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Do antipassive constructions exist in Polish? 
 

Antipassive, considered as a derived intransitive construction in which the patient-like 
argument loses his status of a nuclear argument, constitutes a main topic in the syntactic 
description of ergative languages (Comrie (1978), Dixon (1979), Foley and Van Valin (1984) 
Givón (1984, 2001)). The purpose of this paper is to question a traditional claim based on 
Silverstein assumption (1976), according to which the antipassive phenomenon is strictly 
reserved for languages of ergative alignment and is not found in the accusative ones. The 
present study investigates Polish, an accusative language. So far, the question of antipassive 
in Polish has not been investigated much, apart from a few attempts (Kański 1984, Kubiński 
1987, Geniusiene 1987). To show that the antipassive is indeed attested in Polish, I, first, 
analyse the morphosyntactic properties of the antipassive construction, and, then, determine 
the semantic and pragmatic conditions which the predicate and its nuclear arguments must 
fulfil to occur in antipassive. 

In this talk, I will present the preliminary corpus-based results concerning clauses with 
finite verbs and 3rd person arguments. The example in (1b) illustrates an intransitive 
construction derived from the corresponding transitive one in (1a), which is claimed here to 
represent the antipassive in Polish: 
 
(1)  a. Chłopiec pcha  dzieci.    (Pl) 
  Boy.NOM push.3p.s children.ACC.3p.pl 
  ‘The boy pushes the children’ 
 
 b. Chłopiec pcha  się. 
  Boy.NOM push.3p.s RM1 
  Lit. ‘The boy pushes himself”  
  ‘The boy pushes the children’ 
 

The study of the data provides evidence that Polish possesses a construction with the 
same valence reduction as the antipassive of ergative languages. All examined constructions 
present strong homogeneity in terms of their syntactic and semantic behaviour. A patient-like 
argument is suppressed but still semantically present, whereas the agent-like argument keeps 
all the syntactic and semantic properties it has in the transitive construction. Furthermore, all 
derived verbs in antipassive constructions are morphologically marked by the grammatical 
element się. It is also significant that all Polish antipassive constructions impose semantic 
restrictions on the nuclear arguments involved in the transitive constructions. Both, the 
implied patient-like argument, which is always of minimal semantic specificity as well as the 
agent-like argument, must be human.  
The possibility to use verbs in the antipassive constructions depends on their semantic type. 
On the basis of the lexical aspectual classification proposed by Vendler (1957), we observe 
that mostly telic verbs like pchać ‘push’, bić ‘bite’, kopać ‘kick’ intervene in antipassive 
constructions.  
 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 RM stands for reflexive marker  
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