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1. Introduction 
 
If we look at subtypes of expletive subjects, as identified by Svenonius (2002:5) 
for English, for example, we see that they can be pronouns, as is the case for 
extrapositional it or weather it, or they can consist of a locative element, like 
impersonal there. It is the latter in particular that will be at the centre of interest in 
this paper. The specific aim of this paper is to describe, interpret and analyse two 
subtypes of “subjectless” constructions in Sardinian that involve such a locative 
element, namely existential constructions and presentational impersonal 
constructions with intransitives. The paper will focus on the status and role of the 
locative element with respect to null subjects and/or expletives. More details 
concerning the relation between empty and overt expletives and overt locatives 
even in a null subject language such as Sardinian will be discussed in section 2.  
 Sardinian displays wide diatopic variation; nevertheless it is often stated that 
there are roughly two main dialect areas, although these are not clearly defined 
and have several transitional areas. One is Logudorese in the North of the island; 
the other is Campidanese in the South. Thus there is a variation of forms with 
respect to locatives or existentials in Sardinian. Here, only the clitic locatives will 
be considered, which can be bi, bíe / ikke, ke, nke, ank, inchi, for the Logudorese 
varieties, and iddhoi, ddhoi, ddhui, ddhue, ddhu / inci, ci, ince, nce for the 
Campidanese varieties.2 All varieties, however, have null subjects. In what 
follows I shall principally use examples with bi, most of them stemming from the 
mailing list Sa Limba (cf. Sa-Limba 1999-2007). The occurrences of a locative or 
existential element are glossed with LOC. This, however, does not mean that bi 
always is to be interpreted as a true locative.  

All examples at issue here are thetic sentences (cf. Sasse 1987) or so-called 
presentational clauses, i.e. constructions that do not have predicate focus, but 
sentence focus (Lambrecht 1994).3 The data under discussion are given in the 
following examples:  
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(1) Poi bi aiat tantos amigos chi sunt scrittos in custa lista.  
  then LOC HAVE.PAST.3.SG a-lot-of friends, who are subscribed to this list 
  ‘Then there were lots of friends, who are also subscribed to the mailing-

list.’                                (Sa-Limba: Pattada) 
 

(2) Bi sunt cuddos chi ammisturant s’italianu cun su sardu a tot’andare.  
  LOC BE.PRES.3.PL who measure the Italian with the Sardinian at all go 
  ‘There are these who compare Italian to Sardinian whenever they can.’ 
 
The examples in (1) and (2) are locative-existential4 constructions, containing an 
auxiliary plus a locative clitic (set in bold) as well as the DP whose existence (or 
location, cf. fn. 9) is encoded (the so-called pivot5, here underlined). However, as 
has been observed in previous studies (cf. Jones 1993, La Fauci & Loporcaro 
1997, Loporcaro 1998, Bentley 2004, 2007) auxiliary selection is dependent on 
the definiteness of the pivot-DP: a (postverbal) indefinite DP like tantos amigos 
‘many friends’ goes together with HAVE-selection and default (or missing) 
agreement, whereas a definite DP (also postverbal in this case)  like cuddos 
‘these’ results in BE-selection and agreement: 
 

(3) E b’at abarradu puru unos cantos francos pro un’ateru DVD o duos.  
  and LOC HAVE.3.SG also remained.PART some more francs for another 

DVD or 2. 
  ‘And there is also some money left for another DVD or two.’ 
                                   (Sa-Limba: Logudoro) 
 

(4) Da pustis de bint’annos chi ant segadu a fitas su monolite b’est 
abbarradu semper in su cucuru sa moderina de su nuraghe chi sas minas 
ant fatu tremare. 

  from after of 20 years that they-have broken down the monolith LOC 
BE.3.SG remained.PART always in the top the heap-of-stones of the 
Nuraghe that the mines have made tremble 

  ‘For 20 years now since they broke down the monolith, there on the top 
has still remained the heap of stones of the Nuraghe that the mines 
made tremble.’                         (Sa-Limba: Pattada) 
 

The examples in (3) and (4) are impersonal constructions with the lexical verb 
abbarrare ‘to remain’. In compound tenses the same correlation as for the 
locative-existentials in (1) and (2) can be observed, i.e. these constructions too 
show auxiliary selection conditioned by the definiteness effect6 (and the position 
of the DP, as will be shown later). 
 The paper is organised as follows: In the next section, I will give a 
comparative overview of the correlation of null subjects, expletives and locatives 

                                                 
4  As will be shown later, a distinction has to be made between locatives and true existentials. 

Whenever I write “locative-existential” this distinction is not (yet) made. 
5  This term was introduced by Milsark (1974). 
6  In this paper, I will use the term “definiteness” effect although the phenomenon is more 

intricate. A distinction between strong vs. weak determiners (cf. Milsark 1977 among many 
others) would be more appropriate for a crosslinguistic description of the respective data. 
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in some Romance languages. Section 3 contains a more detailed discussion of the 
Sardinian data at issue. In 4, a sketch of the current theory with respect to the 
interpretation of existentials is given. Section 5 introduces the framework I will 
rely on for the analysis that is proposed in 6. In section 7, the results will be 
summarised. 
 
 
2. Null-subjects, expletives and locatives 
 
A comparative view of French, Sardinian and Italian reveals that phonologically 
realised personal subject pronouns in non-emphatic contexts go together with 
phonologically realised expletive elements in null predicates such as 
meteorological verbs in French, whereas Italian and Sardinian have empty 
pronouns in both cases (for the French examples, cf. Lambrecht 1994): 
 

(5) French  a. Il pleut.             ilexpletive 
  Sard.    b. Est proende.          proexpletive  
  Ital.    c. Piove.              proexpletive  
 

(6) French  a. Il pleure.            ilpronominal 
  Sard.   b. Est pranghende.        propronominal  
  Ital.    c. Piange.             propronominal 
 
This correlation is well-established, found in all non-null subject languages and 
probably the most uncontroversial in the definition of the null subject parameter. 
As far as locative clitics in existential constructions are concerned, they seem to 
be phonologically realised in all three languages:7 
 

(7) French  a. Il y a trois hommes.     ilexpletive   + yexistential 
  Sard.   b. B’at tres òmines.        proexpletive + biexistential 
  Ital.    c. Ci sono tre uomini.      proexpletive + ciexistential 

 
In the French existential construction an expletive as well as a locative is 
phonologically realised. Thus, to keep the parallel with (5) and (6), we must 
assume that there is also an unrealised expletive pronoun in Sardinian and Italian 
where the French pronoun is realised.8 Sardinian and Italian still behave in a 

                                                 
7  This is not necessarily so in all languages, cf. e.g. Romanian, which has no overt locative in 

this case (cf. also Cornilescu, this volume), or Spanish, where the locative seems to be 
incorporated into an invariable verbal form of HAVE but only in the present tense indicative. 
Neither language possesses a locative clitic. 

8  There is something to be said here concerning the existence of expletive pro in these 
constructions: Boeckx (1999:61, fn.5), for example, assumes an expletive pro plus ci in 
preverbal position for Italian (see also Mensching & Remberger 2006:182 for other Romance 
varieties) whereas Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (1998) would certainly maintain that verbal 
inflection in Italian is strong enough to satisfy the EPP (i.e. the requirement for a subject in 
[Spec, TP]) by itself. In older Tuscan texts, there can be both an overt expletive (egli) and a 
locative (ci), cf. Ciconte (this volume); thus the assumption that there is a non-overt 
counterpart to both of these elements is reasonable. 
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parallel way. However, in (8), which exemplifies the presentational impersonal 
constructions introduced above (cf. (3) and (4)) the situation changes:  
 

(8) French  a. Il est arrivé trois hommes.      ilexpletive  + proexistential 
  Sard.   b. B’at arribatu tres òmines       proexpletive + biexistential 
  Ital.    c. Sono arrivati tre uomini.       proexpletive + proexistential  

 
French here has an overt expletive as in (7)a, Sardinian has an overt existential, as 
in (7)b, but Italian has neither. Again, to keep the parallel, one must assume that 
French should have an unrealised existential and Sardinian an unrealised 
expletive, whereas Italian should have both elements unrealised. However, this 
would mean that there are two types of “existentials” in Italian or French, a 
phonologically realised one, namely ci or y, and an empty one (proexistential), 
whereas in Sardinian both types are realised as bi.  

Moreover, I claim that a distinction has to be made between existential and 
pronominal locatives, to account for those cases where they are both 
phonologically visible. An explanation for the latter assumption comes from 
Leonetti (2005). He argues that in Italian, as in the Sardinian examples (1) and 
(2), there is a definiteness effect in existential-locative constructions with the clitic 
ci (the examples in (9) are from Leonetti 2005:10): 

 
(9) Ital.  a. C’è la statua di Michelangelo, in Piazza della Signoria.  

     b. ??C’è la statua di Michelangelo in Piazza della Signoria.  
     c. C’è la statua di Michelangelo.  
       LOC is the statue of Michelangelo ((,) in Piazza della Signoria) 
 

(10) Ital.  a. Ci sono arrivata, a Roma. 
     b. ??Ci sono arrivata a Roma.  
     c. Ci sono arrivata.  
       LOC I-am arrived ((,) at Rome) 
 
He shows that a definite argument in a locative-existential construction can only 
be combined with an explicit locative phrase if the latter is interpreted in a right 
dislocated position (cf. (9)a). When the locative phrase is argumental, i.e. VP-
internal, then a definite argument is marginal in Italian (cf. (9)b). Thus, the clitic 
ci in (9) (i.e. with a definite DP) is always a pro-locative pronoun, since it 
explicitly (cf. (9)a) or implicitly (cf. (9)c) resumes a topical locative phrase. 
Leonetti calls this construction the “pseudo-existential locative” (Leonetti 
2005:8). The ci here must be inherently locative itself since it is incompatible with 
a locative phrase which modifies the event situation in the same nuclear clause as 
in the parallel examples in (10) with arrivarci ‘to arrive somewhere’. Ci in these 
examples with a definite DP cannot be existential. 

True existential ci, on the other hand, is compatible with a VP-internal 
locative phrase, but a prerequisite of these constructions is that the DP-argument 
whose existence is predicated is indefinite: 
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(11) Ital.  a. C’è un uomo in Piazza della Signoria. 
     b. C’è un uomo.  
       LOC is a man (in Piazza della Signoria) 
 
Thus, in (11)a, the existential ci can co-occur with a locative phrase in the same 
nuclear clause and example (11)b is an existential construction with no implicit 
topical locative phrase.9 It is rather the case that ci provides the context of 
existence for the pivot (cf. also section 4). The locative PP in the examples above 
is instead called the “coda” (cf. Zucchi 1995, Leonetti 2005:9): It is right-
dislocated in pronominal-locative constructions as in (9) and an existential context 
provider in ‘true existentials’ with indefinite arguments as in (11). An adjunct-
coda simply  provides an explicit stage topic.10 With a VP-internal coda, which 
still provides a stage topic, there is an “intersection of the coda and the NP 
denotation” (Leonetti 2005:911); as Erteschik-Shir (1997:28) puts it, “indefinites 
predicated of stage topics are unique to that stage”12, i.e. the coda; this is 
independent of whether the stage topic is explicit or implicit. 

To sum up: It was stated that there are different subtypes of “existential” 
constructions, and that locative constructions and existential construction can be 
clearly distinguished.13 The Definiteness Effect14 (or more acurately: the condition 
of Indefiniteness, but see fn. 6) only appears with “true” existentials and hence 
there are no definite existential constructions15, but only locative constructions 
with definite DP-arguments (like in (2), (4), (9) and (10)). Existential 
constructions can be further subdivided in two types, either type 1, where there is 
an existential auxiliary (HAVE in Sardinian, BE in Italian), as in (1), (7) or (11), 
or type 2, where a presentational clause involving a lexical verb is given, as in (3) 
or (8). The difference between existential 1 and existential 2 is that the first 
introduces entities (which need to be indefinite) and the second one introduces 
events (which need to host an indefinite argument) (cf. Leonetti 2005, also 
Boeckx 1999, Lambrecht 1994, La Fauci & Loporcaro 1997, Bentley 2004 etc.). 
Table 1 gives an overview over the results achieved so far: 
 

                                                 
9  As will become clear in the forthcoming sections, cf. (26) and table 6, a locative interpretation 

is also available for indefinites, cf. (i): 
(i) C’è un uomo, in Piazza della Signoria. 

10  Cf. Erteschik-Shir (1997:26ff); a stage topic is typically implicit in presentational sentences, 
which thus appear to have sentence focus. 

11  This approach is originally based on Keenan (1987). 
12  This is parallel to the claim that a pivot must be “novel” (cf. eg. McNally 1992) or 

“unanchored” (cf. e.g. Bentley 2004). 
13  The Grande Grammatica Italiana di Consultazione by Renzi et al. (1988) gives three types of 

locative ci in Italian: real locative ci (pro-PP), the presentational ci (here: true existential) and 
the existential ci in the Dio c’è construction, which will not be discussed here. 

14  I will not elaborate on a definition of the DE here; suffice it to say that there might be further 
distinctions as between ‘strong’ and ‘weak definites’ (cf. Milsark 1977) and that also languages 
like English, which show quite a clear DE, can also often have definite DPs in existential 
constructions (cf. Ward & Birner 1995). 

15  Cf. also Freeze (1992:557): “Probably no language allows the existential to have a definite 
theme; if the theme is definite, the structure must be that of a predicate locative.” 
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Table 1. Null subjects, expletives and locatives in French, Italian and Sardinian. 
 D-referential, 

topic 
(cf. (6)) 

expletive 
 
(cf. (5)) 

pronominal-
locative  
(cf. (9) & (10)) 

existential 1 
 
(cf. (7) & (11)) 

existential 2 
 
(cf. (8)) 

French il il y y pro 
Sardinian pro pro bi bi bi 
Italian pro pro ci ci pro 

 
On the base of the definitions established in this section, in the next section the 
data from Sardinian, which show auxiliary selection, will be discussed in more 
detail. 
 
 
3. The data: BI-constructions in Sardinian 
 
The Sardinian data, which are particularly interesting with respect to auxiliary 
selection in compound tense locative and existential constructions, were first 
widely described and analysed by Jones (1993). As for the description of the data, 
I will give a summary of Jones’s results here (for detailed Sardinian examples, the 
reader is referred to Jones 1993:100ff, 3.2.2, and 113ff, 3.2.4)16: 
 
(A) In existential constructions (with the existential clitic 1), the pivot is indefinite 

and in postverbal position. It cannot be established whether it is nominative or 
not, since indefinites have no overt Case marking, but it probably has partitive 
Case. Auxiliary selection is HAVE. There is no agreement (either with a finite 
verb or with a participle). In existential constructions, a locative phrase within 
the nuclear clause is possible. 

(B) In (pseudo-existential) locative constructions (with the pro-locative clitic), the 
pivot is usually definite and can be in a preverbal or postverbal position. It 
clearly has nominative Case. Auxiliary selection is BE. There is subject-verb- 
as well as participle-agreement. No other locative phrase within the nuclear 
clause is allowed. 

(C) In presentational constructions involving an existential (existential clitic 2), 
the single DP-argument of a unaccusative or unergative verb is indefinite and 
postverbal.17 It cannot be established whether it is nominative or not, as in (A), 
but again it probably has partitive Case. Auxiliary selection is HAVE. There is 
no agreement (either with a finite verb or with a participle). The existential 
clitic is obligatory, but if there is an experiencer dative clitic in the same 

                                                 
16  Jones’s (1993) data are from the dialect of Lula, i.e. the central Nuorese area within the larger 

area of the Logudorese dialects. The data presented in this paper come from different varieties 
and sources, including the mailing list Sa-Limba (cf. Sa-Limba 1999-2007), but also folklore 
and literature as well as research literature on Sardinian. I also give the name of the village the 
speakers of the sample data come from, where available . 

17  It can be preverbal, cf. (i) but then it is no longer a presentational (thetic) construction any 
more but a categorial one. There are cases of postverbal DP with agreement, but they are not 
easily accepted, cf. (ii). I assume that in cases like (ii) the DP has moved to [Spec, PrP] and 
that in both positions, the [Spec, PrP] as well as the [Spec, TP] as in (i), the DP has a specific 
reading. 

(i) Tres pitzinnas (bi) sun vénnitas. (Jones 1993:102) 
(ii) ?(Bi) sun vénnitas tres pitzinnas. (Jones 1993:103) 
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position, it can sometimes be omitted. A locative phrase in the nuclear clause 
is possible. 

(D) In other constructions involving a locative and a lexical verb, but with a 
definite DP, the latter is in preverbal or postverbal position. It has nominative 
Case, which can be tested by nominative personal pronouns. Auxiliary 
selection is BE. There is subject-verb- as well as participle-agreement. No 
other locative phrase in the nuclear clause is possible. The pro-locative clitic is 
not obligatory.18 

 
In the next two sub-sections, first existential 1 (cf. 3.1) and then existential 2 (cf. 
3.2) will be discussed and some more interesting facts concerning the data will be 
added. 
 
3.1 Existential 1 
 
Definite DPs are clearly incompatible with auxiliary selection HAVE (cf. (12)) 
and indefinite postverbal DPs are not compatible with auxiliary selection BE + 
Agreement (cf. (13)):19 
 

(12) *b a ssos past]rez in d]mo 
  LOC HAVE.3.SG the shepherds at home (La Fauci & Loporcaro 1997:32) 
 

(13) *bi zum past]rez in d]mo 
  LOC BE.3.PL shepherds at home     (La Fauci & Loporcaro 1997:32) 
 
However, the latter, following Bentley (2004), would be grammatical when 
bearing contrastive stress: 
 

(14) Bi sun medas fiores in sa danca (ateros en su ortu) 
  LOC BE.3.PL many flowers in the meadow (others in the garden) 
  ‘There are many flowers in the meadow (there are others in the 

garden).’ 
                                     (Bentley 2004:64) 
 

(15) In Sardinnia non bi sunt duas linguas, ma duas tradithiones graficas.  
  in Sardinia not LOC BE.3.PL two languages but two traditions graphic  
  ‘In Sardinia, there are not two languages, but two orthographic 

traditions.’                            (Sa-Limba: Iglesias) 
 
Contrastively stressed arguments are interpreted as subset instances of a 
presupposed set (Bentley 2004:74), and thus perhaps they are no longer ‘true 
indefinites’.20 Both examples seem to be clear locative constructions, (14) with 

                                                 
18  If the PP coindexed with the pro-locative clitic is an argument of the predicate that cannot be 

left implicit then it is obligatory, of course; if it is an adjunct, then it is optional. 
19  Again, the locative phrase referring to ‘at home’ contained in the sentence focus must be 

included in the reference situation for to allow an existential reading (cf. Erteschik-Shir 
1997:52); if it were a topic, the predication would be a locative one. 

20  i.e. they get a ‘strong’ interpretation, cf. fn. 7. 
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the locative phrase in sa danca, which should be right dislocated, and (15) with in 
Sardinnia which is a left dislocated topic although these elements are not marked 
as dislocated by punctuation. Thus the rule conditioning auxiliary selection 
provided at the beginning of this subsection still holds. 

In Sardinian pro-locative bi seems to be more clearly distinguishable from 
existential bi (here existential 1) than Italian ci since only the first always has 
auxiliary selection with BE (+ finite and participle agreement). Thus, the 
following construction must also be a locative construction, as indeed the locative 
adverb and relative pronoun (in bold face) indicate: 

 
(16) Nois ponimus tottue sa (L) inue b’est sa (R) saldigna invece de 

sardigna. 
  we put everywhere the (L) where LOC BE.1.SG the (R) Saldigna instead 

of Sardigna 
  ‘We always put the (L) where there is the (R), ‚Saldigna’ instead of 

‚Sardigna’.’                            (Sa-Limba: Pattada) 
 
With personal verbal forms too, which have a clearly definite covert (as pro in 
(17)) or overt (cf. deo in (18)) subject, the constructions have auxiliary selection 
BE and thus are always clearly locative and not existential; in (17) the locative 
phrase is explicit (in Samugheo), in (18) it is implicit: 
 

(17) su premi est una mandigada in Samugheo cando bi seo 
  the prize is an eating in S. when LOC BE.PRES.1.SG  
  ‘The prize is a meal in Samugheo when I am there.’ 
                                  (Sa-Limba: Samugheo) 
 

(18) E sun fattos veros. Deo bi fiat. 
  and are facts true I LOC BE.PAST.1.SG  
  ‘And these are true facts. I was there.’         (Sa-Limba: Florinas) 
 
As for the status of an indefinite DP in the constructions under discussion, the 
NE-cliticization test (cf. Burzio 1986) with the Sardinian counterpart of Italian ne, 
the partitive clitic nde, shows that in existential constructions the DP is in an 
internal argument position, cf. (19) and (20): 
 

(19) E poi, sos scienthiados sunt comente de sos politicos: bi nd’at bonos e 
bi nd’at malos...  

  and then the scientists are like of the politicians LOC PARTITIVE 
HAVE.3.SG good-ones and LOC PARTITIVE HAVE.3.SG bad-ones 

  ‘And then the scientists are like the politicians: there are good ones and 
there are bad ones.’                      (Sa-Limba: Iglesias) 
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(20) Non esistint duas “etnias” in Sardinnia. Forsis bi nd’at una, oppuru bi 
nd’at medas.  

  not exist two ethnic-groups in Sardinia maybe LOC NE HAVE.3.SG or LOC 
HAVE.3.SG many 

  ‘There are not two ethnic groups in Sardina. Maybe there is one, 
otherwise there are many.’                 (Sa-Limba: Iglesias) 

 
As an internal argument it could be assigned partitive Case (cf. Belletti 1988). In 
fact, it can never be clearly shown which case this internal indefinite argument 
might have, since in Sardinian, like in Italian, it is only with personal pronouns, 
especially those in the first and second person, that an overt case distinction 
between nominative, accusative or other can be made. But personal pronouns are 
always inherently definite, and as such do not appear in true existentials. In the 
example (18), the preverbal personal pronoun deo is nominative. Even a 
postverbal personal pronoun would be nominative.21 The clitic nde can only 
resume partitives and thus the NE-clitization-test does not work for definite DPs 
in the construction at issue. 
 
3.2 Existential 2 
 
Existential bi type 2 appears in presentational clauses, introducing the existence of 
an event. These constructions are possible with unaccusative verbs (e.g. arribare) 
and unergative verbs (e.g. ballare), but not with transitive verbs: 
 

(21) *B’at/ana bidu unu film medas piseddas.  
  LOC HAVE.3.SG/PL seen a film many girls         (Bentley 2004:65) 
 
The NE-clitization test clearly indicates that the single argument is also in an 
internal and not an external argument position (cf. (22)b) with intransitive 
unergatives, as one would expect. This is parallel to the unaccusative construction 
(cf. (22)a). Finite agreement (cf. (22)c) is impossible (cf. also Bentley 
2004:92/93): 
 

(22) a. Binn’at bennidu medas.  
   LOC-PARTITIVE HAVE.3.SG come many        (Bentley 2006:234) 
  b. Binn’at balladu medas.  
   LOC-PARTITIVE HAVE.3.SG danced many      (Bentley 2006:234) 
  c. *Bin(d)’ana balladu medas.  
   LOC-PARTITIVE HAVE.3.PL danced many       (Bentley 2006:234) 
 
Bentley (2004:94) claims that in this case the unergative verb changes its 
Aktionsart and must be interpreted as an accomplishment, and not as an activity 
(cf. Vendler 1967). Hence, the predicate in (23)b is not interpreted as a dancing 
activity, but as several dancing events: 
 
                                                 
21  (i) mancu male chi bi semus nois  

not bad that LOC BE.1.PL we.NOM 
‘thank God WE are there’     (Sa-Limba 1999-2007) 
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(23) a.  pro un’ora bind’at balladu medas  
   for one hour LOC-PARTITIVE HAVE.3.SG danced many  
                                     (Bentley 2004:93) 
  b. ind’un’ora bind’at balladu medas  
   in one hour LOC-PARTITIVE HAVE.3.SG danced many 
                                     (Bentley 2004:93) 
 
This must be in relation to the indefiniteness of the single argument (the pivot) of 
these impersonal constructions (thus they are monadic predicate structures): An 
indefinite argument makes the event in the perfect tense appear as not one definite 
event but as several indefinite events.22 In absolute existential constructions, this 
argument is always in an internal argument position, namely [Spec, VP] as will be 
explained later. 

As follows from what has been stated above, personal verbal forms cannot 
appear in event-introducing existentials, but only in locative constructions: 

 
(24) a. *B’appo arribatu.  

   loc have.pres.1.sg arrived 
  b. Bi soe arribatu, a domo. 
   loc be.pres.1.sg arrived 
 
The default form for event-introducing presentational clauses is the third person 
singular and auxiliary selection is HAVE. The DP in these constructions can only 
be in postverbal position whereas in locative constructions, the positions available 
to an overt subject are two, preverbal and postverbal, a point to which I will return 
in section 5. 
 
 
4. Interpretation of existentials and locatives: Current theories 
 
In research literature, two mainstream interpretations of existential constructions 
have been proposed. One of them interprets existential constructions on a par with 
locatives (cf. 4.1), while the other makes a clear distinction between locative 
constructions and existentials (cf. 4.2). Researchers who analysed the Sardinian 
data at issue here (cf. 4.3) tend to favour the latter approach. 
 
4.1 Interpretation of existentials on a par with locatives 
 
Two exponents of this approach to existentials are Freeze (1992) and Moro 
(1998). Following Freeze (1992), there has been assumed to be “a universal 
locative paradigm”. A locative particle such as there in English or y in French is a 
spell-out of a [LOC]-feature in the Inflectional head. Locatives, with definite 
arguments, and existentials, with indefinite arguments, (and also possessive 

                                                 
22  Probably a collective event, as encoded in the German deverbal collectives with Ge-, e.g. das 

Getanze ‘the collective set of all dancing events’. Since the perfect tense gives the event an 
interpretation of boundedness, an indefinite (and inherently unbounded) event is 
accommodated as a (bounded) collective of (indefinite) events. 
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constructions with HAVE23) are based on the same underlying structure. In both, 
the predicate is a locative phrase. The locative particle is never a subject (cf. 
Freeze 1992:567). Variation in the languages of the world is language-specific: 
Either the locative phrase or the DP-argument can move to a preverbal position, 
sometimes depending on the definiteness effect. Some languages have an overt 
realisation of the [LOC]-feature in I, others do not. If there is a [LOC]-feature 
with a [+human]-DP than the copula can be HAVE etc. Freeze’s (1992) basic 
claim is that in their underlying structure existentials and locatives are essentially 
the same, namely a locative predication with a thematic argument.  

Moro (1998) starts from the same assumption but he equates locatives with 
copulative constructions in general and thus interprets existentials as inverted 
copular sentences (cf. Moro 1993, 1997). His approach also assumes that the 
locative element or phrase is the predicate of the clause and the DP-argument is 
the thematic subject in both existentials and locative copula constructions. In 
contrast to Freeze (1992), however, in his interpretation the element there in 
English or the element ci in Italian would be a locative pro-predicate (and not a 
spell-out of a [LOC]-feature in I). In Italian, if the DP does not move to check the 
EPP in [Spec, TP], an expletive pro must be merged into [Spec TP] since ci 
cannot check the EPP, as a result of its clitic status according to Moro (1998:157).  

However, neither Moro’s (1993) nor Freeze’s (1992) approach are sufficient 
to account for the Sardinian data, which have auxiliary-selection dependent on the 
status of the clause derived from properties of the referential properities of an 
internal DP, i.e. HAVE-selection in existentials and presentationals and BE-
selection in truly locative copula constructions. Although Freeze (1992:557) notes 
the interdependency between the definiteness effect and the position of a DP in 
locatives and existentials, he does not attribute different predicate-argument 
structures to them. 

 
Table 2. Existentials on a par with locatives. 

Existentials = 
locatives 

Role of the DP Role of the 
locative phrase  

Role of the locative  
element 

Freeze (1992) subject (theme) predicate spell-out of locative 
feature in I 

Moro (1998) subject predicate pro-predicate 

 

4. 2 Existential constructions are different from locative constructions 
 
Some of the researchers to certify a fundamental difference between locative and 
existential constructions are (among others) McNally (1992), Zamparelli (2000) 
and, recently, Cornilescu (2008). Their approach can be summed up as follows: 
Only true existentials show the indefiniteness effect. The apparent argument of 
true existentials is not a subject in its origin. It is the locative element like English 
there or Italian ci that occupies the subject position in existentials (sometimes also 

                                                 
23  Cf. also Kayne’s (1993) modular analysis of HAVE and BE. 
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experiencer datives, cf. Cornilescu 200824) whereas in locative constructions the 
clearly referential argument is the subject of the sentence. The approaches in the 
interpretation of existential sentences differ only slightly as the following table 
shows: 

Table 3. Existentials are different from locatives. 
Existentials Role of the DP Role of the  

locative phrase  
Role of the  
locative element 

McNally (1992) complement to 
BEexist (property) 

semantic adjunct expletive in [Spec, IP] 
(requires the definiteness 
restriction/ novelty) 

Zamparelli (2000) predicate optional locative 
adjunct 

specific indefinite locative 
with a novelty requirement 

Cornilescu (2008) predicate adjunct (optional) subject (external argument) 
specific indefinite locative 

 
The syntactic role of the pivot-DP, the locative element and the optional locative 
phrase is parallel in all of these approaches. Differences are found mainly in the 
interpretation of the existential auxiliary (e.g. in comparison to the copula) or the 
formalisation of the logical structure of the pivot (its “indefiniteness”), which are 
of less interest for the main focus of this paper, namely the syntactic role of overt 
or covert locative expletive elements. 
 
4.3 The interpretation of the Sardinian data 
 
The first interpretation of the Sardinian data is given by Jones (1993): he 
maintains that in Sardinian (or more specifically in the dialect of Lula which he 
investigates), there are two types of bi, one a locative clitic, and the other an 
existential operator. The postverbal pivot in existential constructions is not a 
subject, but an internal argument in object position. Although his approach to the 
data is mainly descriptive, Jones offers a very systematic picture of the data, 
including in a nutshell the interpretation of the approach described in section 4.2 
(but interpreted in a Principle & Parameters approach).  

La Fauci & Loporcaro (1997) and Loporcaro (1998) also identify two types 
of bi in Sardinian (their data are from Bonorva), one a locative clitic, which is a 
[+referential] pro-predicate, the other an existential, which is [-referential] and 
appears when a ‘union clause’ consists of an auxiliated nominal. The explanation 
refers to the model of Relational Grammar (RG) and says for existential 
constructions that the initial grammatical relation of the pivot is the one of a direct 
object (2) and a predicate (P) at the same time. Thus, it is [+argumental] and 
[+predicative]. According to their analysis there is a fundamental incompatibility 
between subjecthood and predicativeness. With no subject available in the 
structure, a dummy subject [+expletive] must appear in preverbal subject position. 
The presence or absence of a thematic subject can be expressed by the feature 
[±impersonal] which correlates with the [±definiteness] of the NP. An auxiliary 
                                                 
24  As Cornilescu shows, Romanian existential constructions are “pure existential sentences”, 

since there is no overt existential particle in subject position, but the auxiliary, which is BE, is 
prosodically marked. 
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must appear because of the verblessness of the initial predicative-argumental 
nominal clause.  

In Remberger (2002) and Remberger (2006:243ff), I analysed the data from 
Lula and Bonorva as well as from Sa-Limba along the same lines as Jones (1993), 
but using an early minimalist approach (MP): I identified two types of bi, one the 
locative clitic and the other an expletive, the first assumed to be an optional 
locative particle, the second inserted under T for EPP-checking. Furthermore, a 
“definite” expletive pro under T in complementary distribution with expletive bi 
was assumed. However, as will be shown below, this approach does not really 
explain the Sardinian data; besides the unusual assumption of a “definite 
expletive”, it particularly fails to explain why expletive bi should be able to check 
the EPP in T whereas locative bi usually cannot. 

The analysis of Bentley (2004, 2007), which uses data from Lula, Bonorva, 
Bono and Buddusò is situated in still another framework, namely the one of Role 
& Reference Grammar (RRG). Bentley says that the pivot must be a “brandnew 
unanchored element”, that auxiliaries are verbal operators that encode information 
structure, and that HAVE-selection and lack of agreement depend on a 
pragmatically determined rule (a pragmatic constraint on the verbal operator), but 
are independent of syntax and semantics. HAVE is selected (in Sardinian) when 
the pivot is unidentifiable (Bentley 2004:61). Thus, in this approach, bi has no 
semantic/deictic content in the LS (= semantic representation); its role is neither 
that of an expletive, nor does it have subject properties, nor does it control 
agreement (Bentley 2004:69); it can, however, occur with overt subjects. 
Presumably, Bentley does not distinguish between two different elements bi in 
Sardinian: bi can but does not need to be referential and therefore it can also 
function as a marker of information structure, e.g. it is a grammaticalised marker 
in existential constructions. In this RLG-approach, which explicitly aims at a 
pragmatic mapping of denotata to sentence constituents, the clear correlation 
between definiteness, DP-movement, agreement and auxiliary selection seems to 
be non-syntactic: HAVE- vs. BE-selection depends on the cognitive status of the 
DP: all other phenomena follow from that.  
 In the following table, an overview of the current theories concerning 
Sardinian existentials is given: 

Table 4. Approaches to Sardinian existentials with indefinite arguments. 
 Role of the pivot Role of bi 
Jones (1993) internal argument in object position existential operator 

La Fauci & Loporcaro (1997), 
Loporcaro (1998) 

[+argument] 
[+predicative] 

expletive 
[-referential] 

Remberger (2006) internal argument in [Spec, VP] expletive under T 

Bentley (2004, 2007) brandnew unanchored argument grammaticalised 
marker of information 
structure 
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5. The framework 
 
The framework adopted here is based on a Minimalist approach that considers 
only the Core Functional Categories (CFC, cf. Chomsky 1995) for the structural 
derivation of a full clause. The corresponding constituents are (apart from the DP) 
the Complementiser Phrase CP, the Tense Phrase TP and a generalised little vP 
following Bowers (1993), namely the Predication Phrase PrP. This syntactic 
structure is also the locus of the encoding of time-relations (the Speech time S 
related to the Reference time R related to Event time E) in the sense of 
Reichenbach (1947), or more precisely, in a neo-Reichenbachian elaboration of it 
consisting of two independent time-relations (S related to R and R related to E) as 
proposed by Vikner (1985) and implemented by Giorgi & Pianesi (1997) among 
others. Each of the CFCs is connected to a time-relational domain: The PrP 
encodes the event argument or event situation (cf. Davidson 1967, but 
syntactically implicit and compositional); it constitutes a predication by linking 
the event / the argument structure of the lexical predicate to a Reference Time R 
(= the inner time relation). T, hosting Tense, introduces a further time-relation, 
namely the one between R and the Speech Situation S (= the outer time relation); 
with the TP, the level of a proposition, i.e. a representation whose truth-value can 
be established as negative or positive is reached. Finally, C serves the anchoring 
of the proposition to the context (cf. Enç 1987), i.e. either directly to the Speech 
situation S or to the time-relational context given by a superordinate clause. The 
CP represents the illocutionary level. The representation of this extended shell-
system is given in figure 1: 
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Figure 1. Time relations + syntactic structure25. 

 
(cf. also González & Remberger 2005) 
 
In this paper, I will further assume that every predication, including unaccusatives 
(cf. Remberger 2002, 2006), is a phase (contra Chomsky 2001), i.e. a syntactic 
probing domain which is handed over to Spell Out before a new phase is 
introduced into the derivation (cf. Chomsky 2001). It is important to notice that it 
is the complement of such a phase head that is spelled out and that is invisible for 
further syntactic processes, whereas the head itself as well as its specifier (the 
edge of the phase) are still visible and available for further syntactic operations. 
Thus, in this CFC-approach, the closure of the PrP represents the location (and 
contour) of E at R, and the closure of the C-T-phase represents the anchoring of R 
in S (or an equivalent context).  
 A closer look at the PrP shows that there are three different argument 
positions available in a predication, the specifier of the PrP, the specifier of the 
lexical predicate (be it a verb, a noun, an adjective, a preposition or an adverb), 
and the complement position of the predicative head, cf. figure 2: 
 

                                                
25 Most of the syntactic structures have been produced by GBX, see Lalande (1997). 
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Figure 2.  Argument positions within the predication phrase PrP (cf. Bowers 
1993).  

 
 
The complement position, as well as the lower internal specifier, is a position 
typical of internal arguments (such as direct and indirect objects) whereas the 
highest specifier is the canonical position for an external argument. In what 
follows, I will argue that in the data under discussion here, it is the two specifier 
positions within the PrP that are responsible for the definiteness effect: A definite 
pivot always has to be inserted or move to [Spec, PrP], whereas an indefinite DP 
does not have to be. Further rising to [Spec, TP] is thus only possible for definite 
DPs in [Spec, PrP], a position from which they can be seen from outside the 
phase. In sum, there are three different subject positions as exemplified in (25): 
 

(25) a. Zubanne (b’) est arribatu.    (position 1) 
  b. (B’) est arribatu Zuanne.     (position 2) 
    ‘John has arrived (there).’ 
  c. B’at arribatu tres pitzinnas.   (position 3) 
    ‘There arrived three girls.’ 
 
Only in (25)c, is the element bi obligatory and thus an existential (existential 2). 
In (25)b and (25)c it can appear, but when it does then it is a pro-locative clitic. In 
position 1 and 2 the DP-argument is definite, there is agreement, and BE-
selection; in position 3 it must be indefinite, there is no agreement and there is 
HAVE-selection. As for Case, definite arguments in these constructions can be 
proven to have nominative Case, whereas this is not obvious for arguments in 
position 3 which have been assumed to get partitive Case.26 The properties of 
these different A-positions are summed up in table 5: 

                                                
26  Partitive thus is not a particular feature of unaccusatives in Sardinian, since there is an 

auxiliary split (as a diagnostics) inside the field of unaccusative constructions themselves, but 
of indefinite DPs in existential or presentational constructions. Thus the partitive can be found 
also with originally unergative verbs like ballare. In any case, a distinction has to be made 
between unaccusative verbs (or predicates) and unaccusative constructions.  
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Table 5.  Three possible A-positions for a DP in a structure like figure 1 (for 
Sardinian). 

 1: [Spec, TP] 2: [Spec, PrP] 3: [Spec, XP] 
Position preverbal postverbal postverbal 
Definiteness +def +def -def 
Agreement +agr +agr -agr 
Case nominative nominative partitive 
Type of BI bi locative bi locative bi existential (obligatory) 
 
The possibility for position 2 and 3 to be clearly distinguished in Sardinian via 
auxiliary selection and agreement is not present in Italian, where, of course, a 
preverbal position 1 can be distinguished from a postverbal position (mainly for 
unaccusatives), but no syntactic distinction can be made between position 2 and 3. 
However, as Leonetti (2005:7) argues, on a semantic level, these positions can 
even become visible in Italian: 
 

(26) Ital.  Non c’erano molte ragazze.  
      Interpretation 1:  ‘There weren’t many girls.’ proexpletive+ciexistential 
                  argument in [Spec,VP]     LOC/NEG > Q 
      Interpretation 2: ‘Many girls weren’t there.’  proexpletive+cilocative  
                  argument in [Spec,PrP]    Q > LOC/NEG 
 
He argues that in a sentence like (26) there are two different interpretations, an 
existential one and a locative one (cf. also (11)b and fn. 9). The different subject 
positions can be tested by the scope of the quantifier which goes with the 
indefinite DP. In interpretation 1, the locative and the negation have scope over 
the quantified DP, which is thus in a lower position, whereas in interpretation 2 
the quantified DP has scope over the existential and the negation and therefore is 
in a higher position. Both positions, however, must be postverbal and cannot be in 
[Spec, TP]. This means that the logically lower DP must be in [Spec, VP] whereas 
the higher DP must be in [Spec, PrP]. Moreover, the interpretation of the Italian 
examples in (26) also shows that it is obligatory for indefinites to stay in their VP-
internal base-position only in case they appear in existential constructions, i.e. 
when they are “brandnew” DPs in existentials (in Bentley’s 2004 terms), namely 
when they are [-specific].27 DPs with a specific interpretation (as the interpretation 
2 in (26)) can be raised not only to [Spec, PrP] but also to [Spec, TP] as the 
following example shows: 
 

(27) Ital.  Molte ragazze non c’erano.  
      Interpretation 2: ‘Many girls weren’t there.’   cilocative  
                   argument in [Spec,TP]    Q > LOC/NEG 
 
In (27), the indefinite but specific DP has moved to a preverbal subject position. 
In this case, the EPP is satisfied and no extra expletive pronominal element needs 
to be assumed. The raised DP, although indefinite, must be specific and the 
                                                
27  As for the feature [±referential], these indefinite DPs can only be called [-referential] (cf. La 

Fauci & Loporcaro 1997) before they are processed in the existential construction. In fact, it is 
the existential construction that makes a [-referential] DP into one that can be referred to, i.e. 
an argument. 
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interpretation of the clause is clearly locative, not existential. Thus, the 
definiteness effect is in fact valid insofar as definite DPs are obligatorily raised 
whereas for indefinite DPs the rule must be refined, since there is an underlying 
specificity effect: An indefinite DP can be raised and as such acquires a specific 
reading. If it is not raised, it has an unspecific reading. With a raised indefinite DP 
the clause is not existential, but locative. This observation concerning specificity 
can also be made for Sardinian although these constructions are very rare.28  

In light of these results, table 5 must be slightly modified as in table 6: 
 

Table 6.  Three possible A-positions for a DP in a structure like figure 1 (for 
Sardinian).  

 1: [Spec, TP] 2: [Spec, PrP] 3: [Spec, XP] 
Position preverbal postverbal postverbal 
Definiteness ±def ±def -def 
Specificity +spec +spec -spec 
Agreement +agr +agr -agr 
Case nominative nominative partitive 
Type of BI bi locative bi locative bi existential (obligatory) 

 
The interdependence on raising and interpretation of subjects has also been 
demonstrated by Diesing (1992) in her Mapping Hypothesis for bare plurals. She 
has shown that bare plurals are existentially quantified (hence specific) in a vP-
internal position, whereas otherwise they are generally quantified in [Spec, TP]. 
Figure 1 above exemplified the syntactic structure of the CFC-approach, 
integrating it with two pairs of time-relations and their corresponding phase 
levels. To illustrate the referential closure for arguments, one further addition can 
be made, cf. the figure 3: 

                                                
28  But see this example from Bentley (2004:62): 

(i) *?Medas piattos sun in sa mesa. 
    many plates BE.3.PL on the table 

 However, if the DP in [Spec, TP] is in a context where it could get a specific and topical 
reading (e.g. ‘a lot of the plates of the set of plates we know and we are talking about’), the 
sentence should be more easily interpretable in the same way as the Italian example (27). 
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Figure 3. Existential / generic closure of arguments (cf. Diesing 1992), definite 
descriptions.  

 
 
Following Diesing’s (1992) Mapping hypothesis it is licit to assume that 
existential closure generally takes place at the PrP-level, and generic (default 
closure) at the T-level. Furthermore, it can be assumed that for definite 
expressions, a kind of operator-raising to C (D-linking) takes place. These further 
assumptions illustrated in figure 3 are summed up in table 7: 
 
Table 7. Syntactic and logical domains.  

Domain CP TP PrP XP  
Logical level contextual 

anchoring 
proposition  predication predicate  

Interpretation deixis / 
d-linking 

generic 
interpretation 

existential 
interpretation 

argument 
structure 

Situation S R/S E/R E 

 
One further observation must be added before the Sardinian data under discussion 
can be analysed within the framework proposed: As far as auxiliary selection is 
concerned I will follow the assumptions made in Remberger (2002, 2006), namely 
that in languages with auxiliary selection sensitive to argument structure, the 
insertion of the auxiliary happens under PrP; in languages without auxiliary 
selection in the active voice, the auxiliaries are merged under TP. Since in 
Sardinian auxiliary selection is sensitive to argument structure this must happen 
under PrP. As far as the copula (e.g. in English, Italian, Sardinian) is concerned, it 
is merged under TP; however, if there is a copula-distinction as in Spanish 
between an SLP- and an ILP-predication (e.g. ser vs. estar in Spanish), the copula 
is inserted under PrP (cf. González & Remberger 2005). I assume that the 
insertion of an auxiliary in existentials is usually parallel to the insertion of the 
copula, but not in Sardinian, where we have auxiliary selection HAVE in true 
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existential constructions, which is sensitive to properties of the argument and thus 
should happen under PrP.29 

 
The basic assumptions discussed in this section are essential for the analysis 

of the Sardinian data in the following section. 
 
 
6. Analysis 
 
The analysis of the Sardinian data introduced above will concentrate on the 
existential and presentational constructions, hence the constructions involving the 
existential clitic bi 1 and 2. In section 6.1, the derivation of true existentials is 
demonstrated in two steps, which correspond to the phase of the PrP and the phase 
of the CP-TP-complex. Impersonal presentational constructions with un-
accusatives (cf. 6.2) and unergatives (cf. 6.3) are also illustrated in these phase-
based single steps. As for the “pseudo-existentials”, i.e. the constructions 
involving a pro-locative clitic bi, their derivation is finally provided in section 6.4. 
Feature compositions of all relevant heads, i.e. the clitic bi, the auxiliary, the tense 
head T and the predication head Pr are given in detail. 
 
6.1 Existential constructions 
 
In Sardinian, true existential constructions like (28) show the definiteness effect 
and auxiliary selection HAVE: 
 

(28) B’at tres pitzinnas. 
  LOC HAVE.3.SG three girls  
  ‘There are three girls.’ 
 
In the first phase of the derivation of an existential predication, an existential 
predicational head and an indefinite ([-referential] and on an interpretational level 
unspecific) DP are merged. The DP via selection by the predication head serves as 
a predicate/predicative (cf. La Fauci & Loporcaro 1997). The predicational head 
Pr° has the following properties: it requires an indefinite DP, it has partitive Case 
to asign, and it certainly has no probe (and no EPP-feature). Furthermore, an 
existential nominal predication also has a verbal Head Attraction Feature (HAF, 
cf. Pomino 2008), requiring the presence of a verb. To satisfy this HAF, a verb is 
needed. Since there is no verb in the derivation, a compatible auxiliary must be 
merged. This auxiliary is HAVE (which is compatible with an EPP-less Pr°, cf. 
Remberger 2002, 2006) and it has a V and a T-feature. The inner time-relation in 
this derivation is ‘E equal R’. However, the reference situation cannot be 
existentially quantified, since there is neither a quantified individual (the DP 
selected by Pr° is non-referential) nor a quantified event. Thus an existential 
quantifier such as the contextual stage topic bi (cf. also Jones 1993) must be 
merged. The existential quantifier can bind the indefinite DP, which now also 
                                                
29  There is also a clear distinction between locatives with BE and existentials with HAVE in other 

Romance languages, e.g. Catalan, cf. Leonetti (2005), Rigau (1997); Spanish would have 
STAY instead of BE in locatives, cf. also Remberger & González (2007). 
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becomes an argument (it is still unspecific) in the sense of La Fauci & Loporcaro 
(1997). As an argument it needs and gets partitive Case from Pr°. Figure 4 
illustrates the first phase of the derivation: 
 
Figure 4. Existential constructions: First phase.  

 
 
After the first phase has come to a conclusion, Spell-out takes place and the 
complement Pr° is transmitted to the interfaces. The complex Pr-head with 
incorporated bi and Aux° is still available for further syntactic operations. Now T 
is merged, in this case a finite T with present tense. As all finite T-heads in 
Sardinian it has a verbal and/or predicational HAF, an EPP, nominative Case to 
assign, and a probe with uninterpretable number and person features; furthermore 
it introduces the outer time-relation with the value ‘S equals R’. The probe in T 
needs to find a compatible (nominal) goal. However, since Pr is a phase, only the 
specifier of the head and the head itself would be accessible for probing. Thus, T 
finds nothing, since there is no specifier, and default instantiation of the unvalued 
features takes place;30 although T has nominative, no Case is assigned. Finally, by 
moving the Pr-complex to T° both the Pr and the V-feature of T are satisfied. 
However, to satisfy the EPP in T it is necessary to merge an empty expletive.  

                                                
30  One could assume that T finds bi incorporated in the complex Pr-head, and could then 

instantiate 3.sg. However, bi and other existentials in their origin are clearly locative and not 
nominal and since the EPP requires a nominal feature, a locative would not be an appropriate 
EPP-checker. In fact, I believe that to be a fundamental difference between bi and traditional 
expletives like it, which indeed are EPP-checkers. 
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Figure 5. Existential constructions: Second phase.  

 
 

6.2 Impersonal presentational constructions with unaccusative verbs 
 
As has been shown above, impersonal presentational constructions in Sardinian 
exhibit the same behaviour with respect to auxiliary selection and definiteness 
effect as existentials. They are common with unaccusative verbs like bénnere ‘to 
come’ or arribare ‘to arrive’. 
 

(29) B’at arribatu tres pitzinnas. 
  LOC HAVE.3.SG arrived three girls  
  ‘There arrived three girls.’ 
 
The first phase of the derivation is parallel to the existential construction with the 
difference that the existential predicational head selects a VP with an internal 
indefinite DP, i.e. a verbal event instead of a nominal entity. Since there is a verb 
in the derivation the verbal HAF of the existential P can be satisfied by V-
movement under Pr°. However, since the first time-relation in this case is marked 
as ‘E before R’, a temporal auxiliary that locates the infinite verbal form that 
encodes the event (arribatu) before the reference time R needs to be merged (cf. 
Remberger 2002, 2006). In Sardinian, a temporal auxiliary for canonical 
unaccusative constructions would normally be BE, and not HAVE (cf. Remberger 
2002, 2006). However, in presentational constructions, which introduce events, 
the auxiliary is the same as for existential constructions, which introduce entities. 
Yet, the reference situation introduced by the predication cannot be existentially 
quantified, since there is no quantified individual in the event; furthermore, an 
existential predication has no probe. Thus an existential quantifier like the stage 
topic existential bi must be merged. The existential quantifier binds the indefinite 



Eva-Maria Remberger 
 

253 

DP in the specifier of VP and gives it argument status. As a consequence it then 
gets Case from Pr°. Note that the lexical verb arribare ‘to arrive’ is unaccusative 
and as such unable to be found in a construction that assigns accusative Case. 

Figure 6. Existential constructions: First phase.  

 
 
After the first phase has come to a conclusion, Spell-out takes place and the 
complement Pr° is transmitted to the interfaces. Once finite T is merged, the CP-
TP-phase of the derivation proceeds as above: the probe in T needs to find a 
compatible (nominal) goal. However, since the Pr-phase is concluded, the probe 
in T finds nothing and default instantiation of the unvalued features takes place. 
No Case is assigned. By moving the Pr-complex to T°, both the Pr and the V-
feature of T are satisfied. To satisfy the EPP it is necessary to merge an empty 
expletive. 
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Figure 7. Existential constructions: Second phase.  

 
 

6.3 Impersonal presentational constructions with unergative verbs 
 
As has been stated in section 3, impersonal presentational constructions in 
Sardinian are not possible with transitive lexical verbs; interestingly, however, 
they can appear with intransitive unergative verbs like ballare ‘to dance’. 
 

(30) B’at ballatu tres pitzinnas. 
  LOC HAVE.3.SG danced three girls  
  ‘There danced three girls.’ 
 
These verbs normally do not have an internal argument, but one single external 
argument. In the presentational constructions however, the NE-cliticisation-test 
(cf. section 3) could show that the single DP present in the structure must be in an 
internal argument position. Thus the derivation is parallel to the presentational 
structures with unaccusatives: an existential predication selects a VP with an 
internal indefinite DP. A compatible auxiliary must be merged, because the verbal 
participle cannot satisfy the T-requirement of Pr°. Pr has no probe and the 
reference situation cannot be existentially quantified without the merger of the 
existential quantifier bi. The existential quantifier binds the indefinite DP in 
[Spec, VP] giving it an argumental status and assigning Case to it.31 

                                                
31  Furthermore, following Bentley (2007), the event gets an accomplishment interpretation. This 

is probably so because of the accomodation of the perfect tense and an unspecific event that 
cannot be bounded.  
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Figure 8. Existential constructions: First phase.  

 
 
The CP-TP-phase of the derivation proceeds as in section 6.2, cf. figure 9: 

Figure 9. Existential constructions: Second phase.  

 

6.4 Locative constructions 
 
Whereas the constructions analysed in 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3 are true existential 
constructions in which the locative element bi functions as an existential 
quantifier, the construction in (31) with a definite DP, auxiliary-selection BE and 
agreement is a locative construction: 
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(31) Bi sun sas pitzinnas. 

  LOC BE.3.PL the girls  
  ‘The girls are there.’ 
 
Here, a locative predication phrase selects a locative phrase, e.g. a PP or a locative 
adverbial. The located element, the argument of the locative phrase, is in its 
specifier. The DP is also an internal argument position in the locative predication 
because non-verbal lexical predicatives behave like unaccusatives. However, a 
locative Pr° has a feature composition that differs from that of an existential Pr°. 
Like the existential Pr it has a verbal HAF and a T-feature, but it has no Case and 
it has a probe. If the selected locative phrase is implicit, or if it is in a dislocated 
position, a locative clitic coindexed with this locative phrase must appear. The 
probe in the locative Pr° has uninterpretable number and gender features (cf. Bi 
sun istadas sas pitzinnas): On its search for an appropriate goal, the probe finds 
the referential DP in [Spec, PP] and instantiates its own numer and gender 
features with the values of the goal-DP. This DP then is moved to [Spec, PrP] 
because of the EPP as in other canonical unaccusative constructions (but not 
presentationals which may also involve unaccusative verbs, cf. Remberger 2002, 
2006). Because of the verbal HAF in Pr° a compatible auxiliary needs to be 
merged, since the locative phrase cannot satisfy a verbal feature. The auxiliary 
compatible with unaccusative constructions in Sardinian is BE.32 

Figure 10. Locative constructions: First phase.  

 
                                                
32  An indefinite DP could also be found by a locative Pr-probe, but in this case the DP would 

receive a contrastive reading (cf. Bentley 2004 and the examples (14) and (15)) or a specific 
interpretation. 
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The PrP-phase is concluded and its complement (which in this case hosts only a 
trace and an implicit locative phrase) is spelled-out. In the next step, finite T 
comes into the derivation, provided with the same features as described in the 
derivation of the other constructions above. In contrast to the existential 
constructions, however, in a locative construction the probe in T does indeed find 
a referential DP in [Spec, PrP] (sas pitzinnas ‘the girls’); thus, the number and 
person features of T can be instantiated with the values of the goal, which in turn 
receives nominative Case. The DP in [Spec, Pr] now is activated for movement. 
But unless it is the topic of the sentence, it does not move; thus, to satisfy the EPP 
it is necessary to merge an empty expletive. If it moved, no expletive merger 
would be necessary. By moving the Pr-complex to T° both the Pr- and the V-
feature of T are satisfied.  
 
Figure 11. Locative constructions: Second phase.  

 
 
 
7. Conclusions and outlook 
 
This article started from the well-known assumption that non-null subject 
languages have overt pronouns for non-emphatic subject arguments and expletive 
subject pronouns in constructions which completely lack such a subject argument. 
Typical subject expletives usually stem from third person singular pronouns. In a 
parallel way, languages with non-overt subject pro also have a non-overt expletive 
pro. Sardinian is a null subject language and as such it has also null expletives. 
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However, there are other typical expletive elements stemming from locatives as in 
the existential and presentational constructions under discussion. Here, the null 
subject language Sardinian interestingly has an overt locative element in 
presentational constructions where the equally null subject language Italian does 
not. To explain the difference in parametrisation with respect to the two types of 
expletives – those stemming from a personal pronoun and those stemming from a 
locative element – in the analysis of this article it was assumed that the locative 
element is inserted into the derivation at an earlier stage, namely under Pr°, i.e. in 
the first phase; it can be overt like Italian ci, French y or Sardinian bi or it can be 
phonologically empty like in Italian presentational constructions.33 Its insertion is 
obligatory when existential closure is required for non-specific indefinite DPs or 
the events they are related to. The null subject expletive pro inserted under T 
because of the EPP is instead phonologically empty in both languages. Thus, the 
EPP in T is doubled by a quantification-related counterpart in Pr, and both are 
satisfied by the insertion of an expletive-like element, be it overt or 
phonologically empty. The function of these elements is not exactly the same: 
locative elements are related to the existential quantification within the PrP, which 
is required in agreement with Diesing’s (1992) Mapping Hypothesis. The 
traditional EPP is instead related to the T-domain where the propositional level is 
reached: 
 

(32) Expletives: Null-subjects and locatives 
 
  Pr-related existential expletives: 
  quantification of E/R → locative elements 
 
  T-related propositional expletives: 
  quantification of S/R → pronouns 
 
Expletives are inserted in different positions for different reasons. Raising of a 
definite DP can satisfy both types of quantification. Definite DPs must always be 
“seen” by T to be interpreted; for indefinite DPs this is not necessarily the case. 
Indefinite DPs can be existentially quantified by Pr, and if not, generally 
quantified under T to become referential (e.g. in the case of bare plurals, cf. again 
Diesing 1992). Indefinite DPs which are non-specific must also be existentially 
quantified by Pr, but in contrast to their specific counterparts do not move to a 
syntactic position that would be within reach of T. This can be observed 
particularly in Sardinian where the structural position of definite and indefinite 
DPs has an overt syntactic reflex in the selection of the corresponding auxiliary: 
BE is selected by the Pr-head in the case of DP-raising, HAVE when the DP 
remains in situ. Agreement phenomena are assumed to be a natural consequence 
of the selection of a certain type of predicational head, i.e. a Pr° with a probe or a 
probeless Pr°. Thus language specific parametrisation in existential constructions 
is dependent on the availability of overt or phonologically empty existential 
elements on the one hand, but also on the feature composition of the relevant 
                                                 
33  Another parameter for Italian is that there is always obligatory agreement, in true existential 

constructions as well. This must be due to an EPP and a probe in the Italian existential Pr° (cf. 
also Remberger 2006:245). 
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functional Pr-heads. If we compare Sardinian existential and locative 
constructions with the Italian ones, this parametrisation becomes obvious: 
 
Table 8. Parametrisation in Pr-heads in Sardinian and Italian.  

  complement locative/ 
expletive  

EPP DP-
raising 

Agreement Aux-
selection 

 Prexistential DP bi - - - HAVE 
Sardinian Prexistential VP bi - - - HAVE 
 Prlocative PP/AdvP (bi) + + + BE 
 Prexistential DP ci + + + BE 
Italian Prexistential VP pro + + + BE 
 Prlocative PP/AdvP (ci) + + + BE 

 
Of course, this table requires further elaboration, especially for the integration of 
other varieties and languages with respect to their existential constructions.34 
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