
Is John’s mother his mother?: English pre-nominal possessives in context 

English pre-nominal possessives (PNPs) are capable of expressing a vast variety of 
relations, e.g. control (John’s car), kinship (Mary’s brother), temporal and locational 
association (yesterday’s newspaper, Norway’s capital), etc. Furthermore, any such possessive 
phrase is capable of expressing a range of more peripherally associative relations, as e.g. in (1) 

(1) Peter and John were attacked by (two different groups of) dogs. Peter’s dogs, 
unfortunately, were rabid.  

In theoretical pragmatic terms, English PNPs thus constitute an instance of linguistic 
underdeterminacy (e.g. Carston 2002), where the {‘s} marker grammatically encodes a 
relation between N1 and N2 which has to be supplied on an utterance by utterance basis.  The 
question that will form the basis of my talk is precisely how this process works: How do 
addressees assign the speaker-intended relation to a given PNP in order to identify the 
designated referent? 

 In particular, I will investigate two theoretical accounts of how possessive 
interpretations come about: on the one hand, it is common to refer to nouns denoting 
relational and non-relational nouns (mother vs. car) as giving rise to ‘lexical’ (semantic) and 
‘extrinsic’ (pragmatic) interpretations respectively (Barker 1995, Partee 1997, Partee & 
Borschev 1998). On the other hand, Vikner & Jensen (2002, 2003, 2004) maintain that the 
majority of possessive interpretations are inherently semantic, given that all non-relational 
nouns, upon combining with a genitive determiner, become relational via type-shifting. A 
consequence of such an approach is that the contribution from context to the interpretation 
process is virtually zero.  

 Preliminary quantitative analysis of ca. 2800 PNP tokens extracted from the BNC 
indicate that neither account does the empirical data justice: possessive interpretations are 
primed by the linguistic context to varying degrees, which lends support to an analysis of 
possessive interpretations in pre-dominantly pragmatic terms. In the absence of co-textual 
support, I will argue, PNPs are associated with ‘default’ interpretations (e.g. John’s mother ~ 
‘the mother who is a parent to John’). These come about as a result of various factors, such 
as usage-based frequency, style (the pairing of linguistic form and communicative effects), 
lexical semantic information inherent in the head noun, and others. One major outcome of a 
pragmatic approach to possessive interpretations is that even relations which have 
traditionally been regarded as ‘lexical’ or ‘semantic’ are re-analysed as pragmatic in nature. 
Pace Vikner & Jensen, I will argue that ALL nouns, whether relational or non-relational, 
typically receive contextual support to yield their respective default interpretation(s). 

 


