COMPARATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS IN ‘ISRAELI HEBREW’*

Ghil‘ad Zuckermann®

ABSTRACT

‘Hebrew’ is one of the official languages — with Arabic and English — of the State of Israel, established
in 1948 on 20,770 km? in the ‘Middle’ East. Israeli emerged at the end of the nineteenth century and
the beginning of the twentieth. Its symbolic first native speaker, Itamar Ben-Yehuda, began speaking in
1886. Israeli is a fusional synthetic language, with non-concatenative discontinuous morphemes
realised by vowel infixation. This typological paper demonstrates that the typical Israeli comparative
construction involves a copula or verbless clause construction, with the ‘Parameter’ as copula
complement (CC) or as a verbless clause complement (VCC). However, there is another mono-clausal
comparative construction, in which the ‘Index’ of comparison is the main verb in an extended
intransitive clause. Future research would demonstrate that Israeli comparatives correspond with
Yiddish and ‘Standard Average European’, although the forms used are Hebrew.
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1. INTRODUCTION

‘Hebrew’ is legally one of the official languages of the State of Israel. Arabic and English also are
official languages, and this reflects, for Arabic, demographic realities, and for English, the State of
Israel being the successor state of British-ruled Palestine, itself one out of several successor polities of
the Ottoman empire. Yet, the statement that ‘Hebrew’ is the official language, as well as the main
spoken language, in Israel, is misleading, in that the language spoken and written is ‘Isracli Hebrew’.
In fact, I usually refer to it as ‘Israeli’ (fout court) (Zuckermann 1999, 2003), because it has very
distinctive features with respect to earlier historical strata of Hebrew.

Israeli (henceforth ‘Israeli’ or ‘Israeli Hebrew’) emerged prior to the establishment of the State of
Israel, at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. Its symbolic first native
speaker, Itamar Ben-Yehuda, the revivalist Eliezer Ben-Yehuda’s son, began speaking in approx. 1886.

This Basic Linguistic Theory typological paper demonstrates that the typical Israeli comparative
construction involves a copula or verbless clause construction, with the ‘Parameter’ (see below) as
copula complement (CC) or as a verbless clause complement (VCC). All of these terms will be
explained below. However, there is another mono-clausal comparative construction, in which the
‘Index’ (see below) of comparison is the main verb in an extended intransitive clause.
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2. GRAMMATICAL PROFILE

Israeli (a.k.a. ‘Israeli Hebrew’) — just like Hebrew (e.g. Biblical and Mishnaic Hebrew) — is a fusional
synthetic language. It is a fusional language since it has morphemes which simultaneously encode
several meanings — cf. Latin dominus (‘lord’), whose suffix -us ‘fuses’ the meanings of masculine,
singular and nominative. It is a synthetic language as it has a high morpheme-per-word ratio and it uses
non-concatenative discontinuous morphemes realised by vowel infixation. Consider yohdv
‘love:3msgruT’, i.e. ‘(he) will love’; mitahévet ‘fall.in.love:fsgPRES’, i.e. ‘(she) is falling in love’. (A
list of abbreviations used in this paper can be found after the bibliography.)

However, Israeli is much more analytic than (Biblical/Mishnaic) Hebrew. Whereas the Hebrew
phrase for ‘my grandfather’ was sav-i ‘grandfather-1poss’, in Israeli it is sdba shel-i ‘grandfather GEN-
Isg’. Still, Israeli sometimes uses the Semitic feature known as ‘construct-state’ (Israeli smikhiit), in
which two nouns are combined, the first being modified or possessed by the second. For example,
repuiblika-t bandnot, lit. ‘Republic bananas’, refers to ‘banana Republic’. However, unlike in Hebrew,
the construct-state is not highly productive in Israeli. Compare the Hebrew construct-state ‘em ha-yéled
‘mother DEF-child’ with the more analytic Israeli phrase ha-ima shel ha-yéled ‘DEF-mother GEN DEF-
child’, both meaning ‘the mother of the child’, i.e. ‘the child’s mother’.

Israeli is a head-marking language. It is nominative-accusative at the syntactic level and partially also
at the morphological level. As opposed to Biblical Hebrew — whose constituent order is VAO / VS(E)
— but like Standard European' and English, the usual constituent order of Israeli is AVO / SV(E). Thus,
if there is no case marking, one can resort to the constituent order. Israeli is characterized by an
asymmetry between definite Os and indefinite Os. There is an accusative marker, et, only before a
definite O (mostly a definite noun or personal name). Ef-ha is currently undergoing fusion and
reduction to become fa. Consider tavi I-i et ha-séfer ‘give:2msgIMP (puristically FUT) DAT-1sg ACC DEF-
book’ (i.e. ‘Give me the book!”), where et, albeit syntactically a case-marker, is a preposition, and ha is
a definite article. This sentence is realised phonetically as tavi li ta-séfer.

2.1 Nouns

Israeli nouns show number, normally only singular and plural. Each noun is either m(asculine) or
f(eminine), the latter often being created by adding a suffix to the unmarked masculine. For instance,
whereas mazkir is ‘male secretary’, mazkird is ‘female secretary’ (note the addition of -a). Similarly,
whilst profésor is ‘male professor’, profésorit is ‘female professor’. Pronouns have ‘case forms’
consisting of a preposition plus a suffix: nominative (e.g. ani ‘I’), accusative (ot{ ‘me’), dative (li ‘to
me’) and genitive (sheli ‘my’). However, NPs which are not pronouns do not bear case marking. The
only exceptions are the above-mentioned accusative marker et (or ta), and the lexicalized allative
(‘to/towards’) case (which, serendipitously, is based on the historical accusative case, see Weingreen
1959), e.g. bdit ‘house’ > ha-bdyt-a ‘to the house’; yerushaldim ‘Jerusalem’ > yerushaldym-a ‘to
Jerusalem’; tsafon ‘north’ > tsafon-a ‘to the north’. New allative phrases, e.g. tel aviv-a ‘to Tel Aviv’,
are not used unless one is trying to sound flowery or jocular.

Adjectives agree in number, gender and definiteness with the nouns they modify, e.g. ha-yéled ha-
gadol, lit. ‘DEF-boy DEF-big’, i.e. ‘the big boy’; yelad-im gdol-im, lit. ‘boy-mpl big-mpl’, i.e. ‘big boys’.

1 The term ‘Standard Average European’, a.k.a. SAE, was first introduced by Whorf (1941: 25) and recently
received more attention by Haspelmath (1998, 2001) and Bernini and Ramat (1996) — cf. ‘European Sprachbund’ in Kuteva
(1998).
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2.2 Verbs

As opposed to Biblical Hebrew, which had only a perfect-imperfect distinction, Israeli has three tenses:
past, present and future. In the past and future, verbal forms differ according to gender, number and
Ist, 2nd and 3rd person. However, in the present tense, verbs are only conjugated according to gender
and number and there is no person distinction. The historical reason is that the forms of the Israeli
present can be traced back to the Hebrew participle, which is less complex than the historical perfect
and imperfect forms.

Verbs are transitive, intransitive or ambitransitive (labile). Ambitransitivity is usually of the S=A
type. Whereas S is an intransitive subject, i.e. the subject of an intransitive verb, A is a transitive
subject. For example, in the Israeli sentence dzhiilyo shatd etmol ‘Giulios drank yesterday’ (cf. dzhiilyo
shatd etmol bira ‘Giuliog drank yesterday beer,’), the object of ‘drinking’ is not mentioned. However,
owing to Americanization, there are more and more ambitransitive verbs of the S=O type (O being the
object of a transitive verb), e.g. ha-séfer mokhér tov ‘The-book; sells well’ (cf. grisham mokher et ha-
séfer tov ‘Grishamg sells Acc the-book, well’); yésh po mdshehu she-meriakh ra ‘There.is here
something; that-smells bad’ (cf. ani meriakh po mdshehu ra ‘I smell here something, bad’).

2.3 Clauses

The main clause in Israeli consists of (a) clause-initial peripheral markers, e.g. discourse markers, e.g.
‘In my opinion [...]’; (b) NP(s) (i.e. noun-phrases such as ‘the king of Spain’) or complement
clause(s); (c) a predicate — either verbal, copular or verbless; (d) clause-final peripheral elements, e.g.
discourse markers. The only obligatory element is the predicate, e.g. higdti ‘arrive:1sgPAST’, i.e. ‘I
arrived’. Sentences (1), (2) and (3) are examples of a verbal, copular and verbless clause, respectively.
The notation [ester], means that Esther is the subject of a transitive verb, [akhld]y means that akhld
‘[she] ate’ is a verb, and so forth. (A list of abbreviations can be found after the
bibliography.)

(1) .m®n 7958 NOX
[ester]a {[akhld]v [taptiakh]o}
[Esther]a {[eat:3fsgPAST]y [apple]o}
‘Esther ate an apple.’

(2) W MINR X3 N0OR
[ester]cs {[hi]cop [akh6t  shel-i]cc}
[Esther]cs {[cop:fsg]cop [sister  GEN-1sg]cc}
‘Esther is my sister.’

(3) 0227 INOR
[ester]vcs {[khakham-a]ycc}

[Esther]vcs {[clever-flycc}
‘Esther is clever.’

There are many types of subordinate clause, e.g. adverbial (denoting comparison, time, place,
condition, concession, reason, result, goal, state), adjectival/relative, nominal/complement. For a
detailed discussion of complementation clauses in Israeli, see Zuckermann (2006b). On reported
speech in Israeli, see Zuckermann (2006c¢).
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3. COMPARATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS
3.1 Type Al

This type of comparative construction involves a copula or verbless clause construction, with the
Parameter as copula complement (CC) or as a verbless clause complement (VCC) — see Dixon (2004:
4-8).

3.1.1 ‘More’
The following is the unmarked, most common comparative construction:

(4) >ovn 773 N 23T
[dani]ycs [yotér gadol]vcc [mi-yOsi]perr
[Danny]vcs [more biglvee [from-Yossi]pgr1
[COMPAREE]vcs [INDEX PARAMETER Jycc  [MARK-STANDARD |pERT
‘Danny is older/bigger than Yossi.’

The Comparee (ddni ‘Danny’) is a Verbless Clause Subject (VCS). The Parameter (gadol ‘big’) and
the Index (yotér ‘more’), which modifies the Parameter, constitute the Verbless Clause Complement
(VCC). The Standard (yosi ‘Yossi’) is a Peripheral Argument (PERI), the grammatical function of
which is marked by the Mark mi- ‘from’.

It is possible to have zero in the Index slot, as follows, but this is literary and sounds high register:
(5) oorn AT

[déni]vcs [gaddl]vcce [mi-y6si]per

[Danny]vcs [biglvee [from-Y ossilper:

[COMPAREE]vcs [PARAMETER Jycce [MARK-STANDARD ]pER1

‘Danny is older/bigger than Yossi.’

The Mark can also be me-ashér, lit. ‘from that’ (ashér is usually a relativizer), as follows:

(6) 50T WRA 9173 N 07

[dani]vcs [yotér gadol]vec [me-ashér yOSi]perr
[Danny]vcs [more biglvec [from-REL Y 0ss1]pErT
[COMPAREE]vcs [INDEX PARAMETER ycc  [MARK STANDARD]pgRI

‘Danny is older/bigger than Yossi.’
It is, in fact, possible to have a copular clause, as follows, but this is not common:

(7) 201 WRA 172 N RIT 017

[dani]cs [hu]cop [yOtéI’ gadél]cc [me-ashér yéSi]pERI
[Danny]cs [coP:msg]cop [more  biglce [from-REL Y o0sSi]pEri
[COMPAREE]cs [INDEX PARAMETER]|cc [MARK STANDARD |pgR1

‘Danny is older/bigger than Yossi.’

In formal speech, the Index and the Parameter can switch places in Sentences (4), (6) and (7), for
example:
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(8) .o Ny T a7
[dél’li]vcs [gad(’)l yotér]vcc [mi—y(’)si]pERI
[Danny]vcs [big morelycc  [from-Yossi]pggr;
[COMPAREE]vcs  [PARAMETER INDEX]vce  [MARK-STANDARD |pgRr1
‘Danny is older/bigger than Yossi.’

Negation appears before the Index or the Parameter, whichever comes first:

(9) .01 173 N KD 017

[dani]vcs [lo yotér gadol]vec [mi-y6si]pegri
[Danny]vcs [NEG more big]vce [from-Yossi]pert
[COMPAREE]ycs [ INDEX  PARAMETER]ycc  [MARK-STANDARD |pERI

‘Danny is not older/bigger than Yossi.’

(10) 501 N 7173 R 017

[dani]vcs [lo gad(’)l yOtéI’ lvee [I’Ill-y()Sl] PERI
[Danny]ycs [NEG big more]vce [from-Y 0ssi]pEr1
[COMPAREE]vcs [ PARAMETER INDEX]vcc [MARK-STANDARD | pgR1

‘Danny is not older/bigger than Yossi.’

The following matrix summarizes the possibilities:

(11) COMPAREE (COP)(NEG) INDEX PARAMETER INDEX MARK STANDARD
déani (hu) (Ilo) yotér gadodl mi-/meashér yosi
dani (hu) (lo) gadol yotér mi- yosi
dani (hu) (lo) gadol mi- yosi

‘Danny is (not) older/bigger than Yossi.’

The Comparee and Standard are usually expressed by NPs, mostly a definite noun or personal name,
and sometimes a pronoun or without an explicit mention, as follows:

(12) 171908 P78 AN N1A PO05N

tafsik [[li—y(’)t]cop [yotér tsadik]cc [me—ha—apify(’)r]pERl]COMp CLAUSE
stop:2msgIMP [[INF—bC]COP [more righteous]cc [from—DEF—pope]pERI]COMpCLAUSE
COMPAREE [INDEX PARAM.]cc [MARK-STANDARD |pEr1

‘Stop being more righteous than the pope!’

But they can also be an abstract noun, as in the following verbal clause, where the Parameter is an
extended intransitive verb (rather than an adjective):

(13) . »Xn N 7277 NN DPWAT TXIOUIR

[inteligéntsya rigshi-t]s [0zér-et harbé yotér]yp [me-ay kyt]pggr;
[intelligence:f emotional-f]s [help:PRES-fsg much more]yp [from-I. Q.]pgr:
[COMPAREE]s [PARAMETER INDEX]vp [MARK-STAND.]pgRI

‘Emotional intelligence is much more helpful than 1.Q.’
In the above sentence the Index (modified by harbé ‘much’) follows the Parameter. In such a case,

negation will precede the Parameter. Consider the following sentence, with the Parameter being an
adverb (‘fast’) of an intransitive verb (‘run’):
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(14) 7832 1WA R NP I R? OXRI? 9p

karl ldis lo  yartts yotér mahér mi-pyétro  menéa
Carl Lewis NEG run:3msgruT more fast from-Pietro Mennea
--------------------- COMPAREE-----—--—--- INDEX PARAMETER MARK-STANDARD

‘Carl Lewis will not run faster than Pietro Mennea [an Italian former sprinter, b. 1952, who held
the 200m world record in the 1980s].’

That said, in colloquial speech the negator can come just before the Index, i.e. between yariits ‘will
run’ and yotér ‘more’. In the following sentence — where there is no flexibility with regards to the
location of the Index — the transitive verb ohév ‘like’ can be analysed either as part of the Comparee or
as the Parameter:

(15) .598%97m N ARIRNY 27N IR

ani ohév shawédrma yotér mi- falafel
I love:msgPRES shawarma more from- falafel
COMPAREE INDEX MARK-STANDARD

‘I like shawarma [Middle-eastern doner kebab] more than falafel [ground spiced chickpeas
shaped into balls and fried].’

Occasionally, the Parameter can be a noun:

(16) ."vInn OTR-12 N X7 37

dani hu yotér ben—addm mi-moéti
Danny COP:mSg more person from-Motti
COMPAREE INDEX PARAMETER  MARK-STANDARD

‘Danny is more of a ‘mentsh’ [humane, gentlemanly, honest...] than Motti.’
In speech, the Index and Parameter often precede the Comparee:

(17) .w"uann 128y PRaxIow 2 Ny

yotér tov shiputs-nik atsbani  mi-khantarish
more good repair-nik  crusty from-crummy
INDEX PARAMETER - COMPAREE---—---- MARK-STANDARD

‘Better a ‘crusty’/nervous builder than a ‘crummy’/mediocre one.’

Note the ellipsis: shipiits-nik ‘builder’ does not appear in the Standard.

3.1.2 ‘Less’
Israeli ‘less’ constructions are very similar to ‘more’ ones. Just as in the case of yorér ‘more’, it is
possible for the Mark to be me-ashér. The Index pakhot ‘less’ can occur after the Parameter but it is

not common.

(18) .01 wRM\-1 WM M °17

[dani]vcs [pakhét mukhshar]ycc [mi- / me-ashér y6si]pEr1
[Danny]vcs [less talented]vcce [from / from-REL  Yo0SSi]per1
[COMPAREE]ycs  [INDEX PARAMETER Jyce [------- MARK--------- STANDARD]pERI

‘Danny is less talented than Yossi.’

The Parameter can be a noun, as in the following existential copular clause (Note the ellipsis: the
Parameter and part of the Standard do not reappear after the Mark):
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(19) .vaw IR22 WRH D°77 MIAD 17T NP0 PVANKR NITARNTT YIA°D2

[be-[pigta ha-hitabdit]constr  etmol be-moskva |pgr;

[in-[terror.attack DEF-suicide]constr yesterday in-Moscow |peri

[ COMPAREE IpERI

[hayid]cop [pakhot harug-im]cs [me-ashér  be-ber shéva]pgr:

[Ex1s.cop:plPAST]cop [less  killed-mpl]cs [from-REL  in-Beer Sheva]pggr;
[INDEX PARAMETER]cs [MARK STANDARD |pgR1

‘In yesterday’s suicide terror attack in Moscow there were fewer killed than in Beer Sheva.’
The Parameter can consist of a transitive verb:

(20) .n°P318M 20 NITD DU D27 TP9RTAY 1000
ha-mélekh abdala medabér aravit pakhot tov me-anglit
DEF-king Abdullah speak:msgPRES Arabic less  good from-English
PARAMETER>  COMPAREE INDEX €PARAM. MARK-STAND.
‘King Abdullah speaks Arabic less well than English.’

Obviously, the Comparee here is ‘Arabic’ rather than ‘King Abdullah’. Note the ellipsis: medabér
‘speaks’ does not reappear after the Mark.

3.1.3 ‘The same as’

Israeli ‘the same as’ constructions are structurally different from ‘more’ or ‘less’ constructions. They
lack an Index, the sameness being expressed by the Mark kmo, lit. ‘as, like’.

(21) o1 1m0 wom °17
[dél’li]vcs [mukhshér]vcc [kmo yéSi]PERI
[Danny]ycs [talented]vcc [as Y 0sSi]pEr1
[COMPAREE]yvcs  [PARAMETER]ycc [MARK STANDARD]pERr1
‘Danny is as talented as Yossi.’

The Mark can be followed by a modifier such as be-érekh ‘approximately’ (lit. ‘in-value’), kimdit
‘almost’ or pakhot o yotér ‘more or less’ (lit. ‘less or more’); or by augmentative adverbs such as bi-

dytik (puristically be-diyiik) ‘exactly’ (lit. ‘in exactness’) and mamdsh ‘exactly’ (‘substantially’):

(22) .01 1M PYTRWAN WM 217

[dani]vcs [mukhshar]vcc [mamdsh/bidytik kmo  yoésipgri
[Danny]vcs [talented]vcce [exactly as Y o0sSi]pEr1
[COMPAREE]vcs [PARAMETER]vcee | MARK STANDARD |pER1

‘Danny is exactly as talented as Yossi.’
Instead of using the Mark kmo ‘as’, an Israeli formal writer could use the rare ke- ‘as’:

(23) .oo1> Wwom "1
[dani]vcs [mukhshar]vcc [ke-yOsi]pgrr
[Danny]vcs [talented]vcc [as-Yossi]pErt
[COMPAREE]ycs  [PARAMETER]vce [MARK-STANDARD |pER1
‘Danny is as talented as Yossi.’
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When the Parameter is a noun, the inflectable Index or-d, lit. ‘AcCc-msg’, meaning ‘the same’, can be

used:

(24)

109 IRD3T? 120 1¥ID 12°0 NN WO IARN P2

le-bardk obdma yesh ot-0 sikdy le-natséakh
to-Barack Obama EXIS.COP ACC-msg  chance:msg INF-win

kmo le-hileri  klinton
as to-Hillary Clinton

‘Barack Obama has the same chance of winning as Hillary Clinton.’

The expression be-ot-d midd, lit. ‘in-Acc-fsg measure:fsg’, i.e. ‘in the same measure’, is often used the
‘the same as’ constructions.

3.2 Type Al-si

In an

appropriate discourse context the Standard can be omitted in ‘more’ and ‘less’ constructions (but

obviously not in ‘the same as’ constructions). Dixon (2004: 8-9) calls this ‘Type-Al-si’ since the
Standard is implicit. Consider the following sentence:

(25)

092Ny a1

ze yotér yafe

DEM more beautiful
COMPAREE INDEX PARAMETER

‘This 1s more beautiful.’

The Standard is implicit but understood from context.

3.3 Extended Intransitive ‘Type C’

As opposed to Type A, where the Index is a modifier to the Parameter, Israeli uses — albeit significantly
less frequently — a comparative construction in which the Index is the main extended intransitive verb
in a clause, with Comparee and Standard being its subject and indirect object arguments. This can be
categorized under Dixon’s “Type C’ (2004: 15-17) with one modification: in Israeli the Comparee and
Standard are not A and O arguments but rather S and E arguments. The Parameter is usually expressed
immediately after the verb, as following:

(26)

TIRDID 1N DY IMIPwa a9 1R IRY

[lari  franklin] olé be-rashlanut-6 al [dzhénatan pélard]
[Larry Franklin] exceed:msgPRES in-negligence-3msg on [Jonathan Pollard]
—--COMPAREE------ INDEX PARAMETER MARK - STANDARD--------

‘Larry Franklin [U.S. Air Force Reserve colonel who has pleaded guilty to passing information
about U.S. policy towards Iran to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)]
exceeds Jonathan Pollard [convicted Israeli spy and former U. S. Naval civilian intelligence
analyst] in his negligence.’

Besides the preposition requirement (al ‘on’), the indirect object in such comparative construction
cannot be the target of passivization.
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Punningly comparing the Yarkon River (south of Ramat Aviv, lit. ‘plateau of spring’, a suburb of Tel
Aviv) and Benny Begin, the son of Menachem Begin, former Israeli Prime Minister, an Israeli could
say the following:

(27) .1aR\2°2R nnR Yo XD 0On TIR AR
af ekhdd me-hém lo megia le-[ramat aviv]consTr
NEG one from-they NEG arrive:msgPRES to-[Ramat/level Aviv/his.father]constr
‘None of them arrives at Ramat Aviv / at the level of his father.’

Note that the Israeli words for ‘spring’ (aviv as in Ramat Aviv, modelled upon Tel Aviv, the latter
being Nahum Sokolov’s witty translation of Herzl’s Altneuland (the ancient fel ‘hill” with the new aviv
‘spring’) — see Yadin and Zuckermann forthcoming, as well as Ezekiel 3:15) and ‘his father’ are
homophonous.

4. SUPERLATIVE

Although the Parameters used in both are similar, Israeli comparative and superlative constructions
behave in a different way syntactically. As seen above, a comparative adjective typically makes up the
whole of a verbless clause complement argument, and relates two participants of equal status. A
superlative adjective, on the other hand, modifies a head noun within an NP which includes a definite
article. It effectively identifies a unique individual, as in the following sentence:

(28) .1n°22 23 000 70 N

hayiti ha-yéled hakhi gavda b-a-kitd
be:ImPAST DEF-boy most tall in-DEF-class
COMPAREE INDEX PARAMETER  MARK STANDARD

‘I was the tallest child in the class.’
The Mark and the Standard are optional, see the following sentence which lacks them:

(29) .20 °571 11377 X7 01D

pinkhas  hu ha-kanar hakhi tov
Pinchas cop:msg DEF-violinist most  good
COMPAREE PARAMETER-> INDEX  €PARAMETER

‘Pinchas is the best violinist.’

Whilst hakhi ‘(the) most’ (historically, ‘DEF-REL’, i.e. ‘the that’) is the most common Index, in high
register one can use be-yotér, lit. ‘in more’, as well. Note that yotér is the common Index in the ‘more’
constructions (see above). However, whereas hakhi has to come before the Parameter (which has to
have an indefinite adjective), be-yotér has to follow the Parameter (which has to have a definite
adjective), as follows:

(30) .(DbWJ) N1 2107 1127 K17 01D

pinkhas  hu ha-kandr ha-tov be-yotér (b-a-o0lam)
Pinchas cop:msg DEF-violinist DEF-good in-more (in-DEF-world)
COMPAREE e PARAMETER---------- INDEX (MARK ~ STANDARD)

‘Pinchas is the best violinist (in the world).’

Elsewhere, i.e. not when modifying the adjective of a definite Parameter in a superlative construction,
be-yotér functions as an augmentative adverb and means simply ‘very’ — see the following non-
superlative/comparative sentence:
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(31) .Anra 2w DRI onId
pinkhas  hu kandr  tov be-yotér
Pinchas cop:msg violinist good  in-more
‘Pinchas is a very good violinist.’

As opposed to the most common augmentative adverb meod ‘very’ which can either precede or follow
the adjective, be-yotér can only occur after the adjective it modifies.

Coming back to the superlative, it is, in fact, possible to omit the Index be-yotér. However, in such a
case the Mark and the Standard must appear (and obviously the adjective of the Parameter must be
definite):

(32) .0%wa 2107 11977 X1 OMID

pinkhas  hu ha-kanar ha-tév b-a-olam
Pinchas cop:msg DEF-violinist DEF-good in-DEF-world
COMPAREE e PARAMETER---------- MARK STANDARD

‘Pinchas is the best violinist in the world.’
The copula is usually required unless it follows a pronoun. However, superlative constructions appear
in verbal sentences too, in which case the Index has to be hakhi ‘(the) most’. Consider the following

sentence, with an intransitive verb:

(33) .0%Wwa 210 °377 133 onId

pinkhas menagén hakhi  tév b-a-olam
Pinchas play:msgPRES most good in-DEF-world
COMPAREE ~ PARAMETER-> INDEX  €PARAMETER MARK STANDARD

‘Pinchas plays the best in the world.’

S. INHERENTLY COMPARATIVE LEXEMES

There are several Israeli adjectives, verbs and nouns which are inherently, ipso facto, comparative. In
structural terms, they involve a fusion of Parameter and Index.

5.1 ‘More’

The adjective adif ‘preferable, better’ is very often used in comparison (more than muaddf ‘preferred,
favoured’):

(34) .oyp AR WRD MR 9TV

adif meukhdr me-ashér af  pdam
better late from-REL NEG time (cf. German niemal ‘never’)
INDEX+PARAMETER COMPAREE MARK STANDARD

‘Better late than never.’
In colloquial speech, one can often hear ‘tautological’, double comparatives:

(35) 7y anv
ze yotér adif
DEM:msg  more better
“This is more better.’
i.e. ‘This is better.’
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An inherently comparative verb is le-haadif ‘to prefer’:

(36) Q17w ¥ Annon 09TV DR 0PI
khi-r-nik-im amiti-im  maadif-im milkhama al shalém
unit-infantry-nik-mpl real-mpl prefer:PRES-mpl war on peace
INDEX+PARAMETER COMPAREE MARK STAND.
‘Real infantry soldiers prefer war to peace.’

An inherently comparative noun is adifiit ‘preference’:

(37) .oTp YW MY MOMTY NIMI R
hi notén-et adifut le-mi  she-megia kédem
she  give:PRES-fsg preference to-who REL-arrive:msgPRES previously/first
‘She gives preference to those who arrive earlier.’

5.2 ‘Less’
Consider the adjective nakhiit ‘inferior’:

(38) RahhtatalahishBedmiimbi
ha-robét nakhut me-ha-adam
DEF-robot  inferior from-DEF-man
COMPAREE  INDEX+PARAMETER MARK-STANDARD
‘The robot is inferior to man.’

Often, the ‘less’ meaning results from negating the verb le-hishtavot ‘to be equal (to), to compare
(with) [intransitive]’:

(39) .qv-11722 PPOY MINWH RY ;701
risya  lo  mishtava le-sin be-[kadur  af]consTr
Russia NEG be.equal:fsgPRES to-China in-[ball:m fly:msgPARTIC]coNsTR
‘Russia is not as good as China in volleyball.’

With the right intonation (stressing mishtavd), this sentence can actually mean that ‘Russia is far below
China in volleyball’.

The root of this verb, mw sh.v.h. ‘equal, compare’, yields many inherently comparative lexical items
such as the verb le-hashvot ‘to compare’. Consider the expression be-hashvad le- ‘in comparison
with’:

(40) .'"o17n' X137 7112922 PNR-2TAT ,IAPOWD RN

be-hashvad  le-shikdgo, ha-[mézeg avir] consTR
in-comparison to-Chicago, DEF-[temperament air]constr (i.€. ‘weather’)

be-mélborn hu  ‘khalom’
in-Melbourne cop dream

‘Compared with Chicago, the weather in Melbourne is a dream.’
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5.3 ‘The same as’

The adjective shavé means ‘equal’, but when accompanied by yotér ‘more’, it means ‘worth more’.
Consider the following sentence from George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945):

(41) AN MWW 9K [ IR ,AMW DA 90
kol ha-khay-6t shav-6t, akh yesh-nin  kaéle she-shav-6t yotér
all DEF-animal-fpl equal-fpl, but Exis.cop-fpl DEM:pl REL-equal-fpl more
‘All animals are equal but some animals are more equal than others.’

Consider also the adjective zehé ‘identical’, as opposed to shoné ‘different’:
(42) 51371217 SW DRTY 707 KD IR YW mvann
ha-mehiriat shel ferari lo zeha le-z6t shel  lamborgini

DEF-speed GEN  Ferrari NEG identical to-DEM  GEN Lamborghini
‘The speed of a Ferrari is not equal to that of a Lamborghini.’

5.4 Superlative

Consider the adjective ultimativi, ‘ultimate’, as well as muaddf ‘preferred’, as in the following
sentences in which the Mark and the Standard are not mentioned explicitly:

(43) 20w NG NN DR

zot ha-khavaya ha-ultimativi-t
DEM:fsg  DEF-experience:fsg DEF-ultimate-fsg
INDEX+PARAMETER

“This is the ultimate experience!’

(44) .no7vINT N2 R

hi ha-bat ha-muadéfet
she DEF-daughterDEF-preferred:fsg
INDEX+PARAMETER

‘She is the favourite daughter.’

6. OTHER SCHEMES OF COMPARISON
6.1 Comparing two distinct properties/clauses

(45) .p7% WRH DO NY W NP whad2

b-a-kvish  yotér khashuiv li-yot khakhdm  me-ashér tsodék
in-DEF-road more important INF-be clever from-REL right
INDEX PARAMETER  COMPAREE MARK STANDARD

‘On the road, it is more important to be clever than right.’

(46) .y nRn WO N RN TARNAY N
mi she-mitabéd hu yotér tipésh me-amits
who  REL-commit.suicide:msgPRES COP  more stupid from-courageous
INDEX COMPAREE MARK-STANDARD
‘The one who commits suicide is more stupid than courageous.’
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The compared properties can also be shown by verbs:

(47) AW WRN N 277 75 P27

ha-nidnik  ha-z¢é medabér yotér me-ashér osé
DEF-pest DEF-DEM speak:msgPRES more from-REL do:msgPRES
COMPAREE INDEX  MARK STANDARD

“This pest speaks more than he acts.’
Rather than comparing two participants (as in the prototypical comparative construction), or two
properties (as here), in Israeli — like English — one can compare whole clauses, resulting in a complex

sentence:

(48) .nNPTIPL 230 PUIOR WRA MAD DTIH Y7 37NN

netanydhu ra lI-a-yehudi-m pakh6ét  me-ashér
Netnayahu bad  to-DEF-jew-mpl less from-REL
---------------------- COMPAREE----------—————  INDEX  MARK
klinton tov I-a-yehudi-6t

Clinton good to-DEF-jew-fpl

------------------------ STANDARD-------meemmemmemeeev

‘Netanyahu is less bad for the Jews than Clinton is good for the Jewesses.’

(49) .77°%Pn RO WRA LR? N KR KT

hu koré yotér leat me-ashér  hi  maklid-a
he read:msgPRES more slowly from-REL  she type:PRES-fsg
------ COMPAREE--—- INDEX PARAMETER MARK -----—-STANDARD-------

‘He reads more slowly than she types.’

6.2 Ellipsis (and ambiguity)
Comparative constructions often include ellipsis, which could result in ambiguity:

(50) .°win AN’ 22723 22NN 2V TNONIA

hermafrodit-im ohavim gvarim yotér mi-nashim
hermaphrodite-pl  love:mplPRES men more from-women
PARAMETER =~ COMPAREE  INDEX MARK-STANDARD

‘Hermaphrodites love men more than they like women.’

COMPAREE - PARAMETER----- INDEX MARK-STANDARD
‘Hermaphrodites love men more than women love men.’

However, such an ambiguity is blocked when the object is definite, the reason being that in Israeli, as

previously mentioned, there is an accusative marker, ef, (only) before a definite O. Consider the
following minimal pair:
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(51) .5 MiNX» 2N >N DR 27X IR

ani ohév et ruti yotér  me-akhot shel-a
I love:msgPRES ACC Ruthie more from-sister ~ GEN-3fsg
[00) 1 N 21 5] PARAMETER---------nenmeemmeev INDEX MARK-------STANDARD------

‘I love Ruthie more than her sister loves her.’

(52) .7%w MINX NRM N 2NN DR 27X IR

ani  ohév et rati yotér  me-et akhot shel-a
I love:msgPRES ACC Ruthie more from-ACC sister GEN-3fsg
PARAMETER COMPAREE INDEX MARK - STANDARD----

‘I love Ruthie more than I love her sister.’

The fact that ‘her sister’ is the one who loves in (51) but the one who is loved in (52) results from the
existence of the accusative marker et.

6.3 Correlative comparatives

Unlike most world languages, but just like Indo-European languages, Israeli has ‘correlative
comparatives’, in which two comparative clauses are juxtaposed:

(53) .maw>2 M%7 anr 2% (72) MDY NP 2TMPY 3
ke-khél she-lomd-im yotér safét, (kakh) rots-im
‘as-all’ REL-study:PRES-mpl more languages (thus) want:PRES-mpl

yotér li-lmod balshantit
more INF-study  linguistics

‘The more languages one studies, the more one wants to study linguistics.’

Whereas ke-khol she-, lit. ‘as all that-’, usually means ‘as long as’ or ‘as much as’, the optional kakh is
an adverb meaning ‘thus, so’.

7. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The prototypical Israeli comparative construction is Type Al (e.g. ddni yotér gadol mi-yosi ‘Danny is
older/bigger than Yossi’). However, there is another mono-clausal comparative construction: extended
intransitive ‘Type C’, in which the Index of comparison is the main verb in an extended intransitive
clause (e.g. ldri frdnklin olé be-rashlanut-6 al dzhonatan pdlard ‘Larry Franklin exceeds Jonathan
Pollard in his negligence’).

Further research should compare comparatives in Israeli to those of Yiddish, ‘Standard Average
European’z, Polish and Russian, as well as to those of Judaeo-Spanish and other non-Ashkenazic
Jewish languages. My hypothesis is that Israeli, a ‘semi-engineered’ multi-layered language, resurrects
Hebrew comparative lexical items but adapts them to European patterns. In other words, Israeli
comparatives correspond with Yiddish and Standard Average European, although the forms used are
Hebrew. Such findings would strengthen my hybridic model of the genesis of fascinating and
multifaceted Israeli (e.g. Zuckermann 2006a, forthcoming).
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ABBREVIATIONS
1 1st person
2 2nd person
3 3rd person
A transitive subject
ACC accusative
CC copula complement

COMP complement(izer)
CONSTR construct state

COP copula

CS copula subject
DAT dative

DEF definite

DEM demonstrative
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f
FUT
GEN
IMP
INF
m
NEG
NP

O
PARTIC
PASS
PAST
pl
POSS
PERI
REL
S

sg

\Y
VCC
VCS
VP
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extended intransitive
existential

feminine

future

genitive

imperative

infinitive

masculine

negator

noun phrase
transitive object
participle

passive

past

plural

possessive
peripheral argument
relativizer
intransitive subject
singular

verb

verbless clause complement
verbless clause subject
verbal phrase
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