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Introduction 

 

Polish uses two types of constructions to express the future time reference: i) a “simple 

future” (= SF) and ii) a “periphrastic future” (= PF). SF is a present tense form of a perfective 

verb (see (1a)). As far as PF is concerned, there are two variants: ii-a) PF, which consists of 

the so-called “future auxiliary” będzie and an imperfective l-participle (see (2a)); ii-b) PF 

composed of the auxiliary będzie and an imperfective infinitival complement (see (2b)). 

(1)  zje                              “simple future” (SF) 

  eat.prs.perf.3sg   

  ‘He/she will eat / will have eaten.’ 

(2)  a.  będzie  jadł                                 “periphrastic future” (PF) 

    be.aux.3sg    eat.prt.impf.sg.m   

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

b. będzie  jeść 

   be.aux.3sg    eat.inf.impf 

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

These facts may appear very simple and clear at first glance, but when we look at them more 

closely, we will discover that these three “harmless” examples give rise to serious linguistic 

considerations. In this paper we will ask the following four puzzling questions concerning the 

syntax, semantics and diachrony of these constructions.  

Puzzle One (section 1) 
What is the syntactic structure of future constructions in Polish? 

Given that the constructions in (2) consist of an auxiliary and a non-finite form of a main 

verb, while the construction in (1) lacks an auxiliary, but contains a finite main verb instead, 

it would seem at first glance that a clear syntactic division can be drawn between SF and PF 

in Polish: the two PF forms would be expected to contain more syntactic structure than the SF 

form. In fact, as we will see in section 1, there are syntactic accounts which support such an 

intuition as they assume that periphrastic tense constructions are biclausal. According to one 

such an account, put forward by Julien (2001), there should be even a difference between the 

two variants of PF in Polish: while (2a) is arguably biclausal, (2b) would be monoclausal. Is 

it really true that (1) and (2b) are monoclausal constructions and thus behaving differently 

than (2a), the allegedly biclausal construction? The discussion in section 1 will show that the 

answer to this question is a negative one. All future constructions in Polish, i.e., all examples 

in (1) and (2), are monoclausal. Importantly, this means that there is no obvious syntactic 
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difference between the two variants of PF in Polish. This statement leads us directly to the 

next puzzling question to be discussed in section 2. 

Puzzle Two (section 2) 
Why does Polish have two variants of a periphrastic future? Given that language normally 

does not tolerate redundancy, one might expect that there is a clear semantic difference 

between (2a) and (2b). But is it really the case?  

The answer to this question is also negative. There appears to be no clear semantic difference 

between (2a) and (2b). But if these two variants of PF do not contrast semantically, what 

other factors determine their use/distribution? This question becomes even more surprising in 

the light of the fact that other Slavic languages which have comparable future constructions 

are more restricted in this respect as they allow either a participial complement to a BE-

auxiliary or an infinitival complement, but not both variants as Polish does. In order to 

understand this situation, we will look in section 2 at diachronic facts. It seems that there are 

reasons to believe – following, for example, Whaley (2000:43) – that the differing usage of 

these two PF forms in Polish might be linked to the different age of these constructions. 

Puzzle Three (section 3) 
Polish has SF and PF constructions. From the syntactic point of view these constructions are 

arguably monoclausal, but they obviously have a different morphological make-up. In spite 

of this, all the constructions in (1) and (2) have a future meaning. But how is the future 

reference obtained in these constructions? Is there one mechanism for obtaining a future 

meaning in SF and another (different) one for obtaining such a meaning in PF? Or is the 

future reference obtained in the same way in all these constructions? But if the latter option is 

true, what would this mechanism be? 

The discussion in section 3 will show that the fact that all the constructions in (1) and (2) 

have a future reference can be reduced to one basic fact, namely: in all these constructions 

there is a perfective present tense element. The role of the perfective aspect is – as will be 

argued in section 3 – to forward-shift the reference time and to locate it (right) after the 

speech time, hence deriving the future time reference. 

Puzzle Four (section 4) 
Given that there is one mechanism for obtaining a future time reference both in SF and PF, 

then the question is: what is the difference between SF and PF after all? 

A simple answer to this question could be: the difference between SF and PF in Polish is 

aspectual. SF expresses a bounded future eventuality whereas PF expresses an unbounded 

future eventuality. However, as will be shown in section 4, the difference between SF and PF 

in Polish is more than just aspectual. We will present in section 4 new evidence clearly 

showing that there are semantic contrasts between SF and PF that cannot be reduced to 

aspect. We will see that notions such as ‘plan’, ‘prearrangement’, ‘holding true at the moment 

of speaking’ play a crucial role in an explanation of the discussed differences in the 

use/meaning between SF and PF.
1
 Interestingly, at least partially, similar contexts seem to 

also be relevant for distinguishing two kinds of “future” in Turkish; see Chapter 6 in this 

volume). 

                                                 
1
 In this paper we use the notion of “plan” in a purely descriptive sense. We formalized the nation of “plan” in 

connection with future in Polish in two other papers: see Błaszczak and Klimek-Jankowska (to appear b, c). For 

an insightful discussion of the role of plannability for the expression of future time reference, see Chapter 3 in 

this volume. 
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Having outlined the content of the paper, let us start with the first puzzle. 

 

1. Puzzle One: Future forms − mono- or biclausal structures? 

1.1. Stating the problem 

 

The first puzzle the future constructions in Polish confront us with concerns their syntactic 

treatment. More specifically, the question is whether we should assume a mono- or rather a 

biclausal analysis for them. Whereas the construction with an SF, which consists of only a 

finite (perfective present tense) form of a lexical verb (recall (1), repeated below for 

convenience) does not require any special syntactic treatment (all we need to assume in this 

case is just a standard monoclausal analysis), the matters are more complicated in the case of 

the periphrastic futures in (2) (repeated below for convenience). Why?  

(1)  zje                             SF 

  eat.prs.perf.3sg  

 ‘He/she will eat / will have eaten.’ 

(2)  a.  będzie  jadł                                 PF 

    be.aux.3sg    eat.prt.impf.sg.m   

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

b. będzie  jeść 

   be.aux.3sg    eat.inf.impf 

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

First of all, we should note that the question of the correct syntactic analysis of periphrastic 

tense constructions is a matter of disagreement in the linguistic literature (see Julien 2001 for 

a detailed discussion). According to some scholars (e.g., Ouhalla 1991, Borer 1998, and 

Cinque 1999), periphrastic tense constructions are monoclausal: they contain just one VP, 

there is only one extended projection, namely that of the main verb, and the auxiliary is 

inserted in some functional head in that extended projection. The auxiliary carries the tense 

marking. In contrast, other scholars argue that such constructions are biclausal: they contain 

two VPs, one headed by the main verb and one headed by the auxiliary, and there are two 

extended projections, one over each VP. Such view can be found, for example, in Kayne 

(1993), Taraldsen (1995), Alexiadou (1997), and more recently in Julien (2001). 

If we were to follow this second line of reasoning, this would mean that for (1) we would 

have to assume a monoclausal analysis, but for (2a) and (2b) a biclausal one. However, 

matters are even more complicated than that if we follow Julien’s (2001) analysis. According 

to her, not all periphrastic tense constructions are biclausal. Biclausal are only such 

periphrastic tense constructions in which both the main verb and the auxiliary are tense-

marked. In contrast, for example, the English future tense construction with will in which the 

main verb is uninflected is treated by Julien (2001: 126) as monoclausal “with will spelling 

out a T(ense) head in the extended projection of the main verb.”  

Now that we know that some periphrastic tense constructions might be monoclausal and 

some are biclausal, let us ask what kind of treatment should be assumed for the PF 

constructions in (2) in Polish.  

Starting with (2b): here we have an inflected auxiliary verb, traditionally called the future 

tense auxiliary (but see section 3.1.1. for a different assumption), hence a tense-marked 

element, and an uninflected (infinitival) form of a main verb. Given the above reasoning, this 

would mean that (2b) would in fact be a monoclausal construction. What about (2a)? The PF 

form in (2a) at first glance seems to be a good candidate for being treated as biclausal. What 
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we have in (2a) are two elements, both of which are seemingly tense-marked: (i) the future 

auxiliary, thus probably bearing some “future tense” morphology (but see section 3.1.1. 

below), and (ii) the l-participle, which is a form also found in past tense constructions in 

Polish (cf. (3a) and (3b)), thus arguably bearing some “past tense” morphology.  

(3)  a. Jan będzie   jadł      obiad.                Periphrastic Future  

    Jan be.aux.3sg    eat.prt.impf.sg.m  lunch 

‘He will eat / will be eating lunch.’ 

   b. Jan jadł      obiad.                      Past  

    Jan eat.prt.impf.sg.m  lunch 

‘He ate / was eating lunch.’ 

Given Julien’s (2001: 126) assumption that “the morphological marking of the main verb 

represents the syntactic category T [Tense], and accordingly, the morphological marking of 

the auxiliary represents another syntactic category T,”
2
 this would mean that in (2a)/(3a) we 

have two syntactic categories T. But this statement per se would not necessarily need to mean 

that (2a)/(3a) are biclausal. Why? This is so because in Julien’s (2001: 126) analysis “in 

every (simple) clause, there are two temporal heads, a higher T(Past) and a lower 

T(Future).”
3
 As a consequence, it is possible to have a complex (but monoclausal) tense 

construction in which one main verb is combined with more than one tense marker. More 

precisely, a main verb is combined first with future and then with past, as is claimed to be the 

case in the Irish example (4a) or the English example (4b) (see Julien 2001: 129-30). 

(4)  a. mhol-ƒ-ainn               (Irish) 

   praise-FUT-PAST.1SG 

   ‘I would praise’ 

  b. She  woul-d   write.           (English) 

   FUT-PAST 

Could we then assume that the PF in (2a)/(3a) in Polish is an instance of such a monoclausal 

complex tense construction? The answer is negative. If the main verb in Polish was to be 

combined first with future and then with past, we would expect the order of these elements to 

be either V-FUT-PAST (as in the Irish example in (4a)) or FUT-PAST V (as in the English 

example (4b)), or alternatively PAST FUT-V or PAST FUT V, all of which is not the case of 

the Polish PF in (2a)/(3a). Note that unlike in the examples illustrated in (4), in the case of 

Polish będzie + l-participle there is no incorporation whatsoever: these are two 

morphologically and syntactically separate and independent elements, as they can be 

separated from each other by various other elements (cf. (5)), and as they are able to occur in 

isolation (as fragment or elliptical answers (cf. (6)).  

                                                 
2
 Julien (2001: 126) points out, “[t]he biclausal analysis of periphrastic tenses necessarily follows: if the main 

verb is marked for tense, the main verb must combine with an extended projection that contains at least a T 

head.” 
3
 As Julien (2001: 131) points out, the claim that every clause contains two temporal heads is also found in 

Giorgi and Pianesi (1997). However, they assume that the higher temporal head encodes the relation between S 

(Speech Time) and R (Reference Time) and the lower temporal head encodes the relation between R and E 

(Event Time). Note that the first relation between S and R would correspond to the temporal relation in Klein’s 

(1994) analysis (his relation between TU (Utterance Time) and TT (Topic Time)), and the second relation would 

correspond to grammatical aspect (Klein’s relation between TT and T-SIT (Situation Time)). Though we will 

use in our analysis in section 4 the notion of Speech Time, Reference Time and Event Time, we will not follow 

Giorgi and Pianesi in their assumption about two temporal heads. Note further that in Giorgi and Pianesi’s 

analysis each T head must have a VP complement, so that each tense marker is paired with a verb. We will not 

follow this assumption either. Independently, given the existence of examples such as those in (4), this 

assumption seems to be problematic anyway, as observed by Julien (2001: 131). 
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(5)  a. Jan będzie   czytał      jutro    książkę.  

    Jan be.aux.3sg    read.prt.impf.sg.m   tomorrow book.acc 

‘Jan will read / will be reading a / the book.’ 

  b. Jan będzie  jutro     czytał  książkę. 

  c. Jan będzie  książkę  jutro  czytał . 

(6)  a. A: Będzie   Jan  czytał     jutro    książkę? 

    be.aux.3sg    Jan read.prt.impf.sg.m  tomorrow book.acc 

    ‘Will Jan read / be reading a /the book tomorrow?’ 

   B: Tak, będzie. 

    yes, be.aux.3sg    

    ‘Yes, he will.’ 

  b. A: Co   będzie   Jan  jutro    robił? 

    what.acc  be.aux.3sg    Jan tomorrow  do.prt.impf.sg.m     

‘What will Jan be doing tomorrow?’ 

   B: ((On) będzie)  czytał. 

    ((he) be.aux.3sg) read.prt.impf.sg.m 

    ‘He will be reading.’ 

 

1.2. Hypothesis 

 

Given that the PF form in (2a)/(3a) cannot be formed by means of the two temporal heads 

that are found in one single clause (the main verb in Polish obviously does not combine with 

more than one tense marker), and given that the order of temporal heads is fixed (T(Past) 

must precede T(Future)), the only option we are left with is to form this periphrastic tense 

constructions by means of clausal embedding. To quote Julien (2001: 135): “If, for example, 

one wants a T(Future) to take scope over a T(Past), the derivation must include two extended 

projections and accordingly, two Vs. The matrix projection will contain an (absolute) future 

and the embedded projection a (relative) past. If the derivation does not include a lexical verb 

to spell out the higher V, the higher V will be realised as ‘be’ or ‘have’.”
4
  

To summarize the discussion so far, following the analysis proposed by Julien (2001), we 

would have the following situation in Polish (see Table 1): the SF in (1) is a monoclausal 

construction, just as is the PF with an infinitival complement in (2b). The PF with a 

participial complement in (2a), in contrast would be a biclausal construction, whereby będzie 

(allegedly in T(Future) head) is in the matrix projection, and the l-participle (allegedly in 

T(Past) head) is in the embedded projection.  

(1) zje                              SF [monoclausal] 

  eat.prs.perf.3sg   

 ‘He/she will eat / will have eaten.’ 

 

                                                 
4
 According to Julien (2001: 137), embedding is also necessary in the case of the English present perfect or past 

perfect constructions in (i) and (ii): “Since T(Past) is higher than T(Future) it follows that both in the case where 

a present takes scope over a past and in the case where a past takes scope over another past two extended 

projections are needed, regardless of whether we assume that the present tense morpheme is situated in the 

T(Past) or in the T(Future) head” (ibid.). 

(i) She has  writt -en. 

   PRES   PAST 

(ii) She had writt -en. 

   PAST   PAST 
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(2)  a.  będzie   jadł                               PF-1 [biclausal] 

    be.aux.3sg eat.prt.impf.sg.m   

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

b. będzie   jeść             PF-2 [monoclausal] 
   be.aux.3sg eat.inf.impf 

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

Table 1: Future forms in Polish and their hypothetical syntactic structures 

Future construction Morphological make-up Syntactic structure 

(1) Simple future SF Lexical_Verb.prs.prf monoclausal 

(2a) Periphrastic Future-1 BE.aux + Lexical_Verb.prt.impf biclausal 

(2b) Periphrastic Future-2 BE.aux + Lexical_Verb.inf.impf monoclausal 

 

For this to be true the following would have to be the case:  

First (Hypothesis 1), there should be a syntactic difference between the two periphrastic 

future forms in Polish, i.e., between będzie + l-participle and będzie + infinitive. More 

concretely, będzie + l-participle should display some biclausal properties whereas będzie + 

infinitive should show a monoclausal behavior (just like the simple future). 

Second (Hypothesis 2), both the auxiliary and the l-participle should be marked for tense. At 

first glance this seems to be the case: będzie is traditionally called “the future auxiliary”, thus 

one might be inclined to believe that będzie displays some future tense marking and thus 

occupies Julien’s T(Future) head), and the l-participle – as was pointed in (3) above – looks 

the same as the past form, thus one might be tempted to assume that it bears the past tense 

morphology and consequently it occupies Julien’s T(Past) head. Even if these assumptions 

seem plausible, at least at first glance, the discussion below will show that neither of them is 

fulfilled. 

 

1.3. Rejecting the hypothesis 

1.3.1. Against Hypothesis 1: No difference between (2a) and (2b) 

To test whether there is a syntactic difference between the two periphrastic future forms in 

Polish in terms of mono- vs. biclausal structure, we will use the following negation-based and 

adverb-based diagnostics for biclausality.  

 

1.3.1.1. Negation-based diagnostics for biclausality 

On the assumption that there is only one sentential negation per clause, in a sentence 

consisting of two verbal elements, there could potentially be two sentential negations: one in 

the matrix clause and one in the other (embedded) clause; cf. (7). However, one might also 

argue that in those cases in which negation does not appear on the highest verb we have to do 

not with a sentential negation but rather with a constituent negation (following, for example, 

Wurmbrand 1998: 84). Fortunately, we have good diagnostics in Polish to differentiate 

between sentential and constituent negation. 

(7)  a. (NEG)  Vmatrix  (NEG)  Vembedded  two potential sentential negations 

  b.      Vmatrix  NEG  Vembedded  sentential or constituent negation 
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1.3.1.1.1. Sentence negation versus constituent negation 

In Polish, the negative marker nie which is the exponent of sentence negation is formally 

identical to the exponent of constituent negation, as shown in (8) and (9), respectively.  

(8)  Piotr nie  przyjechał na  weekend  do  domu. 

  Piotr NEG came   for  weekend  to  home 

  ‘Piotr didn't come home for the weekend.’ 

(9)  Piotr przyjechał nie  na  weekend,  ale  tylko na  sobotę. 

  Piotr came   not  for  weekend  but  only for  Saturday 

  ‘Piotr did not come for the whole weekend, but only for Saturday.’ 

However, despite this formal identity, sentence negation differs from constituent negation in 

many respects, including the position of the negative marker and the behavior concerning two 

other diagnostics, i.e., licensing of Genitive of Negation (GoN) and licensing of negative 

pronouns. 

(i) Position of the negative marker 

Regarding the first point, i.e., the position of the negative marker, the relevant generalization 

is that sentence negation must immediately precede the verb, as illustrated in (10). Moreover, 

as shown in (11), nothing can separate the negative marker from the verb: an intervening 

adverb as in (11a) or object (as in (11b)) leads to ungrammaticality.  

(10) Wczoraj Jan nie  czytał  (*nie) tej książki. 

  yesterday Jan NEG read (*NEG) [this book].gen 

  ‘Jan didn't read this book yesterday.’ 

(11) a. *Jan nie  wczoraj  czytał  tej książki. 

   Jan NEG yesterday  read  [this book].gen 

    b. *Wczoraj  Jan nie  tej książki  czytał.  

   yesterday  Jan NEG [this book].gen  read 

In contrast with the obligatory preverbal position of the sentence negation, constituent 

negation can in principle occur in any position in the clause. In other words, it adjoins 

immediately to a constituent it has scope over, compare the examples in (12). 

(12) a. Przyszła nie  Ania, tylko Basia. 

   came  NEG Ania but  Basia 

   ‘Lit.: Not Ania but Basia came’ / ’It is not Ania who has come, but Basia.’ 

  b. Ania przyszła nie  w poniedziałek, tylko we  wtorek. 

   Ania came  NEG on Monday   but  on  Tuesday 

‘Lit.: Ania came not on Monday but on Tuesday’ / ’It was not on Monday that Ania came 

 but on Tuesday.’ 

(ii) Genitive of Negation (GoN)
5
 

Another difference between sentence negation and constituent negation arises with respect to 

the Case marking of the direct object. In the case of the negative marker immediately 

preceding the finite verb, the direct object is obligatorily marked for GEN, compare the 

contrast between (13a) and (13b). Example (13c) shows, on the other hand, that constituent 

                                                 
5
 In Polish, like in many other languages, direct objects of transitive verbs normally receive ACC case; cf. (13a). 

However, when the verb is negated, the Case of the direct object obligatorily changes to GEN (hence the name: 

“Genitive of Negation”), cf. (13b).  
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negation has no influence on the Case of the object. The direct object is marked for ACC just 

like the direct object in the affirmative clause (13a). 

(13) a. Ewa kupiła  tę książkę. 

   Ewa bought [this book].acc 

   ‘Ewa bought this book.’ 

  b. Ewa nie  kupiła  tej książki. 

   Ewa NEG bought [this book].gen 

   ‘Ewa did not buy this book.’ 

  c. Ewa kupiła  nie  książkę,  tylko gazetę. 

   Ewa bought NEG book.acc  but  newspaper.acc 

   ‘Lit.: Ewa bought not a book, but a newspaper.’ / ‘Ewa did not buy a book but a     

   newspaper.’ 

(iii) (Co-)Occurrence of negative pronouns 

Sentence negation and constituent negation also differ as to whether they license negative 

pronouns. As illustrated in (14) below, only sentential negation licenses negative pronouns 

(cf. Przepiórkowski and Kupść 1999). 

(14) a. Ewa nie  opiekuje  się  niczyimi dziećmi. 

   Ewa NEG looks-after refl [no children].instr 

   ‘Ewa does not look after any children.’ 

  b. *Ewa opiekuje  się  nie  niczyimi dziećmi,  tylko swoimi. 

   Ewa looks-after refl NEG [no children].instr but  self's.instr   

Lit.: ‘Ewa does not look after anybody's children, but her own.’ 

   ‘What Ewa looks after are not anybody's children, but her own.’ 

The differences between sentence negation and constituent negation are summarized in Table 

2. 

Table 2: Differences between sentence negation and constituent negation 

 Only immediate preverbal 

position 

Licensing of GoN Licensing of negative pronouns 

Sentence negation YES YES YES 

Constituent negation NO NO NO 

 

1.3.1.1.2. Prediction 

If the periphrastic future with a participial complement in Polish is a biclausal structure, we 

expect that the negation marker can occur on the lower (embedded) verb, i.e., on the 

participle, and more importantly, that this negation has all of the above-mentioned  

characteristics of sentential negation. Furthermore, we expect that in the case of a periphrastic 

future with an infinitival complement the sentential negation cannot occur on the infinitive, 

i.e., the negation on the lower verb (the infinitive) is a mere constituent negation (as the 

whole periphrastic future with an infinitival complement is claimed to be monoclausal). Our 

predictions are summarized in Table 3. 
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Table 3: Mono- vs. biclausal structure – predictions based on negation 

 Monoclausal Biclausal 

Position of  

sentence negation 

NEG  Vmatrix                          Vembedded 

             Vmatrix    *NEG  Vembedded 

NEG  Vmatrix               Vembedded 

             Vmatrix  NEG  Vembedded 

NEG  Vmatrix  NEG  Vembedded 

Licensing of  

GoN 

NEG  Vmatrix              Vembedded GEN 

          Vmatrix    NEG  Vembedded  * GEN 

NEG  Vmatrix             Vembedded  GEN 

          Vmatrix   NEG  Vembedded GEN 

Licensing of  

negative  

pronouns (neg-p) 

NEG  Vmatrix           Vembedded neg-p 

          Vmatrix  NEG Vembedded * neg-p 

NEG Vmatrix              Vembedded  neg-p 

         Vmatrix    NEG  Vembedded  neg.-p 

 

1.3.1.1.3. Checking the prediction 

To see the differences between a mono- and a biclausal structure in terms of negation, let us 

start with object control constructions for which it was argued that they are biclausal (see 

Błaszczak 2001a, 2001b and the references cited there). 

Using the diagnostics for sentence negation developed in the previous section, it can be 

shown that the negation occurring on the infinitive (i.e., the lower verb) in object control 

constructions has the status of sentential negation as (i) the negation marker can occur on the 

infinitive and in such a case it must immediately precede it (cf. (15a, b)), (ii) the negation on 

the infinitive can license GoN (cf. (16)), and finally (iii) it licenses negative pronouns as well 

(cf. (17)).  

(15) a. Jan kazał  Ewie  nie  wychylać  się  przez    okno. 

Jan ordered Ewa.dat NEG lean out.inf  refl through   window 

   ‘Jan told Ewa not to lean out through the window.’ 

b. *Jan kazał  Ewie  nie  się  wychylać  przez  okno. 

Jan ordered Ewa.dat NEG refl  lean out.inf  through   window 

(16) Nauczyciel pozwolił  Janowi nie  napisać      tego wypracowania      na  jutro. 

  teacher  allowed Jan.dat NEG write.inf   [this composition].gen   for  tomorrow 

  ‘The teacher allowed Jan not to write this composition for tomorrow.’ 

(17) Matka  kazała  Janowi z       nikim   nie  rozmawiać. 

  mother ordered   Jan.dat with  nobody  NEG talk.inf 

 ‘The mother told Jan not to speak with anybody.’ 

If the periphrastic future with a participial complement is also biclausal, we should expect 

that sentence negation can occur on the lower verb (i.e., the participle) and, in addition, that 

such lower negation can license GoN and negative pronouns. This predication is, however, 

not fulfilled. As far as the position of sentence negation is concerned, as shown in (18), the 

negative marker has to precede the auxiliary, i.e., it cannot be located on the participial 

complement. The only possibility to change (18b) into an acceptable sentence is to interpret 

the negation on the infinitive in a contrastive way, i.e., as a constituent negation, as indicated 

in (18c). 

(18) a. Jan nie  będzie   czytał. 

   Jan NEG be.aux.3sg read.prt.impf.m 

   ‘Jan will not read / will not be reading.’ 

  b. *Jan będzie   nie  czytał. 

   Jan be.aux.3sg NEG read.prt.impf.m 
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c. Jan będzie   nie  czytał,   lecz pisał. 

   Jan be.aux.3sg NEG read.prt.impf.m but  write.prt.impf.m 

   Lit.: ‘Jan will not read but write / will not be reading but writing.’ 

   ‘What Jan will do is not read but write.’ 

Example (19a) shows that only the negative marker occurring on the auxiliary can license 

GoN. With the negation occurring on the infinitive (on the contrastive interpretation) the 

object has to be marked for ACC. The GEN marking of the direct object in this example is 

ungrammatical; cf. (19b).  

(19) a. Jan nie  będzie   czytał     tej książki  / *tę książkę. 

   Jan NEG be.aux.3sg read.prt.impf.m  [this book].gen / *[this book].acc 

   ‘Jan will not read / be reading this book.’ 

  b. Jan będzie   nie  czytał     tę książkę   / *tej książki, . 

   Jan be.aux.3sg NEG read.prt.impf.m  [this book].acc / *[this book].gen  

   ale  ją oglądał  

but  it look-at.prt.impf.m 

   ‘Jan will not read this book but look at it.’ 

   ‘What Jan will do with this book is not read it but look at it.’ 

Examples (20a) and (20b) illustrate the use of negative pronouns. We see that only the 

negative marker occurring on the auxiliary can license negative pronouns.  

(20) a. Jan ni e będzie   niczego  czytał. 

   Jan NEG be.aux.3sg nothing.gen read.prt.impf.m 

   ‘Jan will not read / be reaing anything.’ 

  b. *Jan będzie  niczego  nie  czytał,     ale  oglądał. 

   Jan be.aux.3sg  nothing.gen NEG read.prt.impf.m  but  look-at.prt.impf.m  

Given this evidence, we have to conclude that the lower negation (i.e., the negation on the 

participle) in the PF in Polish is not a sentential negation. The only position in which 

sentential negation can occur in this case is the higher verb (i.e., the auxiliary BE). This is in 

a sharp contrast to object control constructions in which sentential negation can occur in a 

lower position (on the infinitival complement). Hence we can conclude that – at least as far as 

the sentence negation diagnostics are concerned, the PF form with a participial complement 

in Polish does not show a biclausal behavior. Interestingly, the second variant of PF in Polish, 

i.e., the PF form with an infinitival complement does not show a biclausal behavior either, as 

evidenced by the examples (21)-(23).  

(21) a. Jan nie  będzie   czytać. 

   Jan NEG be.aux.3sg read.inf 

   ‘Jan will not read / will not be reading.’ 

  b. *Jan będzie   nie  czytać. 

   Jan be.aux.3sg NEG read.inf 

  c. Jan będzie   nie  czytać, ale  pisać. 

   Jan be.aux.3sg NEG read.inf but  write.inf 

   Lit.: ‘Jan will not read but write / will not be reading but writing.’ 

   ‘What Jan will is not read but write.’ 

(22) a. Jan nie  będzie   czytać  tej książki  / *tę książkę. 

   Jan NEG be.aux.3sg read.inf [this book].gen / *[this book].acc 

   ‘Jan will not read this book.’ 

  b. Jan będzie   nie  czytać  tę książkę   / *tej książki,  

Jan be.aux.3sg NEG read.inf [this book].acc / *[this book].gen 
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   ale  ją oglądać. 

   but  it look-at.inf 

   ‘Jan will not read this book but look at it.’ 

   ‘What Jan will do with this book is not read it but look at it.’ 

(23) a. Jan nie  będzie   niczego  czytać. 

   Jan NEG be.aux.3sg nothing.gen read.inf 

   ‘Jan will not read anything.’ 

  b. *Jan będzie   niczego  nie  czytać,  ale  oglądać. 

   Jan be.aux.3sg nothing.gen NEG read.inf but  look-at.inf 

1.3.1.1.4. Summing up 

There is no syntactic difference between the two PF forms in Polish. Both of them show a 

monoclausal behavior in terms of negation in contrast to, for example, object control 

infinitival constructions (see also Whaley 2000: 9 for a conclusion along similar lines). The 

results of the discussion in the previous section are summarized in Table 4. 

Table 4: Negation-based biclausal diagnostics  

Diagnostics Negation on the infinitival 

complement in object 

control constructions 

Negation on the 

participial complement in 

PF constructions 

Negation on the 

infinitival complement in 

PF constructions 

Licensing of GoN  * * 

Licensing of negative 

pronouns 

 * * 

 

1.3.1.2. Adverb-based diagnostics 

Another diagnostic which can be used to prove the mono- or the biclausal status of a given 

construction is based on the availability of more than one evidential or epistemic adverb (see 

Julien 2001: 137 for discussion). Such adverbs are claimed to appear high in the syntactic 

structure, above the VP, AspP and NegP. Alexiadou (1997: 166-168) points out that in Greek, 

simple tense constructions allow only one evidential or epistemic adverb. Periphrastic tenses, 

by contrast, allow two such adverbs; cf. the Greek examples in (24) (from Alexiadou 

1997:168, here cited from Julien 2001: 138). Given that such adverbs are generated in 

designated positions (e.g., in the specifier positions of designated functional heads (see 

Alexiadou 1997, Cinque 1999), the fact that in a periphrastic tense construction more than 

one such designated position is obviously available suggests that in the case of periphrastic 

tenses there are two sets of such functional projections which in turn can be taken as an 

argument in favour of a biclasual analysis of periphrastic tenses.  

(24) a. Pithanos/profanes  o  Janis efige.      simple tense 

   probably/obviously  the  Janis  left 

   ‘Janis probably/obviously left.’ 

b. *Pithanos profanos  o  Janis  efige.   

   probably  obviously the  Janis left 

  c. *Pithanos o  Janis   profanos  efige.   

   probably  the  Janis   obviously left 
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  d. O  Janis  profanos   ehi  pithanos figi.    periphrastic tense
6
 

   the  Janis obviously has probably left 

Having said this, we can now formulate a predication for the Polish PF forms. If the PF form 

with a participial complement is biclausal, we expect that in this case more than one 

epistemic or evaluative adverb should be possible. In addition, the PF form with a participial 

complement should contrast in this respect with the PF form with an infinitival complement 

since the latter is assumed to be monoclausal. This prediction is summarized in Table 5 

below. 

Table 5: Mono- vs. biclausal structure – predictions based on adverbs 

 Monoclausal Biclausal 

More than one epistemic or 

evaluative adverb 

*Adv  Vmatrix  Adv  Vembedded 

 

Adv  V matrix  Adv  Vembedded 

 

Examples in (25)-(27) demonstrate that neither of the Polish future constructions allows for 

more than one epistemic or evaluative adverb. Thus, the allegedly biclausal PF construction 

with a participial complement patterns in this respect with a clearly monoclausal SF 

construction or the PF construction with an infinitival complement. Thus, neither of these 

constructions is biclausal according to this diagnostic.
7
 

(25) a. Prawdopodobnie/oczywiście Jan zaśpiewa. 

   probably/obviously    Jan sing.prs.perf.3sg  

   ‘Jan probably/obviously will (start to) sing.’ 

  b. *Prawdopodobnie  Jan  oczywiście zaśpiewa. 

   probably     Jan obviously  sing.prs.perf.3sg  

   ‘*Jan probably will obviously (start to) sing.’ 

(26) a.. Prawdopodobnie/oczywiście  Jan będzie   śpiewał. 

   probably/obviously     Jan be.aux.3sg sing.prt.impf.sg.m 

   ‘Jan probably/obviously will sing / will be singing.’ 

  b. *Prawdopodobnie Jan  oczywiście będzie  śpiewał. 

   probably    Jan obviously  be.aux.3sg sing.prt.impf.sg.m   

‘*Jan probably will obviously sing.’ / ‘*Jan probably will obviously be singing.’ 

                                                 
6
 Alexiadou (1997: 169) points out that in periphrastic tense constructions two such adverbs are possible but 

only in the sequence given in (24d). Thus, a different word order, as shown in (i), leads to ungrammaticality: 

(i) *Profanos  pithanos o Janis ehi figi.        periphrastic tense 

obviously probably the Janis  has left 
7
 It should be noticed, however, that this adverb-based diagnostic does not give clear-cut results. Julien (2001: 

138) points out, referring to Cinque (1999), that the possibilities of any given class of adverbs to be doubled in 

periphrastic tense constructions are very limited: “The reason for the limitations on adverbs in periphrastic 

tenses is probably that just like single tense constructions, periphrastic tense constructions contain only one 

predicate event and constitute only one proposition. Hence, adverbials related to the predicate event or to the 

proposition cannot be doubled even in periphrastic tenses” (ibid.). Notice that even object control constructions 

for which there are good reasons otherwise to take them to biclausal (see Błaszczak 2001a, 2001b) do not seem 

to pass this adverb-based diagnostic for biclausality. The example provided in (i) below sounds very akward. 

(i) a. ??Prawdopodobnie  nauczyciel  pozwolił  Janowi oczywiście  nie  pisać      wypracowania. 

  probably   teacher   allowed Jan.dat  obviously   NEG write.inf  composition.gen    

  ‘??The teacher probably allowed Jan obviously not to write a composition.’ 

b. ?? Oczywiście  nauczyciel  pozwolił  Janowi prawdopodobnie nie  pisać   wypracowania. 

  obviously   teacher  allowed Jan.dat  probably    NEG write.inf  composition.gen    

  ‘??The teacher obviously allowed Jan probably not to write a composition.’ 
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(27) a. Prawdopodobnie/oczywiście  Jan będzie   śpiewać. 

   probably/obviously     Jan be.aux.3.sg sing.inf.impf 

   ‘Jan probably/obviously will sing / will be singing.’ 

  b. *Prawdopodobnie Jan  oczywiście będzie   śpiewać. 

   probably    Jan obviously  be.aux.3sg sing.inf.impf    

‘*Jan probably will obviously sing.’ / ‘*Jan probably will obviously be singing.’ 

1.3.1.3. Interim conclusion 

Hypothesis 1 turns out to be false. There is no obvious syntactic difference between the two 

types of periphrastic future forms in Polish. The PF form with a participial complement does 

not show any different behavior from that of the PF form with an infinitival complement. 

According to the biclausality diagnostics discussed above, both the PF with a participial 

complement and the PF with an infinitival complement display – just as the SF – a 

monoclausal behavior. 

Let us see now whether the second hypothesis, namely that in the allegedly biclausal PF with 

a participial complement both the auxiliary and the l-participle are marked for tense is true or 

not. 

 

1.3.2. Against Hypothesis 2: No future tense, no past tense 

Recall from section 1.1. that in Julien’s (2001) analysis those periphrastic tense constructions 

in which both the main verb and the auxiliary are tense-marked are argued to be biclausal. If  

the PF with a participial complement was biclausal in Polish, we should expect that both the 

auxiliary będzie and the imperfective l-participle are tense-marked. 

 

1.3.2.1. Będzie does not bear future tense morphology 

Będzie is a finite verb which is traditionally called “the future auxiliary”, thus it might seem 

at first glance to be a perfect candidate for Julien’s T(Future). However, there are good 

morphological and diachronic reasons to assume that będzie is not marked for future tense, 

but rather it is a perfective present tense form of BE.
8
 

As far as diachrony is concerned, there is evidence that będzie originates from the perfective 

present tense paradigm of the Old Church Slavonic verb byti ‘to be’ (van Schooneveld 1951) 

(see also section 3.1.1). As far as morphology is concerned, given that Polish verbs 

demonstrate a regular perfective-imperfective morphological opposition (cf. (28a)), it can be 

argued that this morphological aspectual opposition is also demonstrated in the case of BE 

(cf. (28b)). Notice that an imperfective present tense verb has a present tense interpretation 

while a perfective present tense verb has a future tense interpretation. Importantly, the same 

contrast in the meaning applies to the imperfective present tense jest and the perfective 

present tense będzie respectively. 

 

 

 

                                                 
8
 It should be noticed that in Polish (or more general in North Slavic languages) there is a three-way distinction 

between past, present, and future. However, from the point of view of morphology, there is a fundamental 

distinction between past and non-past tenses. Past tense verbs are marked for both tense and aspect, whereas 

non-past tense verbs are marked only for aspect: imperfective verbs receive a present tense interpretation, 

whereas perfective verbs receive a future tense interpretation. See Borik (2002) and Mezhevich (2006) and the 

references cited there for a detailed discussion of these facts in Russian. 
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(28)  a. verb [imperfective]  vs.  verb [perfective] 

    pisze          vs.  napisze        

writePRS.IMPF.3SG      writePRS.PERF.3SG   

‘s/he writes/is writing’  ‘s/he will write’   

but not: ‘*s/he will write’ ‘    *s/he writes/is writing’ 

b. jest [imperfective]   vs.  będzie [perfective] 

jest       vs.  będzie 

bePRS.IMPF.3SG                 bePRS.PERF.3SG 

‘s/he is’        ‘s/he will be’ 

but not: ‘*s/he will be’      ‘*s/he is’ 

What about the imperfective l-participle? Is it marked for past tense?   

 

1.3.2.2. l-participle does not bear past tense morphology 

As was pointed out in section 1.1. (recall example (3)), the l-participle complement of będzie 

in the PF form looks the same as the past form in Polish. This might be taken to suggest that 

the l-participle is in fact marked for past tense and as such it occupies Julien’s T(Past) head. 

However, given that the l-participle can be used not only in the future and past constuctions, 

as shown in (29a, b), but also in conditional and subjunctive sentences, as shown in (29c, d), 

it seems more reasonable to assume that the l-participle by itself does not bear any tense 

marking (neither past nor future), rather it is a completely non-finite, tenseless form. 

(29) a. będzie jadł ‘be.aux.3sg eat.prt.impf.sg.m’ ( ‘He will be eating.’ / ‘He will eat.’) 

  b. jadł ‘eat.prt.impf.sg.m’ ( ‘He ate. / ‘He was eating.’)  

  c. jadłby ‘eat.prt.impf.sg.m + COND’ ( ‘He would eat.’)  

  d. Maria  chce,   żeby    on   więcej  jadł. 

   Mary  wants  that+SUBJ  he   more   eat.prt.impf.sg.m 

   ‘Mary wants him to eat more.’ / ‘Mary wants him to eat more.’ 

We assume that the imperfective complement in the PF form in Polish is temporally deficient 

in the sense that it cannot by itself establish a temporal relation with the speech time. The 

imperfective complement needs another element with whose help it can “communicate” with 

the speech time. In our analysis the role of such a helping element is played by będzie.
9
 If our 

analysis is correct, there is no past tense morphology (in fact any tense morphology 

whatsoever) on the l-participle. But if this is correct, then there is no need for assuming two 

active syntactic Tense heads, which would require a biclausal analysis.
10

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 As for the past construction in (29b) and conditional/subjunctive constructions in (29c, d), the role of a 

“helping/licensing element” is fulfilled by a null Past Auxiliary in the former (see Dornisch 1997) and arguably 

by the modal particle by in the latter case (see Giannakidou 2009, 2011). 
10

 Julien (2001: 128) assumes that “each temporal head can have a positive or a negative value. A head with a 

positive value will be spelled out by a corresponding tense marker. If, for example, T(Past) has the value 

[+PAST] and T(Future) has the value [-FUTURE], the morphological result is a simple past tense, with a past 

tense marker. If T(Past) has the value [-PAST] and T(Future) has the value [+FUTURE], the result is a simple 

future. Hence, it appears that when one temporal head has a positive value and the other has a negative value, 

the head with the negative value is inert, not getting any overt realisation and contributing nothing to the 

computation of events and the relations between them. In these cases, only the head with a positive value 
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1.3.3. Interim conclusions 

The discussion in the previous sections showed that neither Hypothesis 1 nor Hypothesis 2 

are fulfilled.  

According to Hypothesis 1, there should be a syntactic difference between the two 

periphrastic future forms in Polish, i.e., between będzie + l-participle and będzie + infinitive. 

More concretely, będzie + l-participle should display some biclausal properties, whereas 

będzie + infinitive should show a monoclausal behavior (just like the simple future). Contrary 

to this prediction, there is no syntactic difference between the two PF forms in Polish. What 

is more, they both display a monoclausal behaviour, just as the SF form does in Polish. 

According to Hypothesis 2, both the auxiliary będzie and the l-participle should be marked 

for tense, future tense and past tense respectively. Even though the auxiliary będzie bears 

some tense marking, it is not future tense but rather present tense (perfective) morphology. 

The l-participle has been argued to be a non-finite, tenseless form of a lexical verb. More 

precisely, it is a temporally deficient element in the sense that it cannot by itself establish a 

temporal relation with the speech time. The imperfective complement needs another element 

with whose help it can “communicate” with the speech time. This role is played by będzie. 

Thus, the conclusion we arrive at is that all future forms in Polish are monoclausal. Before 

proceeding, let us mention another problematic aspect of Julien’s (2001) analysis which 

concerns the role of the reference time (RT). 

Julien (2001: 139) assumes that “(…) in simple tenses, the predicate event is directly related 

to the speech event, so that no reference time is involved at all. In complex tenses, on the 

other hand, i.e., constructions where a predicate is combined with more than one active tense 

element, one or more reference times are present.” Following this line of reasoning, this 

would mean that monoclausal tense constructions (i.e., in our case SF and PF + infinitive) 

have no RT. In contrast, in biclausal periphrastic tense constructions (hence arguably in our 

case in the PF form with an l-participle) there is RT. However, as we will see later in sections 

3 and 4, there is a need for the reference time (RT) in all of the Polish future constructions. 

We will see that the future time reference in all future constructions in Polish is derived via 

the perfective aspect that forward-shifts the reference time and locates it right after the speech 

time (ST).  

 

1.4. Our assumptions regarding the syntactic structure of SF and PF forms in Polish 

 

As the discussion in the previous sections showed, all future forms in Polish are monoclausal 

in the sense that there is just one extended projection above the lexical verb. This assumption 

is uncontroversial for SF. As for the PF forms we assume that both in the case of będzie + 

imperfective l-participle and będzie + imperfective infinitive, the auxiliary belongs to the 

extended projection of the lexical verb. That is, in contrast to what is argued for, for example, 

by Julien (2001), there are no two extended projections, one above each verb, hence we do 

not have a biclausal structure in this case. For concreteness, we claim that będzie occupies the 

Asp
0
 slot which is supported by the negation facts discussed above.

11
 The standard 

                                                                                                                                                        
corresponds to an active tense element, i.e., an element that takes two events as its arguments and specifies a 

temporal relation between those events.”  
11

 This assumption differs from that made by Mezhevich (2006, 2008). Mezhevich assumes that the auxiliary 

bud- (in Russian) is merged directly in T
0
. But notice that this assumption – at least at first glance – seems to be 

problematic given the negation facts pointed out above. Also – unlike what we assume for Polish – in 

Mezhevich’s analysis of Russian it is assumed that the l-participle bears past tense morphology. But notice that 
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assumption for Polish is that sentence negation (NegP) is between TP and AspP/VP (cf. 

Borsley and Rivero 1994; see also Błaszczak 2001a and the references cited there for a 

discussion). 

The assumption that będzie is in AspP is further supported by diachronic facts which will be 

discussed in section 3. The so-called “future auxiliary BE”, which probably originates from a 

Common Slavic change-of-state verb *bǫbǫ, reinterpreted as an inceptive verb, patterns with 

other phase verbs (e.g., ‘begin’), which also select only imperfective complements and which 

also mark the beginning (inception) or the ending of some eventuality. Phase verbs are 

usually assumed to occupy some position in the extended projection of a lexical verb and thus 

they can directly select and determine the aspectual form of their complements. By assuming 

a similar position for będzie, we can explain in syntactic terms the selectional restrictions 

będzie imposes on its lexical complement (see also Veselovská 1995 for an assumption along 

similar lines). 

These assumptions hold both for będzie + imperfective l-participle and będzie + imperfective 

infinitive. That is, the two variants of PF in Polish have the same syntactic form. Given that 

language normally does not tolerate redundancy, the question is why Polish has two variants 

of a periphrastic future. Are there any clear semantic or pragmatic differences between them? 

This question will be discussed in the next section. 

 

2. Puzzle Two: Two seemingly “redundant” PFs in Polish?  

 

First of all it should be noted that Polish and Kashubian seem to be in a sense exceptional 

among other Slavic languages as they allow two variants of PF: one with a participial 

complement and one with an infinitival complement. In other Slavic languages with a BE-

type future constructions (see Whaley 2000 for an extensive discussion), we find a clear 

preference for just one type of a verbal complement: in South Slavic languages the verbal 

complement is an l-participle, and in West Slavic (except for Polish and Kashubian) and East 

Slavic languages the verbal complement is an infinitive. These facts are summarized in Table 

6 below, adapted from Whaley 2000: 3, 75). 

Given that other Slavic languages have only one variant of PF and given that Polish has two 

of them, one might expect that there is a clear semantic difference between the PF form with 

an infinitival and the PF form with a participial complement in Polish. Is it really the case?  

Native speakers of Polish (including the authors of this paper) are not able to figure out any 

specific semantic contrast between the PF form with a participial complement and the PF 

form with an infinitival complement. But why are two variants of PF used then in Polish? 

Assuming that language does not tolerate redundancy and given that these two variants of PF 

do not contrast semantically, what other factors determine their use/distribution?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                        
unlike what is the case in Polish, in the PF form in Russian the auxiliary BE can combine only with an 

imperfective infinitive (i.e., it cannot co-occur with an imperfective l-participle). See also section 2. 
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Table 6: Slavic languages with BE(come)-type future (source: Whaley 2000: 3, 75) 

Family Language Type of 

complement 

Comment Aspectual properties 

of the verbal 

complement 

South Slavic Slovene l-participle  either aspect 

 Serbian/Croatian
12

 l-participle infinitive possible in 

nonliterary language 

either aspect 

West Slavic Czech infinitive  imperfective only 

 Slovak infinitive l-participle possibile 

in nonliterary 

language 

imperfective only 

 Sorbian infinitive  either aspect (standard 

in literary language is 

imperfective, perfective 

found in some dialects, 

but also more and 

more/gradually in 

literary language) 

 Polish infinitive 

l-participle 

 imperfective only 

 Kashubian infinitive 

l-participle 

 imperfective only 

East Slavic Belarusan infinitive  imperfective only 

 Ukrainian infinitive l-participle possibile 

in nonliterary 

language 

imperfective only 

 Russian infinitive  imperfective only 

 

One popular explanation as to what motivates the choice between the participial and 

infinitival complements in PF is in terms of a conflict between economy and expressiveness 

(cf. Nitsch 1956).
13

 As for economy, the variant of PF with an infinitival complement is said 

to be more economical in the sense that the infinitive is one syllable shorter than all 

participial forms besides the masculine singular (see Whaley 2000: 41). As for 

expressiveness, the variant of PF with a participial complement is taken to be more 

expressive in the sense that the participle conveys gender and number, which is absent on the 

infinitive (cf. Whaley 2000:42).  

This is true but it does not explain why Polish – but not other Slavic languages – has two 

variants of PF. At this point without any further historical analyses, we can only speculate 

that this might have been due to the differences in the status of the l-participle in different 

languages (or even at different stages of different languages). Whaley (2000: 146) notices an 

interesting correlation, namely that in languages that have some use of the PF with a 

participial complement have at least some evidence of a pluperfect construction also the l-

participle as a complement. She points out that “[i]n languages or dialects where the 

                                                 
12

 The modern literary Serbian/Croatian has a ‘want’-type of future, the ‘become’-type of future is found only in 

dialects. 
13

 For other suggestions, see Whaley (2000: 41f.) 
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pluperfect is found, the l-participle by itself must be considered to be unmarked for tense; 

otherwise, it would not be possible for the participle to combine with different tenses of the 

copula. In this way, the presence of a pluperfect indicates that the participle conveys no tense 

meaning; this is in contrast to languages like Russian, where the l-participle itself conveys 

past-tense meaning and there is no pluperfect. Thus, for languages where the l-participle is 

unmarked for tense, the participial be-future appears structurally similar to other 

constructions of copula plus participle (…). (ibid., p. 147).
14

  

As far as the distribution of the two PF forms in Polish is concerned, Whaley (2000: 43) 

suggests that it might be linked to the different age of these constructions. The infinitival 

complement was preferred overwhelmingly until the late 15
th

 century (Cyran 1961: 223). The 

PF forms with the (imperfective) participial complement were very rare in the earliest texts 

(Górecka and Śmiech 1972), but interestingly the PF with a participial complement became 

later more and more popular. The reason for that might be the fact that, as noted by Stieber 

(1954), the early texts in which PF with participial complements were found had a secular 

character. According to Stieber (1954: 234), written secular texts tend to reflect 

contemporaneous spoken language more closely than religious texts. The significantly higher 

frequency of the participial future in secular texts is used by Stieber as an argument for the 

fact that the PF form with a participial complement was innovative and as such it was more 

frequently attested in the spoken (and secular) language than in the written, more 

conservative language of religious texts which was less prone to innovations.  

Additional support for the fact that the PF form with a participial complement was an 

innovation and not − as one may also argue (see section 3.1.1. for more discussion on this 

point) − a direct descendant of the Common Slavic futurum exactum (future perfect) comes 

from the observation pointed out by Whaley (2000: 50) that “the spread of the participial 

future has taken place hierarchically, from the least-marked masculine singular into more 

marked forms such as plural and feminine and neuter singulars.” If future perfect was the 

source for the Polish PF with a participial complement this type of hierarchical pattern, from 

the least marked gender to the most marked, would not be expected since the future perfect 

was capable of combining with subjects of any gender (see Whaley 2000: 108). To sum up, 

given that futurum exactum is an unlikely source for the Polish PF with an imperfective 

participial complement, the only option we are left with is to take this construction to be an 

innovation, the more so as the original PF in Polish appeared to be the form with an 

imperfective infinitive, which certainly is not derived from futurum exactum. 

Going back to our initial questions of why Polish has two variants of a periphrastic future and 

whether there are any clear semantic or pragmatic differences between them, the answers 

seem to be relatively simple. There are no clear semantic differences between the PF with a 

participial complement and the PF with an infinitival complement. Moreover, the fact that at 

some point in the history of Polish two variants of PF were developed was not motivated 

semantically but rather it was a diachronic incident.  

 

3. Puzzle Three: The same source of future reference in SF and PF in Polish?  

3.1. Puzzling issues 

 

As was mentioned in Introduction, Polish has SF and PF constructions. In section 1 it was 

shown that from the syntactic point of view all these constructions are monoclausal. 

                                                 
14

 If correct, this observation would provide additional evidence for our assumption regarding the temporal 

deficiency of the l-participle in Polish (recall the discussion in section 1.3.2.2. and 1.3.3.). 
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Nevertheless, they have a different morphological make-up. Let us look once again at the 

relevant examples, repeated here for convenience. 

(1) zje                              “simple future” (SF) 

  eat.prs.perf.3sg   

 ‘He/she will eat / will have eaten.’ 

(2)  a.  będzie   jadł                                “periphrastic future” (PF) 

    be.aux.3sg    eat.prt.impf.sg.m   

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

b. będzie  jeść 

   be.aux.3sg    eat.inf.impf 

‘He/she will eat / will be eating.’ 

Obviously, the SF form in (1) is just a perfective present tense form of a lexical verb. Now, 

turning to the PF forms in (2), we see that they consist of a BE-auxiliary and an imperfective 

lexical verb in form of either an l-participle or an infinitive. Three questions arise at this 

point: 

Q1: What is the status of będzie? 

Q2: Why does it select for an imperfective complement only? (Recall from section 2 that, for 

instance, the Slovenian BE-auxiliary takes both imperfective and perfective participial 

complements.) 

Q3: Is the future meaning obtained in the same way in (1) and (2)? Given that SF and PF 

seem to differ in their morphological make-ups, one should expect that there are different 

mechanisms for deriving the future meaning involved in (1) and (2).  

 

3.1.1. Question 1: The status of będzie 

There is diachronic evidence that będzie originates from the perfective present tense 

paradigm of the Old Church Slavonic (OCS) verb byti ‘to be’ (van Schooneveld 1951).
15

 

Table 7: Present-tense paradigms of Old Church Slavonic verb byti    

 imperfective    perfective   

 singular plural dual  singular plural dual 

1
st
 jesmь jesmъ jesvě  bǫdǫ bǫdemъ bǫdevě 

2
nd

 jesi jeste jesta  bǫdeši bǫdete bǫdeta 

3
rd

 jestъ sǫtъ jeste  bǫdetъ bǫdǫtъ bǫdete 

 

In her discussion of the origins of the Slavic BE-future, Whaley (2000: 23f.) points out that 

non-past (our present tense) perfective of byti ‘be(come)’ was attested in copular 

constructions with predicative nouns and adjectives as well as with various participles. The 

                                                 
15

 As far as earlier stages of Slavic are concerned, there is a general agreement that “the reconstructed Common 

Slavic verb with the present stem *bǫd- is descended from the Late PIE stem *bhū-n-d. The nasal consonant 

[…] is an infix inherited from Proto-Indo-European. In Slavic, this infix is found in a small class of verbs 

marking ingressivity or inchoativity […]” (Whaley 2000: 21). Whaley (2000: 22) observes  that “the presence of 

the nasal infix and the aspectuality of other (Slavic) verbs in the same class suggests that the verb is perfective.” 
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non-past perfective of byti plus the l-participle was also scarcely used as futurum exactum 

(future perfect). Importantly, there was no other grammaticalized future tense form in OCS.
16

 

One may argue that the currently used PF form with an auxiliary BE in Polish is a direct 

descendent of futurum exactum. Can this be true? Appealing as it may be, this hypothesis is 

problematic. Firstly, would this be the case, we would expect that the current PF form in 

Polish is not restricted to imperfective verbal complements, the more so since futurum 

exactum was more often attested with perfective and not with imperfective l-participles. 

Secondly, as was pointed out in section 2, the PF form with a participial complement was an 

innovative form, and it was the infinitival complement that was used in PF in earlier Polish 

texts. Were futurum exactum the source of the PF in Polish, the opposite should be the case: 

participial complements should be attested more frequently in earlier texts and infinitival 

complements should be an innovation. 

Thirdly, as we saw in section 2, future perfect was capable of combining with subjects of any 

gender. However, the Polish PF with a participial complement was at first mostly attested 

with masculine singular subjects, and then gradually with plural, feminine and neuter singular 

subjects. As Whaley (2000: 108) observes, this type of hierarchical spread, from the least 

marked gender to the most marked, suggests that the participial PF was innovative. 

Given that futurum exactum is not a likely source of będzie, we will rather assume that it 

originates from the non-past perfective of byti ‘be(come)’. But still one can argue that it could 

be the case that this former lexical verb has grammaticalised into a pure future tense marker 

and that the original perfective aspect has become inactive.
17

 Though this hypothesis is 

plausible, this cannot be true for Polish, however. First of all notice that it is not the case that 

the so-called “future auxiliary” BE is semantically empty. As it can be observed in (30), 

będzie, in addition to conveying a future meaning, also denotes a state. Importantly, there is 

no other lexical verb BE (unlike what is the case in English: will be). 

(30) Jan będzie  szczęśliwy. 

   Jan be.3sg    happy.sg.m   

‘Jan will be happy.’ 

Even if one wants to assume that będzie is on its way to become grammaticalised into a 

functional element (a pure future tense auxiliary), this process has not been completed yet. 

The Polish situation is thus different from what we observe, for example, in Slovenian, where 

the cognate of będzie, bo, has already become fully grammaticalised into a future tense 

                                                 
16

 This does not mean that there were no ways of expressing future meaning. It is mentioned by Whaley (2000: 

23) that in future contexts the non-past forms of several verbs (e.g., ‘have’, ‘is (destined) to’, ‘want’, ‘begin’) 

are attested in combination with infinitives. 
17 A reviewer wonders whether one could assume that the Polish będzie is comparable to the English auxiliary 

will, which formally carried present tense but now it is used as a marker of future tense, or to the Swedish verb 

komma ‘come’, which, in addition to retaining its function as a full verb, shown in (i), has also undergone a 

grammaticalisation process that has turned it into a marker of future tense, as in (ii): 

(i)  Här  kommer  lite  facts. 

 here  come   some  facts 

(ii) BP  komm-er   betal-a  böter. 

 BP  come-PRES  pay-INF  fines 

 ‘BP will pay fines.’ 

As we will discuss in the main text, this does not seem to be the case for the Polish będzie. 
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marker, as evidenced by the fact that it can co-occur with a second, lexical BE.
18

 Compare 

the contrast between the Polish example in (31a) and the Slovenian example in (31b).19 

(31)   a. *będę   był       / być         (Polish) 

   be.aux.1sg    be.prt.sg.m / be.inf  

   intended: ‘I will be’ 

b. bom    bil              (Slovenian) 

be.aux.1sg    be.prt.sg.m 

   ‘I will be.’ 

Additionally, the Polish będzie has not undergone any phonological reduction (which is 

another typical feature of grammaticalisation). This is again in a sharp contrast to the 

Slovenian bo, which is a second position clitic, or to the Kashubian BE auxiliary, which has 

undergone phonological reduction: alongside the full forms like będę or bądę, there are also 

reduced forms mdę or bdę (see Whaley 2000: 10, quoting Stone 1993: 777 and Lorenz 1925: 

172). 

To sum up, the Polish będzie is neither semantically nor phonologically reduced to a purely 

functional element. In our analysis we assume that będzie introduces a state, more precisely a 

Kimian state. What is a Kimian state? The more or less standard assumption is that any 

verbal predicate, this means also states, has an underlying event argument (this is a so-called 

neo-Davidsonian approach to events). However, as argued in Maienborn (2001, 2005), there 

are two kinds of states. Verbs such as sit, stand, sleep refer to eventualities in the sense of 

Davidson (= Davidsonian states), the states denoted by such stative verbs like know, weigh, 

and own, as well as any combination of copula plus predicate are of a different ontological 

type (= Kimian states). Maienborn argues that Kimian states do not introduce a typical 

eventuality argument but rather they introduce a referential argument for a temporally bound 

property exemplification. This fact provides an explanation for another observation, namely 

that będzie despite its perfective morphology does not denote an inception of a state. Why? 

This is so because będzie being a Kimian state does have an eventuality argument, hence the 

perfective aspect cannot operate on it. As a consequence of that, the only semantic effect of 

the perfective morphology on będzie is a forward-shifting of the reference time. That the 

combination of present tense and perfective aspect (in periphrasitic constructions) is 

sufficient to trigger future time reference can be seen in (32). 

(32)   a. Muszę  myć             tę klatkę schodową  za  karę.  

   must.1sg clean.impf    [this staircase].acc  as  punishment  

   ‘I have to clean this staircase as a punishment.’  

(‘I am cleaning a staircase because I have to.’)    

        b. Muszę       umyć   tę klatkę schodową   za  karę. 

             must.1sg  clean.perf [this staircase].acc   as  punishment  

   ‘I have to clean this staircase as a punishment.’  

(‘I will clean a staircase because I have to.’)    

                                                 
18

 A similar situation is reported by Whaley (2000: 10) for Lower Sorbian: “(…) in nonstandard Lower Sorbian, 

the future tense of ‘be’ itself can be formed with the auxiliary budu; e.g. ja budu byś ‘I will be’ (Mucke 

1891/1965: 605). This usage suggests that the auxiliary budu is merely a future marker, conveying no lexical 

meaning.” 
19

 We would like to thank Frank Marusić for pointing this data to us. According to him (p.c.), there might be 

some dialectal variation. In his dialect, or at least for him, (31b) is the preferred way of saying this. In standard 

literary Slovenian only bom is allowed (bom bil is considered substandard and most likely even forbidden). 

Additionally to the western dialects (Lanko’s included), bom bil is supposedly popular also among the kids. 
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The only formal difference between (32a) and (32b) is the aspectual form of an infinitival 

complement of a present tense modal verb. This difference results in a semantic contrast. 

(32a) means by default (when no adverbial modifiers are used) that a speaker is cleaning a 

staircase at the moment of speaking because it is his or her obligation. On the other hand, 

(32b) means that a speaker will clean a staircase after the moment of speaking because he or 

she has such an obligation at the moment of speaking. This points to a conclusion that 

perfective aspect has the function of forward-shifting of the reference time (see Condoravdi 

2001).
20

  

 

3.1.2. Question 2: Restriction for imperfective complements 

The next question to be clarified is why będzie is compatible only with imperfective 

complements. There are two possible diachronic explanations. One explanation proposed by 

Whaley (2000) is that the Common Slavic change-of-state verb *bǫbǫ could have been  

reinterpreted as an inceptive verb, and as such it behaved like other phase verbs (e.g. ‘begin’), 

which also select only imperfective complements.  

 

Another explanation is that in North Slavic languages perfective non-past denotes complete 

(bounded) future eventualities. One might speculate that at some point there was a need for a 

means for the expression of incomplete (unbounded) future eventualities. The periphrastic 

BE-future filled this gap.  

Actually both of these assumptions are in line with our syntactic assumptions, outlined in 

section 1.4. Recall that we assume that będzie occupies the Asp-head slot in the syntactic 

structure, thus directly selecting its verbal complement. Being a state będzie imposes a 

semantic restriction on the complement it selects, namely it takes [+durative] eventualities. A 

morphological marker for such eventualities in Polish is imperfective aspect, which explains 

the above question. What remains to be explained though is the question of why the whole 

periphrastic future, i.e., będzie as a morphologically perfective element and its imperfective 

lexical complement, denotes as such an unbounded eventuality, as evidenced by the fact that 

it is compatible only with duration adverbials such as, e.g., ‘for an hour’, but not with the so-

called frame adverbials, such as, e.g., ‘in an hour’; cf. (33). 

(33) Będę     pisał       list  3 godziny  / *w 3 godziny. 

  be.prs.perf.1sg  write.prt.impf.sg.m  letter 3 hours      / *in 3 hours 

  ‘I’ll be writing the letter for three hours.’ 

This is so because, as noticed in section 3.1.1., będzie is a Kimian state, hence its perfective 

aspect not having any access to an eventuality argument cannot operate on it. The only 

eventuality argument in the PF form is delivered by the lexical imperfective complement of 

będzie and it is this element which determines the aspectual properties of the whole 

periphrastic construction.  

 

3.1.3. Question 3: Derivation of future meaning  

Now, we are in a position to answer the last question, namely how the future meaning is 

obtained in future constructions in Polish. More precisely, is there one mechanism for 

                                                 
20

 Perfective verb in the past tense also forward shifts the reference time. Perfective aspect usually introduces 

events into discourse. Kamp and Reyle (1993) claim that event clauses update the current reference time, and 

therefore give rise to sequential relation, e.g., My friend picked up my glove (e1), crossed the ice rink (e2) and 

gave it to me (e3) smiling. 
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obtaining a future meaning in SF and another (different) one for obtaining such a meaning in 

PF? Or is the future reference obtained in the same way in all these constructions?  

A careful reader probably already knows the answer to this question. We pointed out at the 

very beginning that an SF form in Polish is in fact a perfective present tense form of a lexical 

verb. And now we know that one element of the PF form in Polish, namely będzie, also 

combines present tense and perfective aspect. So it must due to this combination that we have 

a future reference in all these cases. Recall that the role of the perfective aspect is to forward-

shift the reference time. Because the perfective aspect in the cases at hand is combined with 

the present tense, the forward-shifted reference time is located right after the speech time, 

which gives rise to a future meaning. Given this, the answer to our question is that indeed the 

future reference is obtained in the same way both in SF and PF in Polish. 

 

4. Puzzle Four: Contrasts in meaning between SF and PF in Polish? 

4.1. Known facts: aspectual differences 

 

In the previous section it was argued that there is the same mechanism for obtaining a future 

time reference both in SF and PF, namely in both forms we have some element which is 

morphologically marked for perfectivity and present tense (see also Chapter 6 in this volume 

for similar facts from Turkish). We saw that the role of the perfective aspect is to forward-

shift the reference time and to locate it (right) after the speech time, which derives the future 

time reference. Given this, one might ask whether there is a semantic difference between SF 

and PF in Polish after all. 

The difference between SF and PF usually reported in the literature is in terms of aspect. SF 

is a perfective future whereas PF is an imperfective future (see, e.g., Borik 2002 for an 

analysis along such lines for Russian). This can be observed in the contrast provided in (34). 

The SF form in (34a) denotes a bounded eventuality which is compatible only with the so-

called temporal frame adverbial ‘in three hours’. In contrast, the PF form in (34b) denotes an 

unbounded eventuality which is compatible with a duration adverbial ‘for three hours’. 

(34) a. Napiszę     list   w trzy godziny / *trzy godziny.         SF 

   write.prs.perf.1sg letter   in 3 hours  / *3 hours  

   ‘I’ll write the letter in three hours.’  

  b. Będę    pisał       list  3 godziny  / *w 3 godziny.      PF 

   be.aux.1sg  write.prt.impf.sg.m letter 3 hours     / *in 3 hours 

   ‘I’ll be writing the letter for three hours.’ 

However, this is not the only semantic difference between SF and PF. A less known fact is 

that there are semantic contrasts between them that are more than just aspectual.  

 

4.2. New semantic (non-aspectual) differences 

4.2.1. Contexts in which both SF and PF are good  

To begin with: it is true that SF and PF in Polish do not occur in complementary distribution, 

as there are contexts in which both forms can be used. For example, both forms can express 

prediction or intention, as shown in (35) and (36) respectively.
21

 

                                                 
21

 The Polish situation is thus different from what seems to be case in East Javanese. East Javanese also 

possesses more than one future marker, whereby one future marker conveys intention while another one 

expresses prediction (see Van der Klok 2010).  
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(35) a. Patrz     na   jego  twarz.  Zaraz  się  rozpłacze.       SF 

look.impf.2sg  at   his  face  soon  refl  burst-into-tears.prs.perf.3sg   

‘Look at his face. He is going to/will burst into tears right now.’ 

  b. Patrz     na   jego  twarz.  Zaraz  będzie    płakał.     PF 

   look.impf.2sg  at   his  face  soon  be.prs.perf.3sg  cry.prt.impf.sg.m 

  ‘Look at his face. He is going to/will cry right now.’ 

(36)  a. Obiecuję,    że   ci    jutro    pomogę.          SF 

   promise.prs.1sg  that you.dat tomorrow help.prs.perf.1sg  

   ‘I promise to help you tomorrow.’ (‘I promise that I will help you tomorrow.’) 

  b. Obiecuję,    że   ci    jutro    będę    pomagał     PF 

   promise.prs.1sg  that you.dat tomorrow be.prs.perf.1sg help.prt.impf.sg.m 

 przez  cały   dzień  w  sprzątaniu.  

   for  whole  day  in  cleaning 

   ‘I promise to help you the whole day tomorrow with cleaning.’ (‘I promise that I will help 

   you the whole day tomorrow to do cleaning.’) 

4.2.2. Contexts in which either SF or PF is good  

However, there are contexts in which there is a clear contrast/difference in meaning between 

these two future constructions in Polish.  

 

4.2.2.1. ‘Warning contexts’ 

The first difference in meaning between SF and PF can be observed in ‘warning contexts’ 

presented in (37) and (38). The SF form (37a) is preferred in contexts of the type exemplified 

in Scenario 1, whereas the PF form in (37b) is naturally used in contexts of the type presented 

in Scenario 2. 

Scenario 1: We see a blind man walking towards a precipice. We see that he is just about to fall 

down. So we want to warn the man to prevent him from falling. 

(37)  a. Uwaga,  spadniesz!                     SF 

   caution   fall-down.prs.perf.2sg    

   ‘Be careful. (If not) you are going to fall down!’ 

Scenario 2: You are a parachuting instructor. Your student is just about to jump. The jump has been 

prearranged and you only want to signal its beginning.   

 b. Uwaga,   będziesz   spadał!           PF 

   caution be.prs.perf.2sg   fall-down.prt.impf.sg.m   

   ‘Caution: you are about to begin falling down.’ 

The same situation can be observed in (38). (38a) with an SF form is good in Scenario 3, 

while (38b) with a PF form does not seem acceptable/suitable in the same context. 

Scenario 3: You go mushroom-picking with your friend and suddenly you can see a bear. You want 

to remain unnoticed so you warn your friend: 

(38)  a. Uwaga,  nie  ruszaj    się,   bo    inaczej   niedźwiedź       SF 

  caution  not  move.imp  refl,  because  otherwise bear            

  nas  zaatakuje.  

  us  attack.prs.perf.3sg 

 ‘Be careful. Don’t move! The bear will attack us otherwise.’ 

                                                                                                                                                        
 



25 

 

 b. #Uwaga, nie  ruszaj       się,  bo    inaczej  niedźwiedź    PF 

  caution   not  move.imp   refl  because   otherwise bear  

 będzie    nas   atakował.  

  be.prs.perf.3sg  us attack.prt.impf.sg.m 

 ‘Be careful. Don’t move! The bear will attack us otherwise’ 

Intuitively, in Scenario 1 and 3 we have a kind of a strong warning as the result of which the 

hearer can still do something to prevent the future eventuality i.e., the action of falling in 

Scenario 1 and the action of being attacked by a bear in Scenario 3. In contrast, what we have 

in Scenario 2 is an announcement of an action which is already settled at the moment of 

speaking, i.e., sky-diving. Since, the periphrastic future in (38b) is interpreted as an 

announcement of a pre-arranged future action, it sounds awkward in Scenario 3, in which a 

bear is encountered unexpectedly and its attack is definitely unplanned.  

 

4.2.2.2. ‘Question contexts’ 

The second semantic contrast between SF and PF in Polish can be observed in ‘question 

contexts’ presented in (39). The SF form in (39a) is preferred in Scenario 4, whereas the PF 

form in (39b) is preferred in Scenario 5. 

Scenario 4: Your car has just broken down. You need help so you ask your older brothers who of 

them would agree to help you repair the car. It is not predetermined whether any of them would agree 

to do this.  

(39)  a. Kto  naprawi     mi    samochód?             SF 

   who repair.prs.perf.3sg me.dat car.acc   

   ‘Who will repair my car?’ 

Scenario 5: Your car has broken down. You take it to a car repair station. They agree to repair your 

car within a week. You are still curious which mechanic exactly will be repairing your car. In this 

context the future action is preplanned and you only want to know who will perform it. 

 b. Kto  będzie    mi    naprawiał     samochód?       PF 

   who be.prs.perf.3sg  me.dat  repair.prt.impf.sg.m car.acc  

   ‘Who will be repairing my car?’ 

In (39a), in which a SF form is used, we actually ask two questions: who will perform a 

future action and whether the future action will take place at all. It is not certain at the 

moment of asking whether the action of repairing a car will take place in the future or not. 

(39a) does not presuppose the existence of a plan of a future action. On the other hand, the 

question with a PF form in (39b) contains one question: who will perform a future action. In 

(39b) it is certain that someone will be repairing my car but it is still unknown who it will be. 

This happens so because (39b) presupposes the existence of a plan of a future action. 

Interestingly, this contrast is made sharper when we change these questions into negative-bias 

questions such as those in (40): 

(40) a.. Kto   mi           kiedykolwiek   naprawi                  takie  stare  zardzewiale  auto?      SF 

   who   me.dat   ever             repair.prs.perf.3sg  such   old     rusty         car.acc  

   Oczywiście,  że    nikt. 

 of course      that  nobody 

 ‘Who will ever repair such an old rusty car? Nobody, of course.’ 
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b.   #Kto   mi          kiedykolwiek  będzie               naprawiał                   takie  stare      PF 

  who    me.dat   ever               be.prs.perf.3sg  repair.prt.impf.sg.m   such  old        

               zardzewiałe   auto?     Oczywiście,  że     nikt. 

   rusty            car.acc    of course      that  nobody 

 ‘Who will ever repair such an old rusty car? Nobody, of course.’ 

Given that only an SF form implies that it is not certain at the moment of asking whether the 

action of repairing a car will take place in the future or not, it should be acceptable in a 

negative-bias question in which the implication is that the future event will never take place. 

This prediction is borne out, as shown in (40a). On the other hand, a PF form implies that it is 

certain that someone will be repairing my car due to the existence of a plan of this future 

action. This means that a PF form should be incompatible with a negative-bias question 

which implies that nobody will ever repair such an old rusty car. In fact, PF sounds awkward 

when used in a negative-bias context, as shown in (40b).  

 

4.2.2.3. ‘Offering contexts’ 

The third difference in meaning between SF and PF in Polish can be observed in ‘offering 

contexts’ (see Copley 2002, 2009). Only the former can be used in these contexts under an 

episodic interpretation, as shown in (41a) and (42a). 

(41) a. Jeśli  chcesz,    nasza   firma   naprawi                ci    samochód.    SF 

   if  want.prs.2sg  our  company repair.prs.perf.3sg you.dat  car.acc   

 ‘If you want, our company will repair your car.’ 

  b. #Jeśli  chcesz,    nasza  firma   będzie      ci         naprawiać     PF       

   if   want.prs.2sg  our  company be.prs.perf.3sg you.dat    repair.inf.impf   

   samochód.         

   car.acc  

 ‘If you want, our company will repair your car.’  

   (implausible under an episodic reading but okay under a habitual reading) 

(42) a. Jeśli  chcesz   posprzątam    ci    dzisiaj  mieszkanie.     SF 

if      want.prs.2sg    clean.prs.perf.1sg  you.acc  today   flat 

b. #Jeśli  chcesz   będę     ci    dzisiaj          PF 

   if       want.prs.2sg    be.prs.perf.1sg  you.acc  today  

sprzątać    mieszkanie. 

clean.inf.impf  flat      

‘If you want, I will clean your flat today.’  

As observed by Copley (2002), (2009) when we make an offer, our addressee should have a 

possibility of either accepting or rejecting our offer. This implies that we cannot offer future 

actions which are already settled at the moment of speaking. Why does PF in Polish seem to 

conflict with offering contexts? This form implies that the action being offered is already 

prearranged at the moment of speaking. This means that the hearer, to whom the offer is 

made, does not have a chance to decide whether he or she wants the offer to be realized in the 

future, as it is the case in (41a) and (42a) but not in (41b) and (42b).  

 

4.2.2.4. Idiomatic ‘I cannot believe that’ 

The fourth and last contrast in the meaning of SF and PF in Polish arises in idiomatic  

‘I cannot believe that’ contexts (see Copley 2002, 2009). Apart from its literal meaning,  

‘I cannot believe that’ has an idiomatic reading ‘I am amazed that’. The idiomatic meaning of  

‘I cannot believe that’ is available in the context presented in Scenario 6 and 7. 
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Scenario 6: Your boss has just asked your colleague John to organize a conference for 200 people. 

You think this decision is wrong because John is unexperienced and badly-organized. After coming 

back home you express your amazement to your wife. (43b), but not (43a) is a possible continuation 

in this context.
22

 

(43) a. #Nie  chce   mi    się  wierzyć,                SF 

   not  wants  me.dat  refl  believe.inf  

   że   Janek  wykona     tak  odpowiedzialne  zadanie. 

   that  Janek  fulfil.prs.perf.3sg so  responsible   task  

   ‘I cannot believe that Janek will fulfill/perform such a responsible task.’ 

   (#‘I am amazed that John will fulfill/perform such a responsible task.’) 

  b. Ciągle nie  mogę       uwierzyć,    że     Janek     będzie           wykonywał   PF  

still         not  can.1sg    believe        that   Janek      be.prs.perf.3sg fulfil.prt.impf.sg.m   

  tak   odpowiedzialne   zadanie.  

   so    responsible   task 

   ‘I cannot believe that John will be performing such a responsible task.’  

   = ‘I am amazed that John will be performing such a responsible task.’  

In a similar vein, in Scenario 7 only (44b) is a possible continuation. 

Scenario 7: The architects’ office 'BestArch' won a competition for the realization of a project for the 

tallest sky-scraper in Wrocław. A surprised boss of the office says in an interview for a local 

magazine: 

(44) a.  #Ciągle  jeszcze  nie  mogę   uwierzyć,  że   nasza  firma         SF 

       still    yet     not  can.1sg believe.inf that our company  

zrealizuje     tak   ambitny   projekt. 

realize.prs.perf.3sg  so    ambitious  project 

‘≈I still cannot believe that our company will (manage to) fulfill such an ambitious project.’ 

   (#‘I am amazed that our company will (manage to) fulfill such an ambitious project.’) 

b.  Ciągle  jeszcze  nie  mogę   uwierzyć,  że   nasza   firma        PF 

       still    yet     not  can.1sg    believe.inf that our  company  

   będzie    realizować     tak  ambitny   projekt. 

   be.prs.perf.3sg realize.prt.impf.sg.m  so   ambitious  project 

‘I still cannot believe that our company will be realizing such an ambitious project.’ 

   (‘I am amazed that our company will be realizing such an ambitious project.’) 

Why only PF in Polish can be used to express amazement, as presented in the contrast 

between (43b)/(44b) vs. (43a)/(44a)? This happens so because one can only be amazed by 

something which is already presupposed to be true and only the PF form implies that a future 

action is settled at the moment of speaking.  

 

4.3. Taking stock so far 

 

In the previous sections we saw that the SF form in Polish is strongly preferred in the 

following contexts: (i) warning as caution, (ii) offering context, (iii) question: ‘whether’ = 

undetermined, ‘who’ = undetermined. In contrast, the PF form in Polish is strongly preferred 

in the following contexts: (iv) warning as announcement, (v) ‘I can’t believe’ (idiomatic 
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 A reviewer pointed out that a better rendition of the idiomatic vs. literal meaning would be something like  

‘#I’m surprised (= amazed) that he’ll [manage to] do x’ (43a), which sounds just as awkward in English as in  

Polish, and ‘I’m surprised that he’ll be [in charge of] doing x’ (43b), which retains the two readings: a literal and  

an idiomatic one. 
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meaning ‘I am amazed’), (vi) question: ‘whether’ = determined, ‘who’ = undetermined. 

These facts are summarized in Table 8. 

Table 8: The use of SF and PF in Polish 

Context SF PF 

intention   

prediction   

warning as caution   

warning as announcement of a pre-arranged event   

question: ‘whether’ = undetermined, ‘who’ = undetermined   

question: ‘whether’ = determined, ‘who’ = undetermined   

offering    

idiomatic ‘I can’t believe that’ (= ‘I am amazed that’)   

 

The conclusion we can draw is that PF but not SF is compatible with contexts in which the 

future action is settled at the moment of speaking. Two questions arise at this point.  

First, why are some contexts (recall: (i)-(iii)) compatible with the SF form in Polish? And 

why are some other contexts (recall: (iv)-(vi)) compatible with the PF form in Polish? 

 

4.4. Accounting for the semantic differences between SF and PF in Polish 

 

In the previous section, we observed that only the SF form in Polish is preferred in contexts 

in which we still want to have a possibility of either changing or preventing a future 

eventuality. On the other hand, the PF form in Polish is preferred in contexts in which a 

future eventuality is settled or pre-arranged at the moment of speaking and hence, it is 

impossible to change or prevent it. How to account for these preferences in the use of SF and 

PF in Polish? Is there anything in the semantics of SF or PF which blocks or favors the use of 

either of these forms in the discussed contexts? Informally speaking, if a future eventuality is 

to be changed or prevented, there must be enough time (or to put it formally, there must be a 

temporal gap) between the moment of speaking and the beginning of an event. Since the SF 

form in Polish is preferably used in contexts in which we expect a temporal gap, our 

prediction is that this fact can be shown to follow from the semantics of the SF form. Let us 

see how this works.  

Recall that the SF form is a perfective present tense form of a lexical verb. In our analysis we 

adopt Borik’s (2002) formal semantics of perfective aspect; cf. (45). 

(45) Perfective aspect:  i) ST  RT =   ii) ET  RT 

According to this definition, the meaning of perfective aspect is that there cannot be any 

overlapping between the speech time (ST) and reference time (RT) i.e., ST  RT = , and, 

additionally, the time of an event (ET) has to be properly included within the reference time 

i.e., ET  RT. In order for the first condition to be fulfilled, RT has to either precede or to 

follow the ST. In other words, there are two options: (i) RT > ST or (ii) ST > RT. In the case 

of SF in Polish, the first option (i) RT > ST is excluded for the simple reason that Polish 

future forms combine present tense (and not past tense) and perfective aspect. So the only 

option available is (ii) ST > RT. Hence the reference time has to follow the speech time, i.e., 

ST > RT. When we add to this condition, the requirement encoded in the semantics of 



29 

 

perfective aspect, namely that S  R =  & E  R, we obtain a natural gap between the 

moment of speaking and the reference time in SF in Polish, as shown in Figure 1. 

                                                                 RT 

  ET 

 

               ST > ET  RT  

Fig. 1 A temporal gap between ST and ET in SF in Polish 

To sum up, in contexts in which there is no plan, in which we want to prevent or to change a 

future event, a gap is necessary. We find SF in those contexts. And in the semantics of SF 

there is such a gap between the speech time and the boundary of the event.  

What about PF? Recall that it is preferred in contexts in which the future eventuality is pre-

arranged or pre-planned. The future eventuality denoted by the PF form should thus be 

understood as a natural continuation or realization of such a plan or pre-arrangement. Since 

one wants his or her plans to be realized, we expect that in such contexts there should be not 

enough time to change or to prevent a future eventuality. To put it formally, there should be 

no temporal gap between the moment of speaking at which a plan or pre-arrangement holds 

and the beginning of an event. The lack of such a temporal gap should follow from the 

semantics of the PF form in Polish. Let us see how this can be obtained. 

Recall that the PF form in Polish is composed of the auxiliary będzie, which itself is a 

perfective present tense form of the verb BE, and an imperfective lexical complement in form 

of an infinitive or a participle. Additionally, as we pointed out in section 3.1.1., będzie 

introduces a Kimian state which as such lacks an eventuality argument, hence the perfective 

aspect cannot operate on it, i.e., it does not develop its full semantic potential. Note that in the 

definition of perfective aspect given by Borik (2002) there are two conditions: i) and ii) 

(recall (45)). Given that in the case of będzie perfective aspect has no access to the 

eventuality argument (ET), it cannot establish a relation between the time of the event (ET) 

and the reference time (RT), making the second condition ii) in (45) inert. So, what is left is 

the first condition i) which must be fulfilled, which in turn means that the only role of the 

perfective aspect on będzie is to establish a relation between the speech time (ST) and the 

reference time (RT).  

Now as far as the role of the imperfective complement of będzie is concerned, we assume, 

again following Borik (2002), the following formal semantics for imperfective aspect; cf. 

(46). 

(46) Imperfective aspect:   

 [i) ST  RT =   ii) ET  RT] = 

 [i) ST  RT = ]   [ii) ET  RT] 

According to this definition, the meaning of imperfective aspect is just the external negation 

of the semantics of perfective aspect. This means that for the imperfective aspect it is 

sufficient if only one of the conditions in the semantics of the perfective aspect is negated. In 

other words, the imperfective aspect requires that either there is an overlapping between the 

speech time (ST) and the reference time (RT), or that it is not the case that the event time 

(ET) is properly included within the reference time (RT). As we pointed out in section 

1.3.2.2. and 1.3.3., the imperfective complement in the PF form in Polish is temporally 

deficient in the sense that it cannot by itself establish a temporal relation with the speech time 

(but unlike będzie it introduced an eventuality argument). The imperfective complement 
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needs another element with whose help it can “communicate” with the speech time. In our 

analysis the role of such a helping element is played by będzie. Given that the imperfective 

aspect on the lexical complement of będzie cannot establish the relation between ST and RT, 

the first part of its semantics in (46) cannot be fulfilled. So the only role of the imperfective 

aspect in PF in Polish is to establish a relation between the event time (ET) and the reference 

time (RT) in such a way that the reference time is contained within the event time. It should 

be noticed that both elements of the PF form in Polish are in a sense semantically deficient: 

będzie lacks an eventuality argument and thus it cannot establish the relation between ET and 

RT, whereas its imperfective complement cannot by itself establish the temporal relation 

between ST and RT. Despite their deficiencies, these two elements of the PF form in Polish 

are complementary to each other: the perfective aspect on będzie requires that there is no 

overlapping between the speech time (ST) and the reference time (RT), which – just as in the 

case of SF – can only be fulfilled if the RT follows the ST; the imperfective aspect on the 

lexical complement of będzie establishes a relation between the event time (ET) and the 

reference time (RT) in such a way that the forward-shifted RT is properly included in the 

event time (ET). As can be seen in Figure 2, the event time (ET) can (although it does have 

to) coincide with the speech time (ST). Notice that unlike in the semantics of the perfective 

aspect, in the semantics of the imperfective aspect there is (at least) an option of not having a 

temporal gap between ET and ST. 

                                                                 ET 

  RT 

 

                ST > RT  ET  

Fig. 2 Almost no temporal gap between ST and ET in PF in Polish 

To sum up, in contexts in which we want a pre-planned or a pre-determined eventuality to be 

realized in the future, ideally there should not be any temporal gap between the moment of 

speaking at which this plan or pre-arrangement holds and the beginning of the future 

eventuality. Why? This is so because the shorter the gap is the less possible it is that such a 

pre-planned future eventuality will be changed or prevented. 

 

Conclusion 

 

We started this paper with the observation that in Polish there are two types of constructions 

to express the future time reference: i) a “simple future”, which is a present tense form of a 

perfective verb, and ii) a “periphrastic future”, which consists of the auxiliary będzie and an 

imperfective lexical verb in form of either an l-participle or an infinitive. 

These two seemingly simple constructions provoked four complex, puzzling questions 

concerning their syntax, semantics and diachrony. The subsequent text summarizes the posed 

questions as well as the answers which have been provided in the course of the discussion. 

Puzzle One (section 1) 
What is the syntactic structure of future constructions in Polish? 

More specifically, is it really true that SF and PF with an infinitival complement are 

monoclausal constructions and thus behaving differently than the PF form with a participial 

complement, the allegedly biclausal construction? 
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Answer to Puzzle One 

The PF form with a participial complement does not behave syntactically differently from the 

PF form with an infinitival complement. Applying negation- and adverb-based diagnostics 

for biclausality to the PF forms in Polish, we concluded that they are both monoclausal just as 

the SF form is. In all future constructions in Polish there is just one extended projection 

above the lexical verb. In the case of PF the auxiliary będzie belongs to the extended 

projection of the imperfective lexical verb and it occupies the Asp head. 

Puzzle Two (section 2) 
Why does Polish have two variants of a periphrastic future?  

More specifically, is there a clear semantic difference between the PF form with an infinitival 

complement and the PF form with a participial complement?  

Answer to Puzzle Two 

The answer to this question is also negative. There appears to be no clear semantic difference 

between the PF form with an infinitival complement and the PF form with a participial 

complement. The fact that at some point in the history of Polish two variants of PF were 

developed was not motivated semantically but rather it was a diachronic incident.  

Puzzle Three (section 3) 
How is the future reference obtained in the Polish future constructions? Is there one 

mechanism for obtaining a future meaning in SF and another (different) one for obtaining 

such a meaning in PF? Or is the future reference obtained in the same way in all these 

constructions and if so, how exactly? 

Answer to Puzzle Three 

In all future forms in Polish we have a combination of perfective aspect and present tense. In 

the case of SF it is the lexical verb itself which is marked for perfective aspect and present 

tense. In the case of PF it is the auxiliary będzie that bears perfective present tense 

morphology. The combination of perfective aspect and present tense give rise to the future 

time reference. More exactly, the role of the perfective aspect is to forward-shift the reference 

time and to locate it right after the speech time. On this assumption the future reference is 

obtained in the same way both in SF and PF in Polish. 

Puzzle Four (section 4) 
Given that there is the same mechanism for obtaining a future time reference both in SF and 

PF, what is the difference between SF and PF after all? 

Answer to Puzzle Four 

Apart from the obvious aspectual difference between SF and PF in Polish (in terms of the 

feature [± bounded]), there are other semantic contrasts between them that cannot be reduced 

to aspect.  

More concretely, the SF form in Polish is strongly preferred in the following contexts: (i) 

warning as caution, (ii) offering context, (iii) question: ‘whether’ = undetermined, ‘who’ = 

undetermined. In contrast, the PF form in Polish is strongly preferred in the following 

contexts: (iv) warning as announcement, (v) ‘I can’t believe’ (idiomatic meaning ‘I am 

amazed’), (vi) question: ‘whether’ = determined, ‘who’ = undetermined. In other words, only 

the SF form in Polish is preferred in contexts in which we still want to have a possibility of 

either changing or preventing a future eventuality. On the other hand, the PF form in Polish is 

preferred in contexts in which a future eventuality is settled or pre-arranged at the moment of 

speaking and hence, it is impossible to change or prevent it.  
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In the semantics of SF it is possible to obtain compositionally a temporal gap between the 

moment of speaking (ST) and the begin of the future eventuality (ET). This makes the SF 

more compatible with contexts in which we want to prevent or to change a future event.  

In contrast, in the semantics of PF there is an option of not having a temporal gap between 

ET and ST, i.e., the event time (ET) can (although it does have to) coincide with the speech 

time (ST). This makes the PF more compatible with contexts in which a future eventuality is 

understood as a natural continuation of a plan which holds of the moment of speaking. This is 

so because the shorter the gap is the less possible it is that such a pre-planned future 

eventuality will be changed or prevented. We would like to emphasize that the existence of a 

plan is not presupposed by PF in Polish. That is, a plan is not part of the semantics of this 

form. What we want to say is just that the semantics of the PF makes it more compatible in 

contexts expressing pre-planned future eventualities.
23
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