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1. Introduction

The following paper will look at an observation involving genitive case marking on NP’s.  I will make some observations about given data, provide an analysis describing the data as having the same d-structure, describe the motivation, movement therein, and theoretical implications of that analysis, show what problems that analysis raises, and finally reject the proposed analysis.  I will finish with discussing the theoretical implications of my findings.  

1.1 Observation

Our project will be to look at the syntactic relationship of the following semantically identical sentences.

(1) The dog of the Butler (‘s)

(2) The Butler’s dog

What we would like to do is provide an account of data (1)-(2) that describes the underlying syntactic structure of the data and then hopefully provide a discussion of their relationship.

1.2 What’s going on?

1.2.1 Ending on N

First, in (1)-(2) there is an ending on Butler.  We will assume that the ‘s ending is the genitive case marking.  Genitive case being the case that denotes ownership.  Notice that the genitive case marking in (1) can either be morphologically realized or not.  I will assume that this is a stylistic issue and that English is a language that allows the speaker to oscillate between both variations of (1).  The speaker may not, however, choose to drop the case specified ending in (2).  This phenomenon could simply be because in (1) of makes possession clear for the listener and is therefore optional but in (2) it is necessary to avoid conclusion.  We will set this observation aside and see if our discussion can shed some new light on why case can sometimes be morphologically realized and sometimes not.  For no let’s just make the plain-clothes observation that there is an ending on the noun

1.2.2 Inanimate genitive case

There are some interesting data concerning when case in morphologically realized in English that indicate some semantic constraints on case.  Consider (3)-(7).

(3) The dog of John’s 

(4) The dog of the Butler’s

(5) The dog of the city’s

Cf. [the city exacts some kind of ownership over the dog]

(6) *The destruction of the city’s

(7) The destruction of the city

In (6) & (7) the speaker has no choice whether to affix the ‘s.  Using it in (6) results in ungrammaticality.  We can account for the ungrammaticality by the appealing to the semantic features of city, viz., that it is inanimate.  (5) reveals that we can affix the genitive case ending if we also attribute an animate type of ownership to the N.  

What this suggests is that of in English actually has two meanings.  The first meaning is an inanimate meaning (that in other languages like German corresponds to the dative case) and the other denotes possession, which corresponds to and is morphologically realized as, the genitive case in English.  

2. X of Y vs. Y’s X

Since the above discussion got lengthy, the investigative data are reproduced below for easy reference.

(1) The dog of the Butler (‘s)

(2) The Butler’s dog

Let’s get into the analysis.

2.1 Possible analyses

Before proposing possible D-structures for (1)-(2), let’s look at their S-structures.

(8) S-structure of (1)

(9) S-structure of (2)

2.1.1.1 Y’s X

The analysis that (9) is really the D-structure of (8) can be easily discarded because it would require movement in a non canonical direction, i.e. backwards.  Plus the N seems already to have case, so it has no motivation for moving.

2.1.1.2 Gets case from N, i.e. no movement

Since we have seen that a movement analysis is at least somewhat problematic another solution would be to say that there is no movement at all.  This has deep theoretical implications.  

2.1.1.2.1 This would mean that we could not retain our assumption that only transitive verbs and prepositions can assign case

2.1.1.2.2 Also we could not continue to assume the related claim that case marking is inherently tied to theta roles.  That is, only NP’s that have been theta marked can get case.  

2.1.1.2.3 Following from 2.1.1.2.1 and 2.1.1.2.2, we would have to say that N’s could assign case.  

2.1.1.2.4 The obvious implication is that there is no syntactic symmetry between (1) and (2), that they are only semantically related.  

For all these reasons, the no movement analysis is decidedly ugly and messing as well as providing deep concerns for our established theoretical framework.  Instead, let’s explore the possibilities of a movement analysis a little further. 

2.1.1.3 Movement: (8) as D-structure.

This proposal suggests that (8) is really the D-structure of both (8) and (9).  Let’s explore this deeper.

2.1.2 Motivation

2.1.2.1 Same meaning

The most strong and clear motivation for the new movement analysis is that it captures the fact that (1) and (2) are semantically identical.  One of the seminal theories of X-Bar Theory, Chomskian linguistics, Government and Binding, etc, is that we want to find ways to syntactically account for sentences with identical meanings.  The movement analysis does this.

2.1.2.2 Case

The advantage of the movement analysis is that we can see that the NP the butler gets case from the preposition of, and then moves up.  Since we are trying to retain our assumptions that only transitive verbs and prepositions can assign case, this is a nice result.  When getting case from the preposition, the NP is also theta marked.  

2.1.2.3 No DP shit 

Steven Abney, in his 87 dissertation
 provides a primitive account of some similar phenomenon as our data (1)-(2) represent.  The Determiner Phrase, DP, is critical to his analysis.  Please see section 3.2.4.2.1 for a discussion of the DP analysis.  All that needs to be mentioned here is that a nice consequence of the movement analysis is that it avoids the use of determiner phrases.   

2.1.2.4 Chomsky 86

The movement analysis is in line with the proposals of Chomsky 86
.  I have substituted my examples for his where appropriate.

The gap in the distribution of phrases of the type [DET-N-of NP’s] is filled by the phrase [NP’s N], which, furthermore, has exactly the same meaning…  The data suggest that (2) may be a secondary form, derived from (1) by an instance of Move-(, in which case there are no gaps in the distribution of [DET-N-of NP’s] constructions, although X-bar considerations would still indicate that such structure as “their destruction of the city,” and “their refusal to leave” are directly generated at D-structure. In the form [SPEC N| ], with SPEC=NP, receiving genitive case in the normal way.

What Chomsky is claiming is that simple possessive genitive structures like those illustrated in (3)-(5) have identical D-structures and their variant S-structures are generated by an instance of Move-(.  However, he acknowledges that the strict structure of X-bar theory prevents us from accounting for (6)-(7) in the same way.  Those S-structures must be generated from distinct D-structures than (3)-(5).  Below is an exploration of the feasibility of his first claim.  If it fails we must admit that all data (1)-(7) have distinct D-structures that do not involve movement.  

2.2 Structure including movement

(10) Structure

2.3 Discussion 

After getting case from P, the entire NP moves up to the SPEC position.  As it passes the Preposition which it just got case from it must delete it.  Thus our movement analysis requires an “Of-deletion” rule.  While this may seem awkward and ugly, it is in the same spirit of Chomsky’s 86 proposal of an “Of-insertion” rule to account for a similar yet different phenomena.  

By moving the entire NP and not just the N we can account for the following interesting data.

(11) The dog of John’s

(12) *The John’s dog

(13) The dog of the Butler

(14) The butler’s dog

(15) *The the butler’s dog

What (11)-(15) illustrates is that the entire NP moves to the specifier position , thus replacing the determiner that would have normally occurred there.  (12) is ungrammatical because there are two would be occupiers of the specifier position.  (13)-(15) shows us why it is the entire NP that moves up.  At first glance (14) may look like the same as (12), but they are importantly different.  The is in the specifier position of butler’s and that entire NP is what specifies dog.  Following this analysis, our grammar will correctly predict (15) wrong because both The and the butler’s would have to be occupying the same specifier position.  The critical difference between (12) and (14) is that in (12) The is specifying dog and in (14) the is specifying butler’s.  Data (11)-(15) wasn’t really a motivation for the movement analysis but it is a nice consequence.  

3. Problems for the Movement Analysis 

3.1 More complicated structures, concatenations

To test the theory of movement in genitive case marking, let’s look at the following more complicated data.

(16) The dog of the friend of the cousin of the butler

(17) The dog of the friend of the butler’s cousin

(18) The dog of the butler’s cousin’s friend

(19) The butler’s cousin’s friend’s dog

First, some observations about denoting possession.  In each data (16)-(19) the dog belongs to the friend.  The friend is a friend of a the cousin of the butler.  When we are parsing the sentence, we know who the owner is because it is either the last noun with genitive case marking or it is the last successive uninterrupted noun in a sequence.  To help the listener/reader parse, English has the convention of not having the final noun morphologically realize its case, see (18).  In fact, (20) could even be said to be ungrammatical.

(20) ?The dog of the butler’s cousin’s friend’s.

We will ignore this, settling on the observation when the phrase in (18) moves forward, genitive case realization is required: (19).

The progression of data (16) to (19) show successive movement of the trailing NP forward.  The problem is where does it go?  In (18) there seems to be two NP’s occupying specifier of friend.  If that is resolved then the whole phrase needs to move forward to the specifier of dog.  The current analysis proposes that (16)is the D-structure of (19) and presumably of (17)-(18), too.  The following structure will show how this might work.

3.1.1 Structure of proposed analysis

(21) D-structure

(22) S-Structure (incl. Movement)

3.1.2 Explanation

The final NP is moving to the specifier position of the preceding NP, thereby generating (17) from D-structure (21).  This would account for ungrammatical sentences in the same flavor as (12) and (15).  Next the enlarged NP will move to the preceding [SPEC, NP] position.  Successive movement like this can be imagined for any infinite concatenation of PP’s.  As each NP passes a P, the P must be deleted.  

3.2 Problems

3.2.1 Of-deletion

This new assumption of deleting the preposition has a misleading name.  Not only will we want to delete of as the NP raises past it, but we want to delete the by and from in (23)-(26).

(23) The painting by Dali

(24) Dali’s painting

(25) The letter from Jefferson

(26) Jefferson’s letter

As the data suggests, we really want to delete the entire P.  This is no small problem: it runs counter to the basic spirit of X-bar theory because P is the head of the maximal projection PP.  Why would the specifier have the power to delete a head?  Even if we grant that it has that power, it must be resolved when in time that deletion occurs, i.e., is it actually after, or is it perhaps before, movement.  Preposition deletion poses a major problem to the analysis.

3.2.2 Determiner deletion

Structure (10) shows that the (entire) NP that moves up to the [SPEC, NP] position subsumes the position of the existing specifier, viz., the determiner.  Data (12) shows the ungrammaticality of the would be assumption that the raising NP enters an adjuncted position without altering the [SPEC, NP] position.  Thus, the raised NP must occupies the same position as the determiner would have.  Current X-bar theory does not propose movement to an occupied position.  For a proposed solution please see section 3.2.6.2.   

3.2.3 Case

One of the mainstays of X-Bar theory is that NP’s move to receive case.  If an NP already has case and it is not moving to ask a question, then why would it move?  Indeed, Case is a kind of equilibrium, things with case tend to stay at their marked position.  This poses a serious problem for our analysis.  (2) has no more descriptive power than (1)—they  are entirely interchangeable.  

3.2.4 Dutch

Related to the case criticism is this evidence from Dutch and the similar, previously discussed evidence from English.

(27) De auto van Jan

(28) Jan’s auto

(29) *De auto van Jan’s

(30) The destruction of the city

(31) *The destruction of the city’s

(32) The city’s destruction

Previously we drew a distinction between truly possessive genitive case realization and genitive without active ownership in English.  But (27)-(29) illustrate that in Dutch, of never assigns genitive case.  In fact, in German of assigns dative case.  The Dutch evidence suggests that the N in (1) & (27) has a different case than the N in (2) & (28).  If this is indeed the case than Jan would be receiving case twice if it were to move up after receiving case form the preposition.  The reader here should not be confused by the fact that in neither English nor Dutch dative case is morphologically realized.  

This suggests that the English ‘s is the realization of both genitive and dative case.  In (1) and (30) it is in an instance of dative case and in (2) and (32) it is an instance of genitive case.  

3.2.5 Rejection

In light of the Preposition deletion, the case considerations, and the data from Dutch which follows from the other two issues, we must reject the movement analysis in favor of the less attractive separate D-structure option.  Section 3.2.5 will explore a possible solution to the Preposition deletion problem.

3.2.6 Fixes

3.2.6.1 Solution to preposition deletion problem

3.2.6.1.1 Motivation

German, a strong morphological language, generates the following interesting data (33).

(33) Der Hund des Fruends des Vetters des Kellermeisters

Cf. The dog of the friend of the cousin of the butler.

Genitive case is realized both on the D and on the N.  Thus, both des and Fruends reflect genitive case marking.  One possible way to account for this would be to say that the NP moves from the complement laterally to the P position.  The P is then able to give case to both the D and the N.  This would “absorb” the P into the NP and then the N could raise again.

This is problematic because of in German, as previously noted, assigns dative case, and in (33) the concatenation of NP’s clearly exhibit genitive case.  Maybe, however, the NP just picks up the features at P, much the same way V picks up the features of I when it moves there.  

The following tree shows exactly what is discussed.

(34) Structure of NP to P movement

Lateral movement is attractive because it at least answers part of the questions about why an NP would raise after getting case.  Section 3.2.5.2 deals with the problems raised by this solution.

3.2.6.1.2 Problems

3.2.6.1.2.1 Lateral movement

One obvious problem with the solution is that it requires lateral movement of an NP to the position (P) to which it is complement.  While lateral movement is not exactly movement in a non-canonical direction, it does smell fishy.  

3.2.6.1.2.2 It can’t stay there in English

Even if we do allow lateral movement, simple English evidence like (35) shows that it can’t stay there once it arrives.  

(35) Book John’s

The current proposal would predict (35) grammatical when it is clearly not.  One of the assumptions of movement is that entities that move will only move to grammatical locales.  Lateral movement is not only theoretically problematic but an English speaker just wouldn’t say it.  

3.2.6.1.2.3 German 

We have seen that lateral movement is a problem for English in light of German being a strong motivation, but I now want to argue that German is a poor motivation.  It seems that (33) should have a similar S-structure as its English counterpart (19).  Structure (36) reflects this.

(36) German S-structure

The structure (36) is different from (22) only in that the specifier and head are flipped.  We can now nicely say that the German (33) and the English (19) have not only the exact same meaning, but that their syntactic structures reflect that too.  

3.2.6.1.2.4 Concluding remarks about the Lateral movement solution

The lateral movement save needs rejection because it requires non-standard movement, it generates ungrammatical predictions, and it can only be accounted for by an ugly tree structure.  The lateral movement hypothesis creates more problems than it solves.

3.2.6.2 Adjunction

Assuming that this kind of NP raising obeys standard X-bar theory that contends NP’s cannot move to an already filled position, the raising NP would have to be adjuncted.  This may seem silly at first but it is in line with a similar contention of Chomsky 86 Barriers which argues for VP adjunction.  Even if we do adjoin the raised NP, that still does not fix the problem of deleting what was in [SPEC, NP], viz., the determiner (see section 3.2.2).  The unnattractive options then are to a) propose an adjunction plus deletion rule or b) propose rule whereby NP’s could move to and delete a filled position, i.e., another NP.  Both proposals are so bad that we must discard them as impossible solutions running contrary to the spirit of X-bar theory.

3.3 Conclusion

3.4 Movement analysis wrong 

The movement analysis runs in to unresolvable problems with the case it is meant to explain.  Although it would be nice to conclude that we can make a parallel between the d-structures of (1) and (2).  They seem to be generated differently.  This is revealed not only by case, but by X-bar restrictions on movement.  Plus it would require a preposition deletion assumption which is weak in existing supporting evidence and the adjunction problem is far from easily solved.  

Case is a particularly difficult problem to resolve because 1) English is a morphologically weak language with confusing often lacking case realization at S-structure, and 2) X bar theory does not seem to be driven be case.  This is part of a greater gripe about the theory in general, but case does not seem to be a motivation for critical theoretical motivations behind x-bar theory.  X-bar theory was created to account for word order type languages and it is just a nice feature that it works for declined languages too.  X-bar theory still works and still accounts for case, I just want to keep alive the hope that it is the theory that rules out syntactically relating (1) and (2) and not the actual grammar.  

That being said, I would like to emphasize that evidence like (27)-(29) in Dutch clearly indicate that Jan is getting different case in different situations.  Because they are getting different case, we must conclude that they have categorically different d-structures.  Section 4.2 will explore the consequences for the theory of the conclusion 4.1.

3.5 Significance

If (1) and (2) have different D-structures than where does butler get case from in (2)?  We are going to have to rescind our assumption that only transitive verbs and prepositions can assign case.  This is unattractive because we know that N’s do not assign theta roles and we would also like to retain our assumption that case marking is inherently linked to theta roles.  If it is assigned a theme then it should appropriately be assigned a case to mark that theme.  Unfortunately we cannot retain this nice parallel unless we draw a new distinction about the nature of case like in Chomsky 86.  In brief, he claims that genitive case is different from nominative or accusative case.  For reasons I will not discuss here, his proposal is weak beyond that fact that it is useful in examining data.  What does need to be gleaned is that butler gets case from a N—that’s a new consequence of our investigation.  Another problem that arises because of the rejection of the movement analysis is we need to reassess a variation on the claim (37) 

(37) All overt NP’s must be assigned a theta role.  

One possibility is that butler gets its theta role from dog.  But N’s have not traditionally assigned theta-roles.  Another possibility is that we must reject (37) in favor of a revised version which makes note of the fact that butler occupies the specifier position.

The theoretical implications are serious but they do not outweigh the devastatingly intractable problems raised by the movement analysis.  Ultimately, we must give up and say that (1) and (2) have different d-structures.  
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