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Lea Sawicki 

EXPRESSION OF INALIENABILITY IN POLISH 

It is a widely recognized fact that in various languages some substantives may 
be characterized as entering into a relation of inalienable possession1. In 
languages in which such possession can be discerned, it is conceived of as 
permanent and inherent, not acquirable by purchase and not transferable. Most 
typically such a relation is demonstrable by substantives denoting parts of the 
body or family relationships. This class of substantives may be more accurately 
and fruitfully defined by establishing the syntactical behaviour of its members. 

Expressions marked for inalienability can be found in sources of different 
kinds or genres and in various contexts. They may involve the occurrence of 
possessive elements, noun-composition, particular object-forms and others. The 
phenomena associated with 'inalienable possession', although in part well known 
in themselves, are usually taken as non-related and described individually, each as 
some kind of semantically conditioned peculiarity. Assembling these varieties of 
expression can lead to the singling out of a distinct semanto-syntactical class of 
nouns capable of denoting the special relation of an object inherently connected to 
a 'possessor'. 

In Polish the most extensively used expression of inalienability is the dative of 
the 'possessor'2 that replaces the genitive or the possessive adjective in the 
unmarked expression.3 The nouns occurring in the construction with a dative are 
mostly those denoting parts of the body, the mind, toughts, but also garments, 
family members and some others, e.g.: 

spojrzala mi ... prosto w oczy W4 "she looked me straight in the eyes" 
przysî sd кцрщсети si$ na glowie К "to sit down on the head to (= of) the 

bathing person" 
jeszcze mu przepona podskakuje К "to him (= his) diaphragm is still jumping" 
oczy nabiegly mu krwi^ W "to him (= his) eyes filled with blood" 
jak to mu umysl pracuje К "how to him (= his) the mind works" 
rzucil mu na twarz bukiet... gozdzikow W "he threw him on the face (= on 

his face) a bunch ... of carnations" 
pokaleczyl mi rece К "he hurt me (= my) the hands" 
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baronowa M. zabrala mi zone W "the baroness M. took me (= my) the wife 
away" 

francuskie nazwisko ulecialo mi z pamiqci W "the French name slipped me 
(= my) the memory" 

Azjej 5 od tego spodnicQ ... unioslo К "Even the skirt was thus... lifted to 
her" (= "her skirt was thus lifted"). 

In these instances the dative is to be analyzed as adnominal and thus 
possessive, since the verbs involved do not require dative complements. 
Otherwise the dative may be ambiguous, e.g.: 

nie chowam si$ mamie pod fartuszek К "I am not hiding under mother's 
apron" or: "I am not hiding from mother under the apron"6 

In some cases, nouns that primarily do not denote inalienable possession 
acquire this property by entering possessive constructions with a dative, e.g.: 

krzyczal, ze mu na nie popsujemy studniQ К "He shouted that we would 
completely ruin him (= his) the well" 

konie mu sie sploszyly К "to him (= his) horses shied" 
nasz kon podeptal im skrzypce W "our horse trampled them (= their) the 

violin". 

Conversely, a substantive belonging to the class of inalienables, e.g. denoting a 
part of the body, can be employed in a construction with a possessive genitive or 
a pronominal adjective, thus creating a stylistically marked expression em­
phasizing the separateness between the body and the part, e.g.: 

brala тощ dlon i rozmazywala пщ tusz К "she used to take the palm of my 
hand and smear with it the mascara" 

Kat uniesie ... glowe §ci$tego К "The hangman will lift... the head of the 
beheaded". 

The possessive dative of pronouns of the first (and sometimes second) person 
has to be kept apart from the so-called free, i.e. syntactically unconnected dative, 
as e.g. in: со mi tu krzyczysz? "what are you shouting here?" (literally: "shouting 
me"). In the following sentence, the dative must be considered free (bordering on 
the notion of 'ethicus') since the possessivity is expressed elsewhere by a 
possessive adjective: 

znow mi pani te swoje brudne ponczochy do mojej przegrodki К "again you 
have (put) me these dirty stockings of yours into my compartment". 

Likewise, the dative of inalienable possession comes very close in some 
instances to that expressing the beneficiary (dative commodi, or incommodi), e.g.: 

stlukli mu okulary К may be understood either as "they broke his glasses" or: 
"they broke the glasses for him" 
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popycha dziewczyne ... zadzieraĵ c jej po drodze kiecke К "he is pushing the 
girl... pulling up her (or: for her) the skirt". 

However in most cases such interpretation is not plausible, e.g: 
widzi, jak sie dziewczynie kolysz^ ...ciezkie piersi К "he sees how the girl's 

breasts swing" (definitely not: "the breasts swing for the girl"). 

Another current construction expressing inalienability, evident almost ex­
clusively in parts of the body, comprises a transitive verb with an accusative of 
the animate and a prepositional phrase denoting the part of the body7, e.g.: 

probuje wzî d mnie za г$к$ К "he tries to take me by the hand" 
bije je z pasj^ po lydkach К "he strikes them with rage on the hips" 
Gustek gladzi klacz po wilgotnym pysku К "G. strokes the mare on the wet 

muffle" 
kopn l̂bym go w tylek К "I would have kicked him on the backside". 
These constructions, usually treated in Polish grammars as consisting of two 

objects, a direct and an indirect one,8 should be regarded as containing one 
complex object that involves both the "whole" and the "part". This is demon­
strable on semantic grounds as well as on grounds of substitutability: the 
prepositional phrase denotes exclusively a part of what is expressed by the 
accusative, and the two constituents of the object cannot be substituted by another 
term independently of one another. Expressions like: 

+Gustek gladzi klacz po wozku" G. strokes the mare on the wagon" or: 
+probuje wzî d mnie za twoj% г$кц "he tries to take me by your hand" 

are impossible. 
A similar relation of a "part" to a "whole" is found in constructions with 

reflexive verbs where the "whole" is incorporated in the verb and the "part" is 
expressed in various case forms or prepositional phrases, e.g.: 

Uderzyleu si$ пщро cholewach К "You stroke yourself with it in the shoe-
tops" 

chwyta si$ odruchowo dwomapalcami za grdyke К "he seizes himself instinc­
tively by the Adam's apple with two fingers" 

kluje sis wpalec К "he pricks himself on the finger". 

In Polish certain verbs denoting movements are complemented by an 
instrumental.9 Many of these verbs describe bodily gestures executed as a rule 
with the help of the part of the body occuring as object (in the instrumental), e.g.: 

skin l̂em mu przyjaznie dloni% W "I beckoned to him in a friendly manner 
with (my) hand)" 

Zamrugal powiekami К "He blinked with (his) eyelids" 
Kiwalem glowq niewiele rozumieĵ c W "I nodded with (my) head under­

standing little" 
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Klanial sie ojcu ... szuraĵ c nogami К "He greeted (his) father ... shuffling 
(his) feet {instr.}" 

zaczynal ... trzepotac10 skrzydlami jak indor К "he was starting ... to flutter 
the wings {instr.} like a turkey". 

The substantives participating in this construction are mostly designations of 
parts of the body ("head", "hand", "finger", etc.), but sporadically other nouns 
occur in them as objects, and then usually as an "extension" of apart of the body, 
e.g.: pomachad komuächusteczkq "to wave to somebody with a handkerchief", 
szuradbutami "to shuffle with shoes". 

To some verbs, however, this restriction does not apply. In such cases an 
opposition may exist between an inalienable object in the instrumental and an 
unmarked one in the accusative, e.g.: 

Olek wzrusza ramionami К "О. shrughs (his) shoulders" vs. wzruszac gleb$ 
"to loosen the soil" 

przewracad oczami "to turn up the whites of one's eyes" vs. przewracac 
szklankQ "to turn over a glass" 

konie przebieraly nogami "horses stumped (their) feet" vs. przebierac paciorki 
rozaiica "to count the beads of the rosary". 

The inalienability of parts of the body and mind manifests itself, as in many 
other languages, also in several constructions denoting properties of such parts. 
One of them is the adjectival compound of the bahuvrihi type: the first constituent 
of the compound is formed by an adjective attributive to that consisting of a 
substantive denoting the part of the body, with no adjectival derivational suffix 
present. The compound adjective is usually employed as an attribute to the 
substantive denoting the'possessor', e.g.: 

wszyscy Pelagonczycy ŝ  wysocy ..., przewaznie ciemnowlosi W "all the 
inhabitants of P. are tall..., usually dark-haired" 

Przy stole siedzial jednorski esaul..., czarnobrody mulla W "At the table sat 
the one-handed officer..., the black-bearded mulla" 

nagle wydal mi si$ bliski... ten zoltookirudzielec W "suddenly this ... yellow-
eyed red-head seemed close to me" 

stloczyly sie okntgle glowy, czarnobrody Tryb ..., wielkooka Trybowa ..., 
wszyscy szerokonosi W "round heads pressed together, black-bearded 
Tryb ..., big-eyed Trybowa..., all wide-nosed". 

This type of compounds usually describes the size and shape or colour of parts 
of the body; a few other characteristics, however, are sometimes found, e.g.: 
szybkonogi "swift-footed",pi^knooki "pretty-eyed". Epithets of this kind are 
especially often used in poetry11 and in high-register prose. Unlike adjectives 
containing derivational suffixes (such as -ny, -ty, -wy, -ski, -czy, etc.), the 
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bahuvrihi-type adjectives cannot be freely formed and are consequently rather rare 
in contemporary narrative of unmarked style. 

Some compounds may be substantivized, e.g.: lekkoduch "the light-minded 
one", gotowqs "the naked moustaehed one (= young)", czworonög "the four-
legged one", biaioglowa "white-head (= woman)", pi$knoduch "pretty-souled 
one (= aesthete)", stonoga "hundred-legged one (= centipede)". The substan­
tivization, stemming from a state of language with substantival adjective-declen­
sion, is nowadays unproductive. 

Descriptions of features characteristic of a person or (very rarely) an object 
may be expressed by an adjective in concord with the 'possessor', with the 
specific part to which this description refers in the shape of a prepositional phrase 
w +locative,12 e.g.: 

Oficer scisnitfy wpasie jak osa W "An officer laced in the waist like a wasp" 
Likewise: 

portret czysty w rysunku "a portrait clear in line (= having a clear line)" 
w^ski w pasie "thin in the waist (= having a small waist)" 
szeroki w barach "broad in the shoulders (= having broad shoulders)" 
wciety w talii "narrow in the waist (= having a narrow waist)" 
szybki w nogach "fast in the legs (= having fast legs)" 
chlodny w ŝ dach "cool in judgements (= having cool judgements)". 

Another construction typical for expressing features of inalienable parts is an 
adnominal prepositional phrase о + locative. It is employed exclusively as an 
attribute; in contemporary language it is not capable of functioning as a 
predicate,13 e.g.: 

felczer oko&istejzöitej twarzy W "a surgeon with a bony yellow face" 
dla tego ... oficera о brzydkiej twarzy irozumnych szarych oczach W "for this 

... officer with an ugly face and clever grey eyes" 
lokaj о bezczelnej twarzy W "a lackey with an insolent face" 
jesteä jednak czlowiekiem о czystych r$kach W "you are, however, a man with 

clean hands" 
zyd о przezroczystej suchej skörzeW "a Jew with transparent dry skin" 
pare starszawych kobiet о miejskim wyglqdzie W "a couple of oldish women 

with city looks". 
This construction can be employed not only for describing parts of the body, 

characteristics of the mind, etc., but also parts of inanimate objects, e.g.: 
Oddzialy artylerii о ciqgu konnym W "Artillery ... squads with horse-pull" 
Walczylem w przestrzeni о wielu wymiarach W "I was fighting in the space 

of many dimensions" 
Podszedlem do okna о zachlapanych wapnem szybach W "I approach the 

window with panes bespattered with lime". 
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We have endeavoured to establish the semantic class of inalienables by 
surveying the syntactic constructions in which they occur. This class cannot be 
directly defined on the grounds of its semantic properties, since various sub­
stantives may acquire the feature of inalienability precisely by entering some of 
the marked constructions. 

As we have seen, the substantive most frequently occurring in constructions 
marked for inalienability are those denoting parts of the body. They are also the 
only ones occurring in all such constructions. Substantives denoting parts of a 
whole (other than parts of the body) are relatively frequent, but do not normally 
occur in the constructions with adjective of the "whole" and prepositional phrase 
of the "part", or in bahuvrihi-type compounds. Substantives denoting family 
relationships rarely enter expressions of inalienability. When they do, they occur 
mostly in constructions with the dative of possession and even there an alternative 
interpretation of the construction (as e.g. that of the "beneficiary") is sometimes 
possible. A dative of possession in existential or purely possessive sentences, still 
used in the XVIIth century, is no longer employed in contemporary language. 

Other means of expression characteristic of "inalienable" substantives, less 
current and probably mostly restricted to the realm of certain lexical items, may be 
uncovered by further investigations. 
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4 Data gathered from: Piotr Wojciechowski, Czaszka w czaszce, Warszawa 1974 
- W; Andrzej Kusniewicz, Strefy, Warszawa 1971 -K. 
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horse", Szymon Szymonowicz, "Sielanki" (1614); bialopiore zurawie "white-
feathered cranes", Samuel Twardowski, "Przewazna legacyja" (1633); tury 
szerokonogie "wide-legged aurochses", feniksy bystrookie "quick-eyed phoe­
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etc. 

12 In Old Polish other prepositional phrases too are attested in this function, e.g. 
in "Kazania Jana z Szamotul Paterka" (beginning of XVIth century): Maria 
byla najszlachetniejsza na duszy ... rumiana na plci ... Jagody jej ... biale i 
rumiane w barwie "Maria was most noble in soul ... ruddy in complexion ... 
Her cheeks... white and rosy in colour". 

13 In the XVIIth century it still occurred as a predicate, as mentioned by K. 
Pisarkowa, o.e., p. 51, e.g.: zwierzQta ojednym s% zol^dku "animals are with 
one stomach". Today only few predicative expressions survived, t.g.:jestem о 
suchym pysku "I am with a dry mouth = I am without food (or drink), on an 
empty stomach". 


