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I. That existential, locative and possessive constructions are related in some way is a well-known 
observation (cf. (1)). Since the seminal work of Freeze (1992) it has become more or less a standard 
analysis to assume that existential, locative and possessive constructions are all derived from the same 
underlying structure BE(NPTHEME; PPLOCATION) (cf., among others, den Dikken 1995, Zamparelli 1995, 
Moro 1997, Witkoś 1998, 2000, Partee/Borschev 2002; see also Harves 2001). The different types of 
constructions arise as the result of moving either the THEME (locative sentences) or the LOC argument 
(existential/possessive sentences) into [Spec, IP]. The difference between English-type and Russian-type 
possessive constructions (HAVE vs. BE, nominal vs. prepositional possessor; cf. (1c)) is claimed to arise 
as a result of syntactic incorporation of a(n abstract) prepositional locative head into BE, giving HAVE 
and the NP possessor in the former case.  
 
In this talk I will argue on the basis of mainly Polish data (but also from other Slavic languages) against 
such a uniform analysis. On the contrary, it will be claimed that existentials, locatives and possessives are 
not derived from the same underlying structure, but each involve a different “base structure”; cf. (2) (see 
Harley 1995 for a related proposal). In existential sentences (2a) the locative PP is understood as a 
possessor and is generated as such an external argument in [Spec, vP] (cf. Kratzer 1994, Bennis 2004). In 
other words, the situation that some entity exists/does not exist at some location is understood in such a 
way that the location contains/does not contain some entity (cf. Zamparelli 1995, Hazout 2004 for similar 
ideas). In possessive sentences (2b) the possessive NP is also generated as an external argument in [Spec, 
vP]. Notice that – unlike the analyses mentioned above – HAVE does not arise here as a result of P into 
BE incorporation (not even as a result of an “abstract” incorporation; cf. Witkoś 2000). And finally, 
locative sentences on their agentive reading (2c) have a nominal external argument in [Spec, vP]; 
otherwise, on their “simple position” meaning (cf. Levin/Rappaport Hovav 1995) (2d), the nominal 
argument is generated as an internal argument in [Spec, VP]. The analysis will be modelled in accordance 
with the phasal model of Chomsky (2000, 2001). 
 
II. The arguments for the proposed analysis are (among others): (i) the Genitive of Negation (GoN) facts: 
the NP argument is marked for GoN only in existential (and possessive) but not in locative sentences (3); 
this will be shown to be in accord with a generalization that in order for a Theme argument to be marked 
for GoN in Polish, there must be another (external) argument present in the structure; (ii) interpretational 
facts: only the NP in locative sentences can have an agentive interpretation and shows usual subject 
properties (4); (iii) aspectual facts: the iterative/habitual BE is excluded from existential sentences (5); 
this will be shown to follow from the fact that the situation denoted by the predicate in existential 
sentences is clearly stative, unlike the situation denoted by the predicate in locative sentences, which 
might have a “process” (Piñón 1994) / activity reading; (iv) substitution of BE by HAVE in negated 
present tense sentences in Polish (6): this latter fact cannot follow from a P into BE incorporation since 
there is still a PP argument present in the sentence; rather, it will be claimed that this change follows from 
the observation that the GEN-assigning capacity of negated BE depends on its (perfective) aspectual 
properties. Since the present form jest (‘is’) is not perfective, the defective być (‘to be’) paradigm is 
supplemented by the verb (nie) ma (‘(not) has’), which due to its (inherent) transitive nature – just like 
any other negated transitive verb in Polish – has the property of assigning the GEN case under negation. 
 



III. Other advantages (possible extensions) of the proposed analysis are (among others): (i) the Croatian 
facts: the verb HAVE is only used in present tense existential sentences (7a) (see above); in the past 
existential sentences – in contrast with regular possessive sentences – a BE form is used) (cf. (7b) vs. 
(7c)); (ii) ergative structures: in ergative languages the external argument might be analysed as a 
locative/possessive “PP” (Trask 1979); the internal argument – just as the internal Theme argument in 
(affirmative) existential sentences – is marked for Nominative (cf. (8)); thus both ergative and existential 
constructions are “structually” unaccusative in that the internal argument cannot be marked for 
Accusative. The relevant generalization (which will be shown to follow from a syntactic, phase-based 
analysis) is thus that only when a nominal (agreeing) external argument is present can the internal 
argument be marked for ACC (a modified version of Burzio’s Generalization).  

(1) Russian (Freeze 1992:582) 
 a. Kniga na stole.  Locative  b.  Na stole est’ kniga. existential 
  ‘The book is on the table.’         ‘There is a book on the table.’ 
 c. U menja est’ kniga. possessive 
  ‘I have a book.’ 

(2)  a. [vP PPLOC/POSSESSOR [v’ v [VP BE NPTHEME]]]  existential 
 b. [vP NPPOSSESSOR [v’ v [VP BE NPTHEME]]]  possessive 
 c. [vP NPAGENT [v’ v [VP BE PPLOC]]]   locative (agentive reading) 
 d. [vP v [VP NPTHEME [V’ BE PPLOC]]]   locative (“simple position”reading) 

(3) a. Jan  nie był  na  przyjęciu.  (Polish) 
  JohnNOM NEG BE3.SG.M.PAST  at party 
  ‘John was not at the party.’      NOM 
 b. Jana  nie było  na  przyjęciu. 
  JohnGEN NEG BE3.SG.N.PAST  at party 
  ‘John was not at the party.’ (Lit.: ‘There was no John at the party.’) GEN 

(4) a. Jan  chętnie  był  w domu. 
  JohnNOM  willingly BE3.SG.M.PAST at home 
  ‘John was willingly at home.’ 
 b.  ??W domu  chętnie  był   Jan.   
     at home  willingly  BE3.SG.M.PAST  JohnNOM 
 c. *W domu  chętnie  nie było   Jana.   
       at home  willingly  NEG BE3.SG.N.PAST  JohnGEN  

(5) a. Jan  nie bywał   na przyjęciach. 
  JohnNOM     NEG   BE3.SG.M.PAST.HABIT at parties 
  ‘John didn’t use to come to parties.’ 
 b. *Jana  nie bywało   na przyjęciach. 
 JohnGEN     NEG   BE3.SG.N.PAST.HABIT at parties 

(6) Na stole nie ma   książki. 
 on  table NEG HAVE3.SG.PRES bookGEN.SG.F 
 ‘There was no book on the table.’ 

(7) a. Na  stolu  ima / nema   sira.   (Croatian, Damir Ćavar, p.c.) 
  on  table has / NEG-has   cheeseGEN  
 b.  Na  stolu  je bilo/ nije bilo /*imalo sira.  
 on  table was /NEG was /* had cheeseGEN 
  ‘There is / was (no) cheese on the table.’ 
 c. Petar ima / je imao sira. 
  Peter  has/ had  cheese 

(8) raam-ne  vah kitaabē      parĩĩ               thĩĩ.   (Hindi, Mahajan 1994:323) 
 Ram-ERG.M those booksPL.F   readPERF.PL.F bePAST.PL.F 
 ‘Ram had read those books.’ 


