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Abstract
This paper brings evidence from Syrian Arabic to bear on the relation
between morphological and semantic definiteness in superlatives. Previous
studies have suggested that the definite article in expressions like the highest
mountain may have a weak or altogether indefinite interpretation. I review
previous analyses of this matter, and conclude there is no semantic
indications of definiteness in superlatives, only morphological indications
(the definite article itself). This conclusion lends urgency to the question of
why superlatives are morphologically definite. I observe that superlative
DPs in Syrian Arabic are morphologically definite when the superlative
adjective occurs in its canonical post-nominal position, but morphologically
indefinite when the superlative adjective occurs in a derived left-peripheral
position in DP, just where the superlative morpheme typically has scope at
LF. I conclude that the definite article marks the LF scope of the superlative
morpheme in Arabic, and is obviated when the superlative morpheme itself
occurs in the higher scope position. This generalization applies to English as
well, where superlatives are never displaced in the surface structure, so that
superlative DPs are always morphologically definite.

1.

Introduction

Szabolcsi (1986) and Heim (1999) point out that a superlative construction like (1)
has two readings, one where we compare mountains in terms of height (the ‘absolute’
reading) and another where we compare Sarah to other mountain climbers in terms of
the how high a mountain they climbed (the ‘relative’ reading).
(1)

Sarah climbed the highest mountain.
They analyze semantic contrast between the two readings as a difference in the

scope of the superlative morpheme -est (see also Hackl 2009). On the absolute
reading, -est moves to the edge of the NP containing it, as sketched in (2a). On the
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relative reading, it moves further to the edge of the VP containing it, sketched in (2b).
(2)

a.
b.

Sarah climbed the [NP est [NP high mountain ]]
Sarah [VP est [VP climbed a high mountain ]]

The superlative morpheme -est itself denotes a function that maps a degree
relation to an individual predicate. The individual predicate is true of the individual
that bears the degree relation to a higher degree than any other individual in a
contextually salient contrast set C, or as (3) puts it, if the individual bears the degree
relation to a degree that no other individual bears the degree relation to.
(3)

[[ -est ]]C = λR<d, <e,t>t> λxe . ∃d [R(x,d) & ∀y∈C [¬R(y,d)]]
In the absolute reading in (2a), the degree relation is the NP high mountain; it

holds of the pair x (an individual) and d (a degree) if x is a mountain and x is d-high.
In (2b), the degree relation is the VP climb a high mountain, which holds of the pair x
and d if x climbed a d-high mountain. The largest bracketed constituent in (2a)
describes a mountain higher than any other mountain. The largest bracketed
constituent in (2b) describes a person who climbed a mountain higher than any
mountain any other person climbed. A side effect of this latter interpretation is that the
mountain that Sarah climbed is not necessarily the highest of all the mountains in the
world, or even in the mountain climbing situation under consideration. On this
reading, we can still say (1) if there are mountains higher than the one Sarah climbed,
as long as no relevant person climbed them.
A puzzling aspect of this analysis of the two readings of the superlative is the
following: in the surface structure, the superlative DP is morphologically definite, but
the semantic definiteness of the superlative DP depends on the scope of -est. It is
semantically definite when -est stays in the DP containing it in the surface structure
(the absolute reading) but semantically indefinite if -est moves outside that DP at LF.
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In that case, the highest mountain must be interpreted existentially on par with the
indefinite a high mountain at LF, as illustrated in (2b). Otherwise, the degree relation
would assert of the pair x and d that x climbed the unique mountain with height d and
that all individuals y in the contrast set did not climb the unique mountain with height
d. But this would be asserting that Sarah climbed the unique highest mountain,
precisely what the relative reading of (1) does not entail. So it is crucial that the
definiteness that the definite article the contributes is somehow cancelled out at LF
when -est moves out of that DP.
Szabolcsi points out that this aspect of the movement analysis seems to be
empirically reflected in the possibility of putting superlative DPs in existential
contexts like object of have or subject of the existential-there construction, as (4)
illustrates. These contexts normally do not admit definite DPs, as (5) illustrates. The
examples in (4) are only acceptable on the relative reading of the superlative; in (4a)
we compare John to others in terms of how smart their sisters are, in (4b) we compare
yesterday with other days in terms of how large a box of chocolate was on the table on
that day. This supports the conclusion that relative superlatives are semantically
indefinite.
(4)

a.
b.

John has the smartest sister
There was the largest box of chocolate on the table yesterday.

(5)

a.
b.

*John has the sister.
*There was the box of chocolate on the table yesterday.

Traditional analyses of the definite article attribute to it both a uniqueness and
an existence condition (Frege 1892, Russell 1905). In a context in which there is more
than one mountain or no mountain at all, the definite the mountain fails to refer. In
contrast, Coppock and Beaver (2014, 2015) claim that definiteness per se contributes
only a weak uniqueness presupposition to the effect that there is not more than one
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entity with the relevant property. An existence presupposition is contributed by a null
type shift they call ‘determinacy’ that is contingent on the context in which the
definite occurs. Superlative DPs, they claim, are ‘merely’ definite and not
determinate. Consequently, sentences like (6) are acceptable, since the DP the largest
prime number does not presuppose the existence of a largest prime number, but
merely that that there is not more than one largest prime number; there may be none.
(6)

Seven is not the largest prime number.
As Coppock and Beaver (2014) point out, this approach does not actually help

the movement analysis. Assuming that -est moves to the VP edge in (1) on the relative
reading but that the remnant DP the d-high mountain carries the presupposition that
there is no more than one mountain of height d, then (1) entails that there is no
mountain higher than the mountain that Sarah climbed, precisely the entailment we
wanted to avoid by moving -est. Accordingly, Coppock and Beaver claim that relative
readings do not involve displacement of -est, and claim that in fact the relative reading
is a subcase of the absolute reading when we contextually restrict the domain of the
superlative noun to those members of its denotation that are relevant in the discourse
situation—in (1) the mountains that someone climbed, for example. Heim (1999)
considers this possibility, too, but rejects it on the basis of examples like (7). We can
utter (7) in a context where we have asked several people ‘How high a mountain do
you want to climb?’ and these individuals have responded with a specific height,
without having any particular mountain in mind. Sharvit and Stateva (2002) refer to
this as an ‘upstairs de dicto’ reading, ‘upstairs’ because it involves wide scope of -est,
but ‘de dicto’ because no particular mountains are referred to. In the context sketched
above, there is no set of mountains that we could restrict the denotation of mountain
to in order to say that John wants to climb the highest of these, since the mountain
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climbers do not have desires about specific mountains, only heights, making this
example problematic for an in-situ theory of superlative interpretation. But this
reading is generated straightforwardly by moving est over the modal verb want as
illustrated in (7b). (7a) holds if John exceeds others in terms of the height he wants the
mountain he climbs to have, without having a particular mountain in mind. This is just
the upstairs de dicto reading of (7a)
(7)

a.
b.

John wants to climb the highest mountain.
John [VP est [VP wants to climb a high mountain ]]

Coppock and Beaver respond that upstairs de dicto readings are arguably not
limited to superlative constructions. If John wants to eat a bacon sandwich, (8) is true,
even if non-kosher is not part of John’s desire (I have modified Coppock and Beaver’s
example (47), p. 191, slightly to make it parallel to (7)). Coppock and Beaver
conclude that the appropriate treatment of upstairs de dicto readings is orthogonal to
the proper treatment of superlative constructions.
(8)

John wants to eat a non-kosher sandwich.
In (8), we have replaced bacon with a property it entails (non-kosher). In a

parallel treatment of (7a), where we know, for example, that John wants to climb a
7000m mountain, Mary a 6000m mountain, and Jane a 5000m mountain, we have
replaced 7000m with the property highest. But, unlike the entailment from bacon to
non-kosher, 7000m only entails highest in a context in which no mountain is higher
than 7000m. So we have to circumscribe the mountains to license this replacement,
but taking the mountains into account is precisely what we cannot do in upstairs de
dicto contexts, where there are no particular mountains, only height-desiderata. While
the parallel between (7a) and (8) is intriguing and warrants further investigation, it
does not seem to be a foregone conclusion that (7a) can be analyzed along the lines of
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whatever the appropriate analysis of (8) is.
Another analysis of the superlative relevant to the analysis I present in section
3 is the approach taken by Bumford (2017). He claims that definites carry an
existence and a uniqueness condition, but that these conditions are not necessarily
enforced at the point at which the definite article enters the derivation. It is possible to
delay the point at which the semantic context of the article is integrated into the
semantic composition. This allows Bumford to capture a parallel between co-called
‘Haddock’ examples like (9a) (after Haddock 1987) and superlative constructions like
(9b).
(9)

a.
b.

the rabbit in the hat
the rabbit in the biggest hat

Example (9a) successfully describes a rabbit even in a situation in which there
are multiple rabbits and multiple hats, as long as there is only one rabbit in a hat.
Example (9b) even admits the possibility that several rabbits are in hats, but refers to
the rabbit in the hat that is larger than any other hat that a rabbit is in. Bumford claims
that the test of the presuppositions of the embedded definite article in the hat in (9a) is
delayed to where the higher article in the rabbit is, so that uniqueness is tested not for
rabbits but for pairs x and y such that x is a rabbit, y a hat, and x is in y. Similarly, he
claims, in (9b) we test the definiteness of the superlative description together with the
superlative description itself at the level of the higher definite article, so we test for
pairs x and y whether x is a rabbit, y a hat, x is in y, and y is larger than any other hat
that a rabbit is in.
Bumford’s analysis does not delete definiteness from relative superlatives but
gets definiteness ‘out of the way’ by delaying not just the point at which the
superlative is integrated into the semantic composition but in tandem, the point at
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which definiteness is integrated. But it is not obvious how Bumford’s analysis will
accommodate upstairs de dicto readings discussed above. Definiteness at any level in
(7a) conflicts with the modality introduced by want. Even if we delay the definiteness
and superlative tests in (7a) to a point above the modal verb, we assert that there is
one unique pair x and y such that x is John, x wants to climb y and y is a higher
mountain than anyone else wants to climb. This requires a referent for y in the
evaluation world, but (7) makes no such commitment. Further, it does not seem like
delaying the definiteness test in (6) will help capture what that example means.
There are, furthermore, apparently constraints on delaying definiteness that are
obviated by the presence of the superlative. According to Bumford, (4a) is
grammatical because the definiteness test can be delayed to a point external to the
existential context, meaning the presupposition of the smartest sister is not active
within the existential context. Yet, delaying definiteness is apparently not possible in
the ungrammatical (5a), where the superlative is missing. This means that what
licenses the indefinite interpretation of the smartest sister is the superlative, and in
particular the fact that the superlative is interpreted external to the existential context.
Bumford’s analysis does not fully resolve the question of how these things are
connected.
For reasons of space I pass over other analyses that also eschew -est
movement but attribute a different meaning to the in absolute and relative superlatives
(Sharvit and Stateva 2002, Krasikova 2012). These analyses have in common with
those reviewed above that all at least implicitly assume that absolute superlatives are
referential in argument positions, i.e. truly semantically definite (or ‘determinate’ in
Coppock and Beaver’s terms). However, some evidence speaks against even this.
Suppose the two highest mountains in Kenya have exactly the same height, and Mary
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climbed one of them. As Hallman (2016) points out, we can truthfully utter (10) in
this scenario.
(10)

Mary didn’t climb the highest mountain in Kenya. There’s another
mountain there that’s exactly as high.
The first sentence in (10) denies not that Mary climbed any particular

mountain but that the mountain she climbed is the highest in Kenya. This in turn
means that the object DP in (10) does not refer to a particular mountain, but rather to
the description a mountain higher than any other mountain in Kenya. This example is
similar to Coppock and Beaver’s example in (6) except that the superlative DP occurs
in an argument position in (10), rather than in predicate position. The idea that even
absolute superlatives may be semantically indefinite is supported by the fact that they
are not subject to the Familiarity Condition that definites normally obey—that the
referent of a definite DP have been mentioned previously in the discourse. Out of the
blue, the mountain in (11) is infelicitous but the highest mountain in Kenya is
felicitous. The fact that absolute superlative DPs can be used to introduce new
discourse referents reinforces the conclusion that they are semantically indefinite.
(11)

Last year Mary climbed #the mountain / the highest mountain in Kenya.
I take this this brief review of some of the relevant literature to indicate that

the role of definiteness in superlatives and the connection between definiteness and
the scope of the superlative is not entirely resolved. While many questions remain
open, in what follows I accept Heim’s conclusion that -est movement is necessary to
derive upstairs de dicto readings, and accordingly that -est movement is responsible
for the relative/absolute distinction. In consequence, I assume that relative
superlatives are purely indefinite, since even weak definiteness in Coppock and
Beaver’s sense is incompatible with the movement theory. Moreover, examples like
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(10) and (11) suggest that even absolute superlatives are—or at least can be—
semantically indefinite. But these conclusions make the question of why superlatives
are always morphologically definite in English all the more urgent. In the remainder
of this paper, I attempt to answer this question on the basis of data from contemporary
Syrian Arabic, where the superlative morpheme displays a degree of syntactic
mobility in the surface structure and the surface position of the superlative morpheme
modulates the occurrence of morphological definiteness.

2.

Superlatives in Syrian Arabic

In Syrian Arabic, adjectives typically follow the noun they modify, as illustrated in
(12a). There is no indefinite article in Syrian Arabic; a bare noun is interpreted as
indefinite. Definiteness is marked by the definite article l-, which occurs on the head
noun and is copied onto all adjectival modifiers of the noun (12b). The definite article
assimilates to a following coronal consonant (other than /ʒ/, for historical reasons).
(12)

a.

Maria
ṭalʕ-it
ʕala ʒabal
ʕaːli
Maria
climbed-3FS on
mountain high
‘Maria climbed a high mountain’

b.

Maria
ṭalʕ-it
ʕala l-ʒabal
Maria
climbed-3FS on
the-mountain
‘Maria climbed the high mountain’

l-ʕaːli
the-high

Superlative adjectives are formed morphologically by inserting the base
adjective into the ‘elative’ prosodic template aC1C2aC3, where C1-C3 represent the
root consonants of the adjectival base, deriving, for example abʕad ‘furthest’ from
baʕiːd ‘far’, ashal ‘easiest’ from sahl ‘easy’, aʕla (/aʕlay/) ‘highest’ from ʕaːli
(/ʕaːliy/) ‘high’, etc. Superlative adjectives may modify a noun in the usual way for
adjectives, following the noun. In this case, the noun must be morphologically
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definite, as in English. In accordance with the generalization that (12b) illustrates,
both the noun and the superlative adjective bear the definite article, as illustrated in
(13).
(13)

saːra ṭalʕ-it
ʕala l-ʒabal
Sarah climbed-3FS on
the-mountain
‘Sarah climbed the highest mountain.’

l-aʕla.
the-highest

This structure has both a relative and an absolute reading. It can be uttered in a
context where Sarah climbed Mt. Everest (the absolute highest mountain in the world)
and there were no other climbers, or a context in which there were a variety of
climbers and Mary has climbed a higher mountain than any of the other climbers, but
not necessarily the highest mountain in the world. The latter reading is salient in a
question like (14) when the speaker does not know who has climbed which
mountains.
(14)

miːn baynaːt-kun ṭalaʕ
ʕala l-ʒabal
l-aʕla?
who among-you climbed on
the-mountain the-highest
‘Which of you climbed the highest mountain?’
As in other languages, all modifiers of the noun fall under the scope of the

superlative even on the absolute reading, including relative clauses (Heim 1999,
Stateva 2000, Matushansky 2008, Cinque 2010). By way of illustration, at 7,570m,
Gangkhar Puensum is the highest mountain in the state of Bhutan. Several attempts to
climb Gangkhar Puensum before 1994 failed, and in 1994 the climbing of mountains
over 6,000m was prohibited in Bhutan. As a result, Gangkhar Puensum is the highest
mountain that has never been climbed. This proposition is expressed as (15) in Arabic.
(15)

Gangkhar Puensum l-ʒabal
l-aʕla
illi ma ṭalaʕ
ʕaleː-h ħada.
Gangkhar Puensum the-mountain the-highest that not climbed on-it
anyone
‘Ganghar Puensum is the highest mountain no one has ever climbed.’

The relative clause is in the semantic scope of the superlative. We are not
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asserting that Gangkhar Puensum is both the highest mountain (that would be Mount
Everest), and also one that no one has ever climbed (which is not true of Mount
Everest). Rather, the sentence in (15) appears to have the logical form in (16). The
operator

EST

derives a description of the element in the denotation of the bracketed

constituent that satisfies that description to the highest value of d. I represent the
Arabic LF using English morphemes for perspicuity and in the remainder of the paper
I use small cap ‘EST’ to refer to the superlative morpheme non-language specifically.
‘EST’ is expressed as -est in English and as the template aCCaC in Arabic.
(16)

λx . ESTd [mountain(x) & high(x,d) & ¬∃y climbed(y,x)]
This means that even though the superlative adjective occurs between the noun

and the relative clause in Arabic, the superlative morpheme is interpreted external to
the constituent containing all three (the noun, the relative clause, and the adjective that
bears the superlative morpheme in the surface structure). This accords with the
analyses of Szabolcsi and Heim, which derive absolute readings by movement of the
superlative morpheme to the edge of the nominal constituent containing the
superlative adjective.
It is an interesting property of Arabic that the superlative adjective may appear
in the surface structure in a position corresponding to the position of

EST

in (16), as

illustrated in (17) (see Hallman 2016). In this case, all morphological indications of
definiteness disappear.
(17)

Gangkhar Puensum aʕla
ʒabal
(illi) ma ṭalaʕ
ʕaleː-h ħada.
Gangkhar Puensum highest mountain (that) not climbed on-it
anyone
‘Ganghar Puensum is the highest mountain no one has ever climbed.’

In (17), the order of superlative adjective and noun is reversed, and neither
may bear the definite article. Further, the relative pronoun illi becomes optional in this
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case. In Syrian Arabic, the relative pronoun illi is systematically optional when the
head noun the relative clause modifies is indefinite, as illustrated in (18).
(18)

a. aħmad kaːn yi-mluk
l-beːt
*(illi) ħtaraʔ.
Ahmad was 3MS-own the-house *(that) burned.down
‘Ahmad owned the house that burned down.’
b. aħmad kaːn yi-mluk
beːt
(illi)
Ahmad was 3MS-own house
(that)
‘Ahmad owned a house that burned down.’

ħtaraʔ.
burned.down

I refer to the structure in (15) as the ‘morphologically definite’ superlative and
the structure in (17) as the ‘morphologically indefinite’ superlative. There is no
difference in meaning between the two formats for the superlative, as I demonstrate in
detail below.
Before doing so, I mention one additional format for the superlative which is a
variation on the indefinite format. It is possible for the superlative morpheme to occur
in the prenominal position seen in (17) while the adjectival associate stays in situ in
post-nominal position. The superlative morpheme takes the form aktar in this case,
the superlative form of the quantity adjective ktiːr ‘much/many’. I assume the base
adjective is vacuous in this case and is used here as a pleonastic morphological base
for the superlative template. The adjectival associate appears in situ in this case, in the
same position it occurs in in the definite superlative structure illustrated in (15). This
situation is illustrated in (19).
(19)

Gangkhar Puensum aktar ʒabal
ʕaːli (illi) ma ṭalaʕ
ʕaleː-h ħada.
Gangkhar Puensum most mountain high (that) not climbed on-it
anyone
‘Ganghar Puensum is the highest mountain no one has ever climbed.’

This structure, too, expresses the same proposition as those in (15) and (17),
suggesting that all these share the logical form in (16). Indeed, the surface form of the
indefinite superlative bears a striking resemblance to the logical form illustrated there,

12

in which the superlative morpheme (together with the associated adjective in (17),
without it in (19)) occurs at the left edge of the DP containing its scalar associate,
where it scopes over all the descriptive content in that DP. This raises the question of
why the occurrence of the definite article correlates with the position of the
superlative morpheme. I will claim that the definite article is an overt scope marker
for the superlative. But first I establish below that morphological definiteness does not
make any semantic contribution to the meaning of superlative constructions in Arabic
that is not already part of the meaning of morphologically indefinite superlatives.
The first similarity between the definite and indefinite superlative is that both
are compatible with both relative and absolute readings, as mentioned above (see also
Al-Bitar 2019, pp. 56-57). All the examples in (20) assert that Sarah climbed the
mountain called Jabal Al-Shaykh, which at 2,814m is the highest mountain in Syria;
the modifier b-suːriːya strongly emphasizes the absolute reading (see Farkas and Kiss
2000).
(20)

a.

saːra ṭalʕ-it
ʕala al-ʒabal
al-aʕla
Sarah climbed-3FS on
the-mountain the-highest
‘Sarah climbed the highest mountain in Syria.’

b-suːriːya.
in-Syria

b.

saːra
ṭalʕ-it
ʕala aʕla
ʒabal
b-suːriːya.
Sarah climbed-3FS on
highest mountain in-Syria
‘Sarah climbed the highest mountain in Syria.’

c.

saːra ṭalʕ-it
ʕala aktar ʒabal
ʕaːli
Sarah climbed-3FS on
most
mountain high
‘Sarah climbed the highest mountain in Syria.’

b-suːriːya.
in-Syria

All three formats can also have a relative reading, as if someone asks the
questions in (21) without knowing which mountains anyone climbed, and perhaps
even knowing that no one climbed the absolute highest mountain accessible in the
discourse context.

13

(21)

a.

miːn
ṭalaʕ
ʕala al-ʒabal
who
climbed on
the-mountain
‘Who climbed the highest mountain?’

al-aʕla?
the-highest

b.

miːn ṭalaʕ
ʕala aʕla
ʒabal?
who climbed on
highest mountain
‘Who climbed the highest mountain?’

c.

miːn ṭalaʕ
ʕala aktar ʒabal
ʕaːli?
who climbed on
most
mountain high
‘Who climbed the highest mountain?’

Recall that Szabolcsi and Heim claim that in English, absolute superlatives are
definite and relative superlatives indefinite. If this is so, it is easy to imagine that a
language with both morphologically definite and indefinite superlatives would apply
the morphological distinction along these lines, using the definite superlative to
express absolute readings and the indefinite superlative to express relative readings.
But this does not appear to be the case in Arabic. Both morphologically definite and
indefinite superlatives are compatible with both absolute and relative readings and, as
illustrated in (15), (17) and (19), display the same scope with respect to a relative
clause (the relative clause restricts the description the superlative applies to in both
cases).
The morphologically definite and indefinite superlative structures in Arabic
also do not display a contrast that has been shown to distinguish morphologically
definite and indefinite superlatives in some Slavic languages. Pancheva and
Tomaszewicz (2012) report that some Slavic languages display a ‘DP-internal relative
reading’, where a constituent internal to the superlative DP designates the subject of
comparison. For example, the Bulgarian example (22) below has a reading in which
(the Irish band) U2 designates the subject of comparison, so we are comparing U2 to
other bands in terms of how good the albums by that band are that Ivan has. No such
reading is available to the English counterpart Ivan has the best albums by U2, whose
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only relative reading compares Ivan to others in terms of how good the albums by U2
they have are. Similarly, (23) has a reading that says that the students that Ivan met
from London were younger than the students he met from any other city. Here we
compare the DP-internal constituent London to other cities in terms of how young the
students from that city were that Ivan met. Again, the only relative reading the
English counterpart Ivan met the youngest students from London has is one in which
we compare Ivan with others in terms of how young the students from London they
met were. In the English counterparts to these examples, the DP-internal constituents
U2 in (22) and London cannot function as the subject of comparison for the
superlative.
(22)

Ivan ima naj-dobri albumi na/ot U2.
Ivan has naj-good albums of/by U2
(i) ‘Ivan has better albums by U2 than anyone else does.’
(ii) ‘Ivan has better albums by U2 than by any other band.’

(23)

Ivan se
Zaponzna s
naj-mladi studenti ot
London.
Ivan REFL met
with naj-young students from London
(i) ‘Ivan met younger students from London than anyone else did.’
(ii) ‘Ivan met younger students from London than from any other city.’
A possible correlate of the interpretational difference between Bulgarian and

English superlatives is that the Bulgarian examples do not display a definite article. It
is typologically typical of Slavic languages that definiteness is not marked; bare noun
phrases are ambiguous between a definite and indefinite reading. Pancheva and
Tomaszewicz claim that subject-oriented relative readings (where we compare Ivan
with others in (22) and (23)) do not require movement of the superlative morpheme.
They endorse a pragmatic theory of those readings that does not require syntactic
displacement. DP-internal relative readings (the (ii)-readings above), however, require
superlative displacement. This is possible in because the absence of a definite article
in these examples makes the DP transparent to movement of superlative naj-.
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Pancheva and Tomaszewicz point out in support of this claim that unlike most other
Slavic languages, Bulgarian (and the closely related Macedonian) have an optional
definite article, and the presence of this article in superlatives blocks the DP-internal
relative reading while still allowing the subject-oriented relative reading, as illustrated
in (24)-(25). The asterisk before the relevant reading below indicates that that reading
is not available.
(24)

Ivan ima naj-dobri-te
albumi na/ot U2.
Ivan has EST-good-the albums of/by U2
(i) ‘Ivan has better albums by U2 than anyone else does.’
(ii) *‘Ivan has better albums by U2 than by any other band.’

(25)

Ivan se
Zaponzna s
naj-mladi-te
studenti ot
London.
Ivan REFL met
with EST-young-the students from London
(i) ‘Ivan met younger students from London than anyone else did.’
(ii) *‘Ivan met younger students from London than from any other city.’
When the superlative DP is morphologically definite, indicated by the

suffix -te on the adjective in (24) and (25), material internal to that DP is no longer
accessible as subject of comparison. If this distinction really correlates with
definiteness cross-linguistically, we might expect Arabic to exhibit the same
asymmetry between superlative DPs that lack the definite article like in (20b) and
those that bear the definite article like in (20a).
No such contrast is found in Arabic. Syrian Arabic speakers generally do not
accept DP-internal relative readings even in indefinite superlatives. The counterpart of
(22)/(24) is shown in (26). Its morphologically definite counterpart is shown in (27).
Both display an absolute reading (not notated) and a subject-oriented relative reading
where we compare Sarah to other individuals in terms of how good the albums by U2
they own are. The two formats are synonymous; adding the definite article in (27)
does not exclude any readings available in (26).
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(26)

saːra ʕand-a aħsan albuːmaːt la-U2.
Sarah at-her
best
albums
by-U2
Available: ‘Sarah has better albums by U2 than anyone else does.’
Not available: ‘Sarah has better albums by U2 than by any other band.’

(27)

saːra ʕand-a al-albuːmaːt al-aħsan la-U2.
Sarah at-her
the-albums the-best
by-U2
Available: ‘Sarah has better albums by U2 than anyone else does.’
Not available: ‘Sarah has better albums by U2 than by any other band.’
An example similar to (23) and (25) is presented in (28) and (29). These

examples assert that of all the students from London, I taught the smartest ones. As
before, the morphologically definite superlative in (29) is synonymous with its
morphologically indefinite counterpart.
(28)

darras-t aʃṭar
ṭullaːb
min
London.
taught-1s smartest students from London
Available: ‘I taught students from London who were smarter than any other
students from London.’
Not available: ‘I taught smarter students from London than from anywhere
else.’

(29)

darras-t ṭ-ṭullaːb
al-aʃṭar
min London.
taught-1s the-students the-smartest from London
Available: ‘I taught students from London who were smarter than any other
students from London.’
Not available: ‘I taught smarter students from London than from anywhere
else.’
Tomaszewicz-Özakın (2020) points out that languages like Bulgarian also

allow the head noun in the superlative DP to function as the subject of comparison
when focus marked. In such languages, the counterpart of an expression like that in
(30a) may be interpreted to assert that the highest thing that Maria hung on the wall
was the clock. This reading is generally unavailable in Arabic in both the indefinite
format in (30a) and the definite format in (30b), where bold indicates focal stress.
Neither (30a) nor (30b) may generally describe a situation in which Maria hung a
tapestry, a picture, a mirror and a clock on the wall, and she hung the clock in a
position above all the other things she hung on the wall. These judgments reflect the
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majority view; I add the caveat ‘generally’ here because Syrian speakers do in fact
occasionally accept DP-internal relative readings, probably subject to variation in how
speakers parse syntactic relations internal to the DP. However, when speakers accept
a DP-internal reading for an indefinite superlative, they systematically accept it for the
definite counterpart as well. Again, adding definiteness does not exclude any readings
available to the indefinite counterpart.
(30)

a.

#

maːriːa ʕallʔ-it
aʕla
saːʕa ʕa-l-ħayyiṭ.
Maria
hung-3FS highest clock on-the-wall
#‘Maria hung the highest clock on the wall.’

b.

#

maːriːa ʕallʔ-it
s-saːʕa
al-aʕla
Maria
hung-3FS the-clock the-highest
#‘Maria hung the highest clock on the wall.’

ʕa-l-ħayyiṭ.
on-the-wall

Further, if definiteness contributes an existence presupposition in the Arabic
morphologically definite superlative format, we would expect this format to be
incompatible with the predicative reading of superlatives that we find in English
examples like Coppock and Beaver’s (2015) example (CB) mentioned above, whose
Arabic counterpart is shown in (31) in the definite (31a) and indefinite (31b) format.
If the Arabic definite superlative were referential, it would be expected to refer to the
unique highest prime number in (31). But like English, neither example in (31)
presupposes the existence of a highest prime number.

(31)

a.

sabʕa maː-nu
al-ʕadad
al-awwali
seven not-3MS the-number the-prime
‘Seven is not the largest prime number.’

b.

sabʕa maː-nu
akbar
ʕadad awwali.
seven not-3MS number prime largest
‘Seven is not the largest prime number.’
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al-akbar.
the-largest

The situation in Arabic is puzzling. Recall that Szabolcsi (1986) and Heim
(1999) claim that superlatives in English, which are always morphologically definite,
are semantically definite on their absolute reading and semantically indefinite on their
relative reading. Arabic has morphologically definite and indefinite superlatives but
this contrast bears no relation to the semantic definite vs. indefinite contrast that
Szabolcsi and Heim propose.
In the respects described above, Arabic superlatives in both the definite and
indefinite format are interpreted exactly like English superlatives. English superlatives
are always morphologically definite, though they are not always semantically definite
and some evidence reviewed in section 1 suggests that they are always semantically
indefinite. Arabic superlatives are morphologically definite when the superlative
morpheme occurs in the usual post-nominal position for adjectives, and
morphologically indefinite when it occurs prenominally. The question of what
circumstances trigger morphological definiteness in Arabic may help us understand
why superlative DPs are ever morphologically definite at all, if their morphological
definiteness at least sometimes does not reflect semantic definiteness. I pursue this
question in the following section.

3.

Structural conditions on definiteness in Superlatives

Below is another example of the three forms of the superlative, all of which display
both a relative and an absolute reading.
(32)

a.

saːra ħall-it
l-masʔale
l-aʕʔad.
Sarah climbed-3FS the-problem the-most.complicated
‘Sarah solved the most complicated problem.’

b.

saːra

ħall-it

aʕʔad

masʔale.
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Sarah solved-3FS most.complicated problem
‘Sarah solved the most complicated problem.’
c.

saːra
ħall-it
aktar masʔale muʕaʔʔade.
Sarah solved-3FS most problem complicated
‘Sarah solved the most complicated problem.’

Even though the superlative morpheme can be separated from the associated
adjective in (32c), the bare superlative morpheme (in the form of aktar) cannot appear
by itself in the post-nominal canonical position of adjectives, as illustrated in (33).
Making any of the constituents in (33) indefinite does not improve the judgment, nor
does re-ordering the adjectives.
(33) *

saːra ħall-it
l-masʔale
l-aktar
l-muʕaʔʔade.
Sarah solved-3FS the-problem the-most the-complicated
(‘Sarah solved the most complicated problem.’)

The ungrammaticality of (33) is part of a larger generalization. Prenominal
aktar ‘most’ may be separated from its scalar associate more dramatically than we see
in examples like (21c) and (32c). In those examples, the pre-nominal superlative
morpheme associates with a scalar adjective that follows the noun. But the scalar
associate of prenominal aktar may be contained within a modifier of the noun, as
shown in (34).
(34) l-istaːz

madaħ aktar ṭaːlib
b-i-ʒaːwib
ṣaħħ ʕala asʔile.
the-teacher praised most student IND-3MS-answer right on
questions
‘The teacher praised the student who answered the most questions correctly.’

In (32c), the scalar associate of aktar is a gradable adjective modifying the
noun that aktar precedes, in (34) it is a plural noun (asʔile ‘questions’) inside a
relative clause modifying the noun that aktar precedes. Prenominal aktar can have
take any gradable term as a scalar associate as long as it is syntactically accessible. In
(35) it is a gradable verb in a relative clause, in (36) an adverbial prepositional phrase
in a relative clause.
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(35)

saːra aktar ṭaːlibe
b-ti-staːhil
l-ʒaːyze.
Sarah most student IND-2FS-deserve the-prize
‘Sarah is the student who deserves the prize the most.’

(36)

saːra kaːn-it
aktar mitnaːfs-e
bi-t-suːʔ
b-sirʕa.
Sarah was-3FS most competitor-FS IND-2FS-drive with-speed
‘Sarah was the competitor who drove the fastest.’
In none of these examples can aktar occur as a post-nominal adjective

modifying the head noun that the relative clause also modifies, as the examples in (37)
show.
(37) a. * l-istaːz

madaħ ṭ-ṭaːlib
l-aktar
illi b-i-ʒaːwib
ṣaħħ ʕala asʔile.
the-teacher praised the-student the-most that IND-3MS-answer right on questions
(‘The teacher praised the student who answered the most questions correctly.’)

b. * saːra ṭ-ṭaːlibe
l-aktar illi b-ti-staːhil
l-ʒaːyze.
Sarah the-student the-most that IND-2FS-deserve the-prize
(‘Sarah is the student who deserves the prize the most.’)
c. * saːra kaːn-it l-mitnaːfs-e l-aktar
illi bi-t-suːʔ
b-sirʕa.
Sarah was-3FS competitor-FS the-most that IND-2FS-drive with-speed
(‘Sarah was the competitor who drove the fastest.’)
The examples in (37) are parallel to (33), where l-aktar ‘the-most’ appears as a
post-nominal adjective next to its scalar associate, the adjective l-muʕaʔʔade ‘thecomplicated’. In the examples in (37), l-aktar also occurs as a modifier of a noun and
its scalar associate is embedded in a relative clause modifying that noun. Again, it is
not in principle impossible for the superlative morpheme in the form of aktar to be
separated from its scalar associate, but only when aktar is pre-nominal.
The examples in (34)-(36) have counterparts in which, in parallel to the
English translations there, the superlative morpheme occurs locally to its scalar
associate, internal to the relative clause in (34)-(36). In Arabic, the adverbial
superlative is put to use to form superlatives of gradable verbs and adverbs but also
plural nouns. That is, Arabic does not have a direct counterpart of the English
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‘quantity’ superlative the most questions. Rather, it expresses this notion with the
phrase comparable to answer questions the most, where, inspite of the surface syntax,
questions functions as the scalar associate of the superlative adverb illustrated in
(38a). The adverbial superlative counterpart to English the most is formed in Arabic
by combining the superlative template, again in the default form aktar, with a dummy
noun—waːħid ‘one’ or feminine waħd-e ‘one-FS’ when the subject of comparison is
human, or ʃi ‘thing’ when it is non-human. Like other adverbs in Arabic, aktar
waːħid(e)/ʃi may occur in a variety of positions and need not be directly adjacent to its
scalar associate, but is nonetheless a clausemate of the scalar associate, unlike the
situation in (34)-(36), where the superlative morpheme is external to the relative
clause containing the associate.
(38) a.

l-istaːz
madaħ ṭ-ṭaːlib
illi b-i-ʒaːwib
ṣaħħ aktar waːħid ʕala asʔile.
the-teacher praised the-student that IND-3MS-answer right most one
on questions
‘The teacher praised the student who answered the most questions correctly.’

b.

saːra
ṭ-ṭaːlibe
illi
b-ti-staːhil
l-ʒaːyze aktar
Sarah the-student that IND-2FS-deserve the-prize most
‘Sarah is the student who deserves the prize the most.’

c.

saːra
kaːn-it
l- mitnaːfs-e
illi bi-t-suːʔ
aktar waħd-e
Sarah was-3FS competitor-FS that IND-2FS-drive most one-FS
‘Sarah was the competitor who drove the fastest.’

waħd-e.
one-FS

b-sirʕa.
with-speed

In these surface structures, the superlative morpheme occurs local to its scalar
associate within the relative clause, rather than prejacent to the NP that restricts the
comparison set. But semantically, the superlative still has scope over the entire NP
containing it in the surface structure. The object in (38a) names the student who
answered more questions than any other student answered—ṭaːlib ‘student’ is part of
the restriction on the set of entities being compared. These sentences, therefore, also
have a logical form in which the superlative morpheme is external to the NP
containing the nominal head and the relative clause modifying that nominal head.
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It is of special interest for the present purposes that the DP containing the
superlative adverb in the examples in (38) must be morphologically definite. Making
the DP indefinite results in ungrammaticality, as (39) shows—the indefinite
counterpart of (38a). The same holds for the other examples in (38). The English
translation to (39) and other examples constructed on the same pattern is also
ungrammatical.
(39)

* l-istaːz

madaħ ṭaːlib b-i-ʒaːwib
ṣaħħ aktar waːħid ʕala asʔile.
the-teacher praised student IND-3MS-answer right most one
on
questions
(*‘The teacher praised a student who answered the most questions correctly.’)

Like English adverbial the most, the Arabic adverbial superlative aktar waːħid
‘most one’ does not have an absolute reading (which would correspond to most of the
questions). (39) is ungrammatical because the adverbial quantity superlative does not
support an absolute reading and unlike the morphologically definite counterpart in
(39) no relative reading is available either, so (39) is simply ungrammatical.
The data above exemplify the generalization that when a modifier of an NP
contains a superlative morpheme, that NP must project a definite DP. This
generalization holds for the garden variety post-nominal superlative shown in (3b),
repeated in (40a) below, where modifying adjective ʕaːli ‘high’ bears the superlative
morpheme. If we remove definiteness from (40a), we get (40b), which is not
ungrammatical, but which is no longer a superlative construction. A post-nominal
elative adjective in an indefinite DP is interpreted as a comparative adjective. It may
be followed by a PP headed by the preposition min ‘from’ naming the standard of
comparison.
(40)

a.

saːra
ṭalʕ-it
ʕala l-ʒabal
Sarah
climbed-3FS
on
the-mountain
‘Sarah climbed the highest mountain.’
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l-aʕla.
the-highest

b.

saːra
ṭalʕ-it
ʕala ʒabal
aʕla
(min
Sarah climbed-3FS on
mountain higher
(from
‘Sarah climbed a higher mountain (than Jabal al-Shaykh).’

ʒabal
Mount

ʃ-ʃeːx).
the-Shaykh)

The relation of the comparative to the superlative is a matter of great interest
which, however, is outside the scope of the present study (but see Al-Bitar 2019). The
significant aspect of the pair in (40) for the present purposes is that the superlative
interpretation of the post-nominal elative adjective is not available if the DP it occurs
in is indefinite. This is, on one hand, just like the structures in (37), where the
superlative is incompatible with indefiniteness, as (39) shows, and on the other hand,
it is like English, where a superlative DP cannot be indefinite, regardless of whether
the superlative morpheme appears as an adjectival suffix, as shown in (41a), or within
a relative clause, as in the translation to (39), repeated in (41b).
(41)

a.
b.
correctly.

*Sarah climbed a highest mountain.
*The teacher praised a student who answered the most questions

In the examples discussed above, a DP contains a superlative morpheme
which, by hypothesis, moves to the edge of that DP at LF. The definite article itself
typically occurs at the left edge of DP, just where the superlative morpheme occurs at
LF (though in Arabic it is also copied onto modifiers of NP; I assume this is
morphological agreement with D). One possible role for vacuous definiteness in
superlative constructions, then, is as a way of marking in the surface order the scope
that EST has at LF.
The Arabic data described above support this hypothesis. In Arabic, it is
possible for the superlative morpheme to occur at the left edge of the DP that it has
scope over at LF. In this case, its surface position and its semantic scope coincide, and
then the DP it scopes over is morphologically indefinite. This fits into the hypothesis
proposed here because there is no impetus for scope marking of
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EST

when

EST

itself

sits in its LF scope position in the surface structure. This generalization applies in
principle to both Arabic and English, except that in English the superlative is never
displaced from its base position adjacent to its scalar associate in the surface structure,
and so indefinite superlatives do not normally arise (though some cases are discussed
below); the superlative’s scope is always marked by definiteness.
Scope marking for the superlative by l-/the is only applicable when the
superlative LF-adjoins to a DP, where a definite article may appear. In relative
readings, the superlative has scope at the level of VP. No article appears at the VP
level in such cases because VPs cannot be morphologically definite. It is of interest,
though, that in such cases, the DP in which the superlative originates has the same
behavior as when DP itself functions as the scope of the superlative: it is definite (in
Arabic and English) except when (in Arabic) the superlative moves to its left edge in
the surface structure. I repeat example (32) below in this connection, but with an
interrogative subject miːn ‘who’ to make the relative reading prominent.
(42)

a.

miːn ħall
l-masʔale
l-aʕʔad?
who solved the-problem the-most.complicated
‘Who solved the most complicated problem?’

b.

miːn ħall
aʕʔad
masʔale?
who solved most-complicated problem
‘Who solved the most complicated problem?’

c.

miːn ħall
aktar masʔale muʕaʔʔade?
who solved most
problem complicated
‘Who solved the most complicated problem?’

A salient reading of the examples in (42) asks for whom it is the case that that
person solved a problem more complicated than any problem anyone else solved. The
LF of this reading looks like (43), where a complicated problem is semantically
indefinite.
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(43)

whox estd [∃y x solved y and y is a d-complicated problem]
If the scope-marking hypothesis about the occurrence of definiteness in (42)

and similar examples is correct, then the definite article marks not just the DP to
which

EST

adjoins at LF but DPs falling in between its surface position and its LF

scope position. Again, if the superlative morpheme itself occurs at a DP edge in the
surface structure, this itself functions as surface scope marking and that DP is not
marked as definite. These considerations suggest that a mechanism like that in (44) is
at work in both Arabic and English. It vacuously inserts l-/the in any D slot between
the LF and surface positions of the superlative morpheme
EST

EST,

as an overt sign that

has wider scope at LF than its surface position.

(44)

Mark D in the configuration [ESTʹ ... [DP ... EST ... ]], where ESTʹ represents
the LF position of the superlative morpheme and EST its surface position.
I assume that when the superlative occurs at the left DP edge in Arabic, that in

this case the superlative morpheme is not fully included within the DP projection
(perhaps it is an adjunct dominated by only one segment of DP and therefore not by
the category DP, as Kayne 1994 proposes for adjuncts in general). This formulation of
the generalization predicts that if EST occurs at a DP edge in the surface structure, as it
may in Arabic, that DP will not be marked definite because that DP does not fall
between the surface and LF position of EST, which are the same position in this case.
Farkas and Kiss (2000) discuss examples similar to (41) in connection with
their claim that, contra Szabolcsi (1986), superlatives are not generally licensed by Abar chains. They claim that if the operator associated with abstraction over individuals
that forms the relative clause in (45) could license the superlative, (45) should mean
that I know a man who climbed a higher mountain than any other man climbed, just
what the definite counterpart means.
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(45)

I know a man who climbed the highest mountain.
Unlike (41b), (45) is not ungrammatical. It merely has only an absolute

reading for the highest mountain, where it asserts that I know a man who climbed a
mountain higher than all other mountains. On this reading, we are not comparing men
but mountains. Example (41b) does not have such a reading because adverbial the
most does not support an absolute reading. The Arabic counterpart of (45) in (46) is
just like its English counterpart. The head of the relative clause may be indefinite, but
then only an absolute reading over mountains is available to the superlative within the
relative clause. As usual, the indefinite (46a) and definite (46b) formats for the
superlative are interchangeable here.
(46)

a.

b-a-ʕrif
zalame ṭalaʕ
ʕala aʕla
IND-1s-know
man
climbed on
highest
‘I know a man who climbed the highest mountain.’

ʒabal.
mountain

b.

b-a-ʕrif
zalame ṭalaʕ
ʕala l-ʒabal
IND-1s-know
man
climbed on
the-mountain
‘I know a man who climbed the highest mountain.’

l-aʕla.
the-highest

In order for the NP headed by man/zalame to fall in the scope of the
superlative, it needs to be marked definite, as illustrated in (47) for English and (48)
for Arabic. These sentences have both the absolute reading where aʕla ʒabal / highest
mountain refers to the absolute highest mountain in the world and the relative reading
where we compare men in terms of how high a mountain they climbed.
(47)
(48)

I know the man who climbed the highest mountain.
a.

b.

b-a-ʕrif
z-zalame illi
ṭalaʕ
ʕala aʕla
IND-1s-know
the-man who climbed on
highest
‘I know the man who climbed the highest mountain.’

ʒabal.
mountain

b-a-ʕrif
z-zalame illi ṭalaʕ
ʕala l-ʒabal
l-aʕla.
IND-1s-know the-man who climbed on
the-mountain the-highest
‘I know the man who climbed the highest mountain.’
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Both the mountain-oriented (i.e., absolute) reading of the examples in (48) and
the man-oriented reading (i.e., relative wrt. men) make reference to a single man, but,
I claim, not for the same reason. On the mountain-oriented (absolute) interpretation
of the superlative, reference to a single man is the contribution of the definite article,
which is not obligatory on this reading (recall this reading is compatible with an
indefinite object noun, as (45) and (46) show). On the man-oriented reading, reference
to a single man is an entailment of the meaning of the superlative, which has scope
over man/zalame on the man-oriented relative reading of (47) and (48). At that
structural level, the superlative constituent describes a man that climbed a mountain
higher than any mountain any other man climbed. There can only be one such man.
But the fact that only one man can meet that description is not, I claim, directly
related to the fact that man/zalame is definite in (47) and (48). Definiteness in these
examples, I claim, marks the LF scope of the superlative morpheme EST.
In principle, this analysis predicts that if aktar were appended to the
intermediate DP in examples like (48), that DP would remain indefinite, and so would
the lower DP containing the scalar associate, since in this case the surface position of
EST

and its scope position would coincide, and neither DP lies between

EST

and its

scope position. It turns out that this prediction cannot be tested because the relevant
surface configuration is ungrammatical. Surface displacement of the superlative in
Arabic is more restricted that covert LF displacement. As Hallman (2016) argues in
detail, covert displacement in Arabic is subject to the same restrictions as in English,
but surface displacement is subject to additional restrictions not at work restricting
covert displacement. This bears a certain resemblance to English, in which surface
displacement is impossible altogether.
Specifically, the chain connecting

EST
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in its surface position to its scalar

associate cannot cross a DP boundary. For example, (49) is ungrammatical because
aktar is adjoined to the DP headed by the noun zalame ‘man’ but the scalar associate
ʕaːli ‘high’ is embedded in another DP headed by the noun ʒabal ‘mountain’. That
lower DP is opaque to the superlative morpheme aktar. This is the case even though
the DP headed by zalame is in principle a possible scope position for the superlative
when the superlative occurs inside the lower DP in the surface structure, as it does in
(48) and similar examples discussed previously.
(49)

* b-a-ʕrif
aktar zalame ṭalaʕ
ʕala ʒabal
ʕaːli.
IND-1s-know
most
man
climbed on
mountain high
(‘I know the man who climbed the highest mountain.’)
That the lower DP is crucially involved in undermining (49) is shown by the

similar examples in (32)-(36), where aktar binds a scalar associate in the DP it is
appended to, but that scalar associate is not itself contained in another DP. In (32) it is
an adjective, in (34) it is a plural noun, in (35) it is a gradable verb and in (36) a
gradable adverb. In fact, even (49) is grammatical in so far as it is possible to construe
ṭalaʕ ‘climb’ as the scalar associate, so it means ‘...the man who climb a high
mountain the most’. None of these associates in these examples are separated from
pre-nominal aktar by a DP boundary (the plural noun associate in (34) presumably
projects a DP of its own but this plural DP is itself the scalar associate and is not
contained in another DP). It is only when the associate is embedded within a DP that
pre-nominal aktar cannot bind it, as in the ungrammatical reading of (49). For this
reason, the question of whether the higher or lower DP in (49) is definite does not
arise. It is of some interest, though, that precisely the category which is obligatorily
marked (by vacuous definiteness) under covert superlative movement, namely DP,
blocks overt superlative movement. This complementarity reinforces the conclusion
that the DP edge is highly sensitive to the presence and position of a nearby
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superlative morpheme. DP blocks overt

EST

movement in Arabic and is obligatorily

marked definite if EST passes over it at LF in both Arabic and English.
I conclude that the definiteness of superlative DPs is conditioned
configurationally, according to the generalization in (44). When EST passes over a DP
boundary on the way to its LF position, that D position is marked definite. This is a
kind of partial surface marking of the scope of EST, which does not always move to a
scope position in the surface structure even in Arabic, and not at all in English. The
occurrence of l-/the makes

EST

movement visible. Superlative DPs, however, are

always semantically indefinite.
In light of that conclusion, I discuss lastly Herdan and Sharvit’s (2006)
observation that a superlative DP can be morphologically indefinite under certain
circumstances, as in (50a) (their (4b), p. 2) or (50b). (50a) asserts that the class has a
student who is better than any other student in that class. (50b) asserts that every year
has a day that is longer than any other day in that year.
(50)

a.
b.

This class has a best student.
Every year has a longest day.

Recall that removing definiteness from the Arabic definite (post-nominal)
superlative yields a comparative construction (40), so it is impossible to replicate
sentences like (50) in Arabic. But in English, it is clear that

EST

has scope over the

head noun (student or day) as well as the adjective in such examples. That is, it scopes
over at least the NP that contains it in the surface structure. This is clear because the
individuals we are comparing days to in for example (50b) must themselves be days,
not just anything with length. Corroborating this intuition, everyone I have asked
about (51a) in the context diagrammed in (51b) finds this description of (51b)
infelicitous, since biggest circle requires there to be a multiplicity of circles, not just
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big things.
(51)

a.

#This picture has a biggest circle in it.

b.
This means that the indefinite superlatives in (50) (and (51a)) have at least the
structure [EST [NP AP]]. On the assumption that

EST

in these examples occupies a

locus in DP at LF, it is predicted to trigger definiteness in the theory I have proposed
here. But if the structure is [DP D [NP EST [NP NP AP ]]] then EST does not cross over D
at LF and so will not trigger definiteness in D by the rule in (44). In fact, Herdan and
Sharvit present some facts that support the idea that EST in examples like (50) is not as
high in the structure as it is in morphologically definite superlatives. Morphologically
indefinite superlatives do not license negative polarity items (NPIs) in an
accompanying relative clause, as the contrast in (52) shows (their example (11), p. 3).
(52)

a.
b.

This class has the best student with any knowledge of French.
#This class has a best student with any knowledge of French.

NPIs are licensed in the downward entailing environment created by the
superlative (Hoeksema 1986), but must of course be in the scope of the superlative to
be licensed. Cinque (2010) claims that relative clauses are the highest modifiers of
NP, above all other modifiers including ‘direct’ attributive adjectives like good or
long. If

EST

in (50) does not move past D but only above the immediate attachment

site of the attributive adjective hosting it in the surface structure, it is predicted to be
incapable of licensing an NPI in a relative clause, since the relative clause is attached

31

higher. When EST moves to the left edge of DP, where it triggers definiteness in D, it
is above the position of the relative clause as well, and licenses NPIs within it.
What I analyze here as a difference in scope for

EST

in morphologically

definite and indefinite superlatives in English is connected to the whether the degree
relation that

EST

applies to has a hidden restriction. In (50a), the object NP is

restricted by a covert restriction in that class and in (50b) in that year. These hidden
restrictions are impossible in the definite superlative: the sentence Every year has the
longest day, if it has any sensible interpretation at all, cannot be construed to mean
what (50b) means, that every year has a day longer than any other day in that year. On
the analysis posited here, movement of EST to the left edge of DP is incompatible with
the hidden restrictive material found in (50), perhaps because movement to DP
automatically identifies the contrast set C in the meaning of the superlative (see (3))
with the syntactic sister of

EST,

while C has more leeway to be identified

pragmatically when it remains adjoined to NP. I do not at present have a compelling
explanation for why that might be so, but it follows from this that by using the
morphologically indefinite form in (50), the speaker communicates that they are
intending to make use of the flexibility in defining C that indefinite superlatives
afford, and therefore that his or her interlocutor that should look to the discourse
context for a salient restriction on the value of C rather than gleaning it from the
syntactic context alone.
If these remarks are on the right track, then indefinite superlatives corroborate
the proposal made here, that the is a scope marker for the superlative that occurs when
EST

moves to or through a DP-edge position at LF. When a superlative is indefinite,

EST

has moved to a position lower than DP, and this is construed as an indication of a

covert restriction on the range of its NP argument. This analysis reconciles evidence
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for semantic indefiniteness in both absolute and relative superlatives with their
morphological definiteness, and explains the indefiniteness of Arabic superlatives in
which the superlative morpheme itself occurs in the scope position otherwise held by
the definite article.

Conclusion

I have endeavored to show that previous analyses of the superlative attribute
too much meaning to the definite article. I have provided instead an analysis that
involves

EST

movement, inheriting all the advantages of the movement analysis of

Szabolcsi (1986), Heim (1999) and Hackl (2009), corroborated by the observation that
superlatives in Syrian Arabic can be displaced to an extent, as movement analyses
predict. I have also claimed that superlatives are indefinite even on their absolute
reading. This of course raises the question of what function the morphological
definiteness of superlative constructions in both Arabic and English and many other
languages has. I have suggested on the basis of Arabic facts that the marks a potential
scope position for EST, and its occurrence marks, in the surface structure, the fact that
EST

has wider scope than its surface position. I note here lastly that the cross

linguistically robust involvement of the definite article in marking the scope of EST is
probably related to Matushansky’s (2008) claim that superlative adjectives are
fundamentally attributive, not predicative. Accordingly, the superlative morpheme is
always embedded in a DP in the surface structure, and, according to Heim and
Szabolcsi, always raises to at least the edge of that DP for scope, if not further. There
is, therefore, a certain inherent affinity between

EST

and D, which may help explain

the use of the definite article as a scope marker for EST.
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