TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF IMPERSONAL SENTENCES
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This paper is concerned with impersonal sentences; such sentences cause
a lot of confusion as it is difficult to say preciscly what their nature is and
‘how they should be defined. Indeed, very few linguists use this term, but
.desoribe theso and other sentences in various other terms, for example, in
terms of sub]ectless sentences, generic pronouns, impersonal verbs, etc. What
follows is in the first place an examination of these different approaches. with
the consideration of some of the objections to them, Then an attempt to
find additional criteria will be undertaken.

The range of sentences recognized as 1mperscnilal varies from one linguist
to another and different definitions even contradict one another. The same
“is true of the characteristics, number, and range of potential subgroups that
-¢ani be differentiated within the whole class of impersonal sentences. Thus,
Gotab, Heinz and Polariski (1968: 90) seem to identify an impersonal sentence
with ‘a subjectless one and describe it as:

A sentonce the predicate of which is an impersonal verb or an impersonal

- form of a verb, for instance Nad miastem dwitalo; Nalezato si¢ pospieszyé; Dyskutowano

- o pding w noc. An identical funetion to that of impersonal verbs and impersonal

forms of verba can be fulfilled by expresaions symbolizing statcs, and to a coertain

cxtent by infinitives, e.g., Zal mi go byle; Nie widaé nikogo; Nie stychad niczego.
[translation 1nine?],

1 The original is:

Zdanie, w ktérym w funkeji orzeczenia zostal uzyty czasownik bezosobowy Iub
bozosobowa forma czasownika, np. Nad miastem switalo; Naleialo sig podpieszyc;
Dyskutowane de pééna w noc. Identyezng funkeje jak ezasownik bezosobowy wagl.
bezosobowe formy czasownika moga pelnié pewno wyrazenia aymbolizujace stany

1w pewnym zakresio bezokoliczniki, np. Zal mi go bylo; Nie widaé nikogo; Nie sbychaé
nICTENO,
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where sentences such as “Chodzi do gimnazjum (np. mdj braf)” are not con-
sidered subjectless.

Further on (Golab, Heinz, and Polanigki 1968: 80), an impersonal verb is
defined as one

functioning as a predicate and expressing tensze, aspect, mood, etc., without
indicating a definite person in the grammatical subjoct, as in Polish §wita, grzmi,
trzeba. In general Indo-Europcan languages employ the third person sg. (neuter)
for such cases, although it 18 also possible to use other forms, such as Mdwig, 3e
zima bedzie ostra, and the hke. In most eases impersonal vorbs denote certain phenoin-
ena of nature the entological subject of which cannot be spocified, for example,
dnieje, and such psychophysical states of the body that do not depend on our will,
such as Mdli mie, as wecll ag moral states, like trzebg, naledy.”’ [translation mine?].

The objections to this description are two:

1. Both Chodzi do gimnazjum (np. mdj brat) and Mdli mie have equal rights
to be qualified as subjectless (or impersonal) as only the surface structures
of these sentences have been taken into account.

2. Psychophysical states of the body which are independent of will cannot
be employed as a criterion for they can be expressed both in subjectless
sentences and in sentences which have subjects, of. Mdli mi¢ and Rejent
pobladngi, where neither I, nor Rejent could help being sick or pale.

Szober {(1953: 308} has used several different criteria to describe this kind
of sentences:

Subjectless sentences are used:

(1} With verbs denoting all kinds of phenomensa of nature, such as: chmurzy s,
blyska sie, grami, didéy, miy, marznie, laje, Swita, dnieje, rozwidnia sie, :mierzcha
sig, ciemni sie, and the like, e.g., Od czasu do czasu byskalo. — Rozwidnia sie
coraz bardziej.

(2) With verbs denoting various states of mind or body: bolt, e, palt, mdli, nudzi,
swedzi, e.g., W oczach mu sig émilo,

(3) With impersonal expressions consisting of the auxiliary verh: jest, bylo, bedzie,
staje ste, robi sig, ezyni gig, and & noun or a prepositional phrase, infinitive or
adverbial; the auxiliary jesf usually being omitted, e.g., Peloneza czas zaczgé, —

Nie do dmiechu bylo heroinde naszej. — W wieln miejscach male widadé lghi, —
Bylo mi 1+ smutne i milo,

TS w1 W

2 Bezosobowy czasownik- ... Czasownik uzyty w funkeji predykatywnej (zob.
Predykacja) z uwzglednionicm czasu ewent. aspekiu, trybu itd., ale hez wyTaZenia
ckreélonoe] osoby podmiotu gramatveznego, np. pol. éwite, gremi, frzeba. W jezykach
typu te. nzyvwa sie tu w zasadzie 3 os. sg. {neutr.), ale mozliwe sa tu sekundarnis
rdvmiez inne formy, por. Mdwig, fe zima bedzie ostra itp. Znaczeniowo czasowniki
bezosobowe wyrazajs najeczescie] pewne zjawiska natury, ktérych podmioctu onto-
logieznego nie da sip aprecyzowaé, np. dnieje, stany payvchofizyczne naszego organizmu
niezalozne od nasze] woli, np. mdli mig, oraz ogbdlne stany moralne, np. frzeba, naledy.
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(4) With any verb, provided that no subject is exprossed by raeans Dfrﬂ sep‘a.ra.:-e
word or & personal ending, ¢.g., Dzid nam sxlachectwe przeczq. [translation mine®}.

In this analysis, however, criteria (1) and (Z)i belong to ‘se;mantms, and
(3) and (4) are suface structure descriptions. It is m}t' surprising, tl}erefore
that Nie do Smiechu bylo heroinie naszej and Byto mi smutno i milo enu-
merated under (3) in the above deseription can also serve as perfect examples
- E(‘il:thermnre {4) sounds contradictory, as Szober requires th'at one of the
conditions for a sentence to be subjectless is that no personal endmg be present
in it, giving at the same ¥ime an example jn which such an ending, namely
-, is present. '

Klemensiewicz {1968: 36) says that both personal and impersonal sente:nces
should be distinguished within the class of subjectless sentences — the dliﬂ"ﬂ]f-
ence between them being that only for personal subjectlesaf gsentences 18 1t
possible to deduce what the missing subject is and name i.t with the help ?f. B
guitable noun or pronoun, whereas impersonal gentence? give no .suc]:E passnbll-l
ity. Thus, the following are said to be personal: C‘?ytagi — Mylisz sie. -jg. : g(])
Powiadajg. — Méwiono. — Upras:a sig. — Bedzie s{ychaé muzyke. — Dy
widaé Warszawe. [...] Na plewy starego wrébla nie owisz. Theaf on 'bhfe other
hand he classifies as impersonal: Zaczelo padaé, — Prazestanse grz'mwé.. [.:.:[
Szarpnelo drawianti. — [...] Ciggnie mmie na przeﬂhadzk?. — Zeb'mio‘m@d jeg
ne placy. — Zapragnelo mu sie nfecierpliwie napothad L nareszcte wjrzec to
mitycene wojsko polsiie. (St). [...] Jest pééno. [...] Do miasta bylo dalﬁka.ti...]
Moina ié6. (—moge ié6, mozesz is6, itd.). - i:’rzeba (potrz?ba) idé {=¥m‘ z:;
buje, potrzebujesz i8¢, itd.). — Powinno sie ié¢ (=powinienem, powinien
86, itd.). . ' ‘ N,

Again it is evident that the above classification cnn?r&ni:hcts the prin 1];: 1
according to which it has been made. Although the principle demands tha

s Zdania bezpodmiotowe uzywane bywaje W nast'epu'ja,cych wypadkach: -
1) Przy czasownikach oznaezajgcych najruzm&itsza_ z]a.v:fmka. *f:a.uhﬂdrf&!:.e W przﬁrm 16
chmurzy sig, bysha sig, grami, didiy, méy, marenie, laje, fwiaia, dnieje, _raz;w f.:tm 81,
ymierzcha sie, clemni sie itp. Np. Od czasu do czasu blyskalo. — Rozwidnia 8¢ cords
'2) i’ﬁf Trzjz:aanwnik&eh oznaczajacych rozmaite E‘t:&nj.f :d_uszy lub ciala: boli, kiwje,
pali, mdli, nudzi, swedzi. Np. W oczach mu 8¢ W ‘ e
(3) Przy wyrazeniach nieosobowych skladajaeyeh sig 20 slo::-:a _pomtkzn:go.bjwﬂ,
bylo, bedzie, staje sie, robi sig, cayni sie i rzeczownika z Przyunk.lem Tu oz, bezo-
kolieznika lub przystéwka, prey ezym kaizdo stowo positkowe jest w r.?,za.an‘:; t?::;-.
niejszym bywa zazwyocza) CpPUSZCZane. Np- Polo?wza czas zaczgl. & :'Nte do me "ﬂ:
bylo heroinie naszej. — W wielu miejscach male w@d'aé lgki. — Bylomii aqra:mizno ;;n : 1;,1_;
(4) Przy kazdym w ogdle czasowniku, jezel 'tylk}r nie oznaczamy wr_;rraﬂ'sme I:gich e::wu
za, pomoca oddzielnego wyrezu 1ub konedwki osohowej: Np. Dzié nam &z

preecud.
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the group of impersonal sentences be such that there is no way of specifying
or naming their subjects, and that the group of personal sentences offer such a
possibility — neither: Mdwiono. — Uprasza sie, — Bedzie stychaé muzyke. —
[_...] Na plewy starego wrébla nie zlowisz, classified as personal, nor: M a.z'm
$8¢. (=moge is6, mozesz i8¢, itd.). — Trzebe (potreeba) i46. (,=p0trzeb1ije
p(}trz:ebujesz 186, itd.). — Powinno si¢ 186 (=powinienem, powinienes i§6, itd )’
classified as impersonal make it possible to supply them with subjeeizs 01;
the j.vhule it seems a much better solution to recognize only Czylaj !'a,'nd
Mylisz sie, as personal, since it is only with respect to these two sentences
that one can really tell what the missing subject is.
Yfat another approach contradicting those of Polafski, Szober, and Kle-
menslewicz is represented by Wierzbicka (1966: 177 - 195), who maintains
'bh_a,t, there is no such thing as a subjectless sentence; for each sentence con-
tains a slot to be filled by a subject, no matter whether this slot is acﬁﬁdlly
filled or not (zero subject), and no matter how indefinite the subject maq,? btla.
| Fl‘herefnre, identifying impersonal sentences with subjectless ones on.the
basis of their surface structure seems wrong - it is not necessarily the sﬁrfa,cé
‘structure subject of a sentence that contains the element of ‘impei‘éﬁmli'i‘:j"
or ‘indefiniteness®, ag can be seen in the following examples: PR

(1} - Nee wiadomo. co robid.

{2} One doesn’t know what to do. -

(3} There is nothing to peg one’s hopes on; anyway,
- {4) . Apples are good for you. : ' . '
“{8)  Newet nie pozwolisz eglowiekowi otpoczé, .

(6) This system makes a man work.
(7)) “When someone’s killed who's been in love with one,
it makes it all so terribly poignant.” (Schibsbye 1965 227)

?13 15 evident that both (1) and (2} are impersonal although only (1) is a
aub]ec‘tless senterice. Similarly: when we compare the Polish W takg pogode
_‘Sp{f;d 8¢ czlowiekowi chee, where cxlowiekowi is not the subject but the indirect
object, with its English equivalent One Jeels sleepy in weather like this we van
see that the English version does have a subject, a subject corresponding to
the Polish dative functioning as an indirect object. This suggests that sen-
tences like W takq pogode ... and (1) - (7} are impersonal,

Sentences recognized as impersonal in one language are often expressed
by means of other structures in another, the passive voice with indefinite or
deleted agent being one of them. This also suggestﬂ that they are all imper-
sonal, as they are different realizations of the same deep (semantic) structure:

(8) He's well known here. = Znajq go tu dobrze.
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- {9) Niczego nie stwierdzono. = Nothing has been found. = On n'a rien
frouvé. :

(10) “It was not until the spring of 1919 that Dibich was delailed for ais-
patch on a troop train... Tol'ko vesnoj 1919 goda Dibile naznaéili k of-
pravke s edelonom...” (Borras and Christian 1961: 180) = Ce n'est
gw'ay printemps 1919 qu’on designa Dibitch pour pariir avee le train. ..
[translation mine].

(11} “The boats were moved and steered with short handled paddles that had
broad leaf-shaped blades”. (Tolkien 1966a; 388) = Lddki poruszalo sig
i sterowalo za pomocg krdtkick wiosel majqoych ksztalt lidera. = On
déplaca les bateaux en les dirigeant & Paide de petites rames qui avatent

| la forme de feuilles [translation minc].

(12) “Istynbula bu yoldan gil-il-ir (“Istanbul-to this route-by is gone’,

- ie. “This is the route for Istanbul® or “One takes this road for Istan-
bul’...” (Lyons 1969: 379).

(13) “Es wird heute abend getanczt (It will be this evening danced’ i.e.,
“There will be dancing this evening’)” (Lyons 1969: 379).

" Sentences (12) and (13) show that it is possible to talk of impersonal use
of the passive even with ‘intransitive’ verbs. S
Furthermore, sentences like:
(14) They promise you @ lot in those adverts. - S
- (158) Look at my income tax. They give you shoney with one hand and take
: it qway with the other. - '
(18) “Stadimy troche dalej, bo tnaczey to vadepczg czlowieka’’ (conversation
in 4 bus). - ' |
show that more than one NP (when these are not conjoined) can carry the ele-
ment of indefiniteness in a sentence,’and consequently at least one of these
NP’s has to be oxcluded from the position of subject.

On these grounds it seems best to rejoct the idea that the absence of a sor-
face structure subject is a necessary and sufficient condition for a sentence to be
impersonal, and to assume that the lack of subject can only be one of the fac-
tors in formmulating the characteristics of impersonal sentences. Tt alse seems
plausible to follow Fillmore (1968) in his assumptions that:

{1y *The sentonce in its basic strueturo cousists of & verb and ons or more noun
phrazes, each associated with tho verb i & particular caso relationship”. (Fill-
more, 215,

(2) Tt is usefal to differentiate betweon a  sentence and & proposition, i.e.,
“a tensoless set of relationships involving verbs and nouns (and embedded
sentencos if there aro any) separated from what might be ealled the modality
constituent” (Fillmore, 23), 1.0., negation, tcnse, mood, aspoct.

(3) Tho surface structure subjsct is the result of topicalization, Le. rule governed
choosing and making one of the decp structure NP’s the topic of the sentonece

{ef. Fillmore, 56).
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We could try to find out what impersonal sentences are by examining the
nature of personal pronouns. From what is said in grammar books one could
associate impersonal sentences with those in which a “generic pronoun has
been used. Thus Schibsbye (1965) says that:

(1) the pronoun we is sometimos used to denote *‘the speaker 4 evervone elso: we
tive to learn [ we don’t like to be contradicted; this goneric value approaches that of
you, one, ete,, used in the senso of “peaple’...”* (Schibsbye, 84).

(2} "“You is frequently used of the person(s) addressed - others, ndeed, sven tho
speakor may be included...” {Schibsbye, 184).

(3) “One can be an indefinite personal pronoun signifying 'I and others’...” {Schibs-
bye, 276).

{4} "“They may also be usod in reforence to a vaguely indicated group of people:
In Japan they generally marry without love | They make fine knives in Sheffield,
or till more vaguely to mean ‘peopls in general: They say the government will
resign. Here it approaches the generic value of we, you, ete., deseribed above

(6.1.7f) with the difference that they does not include the speaker or the persons
sddressed” (Schibsbye, 184).

However, the generic pronouns acecount only for a subclass of impersonal
sentences, sentences like 1t was five o’clock in the morning, I£'s going to be tough
on the top of that mountain, Nie bylo widaé nowet Palacw Kultury, Wszczeto
dochodzenia, being left out. For this reason they cannot be used as a criterion
for the definition of the whole class of impersonal sentences.

It is possible to try to deduce what impersonal sentences are by finding out
what the category of person means and testing how these sentences behave
with respect to this category.

Langedoen (1969: 153) gives the following definition:

Person. The reference of an NP with respect to the speaker, or the writer and
the one(s) addressed. If the referenco of an NP includes the speaker or writer, the
NP is gaid to be first person. If it includes the one(s) addressed, but not the spesker
or wriber, it is gecond person, If it includes neither speaker, or writer, nor the one (s)
addressed it i third person.

The definition given by Lyons (1969: 276) is similar:

The category of person is clearly definable with reference to the notion of
participant-roles: the “first’ person is used by the speakor to refer to himself as a
subject of diseourse; the ‘second’ person is used to refer to the hearer: and tho
‘third’ pergon is used to refer to persons or things other than the speaker and hearcr.

Both definitions explain “person’ in terms of reference of an NP to either
the speaker (+I=1, we), the hearer {4-II=you), or everybody and everything
else (-+1IT=he, she, ét, they). Now one could try to determine which person is
present in the following sentences:

(17) Thon shalt not worship any God but I. +IE
(18) They say the world is coming to an end. +-1IE
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{19) Prazyniesli mieko. . +1IT
(20) One wouldn’t like a thing like that happen to one. 4
(21) Za okupacii crlowiek byl bity na kaidym krokw. ?
(22) Tak sig nie mowi, ?
(23) Niczego nie widaé w tych ciemnodorach. !
(24) Podano do stolu. ?
(26} Rozpadalo sic na dobre. ' 4TI
(26) Odjelo mu mowe. 4+ IIT

For some of them it is possible to state which person they refer to, but the
others seem to be indefinite with respect to person or form combinations of two
or even three persons. The picture should become clearer if all possible com-
binations of persons arc introduced as in Postal (1970: 222}

“F4+IIN} [+IIT] [+TI0) [+IT0] [—T00) [—II0] [—IE0) [—LIX
o || [ = || =10 | |-z | [—1x | |21 | | 40X
41 f{-1 J -1 J|+1 [L—7 Jl42 Q4T ) L-1 |~

Thus, sentences (20), (21), (22), and (23) should be marked as (I, +1II,
and +IIT} whereas (24) has the specification (+I, —II, 4-ITI). As can be seen
from this the marking for different impersonal sentences varies.

What is lacking in the definition of impersonal sentences is a uniform eri-
terion, one which would apply to the whole set of impersonal sentences a,n.d
only to this set. What all impersonal sentences seem to share in common 13
that even in those cases in which it 13 possible to determine grammatical per- -
son, it is impossible to identify and name the referent(s) of one or more deep
structure NP’s because it is always unspecified, but the validity of this cri-
terion has yet to be tested. In this article the following proposal is being put
forward: to take the sentences which are commonly recognized as impersonal
and see how they behave with respect to the criteria discussed above, namely:

{1} Whether the deep structure NP recognized as indefinite always fune-
tions as the surface structure subject of the sentence.

(2) Whether the NP in question is the agent.

{3) Whether it is possible to indieate which grammatical person the NP
refers to.

(4) Whether the NP iz generic or not.

(5} Whether the referent(s} of this NP can be specified.

In Table I all five criteria will be analysed in the same order in which they
have been introduced, i.e. columns 1 - 5 are respectively devoted to the notion
of subject, agent, grammatical person, genericness, and reference as a critcrion.
Thus, the negative sign “—’" in column 1 (=subject} means that it is anothet:r
NP in the impersonal sentence and not its surface structure subject that s
vesponasible for its impersonality. The positive sign “+-"" in column 1 means that
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the indefinite NP making a sentence impersonal is also its surface structure
subject. The “--" sign under 2 indicates bhat the NP in question is an agent in
contrast to experiencer, instrumental, locative, ete., where I is said to be expe-
riencer in sentences like I saw him, whereas in sentences like J looked at him
1t 13 said to be an agent (cf. Fillmore 1968).

It is assumed that the best criterion will be the one that applies uniformly
to all these sentences, i.e., it will not change its character {sign) throughout all
the sentences,

From the analysis of sentences 1 - 28 it follows that eriteria 1, 2, and 4
should be rejected as:

(1) Criterion 1,i.e., lack of surface structure subject, is too narrow; in fact
the majority of impersonal sentences proved to have subjects (see sentences
1-3, 5-18, 20, 21, 23, 25, 26 and 28).

(2} Criterion 2,i.e., indefiniteness of the agent in a sentence, is not clear;
In some cases it is difficult to say whether the “impersonal® NP is an agent or
not (sentences 6 and 17). It also is too narrow since not every sentence must
have an agent (cof. sentences 2, 7, 9, 11, 18, 21, 22—23, 24, and both sentences
in 14, where They might think...="Tt might occur to them.,.").

{3) The notion of genericness (criterion 4) is also too narrow and not clear
enough (ef. sentences 13 and 18). Sentences 1 - 9, 12, 14, 17, 19, 20, 27, and 28
4re not generic.

Criterion 3 is acceptable although it covers only those sentences for which
1t is impossible to state which person they refer to (sentences 10, 11, 134, 15,
18, 21 - 25), and even sentences like 12, 18, 27, and 28 do not destroy its valid-
ity in this respect. This criterion, however, drastically reduces the scope of
impersonal sentences by rejecting sentences like 1 -9, 14, 17, 20, and 26.
For further analysis it may be useful to employ a wider criterion.

Table I shows that it is the concept of unspecified reference that should be
made the criterion for the definition of impersonal sentences, since it applies
to all of them and it does 50 in a uniform way, i.e. its value (sign} remains
unchanged with respect to each sentence recognized as impersonal. Thus,
a sentence v said to be impersonal when at least one of its deep (semantic) struc-
ture noun phrases has no clear refevence i.c. iis referents (existing really or in the
speaker's imagination) remain unspecified. For each impersonal sentence it was
impossible to point out the NP’s referent(s) and consequently to name it
{them),

Another reason why impersonal sentences should be defined in terms of
reference and not in terms of the category of person is that reference is logi-

It 18 possible, it seems, to approach the pronoun none in sentonce 13 in two
ways: either trogt it as ITIrd person (the set denoted by it having zero members), or ag
A pronoun indefinite with respect to person and specified as (—1, —II, —TII).
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cally prior to that category, i.e., the eategory of person is definable in terms of
reference and not vice versa.

Diagram I is the proposed model of the deep structure of an impersonal
gsentenee. whery:

proposition = a set of relationships between the verb and its NP's (repre-
sented here as variables),
K = deep structure case in the Fillmorian sense (Fillmore 1968): Agen.

tive, Objective (=Patient), Dative (=Expericncer), Instrumental,
Locative, ote.,

Xy = John. wmy best friend, one, you, if. etc,
Xy = (frorge’s weighbour, the man who lives round the corner, ete.
a, b == referents in the ontside world

3

IMPERATIVE =T hereby tell yon ta.,,
INTERROGATIVE =T heruby ask you why ..
how... 3

AFFIRMATIVE =T herchy foll von that
MUPDALITY

PROPVOSITION

NIy =%, NP —xd,

SO S ey

. Thavram |
In the diagram the XPs have been removed from the proposition and
placed elsewhere, ax otherwise it would have heen impossible to aceount for
the ambiguity of: John said ke saw George's neighbowr, wheve reorge 8 netghbour
ean be:
(1} the vesult of John's having said: “f have seen George’s neighbour®
(2} the result of John's having said: 7 huee seen the man who tves round
the corier™. in which case it i
the speaker who identifies the "man whe Hves round the corner® with (ieorge’s
seighbour (ef. McCawley 19%0: 172 - 1735).

o6+
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