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Silvio Cruschina

Existential and Locative Constructions
in Italo-Romance

1. Introduction

The aim of the present paper is to outline a classification of existential 
constructions in Italo-Romance, and to provide an accurate description of 
certain types of sentence frequently (but erroneously) interpreted as existen-
tial. In particular, it is claimed that certain sentence types that appear to be 
existential should actually be analysed as locative structures, despite their 
morphosyntactic similarity with true existentials. The theoretical basis of 
this work is within the framework of Chomskyan Generative Grammar, and 
relies on two major tenets. Firstly, superficially identical sentences may well 
have a different underlying structure, which only becomes evident follow-
ing careful contrastive analysis. Secondly, the information structure of an 
utterance may trigger overt syntactic operations that determine the order of 
constituents in the sentence (cf. Cinque & Rizzi 2010).

The data discussed are from Italo-Romance dialects and Sardinian. As 
is well known, there is a very high degree of microvariation among Italian 
dialects, and existential sentences are no exception (cf. Bentley et al. 2012, 
and Bentley, Ciconte & Cruschina 2013; cf. also Manzini & Savoia 2005). 
Current generative work on comparative syntax has highlighted the impor-
tance and the advantages of research on dialectal microvariation. The study 
of the differences among relatively similar varieties, together with the at-
tempt to establish which pairs or sets of differences are significantly related, 
turns out to be an essential requirement for the identification of common 
properties and for the development of unifying analyses capable of account-
ing for the variation encountered. Existentials exhibit resemblances or par-
tial overlapping with other constructions (e.g. locatives), and the range of 

* This paper draws from a large set of data collected in the field as part of the project ‘Existential 
constructions: An investigation into the Italo-Romance dialects’, University of Manchester, funded by 
the Arts & Humanities Research Council (grant AH/H032509/1). I wish to thank the other project 
members, Delia Bentley and Francesco Maria Ciconte, for helpful comments and fruitful discussion. I 
also thank Lucia Molinu for the Sardinian data from Buddusò offered to our project, Andrea Padovan 
for assistance with the Paduan data, and two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments and sugges-
tions.
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morphosyntactic variation present in Italo-Romance dialects and Sardin-
ian, which involves all the primary components of the existential sentences 
(i.e. copula, proform and agreement), forms an ideal empirical basis for reli-
able descriptive generalizations and correlations. Careful investigations into 
this variation will thus help us to understand the fundamental properties 
of genuine existentials, to identify the boundaries between existentials and 
other structures, and to draw sound conclusions for linguistic theory. More 
specifically, in this paper I draw on these data with the aim of expanding on 
some ideas presented in Cruschina (2012a) for Italian, and in an attempt to 
shed new light on the nature of existential sentences and their relation with 
locative constructions.

2. The relationship between the existential and the locative 
             construction

A close connection between existentials and locatives has often been 
noted in the literature. Some scholars have interpreted this connection in 
terms of derivation from the same underlying structure (cf., e.g., Freeze 
1992). Others have acknowledged a degree of similarity, but have still main-
tained a distinction between the two constructions. The sentence pair in (1) 
exemplifies the two constructions in English:

Different accounts of the patterns of variation are found in the litera-
ture, but two main approaches dominate: the locative approach and the pred-
icate-DP approach. According to the locative approach, existential sentences 
and locative predications are generated from a common initial structure, 
which is in fact a copular locative structure (cf. Freeze 1992, Moro 1997; see 
also Partee & Borschev 2007):
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This structure is represented with a ‘small clause’, namely, a reduced sen-
tence expressing a subject-predicate relation (cf. Stowell 1978).1 From this 
common structure, the specific construction arises as the result of moving 
one of the two constituents within the small clause into the sentence-ini-
tial subject position (i.e. Spec-IP). In locative sentences it is the DPSUBJECT 
(or DPTHEME) that has been moved, determining a ‘normal order’ (cf. 3a). In 
existential sentences it is instead the predicate, i.e. the locative PP, that has 
undergone movement to the subject position, yielding the ‘inverted order’ 
typical of existential sentences (cf. 3b).

This alternation is immediately evident only in languages that allow a 
locative phrase in subject position (e.g. Russian), and is less transparent in 
languages such as English, where existential sentences are characterized by 
the presence of a pronominal form, generally referred to as ‘proform’, which 
acts as an expletive subject (i.e. there). To account for this different pattern, 
Freeze (1992) proposes that the proform spells out a locative feature in Infl, 
and is thus a locative subject itself. Along the same lines, but on the basis 
of a radically different analysis, Moro (1997) claims that in the existential 
construction with a proform, the proform itself functions as a predicate 

1 In line with previous studies, and also for the sake of simplicity, I will assume a small-clause 
analysis for both locative copular predications and existential sentences. The special properties of small 
clauses have raised a number of controversial issues in the literature, which should be addressed in order 
to unambiguously establish the syntactic status of small clauses. However, I believe that these issues 
do not directly affect the analysis proposed in this paper. I adopt a small clause structure mainly for 
illustrative purposes and because of the straightforward comparison that it allows me to draw between 
the two constructions under investigation. The same concepts and ideas could equally be described by 
means of a Predicative Phrase structure (cf. Freeze 1992, Bowers 1993, Hazout 2004, and Remberger 
2009).
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which moves out of the small clause to yield the characteristic inverted order 
(cf. 4). On this account, the parallelism with the ‘inverted order’ existentials 
is therefore re-established: the structure in (4) is essentially the same as that 
in (3b)2

Following the traditional view that existentials are a subtype of imper-
sonal construction with an expletive subject and at least one DP argument 
(cf. Milsark 1974, Williams 1984, McNally 1992), the key claim of the DP 
approach to existentials is that the predicate of the existential construction 
is neither the proform nor the (optional) locative phrase, but the nominal 
DP itself, often referred to as the pivot (cf. Williams 1994, Hazout 2004, 
Francez 2007). The proform thus plays the role of an expletive subject of the 
predication3.

Extending these analyses to Italian and Italo-Romance, I claim that the 
two structures postulated by the locative and the predicate-DP approach to 
the syntax of existentials are both necessary to understand the true nature of 
existential sentences in Italo-Romance. However, while the structure postu-
lated by the predicate-DP approach corresponds to the underlying structure 
of genuine existential sentences, only pseudo-existential sentences, and more 
precisely ‘inverse locatives’, have a locative structure of the kind illustrated 
in (3b) and (4).

2 I follow Moro (1997) in assuming that in existential sentences the locative PP is an adjunct. 
This is the reason why it is not represented in the structures in (4) and in (5).

3 On the notion of predicate, especially in relation with an expletive, non-referential subject, 
and for a purely structural definition of subjects in a subject-predicate configuration, see Hazout 
(2004).
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3. A classification of existential sentences

In Cruschina (2012a), I suggest that in Italian true existential sentences 
must be distinguished from pseudo-existential sentences, which are in turn 
of two types: disguised locative structures and presentational sentences. The 
following table illustrates the fourfold typology outlined for Italian ci-sen-
tences:

Table 1: Italian ci-sentence types (Cruschina 2012a)

In line with the predicate-DP approach, existentials proper (type i) are 
analysed as being characterized by an indefinite DP that serves the role of 
predicate. The requirement that true existentials feature an indefinite DP 
is crosslinguistically very common4. In type ii, however, the DP is generally 
definite. I thus claim that this sentence type instantiates the ‘inverted order’ 
of the locative construction, hence the name ‘inverse locatives’. As in locative 
sentences, the definite DP of type ii ci-sentences represents the subject of the 
predication. Deictic locatives (type iii) are in fact a subtype of inverse loca-
tives that is characterized by a strong deictic value. Finally, presentational 
sentences (type iv) are typical of colloquial language and, although they 
share some morphosyntactic properties with the existential construction, 
they can be semantically reduced to basic predications characterized by a 
sentence-focus information structure. This latter type of pseudo-existential 
will not be discussed in the current paper5, which instead concentrates on 

4 This constraint is known as definiteness effect in the literature on existentials (cf. Milsark 1974, 
McNally 1992, 2011). An account of the definiteness effect falls out of the scope of this paper, but it 
must be noted that in the same way as a definite DP cannot appear in existential sentences, an indefi-
nite DP is generally a ‘bad subject’ in locative predications (cf. Beaver et al. 2005, Bentley 2010, 2013). 
This asymmetry seems to confirm that type ii ci-sentences are locative structures.

5 See Berruto (1986), Berretta (1995), De Cesare (2007), Bentley et al. (2012), Cruschina 
(2012a) and Casalicchio (2013) for further details on pseudo-existential presentational sentences.
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the distinction between existentials (type i) and locative pseudo-existentials 
(type ii and iii).

In languages like Italian, featuring a clitic proform, the underlying 
structures of existentials (type i) and inverse locatives (type ii) can be rede-
fined as in (6a) and (6b), respectively:

Following Moro (1995, 1997), I assume that the order of the elements 
within the small clause is not irrelevant, and that only the combination 
in which the subject precedes the predicate is legitimate (see also Hazout 
2004). The main difference between the structures in (6) is thus reflected 
by the different order within the small clause. The proform is related to the 
subject in (6a) but is generated in the predicate position in (6b), presumably 
together with a predicate locative phrase that is subsequently dislocated6. 
The DP functions as a predicate in (6a), while it serves as the subject of 
the locative construction in (6b). In both structures the clitic proform has 
to move out of the small clause and attaches to the copula. Examples are 
provided in (7):

6 The English expletive there has been analysed as the (structural) subject of the sentence, but 
the same analysis does not hold for the Italo-Romance existential proform due to its morphological 
properties: namely, because of its clitic status it must be attached to the verb. Nevertheless, I claim that 
the Italo-Romance existential proform is related to an abstract subject or topic of the predication. Note 
that despite the morphological and syntactic differences (cf. Burzio 1986), the term ‘proform’ will be 
used to refer to both English there and Italian ci, as well as to the Italo-Romance equivalent pronominal 
forms.
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The existential sentence in (7a) corresponds to a sentence-focus struc-
ture, and could thus be uttered in an out-of-the-blue context7. By contrast, 
the inverse locative in (7b) qualifies as an argument-focus structure with a 
focal DP and a dislocated locative phrase. This sentence would be a felicitous 
answer to the question Who’s in the kitchen?. Starting off with the structure 
in (6b), the surface linear order of (7b) is derived by the movement of the fo-
cus constituent to the focus post-copular position, and by the dislocation of 
the topical locative phrase (cf. Belletti 2004)8. Being co-referential with the 
dislocated locative PP, the clitic proform ci has a locative value itself, but it 
must raise to Infl for morphological reasons. According to this analysis, type 
ii simply involves a focalization strategy to obtain an argument-focus struc-
ture from a canonical locative predication, i.e. Ta sùəru jè nta cucina ‘Your 
sister is in the kitchen’. The argument structure is the same – the constituent 
ta sùəru is the subject of predication in both cases – but the information 
structure, and consequently the linear order, are different. These discourse-
related syntactic operations are independently absent in languages such as 
English, where intonation is exploited to mark information structure. This 
is why the ‘inverted order’ of inverted locatives is not available in English, 
and canonical locatives are used instead (cf. the English translation in (7b)).

A locative value also characterizes the proform in type iii, but in this 
case an explicit locative reference is missing from the sentence and from the 
discourse, and the locative pronoun takes on a default deictic interpretation 
of ‘here and now’:

7 Note that the position of the locative PP is independent from raising considerations, but is 
uniquely determined by information structure and discourse conditions. Sentence (7a) features a loca-
tive aboutness topic, which may, but need not convey old information: this sentence can thus be inter-
preted as a predicate-focus structure (cf. Cruschina 2012a, 2012b). The same locative PP would appear 
at the end of the sentence in a sentence-focus structure (i.e. Ci su(nnu) ossa assà nni sta frutta), or can be 
right-dislocated when it instantiates a topic conveying information already established in the discourse 
(i.e. Ci su(nnu) ossa assà, nni sta frutta). The latter case is pragmatically less frequent, but it may obtain, 
for example, if the DP has a focal contrastive interpretation (i.e. in an argument-focus structure). Given 
that this corresponds to the information structure typical of inverse locatives, it would be legitimate 
to analyse this case as an instance of the type ii construction, despite the fact that the DP is indefinite. 
Similarly, cases of definite DP occurring in true existentials are well known in the literature (cf. Abbott 
1992, 1993, McNally 1992).  

8 The relation between resumptive clitic and the DP associate can be captured more accurately 
with reference to the big DP hypothesis (cf. Cecchetto 2000, among others). According to this hy-
pothesis, the clitic pronoun and the full DP are generated together and form part of the same ‘big’ DP, 
which is subsequently split in order to meet the relevant morphological and discourse-related require-
ments: the clitic element attaches to the Inflectional head, while the DP associate moves to a dedicated 
topic projection. 
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Similarly to what was observed for type ii, the focus is also on the ar-
gument DP in this type of locative pseudo-existentials. Evidence from the 
argument-focus structure of inverse and deictic locatives comes from Sicil-
ian, where argument-focus constituents are commonly fronted to a sentence 
initial position (cf. Cruschina 2012b). Indeed, the versions of the type ii 
and type iii sentences featuring the fronting of the argument DP were ac-
cepted by all our Sicilian informants, and were in most cases preferred over 
the equivalent sentences with no fronting (cf., e.g., To suoru c’ è ndâ cucina 
(Leonforte, EN); Talìa: Maria c’ è! (Modica, RG)). In the next sections, sev-
eral pieces of evidence in support of the proposed analysis will be examined, 
starting with a discussion of the function of the proform in existential sen-
tences and inverse locatives.

4. The proform: pro-argument vs. pro-predicate

In this section I will explore some morphological and syntactic argu-
ments in favour of drawing a functional distinction between the proform in 
type i and that in type ii. This distinction is the result of a process of gram-
maticalization, whereby the locative clitic has been deprived of its locative 
referential meaning in existential sentences, but not inverse locatives. On the 
basis of a survey of 115 Italo-Romance dialects, the following empirical gen-
eralizations can be drawn regarding the relation between the proform and 
the locative clitic when it appears in unambiguously locative contexts:

As stated in generalization (i), in the majority of the dialects examined 
the locative clitic is homophonous with the proform appearing in the exis-
tential construction. A small number of dialects, corresponding to the 7.8% 
of the total, do not exhibit a proform in existential sentences. Crucially, 
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these dialects systematically also lack a locative clitic pronominal form. 
These findings are summarized in Table 2, and are exemplified in (10)-(11), 
where the a- and b-sentences correspond to existential sentences with no 
proform, while the c- and d-sentences show the lack of a locative clitic in 
contexts where a locative resumptive clitic is expected9:

Table 2: Dialects with no proform (7.8%)

9 The a-sentences are actually inverse locatives according to the analysis defended here (see fn. 
11 below). The English idiomatic translations provided in (10) also apply to the equivalent sentences in 
(11)-(13).
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Generalizations (i) and (ii) therefore support the idea that the proform 
and the locative clitic are closely related. Recent studies have indeed provided 
significant data that can be interpreted as suggesting that diachronically the 
existential proform derived from the locative clitic (cf. Ciconte 2009, 2010, 
Parry 2010). The morphological identity between proform and locative clitic 
is one of the main arguments in favour of the claim that the existential pro-
form is endowed with a locative feature (cf. Freeze 1992). If on the one hand 
a strong connection between the proform and the locative clitic is undeni-
able, on the other it is also true that, at least synchronically, the two elements 
should not be viewed as one and the same. In fact, the third generalization, 
which asserts the existence of dialects (9.5%) with an existential proform but 
with no locative clitic, suggests that they must be kept distinct. The dialects 
in question are listed in Table 3, and the relevant data are illustrated by the 
examples below:
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Table 3: Dialects with a proform but no locative clitic (9.5%)10

10 In Calabria an alternation between copula have and copula be has been found (cf. 13), presu-
mably due to sociolinguistic factors. It seems that under the influence of standard Italian the variant 
prf+be is gaining ground over the use of copula have, which is supposed to be dialectally more genuine. 
When have is used the element nd from Latin inde should be analysed as a lexicalized element, rather 
than a proform proper, as indicated by the fact that nd is also found with lexical have (e.g. iddi ndannu 
na macchina russa ‘they have a red car’). Although nd does not count as proform when it occurs in com-
bination with have, the clitic nce (or (n)ci depending on the specific dialect) is undoubtedly a proform 
when it is used with be. This explains why I have included the Calabrian varieties in Table 3.
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On a theoretical level, several scholars have hypothesized that in the 
existential construction the topic or subject of the predication is a loca-
tion, which can be either explicit or implicit (cf. Partee & Borschev 2007, 
Francez 2007, Leonetti 2008, Parry 2010). Following these studies, I claim 
that the existential proform must be interpreted as a pro-argument (cf. 
Table 1), namely, a pronominal form that is linked to or stands for an ab-
stract locative subject of predication (i.e. a pro-loc) (cf. also Benincà 1988, 
Calabrese 1992, Pinto 1997, and Tortora 1997 for the idea of a null loca-
tive argument/topic with some unaccusative and unergative verbs). In fact, 
a subject function has often been attributed to the proform (cf. Williams 
1994, Hazout 2004, Francez 2007, Burzio 1986, Tortora 1997). Let us con-
sider, for instance, the following example from the dialect of Borgomanero, 
in Piedmont:

In Borgomanerese all object and oblique clitics are enclitic, so the dou-
bling enclitic gghi, attached to the copula, is co-referential with the locative 
phrase int la stônza. This leads Tortora (1997) to interpret the first locative 
clitic ngh as a locative subject clitic that signals the presence of a pro-loc in 
Spec-IP. Note that the structure in (14) is only possible with an indefinite 
DP. As soon as a definite DP appears, the locative subject clitic ngh is no 
longer acceptable, and “this sentence gets a ‘true locative’ (i.e. ‘referential’) 
interpretation” (Tortora 1997: 128):



[13] EXISTENTIAL AND LOCATIVE CONSTRUCTIONS IN ITALO-ROMANCE 67

In Italo-Romance, the proform seems to have originated from locative 
structures with a locative resumptive clitic, and has then undergone gram-
maticalization and reanalysis, having lost its anaphoric and referential con-
notation (Ciconte 2009, 2010, Parry 2010). If the claim that the existential 
proform is related to an abstract locative argument is on the right track, the 
proform of existential sentences then has not been completely stripped of its 
spatial reference, in that it expresses a contextual location or, perhaps more 
appropriately, it is bound to an abstract or null locative topic which provides 
the spatial parameters for the predication (Cruschina 2012a). A tentative ex-
planation of the pattern described in our third generalization could then be 
that in those dialects the locative clitic has disappeared only after the gram-
maticalization process that gave rise to the existential proform, which now 
stands as a fully autonomous element11.

That the proform in inverse locatives (type ii) behaves as a referential 
locative clitic, rather than an existential proform, is strongly suggested by 
several pieces of evidence. However, some preliminary considerations are 
necessary before this hypothesis is examined in more detail. The idea that 
some kinds of sentence superficially identical to existentials actually have a 
locative nature is not new. In particular, it has been independently pointed 
out that Italian existential sentences with a definite DP have a strong loca-
tive flavour (cf. Moro 1997, Zamparelli 2000). As a result of the locative 
character of this sentence type, definite descriptions of entities that can-

11 As observed by an anonymous reviewer, the fact that inverse locatives with a definite DP (i.e. 
the a-sentences in the examples (12-13)) behave like true existentials, rather than like locative sentences 
(i.e. the c- and d-sentences), with respect to the presence/absence of the clitic is unexpected under the 
present analysis. Admittedly, I do not have a sound solution to this problem, and I can only tentatively 
suggest that in those dialects where the locative clitic is now lost, it has survived not only in existential 
sentences as a grammaticalized element, but also in conjunction with copula esse in inverse locatives, 
preserving a (more) referential locative meaning. The special status of ci+copula as a locative predicate 
may also be responsible for the obligatoriness of the clitic in inverse locatives, which contrasts with its 
optionality when it is used as a resumptive clitic in dislocation structures. Note however this contrast 
mainly concerns standard Italian, as in many dialects the locative clitic is always obligatory even in 
dislocation structures.
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not easily be understood to have a physical realization are judged to be 
marginal:

According to Cruschina (2012a), Italian ci-sentences with a definite DP 
are inverse locatives (type ii) (cf. Table 1), and their locative nature is the di-
rect result of the locative pro-predicate role of the proform. Strong evidence 
for the locative role of the proform comes from the fact that it can replace a 
locative predicate PP. The Italian proform ci can substitute the locative PP of 
a previous locative predication sentence, thus acting as a pro-predicate. In the 
examples in (17), the locative expression introduced in the question (17a) can 
be replaced by a locative adverb or repeated in the answer (17b). Alternatively, 
it can be ‘resumed’ by the locative clitic, but, crucially, the clitic cannot co-
occur in the same clause with the full PP or with the locative adverb (17c)12:

That the proform cannot occur together with another locative element 
in the same sentence strongly suggests that it functions as a locative resump-

12 This incompatibility is due a general ban on clitic doubling, to which I will return in more 
detail in the next section.
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tive clitic. A similar pattern is observed in many Italo-Romance varieties. 
The following equivalent data are from Paduan:

Sentences with a definite DP, therefore, are not real existential construc-
tions, but rather (inverse) locative sentences featuring a resumptive locative 
clitic. When a locative coda is present within the same sentence, it must be 
analysed as a dislocated constituent. The next section provides further evi-
dence supporting this specific configuration and the nature of the elements 
in the sentence.

5. Clitic doubling effects and Sardinian copula alternation

This section presents further syntactic arguments in favour of a locative 
analysis of pseudo-existential sentences with a definite DP. With regard to 
this type of sentence, Leonetti (2008) points out that for the definite DP to 
be allowed, the locative coda must be dislocated or removed. This observa-
tion is expressed by his Coda Constraint:

Leonetti (2008: 140) points out that sentences like (20a) cannot be ut-
tered as a single intonational unit: if the locative PP appears in a postverbal 
position, a pause is necessary – as indicated by the comma – proving the 
right-dislocated status of the locative phrase (20b)13:

13 This restriction was first observed by Rigau (1997) for Catalan.
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Under the proposed analysis, this constraint is not as surprising as it 
might look at first sight. I consider the Coda Constraint that characterizes 
ci-sentences with a definite DP to be a corollary of the more general ban on 
clitic doubling. It is well known that in Italian resumptive clitics resume top-
ics, but are incompatible with foci (cf. Rizzi 1997). The resumptive locative 
clitic ci is therefore incompatible with a locative phrase when the latter is fo-
cal, but not when it is dislocated or removed due to its topical nature. A loca-
tive phrase, for instance, is focal when it corresponds to a wh-phrase (21a) or 
to the focus of the sentence in an answer to a wh-question (21b):

By contrast, the locative PP is a right-dislocated topic in (22), and the 
sentence is therefore grammatical. Here, the proform ci clearly functions as 
a resumptive clitic:

When the definite DP is in a pre-copular position, the proform and the 
locative PP are compatible only if the locative phrase is, once again, right-
dislocated (23a). If both elements are part of the focus, as in (23b), the sen-
tence is ungrammatical, on the grounds that it would lead to a case of clitic 
doubling, which is not allowed in Italian, as shown in (21) above:
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It is important to emphasize that the proform is incompatible with a fo-
cal locative phrase only in inverse locatives with a definite DP (type ii), but 
not in an existential sentence (type i). This contrast is expected under the 
analysis that in type ii sentences ci is a resumptive clitic, which cannot thus 
co-occur with a focal locative phrase. By contrast, if we have an indefinite 
DP, and hence a proper existential construction of type i, such clitic dou-
bling effects should not arise, and in fact they do not. In (24) the proform 
and the locative PP both belong to the focus of the clause, as shown in (25). 
Nevertheless, no ungrammaticality is detected14:

Recall that in existential sentences the proform is not a locative clitic, 
but a pro-argument. This pattern is therefore unsurprising. Further data 
from other Italo-Romance varieties confirm this fundamental difference. 
The clitic doubling restrictions accounting for the paradigm in (18) above, 
do not apply to true existential sentences with an indefinite DP in Paduan. 
An example is provided in (26)15:

14 An anonymous reviewer observes that the information structure in (24)/(25) is fine only when 
the sentence contains a mass noun and a partitive clitic. Conversely, the same information structure is 
not allowed with an indefinite countable noun (e.g. *[una mela]TOP [c’ è sul tavolo]FOC ‘there is an apple 
on the table’ (lit. an apple there is on the table). The relevant notion here seems to be partitivity, rather 
than the mass/countable distinction, as shown by the fact that a plural countable noun can appear in a 
sentence with the information structure in question (e.g. [mele]TOP [ce ne sono sul tavolo]FOC ‘there are 
apples on the table’ (lit. apples there are on the table). This however does not provide a satisfactory an-
swer to the question of why it is not possible with singular non-partitive nouns. This restriction might 
independently result from the fact that this type of nouns are generally not good topics and cannot 
readily be dislocated. 

15 It must be clarified that in Paduan the clitic ne always requires the presence of ghe (cf. Penello 
2003). However, this peculiarity does not affect the validity of the relevant example.
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The clitic doubling effects strongly suggest that the underlying struc-
ture of this sentence type is indeed locative, and the clear-cut contrast with 
respect to existential sentences of type i can be summarized by the following 
constraint on the information structure of inverse locatives:

As previously mentioned, this constraint also applies to cases in which 
the locative phrase is a wh-element, which is the focus of a wh-question, 
thereby providing an explanation for the incompatibility between ci and the 
interrogative locative phrases that obtains exclusively in the presence of a 
definite DP (28), but not in genuine existential sentences (29):
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A similar contrast can be observed in Sardinian. In some Sardinian dia-
lects the distinction between type i and type ii is marked morphosyntacti-
cally by copula alternation, in that the two structures are distinguished by 
the use of different copulas: a distinction that goes hand in hand with the 
specificity of the DP (cf. Jones 1993, La Fauci & Loporcaro 1997, Bentley 
2004, 2011, Remberger 2009):

Copula have is found with indefinite DPs (30), while be appears with 
definite DPs (31). It was first observed by Jones (1993) that, in combination 
with auxiliary be, the clitic bi has a tangible referential locative value. Rem-
berger (2009) develops this idea further and claims that sentences with the 
copula be are actually locative structures. The ungrammaticality of (32b) can 
therefore be explained by making reference to our information-structure 
constraint on inverse locatives in (27):

We have collected further data from the Sardinian variety spoken in 
Buddusò, in the province of Olbia-Tempio (OT), confirming this opposi-
tion.
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To sum up, I have shown that pseudo-existential sentences with a defi-
nite DP (type ii) must be analysed as inverse locative structures, and must 
be distinguished from true existential sentences (type i) which feature an 
indefinite DP and are subject to different syntactic restrictions. This distinc-
tion is supported by copula alternation in Sardinian, where copulas have and 
be correlate with type i and type ii, respectively.

6. Information structure and the scope of negation

One further argument supporting the distinction between existential 
and pseudo-existential sentences, especially inverse locatives, is provided by 
their different behaviour with respect to negation. In type i the DP must fall 
within the scope of negation, while in type ii the DP is excluded from the 
focus, and only the predicate (prf+copula) can be negated:
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As a consequence, the information-structure articulation illustrated 
in (36b) for the existential sentence in (35a) is ungrammatical, while the 
articulation in (36a) is not:

In existential sentences the DP must be part of the focus of the sen-
tence, in an either sentence- or predicate-focus structure (cf. Table 1). 
Negated existentials are not an exception in this regard. This restriction 
can also be viewed as the direct result of the predicative structure of exis-
tentials. As discussed in the introduction with reference to the predicate-
DP approach, the DP represents the predicate of the existential construc-
tion. Excluding the DP from the focus of the sentence, and hence from 
the scope of negation, proves ungrammatical because the proform plus the 
copula (e.g. ci sono in (35a)) does not constitute a complete predicate. The 
only constituent that does not fall within the scope of negation is the loca-
tive phrase, in compliance with the observation that negative existential 
sentences must presuppose a location (Partee & Borschev 2007), which is 
accordingly dislocated. 

In type ii, instead, the proform plus copula cluster c’ è (cf. 35b) is a predi-
cate. The proform here stands for a (dislocated or implicit) locative predicate 
and can thus be negated on its own. On the other hand, negative locative 
predications must presuppose the existence of the entity denoted by the DP 
(Partee & Borschev 2007): the definite DP therefore must be out of the 
scope of the negation16.

16 The discussion of these examples is not meant to preclude other factors affecting scope in nega-
tive existentials. It could well be that the definite DP cannot be under the scope of negation due to its 
definiteness, which triggers an existential presupposition that cannot be deleted under negation (I owe 
this remark to an anonymous reviewer). What is important here is the different behaviour of the cluster 
ci+copula with respect to negation, and that presupposed DPs are typical of locative predications, as 
opposed to existential sentences.
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As shown in (37), the DP of an inverse locative must be dislocated and 
cannot be part of the focus. If we assume that sentences with an indefinite 
DP and sentences with a definite DP are equally existential, their different 
behaviour with respect to negation would be left unexplained. However, the 
same facts are satisfactorily accounted for once the distinction between exis-
tentials and pseudo-existentials is established.

7. Conclusion

The central argument of this paper is that Italo-Romance existential 
constructions do not represent a homogenous sentence class, and the princi-
pal basis for this argument is the observation that the sentence types identi-
fied show different properties at several levels. In the proposed analysis, the 
morphosyntactic similarities and substantial differences are captured by pos-
tulating that existential sentences and locative pseudo-existential sentences 
share a similar underlying structure, which can be represented with a small 
clause. The same elements are present in this structure, but in a crucially dif-
ferent – and in fact reverse – order, which in turns determines the different 
functions, properties, and behaviours. In type i the proform expresses a sub-
ject-related contextual location, and is bound to a null locative topic which 
provides the spatial parameters for the predication; the locative coda is an 
adjunct, which may or may not be part of the focus of the sentence. In type 
ii the proform plays the role of a locative clitic that is co-indexed with a dis-
located predicative locative PP. As in canonical locatives, the locative phrase 
of inverse locatives is a predicate, linked to the clause by means of a loca-
tive resumptive clitic. On a morphosyntactic level the distinction between 
existentials and pseudo-existentials is primarily supported by the different 
definiteness value of the DP according to the sentence type: the DP must 
be indefinite in type i, but is typically definite (or at least specific) in type ii. 
Finally, the distinction between the two sentence types is reflected in their 
information structure, which corresponds to a sentence- or predicate-focus 
structure in type i, and to an argument-focus structure in type ii, where the 
locative phrase must be dislocated and cannot be part of the focus.
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