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Rival forms of Comparatives in Russian”

Daria Kosheleva

1. Introduction

Rival forms, i.e. forms that appear to have the same function, have long been an important
issue that many linguists are paying attention to. Rivalry is interesting because it has
implications for inter alia variation and language change. Examples of rival forms are
morphological doublets like -ness and -ity in English (Szymanek 2005, 441). In this paper I
explore the rivalry between comparatives in the predicative position in Russian. My
findings lend support to the “cocktail hypothesis” described in Nesset (2016), whereby the
choice of one of the rival forms depends on the interplay of diverse factors. As argued in the
present study, the most important factors that determine the choice of comparative forms
are the length of the adjective, its frequency and the year when the text with the relevant
example was published.

2. Theoretical background

In Russian, adjectives in the comparative degree can be formed in two ways: synthetic
(mscue) and analytical (6osee msexuti). Normally synthetic comparatives are formed by
adding the ending -ee/-eii to the stem of an adjective. To form an analytical comparative
one has to use the word 6osee ‘more’ plus an adjective in the positive degree.' There also
exists a prefixed synthetic comparative formed by the means of the prefix no-, e.g.
nodewiesse ‘cheaper’ and declined simple forms like 6oivwuti ‘more’ and menvwiutl ‘less’
(Knjazev 2007, 197). However, in the present paper I am going to focus only on the standard
synthetic and analytical forms.

"The data upon which the conclusions of this work are based are available on the Tromsg Repository of
Language and Linguistics (TROLLing: http://hdl.handle.net/10037.1/10240).
! Some grammars do not regard the analytical comparative as a comparative because 6osee preserves its

lexical meaning (Ipammaruka 1980(2): §1342), but I will not discuss this issue in the following.
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The synthetic and analytical comparative forms are traditionally believed to be in
complementary distribution. This is shown in the Table 1, which describes the distribution

of the rival comparative forms in Russian according to their syntactic function. The “+” sign
in the table means that the particular type of form can occur in the relevant function.

Analytical Synthetic
Attributive function + -
Appositive function +
Predicative function (+) +

Table 1: the distribution of analytical and synthetic comparatives

Synthetic forms are used in the predicative function; analytical forms are widely used in
attributive and apposition functions (Timberlake 2004, 214). Some researchers note that the
distribution depend on up to three factors; in addition to syntactic function (attributive,
predicative, adverbial), style of speech and frequency are claimed to be important
(Graudina et al. 1976, 235). Mathiassen (1990, 105) provides the following illustrative
examples:

(1) Temepsb MbI )KUBEM B 6o/1ee Kpacusoil KBapTupe, 4eM pasblie (attributive).
(2) Temepsb MbI )KUBEM B KBApTUPE, 60.1ee kpacusoll, 4eM paHblie (appositive).
(3) a. Bama kBapTHpa 6osee kpacuseda, yeM Hamia (predicative)

b. Bama kBapTupa kpacusee, yeM Haia (predicative)

c. Kuuru dopoxnce 8 Hopseruu, yem B Poccuu (predicative).

Mathiassen’s examples suggest that the distribution is not quite complementary since
analytical forms are beginning to appear in predicative position. Hence, I have included a
plus sign in Table 1 in parentheses. According to Mathiassen (1990, 106), the analytical
comparative is particularly likely to be used in sentences describing two properties of one
person or object:

(4)  OH 6osee npusiexceH, I€M 0aposUM.

A complicating factor is the fact that we come across the rivalry between short and long
forms of adjectives in the comparative degree. Furthermore, the long form can appear in
two cases: nominative and instrumental, which complicates the picture further since the
number of options increases. In addition, certain adjectives have problems forming
synthetic comparatives due to phonological reasons. This is the case with adjectives where
the stem ends in a velar consonant, e. g. esi3ue — 6osee esi3kuti (7 vs. 25 entries in RNC), uymue
— 6ostee uymkuil (19 vs. 112 entries in RNC) etc. (Graudina et al. 1976, 234). Another
potentially relevant factor could be the length of the adjective:

(5) Yem dopoxce yaii, TeM Gosee kauecmaeHHoe ChIPbe UCTIONB3YETCS ISl ero
UBTOTOBJIEHNsT — OY/Ib OH XOTb B [TAKETUKE, XOTb B 6aHOouKe, [Osibra LIpi6ybckast.
Yaii 6e3 uepemonuti // «Pycckuii perioprep», Ne 15 (143), 22-29 anpesist 2010, 2010]
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In example (5) taken from RNC the length of adjective may play a role in the choice of
analytical or synthetic form. As can be seen from the example, the adjective dopozoti, which
consists of 3 syllables, is used in the synthetic form, whereas the adjective kauecmeenmuiii
has 4 syllables and is used in the analytical form.

Perhaps, frequency also plays a role in the distribution of forms since frequency has been
shown to have a strong impact on the distribution of morphological categories in many
languages (see Bybee 1985). As mentioned above, Graudina et al. (1976, 235) have suggested
that frequency is relevant for the choice of comparative form in Russian.

My research questions are the following: what are the reasons for the analytical
comparative to be used in the predicative function, and to what extent and in what cases is
it actually used? A further question is whether it is more widely used in the past 20 years or
whether the percentage is the same as in the beginning of the 20" century. The possible
null hypothesis is that all the factors mentioned above matter, and that the analytical
comparative becomes more and more widely used in the course of time

In this study I will use the terminology of Haspelmath and Buchholz (1998, 279). Let us
consider an example:

(6) Bce BMecTe OHU 6bIIM KpacUBee, YeM Kakasi B OTHeJbHOCTH. [Asiekceit Bapsiamos.

Kynasna // «HoBbiit Mup», 2000]

In (6) ece emecme onu is a “compare” (CMP), kpacusee is a “parameter” (PARA), uem is a
“standard marker” (STM) and kaxcdas 6 omdeavHocmu is a “standard” (STAN).

According to Stolz (2013, 64), Russian is unique among the Slavic languages since in the
standard marker position (in the appositive construction) the historical instrumental form
uem of the interrogative pronoun umo is used. Czech and Slovak use nez; the other Slavic
languages use od, ot or vid which mean ‘from’.

Except for Czech, Bulgarian and Macedonian, the Slavic languages can form more than
one type of comparative constructions (Stolz 2013, 67). In Russian there is a rivalry between
standard marker uem and morphological marking of the genitive case on the NP that is used
as a standard of comparison (Stolz 2013, 68):

(7)  Bosblie Bcero moHpaBuiIcs eMy KaBkas — sTa IpeKpacHasi 0KHast MECTHOCTb

6bl1a KpacuBee U BesmdecTBeHHee llseliyapuu. [3. T. KasakeBuy. 3esma (1946)]

In this sentence, the standard Ileeiiyapuu occurs in the genitive case.

The type of standard marker is to some extent connected with the choice between
analytic and synthetic comparative (Stolz 2013, 68). With analytic comparative one can use
only the uem-construction. If one uses the synthetic form, on the other hand, both options
(synthetic and analytical comparative) are possible. In the corpus of the Russian translation
of Harry Potter most constructions with uem involved the synthetic form of comparatives (9
cases):

(8) Tappwu okasasicsi Gbicmpee, 4eM XUITC.
(9)  6osee xpabpbiii YeIOBEK, YeM IS/t BEpHOH.
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Apart from the standard marker uem, in Russian comparative constructions we can use
Hexceau. It is claimed that in the nineteenth century there were also the double markers
Hexceau uem and uem Hemceau (Rakhilina 2015, 316). See the following examples from the
same article:

(10) Yro xe, — rOBOPIO, — 3TO rOpasfio pasyMHeMIe, HeceAu HeM COBCEM IIJIeLIKON
ocraTbcs. [H. C. Jleckos. 3asiuuit pemus (1894)]

(11) TIOKJIOHBI «OT rOJIOBBI Jl0 CBIPOM 3eMJINY», «)KWB U 3[,0POB, Yero 1 BaM JXKeJlawy, a
r7le-TO HeB3Ha4al, HEyMeCTHO BIIETETCA NUCaKoM: «CKy4HO, Yem Hexceau
ToTpexe OFHOMY 6€3 CEMBU XKUTb... » [K.C. ITeTpoB-BoakuH. Mosi moBecTsb. YacTs 1.
X1p1HOBCK (1930)]

Nowadays the double markers are not used anymore.
Rakhilina (2015, 314) identifies a total of five possible types of comparative constructions
in modern Russian whose distribution seems not quite clear:

(12) a. TpubbLIb OT PaspyLIEHUS 3amemHee NPUBbLAU OT CTPOUTETBCTBA.

b. [pubbLIb OT paspyLIeHNs 3amMemHee, YeM TPUOBLITb OT CTPOUTENBCTBA.

c. [pubBLIb OT pas3pyIueHs 3amemHee, HedceAU TIPUOBLIH OT CTPOUTENBCTBA.
d. [pubbLIb OT paspyuIeHuUs 60/1ee 3amMemHd, Hem MIPUOBLIb OT CTPOUTETHCTBA
e.

TTpubBLIE OT pa3pylIeHNUs 60/ee 3aMemHd, Hexceau TPUOBIIb OT CTPOUTEIBCTBA.

However, it seems that the distribution of comparatives is even more complex. Not only is
there a rivalry between analytic and synthetic forms, analytic comparative constructions
have several options for the choice of the comparative: it can also be a long form like 6osee
3amemmbiti or a short one as in (11d). Furthermore, a long form can be used in two cases: the
nominative — 6osee 3amemmutil — and the instrumental — 6osee 3amemmbim.

3. Data

For the purposes of this study I decided to look at constructions with a noun or a pronoun
in the nominative case, the verb 6sims in the past tense followed by a synthetic or analytic
form of an adjective in the comparative degree. This facilitates an empirical investigation of
the comparative constructions in the predicative position, where we expect a rivalry
between analytical and synthetic forms. I made 3 search queries in the Russian National
Corpus:

(13) a. Constructions with analytic form of comparatives, long form
b. Constructions with analytic form of comparatives, short form
c. Constructions with synthetic form of comparatives

For the first two queries I received 377 and 319 examples, respectively, so I analyzed all of
them. However, it was not so easy with synthetic comparatives. According to the query
“(S|SPRO), nom/6wITE praet/A, comp” there are 18,704 contexts in the main corpus. Since
this sample is too large to annotate manually, I decided to estimate the amount of noise in
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the sample. It seems that most of the noise is due to the adverb yuce that is interpreted by
the parser as a synthetic form of the adjective yskuii. Removing yxce (“-ysxe” in the query
form) gives 8, 941 contexts or 47.8% of the initial sample. Another problem is that in many
cases it is difficult to judge whether we are dealing with an adjective or an adverb. Most of
these examples start with amo 6bi10: 9mo Gvi10 parviue; smo 6bin0 HyxcHee etc. There are 773
examples (4.1%) of this construction in the corpora (the query is “sT0/6BITO/ -y2XKE A,
comp”).

The last evident problem is infinitives as subjects like in the example ycmpausamucst Ha
pabomy 6b10 mpyoreu. Unfortunately, there is no obvious way of getting rid of such
examples. The total number of synthetic constructions in RNC can be estimated as roughly
8,000 showing that the synthetic construction is still the most widespread type of
comparative in predicative position

Another method for estimating the remaining noise is to annotate a random sample of
100 examples manually and then extrapolate the result to the entire whole corpus. In this
case, I found 42 examples with the adverb yace, 3 more of amo 6bi10 and 6 noisy examples of
other types:

(14) a. The adverbial particle ckopee
b. A descriptive adjective of another noun like 6aecmsaueit udeett, nuwyujeit
MAWUHKOU
c. The adverb panviue;
d. A misinterpretation of the adjective o6wutl in the instrumental case

So, the percentage of synthetic constructions is 49%, which makes 9,165 examples in total.
In order to arrive at a manageable database with as little noise as possible I decided to
look at the examples from the disambiguated part of RNC. There are expectedly far less
examples — just 129 — but at least they are quite reliable: just 2 examples were considered
noise.
Most examples in the first two samples (of long and short forms of analytic
comparatives) match the queries; we had only few examples that can be considered noise

(15) TlecHu, MapInu, KUHOKAAPBI — BCE 3TO BBIIO 60/1ee 8elyecmseHHolU mamepuetl,

HeXeJIU BELECTBO e/Ibl, YepPernuiia KPbIIK, CUTEL [...]
There seem to be more examples with the instrumental case than nominative:

(16) a. Ecuu 661 OHM 6bLTU 60s1ee 6,1d20pA3YMHBIMU, 60/1ee COePHCAHHbIMU <...> [JT. U.
Illectos. lllekcriup u ero KpUtrK Bpangec (1898)]
b. <..>y komopbix kaemouku 6bau 6oee Kopomkue u moacmocmerHole. [K. A. Tumups3es
u Op. JKusnv pacmerust (1878)].

The examples I extracted were organised in a database. The database contains the following
information:
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(17) a. Type of comparative (synthetic, analytical)
b. Short or long form and case (nominative or instrumental) for analytical
comparatives
c. The year of publication of the document that contains the example
d. The standard marker (uem, Hexceau or the standard in the genitive case)
e. Whether the comparison is made for 2 different objects (X 6osee samemmbiil, uem
Y) or 2 qualities of the same object (X 6o.1ee 3amemmublil, uem sipxuti)
f. The length of the adjective in positive degree measured in syllables
g. The frequency of the adjective taken from Lyashevskaya, Sharov (2009)
h. Whether there are 2 or more comparatives in a row
i. The example itself

Synthetic Analytical long Analytical short
Total 129 374 316
Relevant 127 298 309
Cem/NeZeli/Gen 15/1/70 62/9 81/13
Frequency (ipm) 36,5~ 944,4 14,8 - 483,3 14,9 - 483,3
Freq not attested 2 98 126
Sequences 6 53 37

Table 2: summary of the data analyzed

The summary of the data is presented in Table 2. The columns correspond to the different
types of comparatives: synthetic, analytical with long form of adjective and analytical with
short form of adjective. The row “Total” represents the number of examples for each of 3
queries; the row “Relevant” corresponds to the number of examples without noise.
“Cem/NeZeli/Gen” shows the number of examples with standard markers uem, nesceau or the
standard in the genitive case (if the standard of comparison is in the genitive, no standard
marker is used) respectively. Frequency is the range of the frequencies of the adjectives
taken from the frequency dictionary mentioned above. For some adjectives the frequency
is not attested there, so the number of such adjectives is represented in the row “Freq not
attested”. If there is more than 1 comparative in one example following each other, they are
counted as sequences

3. Statistics

I decided to carry out a CART analysis based on the data described earlier. CART or
conditional inference trees are “a method for regression and classification based on binary
recursive partitioning” (Levshina 2015, 291). The predicted variable is the type of
comparative (synthetic, analytical long or analytical short); the independent variables are
the year, the standard marker, the length of the adjective, the frequency and the sequence.
In the analysis some of the terms could demand more clarification. Length is a parameter
determining the length of the adjective in positive degree in nominative case; it is a
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number. Long and short (Ing and shrt in the bar graphs respectively) forms refer to 2
possible forms of adjectives; it is a Boolean parameter.

The results are presented as a decision tree in Figure 1. As we can see, the most
important factor is the length of the adjective, which appears in nodes 1 and 7. If the
number of the syllables is 2 or less, then the year is important, as shown in nodes 2 and 3.
For trisyllabic adjectives frequency plays, while for longer adjectives the only relevant
factor is length.

The terminal nodes in the decision tree show the distribution of the three types of
comparatives for different combinations of independent variables. As indicated in node 5,
the synthetic comparative is likely to be chosen if the year is between 1959 and 1987 and
the number of the syllables is not more than two. Long analytical forms have less special
preferences: if the adjective is short and the text it has appeared in was created recently
(after 1987) or if the adjective contains 3 syllables and is quite infrequent (less than 55 ipm),
then the long analytical form is preferred. Short analytical forms tend to be used if the
adjective has 3 or more syllables, but they are also quite widespread for shorter adjectives
before 1959.

11
/LENGTH"

p <0.001/
=2 >2
I 7
~ YEAR /LENGTH
\p =0.047 \p =0.004
<1987 > 1987 =3 >3
&) B}
(" YEAR FREQUENCY
p=0.017, \p=0.042,
= 1959 > 1959 =55 > 55
Node 4 (n = 58) Node 5 (n = 35) Node 6 (n = 90) Node 9 (n = 44) Node 10 (n = 155) Node 11 (n = 282)
1 1 1 1 1 1
0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8
0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6
0.4 04 04 04 04 0.4
0.2 I 0.2 0.2 [] 0.2 ) 0.2 0.2 I
0 ‘ 0 0 0 0 — o 1™ /
Ing s shrt Ing s shrt Ing s shrt Ing s shrt Ing s shrt Ing s shrt

Figure 1: CART analysis

Although the decision tree in Figure 1 testifies to the importance to the length of the
adjective, I also carried out a Random Forest analysis in order to investigate the relative
importance of the factors under scrutiny. The plot in Figure 2 represents the scale of
importance of the factors I used in the analysis. As expected, the most important is the
length of the adjective (in syllables); frequency and year also still quite important, while the
sequence and the standard marker are of little importance.
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Figure 2: Random forest analysis

5. Conclusion

In this paper I have studied rival Russian comparatives in the predicative function. My
analysis shows that the choice between analytical and synthetic comparatives is based on a
number of factors such as length, frequency and year of publication. This is in line with the
“cocktail hypothesis” (Nesset 2016), according to which rivalry tends to depend on the
interplay of several factors. The most important factor in my study is the length of the
adjective in positive degree in the nominative case. However, it is important to mention
that there are some adjectives that show variation (e.g. adjectives of size like ebicokuil,
21y60KUlL, OAUHHDLU, KOPOMKULL, Me KU, HU3KUl, MoHKuUll, wupokuil): they have no preference
for just one construction. In order to shed light on such adjectives, we need to take into
account a detailed classification of the semantic.properties of individual adjectives.
However, this task is left for future research
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