). First,
remnants of tensed clauses are associated with reading (A). Second, remnants of tense-
less clauses receive reading (B). Third, DPs following prepositions with clausal comple-
ments are ambiguous, whereby reading (B) is preferred over reading (A). Fourth, DPs in

simple PPs (including Kase projections, KPs) are associated with reading (B).

2. Clausal comparatives

In the case of reading (A), see (1) above, a lexical, tensed verb is reconstructed (the

predicate is a verb). This is illustrated in (2) for English:
(2) I saw a taller woman than my mother saw-anx-tatbwoman.
Note that the degree expression (x-tall woman) would be eliminated in English anyway

(see Bresnan 1973, Kennedy 2002, Bacskai-Atkari 2014c), hence for our purposes the
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elision of the verb is more interesting. In (2), the subclause has the tense specification
of the matrix clause: this is also the interpretation of the elided version; hence, we can
conclude that there is a full clause (containing a TP) underlyingly.

In the case of reading (B), a predicative relation is reconstructed, which is not tensed

(the predicate is an adjective). This is illustrated in (3) for English:

(3) a. I'saw a taller woman than my mother BEanx-tatt-woman.
b. I can't imagine a braver woman than Queen Boudicca BE-anx-brave-woman.

In these cases, the complement of than is tenseless. If one were to paraphrase the sen-
tences in (3), the one in (3a) would most naturally transform into a than-clause in the
present tense (depending chiefly on whether the speaker’s mother is alive), while in
the case of (3b) the than-clause would be in the past tense since Queen Boudicca is a
historical character from the 1st century. The interpretation of the than-clause in (3)
is not tied to the tense specification of the matrix clause; instead, it is influenced by
pragmatics and the given context.

There is further evidence for a tensed/tenseless distinction from German (see Bac-

skai-Atkari 2014b). Consider the following examples:

(4)a. Ich habe eine groflere  Frau als meine Mutter gesehen.
I  have aracc taller woman than my. mother seen
E.NOM/
ACC

I saw a taller woman than my mother.

b. Ich habe einen grofleren Mann als  mein Vater  gesehen.
I  have am.acc taller man than my. father seen
M.NOM

I saw a taller man than my father saw’

(4)c. Ich habe einen  grofleren Mann als  meinen  Vater gesehen.

I  have am.acc taller man than myM.acc father seen

‘I saw a taller man than my father is’
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As can be seen, only the example in (4a) is ambiguous: here the remnant DP following
als ‘than’ is case-ambiguous between the nominative and the accusative. Masculine
DPs show case distinction in German, and the corresponding examples in (4b) and
(4c) are not ambiguous: the nominative remnant is associated with reading A, while
the accusative remnant triggers reading (B). The availability of the accusative for the
remnant in German in (4c) must be due to exceptional case assignment from the ma-
trix verbal predicate: in German, there is no default accusative case (Schiitze 2001);
hence, the presence of the accusative must be the result of there being an overt case
assigner. Further, the accusative case is indeed available for small clause subjects, as-
signed by the matrix verb. The pattern is not restricted to als: similar phenomena can
be observed with wie ‘as’ and aufler ‘except for’ A similar behaviour can be observed in
Icelandic comparatives, too (see Bacskai-Atkari 2014d).

In short, the analysis for the Germanic pattern discussed here can be summarised as
follows. Nominative remnants are the results of clausal ellipsis, whereby nominative
case is assigned by the finite inflection regularly. Accusative remnants, on the other
hand, are remnants of small clauses, and case is assigned by the matrix verb. Ambigu-
ity is hence the result of case syncretism. It can also be concluded that elements like
than or als ‘than’ may take both TP and PredP (small clause) complements (on small
clauses as PredPs, cf. Matushansky 2012, following Bowers 1993).

Let us now turn to Greek. In Greek, clausal comparatives are formed with the ele-

ment as’6, 71 (apoti, ‘than’). Observe:

(5)a. Eida Mo yovaika ynAotepn am’o,Tt n untépa  pov.

saw.1G a  woman taller than theNom mother my
‘I saw a taller woman than my mother saw’
b*  Eida (o yovaika  ynAotepn am’é,Tt TN UNTéPA  pov

Saw.1SG  a woman taller than the.acc  mother my

# ‘T saw a taller woman than my mother’

As can be seen, Greek allows a nominative remnant in this construction, associated
with reading (A); however, no accusative remnant is licensed here. Note that for un-

derlying objects, the accusative case is naturally licensed; consider:
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(6)a. Xayamd  TEPLOGOTEPO an’o,Tt n Mapia.
Llove.you more than the.NxoMm Mary

‘I love you more than Mary loves you.

b. Xayanw  meplocoTEPO am’o,Tt ™ Mapia.
I.love.you more than the.acc Mary

‘Tlove you more than I love Mary’

In Greek clausal comparatives, then, the nominative matches a subject and the accusa-
tive an object, just as in full clauses. The only puzzle is why the sentences in (5a) is not
ambiguous, as there are two subjects available underlyingly.

To sum up the empirical findings, the Greek clausal comparative pattern can be
characterised as follows. First, no accusative case remnant is available, which indicates
that the complement of am’d, 71 cannot be a PredP in the German way. Second, the
nominative remnant is not ambiguous, which is in line with the assumption that the
reconstruction of a predicative relation with an adjectival predicate should involve a
tenseless clause (tenseless—tenseless match), but an’6, 71 always takes a TP complement.
Hence, reduced clauses with an’6, 71 are always the results of clausal ellipsis. Greek thus
provides evidence that ambiguity in constructions like (1) is not universal, and neither

is the availability of reading (B).

3. Phrasal comparatives

In Germanic languages, comparatives are introduced by an element corresponding to
than, which is a C-element, hence even reduced comparatives are underlyingly clausal
(tensed clauses or small clauses). In several other languages, however, single PPs are
attested in other languages, the notion of PP including Kase projections (KPs) where
a nominal element bears some lexical case. Such languages include Italian (with the
preposition di ‘of’), Polish (with the genitive case), Russian (with the genitive case),
and Hungarian (with the adessive case). I assume that lexical cases are instances of a
PP projection (see e.g. Asbury 2005; 2008), the KP being the lowest PP layer, immedi-
ately above the DP; the KP tops off the nominal projection, while projections of higher
P constitute a different extended projection (Den Dikken 2010, cf. also Dékany and
Hegedts 2014 on Hungarian).
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In Greek, phrasal comparatives of this sort are attested with the genitive; though this
construction counts as dated (dated), my informants were able to issue judgements on

the given type. In the constructions under scrutiny here, only reading (B) is available:

(7)  Eida foe  yovaika  YynAotepn ™mg untépag pov.
saw.1sG a  woman taller the.GEN  mother. GEN my

‘I saw a taller woman than my mother is!

As can be seen, the construction with the genitive comparative is not ambiguous; this
is not surprising inasmuch as a similar pattern can be observed in other languages
with true phrasal comparatives (see above), and the PP is a tenseless construction
which matches a tenseless interpretation. Note that in Greek, the genitive comparative

is not available in contexts where no tenseless match is available:

(8)* X ayand TEPLOGOTEPO mg Mapiag.

Llove.you more the.GEN  Mary. GEN

‘T love you more than Mary.

To sum up the empirical data concerning the Greek phrasal comparative pattern, the
following can be concluded. First, a genitive PP (KP) is attested, where the K head
takes a single DP complement; hence, there no tense specification is possible within
the PP, and no ambiguity arises. Second, the tenseless—tenseless match satisfied, and
the reconstruction of a predicative relation with an adjectival predicate is always possi-
ble. Hence, genitive comparatives never involve ellipsis. Greek thus provides evidence
(along with other languages with PP-comparatives) that true phrasal comparatives are
not ambiguous in constructions like (1), therefore the ambiguity of English (1) cannot

be due to than being a P head in two possible derivations.

4. A special hybrid comparative in Greek
So far, we have observed a rather predictable behaviour of clausal versus phrasal com-
paratives in constructions like (1). However, in Greek there is a third kind of compara-

tive construction, where the comparative complement is introduced by the preposi-

tion amo (apo, fromy’). This is illustrated in (9) below:
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(9) Eida fioe  yovaika  YnAotepn  amod ™ unTépa  pov.
saw.1SG a  woman taller  from the.acc mother my

T saw a taller woman than my mother’

As indicated, the sentence in (9) is ambiguous, yet there seems to be a preference for
reading (A). The preposition azno regularly takes an accusative DP as a complement;

in certain constructions, the interpretation of this DP may show ambiguity. Consider:

8)* Xayanmw  TePLOOOTEPO  ATTO ™m untépa pov.
Llove.you more from  the.acc mother my

‘I love you more than my mother’

The data in (9) and (10) are interesting especially because ambiguity with true phrasal
comparatives is attested cross-linguistically for the type in (10) but not for the type in
(9). In other words, while the behaviour of the obligatorily accusative DP following
aro in (10) suggests that amo-comparatives are regular phrasal comparatives, the pat-
tern in (9) indicates that this is not the case.

Note also that the accusative DP after azo is different from the German-type ac-
cusative remnant: the latter is restricted to constructions like (1) and the accusative
is due to the matrix verb, while in Greek the string amo + accusative DP has a wide
distribution, just like true phrasal comparatives do, and the accusative is independent
of matrix verb here.

The behaviour of amo can be explained if one adopts the analysis of Merchant
(2009), who argues that amo is a P head that takes a CP complement. This has some
support from comparatives involving ar’6, i (apoti, ‘than’), where an’6, 71 is a complex
form involving a preposition ar’ (ap’), a shortened form of amo, and the relativiser 6,7
(oti), which otherwise occurs in free relatives (Merchant 2009: 137). The difference
between comparatives with a7’6, 71 and ones with amo can be described as follows. If
the preposition is of the form ar’, it takes a CP complement, which hosts 6,7 in its
specifier, and the remnant (if there is ellipsis) moves to an FP (functional projection)
below the CP (as remnants regularly do in sluicing constructions), but there is no
further movement to the CP or the PP (Merchant 2009: 149-151). By contrast, if the
preposition is of the form arno, this also takes a CP, but the CP layer itself contains no
visible element, and the remnant DP moves up to the specifier of the PP, while amo

moves up to a higher p head position. For the details of this analysis, see Merchant
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(2009: 151-156, as his “option 1” for accounting for certain island effects related to
movement).

In the representations above, I adopt the analysis of Merchant (2009), with a diffe-
rence regarding the status of 6,71 T assume that it is a C head, not an operator, contrary
to Merchant (2009). The reason for this is that, as Merchant (2009) also indicates,
6,71 is licensed even in cases where it cannot be the degree operator itself (ordinary
headless relatives), and it cannot be considered to be the comparative operator itself.
However, there can be only one comparative/relative operator in a single CP, which is
in this case covert and the overt element 6,7/ can thus only have a C head status at the
left periphery of the clause (cf. Bacskai-Atkari 2014a: 497-499, Bacskai-Atkari 2014c:
117-118, 223-226 for a similar argumentation for German wie ‘as/how’). As is evident
from subcomparative constructions, where the quantified AP is overt in the subclause,
the AP is not adjacent to 6,71, which should be possible if 6,7/ were the comparative
operator (see the data of Giannakidou and Yoon 2011: 630).

Taking this difference into consideration, the structure I assume for (5a) is as follows
(based on Merchant 2009: 149, ex. 43b); “x” refers to the degree associated with the

adjective in the subclause:

(11)
PP
|
p*
| |
ar’ C
0,TL DP; F

A /\
1 untépa pov F[E] TP

ti elde pa yvvaika x-ynin
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As can be seen, the subject DP 5 untépa pov (i mitera mou, ‘my mother’) remains
below the CP. Hence, no case assignment is possible from the matrix verb or from the
P head since the complementiser 9,7/ acts as an intervener. On the other hand, nomi-
native case assignment in the TP is possible regularly. The CP is finite, and it is essen-
tially a headless relative clause, where the presence of the C-element 4,7/ enables the
CP to appear as the complement of a preposition: in this sense, the CP is [+nominal].

By contrast, structure of (10) is as follows (based on Merchant 2009: 152, ex. 45b);
“BE” refers an abstract predicative head.

In this configuration, the subject DP 11 untépa pov (ti mitera mou, ‘my mother’)
receives accusative case from the P/p head ano. If the subject DP is base-generated in
a TP, the original nominative case is overridden by the accusative (cf. Merchant 2009);

if it is base-generated in a PredP (matching the tenseless relation in the matrix clause),

(12)

pP

|
o
P/\PP
| /\
J ~ N /\

TN pnTéPa pov

t. C
)
N
C FP
/\
ti F,
/\

t; €ide a yovaika x-ynin
t; BE pua yovaika x-ynAn
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it receives no nominative case originally at all. As far as the CP is concerned, irrespec-
tively of whether there is a TP or a PredP, the CP contains no overt element that could
make the clause [+nominal].

There are four major questions regarding the structures in (11) and (12). The first
question is why amo moves up to p while not ar’. In Modern Greek, aro moves from
P to p anyway: this is a more general property of the particular preposition and is not
only attested in comparatives (cf. Lechner & Anagnostopoulou 2005). Further, an’is a
clitic that cliticises onto the C head. Lastly, awro moves to p in order to assign case to its
complement DP, which is located in [Spec,PP].

The second question is why the DP moves up to PP with azo but not with azno’.
Both P heads are [+comparative], which is a feature passed on to the C head of the
complement, on which it is interpretable; in other words, the CP is selected because
of the [+comparative] nature. Otherwise, P heads select a nominal complement. The
preposition an’ selects a CP containing 6,71, which makes the CP [+nominal], as a
headless relative clause. The preposition azno selects a CP without 6,7, which is not
a free relative clause (as there is no such requirement on comparative subclauses to
be relative clauses in general). Therefore, the nominal argument of the P head can be
realised only by upward movement of the DP to the [Spec,PP] position, and the P head
amro moves up to p, hence the DP argument is within its complement.

The third question is why a PredP is licensed under amo but not under an’. On the
one hand, no nominative case is assigned within the PredP. On the other hand, ex-
ternal case assignment is available only with amo because it attracts the DP to the PP;
hence, with an’, the DP would remain in the CP and it would remain caseless, too.

The fourth (and ultimate) question is why are an’6,7i-comparatives not ambiguous
and amo-comparatives ambiguous in constructions like (1). On the one hand, no PredP
is licensed under am’d, 71 due to case-assignment requirements; the TP for the predica-
tive relation depicted in (1) is not available either because there is no corresponding
tense antecedent in the matrix clause, and only recoverable material can be elided (cf.
Merchant 2001). On the other hand, with amo, both a TP and a PredP are possible
since the DP moves up to the PP anyway; a PredP-reconstruction is more faithful to
the surface pattern, and there is no case reassignment involved (hence, there is some

preference probably towards the predicative reading, yet the ambiguity remains).
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5. Conclusion

In this paper, I examined a certain comparative construction that is ambiguous in Eng-
lish and German if the remnant DP is case-syncretic between the nominative and the
accusative. In Greek, there are altogether three types of comparatives, and these show
different behaviour with respect to the particular construction.

First, there are true clausal comparatives with an’6, 7 (apoti, ‘than’): these are not
ambiguous. It was shown that a tensed clause can be reconstructed only with an un-
derlying lexical verb, and no external case assignment is available.

Second, there are true phrasal comparatives with the genitive: these are not ambi-
guous. This is because only a tenseless relation is recoverable (to a limited degree, since
the construction is dated).

Third, there are mixed phrasal comparatives with azo (apo, from’): these are am-
biguous. This is because the preposition takes an obligatorily elliptical clause, which
is either tensed or tenseless, and the remnant moves up to the PP and it is assigned

accusative case there.
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