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1. The major issues: compositionality and creativity, uniformity vs. flexibility. 
 (1)   ‘There’s glory for you!’ 

 ‘I don’t know what you mean by ‘glory’,’ Alice said. 
 Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. ‘Of course you don’t – till I tell you. I meant ‘There’s a 
nice knock-down argument for you!’’ 
 ‘But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean ‘a nice knock-down argument’,’ Alice objected. 
 ‘When I use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, ‘it means just what I choose 
it to mean – neither more nor less.’ 
 ‘The question is,’ said Alice, ‘whether you can make words mean so many different things.’ 
 ‘The question is,’ said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to be master - - that's all.’  
-- Lewis Carroll (1941) [first published 1862-3] "Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found 
There." New York: Peter Pauper Press, chapter 6. http://www.cstone.net/library/glass/alicel06.html] 

 
(2) Similar issues in the “semantics of syntax”: Can the “possessive construction” as in 
“Rodin’s lovers” mean whatever we want it to? What are the points of freedom, and what are 
the constraints, and why? 
(3) General issues: Our unconscious “grammar” includes principles and constraints that put 
some limits on what our words and constructions can mean, and at the same time includes the 
means for us to express novel ideas.  
(4) A central constraint:  
  The principle of compositionality: The meaning of the whole is a function of the  
  meaning of the parts and of their syntactic mode of combination.  
(5) Several kinds of creativity allowed for in the grammar: 

(a) “Building block creativity”: recursive devices 
(b) “Free variables” or “pointers to non-verbally expressed content”  
  Simple cases: this, that 
  More complex case: The “free variable” in the possessive construction or noun  
   compounding.  “Mary’s team”,  “book store”, “book cover”, “book week”. 
(c) Meaning shifts, permanent or momentary.  

                                                           
1. We have benefited from discussion with a number of colleagues and students; our special thanks go to Per 
Anker Jensen and Carl Vikner for ideas and discussion that will be evident in the talk. 
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2. Possessives:  the challenge. 
 

2.1. Starting points  
 

(1) Mary’s newspaper 
(2) the newspaper that Mary is reading/ that Mary reads regularly/ that Mary writes for/ that 
Mary owns / that Mary is currently defending in a trial / that Mary is sitting on / … 
(3) Could it ever mean “the newspaper that Mary does not own”? Some argue “no”, some say 
“yes, if the context is unusually rich”, 
 
(4) “Mary’s son”: seems much less ambiguous, effectively unambiguous. Why the 
difference? 
 
(5) son as inherently relational noun.  x is son of y.   
 
(6) (a)  “Plain nouns”: car, team, newspaper, sky, cat, school 

(b)   “Relational nouns”: mother, son, teacher, owner, lover, edge, end, diameter, top 
 (c)   “Intermediate or disputable or shiftable cases” – many – nose, team?, essay  
  
Some basic data 
(7) (a)  John's team    
 (b) A team of John's 
 (c)  That team is John’s. 
(8) (a)  John's brother 
 (b) A brother of John's 
 (c)  #That brother is John’s 
(9) (a)  John's favorite movie 
 (b) A favorite movie of John's 
 (c)  #That favorite movie is John’s 
 
Puzzle: Does the possessive construction [John’s + Noun (phrase)] have a uniform 
compositional interpretation, or does it have to combine in different ways with a relational 
noun (phrase) like brother or favorite movie vs. a plain 1-place noun (phrase) like team? 
 
Intuitive unity: The NP John in the possessive phrase (of) John’s always expresses one 
relatum  of a relation; the possessive phrase forms a restrictive relational modifier of the head 
Noun (phrase). 
 
Heterogeneity: The relation may come from the head N (brother), a relational adjective 
(favorite), or from context (as in the case of team, where the relevant relation may be owns, 
plays for, is a fan of, …). 
 
Further data, terminology, informal description of some of the main facts. 
 
Terminology.   “Genitive” vs. “Possessive”: Neither is perfect. “Possessive” suggests a 
particular meaning, which some but not all of these examples have. “Genitive” suggests a 
particular morphological form which contrasts with Nominative, Accusative, Dative, etc.  We 
will use the term “Possessive” here. 
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Basic syntactic structure.  
 
We will neither presuppose nor discuss any details of a particular syntactic analysis, although 
the syntactic questions are also very interesting. But it will be useful to have a very rough 
syntactic skeleton to pin our semantics onto in the following discussion, so we introduce a 
minimum of syntax here. 
 
 Syntactic categories in the trees below: 
 N(P):   Noun (phrase). (Called D(P) (Determiner (phrase)) in much syntactic literature) 
 CN(P): Common noun (phrase). Often called N(P): noun (phrase). 
 TCN(P): “Transitive” common noun (phrase).  
 NP’s:  Our neutral label for the category of “Possessive phrase”. 
 
 
  (10)   NP      (11)      NP 
       2             2 
     t      y          t   y 
       NP’s    CNP         DET         CNP 
   #       #      #    2 
   #       #      #       t         y 
             Mary’s    CN        a      CNP  (of) NP’s 
          #         #    # 
          #         #    # 
        team             CN   of Mary’s 
                # 
                # 
                team 
 
  
   (12)  NP      (13)      NP 
       2             2 
     t      y          t   y 
       NP’s    TCNP         DET         CNP 
   #       #      #     2 
   #       #      #   t     y 
             John’s    TCN       a      TCNP   (of) NP’s 
          #         #     # 
          #         #     # 
        brother                TCN   of John’s 
                # 
                   brother 
 
Informal description of some facts about these constructions. 
 
(14)  The relation between preposed and postposed possessives:  (10-11, 12-13). Implicit the. 
 
(15)  When the noun is relational (TCN), the genitive relation is normally the relation 
 determined by the noun (brother, etc., the “inherent R” case). When the noun is not 
 relational (CN), the genitive relation is normally “free” (the “free R” case). 
 
(16)   Predicate genitives (“is John’s”): free R only (with caveats). 
 
(17)  Strong context can override inherent R: Rodin’s lovers, John’s parents. 
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2.2. Related issues in Russian. 
 Russian has at least two different constructions that overlap with the English 
constructions illustrated above. (i) A head noun may be followed by a genitive NP (or DP), as 
in (18) below; as the glosses illustrate, these may correspond either to the English 
construction ‘N of NP’s’ or to ‘N of NP’. (ii) There is a prenominal construction with quasi-
adjectival morphology, limited to names and certain name-like nouns (generally nouns which 
may be used in the vocative; there are also morphological limitations on the nouns that can be 
used in this construction), studied by Koptjevskaja-Tamm and Šmelev (1994) and 
Babyonyshev (1997), illustrated in (19) below; Babyonyshev (1997) convincingly shows that 
the semantics of these constructions is like that of an English prenominal genitive, not like 
that of a denominal adjective: (19a) means ‘the neighbor’s story about her problems’, with a 
specific neighbor necessarily understood, while (19b) means something like ‘a story about 
one’s problems, typical of neighbors’. Both languages also have possessive pronouns, which 
we are not separately addressing, although they deserve separate attention for a number of 
reasons (partly because in Russian possessive pronouns can occur predicatively and genitive 
NPs cannot; also see Paducheva 1984). 
 
(18) ljubitel’ košek          ‘lover of cats, cat-lover’ 

  rost …eloveka     ‘height of the/a man’  
  noñka stola                ‘leg of the table, table leg’ 
  stakan moloka     ‘glass of milk’ 
  portret Peti     ‘picture of Peter’ 
  sled tigra      ‘track of the/a tiger’ 
  sobaka do…eri         ‘the daughter’s dog’ 
        nebo Andreja Bolkonskogo ‘Andrej Bolkonsky’s sky’  

  portret Peti     ‘Petja’s portrait (of/by/owned by/…)’ 
  priezd studenta    ‘arrival of the student’ 
  ocenka Dobroljubova   ‘evaluation of Dobroljubov’ (subj or obj) 

 
(19) a. sosedkini       rasskaz o         svoixi   problemax    
  neighbor(f)-poss-m.sg  story    about  selfPOSS problems 
  ‘[my] neighbor’s story about her problems’ 
 b.  ?sosedskiji   rasskaz o         svoix*i   problemax    
  neighborADJ-m.sg  story  about  selfPOSS problems 
  ‘a story about one’s problems, typical of neighbors’ 
 
When we consider semantically related constructions in both languages, we are led to also  
consider denominal adjectives (the American invasion, tigrinye sledi ‘tiger(s’) tracks’), 
English noun-noun compounds, and possibly more. The fact that there is not a one-one 
correspondence between the Russian constructions and the English ones makes it clear that 
the semantics of possessives/genitives is not simply universal; the existence of language-
particular restrictions together with the great versatility and range of possible meanings of the 
genitive construction(s) pose a considerable challenge.  
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3. Two theories of possessives.  
3.1. Partee 1983/1997: Non-uniform possessive, type multiplicity. 
 
The analysis of Partee (1983/1997) posits an ambiguity in the construction, with the head 
noun (TCN) supplying the relation if it is relational, and with the construction supplying a 
“free relation variable” if the noun is not relational (CN). 
We illustrate the postnominal possessive, as in (7b), (8b), (9b), which we analyze as a 
modifier; the prenominal possessive in (7a), (8a), (9a) incorporates a definite determiner 
meaning. 
Postnominal possessive (of John’s): combines with CN or TCN to make a CN. 
(i)  possessive combining with a plain CN: the construction provides a “free R”. 
  team of John’s: λx[team(x) & R(John)(x)] (team that bears free relation R to 

John) 
(ii)  possessive combining with a TCN: the TCN provides its “inherent R”. 
  teacher of John’s: λx[teacher(John)(x)]]  (individual that is teacher-of John) 
 
Note on notation: here and below I have lambdas in some of the translations. For Ling 310, I 

don’t expect you to learn about lambdas until after Test 1, so you can mostly ignore them. 
I’ll paraphrase what the expressions mean orally or by writing in their denotations. In 
these first examples, the lambdas are just forming one-place predicates from open 
formulas. And you can read R(John)(x) as a variant “object-first” notation for R(x, John).  

3.2. Jensen and Vikner: Uniform possessive, type coercion of CN to TCN.   
 Jensen and Vikner (1994) present an alternative proposal: the possessive must always 
combine with a relational common noun (phrase).  If a possessive occurs with a plain noun, 
the plain noun shifts its meaning to become relational. The possessive construction coerces 
the shift. 
 Their analysis corresponds to the “inherent R” case of Partee (1983/1997). 
 
  teacher of John’s: λx[teacher(John)(x)]]   denotation: {x| x is a teacher of John} 
 
Coercion: a plain CN like chair or team is coerced to a TCN interpretation.  Jensen and 
Vikner follow Pustejovsky (1993) in appealing to the qualia structure of the lexical entry to 
guide the coercion; Partee and Borschev (in press) have suggested extensions of their work to 
allow for the context to play a role in the general case. 
 
CN chair:   λx[chair(x)]  denotation: {x| x is a chair} 
TCN chair:  λyλx[chair(x) & sits-in(x)(y)]   denotation:{<y,x>| x is a chair and y sits in x} 
TCN team: λyλx[team(x) & R(x)(y)] denotation:{<y,x>| x is a team and y bears R to x} 
 

4. What’s the difference?  What evidence could decide? 
 The main difference between the two approaches is in “where” a “free relation variable” 
is added in a case where context is driving a pragmatically based coercion. Let’s suppose that 
team of Mary’s is such a case. 
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     (14)     NP 
             2 
           DET   CNP 
        #   2 
          a        CN  (of) NP’s  <  Partee:  free relation HERE 
J&V: Shift CN to TCN HERE    #    # 
               team  of Mary’s 
Jensen and Vikner:   
 
   of Mary’s:   λR[λx[R(Mary)(x)]]   -- a function that applies to a relation R 
and gives a predicate that picks out the set: {x| x bears relation R to Mary} 
   (shifted) team:  λy[λx[team(x) & Ri(y)(x)]]  -- a relational interpretation for 
team (think of it as team-of, incorporating the free relation Ri). denotation: {<x,y>| x is a 
team and x bears relation Ri to y} 
   team of Mary’s: λx[team(x) & Ri(Mary)(x)]]  denotation: {x| x is a team and x 
bears relation Ri to Mary } 
 
Partee (1983/1997):   
 
   of Mary’s:    λPλx[P(x) & Ri(Mary)(x)]  -- a function that applies to a 
one-place predicate P and gives a new one-place predicate that conjoins to P the property of 
bearing free relation Ri to Mary. The result is a predicate that picks out the set: {x| x is a P 
and x bears relation Ri to Mary } 
      (non-shifted) team:  team 
   team of Mary’s:  λx[team(x) & Ri(Mary)(x)]]  denotation: {x| x is a team 
and x bears relation Ri to Mary } – same as last line on Jensen and Vikner’s analysis. 
 
The final result is the same; but for J&V the free relation variable comes in as part of the 
meaning of the shifted noun, while for Partee (1983/97) it comes in as part of the meaning of 
the possessive construction itself. Can we find cases where this difference leads to different 
results?  Yes: see section 5.  

5.  In favor of (modified) Jensen and Vikner approach: Mary’s former mansion. 
5.1. Assumptions: 
i) mansion is lexically a 1-place noun. 
 
ii) former is an endocentric modifier, lexically a CN/CN, shiftable to a TCN/TCN.  

a) former as CN/CN:  former monastery, former dancer. 
b) former as TCN/TCN: former owner, former friend. 
 

iii) The “free relation” variable in this case has as one of its most salient values something 
like “owns” or “lives in”. 

iv) Mary’s former mansion has two readings: 
 

(A) a former mansion (perhaps now just a ruin) that is (now) Mary’s. I.e., now 
Mary’s, formerly a mansion. 

(B) what was formerly Mary’s mansion; it may still be a mansion, but it’s no longer 
Mary’s. 
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5.2.  Argument:   
 
On the Partee (1983/97) account, there is no motivation for any type-shifting to occur, and 
the “free relation” “owns” will be introduced with the possessive Mary’s, after former has 
combined with mansion.  
 
This means that the free relation (“owns”) in the interpretation of the possessive Mary’s will 
never be under the scope of former. As a result, Partee (1983/97) can derive reading (A) 
above, but not reading (B).   See tree (15) 
 
 
Compositional structure of Mary’s former mansion on the account of Partee (1983/97): 
 
 (15) 
      NP 
     3 
    NP’s     CNP 
      #    3 
          Mary’s  CN/CN  CN 
        #    # 
        former    mansion 
   
 free R  introduced   here 
 
But Jensen and Vikner’s account, with coercion of CN to TCN, does provide derivations for 
both readings, and is therefore better. 

5.3.  Jensen and Vikner:  
For Jensen and Vikner, Mary’s coerces former mansion to a relational TCN.  Given our 
assumptions, there are two ways that former mansion could shift to a TCN. 
 
1) Initially leave mansion as a CN, treat former as CN/CN, combine them to form a CN, as 
on Partee account; then shift that CN to a TCN, bringing in the free variable at that stage to 
get the shifted meaning of former mansion shown below: 
 
  λy[λx[former(mansion)(x) & R(y)(x)]] [R: “is owned by”] 
 paraphrase: the relation x and y stand in if x used to be a mansion and x is owned by y. 
 
This corresponds to reading (A) above, with the free R introduced at the point where the CNP 
shifts to become a TCNP. 
 
2) Shift mansion to a TCN, and former to a TCN/TCN, combine them to form a TCN: 
 
 λy[λx[former(mansion-of)(x)(y)]] , where mansion-of is an abbreviation for     
  λy[λx[mansion(x) & R(y)(x)]] 
 
This corresponds to reading (B) above. 
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 (16) 
     NP  
    3 
   NP’s          TCNP 
   #           3 
      Mary’s  TCN/TCN TCN 
         #     # 
          CN/CN         CN   
         #      # 
       former      mansion 
 
             free R  introduced   here 
 

6. Conclusions and open problems 
6.1. Conclusions 
For most cases, the Partee (1983/97) approach and the (modified) Jensen and Vikner 
approach give identical results. Theoretical simplicity favors J&V’s more uniform and 
principled approach.  
 
The case of Mary’s former mansion, discussed above, is an example we have found that gives 
strong empirical evidence for choosing between the two approaches; it also favors Jensen and 
Vikner’s coercion approach. Yet the arguments are not conclusive, and later work of Partee 
and Borschev suggests that while the conclusion may be correct for Russian (and perhaps for 
Danish, the language J&V worked on first), it is not fully correct for English, especially 
because of properties of predicate possessives (see below, point (ii).) 
 
6.2. Open problems and continuing research. 
i) What are the principles that determine which meaning shifts are available/ preferred for 
generating TCN-type readings of simple and complex CN’s (like former mansion)? How do 
lexicon, compositional semantics, and context interact?  
 
ii)  One motivation for Partee’s “two possessives” account was the existence and 
interpretation of predicate possessives, as in: 
 That team is John’s.   #That father is John’s. 
A uniform account requires that possessive also to demand an implicit relational noun as 
argument (That team is John’s team.) Is that defensible, or are predicate possessives evidence 
that there are after all two kinds of possessives in English?   
 For recent research, see Barker 1995, 2000, Borschev and Partee 1999a, 1999b, 2001, 
2004, Jensen and Vikner 2004, Koptjevskaja-Tamm 2004, Koptjevskaja-Tamm and Šmelev 
1994, Partee and Borschev 2000, 2001, 2003, Storto 2000, Vikner and Jensen 2002, other 
papers in Kim, Lander and Partee (eds.) 2004.  
 
iii) Cross-linguistic studies, different kinds of “possessive constructions”. 
iv) Language acquisition, historical change, other kinds of evidence. 
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