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LOCATIVE AND EXISTENTIAL MEANING OF THE RUSSIAN BYT” "
1. Locative and existential sentences

The problem of locative vs. existential BE was discussed in Lyons 1968. Sentences (1a)

and (1b) have different structures, but only slightly differ from one another semantically:
(1) a. Coffee will be here in a moment ‘Kode Oyzaer 3mech uepe3 MUHYTY;

b. There will be coffee here in a moment ‘Uepe3 MUHYTY 31ech OymeT Kode’.

Meanwhile this semantic opposition is crucial for Russian (as well as for some other Slavic
languages), for it is connected with the use of Genitive vs. Nominative subject in negative
sentences. The genitive of negation is claimed to be correlated with existential sentences:

(2) a. 3necw ectb 6oaku [Nom] ‘there are wolves here’;
b. Bonxos [Gen] 3nech Het ‘there are no wolves here’.
(3) a. Y Hux Bo3HHKIHN 3ampyonenusi [Nom] , lit. “before them stood up difficulties”;
b. 3ampyonenuii [Gen] y nux He Bo3uukio ‘difficulties didn’t stand up before them’.

Still sentence (4a), expressing location, has (4b) (presumably also expressing location)

as its negative counterpart, with the genitive of negation:
(4) a. Ilems [Nom] noma ‘Petja is at home’;

b. Ilemu [Gen] Het noMma ‘Petja is not at home’.

The genitive of negation is associated with existentiality by N.D.Arutjunova (ApyTroHOBa
1976) and by L. Babby: “it is only the subject of existential sentences that is regularly marked
genitive when negation is introduced” (Babby 1980: 101). Referring to N.D.Arutjunova, Babby
says that for existential by¢’ genitive marking is semantically motivated, while “genitive
marking in sentences with the verb byt’ is an automatic syntactic rule <...> if the sentence
contains a locative adverbial” (Babby 1980: 124).

I shall demonstrate that the genitive of negation is not limited to existential sentences,
and the genitive construction in a locative sentence, such as (4b) Ilemu nem doma, is
semantically motivated as well.

Sections 2 and 3 below deal with formal differences between (non-negative) locative and
existential sentences. Section 4 is devoted to general semantics of existentiality. In section 5
contextual semantic differences between locative and existential sentences are explored. After that
(in section 6) I return to semantic sources of the genitive (vs. Nominative) of negation,
existentiality being one of them, but not the only one. Section 7 deals with borderline cases.

2. Formal markers of an existential sentence

Following V.Borschev and B.Partee, I call the two semantic arguments of by’ — both in
its existential and locative meaning — Thing and Location, see bopmies, [Taptu 1998.

1) Morphology. Existential sentences have est’ as the present tense form, which is opposed
to the null form in locative sentences:

(1) a. Tenedon ecms Ha KyxHe [existential sentence];
b. TBoit MmoOUIBHUK (*ecmsb) Ha KyxHe [locative sentence].

2) Referential status of the NP Thing. In locative sentences the argument Thing can be, and
usually is, definite; in particular, it can be a proper name. Meanwhile in existential sentences Thing
is indefinite or even non-referential (ApytionoBa 1976; Babby 1980: 67, 144, Chvany 1975: 48):

(2) a. Kons obun1 B Jlonmowne [locative];
b. B mara3zune, HecMOTps Ha paHHUH 4Yac, ObUTH noxynamenu [existential].
In the context of the present tense form ecms the NP Thing is interpreted as indefinite —
even if according to its structure it could have referred to a unique object (referential
prerequisites of the verb are stronger than the word order):
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(3) a. B Ilepenenxuno ects mysei [lacmepnaxa ‘in Peredelkino there is Pasternak’s museum’;
b. Myseti I[lacmepraxa ecth B Ilepenenkuno ‘there is Pasternak’s museum in Peredelkino’.
Examples that allegedly violate this restriction on the NP Thing will be discussed in
section 4.
Existential sentences are to be distinguished from INTRODUCTORY EXISTENTIALS (ApyTIOHOBa
1976: 221-223); for the latter referential and definite NP Thing is not prohibited:

(4) Ects 3a rpanuneit konmopa Kyxa. (MasikoBCKUii)

3) Taxonomy of the NP Location.
For prototypical existential sentences, namely, those that function as presuppositions of
existence, the World as a whole is the Location:
(5) Ectb pekn, koTopble eToM niepeckixaroT [= ‘there are such rivers in the world’].

On the other hand, for a locative sentence the world cannot be a Location. In fact, the modifier
6 mupe doesn’t co-occur with the verb raxooumscs, which unambiguously denotes location;
National corpus of Russian ( www.ruscorpora.ru ) gives only impossible co-occurrences:

(6) I3BecTHO, YTO TIO HEUCITBITAHHBIM TS HAac cyap0aM BoXuuM, pa3HbIA 6 Mupe Haxo0samcs BEPHI, U
BCSAKOM HapoJI K BEpe eCTECTBEHHYIO HMEET NpUBA3aHHOCTh. [[ImaTon (JIeBimH), apXxuenuckorn
MockoBcknii n Kamyxckuii. CioBo nipu geiicTBuM csitaro Muponomasanus (1773)] ; Ceepx
3amacoB, 3adukcupoBaddblx JIBM 1 MUA (JIoHIOH), 68 Mupe Haxodumcs 0onee 4 MITH TOHH
aJTIOMUHUS, KOTOPEIE B OCHOBHOM HHT/IE He 3adyukcupoBaHkl. ["Metamnsr EBpazun”, 2004]

Still a NP denoting a definite part of space can be a Location in an existential sentence:

(7) a. B moem Homepe ecTh TeneBu3op ‘in my room there is a TV set’;

b. B 3ane ectb uHOcTpanus ‘in the hall there are foreigners’.

Topic-Comment structure does not belong to diagnostic features of the existential
sentence — in fact, it can vary; the communicative paradigm of the existential sentence is
presented in [Tamydesa 1985: 130-131. For instance, Location can be both Topic and
Comment, see (3) above and (8) below:

(8) a. Ha Bepanne / ecth kpecno ;

b. Kpecno » Ha BepaHe ecTh\ .

Transition from a sentence to its negative counterpart almost automatically changes the

word order (what happens to Topic-Comment structure remains to be explored):
(9) a. B my3ee Obu nocemumenu ‘in the museum there were visitors’;
b. Ilocemumeneti B My3ee He ObITO ‘no visitors were there in the museum’.

Thus, we have three formal criteria differentiating locative and existential sentences. All
of them have a limited differentiating power: morphology is limited to the present tense; the
limitation on the referential status of Thing in an existential sentence is cancelled in the
context of introduction; taxonomy of the Location NP is restricted only in case of
prototypical existential sentences. Thus, an area of ambiguous attribution remains.

There is an additional formal feature differentiating locative sentences from existential
ones: in a locative sentence the participant Location is obligatory (Babby 1980: 100), in
existential sentences it is not.

The following axioms of localization are necessary for what follows.

Axiom 1. Every material object must be localized in some physical space.

Axiom 2. There are material objects (houses, cities etc.) that cannot change their place.

Axiom 3. There are entities that have no localization in space (doubts, ideas, qualities).

3. Possessive sentences with byt” are a subclass of existential sentences
Possession has no localization in space, so possessive sentences have no Location — only
a Possessor:

(1) a. ¥ yapss Mudaca ocivubie ymy;
b. ¥ Mawwu ects Opart;
. B Hem ecTh KaKoe-TO oDasHUe.

A sentence with an adverbial of place is locative and not possessive:



(2) I'0e y Tebs moxymenThI? (example from ApyTtronoBa 1976: 285)

(3) Bam ipormryck y saxmepa.

Possessive sentences constitute a subclass of existential sentences. In possessive
sentences the est’ — null opposition is possible, but the null form doesn’t express localization:
it has some other meaning, e.g., (in)alienable possession (ApyTioHoBa 1976: 274-283).

4. Existential meaning, what is it like?

Locative and existential sentences differ in that in a locative sentence existence of the
Thing constitutes a presupposition, while an existential sentence asserts the existence of the
Thing (in a given Place). So the NP Thing should be non-referential or indefinite, see
examples (7) — (9) in section 2.

This is so if we speak about existence in the world. If Location is a definite NP (as in
examples (7a, b) of section 2) then the difference between existence in this place and
localization in this very place can be blurred; see also examples (1), (2) of section 7.

There are sentences with an existential verb and a referential subject NP, normally functioning in
ordinary communication and not loosing their existential presupposition:

(1) B XIV Beke Ilepemviuinpy yxe cymectBobai ‘in XIV century Peremyshl already existed’;
(2) E20 Gonbliie HET Ha cBeTe, lit. ‘he is not in this world any more’;
(3) loma, 6 komopom st poouics, Gonbiie HeT ‘the house where [ was born doesn’t exist any more’.
In these sentences two worlds are confronted — more precisely, two temporal stages of the world;
the presupposition of existence of the Thing in one world doesn’t contradict its (possible) absence in
the other (ITamygera 1997: 111).
In (4) Everest means ‘such a <beautiful> mountain as Everest’, a proper name is understood as an
NP not only indefinite but even non-referential:

(4) Y)KuzHb UMeeT CMBICI, MOKa cyiecTByeT Jgepecm. (Ju.D.Apresjan, personal communication)

5. Contextually determined oppositions between existentiality and localization

As we see, the general meaning of existentiality evades explication. But in particular
contexts semantic difference between existential construction, with the form est¢’ in the
present tense, and locative construction, with the null form, becomes more evident. Here are
some relevant points (many examples are taken from ApytionoBa, [llupses 1983, but the
interpretation is my own).

¢ In example (1), in a locative sentence (1a) with its specific Topic-Comment structure, we
feel the EXHAUSTIVE LIST interpretation (Sgall, Hajicova 1977; see Russian examples in
[TamydeBa 1985:118) — which is absent from the existential sentence (1b):

(1) a. B Homepe nuceMeHHBIH cToN 1 KpoBaTh ‘there is a table and a bed in the room’ [nothing else;
no chair, for example; locative meaning];
b. B HOMepe ecmb CEMEHHBIH CTON B KpoBaTh ‘there is a table and a bed in the room’
[existential meaning; a hope remains that the chair, for example, is just not mentioned].

In the context of sentence (2), where the NP is bounded by a universal quantifier, locative
and existential constructions are opposed in the same way as in (1). Sentence (2a) is understood
as an exaggeration, natural for universal quantifiers in ordinary language: ‘only swindlers are
everywhere’; while (2b) has existential and less pessimistic meaning — namely, ‘there are
swindlers among other kinds of people’:

(2) a. Becromy xymuku ‘there are <only> swindlers all around’;
b. Becrony ecmo xynuku ‘swindlers may be at any place’ [much more optimistic].

¢ Sentence (3a) is locative, but almost indistinguishable from existential (3b) semantically:
(3) a. B aToM nBope cmopooicesas cobaka [locative];
b. B atom niBope ectb cmopooicesas cobaka [existential].
Sentence (3b) has the meaning of AVAILABILITY (more explicitly expressed by the verb
umemvcs, [Tagydyena 2004: 433—-436; see Benveniste 1960 on semantic proximity between
‘be’ and ‘have’; Clancy (forthcoming) on ‘be’ and ‘have’ in Slavic). The meaning of



availability in (3b) is engendered by the fact that the NP Thing has the semantics of
FUNCTION: it presupposes some definite utilization; cf. Partee, Borschev 2007.

¢ Sentence (4) employs a locative construction. It doesn’t acquire the exhaustive list
interpretation, because it has the introductory meaning;:

(4) B oropoge csunbs ‘a pig is in the garden’ [possible implication: Some measures should be taken].

Existential construction, as in (4'), doesn’t yield deviance strictly speaking, but it is at
place only in the context when the pig in the garden is useful for something; in fact,
unambiguously existential construction gives availability meaning:

(4") B oropone ecms cBUHBSA ‘there is a pig in the garden’.

e Sentence (5a) is existential as to its meaning. Still the verb by¢’ can only have the null
form. In fact, (5b) is ungrammatical or at least non-preferred. The fact is that the NP Thing
contains a quantity marker:

(5) a. B aT0ii peke macca /muozo /muosxcecmso pwiowt ‘in this river there is a lot of fish’;
b. *B 31Ol peke ecTb macca /MHO20 /MHOICECMEO PblObL,
c. B atoii peke ecth puiba ‘there is fish in this river’.

Ungrammaticality of (5b) can be explained by the fact that in the context of a quantitative
subject NP the substitution of the null form for existential est” is syntactically obligatory.
With this reservation, est” becomes a reliable marker of the existential meaning.

Sentences where Thing is a predicative noun are left out of consideration:

(6) a. B kBapTupe (*ecTh) OeCcTIOpsI0K;
b. B 3aie (*ectp) coOpaHue;
c. B xiry6e (*ecTh) TaHIIBI.

6. Existentiality and genitive of negation

So, how existentiality influences the choice between genitive and nominative in a
negative sentence? The use of the genitive in the context of the locative byt’ cannot be
reduced to a syntactic rule (as was suggested in Babby 1980: 124): genitive construction has
a direct semantic basis. The fact is that existentiality is not a unique semantic source of the
genitive subject. Genitive construction can express not only negation of existence, as in (1a),
but also negation of perception, as in (1b):

(1) a. Hapymienutii ne 6wiio ‘there were no violations <of the rule>’;

b. Hapymennii we 3aghuxcuposaro ‘no violations <of the rule> were testified’.

There is no less than a dozen of classes of GENITIVE VERBS (i.e. verbs that can have a
genitive subject) — including verbs of EXISTENCE, COMING INTO EXISTENCE, AVAILABILITY,
APPEARANCE, MANIFESTATION, DISAPPEARANCE, DISCOVERY and some others — lists presented
in different papers, e.g., in Babby 1980: 128-129, usually end with enumeration of
semantically heterogeneous verbs not belonging to any definite class.

Now, only verbs of EXISTENCE and AVAILABILITY (as well as passives of creation verbs;
for example, nybauxosamwuca <for a text> entails ‘coming into existence’) are really
existential; all the rest contain the semantic component “perception”. Purely perceptional
verbs, such as dorocumscs, crviuamscs, HaAbIOOAMbCA, OMMEUAMbCS, PeSUCPUPOBAMbCS,
@urcuposamvcs, 0Kka3amvcs, OOHAPYHCUMBCA, CHUMBCA, Halmucy license genitive
construction freely, see MikoBuy 1982: 54.

Thus, not only negated existence licenses genitive but also negated perception. In other
words, absence in the field of perception, along with non-existence, belongs to the set of
semantic components providing the semantic basis for the genitive of negation (ITaxyuesa
1997). These two components may enter different configurations in the semantic
representations of genitive verbs. Examples: X-a ne 6osznuxno = ‘X didn’t start to be’; X-a ne
mpebyemcs = ‘it is not necessary for X to be’; X-a ne nonanocs, ne scmpemunoce = ‘X
didn’t enter the field of perception of the observer’.




Thus, the alleged biunique connection of the genitive of negation with existentiality is
the result of pure misconception. Existence and perception have equal rights for the genitive
of negation construction.

Insisting upon the difference of these two components I do not want to ignore the fact that
language treats them as cognate: there is a semantic derivation rule which accounts for a shift
from one to another. These two components merge, for instance, in the semantics of such verbs
as nosA8UMbCsl, UCUE3HYMb, OKA3ambcs, ocmamucsi. Appearance and coming into existence
alternate in the semantics of 3amanyms, sanonnums and many other verbs of the “spray/load
class”, see [lagyuesa, Po3una 1993.

Take, e.g., the verb noseumscsa ‘appear’. In the context ne nosgunrocs myscrnozo
npenapama it means ‘the medicine didn’t come into existence’; in the context e
nosA8uUN0Ch 00M08 Ha 2opuzonme it means ‘houses didn’t appear in the field of perception
<of the observer>". In general, what counts, is not the semantic class of a verb but the
component “perception” or “existence” in its meaning in the given context. As is said in
Levin & Rappaport Hovav 2005: 16, more and more arguments arise supporting the thesis
that “it is the elements of meaning that define verb classes that are most important, and the
verb classes themselves are epiphenomenal <...> — even if they might be useful in
statements of certain generalizations”. A verb of motion, for instance, becomes a genitive
verb, if it means appearance in the field of perception of the observer (examples (2), (3) are
from Babby 1980, but the analysis is different from mine):

(2) Hu oonoti noonooxu [Gen] He BCuibLio = ‘not a single submarine appeared on the surface’.

(3) Y MeHs oTKa3au roJocoBble CBA3KH. [Ipo0oBan KIMKHYTh XKEHY — Hu 00uH 36yk [Nom] He
BEIpBaJICS M3 ropTaHu ‘not a single sound went out of my throat’.

(4) Hu oonozo 36yka [Gen] He BBIPBIBANIOCH U3 €0 TOpTaHH ‘not a single sound went out of his throat’.
In (3) the observer, in fact, the speaker, perceives the situation from the inside “of his throat”;
sentence (4), with the 3d person subject, corresponds to a more natural situation, with the
external observer — and this observer legitimately manifests him/herself in the genitive of the
subject.

Other genitive engendering semantic components aren’t excluded. For example, in
odrcudoamucs (Mawu 6 Mockee He odcuoaemcsi) genitive may be substantiated by the
semantics of expectation — in fact, ooccuoame is an intensional verb that governs the
genitive case in Russian independently of negation.

Let us now return to the verb 6wims. In ITamgydeBa 1992 the semantic difference between
Genitive in (5a) and Nominative in (5b) was explained with the help of the figure of the
OBSERVER. Utterance (5a) is naturally made by a speaker who is at school (or has his/her
representative there). Meanwhile, (5b) conveys no information about the place of the speaker:

(5) a. Banu [Gen] HeT B mikosie ‘Vanja isn’t\ at school’;
b. Baus [Nom] He B mikosie ‘Vanja is not at school .

In Anpecsia 1986 the observer is thought of as the subject of (secondary) deixis, i.e. as a
kind of a substitute of the speaker. The observer in this sense reveals him/herself in limitations
imposed upon interchangeability of the 1* and the 3d person and in dependence on the
REGISTER OF INTERPRETATION (I here mean the opposition of SPEECH, NARRATIVE and
HYPOTACTIC REGISTERS as they are defined in [TagyueBa 1996). One of Apresjan’s examples
gives the following triad:

(6) a. Ha mopore mokazaiicst Bcamuuk ‘on the road appeared the rider’;
b. *Ha mopore mokaszaics 4, lit. “on the road appeared I”’;
c. OH TOBOpUT, YTO UMEHHO B 3TOT MOMEHT Ha JIopore nokazaics s ‘he says that exactly at that
moment [ appeared on the road’.

Sentence (6a), with the 3d person subject, is normal; but if we substitute the 1% person
pronoun for the NP scaonuk, we get a deviant sentence. In fact, the verb noxazancs
semantically presupposes the subject of perception. In the speech register the subject and the



object of perception coincide in one person, hence the anomaly; in hypotactical context the
1* person ceases to be the object of perception, and the anomaly disappears.
The same triad can be constructed for a sentence with the genitive of negation:
(7) a. Banu vet noMa ‘Vanja is not at home’;
b. °Mens ver noma ‘I am not at home’;
c. EMy ckazanu, uto mens Het noma ‘He was told that [ am Hago was not at home’.

Consequently, there is secondary deixis in (7a), as well as in (6a). If the observer is not
present in the context of “situation of absence” and the speaker doesn’t think of himself as
being present there then the nominative construction will be used, which has no deictic
meaning:

(8) A [Nom], k cuacTeio, HE 0BT B Maxaukaiie, KOria TaM Hadajach HASMHUS XOJICPHI
“fortunately I was not in Mahachkala when epidemic cholera began there’'.

Here instead of 5 it is possible to say mwi, on, Hean Heanosuu — and whoever else.

The genitive is out of place in the context of sentence (9), which is assessed as
ungrammatical by native speakers of Russian. (The utterance was made in the following
context. A woman is standing in the queue in the bank. Her mobile telephone rings. She
answers the call — apparently she works at some office and this is her client calling. She
explains the client why she cannot give him the information he needs.):

(9) *Mena [Gen] HeT B oduce.

On the other hand, the genitive of negation is at place in the context of example (5),
where it expresses the presence of the observer in the situation of absence:

(5a) Banu [Gen] Het B mikoje ~ ‘it is not true that Vanja is at school, and I see it — being at school
or having my representative there’.
(5b) Bans [Nom] He B mikone = ‘it is not true that Vanja is at school’.

One more example in favor of the presence of the observer in a locative sentence with
the genitive subject, now in a sentence with the quantified Location (by¢’ in quantified
sentences was being studied by B.Partee and V.Borschev within the framework of
perspectival structure in Partee, Borschev 2002):

(10) a. Banu murpe Het ‘Vanja is nowhere to be found’;
b. ?Bans nurzge ‘Vanja is nowhere’.

Sentence (10a) is interpreted along the same lines as (5a):

(10a) Banu nurge Het = ‘I couldn’t see Vanja in any of those places where I attempted to see him’.

As for (10b), according to its form, it should have meant (11); but (11) violates Axiom 1,
so (10b) is deviant:

(11) “there is no such place that Vanja is in that place’.

Example (12) (from I[TagydeBa 1985: 107) appeals to Axiom 2, which explains why (12b)
strictly satisfies the norm, while (12a) is deviant:

(12) a. *Terycuransis Het B Hukaparya, lit. “Tegucigalpa is absent from Nicaragua™;
b. Terycuranena ve B Hukaparya ‘Tegucigalpa is not in Nicaragua’;

Sentence (12a) has no direct sense (in fact, in its direct sense it presupposes that
Tegucigalpa cannot — at the moment — be observed in Nicaragua (in the same sense as Vanja,
cannot be observed at school). But (12a) may have sense, e.g., in the context of looking for
Tegucigalpa on a map. The explication for (12a) will then be the same as for (5a): ‘I couldn’t
see Tegucigalpa on the map of Nicaragua’.

"' T owe examples of this kind to Vladimir Borschev and the seminar on the Genitive of negation governed by
Barbara Partee and Vladimir Borschev in the frame of NSF Grant No. BCS-0418311 for the project, “The Russian
Genitive of Negation: Integration of Lexical and Compositional Semantics”, 2004-2007. I am grateful to other
participants of this seminar — Katja Rakxilina, Jakov Testelec, Igor Yanovich for helpful comments and
suggestions.



Thus, I see no chance for a syntactic rule that would predict the genitive subject of byt’ in
one syntactic context and the nominative subject in another. In fact, there are contexts where
genitive is not obligatory and the choice between genitive and nominative is conditioned
semantically, see (8); more than that, there are contexts where genitive is out of place in a
locative sentence, see example (9). Thus, we come to an important conclusion: language treats
non-observed location in the same way as non-existence — not only on the level of words but
also on the level of constructions.

7. Location and existence as semantic components of verb meaning

Existence and location tend not to be distinguished. Alan Timberlake, discussing the
problem of genitive subject, speaks about existence in the field of perception of the observer
— though, at least from the Russian point of view the object is located in the field of
perception, and does not exist there:

“With perceptuals, existence is determined relative to the field of perception of the observer”

(Timberlake 2004: 303-304).

In Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1995: 244 it is said in connection with sentences as (1): “... the
verbs are used statively to describe the existence of a physical object at a particular location”.

(1) The railway tracks run along the stream.

In fact, there are cases where the difference between non-existence and absence almost
disappears:

(2) a. <4 momen B KHOCK 3a razeramMu.> [ azemul He TocTymmy. (example from Bopmes, [Taptu 2002)
b. <{l momren B KMOCK 3a ra3zeTamMu.> [ azem HE MOCTYIHIIO.

The opposition Genitive vs. Nominative in example (2) can be given the following two
interpretations. For the nominative in (2a) only locative interpretation is possible: cazemsi ne
nocmynuau = ‘newspapers didn’t move to the shop’. The nominative case preserves
movement component in the semantics of nocmynums. Meanwhile the genitive in (2b) can be
treated in two ways: either it expresses only partitivity (with the movement component of the
verb preserved) or it expresses negation of availability, i.e. of existential component: cazem
He nocmynuio = ‘newspapers didn’t become available’.

Thus, there are such combinations of communicative structure, referential type and
taxonomy of arguments when a sentence cannot be unambiguously identified as
existential or locative. But in the majority of cases existence and location are to be
distinguished — in spite of the fact that both predicates license the genitive of negation in
a suitable context.
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