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Introduction This paper discusses variation among free choice constructions, by comparing 
English ever-FRs with their morpho-syntactic equivalent in Italian and Romanian, for which 
we use the label free choice free relatives (FC-FRs). We show that these FC-FRs are morpho-
syntactically but not semantically similar to ever-FRs, while they are semantically similar to 
but morpho-syntactically different from headed relative clauses introduced by the free choice 
determiner any (FC-any HRs). We suggest a compositional analysis of FC-FRs that captures 
this behavior. Furthermore, we discuss differences in productivity between Romanian and 
Italian that inform theories of free choice and wh-words (as well as wh-based constructions).  
Morpho-syntactic properties. FC-FRs are non-interrogative clauses introduced by wh-words 
modified by the suffix -unque in Italian (1) or the prefix ori- in Romanian (2). We show that, 
like ever-FRs in English (3), FC-FRs have a distribution resembling NPs, PPs, AdjPs, or 
AdvPs1 and are syntactically akin to plain free relatives (rather than headed relatives). 
(1) Elena va    [dovunque vada           Bianca].        (2) Elena merge [oriunde  merge Bianca]  

Elena goes [wherever   goes.SUBJ  Bianca]                Elena  goes    wherever goes    Bianca 
(3) Elena goes [wherever Bianca goes].      
Semantic properties. Despite their morpho-syntactic similarities, FC-FRs in Italian and 
Romanian exhibit significant semantic differences with ever-FRs in English. (I) First, FC-FRs 
in Italian and Romanian are judged degraded in clearly episodic contexts (e.g. sentences 
containing an overt indexical). For instance, in a situation in which the speaker can see that 
Bianca is cooking one or more than one dish but doesn’t know what Bianca is cooking, the 
English speaker can utter (4) with the present progressive form and the temporal indexical 
now, while the Italian and Romanian morpho-syntactic equivalents in (5) and (6), 
respectively, are ruled out. (The Italian wh- phrase in (5) doesn’t have a plural form). 
(4) There’s garlic in [whatever dish(es) Bianca is cooking now]. 
(5) *C’è      dell’aglio   in [qualunque pietanza Bianca sta/stia       cucinando ora].    Italian 
       there’s some garlic in   whatever   dish        Bianca  is/is.SUBJ   cooking    now 
(6) *Este   usturoi  în [orice      mâncare (/mâncăruri) găteşte  Bianca acum].         Romanian 
        there’s garlic  in  whatever dish       (/dishes)       cooks    Bianca now  
(II) A second major interpretative difference has to do with the “indifference reading” that 
ever-FRs in English can receive in contexts like the following: Elena picked up the tool that 
was handy, which just happened to be a hammer, and the speakers are fully aware of all that. 
In this situation, (7) can be uttered, while the Italian (8) and Romanian (9) examples cannot. 
(7)   Elena picked up [whatever tool was handy]. 
(8)  *Elena ha preso [qualunque strumento fosse a portata di mano].     Italian 
(9)  *Elena a luat [orice unealtă îi era la îndemână].                               Romanian 
Proposal. Current accounts of ever-FRs in English (Jacobson 1995, Dayal 1997, von Fintel 
2000, Heller and Wolter 2011, Condoravdi 2015, a.o.) are not applicable to Italian and 
Romanian FC-FRs. They treat English ever-FRs such as (4) like regular definite FRs and 
definite descriptions (10) with an extra modal dimension (incorporated in the semantics or is 
conveyed via presupposition or some other form of implication). 
(10) There’s garlic in [what Bianca is cooking]/[the dish Bianca is cooking]. 
These proposals would predict that Italian and Romanian FC-FRs should behave like English 
ever-FRs. Contrasts such as (I) and (II) above show that this is not the case. They also 

                                                
1 We are setting aside -ever FRs that behave like dislocated clausal adjuncts as in [Whatever you say], I won’t 
change my mind in English (cf. Izvorski 2000 and Rawlins 2013 a.o.). 



highlight that FC-FRs in Italian and Romanian semantically behave like FC items in requiring 
some form of variation over situations, i.e. modality. Their degraded status in contexts like 
(I), with an overt indexical, mirrors what e.g. Dayal (1997) found for nominals introduced by 
the FC determiner any in English (11). The same parallelism holds for contexts like (II): if the 
ever-FR in (7) is replaced by a FC-any HR, as in (11), the sentence is still degraded:  
(11)  *There’s garlic in [any dish(es) Bianca is cooking now]. 
(12)  *Elena picked up [any tool that was handy]. 

We discuss further examples showing that FC-FRs exhibit the same distributional 
constraints as any-complex nominals and develop an account that captures this parallelism. 
We provide a compositional analysis for FC-FRs in Italian and Romanian in which the affixes 
-unque and ori- semantically behave like an indefinite (in the same way as FC any according 
to Kadmon and Landman 1993, Horn 2005, a.o.). We take both the bare wh-word and the 
remainder of the clause to be set-denoting expressions, as it has been proposed for English 
FRs introduced by bare wh-words without the -ever suffix (Caponigro 2003). The 
interpretative restrictions illustrated for -unque and ori- are shown to follow from constraints 
governing the alternatives they introduce (e.g., Aloni 2007, Dayal 2013, Chierchia 2013). In 
particular, following the account of FC in Dayal (2013), we assume that -unque and ori- 
phrases are existentials that activate subdomain alternatives. These alternatives need to be 
factored into meaning, through recursive exhaustification (Fox 2007). Essentially, they trigger 
an obligatory FC implicature, which is responsible for the universal interpretation of FC 
items. Furthermore, these alternatives are subject to a Viability Constraint, requiring that each 
(exhaustified) alternative hold in some subset of accessible worlds. To briefly illustrate, the 
assertive content of (8)-(9) is the same as for (12) and can be represented as in (13a). 
Assuming there are two available tools in the context, e.g. hammer and pliers, this amounts to 
(13b). Subdomain alternatives are the propositions p ‘Elena picked up the hammer’ and q 
‘Elena picked up the pliers’. Exhaustified alternatives have the form pÙ¬q (‘Elena only 
picked up the hammer’) and qÙ¬p (‘Elena only picked up the pliers’). Once these alternatives 
are factored into meaning, we get the universal interpretation in (14):  
(13) a. $x [tool-that-was-handy(x) Ù picked-up(Elena,x)]       b. Assertion: p Ú q 
(14) [pÚq] Ù¬ [pÙ¬ q] Ù¬ [qÙ¬ p] = p Ú q Ù (p→q) Ù (q→p) = p Ù q  
           = "x[tool-that-was-handy(x) Ù picked-up(Elena,x)]   
The Viability Constraint cannot be satisfied in this context: we need subsets of worlds where 
(pÙ¬q) and (qÙ¬p) can hold, but in an episodic statement there is only one accessible world, 
the world of evaluation. Similarly, the indexical in (5)-(6) anchors the assertion to the actual 
world, violating Viability. If, on the other hand, a modal or a generic operator is present (e.g. 
(1)-(2)), Viability is satisfied and FC-FRs (or plain FC items) become acceptable.  
 Our investigation further allows us to compare the pattern of productivity of wh-words 
that can introduce FC-FRs. Despite being both Romance languages, Romanian (similarly to 
English) allows for almost every wh-word to combine with ori-, while Italian only allows for 
the equivalents of who, which, and where to combine with -unque. We conclude that, though 
semantically the same, ori- or -unque do not behave like the FC determiner any syntactically. 
Any (and determiners in general) can combine with a variety of nouns in an extremely 
productive way. On the other hand, the Italian suffix -unque is highly restricted. We take this 
to indicate that ori- and -unque must combine with their wh-roots at the level of morphology 
before entering the syntactic derivation, otherwise we would expect full productivity in 
combining those affixes with wh-words and no cross-linguistic variation.  
Conclusions. The present study brings further support to the conclusion that morpho-
syntactic similarity does not necessarily guarantee semantic similarity across languages, 
addressing the broader issue of how languages may differ in the way the available FC 
constructions are mapped onto FC meanings. In addition to introducing and accounting for 



 
 

FC-FRs in Italian and Romanian, this paper contributes to the open issue of the difference in 
meaning between ever-FRs in English and FC any (see Dayal 2013 for some insightful 
suggestions). More broadly, the data discussed here demonstrate the necessity to develop 
comparative studies of ever-FRs and FC items, and illustrate the benefits of a cross-linguistic 
approach in bridging the gap between the two lines of research.  


