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In this paper we target variation in the English genitive as in the title. Previous research 

reports increasing use of the –s variant in the history of English (e.g. Rosenbach 2007:154) due 
to extension to inanimate contexts (e.g. Hundt 1997, 1999; Rosenbach 2002) and to the pressures 
of economy in North American journalism, a register change (Hinrichs & Szmrecsanyi 2007; 
Szmrecsanyi and Hinrichs 2008). However, a recent analysis of spoken Canadian data 
(Tagliamonte & Jarmaz 2008) discovered little variation. Instead, there was a function split: 
human possessors nearly always took –s genitive and inanimates the of-genitive. This suggested 
that expansion of the –s genitive into inanimates was unique to written language.  

The present work expands the study of genitives in Canadian English to a socially 
stratified data set of nearly 1500 tokens, permitting a more reliable sociolinguistic analysis and 
deeper consideration of inanimates. Logistic regression reveals the same suite of conditioning 
factors found in studies of written language. Although animacy dramatically splits the system in 
the spoken data, end weight of the possessor and possessum are also statistically significant. The 
apparent time perspective confirms a significant change in progress towards –s genitive, but only 
with inanimates:  
(1) The old Wheat Sheaf is Toronto’s oldest continuous bar …  
 
(2) I think she was washing the country’s clothes  

For animates, the –s genitive is stable and strongly correlated with lower education, 
exposing the prestige underpinnings of this variable.  

We conclude that the putative divide between written and spoken data in use of genitive 
variants is due to differences between registers along dimensions of formality, word choice and 
the nature of possessive relationships under discussion, all of which produce different possessor 
types. Nevertheless, written and spoken data are parallel in the increasing use of the –s genitive 
in inanimates.  
 


