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1 Introduction1

Attributive possession is shown in two ways. One is a direct possessive construction (section 2)
in which the possessor simply follows the possessum. The second is an indirect possessive con-
struction (section 3) using a phrase headed by a word that may be analyzed as either an inherently
possessed noun or a preposition. Some varieties have both constructions, usually in complemen-
tary distribution. A few varieties permit paraphrases between constructions in some limited cases,
with interesting semantic results (section 4). Some varieties have only the indirect construction (see
appendix A). One variety has been documented as having a syntactic condition on the distribution
of the two constructions, but this factor is almost certainly under-reported (section 5).

A typology of languages is presented in Nichols & Bickel (2008) that focuses on the possessive
construction that is the "default or [that] has the fewest restrictions" and purposefully excludes
the restrictive type used with "inalienable" possession only. Some varieties of Zapotec (those that
do not use the indirect construction at all) would be classified into the relatively small group of
languages that have no marking on either the possessor or the possessum. Other varieties (those that
use the indirect construction with common nouns) would be in the relatively large group that have

1I thank Beth Merrill and Cheri Black for their helpful comments. The following are found in other files:
Transcription Conventions and a table of all Data Sources for Zapotec. The abbreviations used in this paper are:
1pl = first person plural, 1plin = first person plural inclusive, 1sg = first person singular, 2sg = second person sin-
gular, 3 = third person, 3al = third person alternate, 3an = third person animal, 3f = third person feminine, 3fo =
third person formal, 3h = third person human, 3info = third person informal, 3m = third person masculine, afm =
aforementioned, c = completive, dim = diminutive, dist = distal, fe = female ego (relating to kinship term), foc =
focus, freq = frequentative, h = habitual, intns = intensifier, me = male ego (relating to kinship term), pl = plural,
poss = possessive, pron = pronoun, prox = proximal/proximate, q = question particle/marker, s = stative.

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60873
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The direct possessive construction 3

marking on the dependent (the possessor). Therefore Zapotec as a language genus is typologically
divided with respect to this feature.

As should be expected, recursion within the possessive constructions is possible. This fact is
documented explicitly here for Zapotec in section 6.

There is no general way to express a reflexive possessor (but see section 7 and section 11). There
is also no construction involving an external possessor (Payne & Barshi 1999)) in which the pos-
sessor is indicated as an argument of the verb (as in Spanish 'Me lavé las manos','I washed my
hands').

Predicative possession (section 8) may be expressed with certain transitive verbs. It may also be
expressed (in some varieties, at least) using a construction that utilizes an existential verb and one
of the attributive possession constructions.

The position of an interrogative pronoun in a possessive construction is an interesting fact about
Zapotec as well as other languages of Mesoamerica. These facts are presented and discussed briefly
in section 9.

Section 10 documents the way in which a possessive construction with a null head produces
something that is sometimes translated as and sometimes analyzed as a possessive pronoun.

Finally, in section 11 the effect of coreference between a subject and a possessor is illustrated,
although this topic is not developed in depth here.

2 The direct possessive construction

The direct possessive construction is used when the possessum is an inherently possessed noun,
the category that is typical of kinship terms and body part nouns. This is illustrated by examples
(1)-(2). (See Nouns, this series for other examples including those with derived possessed nouns.)

(1)
[zpf]

zhuis Zhuan
ʒuis ʒuan
grandmother Juana
'abuela de Juana'
'Juana's grandmother'  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

(2)
[zpf]

roꞋ bëiꞋk
ɾoʔ bæiʔk
mouth dog
'boca de perro'
 'dog's mouth'  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

The direct possessive construction cannot be used for possession of a common noun (see Nouns,
this series), as examples (3)-(4) illustrate.

(3)
[zpf]

* loꞋon Bëd
loˀn bæd
bed Pedro

('cama de Pedro')
('Pedro's bed')  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60869
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4 Possession

(4)
[zpc]

* bekoꞋ Pedro
bekoʔ pedɾo
dog Pedro

('perro de Pedro')
('Pedro's dog')  [L. Lyman (f.n.)]

A pronoun may be used in lieu of the NP possessor, of course. This pronoun is commonly
an enclitic (see Personal pronouns: distribution, this series), and is in fact written as a suffix in
many varieties although it is arguably not inflection in virtually all varieties, with Rincón being an
important exception (Pickett 1990). See examples (5)-(6).2

(5)
[zpc]

xuzi ro
ʃuzi =ɾo
father 1plin
'nuestro (incl.) padre'
'our (incl.) father'  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

(6)
[zpc]

niꞋa baꞋ
niʔa =baʔ
foot 3an
'su pata'
'its foot/paw'  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

The semantic relationship between possessor and possessum is, as in other languages, more ab-
stract than actual possession. In fact, with inherently possessed nouns it is rarely one of actual
possession since the (relatively small) inventory of inherently possessed nouns is primarily kinship
terms and body part terms. Inherently possessed nouns that are not in those two groups are very
few.3 See examples (7)-(8). In these examples 'd' stands for 'dependent' (the possessum) and 'h' for
'head' (the possessor).4

(7)
[zpc]

a. gicho Lipi
ɡiʧo lipi
head Felipe
'cabeza de Felipe'
'Felipe's head'`<d has body part h>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

2If this is true (as we believe), Isthmus Zapotec [zai] is incorrectly classified in Dryer (2008).
3A count of the non-derived possessed nouns in the Choapan [zpc] dictionary in preparation (L. Lyman, p.c.) gave

a total of about 115 (including some compounds). The non-compound body part nouns numbered about 62, and the
non-compound kinship terms about 22. (I counted a term such as those for 'companion' and 'mistress' in the kinship
group.) The nouns that actually referred to items that might be possessed in the sense of ownership included perhaps
only the following lexemes (given here in translation): 'strength belt', 'rod of authority', 'pillow', and 'hat'. Terms that
are not body parts, kinship terms, nor possessions included those for 'salary', 'characteristic', 'owner, boss', 'place',
and 'custody'. A kinship term may also have extended meanings that might be overlooked. The word for 'child' is used
with the name of a fruit to refer to a seedling of that species of plant: /ʒiˀ ɡjelaˀ/ (child banana) 'banana seedling'.

4This presentation follows one in Huddleston & Pullum (2002:474) for English.

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60870


The direct possessive construction 5

b. xnaꞋ Zhua
ʃnaʔ ʒua
mother Juan
'madre de Juan'
'Juan's mother' <d has kin relation to h>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

c. lidxi baꞋ
liʤi =baʔ
home.of.animal 3an
'su nido, madriguera, o lugar donde vive'5
'its nest, burrow, or place to live' <d typically lives in h>  [L. Lyman (f.n.)]

d. xaꞋn baꞋ
ʃaʔn =baʔ
owner 3an
'su dueño' o 'su patrón'
'its owner' or 'his/her boss' <d owns h> or <d has superior h>  [H. Lyman (2007:27)]

e. zhaba Pedro
ʒaba pedɾo
clothing Pedro
'ropa de Pedro'
'Pedro's clothing' <d owns h>  [L. Lyman (f.n.)]

(8)
[zab]

a. ladx a
laʤ =a
town 1sg
'mi pueblo'
'my town' <d considers h to be locus of typical residence>  [Jones (f.n.)]

b. chial a
ʧial =a
spouse 1sg
'mi esposo/a'
'my spouse' <d has married relation to h>  [Jones (f.n.)]

The semantic relationship between d and h in these phrases may also be expressed predicatively.
See section 8.

When a variety has the morphological means to derive possessed nouns from common nouns (see
Nouns, this series), then the semantic relationships between d and h are more varied. The notion
of ownership is especially common, but it is not the only one. The variety of relationships depends
on the productivity of the derivational rule. If that rule is relatively unproductive, as in Choapan
[zpc], the increase in the number of semantic relationships is quite small.

5The meaning of /liʤi/ in this variety is markedly different from its cognate in many other varieties in that it is
limited to animal possessors. In many varieties, this lexeme simply means 'home'.

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60869
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(9)
[zpc]

a. zhlapa Pedro
ʒ-lapa pedɾo
poss-hat Pedro
'sombrero de Pedro'
'Pedro's hat' <d owns h>  [L. Lyman (f.n.)]

b. xchin Pedro
ʃ-ʧin pedɾo
poss-work Pedro
'trabajo de Pedro'
'Pedro's work' <d performs h>  [L. Lyman (f.n.)]

c. xkyedxi ro
ʃ-kjeʤi =ɾo
poss-town 1plin
'nuestro pueblo'
'our town' <d considers h to be locus of typical residence>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

On the other hand, if the rule is very productive (see Nouns, this series), then the increase (if any)
in the range of semantic roles expressed is dramatic.

3 The indirect possessive construction

When the possessum is a simple noun (that is, not an inherently possessed noun nor a derived
possessed noun), a phrasal construction for expressing the possessor is used as shown in (10).

(10) Possessum Possessor
[ NP ] linking word [ NP]

The linking word has a variety of forms across Zapotec and may be thought of in two ways;
in fact, it may perhaps be analyzed differently depending on the facts. Not all varieties have this
construction, however; when the variety has productive morphology for deriving possessed nouns
(see Nouns, this series), it is much less likely to also have the indirect possessive construction.

3.1 Linking word is possessed noun

First, the linking word may be an obligatorily possessed noun meaning something like 'posses-
sion' that takes another NP as if that NP were its possessor, in a construction analogous to the
direct possession construction. In that case, the entire construction is essentially an NP followed
by another NP in apposition.

(11) Possessum Possessor
[ NP ] [ NPoss [ NP] ]NP

'possession'
linking word

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60869
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Linking word is possessed noun 7

Examples that seem to be appropriately analyzed as the appositional NP construction include
(12):

(12)
[zai]

toꞋu xtiꞋ Ana
toʔu ʃtiʔ ana
turkey possession Ana
'guajolote de Ana'
'Ana's turkey'  [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:23)]

Such phrases without an explicit possessum can be arguments as well. See the examples in (13),
which do not include explicit representation of the null head except by the double bracketing. In
example (13a) the possessive phrase is a direct object, in (13b) it is a subject, and in both (13c) and
(13d) it is a predicate nominal.

(13)
[zai]

a. Bedane be [ [ xtinneꞋ ] ].6
bedane =be ʃtinːe-ʔ
c-bring 3h possession-1sg
'Trajo el mío/la mía.'
'S/he brought mine.'  [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:36)]

b. Sikaru [ [ xti be ] ].
sikaɾu ʃti =be
pretty possession 3h
'El suyo es bonito.'
'His/hers is pretty.'  [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:36)]

c. [ [ Xti be ] ] ndiꞋ.
ʃti =be ndiʔ
possession 3h pron.prox

'Éste es de él/ella.'
'This is his/hers.'  [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:94)]

d. [ [ XtiꞋ Juana ] ] ndiꞋ.
ʃtiʔ xuana ndiʔ
possession Juana pron.prox

'Éste es de Juana.'
'This is Juana's.'  [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:94)]

Examples with such nouns ― at least with words that are apparent cognates with /ʃti/― are not
entirely limited to cases of semantic possession, however, as examples (14)-(16) indicate.

6The first person singular possessed form of /ʃti/ displays a morphological complication in this variety ― the fortis
/nː/ in the middle is unexpected; most of the combinations of /ʃti/ plus pronoun are completely regular. The form ends
in a checked vowel when it is not followed by an overt pronoun.
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(14)
[zaw]

yehdx xten nu
jeʰʤ ʃten =nu
town possession 1plin
'nuestro pueblo'
'our town' <d considers h to be locus of typical residence>  [Briggs (1961:74)]

(15)
[zpo]

a. tub yalgoyit cheꞋen pelot
tub jalɡojit ʧeˀn pelot
a/one game possession ball
'un partido de básquet'
'a game of ball'    <d characterizes h>
  [Riggs unpublished text cited in The leꞋe focus phrase, this series]

b. rob cheꞋen yat
ɾob ʧeˀn jat
basket possession tortilla
'una canasta de tortillas'
'a basket of tortillas' <d is contained in h>  [Riggs (1991:38)]

c. Universidad cheꞋen Chicago
univeɾsidad ʧeˀn ʧikaɡo
university possession Chicago
'Universidad de Chicago'
'University of Chicago' <d is location of h>  [Riggs (1991:38)]

d. Republika cheꞋen China
ɾepublika ʧeˀn ʧina
republic possession China
'República de China'
'Republic of China' <d is an h>, or <d is the name of h>  [Riggs (1991:38)]

(16)
[zab]

nis xte Galilea
nis ʃte ɡalilea
water possession Galilee
'mar de Galilea'
'sea of Galilee'    <d is the area where h is located and by which h is known>
  [NT, Mt 15:29]

3.2 Linking word is preposition

If the linking word cannot occur with a null head (see the examples in (13)) ― although this is
not an absolute criterion ― one should consider viewing that word as a preposition that heads a PP,
as schematized in (17).

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60868


Linking word is preposition 9

(17) Possessum Possessor
[ NP ] [ P [ NP] ]PP

'of'
linking word

Some examples that seem to be appropriately analyzed as the prepositional construction include
those in (18)-(23).7 The semantic relationships are also indicated for these examples to demonstrate
the broad range that they display.

(18)
[zpc]

a. larëla kie maestro
laɾæla kie maestɾo
blanket of teacher
'cobija del maestro'
'teacher's blanket' <d owns h>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

b. bdaoꞋ kie yak eꞋ
bdaoʔ kie jak =eʔ
baby of pl 3fo
'bebé de ellos'
'their baby' <d has h as part of family>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

c. xkuidiꞋ kie beꞋn yedxi
ʃkuidiʔ kie beʔn jeʤi
children of person town
'niños del pueblo'
'children of the townspeople' <d has h as part of family>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

d. puerta kie yuꞋu
pueɾta kie juˀ
door of house
'puerta de la casa'
'door of the house' <d includes h as part of it>  [H. Lyman (2007:18)]

7H. Lyman (2007) actually analyzes and glosses /kie/ as a possessed noun. However, this word has grammaticalized
in certain contexts (see H. Lyman (2007:26)) and is used in constructions other than the possessive construction. It
may indicate the semantic role of an adjunct NP in a clause, for example. The examples from Ocotlán [zac] in (23)
obviously have a word cognate with the word for 'possession' in Isthmus [zai], but the word in Ocotlán [zac] has a very
broad usage and is apparently not used as a noun meaning 'possession'.
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e. dxin ki aꞋ
ʤin ki(e) =aʔ
work of 1sg
'mi trabajo'
'my work' <d performs h>  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

(19)
[zpz]

a. kway ni m
kwaj ni m
horse of 3fo/3f
'su caballo'
'his/her horse' <d owns h>  [Speck (1998:118)]

b. mdoꞋo ni ma
mdoˀ ni ma
baby of 3an
'su bebé'
'its baby' [of skunk]' <d has h as part of family>  [Speck (1998:60)]

c. fis ni areadoꞋor
fis ni aɾeadoˀɾ
work of traildriver
'trabajo de arreador'
'work of a traildriver' <d performs h as a job>  [Speck (1998:14)]

(20)
[zaa]

nana kiꞋ Betu
nāná kīʔ bētú
mother of Pedro
'madre de Pedro'
'Pedro's mother' <d has kin relation h>  [Bartholomew (1983:343)]

(21)
[zav]

estado che LlaꞋ
estado ʧe lːaʔ
state of Oaxaca
'estado de Oaxaca'
'State of Oaxaca' <d is the name given to an h>  [Butler (1980:251)]

(22)
[zpc]

yuꞋu kie wichi
juˀ kie wiʧi
house of excrement
'excusado'
'outhouse' <d is contained in h>  [L. Lyman (f.n.)]

(23)
[zac]

a. bɨcheꞋzɨ xtɨ gugɨ
bɨʧeʔzɨ ʃtɨ ɡuɡɨ
nest of turtledove
'nido de la tortolita'
'nest of the turtledove' <d considers h to be locus of typical residence>
  [Olson (n.d.)]



Linking word is preposition 11

b. bɨ xtɨ gambanɨ
bɨ ʃtɨ ɡambanɨ
sound of bell
'sonido de la campana'
'sound of the bell' <d produces h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

c. kuerpɨ xtɨ Bedɨ
kuerpɨ ʃtɨ bedɨ
body of Pedro
'cuerpo de Pedro'
'Pedro's body' <d has body part h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

d. bɨsini xtɨ mbluri
bɨsini ʃtɨ mbluɾi
piece of potsherd
'pedazos de tepalcate'
'pieces of potsherd' <d is classified by h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

e. bandɨ xtɨ estadɨ
bandɨ ʃtɨ estadɨ
band of state
'banda del estado'
'state band' <d is the administrative level of h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

f. lani xtɨ María
lani ʃtɨ maˈɾia
party of María
'fiesta de María'
'María's (birthday) party' <d celebrates h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

g. dɨ xtɨnɨ mbiugɨ
dɨ ʃtɨnɨ mbiuɡɨ
poison of army.ant
'veneno para arriera'
'army ant poison' <d is the intended victim of h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

h. xunɨ xtɨ abril
ʃunɨ ʃtɨ aˈbril
eight of April
'ocho de abril'
'eighth of April' <d is the unit to which h belongs>  [Olson (n.d.)]
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i. tiempɨ xtɨ bɨkuɨꞋchi
tiempɨ ʃtɨ bɨkuɨʔʧi
time of spring
'tiempo de primavera'
'springtime' <d is a type of h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

The usage seen in examples like (21), where d is essentially the name of h, is apparently quite
widespread. See appendix A.

Note that a possessive construction is not used in examples such as those in (24).

(24)
[zac]

a. mɨ Bakɨ
mɨ bakɨ
person Tlacolula
'habitantes de Tlacolula'
'inhabitants of Tlacolula' <d is inhabited by h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

b. tubi gɨrredɨ bɨkuelɨ
tubi ɡɨredɨ bɨkuelɨ
one wagon corn.husk
'una carreta de totomostle'
'a wagonload of corn husks' <d is measured by h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

c. duꞋpɨ8 zedɨ
duʔpɨ zedɨ
little.bit salt
'un poco de sal'
'a little bit of salt' <d is measured by h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

d. chupɨ klasɨ biadxi
ʧupɨ klasɨ biaʤi
two kind plum
'dos clases de ciruela'
'two kinds of plum' <d is categorized by h>  [Olson (n.d.)]

e. laní Xmbabɨ
laˈni ʃmbabɨ
party San.Pablo
'fiesta de San Pablo'
'festival of San Pablo' <d is the person associated with a particular h>
  [Olson (n.d.)]

The prepositional type indirect construction with a null head may also be used as an argument in
at least some varieties, although this needs to be documented more. See examples (25)-(26).

8If this word is a quantifier, this example is not relevant. But the word class is in fact uncertain.
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(25)
[zav]

[ [ Chi aꞋ ] ].
ʧi =aʔ
of 1sg

'Es mío.'
'It's mine.'  [Butler (2000:127)]

(26)
[zpq]

¿NoꞋn nak [ [ chi oꞋ ] ].
noʔn n-ak ʧi =oʔ
which.one? s-be of 2sg
'¿Cuál es tuyo?' o '¿Cuáles son suyos?'
'Which is yours?' or 'Which are yours?'  [Long & Cruz (1999:420)]

4 Paraphrases between constructions

The two possessive constructions are in complementary distribution (if they coexist in a particular
variety) since the choice between them depends on the kind of noun being possessed, as described
above. In some varieties, paraphrases or near paraphrases are permitted in a few cases: the indirect
construction with the simple noun and the direct construction with a derived possessed noun based
on that same noun root. See examples (27)-(29). Note that when there is a semantic difference, the
direct construction (based on the derived possessed noun) is the one which has a more specialized
meaning.9

(27)
[zpc]

a. dxin ki aꞋ
ʤin ki(e) =aʔ
work of 1sg
'mi trabajo'
'my work'  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

b. xchin aꞋ
ʃ-ʧin =aʔ
poss-work 1sg
'mi trabajo'
'my work'  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

(28)
[zpc]

a. diꞋidzaꞋ ki aꞋ
diˀʣaʔ ki(e) =aʔ
word of 1sg
'mis palabras'
'my words'  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

9This fact supports the derivational analysis of the possessive prefix presented in Nouns, this series over the more
commonly presented inflectional analysis.

http://mexico.sil.org/resources/archives/60869
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b. xtiꞋidz aꞋ
ʃ-tiˀʣ =aʔ
poss-word 1sg
'mi lengua/idioma'
'my language'  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

(29)
[zpc]

a. neza ki aꞋ
neza ki(e) =aʔ
road of 1sg
'mi camino'
'my road'  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

b. xnez(a) aꞋ
ʃ-nez =aʔ
poss-road 1sg
'mi manera de vivir'
'my way of life'  [H. Lyman (2007:19)]

5 Syntactic factors affecting constructions

In at least one variety the choice of construction is affected by syntactic factors that have not been
presented in the sections above. In Sierra de Juárez Zapotec [zaa] the direct construction is used, as
expected, in cases such as those in (30) in which an inherently possessed noun is the possessum.

(30)
[zaa]

a. niꞋa Betu
nīʔā bètú
foot Pedro
'pie de Pedro'
'Pedro's foot'  [Bartholomew (1983:354)]

b. dana bi
dānà =bí
cross-sex.sibling 3info
'su hermano de ella' o 'su hermana de él'
'her brother' or 'his sister'  [Bartholomew (1983:354)]

The facts are the same, in this variety, if the adjectives /bani/ 'right' or /jati/ 'left' immediately
follow the possessum.10 See the examples in (31).

(31)
[zaa]

a. niꞋa bani Betu
nīʔā bāní bètú
foot right Pedro
'pie derecho de Pedro'
'Pedro's right foot'  [Bartholomew (1983:354)]

10Bartholomew (1983) is not absolutely explicit on whether it is possible or impossible to use the indirect construc-
tion in this situation in [zaa].
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b. niꞋa yati Betu
nīʔā jātī bètú
foot left Pedro
'pie izquierdo de Pedro'
'Pedro's left foot'  [Bartholomew (1983:354)]

However, the interpolation of any other adjective between the possessum and the possessor (in
this variety) in essence changes the construction from one headed by an inherently possessed noun
to one that is possessed by a common noun, and so the indirect possession construction is required.11

(32)
[zaa]

niꞋa doꞋ giꞋ Betu
nīʔā dóʔ Milesɡìʔ bètú
foot dim of Pedro
'piecito de Pedro'
'Pedro's little foot'  [Bartholomew (1983:354)]

Similar facts are reported for Yareni [zae] (Grace Thiessen, p.c., 2009). The noun /ʐo/ ‘clothes’
is a possessed noun, as illustrated by the direct construction in (33).

(33) zhro riꞋi
ʐo ɾiˀ
clothes 1plin
'nuestra ropa'
'our clothes'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

But when an adjective modifies the noun, the indirect construction is required, as shown in (34).

(34)
[zae]

a. zhro yaxro ge riꞋi
ʐo jaʂo ɡe =ɾiˀ
clothes old of 1plin
'nuestra ropa vieja'
'our old clothing'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

b. * zhro yaxro riꞋi
ʐo jaʂo =ɾiˀ
clothes old 1plin

'nuestra ropa vieja'
'our old clothing'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

The same is illustrated by the word for ‘head’ when it is modified by an adjective, as shown in
(35).

11Bartholomew (1983) gives only one adjective to illustrate this point, and that is the word identified as Diminutive.
Note that the ungrammatical counterpart to example (32) is implied by the source: */niʔa doʔ betu/ [zaa].
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(35)
[zae]

a. iki lu
iki =lu
head 2sg
'tu cabeza'
'your head'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

b. iki do ge lu
iki do ɡe =lu
head dim of 2sg
'tu cabecita'
'your little head'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

c. * iki do ge lu
As in Sierra de Juárez, a few adjectives are exceptionally allowed come between a possessed noun

and a possessor in the direct construction in Yareni. These include /bani/ ‘right’ (literally, ‘living’),
/jati/ ‘left’ (literally, ‘dead’), and /ʣe/ ‘good’. In Yareni, however, the use of these adjectives is
possible with the indirect as well as the direct construction, as illustrated by (36).12

(36)
[zae]

a. zhro dze ni
ʐo ʣe =ni
clothes good 3.poss
'su buena ropa'
'his/her good clothing'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

b. zhro dze ge ni
ʐo ʣe ɡe ni
clothes good of 3.poss
'su ropa vieja'
'his/her old clothing'  [Thiessen (f.n.)]

Facts similar to those of Yarenia and Sierra de Juárez have not been reported for other varieties.

6 Recursion

Recursion of the possessive construction is possible. In examples (37)-(39) a direct construction
is embedded within a direct construction.

(37)
[zav]

lizh [ xran [ boꞋo ] ] nɨꞋ
liʒ ʂan boˀ nɨʔ
house owner 3info afm
'la casa de su patrón'
'the house of his/her employer/boss'  [Butler (1980:44)]

12The third person pronoun in these examples is uncommon (in Zapotec) in that it has a different form when used
as a verb argument (/na/) when used as a possessor (/ni/).
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(38)
[zpz]

yuꞋ [ mñaꞋa [ y ] ]
juʔ mɲaˀ j
house wife 3m
'la casa de su esposa'
'the house of his wife'  [Speck (1998:166)]

(39)
[zac]

durɨnɨ [ gɨaꞋ [ Pidi ] ]
duɾɨnɨ ɡɨaʔ pidi
vein foot Elpidio
'vena del pie de Elpidio'
'vein of Elpidio's foot'  [Olson (n.d.)]

In examples (40) and (41) an indirect construction is embedded within an indirect construction.13

(40)
[zpc]

yuꞋu [ kie [ kompadre [ kie [ neꞋ ] ] ]
juˀ kie kompadɾe kie =neʔ
house of co-parent of 3info
'la casa de su compadre'
'his/her co-parent's house'  [H. Lyman (2007:188)]

(41)
[zac]

du [ xtɨ [ mbɨbɨ [ xtɨ [ ra zhgɨꞋnɨ ] ]
du ʃtɨ mbɨbɨ ʃtɨ ɾa ʒɡɨʔnɨ
rope possession swing possession pl child
'mecate del columpio de los niños'
'rope of the children's swing'  [Olson (n.d.)]

In example (42) an indirect construction is embedded within an direct construction.

(42)
[zac]

lu [ mezhɨ [ xtɨnɨ [ l ] ]
lu meʒɨ ʃtɨnɨ =l
face table possession 2sg
'mecate del columpio de los niños'
'rope of the children's swing'  [Olson (n.d.)]

And in (43) a direct construction is embedded within an indirect construction.
13The word /juˀ/ in example (40) is unusual in a possessive construction within Zapotec generally since there is

usually an inherently possessed noun for 'home' that must be used. In Choapan [zpc], however, the cognate noun
/liʤi/ is not used for the home of people, but prototypically for places where animals live. It is therefore not used for
residences of people. See Lyman (dictionary, in preparation) where an example is also found in which it is used for
the sheath of a machete. In Sierra de Juárez [zaa], one may say both /juˀ ɡiʔ =bi/ (house of 3info) 'his/her house'
(using the indirect possession construction) and also /liʦiʔ =bi/ (home 3info) 'his/her house/home' (using the direct
possession construction and the inherently possessed noun, Bartholomew 1983:343).

Regarding the term 'compadre' in Spanish (glossed as 'co-parent' here), which is also used by Zapotec speakers: it
refers to the people who share the reciprocal relationship between the parents and the godparents of the same child are
referred to by .
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(43)
[zac]

a. liay [ xtɨ [ ruaꞋ [ yoꞋo ] ] ]
liaj ʃtɨ ɾuaʔ joˀ
key possession mouth house
'llave de la puerta de la casa'
'key to the door of the house'  [Olson (n.d.)]

b. dudɨ [ xtɨ [ xniꞋa [ zhgɨꞋnɨ ] ] ]
dudɨ ʃtɨ ʃniʔa ʒɡɨʔnɨ
breast posession mother child
'seno de la madre del niño'
'breast of the child's mother'  [Olson (n.d.)]

7 Expressing 'his/her own'

Although there is no explicit reflexive possession construction, the idea of 'his/her own' is some-
times expressed with the use of a certain word (glossed here as an intensifier ― it has other uses)
that precedes the possessor. This is shown in examples (44)-(47) .

(44)
[zav]

biꞋi che [ kz boꞋ ]
biˀ ʧe kz =boʔ
child of intns 3info
'su propio hijo/a'
'his/her own son/daughter'  [Butler (2000:96)]

(45)
[zpq]

benneꞋ lloꞋ yoꞋo che [ z eꞋ ]
benːeʔ lːoʔ joˀ ʧe z =eʔ
people in house of intns 3fo
'su propia familia'
'his/her own family'  [Long & Cruz (1999:181)]

(46)
[zaw]

rolihz [ pak ni ]
ɾoliʰz pak =ni
home intns 3info
'su propia casa'
'his/her own house'  [Stubblefield & Stubblefield (1991:49)]

(47)
[zab]

lo [ pak bɨ ]
lo pak =bɨ
face intns 3info
'su propia cara'
'his/her own face'  [Joaquín López, p.c.]

Apparently not all varieties have something analogous to this intensifer.14 See appendix A.
14The intensifier may also have some quirky features when the possessor is first person singular.
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Some varieties also use a different kind of intensifier ― one that appears before the possessum,
as in (48)-(49), rather than before the possessor. See appendix A. The result may be interpreted in
more than one way. See examples (48)-(49).

(48)
[zab]

lagak xlibr ɨb
laɡak ʃ-libɾ =ɨb
intns poss-book 3info
'su propio libro' o 'su mismo libro'
'his/her own book' or 'his/her very book'  [Joaquín López, p.c.]

(49)
[zpf]

a. Tsana gokbeꞋe n laꞋa gak xtuꞋulaz na.15

ʦana ɡokbeˀ =n laˀ ɡak ʃ-tuˀ-laz na
when c.understand 1pl foc intns poss-rope-? 1pl
'Cuando nos dimos cuenta, era el mismo mecate de nosotros.'
'Then we realized it was our own rope.'  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

b. Tohb orin gohn behn
toʰb oɾ-in ɡoʰn beʰn
one hour-dim c.see person

la'a da xpëꞋik behn ba nal behn.
laˀ da ʃ-pæʔik beʰn ba nal beʰn
foc intns poss-dog person already s.follow person

'Después de un ratito vio que su perro le seguía.'
'After a little while hei saw that

hisi (own) dog was following himi.'  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

Of course, if the variety has more than one human pronoun (such as the formal or informal
distinction), this fact may be relevant for making examples unambiguous. Isthmus [zai] is in-
teresting in this respect since it has what has been described as a zero pronoun, which is used for
an alternate character in the context (Marlett & Pickett 1996,2008). This device forces coref-
erence when two zero pronouns are used in a clause, or two overt third person pronouns, as
shown in (50).16

(50)
[zai]

a. Bedané be xiꞋiñi be.
b-edaˈne =be ʒiˀɲiʔ =be
c-bring 3info child 3info
'Trajoi a sui, *j hijo/hija.'
'She/hei brought her/hisi, *j child.'  [Marlett & Pickett (1996:129, 2008:7)]

15The part /laz/ of this compound might be related to lazo 'lasso' in Spanish; it also means 'braid'. The compound
noun means a rope for tying bundles, etc. (Nicasio Martínez, p.c.)

16The final glottal stop on the word for 'child' does not appear when the word is not phrase-final.
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b. Bedané Ø xiꞋiñiꞋ Ø.
b-edaˈne =Ø ʒiˀɲiʔ =Ø
c-bring 3al child 3al
'Trajoi a sui, *j hijo/hija.'
'She/hei brought her/hisi, *j child.'  [Marlett & Pickett (1996:129, 2008:7)]

When the zero pronoun and the overt pronoun co-occur, they must have different referents, as
shown in (51).

(51)
[zai]

a. Bedané be xiꞋiñiꞋ Ø.
b-edaˈne =be ʒiˀɲiʔ =Ø
c-bring 3info child 3al
'Trajoi a su*i, j hijo/hija.'
'She/hei brought her/his*i, j child.'  [Marlett & Pickett (1996:130, 2008:7)]

b. Bedané Ø xiꞋiñi be.
b-edaˈne =Ø ʒiˀɲiʔ =be
c-bring 3al child 3info
'Trajoi a su*i, j hijo/hija.'
'She/hei brought her/his*i, j child.'  [Marlett & Pickett (1996:130, 2008:7)]

8 Predicative possession

The possessive constructions are used in predicate situations using an existential or locational
verb. The examples in (52) have NPs with the indirect construction as the arguments of existential
verbs.

(52) a. [ Chopa xkuidiꞋ ki aꞋ ] nitaꞋ.
ʧopa ʃkuidiʔ ki(e) =aʔ nitaʔ
two child of 1sg s.exist.pl

'Tengo dos hijos.'
'I have two children.' <kin relation>  [H. Lyman (2007:153)]

b. ¿Bi de [ za ki oꞋ ]?
bi de za ki(e) =oʔ
not exist bean of 2sg
'¿No tienes frijoles?'
'Don't you have any beans?' <temporary possession>  [H. Lyman (2007:153)]

Similarly, direct construction possessives can be arguments of existential verbs, as in (53)-(55).

(53)
[zav]

NitɨꞋ [  xi zhrqeid aꞋ ].
nitɨʔ ʃi ʐχeid =aʔ
s.exist.pl ten poss.hen 1sg
'Tengo diez gallinas.'
'I have ten hens.' <possession>  [Butler (2000:215)]
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(54)
[zpq]

... ba benitaꞋ [ chop zhreso(a) eꞋ ].
ba b-e-nitaʔ ʧop ʐeso =eʔ
already c-freq-be.located two grandchild 3fo

'... ya tiene dos nietos.'
'... s/he already has two grandchildren.' <kin relation>  [Long & Cruz (1999:206)]

(55)
[zpf]

[ Xdyahl xkompaid behn ] nu.
ʃdjaʰl ʃ-kompaid beʰn nu
many poss-co-parent person s.exist

'Tiene muchos compadres.'
'S/he has many co-parents.' <social relation>  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

Example (56) is slightly different in that the indirect possessive construction is clearly in appo-
sition to another noun (/biʔ/ 'child').

(56)
[zav]

Zoa [ to biꞋ [ bil aꞋ ] ].
zoa to biʔ bil =aʔ
s-be.located one child sister.fe 1sg
'Tengo [una mujer] una hermana.'
'I [a female] have a sister.' <kin relation>  [Long & Cruz (1999:16)]

Not all varieties have such constructions with existential and locative verbs, however. See ap-
pendix A.

Some verbs also correspond to some of the types of possession. These include ownership, al-
though in some cases the verb is vague between temporary possession ('have') and actual ownership
('own'). In examples (57)-(61), 's' refers to 'subject', 'o' refers to 'direct object', and 'l' refers to a
'locative adjunct'.

Possession of a common noun:

(57)
[zai]

¿Panda biꞋkuꞋ nap uꞋ?
panda biʔkuʔ n-ap(a) =uʔ
how.many? dog s-own/have 2sg
'¿Cuántos perros tienes/posees?'
'How many dogs do you own/have?' <s owns o>  [Pickett, Black & Marcial (2001:74)]

(58)
[zpf]

Rap Zhuan bargohl.
ɾ-ap ʒuan baɾ-ɡoʰl
h-own/have Juana turkey-male
'Juana tiene/posee un guajolote.'
'Juana has/owns a turkey.' <s owns o>  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

Having a body part (with inherently possessed noun):

(59)
[zav]

Zhrban bgizɨꞋ nɨꞋ nsaꞋan zhrbizɨꞋ b
ʐban bɡizɨʔ nɨʔ n-saˀn ʐbizɨʔ =b
tail rattlesnake afm s-have rattle 3an
'La víbora de cascabel tiene sonajas en la cola …'
'A rattlesnake's tail has rattles on it, …' <s has body part o>  [Butler (2000:305)]
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(60)
[zac]

a. Bliuni nakɨ tɨchi mbeldɨ
bliuni n-akɨ tɨʧi mbeldɨ
scale s-hang back fish
'El pescado tiene escamas.'
'A fish has scales.' <body part s occurs (hangs) on l>  [Olson (n.d.)]

b. Kachi zubɨ gɨk ngunɨ
kaʧi zubɨ ɡɨk nɡunɨ
horn s.sit head bull
'El toro tiene cuernos.'
'A bull has horns.' <body part s occurs (sits) on l>  [Olson (n.d.)]

c. GiaꞋ mɨnɨ napɨ gaꞋi bɨkuɨnɨ.
ɡiaˀ mɨnɨ napɨ ɡaʔi bɨkuɨnɨ
hand person s.have five finger
'La mano de una persona tiene cinco dedos.'
'A person's hand has five fingers.' <s has part o>  [Olson (n.d.)]

d. GaꞋi bɨkuɨnɨ nuaꞋa kadɨ tubi giaꞋa l.
ɡjaˀ bɨkuɨnɨ nuaˀ kadɨ tubi ɡiaˀ =l
five finger s-carry each one hand 2sg
'Cada mano tiene cinco dedos.'
'Each hand has five fingers.' <s has (carries) part o>  [Olson (n.d.)]

Having a relative (with inherently possessed noun):

(61)
[zac]

Karlos napɨ chopɨ bɨchi zh.
kaɾlos n-ap ʧopɨ bɨʧi =ʒ
Carlos s-have two brother.me 3info
'Carlos tiene dos hermanos.'
'Carlos has two brothers.' <s has kin o>  [Olson (n.d.)]

9 Interrogatives and possession

Content questions involve fronting, and questions that ask for the identity of a possessor are
especially interesting. The interrogative pronoun meaning 'who' comes first. If a linking word (see
section 3) is used in the construction, that word follows the interrogative pronoun. The possessum
comes next. This means, in effect, that the word order in a question with an possessor is just the
opposite of the word order in a non-interrogative context. This is shown in examples (62)-(64).
The ungrammatical examples illustrate that there is no possibility of not using this word order in
this situation.

(62)
[zpc]

a. ¿Nu kie bia zë naꞋ?
nu kie bia zæ naʔ
who? of animal s.stand there
'¿De quién es el animal que está parado allí?'
'Whose animal is standing there?'  [H. Lyman (2007:173)]
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b. * ¿Nu bia kie zë naꞋ?

c. * ¿Kie nu bia zë naꞋ?
(63)
[zpo]

a. ¿Cho cheꞋen libr kuaꞋan nzhib lo mes?
ʧo ʧeˀn libɾ kʷaˀn n-ʒib lo mes
who? possession book thing s.placed face table
'¿De quién es el libro que está en la mesa?'

'¿De quién es el libro que está en la mesa?'  [Riggs (1991:11)]

b. * ¿Cho libr cheꞋen kuaꞋan nzhib lo mes?

c. * ¿CheꞋen cho libr kuaꞋan nzhib lo mes?
(64)
[zpf]

a. ¿Chu niꞋ ndek rien ra n?
ʧu niʔ ndek ɾ-jen ɾ-a =n
who? foot dist h-be.seen h-see 1sg
'De quién es el pie que veo?'
'Whose foot do I see?'  [Martínez & Martínez (f.n.)]

Such inversion of the possessor and the “pied-piping” of the preposition has been documented
in numerous Mesoamerican languages (see Smith-Stark (1988), Eberhardt (1999), Black (2000),
Broadwell (2001) with respect to languages within the Otomanguean family, for example). Various
formal accounts of this interesting phenomenon have been presented. An attempt to present the
interrogative phrase of example (62a) within one contemporary non-transformational framework,
that of Culicover & Jackendoff (2005) (see p. 317, for example), is given in the figure in (65). This
presentation links Conceptual Structure (the first line) with the Syntactic Structure.

(65)

I assume (but do not have evidence to present for it at this time) that the string /nu kje bja/ 'whose
animal?' is a constituent in surface structure. Possible evidence would be examples to show that the
words cannot be separated by other major constituents. We do know, however, that the intensifier
/ʒi/ may follow (and modify) the question word /nu/ (H. Lyman 2007:180) as it may modfiy other
question words.
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I also assume (but do not have evidence to present for it at this time) that the string /kje bja/ is a
constituent although the words /nu kje/ form a phonological word (Larry Lyman, p.c.).

Content questions with an interrogative possessor in a direct possession construction are also
interesting in some varieties. Note that in the example in (66) the possessed pronoun is followed
by a special third person pronoun.

(66)
[zpc]

¿Nu gicho ge ba uchibi j ëꞋ?
nu ɡiʧo =ɡe ba uʧibi x(a) =æʔ
who? head someone already c-shave pl 3fo
'A quién le rasuraron la cabeza?'
'¿Whose head did they shave?'  [H. Lyman (2007:36)]

This kind of special pronoun has not been reported for varieties other than Choapan [zpc], so
far as I know. It is also interesting to note that it is also not used in Choapan when the indirect
possessive construction is used.

(67)
[zpc]

¿Nu kie yuꞋu niga?
nu kie juˀ niɡa
who? of house prox
'De quién es esta casa?'
'¿Whose house is this?'  [H. Lyman (2007:42)]

10 Possessive pronouns

True possessive pronouns have not been documented in any variety. The noun-like linking word
is often used without an overt head noun (see appendix A). In such cases it has been common
to translate the possessed construction as a possessive pronoun in English and Spanish. See the
examples in section 3.

What is expressed with a possessive pronoun in English or Spanish may also be expressed in
another way in Zapotec, as example (68) illustrates. The possessor is included (attributively) in the
noun phrase and not predicatively as a pronoun.

(68)
[zav]

¿E maky chi oꞋ deꞋe nganꞋ?
é makʲ ʧi =oʔ deˀ nɡanʔ
q machine of 2sg thing pron.prox
'¿Es tuya esta máquina?'
'Is this machine yours?' More literally: 'Is this thing your machine?'  [Butler (1980:113)]

11 Effect of the possessor on the subject

In some varieties a possessor of a nominal in a clause causes a coreferent subject to not be realized
phonologically. The type of possessive construction (direct or indirect) is apparently irrelevant.
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(69)
[zav]

Gwdinnɨ ____ yichq aꞋ.
ɡʷ-dinːɨ jiʧχ =aʔ
c-comb head 1sg
'Me peiné.'
'I combed my hair.'  [Butler (1980:296)]

(70)
[zav]

Ba dxlab ____ llibr che boꞋ
ba ʤ-lab lːibɾ ʧe =boʔ
already h-read book of 3info
'Ya está leyendo su (propio) libro.'
'S/hei is already reading her/hisi*j book.'  [Butler (1980:296)]

This construction is discussed in another paper (in preparation). See also Black (2000:72, 74).
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