8. GRAMMAR: The verb 'étre' (to be) and the personal pronouns in subject
position

Almost every French sentence is built around a verb (verbe), and in front of
this verb, you almost always find a subject. This subject is expressed by a

personal pronoun (subject: I, you, we, they, ...) or a noun (Luc, a book,
people, a dog, ...). The subject determines which form or ending the verb
takes.

* See below the conjugation of the verb étre in the present tense (le
présent):

Etre (présent / tegenwoordige tijd)

je suis [I am]

tu es [you are]

il est [he is]

elle est [she is]

on est [we are / one is]
nous sommes [we are]

vous étes [you are]

Ils sont [they are]
elles sont [they are]

* The subject pronouns (unstressed) are: je, tu, il, elle, on, nous, vous, 1ils,
and elles.

(a) Pay close attention to the following:
- The pronoun vous has two meanings in French: (1) the polite
form (2) the plural 'you'. Compare the two sentences

(1) Vous étes italiens ? -» Are you Italian ?
(2) Vous étes italien ? -» Are you Italian ?

- If you are not addressing your conversation partner in the polite
form, then you use tu:

(3) [talking to a friend or family] Tu es 1italien ?
(4) [talking to a stranger or a superior] Vous étes italien ?

(b) The pronoun on can have two meanings: In spoken language, on and
nous can be used interchangeably and sometimes have the same
meaning:

(5) Ma femme et moi, nous sommes belges = Ma femme et moi, on est
belges.

It is also possible that on has the meaning of « tout le monde »
[everyone] or « les gens » [people]:

(6) En Belgique, on boit trop de biére. [In Belgié drinken de mensen
te veel bier]



(C ) Pronouns also always have a gender, masculine or feminine: elle
and elles always refer to a feminine word, while il and 1ils
always refer to a masculine word. For the other pronouns (je, tu,
nous, vous), you will need to determine from the context whether
the gender is feminine or masculine. For example, in French, you
say that you are Italian in two ways: as a man, you say/write Je
suis italien, and as a woman, you say/write Je suis 1italienne.

(d) However, the pronouns do not only refer to people, but can also
perfectly refer to things:

(7) La banque est ouverte ? Non, ELLE (=la banque) est fermée. /
Le chien est malade ? Oui, IL (=le chien) est chez lLe vétérinaire.

* Some examples ..

We can use the verb étre to give someone a characteristic (e.g., nationality,
quality,...) by simply adding an adjective after the verb étre :

Je suis brésilien(ne), mexicain(e), belge, grec/grecque, japonais(e),
fort(e), grand(e),

Vous étes

When you combine étre with certain prepositions, you can tell where someone
comes from, where someone is, or at whose place (home) someone is:

Elle est |a Berlin / a Bruxelles / a Londres [She is in Berlin... ]

de Rome / de Paris / de Las Vegas [she is from Rome ... ]

chez Luc / chez ses parents /.. [she is at Luc’s place...]

-» The preposition a indicates the city in which someone is located.

-» The preposition de indicates the city from which someone comes or is
from."

-» The preposition chez indicates whose home someone is at.

Note, in French, de changes to d’ if the following word starts with a vowel:

- je suis d’Anvers / elle est d’Athénes [and never de-Anvers...]



