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1. INTRODUCTION: Nominativeless constructions in Slavic have recently received much 
attention as far as the definition of the subject is concerned (cf. Schoorlemmer, 1994, 
Bondaruk & Szymanek 2007). Given that these expressions share in all Slavic languages 
several common properties such as: (a) absence of the nominative argument; (b) 3sg neutral 
predicate, (c) presence of non-selected, non nominative elements, our attention here turns to 
different issues that have not been taken into consideration until now. As the nominative 
subject is absent, issues that have been brought into light turn either upon the (non) existence 
of the subject position and null expletives in those sentences (Babby 1989, Moore & 
Perlmutter 2000, Fehrmann & Junghanns 2008), or the necessity of postulating an 
independent Extended Projection Principle (EPP) (Lavine, Fredin 2002, Miechowicz-
Mathiasen, 2009). 

The aim of this paper is to provide a new analysis of nominativeless sentences that re-
evaluates associations between the nature of the predicate and factors that yield a generic 
interpretation. This analysis reveals some further generalizations about non-selected 
arguments, which have an ambiguous status as far the argument structure is concerned.  

2. MULTIFACTORAL APPROACH: 

SELECTION PROBLEM: First, by comparing Polish and Russian with respect to the absence of the 
nominative argument I will outline a short typology of nominativeless sentences in Slavic. 
One could very quickly bring its analysis to the issue of impersonal constructions in other IE 
languages but I think that the major focus should rather be placed on the presence/absence of 
different argument-like elements (datives, accusatives, instrumentals) that have been 
considered as being quite optional. As a matter of fact, their status raises some important 
questions concerning argument selection. Here, I show that their optional character is actually 
more restricted. 
DIFFERENT FACTORS: In this presentation I will focus on nominativeless expressions of sound 
and light emission (1-3), used with a locative PP expressing a body part, in Polish. 
Concerning this class of verbs, the solution (Cienki 1993, Haspelmath 1999, Sarič 2008) 
regarding the presence of the dative case argument has always been related to external and 
inalienable possession. 
Here, I will present some empirical findings based on a corpora research where one can notice 
a clear split between some expressions that can be used generically (3) and those that can 
receive a specific interpretation (2). I will argue that at least three factors intervene in 
examples like (3), which receive a generic interpretation1, mainly: 

a) IMPERFECTIVE ASPECT: inspired by Dahl’s 1995 “Minimal Marking Tendency”, I 
argue that in order to obtain a generic interpretation in impersonal sentences, 
imperfective aspect is required at least in Slavic.  
b) ABSENCE OF ARGUMENT-LIKE ELEMENTS (non nominative DPs/pronouns): the 
generic interpretation is found with a very high frequency when argument-like 
elements are absent. Here I make the assumption that in the presence of such 
arguments a generic interpretation may be obtained only if the verb’s aspect is 
imperfective.  
c) PRESENCE OF CAUSAL PPS: this generalisation comes from our research findings in 
Polish Corpora (IPI PAN), from the web, as well as from questionnaires submitted to 

                                                        
1 Genericity is understood here as a general (characterizing) property (cf. The Generic Book, 1995) i.e: 
‘a proposition which do not express specific episodes or isolated facts, but instead reports a kind of 
general property, that is, a regularity which summarizes groups of particular episodes or facts.’ 



several native speakers. Omitting dative argument when the verb is imperfective is not 
a sufficient condition to obtain a generic interpretation. Indeed, (1) has been judged by 
all speakers as requiring a context. A research from the web and from the Polish 
Corpora sheds light on another essential element that is to say, a PP that has clearly a 
causal value and a regular morphology ( od+DPGEN ‘from+DPGEN). Interestingly, there 
is no possibility to obtain this kind of generic interpretation in case when the DP is 
nominative, and the predicate [+AGR] (cf. 4).  

In conclusion, I argue that the combination of these three factors is necessary in establishing 
rules that indicate us when the non-nominative argument is obligatory/optional and when it is 
prohibited.  

[-AGR] 

 
[-AGR] 

 
[-AGR] 

 
       [+AGR] 

 

 

Abbreviations: NOM- Nominative, DAT- Dative, LOC- Locative, n- neuter, m- masculine, sg- singular 
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1)#  W głowie szumi 
 In head.LOC whistle.3.sg.n.IMPERF 
 It’s getting dizzy in (one)’s head. 

Lit. ‘(It) whistles in one’s head’ 

2) Zaszumiało/zabrzęczało mi w uszach. 
  PERF.whistle/buzz.3.sg.n.past 1sg.DAT in ear.pl.LOC 

 I could hear a buzzing/whistling in my ears 
Lit. ‘(It) buzzed/whistled  me in ears’ 

3)  Od    szampana szumi w głowie 
 From champagne.m.GEN whistle.3.sg.n.IMPERF in head.LOC 
 Champagne makes (one) dizzy in the head. 

Lit. ‘From  champagne (it) whistles in one’s head’ 

4)  Szampan szumi w głowie 
 Champagne.m.sg.NOM whistle.3.sg.m.IMPERF in head.LOC 
 The champagne makes (one) dizzy in the head. 

*Champagne makes (one) dizzy in the head. (Generic interpretation) 
Lit. ‘The champagne whistles in one’s head’ 


