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Adnominal Possession

Adnominal Possession

• An asymmetric rela.on between two nominals

• One denotes the possessor, the other denotes the possessum

(1) The man‘s house
(2) The wheel of the car

(3) The taste of the wine
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Adnominal Possession

Possession comprises different semantic relations:

(1) The man‘s house ownership

(2) The wheel of the car part-whole
(3) The taste of the wine property

• Possession expresses some sort of affiliation between the two nominals
involved

• Across Germanic, various constructions to express such a relation exist
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Adnominal Possession in Germanic
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The Possessor Linking Construction (PLC)

DemDAT Mann seinPOSS Auto

è Possessor Linking Construction (PLC)

Terminology: Dem Mann  sein Haus

Possessor DP, Possessive element, Possessum DP
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Other names:
• possessor doubling
• possessive dative
• garpe-genitiv
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Ordering restrictions in the PLC
In the PLC the possessor must precede the possessum:

PLC ADNOMINAL GENITIVE PREPOSITIONAL POSSESSIVE
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This paper
• Account for the ordering restric.ons in Germanic possessive construc.ons via the

OCP (Obligatory Contour Principle)

• Mo.vate possessive markers as linking elements in rela.on to the OCP
à mulIfuncIonality

• Synchronic data: present-day German varie.es, including Alemannic and Low German

à judgement/transla.on tasks

• Diachronic data: Middle Low German 
à corpus data
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OCP effects in morphosyntax
OCP – Obligatory Contour Principle

• Originally a phonological constraint (Leben 1973; Goldsmith 1976)

àTwo adjacent tonemes must be dis.nct

(1)   a. *HHL
b.   HL

• Now: general principle of linguis.c organisa.on which operates across different 
linguis.c dimensions (Mohanan 1994; Plag 1998; Yip 1998; Nevins 2012)

à ‘idenIty avoidance’

à ‘disInctness violaIon’

• Extended to various morphosyntacIc phenomena
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OCP effects in morphosyntax
Strategy 1: deleIon (‘haplology‘, Nevins 2012; Neeleman & van de Koot 2017)
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OCP effects in morphosyntax
Strategy 2: suppleIon 
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OCP effects in morphosyntax
Strategy 3: (lack of) movement/word order 
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OCP effects in morphosyntax
Strategy 4: insertion
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Types of identity
• Traditional OCP: identity in form

• But other types of linguistic identity can be relevant, in particular in relation to morphosyntax
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Relevant domains
• Traditional OCP: linear adjacency

• But syntactic proximity rather than linear order can also be relevant 
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Linkers
• OCP strategy: inserIon

à linkers (e.g. Ghomeshi 1997; Richards 2010)

• ‘’Linker‘‘ is a rather nebulous term

à func.onal element between head and dependent (Samvelian 2007)

à typically mulIfuncIonal
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Linkers
• Persian ezafe; does not indicate precise seman.c or syntac.c nature of rela.on
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Linkers
• Greek determiner spreading
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Linkers
• Zazaki (Indo-Iranian) reverse ezafe

à mul.func.onality
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OCP in present-day German possession
Recall the ordering restrictions:

PLC ADNOMINAL GENITIVE PREPOSITIONAL POSSESSIVE
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PLC

20

Introduction

OCP effects

Linkers

Present-day Ger.

Middle Low Ger.

Analysis

PossessorDP sein PossessumDP

*sein PossessumDP DAT PossessorDP

• Striking, given the fact that DAT can mark possession in external possessive constructions



Adnominal genitive
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PossessorDP GEN PossessumDP

*PossessorDP Ø PossessumDP

PossessumDP GEN PossessorDP



s-possessive
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• Gramma.calised possessive marker –s derived from masc/neut.gen

• Occurs on feminine and complex prenominal possessors which otherwise lack possessor-final 
geni.ve morphology

PossessorDP S PossessumDP

*PossessorDP Ø PossessumDP



Prepositional possessive
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(LLP) (with focus)

• Underlyingly, von originates between possessum and possessor

PossessumDP VON PossessorDP



Summary

24

Introduction

OCP effects

Linkers

Present-day Ger.

Middle Low Ger.

Analysis
• sein, GEN and von can all prevent an OCP violation

• The OCP requirement explains the ordering restrictions across the various constructions

• *PossessorDP PossessumDP
• PossessorDP sein PossessumDP
• PossessorDP GEN PossessumDP
• PossessumDP GEN PossessorDP

• PossessumDP von PossessorDP



Evidence from stacking
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• Two stacked possessive construc.ons are ruled out when the linkers are of the same form:

• But this is gramma.cal when the linkers are of different forms:



Middle Low German
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MLG case system: erosion gradually underway

• Geni.ve morphology remains present on majority of masc/neut nouns and on many fem
nouns (although op.onal already)

• PredicIon: prenominal fem geni.ves in MLG should be fine, given that geni.ve case
morphology is present to prevent an OCP viola.on

Table 2: MLG case system (Härd 2000) 



Middle Low German
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Prediction:✔



More diachronic evidence
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• Genitive marking on the possessor later becomes confined to the rightmost edge

à grammaticalisation, s-possessive



PLC
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• Range of cases marked on the possessor (in line with case erosion)

PossessumDP GEN sin PossessorDP

PossessumDP GEN PossessorDP

transi:onal stage (redundancy)



Summary
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• Diachronic data from MLG further supports the OCP account of Germanic possession

• Connec.on: loss of geni.ve and rise of PLC

• OCP is standardly invoked in synchronic contexts

• But it can also provide useful insights in the context of diachrony



OCP and the possessive relaGon
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• The empirical data mo.vate an OCP effect in possessive construc.ons

• The data also mo.vate the analysis of the different possessive markers as linking elements
preven.ng an OCP viola.on

àThe OCP effect can account for the observed ordering restric.ons
àThe OCP does not explain the specific seman.c rela.on the two DPs involved enter into

• Open quesIon: besides the OCP effect, how can the seman.c rela.on between the possessor
and possessum be accounted for?



OCP and the possessive relation

32

Introduction

OCP effects

Linkers

Present-day Ger.

Middle Low Ger.

Analysis

All three possessive constructions span a range of semantic relations

Adnominal genitive Prepositional possessive

PLC animacy restriction

(subtle) animacy restriction

archaic



The mulGfuncGonality of linkers
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Elements tradiIonally analysed as linking elements are mostly not exclusively linkers

• Of in English à preposi.on

• Ezafe à agreement

• (reverse ezafe ≈ adjec.val inflec.on)

• Determiner spreading in Greek à polydefiniteness

Possessive markers à establish the P O S S -relaIon between head noun and possessor
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Previous approaches to possession

34

Previous approaches to adnominal possession in Germanic

• Focus on ban of possessor extrac.on (Olsen 1996; Gavruseva 2000; Haegeman 2004)

• Focus on parallel make-up of CP and DP (see discussion in Alexiadou et al. 2007)

• Aim for unified structure from which all poss construc.ons can be derived (Weiß 2008; Roehrs 2019)
àPossessor in complement posi.on (à specific thema.c rela.on)
àPossessor in some Spec of an IP/nP/PossP above NP with subject-like proper.es
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Problem 1: Ordering restric.on
• PLC possessor is never gramma.cal in postnominal (complement) posi.on

Problem 2: Prenominal geni.ve and the PLC show an animacy restric.on
• How can movement of only the ‘animate subset’ of possessors be

accounted for if they all originate in e.g. a PossP in complement posi.on? 



A universal spine approach to complex DPs?
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Wiltschko (2014)

• Observation: tense and thus TP has traditionally been regared as a universal category

• However, there are languages that do not make the past-non-past distinction

à Tense is not universal!

• Proposal: there is a universal category but it is more abstract à anchoring

• Crosslinguistic variation is expected as the Unit of Language (UoL) associated with it can vary
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Possible solution:
Rather than trying to motivate possessors as complements or subjects, 
a more general approach to complex DPs based on Wiltschko (2014) might be able
to bring the OCP and the semantic relation of possessor and possessum together



A universal spine approach to complex DPs?
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• Overall, anchoring is some sort of coincidence

• Clause-level: anchoring concerns event .me and unerance .me (e.g. via tense)

• Wiltschko (2014) does assume anchoring in the nominal domain, but does not apply it to
complex DPs

à ± iden.ty of speaker and addressee

• Complex DPs (e.g. possession): coincidence of possessor and possessum
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A universal spine approach to complex DPs?
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• But [± coincidence] alone is not sufficient to provide the fine-grained seman.c panerns we find in 
possession (ownership vs. other rela.ons)

• Proposal: coincidenceabs vs. coincidenceconcr

plus control (to have at one‘s disposal, cf. Stolz et al. 2008; Kasper 2014)

• Ownership = coincidenceabs plus control

à the possessum coincides with possessor in an abstract sense, who has it at their disposal

PLC
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Analysis + control + coincidenceabs -coincidenceconcr
- control + coincidenceabs -coincidenceconcr
- control - coincidenceabs +coincidenceconcr

- control - coincidenceabs +coincidenceconcr

- control -coincidenceabs +coincidenceconcr
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