
MEASURE PHRASES AS MODIFIERS 
OF NEGATIVE ADJECTIVES
Henrik Discher (Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin)

70 StuTSVienna, 17-21 November 2021



MEASURE PHRASES (MPs)

(1) five feet tall (Schwarzschild, 2005, p. 208)
(2) This rope is sixty feet long. (Hofstetter, 2013, p. 183)

• MPs combine numeral and measure (e.g., height, length)
• MPs typically modify gradable adjectives, but this does not apply to all adjectives

(3) *five dollars expensive (Schwarzschild, 2005, p. 209)
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ANTONYMS AND POLARITY

• Gradable adjectives divide into pairs of antonyms with opposite meaning 
(e.g., tall – short, long – short, expensive – cheap)
• Antonyms refer to same measurement scale but differ in terms of polarity 

(positive vs. negative)

(4) height: 0 ------ tall(a) ------ • ------ short(a) ------> ∞ (Kennedy, 2001, p. 57)
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MPs AND POLARITY

• MPs are incompatible with negative adjectives according to seminal papers 
(Kennedy, 2001; Schwarzschild, 2005)

(5) a. ?‘The Dream of a Ridiculous Man’ is 21 pages short.      (Kennedy, 2001, p. 59)
b. ‘The Dream of a Ridiculous Man’ is 21 pages long.
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NEGATIVE MP CONSTRUCTIONS

(6) Greta Thunberg ist 18 Jahre jung und die Ikone der Fridays for Future-
Bewegung.

• Is there empirical evidence of negative MP constructions in German 
and English?
• To which extent do previous approaches to semantic analysis need to 

be revised? What are the premises for future models?
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HOFSTETTER (2013)

• Empirical study (acceptability judgement task) with English and German 
participants provides evidence that MP constructions are generally available in 
both languages
• German participants accept negative MP constructions vs. 

English participants does not accept negative MP constructions

(7) a. One of his brothers is at least six feet tall. (Hofstetter, 2013, p. 199)
b. *The woman I dated yesterday was five feet short.

(8) An dieser Stelle fehlt noch ein drei Zentimeter schmales Brett.
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METHODS

• Corpus: Deutsches Referenzkorpus (DeReKo), Corpus of Contemporary 
American English (COCA)
• Items: MP constructions by Hofstetter (2013)
• Query: measure /+w1 adjective (DeReKo), measure adjective (COCA)

(10) Dazu sind ein paar Punkte gut zu wissen.
(Nürnberger Nachrichten, 21/11/2020)

(11) a. Ich war sechseinhalb Jahre alt (Zeit Christ und Welt, 28/05/2020)
b. Er ist 47 Jahre alt und hat Haare verloren (Zeit Wissen, 08/12/2020)
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RESULTS
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RESULTS
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(12) a. Nächstes Jahr wird sie 60 Jahre alt, mit den Hunden hat sie ihr halbes Leben 
verbracht. (Zeit Wissen, 08/12/2020)
b. Beethoven ist knapp 22 Jahre jung, als er im November 1792 nach Wien 
kommt. (Zeit Geschichte, 24/03/2020)

(13) a. By the time I was ten years old, I began to help him on the farm after school. 
(http://blog.agcocorp.com/2012/11/growing-up-on-the-farm-by-elias-a/, 2012)
b. Cervi, who is 86 years young, is coming out of retirement for an appearance 
at RetroRama Classic Collectibles Con, for what promoters call ”his fist ever 
convention appearance!” (Detroit Free Press, 12/10/2010)

http://blog.agcocorp.com/2012/11/growing-up-on-the-farm-by-elias-a/


DISCUSSION

• Corpus study indicates that MPs can be compatible with negative adjectives in 
both English and German
• Semantic analysis must not reject negative MP constructions a priori 

as ungrammatical!
• Corpus study shows high number of misclassifications, statistical analysis not 

feasible (e.g., is German less restrictive than English in terms of compatibility of 
MPs and negative adjectives?)

(14) The ball flies the green which leads to a testing chip, which comes up three-
and-a-half feet short. (The New York Times, 23/09/2018)
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STATE OF RESEARCH

• Kennedy (2001)
• Schwarzschild (2005)

• Doetjes (2012)
• Hofstetter (2013)
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Positive MP constructions

Positive and negative MP constructions



KENNEDY (2001)

• Incompatibility of negative MP constructions directly results from adjective scale 
and is based on degree sort mismatch (i.e., negative adjectives denote half-open 
intervals vs. MPs only refer to closed intervals)

(4) height: 0 ------ tall(a) ------ • ------ short(a) ------> ∞ (Kennedy, 2001, p. 57)

✘ Incompatibility of negative MP constructions conflicts with corpus study
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SCHWARZSCHILD (2005)

• Incompatibility of negative MP constructions due to half-open intervals that 
cannot be licensed by Homonym rule (cf. Kennedy, 2001)

(15) Homonym Rule: from degrees to intervals. (Schwarzschild, 
2005, p. 216)
If A has meaning A’ that relates individuals to degrees then A has a secondary 
meaning relating individuals to sets of degrees (intervals). 
The secondary meaning is given by: 

(16) Homonym Rile applies to tall, wide, deep, thick, old, long, high.

✘ Incompatibility of negative MP constructions conflicts with corpus study
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DOETJES (2012)

• Compatibility of positive and negative MP constructions in Dutch
• Negative MP constructions presuppose deviation below adjective standard (i.e., 

evaluative vs. neutral reading of positive MP constructions) for attributive 
adjectives

✘ Only Dutch data (acceptability varies compared to English or German)
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HOFSTETTER (2013)

• Based on Schwarzschild (2005), positive and negative adjectives show a second 
lexical entry in MP constructions
• Negative MP constructions presuppose deviation below adjective standard for 

attributive and predicative adjectives

✘ Incompatibility of negative MP constructions in English conflicts with corpus    
study

18BASICS | PROBLEM | CORPUS STUDY | STATE OF RESEARCH | SEMANTIC ANALYSIS



ENTAILMENT VS. IMPLICATURE

(12) b. Beethoven ist knapp 22 Jahre jung, als er im November 1792 nach Wien 
kommt. (Zeit Geschichte, 24/03/2020)

• Negative MP constructions are entailments according to defeasibility and 
reinforcement test (Coppock & Champollion, 2021)

(18) a. #Beethoven ist 22 Jahre jung, als er nach Wien kommt, aber er ist nicht jung.
b. #Beethoven ist 22 Jahre jung, als er nach Wien kommt, und er ist jung.
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ENTAILMENT VS. PRESUPPOSITION

• Negative MP constructions are entailments according to projection test 
(Coppock & Champollion, 2021)

(19) a. Beethoven ist nicht 22 Jahre jung, als er nach Wien kommt.
⇏ Beethoven ist jung.
b. Falls Beethoven 22 Jahre jung ist, als er nach Wien kommt, dann ist er 
vermutlich kaum bekannt.
⇏ Beethoven ist jung.
c. Vielleicht ist Beethoven 22 Jahre jung, als er nach Wien kommt.
⇏ Beethoven ist jung.
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SEMANTIC ANALYSIS

(19) a. Beethoven ist 22 Jahre alt, als er nach Wien kommt.
⇏ Beethoven ist alt, als er nach Wien kommt.
b. Beethoven ist 22 Jahre jung, als er nach Wien kommt.
⇒ Beethoven ist jung, als er nach Wien kommt.

• Neutral reading of positive MP constructions vs. evaluative reading of negative 
MP constructions (‘below adjective standard’)
• Truth-conditional analysis of negative MP constructions vs. pragmatic inferences 

(implicatures, presupposition)?
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PROBLEM

(20) Jetzt wird er 90 Jahre jung. Das bringt viele zum Staunen, man schätzt ihn
jünger ein. (Niederösterreichische Zeitung, 11/09/2020)

(21) a. ?Jetzt wird er 90 Jahre jung, aber er ist nicht jung.
b. ?Jetzt wird er 90 Jahre jung und er ist jung.

(22) Jetzt wird er 90 Jahre jung.
↝ Jetzt wird er 90 Jahre alt, aber er wirkt noch (sehr) jung.

• Potential implicatures of negative MP constructions require future 
research!
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CONCLUSION

1. Is there empirical evidence of negative MP constructions in German and 
English?

2. To which extent do previous approaches to semantic analysis need to be 
revised? What are the premises for future models?

• Corpus study attests negative MP construction in German and English
• Semantic analysis must not reject negative MP constructions as ungrammatical, 

but most approaches do
• Future research needs to investigate (truth-conditional) entailments vs. 

implicatures of negative MP constructions
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THANK YOU!
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