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Abstract
Despite being transitive, possessive verbs are characterized by a lower

level of transitivity due to their non-action nature. As a result, the
semantic roles of the arguments of such verbs, which pertain to the
possessor and the possessed rather than the agent and patient,
significantly impact their transitivity. This reduced transitivity is
evident in the encoding of grammatical relations. Specifically, the
present research demonstrates that in Persian, the possessive verbs
dastan ‘to have’ and budan ‘to be’ treat their subject and object as
non-prototypical arguments, employing different strategies in the
agreement and case-marking systems. Consequently, the syntactic
structure mirrors the semantic markedness of these arguments.
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Notably, despite their synonymous meanings and equivalent argument
structures, dastan ‘to have” and budan ‘to be’ exhibit divergent
behaviors in terms of grammatical relations. The explanation lies in
the non-prototypical semantic roles of syntactic arguments, allowing
either argument the potentiality to occupy the syntactic subject
position. Additionally, the two hierarchies of the agreement and case-
marking systems, which operate in opposing directions, influence
each verb’s preferred strategy for marked encoding. Partial agreement
of the verb with the subject (i.e., according to person, but not to
number) also serves as a complementary tool for reflecting the marked
structure.

1. Introduction

Although in modern Persian the relationship between possessor and
possessed is expressed with the verb dastan ‘to have’, in the not-so-
distant past, the verb budan ‘to be’ also expressed the same
relationship. In this article, we will firstly determine, through a brief
historical review, which element is the subject in both constructions
and what the role of the accommodating construction with “ra” is. And
in the next step, by determining the syntactic relations of the possessor
and the possessed, we will examine and determine the functional
correspondence and distinction between these two possessive
constructions, what syntactic-semantic goals this present alternation
pursues, and how case-marking and agreement systems have been
operated.
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2. Literature Review

The literature review can be presented in two parts: 1) views on the
function of “ra” as one of the most important case markers in Persian
and 2) opinions on the agreement system of Persian. The outcome of
reviewing the opinions indicates that, contrary to the initial
impression, “rad” does not necessarily indicate the object, nor does
verbal agreement definitively indicate the subject.

3. Methodology

We will follow three main discussions in order: 1) determining the
syntactic role of the possessor and the possessed by referring to the
evolutional phases of the possessive constructions, 2) how and why
syntactic relations alternate in the two possessive constructions, and
3) the relationship between the genitive case and “rd” marking in

Persian possessive constructions.

4. Results

In comparing the two possessive constructions budan ‘to be’ and
dastan ‘to have’, it was found that the presence of “rd” is obligatory
for the verb budan ‘to be’ and optional for dastan ‘to have’; but in
both, “ra” is only accompanied by the possessor.

The main challenge was that grammarians did not agree on the role of
the noun accompanied by “rad” in possessive constructions, some
considering it the subject whiles others the object.

By resorting to agreement, we determined that although there is little
evidence that a verb has a full agreement with the possessed, no
example was ever found showing that the agreement is definitely
established with the possessor, and all the available evidence was in

cases where both the possessor and the possessed were third-person.
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Therefore, the assumption of partial agreement with the possessed
(plural), not necessarily a full agreement with the possessor (singular),
can also be justified. So, according to the agreement, the possessed
must be in the subject position, and the possessor, the element

€AY

accompanied by “ra”, has the object position.

However, the accompaniment of the possessor with “ra” (even if
optional) in dastan ‘to have’ possessive constructions, as a property
in the early period of Modern Persian, while the verb also agrees with
the possessor, not only made the assumption of subjecthood of the
possessor still possible, but was also reinforced by evidence from non-

possessive constructions where the subject is accompanied by “ra”,

and thus the initial argument was challenged again.

5. Conclusion

The author’s assumption was that the dual behavior of both possessor
and possessed, both in the verbal agreement and being marked with
“ra”, could arise from the fact that the syntactic roles of these elements
have gradually shifted over time. In fact, in Persian, both possessive
constructions, before getting the stable stage, adopted an intermediate
status, which caused them to simultaneously tend towards both
copulative and eventive structures; That is, while they are copulative
and therefore the focus of the construction is on the possessed as the
subject, they also give preference to the possessor in some regards and
highlight it.

The prominence of the possessor in both possessive verbs budan ‘to
be’ and dastan ‘to have’ depends on specific semantic and discoursal
factors such as animacy, familiarity, and topicalization, which is also
confirmed historically. Certainly, the prominence of the possessor in

dastan ‘to have’ is much greater, and it is such that in Contemporary
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Persian, the possessor in dastan ‘to have’ has been able to play a role
as a full-fledged subject, and “ra” appears alongside the possessed,
and these constructions are eventive and no longer copulative.
Regarding the how and why of the alternation of syntactic relations in
possessive predicates, relying on semantic roles and their effect on
organizing the syntactic structure of the sentence, we showed that the
possessor and the possessed, are macro-roles that have distanced
themselves from the two unmarked poles and are located in an almost
intermediate position, while indeed inclined towards the undergoer
pole. Also, the immediate juxtaposition of the semantic role of the
possessed with the patient, as well as the possessor with the possessed,
allows syntactic relations to change over time as a result of this close
association.

Then, we followed this diachronic change, first in the transformation
of the possessive noun phrase to the copulative construction of budan
‘to be’ and then in the transition of the copulative construction of
budan ‘to be’ to dastan ‘to have’. This perspective can also be
generalized to the evidence of the accommodation of the subject with
“ra” in non-possessive sentences. They are generally passive
sentences and the formal subject is actually the same as the semantic
object, and in a way, the illusoriness of the subject in passive sentences
is marked through “rd” marking. And in the few cases where the
subject of a transitive or intransitive verb is also accompanied by “ra”,
the analogy is at work. After a short time, “rd” returns to its original
role, which is the non-nominative (oblique) case marker, and is no
longer used beside the subject.
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Also, the developments of possessive construction in Persian,
considering the evidence of the three early, middle, and late periods
in Modern Persian, the evolution of the case marking in possessive
construction, and the relationship between the dative/genitive case and

“ra” marking were discussed.

Keywords: possessive predicate, (macro) semantic roles, privileged
syntactic argument, case marking, agreement, genitive case, ra

marking.
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