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INTRODUCTION While is well-know that there is considerable cross-linguistic variation in the 
semantic composition of comparison constructions, one would not expect to find differences 
in the same construction in closely-related languages such as English and German, which 
share the setting of the parameters Beck et al. (2009) identify as source of cross-linguistic 
variation in comparison constructions. In this paper, we discuss three empirical differences 
between scalar equatives in English and German, and argue that they necessitate different 
semantic analyses. While the standard analysis of equatives in terms of a degree operator 
makes correct predictions for English, we propose a semantic analysis of equatives in German 
as correlative constructions and show how the empirical differences follow. 
DATA We identify the following empirical differences between equatives in English and 
German: (D1) While English allows measure phrase like 70m as the standard of equatives, 
German does not, cf. (1). (D2) while English allows Negative Polarity Items (NPIs) in the 
standard of equatives, German does not, cf. (2). (D3) while English does not allow negation 
and negative quantifiers in the standard of equatives, German does, cf. (3).  
(1) a.   The trees are as high as 70m.	   	   	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	   
 b. *Die Bäume sind so hoch wie 70m. 
(2) a.   It is now as quiet as it ever gets in Berlin. 
 b. *Es ist jetzt so ruhig wie es jemals wird in Berlin.  
(3) a. *Emma is as beautiful as no other girl that I know.  
 b.   Emma ist so schön wie kein anderes Mädchen, das ich kenne.  
We also note that in English, equatives pattern with comparatives in the possibility of having 
measure phrases, NPIs and negative expressions in the standard. In German, however, 
equatives show the opposite pattern from comparatives.  
(4) a. Peter is taller than 2m / anybody else / *no other man that I know. 
 b. Peter ist größer als 2m / irgendein anderer / *kein anderer Mann, den ich kenne. 
These observations aren’t new (see von Stechow 1984a,b, a.o.), but so far haven’t been made 
to bear on the semantic analysis of equatives . 
THE STANDARD ANALYSIS The standard assumption in the degree semantics literature is that 
the semantics of equatives differs only minimally from comparatives (Beck 2011, a.o.): 
while comparatives express strict comparison (>), equatives express non-strict comparison 
(≥), cf. (5). The semantic composition is completely parallel to comparatives: The 
parameter marker is an operator relating two sets of degrees, where the first is contributed 
by the (elliptical) standard clause and the second by the matrix clause. 
(5) [[  as ]]   = λD.λD’. max(D’) ≥ max(D) 
(6) a. Tom is as old as Peter is old. 

b. LF: [as [ as 1[ Peter is t1 old]]] [2 [Tom is t2 old ]]  
c. max{d: Tom is d old} ≥ max{d: Peter is d old}  ⇔ AGE(Tom) ≥ AGE(Peter) 

The following predictions emerge from this semantics of equatives: (P1) Assuming that 
measure phrases denote (or can be coerced into) sets of degrees, measure phrases should be 
able to serve as the standard, just as in comparatives. (P2) Since the semantics in (5) makes 
the standard a downward entailing context, NPIs are predicted to be licensed in the standard, 
just as in comparatives. (P3) Since negative expressions create upward scalar predicates, 
which do not have a maximum, negation and negative quantifiers are predicted to be illicit in 
the standard, just as in comparatives. As shown in (1)-(4) above, these predictions are borne 
out in English, but not in German. Therefore, the standard degree operator analysis of 
equatives is adequate for English, but not for German. 
PROPOSAL Haspelmath and Buchholz (1998) note that German equatives involve the degree 



demonstrative so as parameter marker and the degree interrogative pronoun wie as standard 
marker and argue that this suggests that equatives in German are correlative constructions. 
Building on this insight, we propose a semantic analysis of equatives in German as correlative 
constructions. Following the standard analysis of correlatives (e.g. Dayal, 1995), we analyze 
the standard clause as a free relative clause that is interpreted as a definite description. 
Adopting an account of definites in terms of maximal informativity (von Fintel et al., 2014), 
the denotation of the free relative clause serving as the standard corresponds to the maximal 
degree of which the degree property holds, i.e. Peter’s age in (7). This degree is then picked 
up by the demonstrative degree pronoun so ‘that’ in argument position. 
(7)  a. Tom ist so alt wie Peter alt ist. 
       b. LF:  [ Tom is that27 old ]  [ MAXinf [how 1[ Peter is t1 old]]  
       c. [[old]] g    (g(27))(Tom) ⇔ AGE(Tom) ≥ max{d: Peter is d old} ⇔ AGE(Tom) ≥ AGE(Peter) 
While the resulting truth conditions in (7c) are equivalent to the ones derived under the 
operator analysis in (6), the semantic composition proceeds in a different way (and the 
relation ‘≥’ doesn’t come from an equative operator, but from the semantics of the gradable 
adjective). We argue that this difference in the semantic composition is responsible for the 
empirical differences D1-D3 observed above. Re. D1: under the correlative analysis the 
standard of equatives is invariably clausal. Thus, measure phrases cannot serve as the 
standard (see also Rett, 2015). Re. D2: Since NPIs are generally not licensed in free relatives 
(cf. Jacobson, 1995), they are expected to be illicit in the standard of equatives, which are 
analyzed as free degree relatives. Re. D3: We first note that the presence of certain modifiers 
is crucial for the acceptability of negative expressions in the standard. Besides by exceptive 
phrase such as anderes ‘other’ in (3b), negative expressions in the standard are facilitated by 
aspectual particles like mehr ‘anymore’, cf. (8).  
(8) Es ist so warm wie {*?letztes Jahr nicht /✓seit 5 Jahren nicht mehr}	   	  
 It   is  so warm how    last     year  not   /  for  5 years   not    anymore 
We argue that these modifiers contribute presuppositions (in the case of aspectual particles) or 
implicatures (in the case of exceptive phrases, Gajewski 2008) that are downward scalar. 
Combining this presupposition or implicature with the truth conditions, the standard then 
involves a doubly bound degree set, i.e. one that has a minimum as well as a maximum, e.g. 
in (8) the degree set in (9a). We further argue that MAXinf takes into account non-truth-
conditional restrictions, while the max-operator assumed in the analysis of English equatives 
and comparatives does not. Applying MAXinf to the degree set D in (9a) is thus defined and 
yields the maximal temperature last reached 5 years ago. Then (8) comes out as true iff the 
temperature today meets or exceeds this temperature, cf. (9b), which correctly renders the 
meaning the sentence intuitively has. 
(9) a. λd: ∃t [ t <5ys s* & TEMP(t)  ≥ d]  . ¬∃t’ [ t’ <less than 5ys s* & TEMP(t’) ≥ d]       =D 
 b. [[ (8)]]   = 1 iff TEMP(s*)  ≥ MAXinf (D)  
SUMMARY We argue that the closely related languages English and German use different 
strategies to form scalar equatives. While English employs an equative operator parallel to the 
comparative operator, equatives in German are correlative constructions. This difference in 
the semantic composition of equatives has consequences for the possibility of having measure 
phrases, NPIs and negative expressions in the standard.  
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