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A Relational Functor in Acquisition: The Ontology of ‘of’
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The English preposition of is a small word, but plays a crucial role in grammar. The standard treatment of of is syntactic in
nature; i.e. of lacks semantic content, and makes a functional contribution to grammar. This assumption has been repeated in
many studies, where of is described as semantically null, empty, or vacuous (Chomsky and Lasnik 1995; Lyons 1986;
Ouhalla 1999). According to the Government and Binding theory (Chomsky 1981), the lexical NP Rome in destruction of
Rome needs case as a complement of destruction; but destruction fails to assign case to Kome because of its [+ N] feature.
Instead, Rome gets case by of. Less discussed uses of of are found in cases like the legs of the table. In this example, table
looks like a syntactic complement of /egs, and hence gets case by virtue of the functional preposition of. But why can't we
reverse the part and the whole in the legs of the table, and say *the table of the legs? In A of B, A can be a part of B, but
not vice versa. Unlike the part—-whole relationship, the product—-material relationship in A of B is reversible; i.e. both the
table of wood and the wood of the table are perfect English phrases. This shows that of imposes a semantic restriction
between A and B in A of B. If of is not purely functional or grammatical, how can we characterize its semantic properties?
This paper aims to answer this non-trivial question from the domain of language acquisition. To achieve this goal, we
analyzed longitudinal data of eight children from the CHILDES (= Child Language Data Exchange System) database
(MacWhinney and Snow 1985, 1990). When we look into the actual data spoken by English—-speaking children, we are
surprised by the fact that children rarely utter nominalized verbal complement structures like destruction of Rome. In fact,
the representative examples that are cited as evidence for a dummy case assigner do not constitute a representative portion
of child language data at all. Rather, when English-speaking children utters of, it is used most of the time in part/quantity
constructions (e.g. all of / a cup of / two of) or in collocation structures (e.g. kind of / out of / a lot of). The child language
study suggests that of is best described as a relational functor that defines a restricted number of semantic relations over a
concept network, i.e. an ontology. The overall agenda of this paper will not only illuminate the course of acquiring a
functional category, but offer important implications for a proper treatment of ofin grammar.
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A) The use of tag questions,

B) The use of hedges of various kinds (y'’know, kinda, sorta, well...),
C) The use of the intensive so,

D) The use of “empty” adjectives like divine, charming, cute, etc.
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