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Possession is an abstract and multifaceted domain of human conceptualization. 
Predicative possessive expressions found across the languages of the world are often 
derived from constructions, called in the literature ‘source schemas’, borrowed from 
other, more concrete, conceptual domains (Heine 1997). In many ancient Indo-
European languages the dative and the genitive in combination with a verb be are 
generally regarded as constructions indicating possession, and in particular, the structure 
with the dative has been considered the original predicative structure expressing 
possession in Proto-Indo-European. 

In this paper, I analyze data from ancient Indo-European languages mainly 
focusing on the situation exhibited in Old Indic and Ancient Greek and I describe the 
syntax of the two constructions, their semantics (which type of possession they codify), 
and pragmatics (have- relation? belong- relation?).  

As a result of this research, I will show that: 
 

- First, it is the genitive construction the structure that should be considered the 
original one used for expressing prototypical possession (ownership); 

- Second, the dative construction is not a possessive construction, but it is rather 
part of a larger construction, i.e. an oblique subject construction in the sense 
proposed by Barðdal & Eythórsson (2005), where the subject-like argument is 
realized with the dative case, and possession is only one of the possible meanings 
expressed by the construction. In fact also other types of relations are conveyed 
by such structure (e.g. psychological or bodily states, emotions, gain and benefit). 
 

The proposal will be advanced with the aid of the theoretical framework of 
Cognitive Construction Grammar (Goldberg 1995) that accounts of language by 
determining how more general cognitive principles operate in order to structure the 
inventories of constructions. In particular, following Langacker (1987), Croft (1991), and 
Barðdal (2004), I adopt a causal chain approach to argument realization and I propose 
that the basic function of the combination of the dative with be is to express a relation 
between an experiencer and a theme. The relation consists of a physical or mental 
experience in which the dative referent has an active role because it establishes physical 
or mental contact with the theme, and perceives the theme being or coming in his 
dominion.  
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