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It has become common to analyse comparatives by using degrees, abstract representational objects that form a total ordering. Gradable adjectives on that view take degrees as implicit arguments and the comparative morpheme -er expresses a relation between sets of degrees. A sentence like (1a) is then analysed as in (1b) (cf. Kennedy 1999 and others):

(1) a. John is taller than Mary

     b. max d(tall(John, d) > tall(Mary, d))

While this analysis (or modifications thereof) seems to get crucial facts about comparatives and degree modification right, there remains a significant unease about such a generous use of abstract degree objects. Clearly, in certain cases as in (2) overt degree modifier seem to make using degrees unavoidable (cf. von Stechow 1984):

(2) John is two centimeters taller than Mary. 

However, with adjectives not simply specifying extension or number, such as white, beautiful, wise, or happy, as in (3) the presence of degrees seems highly problematic.

(3) John is happier than Mary.

Degrees here are (almost) never made explicit and a speaker using such adjectives in a sentence will hardly be able to tell what the implicit degree argument is that will be involved in the logical form of the sentence he utters (a situation much worse than the problem of implicit modes of presentation in attitude contexts discussed by Schiffer 1987). But at the same time existing approaches to comparatives without degrees such as Klein (1980) and Kamp (1975) seem to have failed (cf. Kennedy 1999).

     In this talk I will pursue a new approach to the semantics of comparatives without making central use of degrees. Instead the central notion will be that of a ‘particularized property’ or what philosophers nowadays call a trope (Williams 1953, Mulligan/Simons/Smith 1984, Campbell 1990), the kind of object nominalizations of adjectives with a determiner, obviously, refer to (Woltersdorff 1970, Nicolas 2004, Moltmann 2004). Thus, John’s wisdom refers to the trope that is the concrete manifestation of wisdom in John. Tropes, unlike degrees, are concrete entities, possible objects of perception and causation and obviously objects of reference with explicit nominalizations. They are, one can say, obtained by focusing on particular property of an object and ‘abstracting away’ from others (Campbell 1990). Unlike states of affairs or situations, tropes thus are naturally ordered with respect to the ‘degree’ to which they manifest the property in question (but here we do not need ‘degrees’, as the ordering can be immediately read off the tropes themselves). 

      The basic idea I will pursue is that comparatives involve a sort of implicit nominalization and, crucially, describe a relation between tropes rather than degrees. Let us take f to be the function that maps a property and an object to the manifestation of that property in the object. Then, (3) will be analysed as in (4a) making it roughly equivalent to (4b):

(4) a. f(John, [happy]) > f(Mary, [happy])

   b. John’s happiness is greater than Mary’s.

(4a) in turn can be obtained by assigning happier the relation between individuals and tropes in (5a) and by assuming the than-clause acts as a definite description of a trope as in (5b):

(5) a. [happier] = {<d, t> | [f(d, [happy]) > t}       b.  t[happy(Mary) & t = f(Mary, [happy])]

On this account, no new kind of object is used that is not already needed elsewhere.   

     Tropes can do the same work as degrees because like degrees they are naturally stand in a single ordering relation. In some cases, such as heights or weights, tropes should moreover be associated with degrees, namely in the presence of an explicit measure phrase (cf (2)). 

     With tropes, it seems the core cases of comparative constructions can be analysed in an equivalent way. For example, (6a) can now be analysed in (6b):

(6) a. John is happier than any woman is.

     b. t (x(woman(x) & happy(x) & t =(x, [happy])  happier(John, t))

However, the analysis has a number of empirical advantages over the one involving degrees. It accounts for the fact that adjective modifiers are not limited to those that could be considered degree modifiers (very, much, highly), but include those making reference to the particular way the property is manifested (extraordinarily / unusually / exquisitely beautiful), the perceivability of the property manifestation (visibly happy), its causal (including emotional) effect (horribly, astonishingly, fatally weak) and its role as an object of action (deliberately silent), all naturally predicates of tropes, but not of degrees. The trope-based analysis also has an easier time dealing with resultatives:

(7) The box was so heavy that John fell down.

Here, one can take so that to express the relation between a trope and its causal effect. Clearly, a degree, being abstract, as such cannot have a causal effect.

     Another advantage of the trope-based analysis is that it can account for cases when the adjective could not associate a single degree with an object, as in (8):

(8) John is in some ways happier than Bill.

In some ways, given the present account, can naturally be viewed as expressing a function mapping complex tropes to smaller tropes (reduced to some dimensions in which e.g. happiness can manifest itself), clearly a function that is inapplicable to degrees.

   Finally, the present account gives justice to the analogies between the adjectival and the verbal domain. The latter involves events, entities closely related to tropes. For example much can apply to both events (the problem was discussed much) and tropes (the much discussed problem), both of which can now be analysed as of the same type.

     The present account has one particular advantage over the one of Klein and Kamp in that it is able to account for the possibility of subdeletion as in (9), but not in (9b):
(9) a. The table is longer than it is wide.        b. ?? The table is longer than it is hard.

As long as the two tropes involved are sufficiently ‘similar’, they can be ordered with respect to each other.
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