Subjunctive Relative Clauses

In Italian (and in other Romance languages), relative clauses (thereafter, RCs) within “intentional environments” exhibit an alternation between Indicative and Subjunctive mood. The choice of the mood has an effect on the interpretation: (1) claims that there is a specific rich man that Mary wants Anna to marry, in (2) that man typically exists only in Maria’s dreams. The ungrammaticality of (3) shows that the Subjunctive mood RCs may occur only in what I have labeled “intentional environments”. 

1) Maria vuole che Anna sposi un uomo che è ricco.


Maria wants that Anna marriessubj a man who isind rich.

2) Maria vuole che Anna sposi un uomo che sia ricco.


Maria wants that Anna marriessubj a man who issubj rich.

3) * Maria ha visto un uomo che sia ricco.


Maria saw a man who issubj rich.

In this talk, my aim is: (i) to explain what are the contexts that allow (and those that ban) the occurrence of Subjunctive mood, focusing here only in the domain of RCs (even if the definition I will propose is meant to cover also the other cases of Subjunctive mood clauses); (ii) to derive the different interpretations that Subjunctive mood RCs get with respect to their Indicative mood counterparts. 

I propose to associate to the occurrence of Subjunctive mood marking a presupposition, that is, a licensing condition that states what are the conditions that need to be met for a Subjunctive mood clause to be felicitously uttered. In a nutshell, the idea is that, while Indicative mood clauses (ind correspond, as is standardly assumed, to the set of worlds w in which the clause ( is true, Subjunctive mood clauses (subj introduce another level of semantic computation: they correspond to a set of worlds w such that the clause ( is true (not directly in the worlds w, but) in other sets of worlds that are construed from w:

[[ (ind ]] = (w. w ( (
[[ (subj ]] = (w. w' ( ( & w' ( f (w)  

Intuitively, these “sets of worlds construed from w” are modal bases anchored in w. The procedure to derive these modal bases is not (and could not be) specified at this level: Subjunctive mood marking introduces a variable f that applied to the worlds w gives as output modal bases (sets of worlds), and the presupposition associated to it requires that the value of this variable be fixed, that is, be bound by a suitable operator. 

Let us start by analyzing a simpler pair of sentences:

4) Maria ama un uomo.

Maria lovesind a man.

5) Che Maria ami un uomo!

Lit. That Maria lovessubj a man!

(4) is a matrix Indicative mood sentence, and it corresponds to the set of worlds w such that Maria loves a man in w. On the other hand, in (5), the Subjunctive mood clause “Maria lovessubj a man” corresponds to the set of worlds w from which it is possible to derive modal bases (i.e., (w'. w' ( f (w)) in which Maria loves a man. Moreover, the occurrence of Subjunctive mood requires that there exists a sensible way to interpret the function f. And, going on with the computation of the meaning of (5), we encounter the sentence-initial che, which corresponds to an operator that introduces an “optative” context of evaluation:

opt (w) = (w'. what is hoped for in w is realized in w'.

This optative operator will bind the variable f introduced by the Subjunctive mood, thus satisfying its presupposition, and providing a suitable meaning for the modal bases in which the Subjunctive clause is evaluated. The final result is:

6) [[ That Maria lovessubj a man ]] = (w. Maria loves a man in w' & w' ( opt (w)

Coming back to (1) and (2), their subordinated clauses will correspond to (7) and (8). Notice that in both cases the verb sposi (marriessubj) is in the Subjunctive mood, and so it introduces a variable f that needs be interpreted. Their difference lies in the RCs: the Indicative one in (1) states that the man is rich in the worlds w; the Subjunctive RC in (2) asserts that the man is rich in the worlds w' that belong to the modal base construed from w:

7) [[Anna marriessubj a man who isind rich]] = (w.(x (x is a man in w & x is rich in w & A. marries x in w' & w'(f(w))

8) [[A. marriessubj a man who issubj rich]] = (w.(x (x is a man in w & x is rich in w' & A. marries x in w' & w'(f (w))

As for the governing predicate, it is standardly assumed that a sentence of the form “( wants (” is equivalent to “( is one of (’s wishes”. In other words, for any evaluation world w, we derive the set of worlds w' in which (’s wishes in w are true, that is, (’s bouletic modal base anchored on w:

boul((w) = (w' : what ( desires in w is realized in w'( 

And this bouletic modal base constitutes the operator that binds the variable f introduced by the occurrence of the Subjunctive mood, obtaining (10) and (11) as final result:

9) [[ Maria wants that Anna marriessubj a man who isind rich ]] = 

(w. (x (x is a man in w & x is rich in w & Anna marries x in w' & w' ( boul((w))

10) [[ Maria wants that Anna marriessubj a man who issubj rich ]] = 

(w. (x (x is a man in w & x is rich in w' & Anna marries x in w' & w' ( boul((w))

Notice how (10) states that the man Maria wants Anna to marry need not be rich in the evaluation worlds w (as in (9)), but only in the worlds w' that verify Maria’s desires. Thus, associating to the occurrence of Subjunctive mood marking the presupposition that there exists a function that, applied to the evaluation worlds w, derives the modal bases in which the Subjunctive clause is assessed, we have explained the different interpretations that (1) and (2) gets. 

Moreover, we can also straightforwardly derive the ungrammaticality of (3): the relative clause “who issubj rich”, being marked with the Subjunctive mood, introduces a variable f that creates modal bases in which “who is rich” is evaluated:

11) [[ Maria saw a man who issubj rich ]] = (w. (x (x is a man in w & x is rich in w' & w' ( f (w) & Maria saw x)

The problem is due to the impossibility of interpreting the functioning of this variable, that is, there are no operators that may bind it and attribute a meaning to it. Thus, the sentence is ruled out.

