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Possessives

Possessives

Possessive constructions occur in different forms in different languages.

English is a useful example, since it has both prenominal (‘Saxon’) and
postnominal (‘Norman’) possessives:

(1) two of John’s books
(2) two books of John’s

Italian has only postnominal possessives, Swedish only prenominal ones:

(3) Due libri di Gianni
(4) Tv̊a av Johns böcker

But English postnominal possessives have the complication that some times
a final ’s is required (‘double genitive’), sometimes forbidden:

(5) Two houses of a settler burnt down.
(6) *Two houses of a settler’s burnt down.

Possessive quantification is an area where the GQ tools substantially help (in
our opinion) to clarify the semantics, and to eliminate misconceptions.

Often these misconceptions arise from considering a too limited range of
examples, and from taking things as possessive that really aren’t.
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But English postnominal possessives have the complication that some times
a final ’s is required (‘double genitive’), sometimes forbidden:

(5) Two houses of a settler burnt down.
(6) *Two houses of a settler’s burnt down.

Possessive quantification is an area where the GQ tools substantially help (in
our opinion) to clarify the semantics, and to eliminate misconceptions.

Often these misconceptions arise from considering a too limited range of
examples, and from taking things as possessive that really aren’t.

2 of 25



Possessives

Possessives

Possessive constructions occur in different forms in different languages.

English is a useful example, since it has both prenominal (‘Saxon’) and
postnominal (‘Norman’) possessives:

(1) two of John’s books
(2) two books of John’s

Italian has only postnominal possessives, Swedish only prenominal ones:

(3) Due libri di Gianni
(4) Tv̊a av Johns böcker
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Possessives

Terminology

Our terminology is illustrated by the following:

(7) Most teachers’ cars are not luxury models
(8) Four cats of Tom’s wandered off last week
(9) Mary’s pets are undisciplined

(10) The man’s house is white.

possessive Det or PP: bold face in (7)–(10)

possessor NP: bold face phrase except ’s or of

possessive NP: underlined phrase

possessed noun: italicized phrase

possessive relation: the relation indicated between the possessor(s) and
the possessed object(s)

Not possessives (we will argue):

(11) The cars that most teachers have are not luxury models
(12) John’s not remembering that he had met her annoyed Mary
(13) Six photographs of two people were on the mantel
(14) Cf. Six photographs depicting two people were on the mantel
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Possessives

Examples

Possessive constructions are very productive:

(15) At least two of most students’ bikes were stolen
(16) Three flights of every airline(’s) were canceled
(17) John’s sister’s friends are nice.
(18) One of John’s ex-wives’ previous husbands were millionaires
(19) One of John’s ex-wives’ previous husbands was a millionaire

The possessives that we deal with here quantify over possessors.

Another kind — modifying possessives — quantify over possessions:

(20) This girl’s bicycle is bigger than that one (modifying, not ordinary)
(21) This girl’s bicycle is bigger than that one’s (ordinary, not modifying)
(22) A girl’s bicycles are on the porch (ordinary, not modifying)
(23) Annie asked for a girl’s bicycle for her birthday, and she got two

(modifying, not ordinary)
(24) Three girls’ bicycles were abandoned in the parking lot (ambiguous:

three girls, or three bicycles)
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Possessives

Common (but mistaken) claims

(I) It is standardly claimed that possessive NPs are definite, which either
means that they refer to a single object or set of objects, or that they
behave syntactically like NPs such as the man, the ten girls.

In neither sense of ‘definite’ is this correct.

(II) A contrast is often made between these two:

(25) the love of God
(26) God’s love

In (25), God can be the object of love, or the one who loves, but only the
former is possible in (26).

The conclusion is then supposed to be that prenominal and postnominal
possessives have different meanings.

Our analysis is instead that (25) is ambiguous between a possessive reading
and non-possessive relational complement reading.

In general, we argue that the semantics of possessives (pre- or postnominal)
is essentially uniform (presumably also across languages).

So what characterizes a possessive NP?
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Four Characteristics of Ordinary Possessives

Four characteristics of ordinary possessives

(I) Possessives quantify (implicitly or explicitly) over possessors.

(27) Suzie’s dogs are penned up (favors universal quantification)
(28) When Suzie’s dogs escape, the neighbors catch and return them

(favors existential quantification)
(29) No students’ library books were returned on time (ambiguous)

The implicit quantifier can be made explicit (and has to be in the
postnominal format):

(30) Four of Tom’s cats wandered off last week
(31) Most of six airlines’ flights were canceled due to a strike
(32) Most flights of six airlines(’) were canceled due to a strike

(II) When the possessive relation is given by a relational noun, it is the
inverse of the one that the relational noun expresses.

You are your parents’ child, not their parent . . .
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Four Characteristics of Ordinary Possessives

Third characteristic

(III) A quantified possessor NP never has narrower scope than the possessive
relation.

In

(33) Two people’s photographs are on the mantel
(34) Photographs of two people’s are on the mantel

two has scope over the possessive relation. The meaning is: two people are
such that their photographs are on the mantel.

(The possessive relation can be: ‘took’, ‘bought’, ‘sold’, ‘borrowed’, ‘own’,
. . . , or ’is depicted in’. Only in the latter case is photograph a relational
noun.)

By contrast, in

(35) Photographs of two people are on the mantel

the complement of the relational noun easily takes scope over two; it then
means that photographs depicting two people each are on the mantel.
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Four Characteristics of Ordinary Possessives

Fourth characteristic: freedom

(IV) The possessive relation is free.

Although in some cases a strong preference exists in favor of, or against, a
particular possessive relation, it is always possible to find circumstances
under which a different (not linguistically derivable) one is selected.

John’s books can be the books he wrote, bought, sold, borrowed, is standing
on to reach the upper shelf, . . .

This holds for relational nouns as well: John’s sisters can be the sisters he
was selected to escort (to some occasion involving sisters).

That’s why gerunds as in

(36) John’s not remembering that he had met her annoyed Mary

are not possessive: no freedom.

Likewise, freedom is severely restricted in modifying possessives:

(37) Annie asked for a girl’s bicycle for her birthday, and she got two
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Likewise, freedom is severely restricted in modifying possessives:

(37) Annie asked for a girl’s bicycle for her birthday, and she got two
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Four Characteristics of Ordinary Possessives

Chinese?

Task: Think about whether (I) – (IV) are accurate for Chinese possessives.

9 of 25



Four Characteristics of Ordinary Possessives

Postnominal possessives vs. relational noun complements

We can apply these criteria to the case of the love of God and God’s love.

(38) the love of three oranges
(39) ?three oranges’ love

In (38) the quantified NP three oranges can take narrower scope than the
relation ‘love’. (That’s the familiar reading from the fairy tale, or Prokofiev’s
opera.) But even in the wide scope reading (also possible), the oranges must
be the object of love, not the lovers.

So (38) is a relational noun complement. It’s hard to imagine oranges as
lovers, so a possessive reading seems far-fetched. Hence, (39) is just odd.

(Thanks to Hiroyuki Suzuki.)
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Four Characteristics of Ordinary Possessives

Postnominals cont.

Consider another case, already mentioned:

(40) Two people’s photographs were on the mantel
(41) Photographs of two people were on the mantel

These two share a reading: when the possessive relation in (40) is the
inverse of ‘photograph of’, and (41) has the wide-scope interpretation: two
people are such that photographs depicting each of them are on the mantel.

But this fact doesn’t make (40) a relational noun construction.

Nor does it make (41) a possessive construction.

The full set of readings of (40) shows it unambiguously to be a possessive,
and the full set of readings of (41) shows it unambiguously to be a relational
noun complement.

In general, two sentences sharing a reading doesn’t show that the same
linguistic construction is involved (cf. active vs. passive forms).

The example was for English. The Italian translation of (40), (41) should be
ambiguous between the possessive and the complement construction, just as
the love of God is.
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Uniform Semantics for Possessives

Uniform semantics for possessives

Recall that the prenominal possessive has two forms:

(42) Q1 C ’s As are B
(43) Q2 of Q1 C ’s As are B

Since English NPs with common nouns require determiners (except for bare
plurals), the postnominal has only one form:

(44) Q2 As of Q1 C (’s) are B

We argue (PW ch. 7) that all of these mean:

(45) Q1 C x that ‘possess’ an A are s.t. Q2 A that x ‘possesses’ are B

In GQ notation, with R as the possessive relation:

(46) Q1(C∩domR(A), {a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)}) ⇐⇒ Poss(Q1,C ,Q2,R)(A,B)

Here Ra = {b : R(a, b)}, the set of things ‘possessed’ by a, and
domA(R) = {a : A∩Ra 6= ∅}, the set of objects ‘possessing’ something in A.

In fact, we take the genitive ’s or of to denote the 4-ary operation Poss,
which yields a type 〈1, 1〉 quantifier. It can be seen to be Conserv and
Ext if Q1 and Q2 are.
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Uniform Semantics for Possessives

Examples

To repeat:

(47) Q1 C x that R an A are s.t. Q2 A that x Rs are B

Q1(C∩domR(A), {a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)})
(48) Most of six airlines’ flights were canceled due to a strike

R is free, but natural circumstances set it to ‘operate’. Thus: Six airlines
(that operate flights) are s.t. most of their flights were canceled.

Also:

(49) No students’ library books were returned on time

Here R is naturally set to ‘has borrowed’, but now Q2 must also be set using
the pragmatic context.

If Q2 = every, (49) says that every student who had borrowed library books
failed to return at least one of them on time. If Q2 = some, no student
turned in any library book on time.
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Narrowing

Narrowing

An important feature of

(50) Q1(C∩domR(A), {a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)}) ⇐⇒ Poss(Q1,C ,Q2,R)(A,B)

is that C is narrowed to the set of objects ‘possessing’ something in A (i.e.
the ‘possessors’).

This is needed to obtain correct truth conditions for a sentence like

(51) Most assistant professors’ children came to the reception

Without narrowing, (51) would be trivially true — on the universal
interpretation, Q2 = all — if it happened to be the case that all assistant
professors are childless.

This is wrong: (51) only quantifies over assistant professors twith children.

You might think the problem is with universal quantification, and that we
should assume (Aristotelian) existential import instead: Q2 = allei .

But then (51) entails that most assistant professors have children, which is
equally wrong.

Conclusion: Narrowing is built into the meaning of (51).
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Narrowing

Secondary narrowing

With Barker (1995) we take narrowing to be the default case. Thus,

Poss(Q1,C ,Q2,R)(A,B) ⇐⇒ Q1(C∩domR(A), {a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)})

Note that by Conserv, the right-hand side is equivalent to

Q1(C∩domR(A), domR(A)∩{a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)})
So in effect, both the first and the second arguments are narrowed. This
means that there are in principle two options for the possessive truth
conditions when narrowing is not in force:

Possw (Q,Q2,R)(A,B) ⇐⇒ Q(domR(A)∩{a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)})
Poss0(Q,Q2,R)(A,B) ⇐⇒ Q({a : Q2(A∩Ra,B)})

Here we have used the type 〈1〉 Q instead of (Q1)C .

Let us say that Poss encodes primary narrowing, Possw secondary
narrowing, and Poss0 no narrowing.

In some cases, primary and secondary narrowing are the same:

Fact
If Q1 is symmetric, Poss(Q1,C ,Q2,R) = Possw ((Q1)C ,Q2,R).
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Narrowing

Secondary narrowing vs. no narrowing

For example, on either analysis,

(52) None of three students’ Porsches are red

says that exactly three Porsche-owning students are such that none of their
Porsches are red.

This is compatible with lots of students not owning any Porsches at all (and
with lots of students owning red Porsches).

If you work out the no-narrowing reading it becomes (exercise): All but
three students own a red Porsche. Presumably no one would think (52)
could mean that!

We conclude that at least secondary narrowing is always in force.

[This doesn’t preclude that in some cases, narrowing has no effect at all:

Fact

Poss(every,C ,every,R) = Possw (everyC ,every,R) = Poss0(everyC ,every,R)]
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Narrowing

Advantages of secondary narrowing

Theoretically, Possw would have two advantages:

Since Q is of type 〈1〉, it would automatically handle proper name
possessives like John’s, something we have so far postponed(!).

It would provide a straightforwardly compositional analysis of
possessive meaning.

On the other hand, it often gives the wrong truth conditions . . .
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Possessives with Non-quantified Possessor NPs

Possessives with non-quantified possessor NPs

Consider

(53) John’s shoes are comfortable

We earlier said the truth conditions were

∅ 6= shoe ∩ RJohn ⊆ comfortable

Now observe that John = Ij can be decomposed: Ij = all
{j}
ei .

Definition
Q of type 〈1〉 is decomposable iff there is a set C and a Conserv and Ext type
〈1, 1〉 quantifier Q1 such that Q = (Q1)C .

And with this decomposition we get the ’right’ truth conditions:

Fact
Poss(allei ,{j},Q2,R)(A,B)⇔ ∅ 6= A∩Rj & Q2(A∩Rj ,B)⇔ Possw (Ij ,Q2,R)(A,B)

This points to two problems:

The coverage problem: Does the decomposition method always work?
The overgeneration problem: Do we also get undesired readings?
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Possessives with Non-quantified Possessor NPs

The coverage problem

At first sight, the coverage problem may seem serious, since many type 〈1〉
quantifiers are not decomposable:

Fact

(a) If Q is not Ext, Q is not decomposable.

(b) If Q is non-trivial and Isom, Q is not decomposable.

(c) Quantifiers of the form only John, or only firemen, i.e.
only DM(B)⇔ ∅ 6= B ⊆ D, are Ext, not Isom, and not decomposable.

However, we have seen that NP denotations in natural languages are almost
never Isom and almost always Ext. The only exceptions we found involved
a noun like thing: everything, someone, most things. They are Isom;
some of them are not Ext. And we do have

(54) Someone’s coat was left in the cloakroom

However, though they cannot be decomposed with a fixed C , by (b) above,
they can be, with the ‘variable’ thing, so the Poss analysis still applies.
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Possessives with Non-quantified Possessor NPs

The coverage problem, cont.

We also have

(55) Only John’s cats are allowed in the house

But, first impressions notwithstanding, this is not a counter-example!

(55) doesn’t say that the cats which are John’s and no one else’s are allowed
in the house.

It says that John’s cats, but no other cats, are allowed.

Therefore, although only John is fine as an NP, it is not a possessor NP.
Cf. also the postnominal form:

(56) #The cats of only John(’s) are allowed in the house
(57) Only the cats of John’s are allowed in the house

In fact, there seem to be no possessor NPs that are not decomposable (some
possibly with a ‘variable’ C ).

So coverage is, after all, not a problem.
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Possessives with Non-quantified Possessor NPs

Proof that non-trivial Isom quantifiers are not
decomposable

Proof.

First, establish that

(i) If Q is decomposable, then ∃C s.t. ∀M ∀X ⊆ M, QM(X )⇔ QM(C ∩ X ).

This follows from Q = (Q1)C and the conservativity of Q1. Next, suppose Q is
non-trivial and Isom. By (a) of the Fact (which follows since Q1 Ext implies
(Q1)C Ext), we may assume that Q is Ext.

Case 1: ¬Q(∅). By non-triviality, ∃M ∃B ⊆ M, QM(B). By Ext, QB(B). By
(i), it is enough to show that no set C can satisfy the succedent of (i). Suppose,
for reductio, that some C did. Take B ′ s.t. |B ′| = |B| and C∩B ′ = ∅. By Isom,
QB′(B ′). Thus, by assumption, QB′(C ∩ B ′): contradiction.

Case 2: Q(∅). The previous argument shows that Q ′ = ¬Q is not decomposable.
The result then follows from the easily established fact that

(ii) ¬(QC
1 ) = (¬Q1)C

for Conserv and Ext Q1.
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Possessives with Non-quantified Possessor NPs

Proof that only John or only firemen is not decomposable

Proof.

Thus, only DM(B)⇔ ∅ 6= B ⊆ D, so only D is Ext but not Isom. If only D
were decomposable, there would, as in the previous proof be a set C such that

∀X ((only D)(X )⇔ (only D)(C ∩ X ))

Take a 6∈ C ∪D. Since (only D)(D) holds (∅ 6= D ⊆ D), we get (only D)(C ∩D).
Thus, (only D)(C ∩ (D ∪ {a})). It follows that (only D)(D ∪ {a}), which
contradicts the definition of only D.
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Possessives with Non-quantified Possessor NPs

The overgeneration problem

Decomposable quantifiers are not uniquely decomposable:

Ij = all
{j}
ei = the{j}sg = some{j} = every{j}

Using the last decomposition gives a different result:

(58) John’s shoes are comfortable

would mean: either John has no shoes, or all his shoes are comfortable.

This seems an unlikely, but perhaps not completely impossible, reading. Call
it the weak reading. But what happens with other decompositions?

Essentially, nothing else can happen:

Fact
Suppose Ij = (Q1)C , where Q1 is Conserv, Ext, and Isom. Then

(a) C = {j}
(b) If Q1 has existential import, Poss gives the ‘strong’ reading, otherwise it

gives the weak reading (for all Q2 and R).

However, the situation is less simple for other non-quantified possessor NPs,
such as John and Mary, Ij ∧ Im. Overgeneration is not completely resolved.
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Compositionality

Compositionality

The syntactic structure of “Some student’s books were stolen” should be
S

NP

Det

NP

Det

some

N

student

’s

N

books

VP

stolen

The meaning of the possessor Det (some student) has the form (Q1)C .
But to apply Poss at the next level, we need access to both Q1 and C .

Since there is no unique decomposition, they are only available one level
below.

That is, we do not get strict compositionality (only what has been called
‘second-level’ compositionality).
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Compositionality

Conclusions

To repeat, the problems we have discussed for a uniform interpretation of
possessives would not appear if we used Possw instead.

The same holds for the compositionality problem just discussed.

But recall that Possw gives the wrong truth conditions for many cases of
quantified possessor NPs (cases that require primary narrowing).

We could of course give up uniformity, and apply one analysis for quantified
possessor NPs, and another for non-quantified possessor NPs.

Before one chooses such a drastic measure, the issues need to be considered
further.
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