
Variation Between the S-possessive and the Of-possessive 

 

1. Introduction 

The English language has two ways of expressing the possessive; the of-construction and the 

genitive s. The s-genitive is constructed with a noun together with an apostrophe and the letter s, for 

example: “a father’s love”. The of-construction consists of a phrase with a noun followed by the 

preposition of and its complement: “boot of the car”. According to A University Grammar of 

English (Vannestål, 2007) the s-construction is used mainly when it comes to humans, animals or 

geographical names. By contrast, the of-construction is used “when the 'owner' is not a person, 

animal, collective noun or geographical name” (Vannestål, 2007:119). The aim of this essay is, 

through corpus searches, to see whether or not the two different possessive constructions are 

actually used the way the grammar book says.  

 

2. Methods and Material 

Nine words in three different categories were arbitrarily chosen to form the basis of the research. 

The categories are chosen for the purpose of comparing the use of the two possessive constructions 

the s-genitive and the of-construction. Is there a difference between nouns representing humans and 

nouns representing animals, and how do these two groups compare to nouns representing objects? 

In the human category the following words were chosen: mother, soldier and citizen. The animal 

category consists of three mammals: elephant, dog and pig. Finally the object category consists of: 

computer, lamp and shoe. Due to time and page restrictions, it was necessary to limit the search. 

That is why only tokens with either determiner or adjective are used, and no tokens with both article 

and adjective are taken into account. The corpus used for this investigation is the British National 

Corpus, BYU-BNC (Davies, 2004). The search term used for the s-genitive search is: word 's [nn*], 

and for the of-construction the term is: [nn*] of [d*]/[at0*]/[aj*] word.  The following is a list of 

what the codes represent: [nn*] noun, [d*] determiner, [at0*] article, and [aj*] adjective. The 

determiner code does not include articles, and so a different code for articles had to be used. All 

results are presented with numbers referring to hits per million. 

 

3. Results 

To give a clear overview of the results, a table was created. The numbers are tokens per million 

words.  There are also columns of percent. The percentage are meant to serve as a help when 

comparing the groups. 

 



Table 1: Results of Search 

 

category word s-genitive percentage of-construction percentage sum percentage 

human mother 1281 83% 257 17% 1538 100% 

 soldier 109 73% 41 27% 150 100% 

 citizen 207 68% 98 32% 305 100% 

        

animal elephant 55 45% 66 55% 121 100% 

 dog 251 66% 132 34% 383 100% 

 pig 108 68% 52 33% 160 100% 

        

object computer 117 30% 273 70% 390 100% 

 lamp 7 14% 44 86% 51 100% 

 shoe 2 3% 75 97% 77 100% 

 

 In the group of human nouns, it is clear that the s-genitive is more commonly used than the 

of-construction, although there is a difference between different words in how common they are. 

Mother has the lowest proportion of all words in the of-construction, while citizen has over 30 

percent of the tokens there. 

 When searching for animal nouns, the s-genitive is more common than the of-construction, 

except when it comes to elephant: then there are slightly more examples of the of-construction. The 

group of animals seems to be the only group with words that are commonly used in both categories. 

 The table of results also shows that nouns representing objects are used more in the of-

construction than in the s-genitive. However 30 percent of the tokens containing computer are of the 

s-genitive. Even though most of the tokens in the object category are examples of the of-

construction, there are also tokens in the s-genitive. 

 

4. Discussion 

The discussion will go trough the categories in the order of the table in the results section, i.e. 

human, animal and object.  

 Human nouns are clearly used more in the s-genitive. However, they can also be used in the 

of-construction. Why mother is more common in the of-construction than citizen and soldier could  

be because mother has more tokens which makes the data more reliable, however, another possible 

explanation could be that it is easier to consider citizen and soldier as more impersonal than it is to 

consider mother as such. Perhaps mother is more animate than the two other words. The difference 

however, is very slight, and it is difficult to draw reliable conclusions when doing such a small 

study. 



 In the animal group there is a slight difference between different animals. Dogs and pigs are 

more domesticated than elephants. Perhaps that is the reason why there are fewer tokens for 

elephant in the s-genitive. Pigs and dogs are considered to have more human qualities than 

elephants. 

It is interesting that computer has 30 percent of the tokens in the s-genitive. Is computer 

considered to be a more human object than a lamp or a shoe? Shoe has only 3 percent of the tokens 

in the same category, even though a shoe is something that humans wear every day. On the other 

hand a computer is something that has parts and actions generally associated with humans, for 

example memory. Humans blame computers for errors and speak to them as though they listen. In 

other words, computers are more like humans than shoes or lamps. 

 

5. Conclusion 

According to A University Grammar of English, the s-genitive is beginning to be used with objects 

as well as humans and animals, but this “is not generally accepted” (Vannestål, 2007:118). The 

grammar book also states that the of-construction is used with human nouns when the sense of a 

word is generic (Vannestål, 2007:119). However, the tokens in my search show that these are not 

the only instances where the of-construction is used with regard to human nouns. For example, in 

the sentence “He was killed just weeks after the death of his mother”(Davies, 2007; Central News 

autocue data 3489 s-units, 1985-1994) mother is not used in a generic way. The general rule seems 

to be that certain words belongs to only one of the possessive, but in some instances the words can 

also be used in the other category. 

In conclusion, the s-genitive is more common when it comes to human and animal possessor 

nouns than with objects, whereas the of-construction is more commonly used with nouns referring 

to objects. However, there are instances where the s-genitive is used with objects and the of-

construction is used with humans. There are slightly more tokens of the human/animal categories in 

the of-construction than there are tokens of the s-genitive in the object category. With regard to this 

result, we can see that the world of language is actually more complicated than the description in 

grammar books. 
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