
The Semantics of sugi- ‘exceed’ in Japanese 
Introduction: Japanese has a verb sugi- ‘exceed’. When it combines with yomi ‘read’ in (1), the sentence 
is ambiguous between two readings: (i) ‘There are 3 books that John read more than he should have’; (ii) 
‘John read more than he should have by 3 books’ (Nakanishi 2004). The floating numeral quantifier 
(FNQ) san-satu ‘3 CL’ in the second reading is interpreted as a differential, which describes the 
difference between the actual reading and the required reading. I will argue that the ambiguity in (1) is a 
matter of the relative scope of sugi and the FNQ. 
(1) John-ga        [hon]-o        kinoo          san-satu  yomi-sugi-ta    
     John- NOM    book- ACC   yesterday    3-CL read-exceed- PAST 
Syntactic Analysis: (i) It has been argued that syntactically FNQ like san-satu in (2a) are base generated 
VP adverbs, which are c-commanded by their host NP. (ex.2a) (Doetjes 1997, Kobuchi-Philip 2003, 2007) 
(ii) sugi- is a raising verb which takes a sentential complement – a vP and creates a VP (ex.3) (Koizumi 
1998). (i) and (ii) predict that there are two possible structures for (1), each of which has a different scope 
for FNQ and sugi- (ex.4). In (4a), the FNQ san-satu is adjoined to the VP below sugi-; in (4b) it is 
adjoined to the VP above sugi-. I will show that (4a) and (4b) are associated with the two readings of (1). 
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Semantic Analysis: Either reading of (1) entails that John failed to meet some reading requirement. They 
can be paraphrased in terms of counterfactual conditionals. The first reading of (1) says: ‘if John had met 
the reading requirement, he would have done less reading of the three books.’ The second reading says: 
‘if John had met the reading requirement, he would have read three books less.’ Following work on 



counterfactual conditionals (Stalnaker 1968, 1984), we propose that sugi- is an intensional operator which 
describes a comparative relation between the actual world w and the closest possible world w’ to w where 
the relevant requirements are met (compare Meier 2003 on English too). sugi- has the meaning in (5). It 
takes three arguments: a world argument, a property argument and an individual argument (the domain of 
type τ includes events, individuals and degrees). 
(5)|| sugi-i||g = λwsλP<s,<τ,t>>λxτ∃w’s[w’ is the closest possible world to w where the relevant         

requirements g(i) are met ∧ [P(w)(x) ∧¬ P(w’)(x)] ∧ ∀zτ [P(w’)(z)�P(w)(z)]] 
(4a) is related to the first reading of (1): vP in (4a) denotes a property of events of John’s reading three 
books. When it combines with sugi-, the result is a set of reading events which John did in the actual 
world w, but not in the closest possible world w’ to w where the relevant reading requirements are met. 
(4b) is related to the second reading of (1):  as the FNQ san-satu and the host NP hon in (4b) are above 
sugi-, vP denotes a property of objects that John read. When it combines with sugi-, the result is a set of 
objects which John read in the actual world w, but not in the closest possible world w’ to w where the 
relevant reading requirements are met. As the FNQ and the host NP are both above sugi-, they indicate 
that the set of objects denoted by [vP-sugi]VP has the property of being books and has a cardinality of 3. In 
this analysis, the FNQ san-satu has the same semantic interpretation in (1) as in the non-sugi counterpart 
in (2a). 
An Extension: In (1), sugi- compares the set of individuals/events in the actual world w to that in the 
closest possible world w’ to w where the relevant requirements are met. When sugi- combines with a 
gradable adjective such as naga ‘long’ in (6a), it compares the set of degrees in the actual world w to that 
in the closest possible world w’ to w where the relevant requirements are met. Given our interpretation of 
sugi- in (5), (6a) means: for every degree z such that if this skirt is long to z in w’, it is also long to z in w; 
there is some degree d such this skirt is long to d in the actual world w, but not in w’, as shown in (6b): 
(6) a. Kono  sukaato-ga  naga-sugi-ru. 
        this  skirt-NOM  long-exceed-PRES  ‘This skirt is too long.’          (Nakanishi 2004) 
     b.  ∃dd.∃w’s[g(ƒ)(g(r), w) = w’ ∧ [length (w)(d)(this skirt) ∧¬ length (w’)(d)(this skirt)] ∧  

     ∀zd [length (w’)(z)(this skirt) ≥ z � length (w)(z)(this skirt)]] 
 

Comparing the meaning of sugi- in (1) to that in (6), we can see that the semantics of sugi- varies with 
respect to the gradability of the predicate it combines with: when sugi- combines with a gradable 
adjective, it compares two sets of degrees (ex.6); when it combines with a non-gradable verb, it compares 
two sets of individuals or events (ex.1) 
 
Nakanishi (2004): Nakanishi (2004) offers an analysis for (1), where (1) is true in the reading in (ii) iff 
the number of books John read in the actual world w exceeds by 3 the number of books he read in the 
closest possible world w’ to w where John met the reading requirement. In her analysis, sugi- is analyzed 
as a comparative head, which takes the FNQ san-satu as its argument. Semantically, sugi- denotes a 
comparison between 2 degrees, and san-satu is a degree-denoting expression (of type <d>), which 
describes the difference between the 2 degrees in comparison. This analysis predicts that FNQ in sugi- 
and non-sugi sentences have different syntax and semantics, which is opposite to our analysis. 
 
Conclusion: In this talk, we will propose an intensional analysis for sugi-. This analysis has two 
advantages over the previous degree analysis:  (i) The ambiguity of (1) falls out as a familiar type of 
scopal ambiguity; (ii) the differential interpretation of the FNQ falls out of the analysis. FNQ meanings 
are the same in sugi and non-sugi context.  
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