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Existential sentences in Serbian exhibit a number of intriguing syntactic properties, some of which clearly 
distinguish them from the well-studied Russian existentials (cf. for Russian Chvany 1975, Babby 1980, 
Bailyn 1997, Borschev & Partee 2002 among others).  
 
Data. In Serbian, existential sentences, cf. (1), differ systematically from locative structures, cf. (2), in the 
following respects. (i) In existential sentences the PP is optional, whereas with locative sentences it has to 
be overtly present. (ii) In present tense, existentials use the verb ima ‘have’, while locatives are formed 
with the copulas je or biti. In past tense both paradigms use the participle bi-l- ‘been’. (iii) In existential 
sentences, the verb and NP do not agree in φ-features. The opposite is true for locative sentences. (iv) In 
locative structures the agreeing NP turns up in nominative. In existential sentences, the NP argument is 
usually case marked genitive. Only under restricted circumstances can nominative arguments occur in the 
existential as well, cf. (3). These nominatives have to agree with the default form (in present tense: 3rdsg; 
in past tense, 3rdsg neuter), all other nominatives are ungrammatical. Furthermore, nominative NPs in 
existentials in (3) can only occur postverbally. They cannot appear under negation (we are not considering 
n-words). 
 

(1) a. Ima  (nekih/tih)           knjiga   (ovde).   
Has3SG   (some GEN /those GEN)     books.GEN.F.PL  here 

  “There are (some/those) books (here).” 
b. Bilo   je  (nekih/tih)   knjiga   (u sobi). 

BePART.NEUT.SG   aux3.SG   (some GEN /those GEN)  booksGEN.F.PL in room. 
“There were some/those books in the room.” 

(2) a. Knjige   su *(na stolu). 
   BooksNOM.F.PL are3.PL  on table 
  “(The) books are on the table.” 
 b.  Knijge           su  bile   *(na stolu). 
      Books NOM.F.PL  aux3PL  bePART.3PL.F  on table 

“(The) books were on the table.” 
(3) a.  Ima jedna / neka knjiga / *knjige/ *neke knjige   (ovde). 

Has one/some bookNOM / booksNOM.F.PL/ some booksNOM.F.PL  here 
“There is a/some book/ *books/ *some books here.” 

b. *Jedna/ ??neka knjiga ima *(ovde). 
One/ some bookNOM.F.SG has here 
“There is some book (here).” 

c *Nema jedna/ neka knjiga  ovde. 
  Has-not one/ some bookNOM.F.SG    here 
  “There is a/ some book here.” 
 
Analysis. We propose that there is a fundamental difference in predication structure between locative and 
existential sentences. Both originate in a PredP, but they have different Pred-heads and a different 
predicative structure. Locative PredPs (for convenience PredLOCP) subcategorize for an NP subject as 
specifier and a predicative PP as complement (cf. Bowers 1993, Bailyn 1997 for Russian, among others). 
In existential PredPs (for convenience PredEXISTP), the subject is a (silent) location and the NP is the 
complement of the predicative head (cf. also Williams 1994). These two structures derive all the 
differences between the locative and existential paradigm. (i) In locative phrases, the PP is the main 
predicate of the clause and therefore, cannot be dropped. In existential sentences, the PP is the subject of 
predication and as such can be pro-dropped, just as other pronominals in Serbian. (ii) The different 
predicative heads are also responsible for the different verbs in existential vs. locative structures. In 
present tense, PredEXIST incorporates into T and is spelled out as ima (or alternatively starts off as ima and 
moves to T to check its tense features).  In past tense, the incorporation of the PredEXIST into tense is 
blocked by the intermediate AspP projection that is necessary for forming the past in Serbian. Instead 
PredEXIST turns up in its participle form bilo, which is phonologically the same as the 3rd person participle 



form of the locative paradigm. (iii) The NP in locative structures agrees with the tensed verb in line with 
the usual subject and verb agreement process (basically, T probing for the NP and assigning nominative 
case to it). The NP can move preverbally to Spec,TP (or a higher topic position). In existential sentences, 
T does not agree with the NP and appears in its default form. This agreement pattern is related to the more 
complex structure of existential sentences as PredEXIST generally selects for a FP as the complement. This 
FP contains an existential quantifier in its specifier position and a NP in its complement position. The F 
head is the same F that is necessary for the analysis of numerals in Serbian (cf. Franks 1994; for similar 
Russian data see Franks & Pereltsvaig 2004, Pereltsvaig 2006, Bošković 2004). Its function is to provide 
a unit of division for the NP in its complement position (cf. Arsenijević 2006 for a similar proposal). (iv) 
FP is also responsible for assigning genitive case to the overt NP in existential sentences. This analysis is 
supported by the fact that some quantifiers in Serbian also appear with a genitive complement (cf. 
Arsenijević 2006, Leko 1989; for Russian Franks & Pereltsvaig 2004). We propose that in existential 
sentences, Spec,FP is filled with the existential quantifier. We will analyse overt quantifiers that have to 
appear in genitive as modifiers as suggested by Babby (1987) for Russian numerals. The option for 
nominative phrases with existential ima is due to the possibility for PredEXIST to select for an NP as 
complement as well. However, if NP turns up as a complement to PredEXIST it needs to be assigned Nom 
case by T, and this is only possible if it agrees. As the only available form of PredEXIST in T is ima only 
NPs that are 3rd sing are possible. Nominatives cannot occur under negation, as the negation requires FP 
(as will be shown in more detail). 
 
Further support for our analysis comes from the data in (4). With the genitive NP, the sentence is fine: it 
states the existence of a certain man, in different places at different times. With the locative structure, the 
reading is rather implausible, as the state of being everywhere cannot be predicated of a single man unless 
he is spread across these places. The difference in predication structure can easily handle this set of data.  
 

(4) a. Ovog čoveka ima svuda.  
this man.Gen has everywhere. 
“This man is everywhere.” 

 b. #Ovaj čovek je svuda. 
this man.NOM is everywhere. 
“This man is everywhere.” 

 
Furthermore, word order with the synthetic future tense is predicted in our analysis. The synthetic future 
in Serbian only allows for a restricted word order: the subject can never precede the verb, and it follows it 
directly in neutral sentences. With existential sentences the neutral word order is V-LOC-NP and LOC 
can be dropped, cf. (5). 
 

(5) Biće     (tu)  ljudi. 
BeFUT.3SG (there)  peopleGEN.PL  

 
Extensions. As seen so far, the Serbian data manifests the distinction between existential and locative 
sentences, a distinction that is more blurred in other Slavic languages, and we will investigate to what 
extent our analysis can shed more light on these languages. 
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