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In this paper | start from the claim that at least in some languages there are constructions which work
parallel to canonical existential constructions but which are characterised by a surplus value consisting
in deontic modality, cf. (1) from lItalian:

(1) a. Canonical existential
Ci  sono tre uova nel frigorifero.
LoCc BE.3pL three eggs in-DET fridge
"There are three eggs in the fridge.'

b. Existential + deontic modality
Ci vogliono tre uova per fare questa torta.
Loc BE.3pL three eggs for make this  cake
"There must be three eggs/Three eggs are needed to make this cake.'

This special type of existential, which I call "deontic existential” and which in the languages under
discussion is instantiated by a construction with the modal verb WANT, is more specialised in
interpretation than the simple combination of deontic modal plus canonical existential would be, cf.
(2a) vs. (2b):

(2) a. Ci devono essere tre uova. = Interpretation: deontic / epistemic
LOC MUST.3PL BE.INF  three eggs
"There must be three eggs.'

b. Ci vogliono tre uova. = Interpretation: deontic / *epistemic
LoC BE.3pL three eggs
"There must be three eggs/Three eggs are needed.'

Thus, 'coming into existence' can be semantically modalised in several ways, but in the WANT-
construction (2b), contrary to the construction with the modal MUST and BE in (2a), the modality can
only be interpreted as deontically, but not epistemically, necessary.

Crosslinguistically, the deontic existential at issue behaves syntactically like its canonical
counterpart: in Italian, in both existential constructions there is an obligatory locative element, the
unmarked position of the pivot is postverbal, but still it agrees with the finite verb. Once a clear
distinction between existential constructions proper and locatives is drawn (as the ones observed by
Leonetti 2008) one can also observe definiteness effects in both deontic and canonical existentials in
Italian. Definiteness effects are even more obvious in Sardinian, which also has both types of
existentials. Moreover, also in Sardinian canonical and deontic constructions behave syntactically in
similar ways and show the same correlations with the definiteness effect, cf. (3) (cf. Jones 1993, La
Fauci & Loporcaro 1997, Bentley 2004, 2011, Remberger 2009):

(3)a B at kérfitu tres ovos [...]. (Jones 1993:101)
there HAVE.3SGWANT.PARTICIPLE three eggs
‘Three eggs were needed.'
= indefinite DP, postverbal position, no agreement, auxiliary: HAVE
= deontic existential with an existential operator in subject position



b. Bi sun kérfitos cussos 6mines [...]. (Jones 1993:101)
there BE.3PL WANT.PARTICIPLE these men
"These men were needed there.'
= definite DP, subject-verb and participle agreement, auxiliary: BE
= deontic copula with a locative clitic in subject position

The difference in meaning of these two constructions stems from the difference of the functional
meaning encoded in the copula BE, normally considered to be semantically almost empty, and the
verb WANT, which, in its canonical use, would be a modal verb encoding volitionality (for volerci, cf.
also Remberger 2005, Russi 2006; for similar verbs of necessity, cf. Beninca & Poletto 1994, 1997).
The aim of this paper is thus to further investigate the ingredients of the “deontic existentials”
presented here, in order to shed new light on the interplay of syntax and semantics in canonical
existential constructions.

References

Beninca, Paola & Cecilia Poletto (1994): "Bisogna and its Companions: The Verbs of Necessity." In:
Guglielmo Cinque, Jean-Yves Pollock, Luigi Rizzi & Rafaella Zanuttini (eds.): Paths Towards
Universal Grammar. Georgetown: Georgetown University Press, 35-57.

Beninca, Paola & Cecilia Poletto (1997): "The diachronic development of a modal verb of necessity."
In: Ans van Kemenade & Nigel Vincent (eds.): Parameters of morphosyntactic change.
Cambridge: CUP, 94-118.

Bentley, Delia (2004): "Definiteness effects: evidence from Sardinian." In: Transactions of the
Philological Society. 102/1, 57-101.

Bentley, Delia (2011): "Sui costrutti esistenziali sardi. Effetti di definitezza, deissi, evidenzialita." In:
Zeitschrift fiir Romanische Philologie 127, 111-140.

Jones, Michael Allan (1993): Sardinian Syntax. London / New York: Routledge.

La Fauci, Nunzio & Michele Loporcaro (1997): "Outline of a theory of existentials on evidence from
Romance.” In: Studi Italiani di Linguistica Teorica e Applicata 26, 5-55.

Leonetti, Manuel (2008): "Definiteness effects and the role of the coda in existential constructions.”
In: Alex Klinge & Henrik Hgeg-Muller (eds.): Essays on Determination, Amsterdam, John
Benjamins, 131-162.

[http://mvww2.uah.es/leonetti/papers/Def&Coda.pdf]

Remberger, Eva-Maria (2005): "WOLLEN im Romanischen. Eine minimalistische Analyse." In:
Georg Kaiser (ed.): Deutsche Romanistik - generativ. Tibingen: Narr, 145-159 [Tubinger Beitrdge
zur Linguistik 489].

Remberger, Eva-Maria (2009): "Null subjects, expletives and locatives in Sardinian." In: Georg
Kaiser, Eva-Maria Remberger (eds.): Null subjects, expletives and locatives in Romance.
Konstanz: Konstanzer Arbeitspapiere des Fachbereichs Sprachwissenschaft (No. 123), 231-261.

Russi, Cinzia (2006): "lItalian volerci: lexical verb or functional head?" In: Chiyo Nishida & Jean-
Pierre Montreuil (eds.) : New Perspectives on Romance Linguistics. Vol. 1: Morphology, Syntax,
Semantics, and Pragmatics. Selected papers from the 35th Linguistic Symposium on Romance
Languages. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 247-261.



