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The last decade has seen an increasing interest in human impersonal pronouns (HIPs). They have been studied quite 
extensively in the languages of Europe (e.g Siewierska 2011) and particularly in West Germanic (e.g. van der 
Auwera et al. 2012). Afrikaans, however, has not received much attention in the literature, though its HIPs appear to 
exhibit some interesting properties (e.g. Weerman 2006, Van Olmen et al. 2015). In this presentation, we aim to: (i) 
provide the first description of the functional distribution of (‘n) mens ‘(a) human’, hulle ‘they’ and jy ‘you 
(singular)’ in Present-day Afrikaans, (ii) examine what it can contribute to our understanding of HIPs in general and 
(iii) test the usefulness of two types of questionnaire for the study of HIPs. More precisely, half of the roughly 150 
students of Afrikaans at the North-West University Potchefstroom (South Africa) were asked to read 24 short 
passages illustrating 12 different contexts of use and, for each passage, to rate the acceptability on a 5-point scale of 
the various HIPs in a clause completing it. The other half were given the same passages but were asked to fill in the 
slot of the HIP themselves so that the clause is about people in general or people that the speaker cannot/does not 
want to identify in any way.  

Regarding (i), our results show a clear distribution of labor between, on the one hand, hulle, i.e. universal-
external and existential uses, and, on the other hand, (’n) mens and jy, i.e. universal-inclusive uses. They indicate, 
inter alia, that, unlike the ‘man’-pronouns in Dutch and German, (’n) mens has not (yet?) grammaticalized beyond a 
human non-referential indefinite (see Giacalone Ramat & Sansò 2007), which may be due to its preference for 
second person singular suppletive forms. As for (ii), the findings suggest that neither Siewierska & Papastathi’s 
(2011) or Gast & Van der Auwera’s (2013) semantic map is sufficient for the existential uses. The former make a 
distinction between specific, inferred and vague contexts while the latter distinguish number-neutral from clearly 
plural ones. Our data indicate that the two dimensions actually interact: we find significantly different levels of 
acceptability of hulle and of usage of non-HIPs along the specific/inferred/vague axis as well as along the number-
neutral/plural axis. We therefore propose a combined semantic map. Concerning (iii), finally, despite some 
methodological limitations, the completion task questionnaire confirms Siewierska & Papastathi’s (2011) claims that 
HIPs are rarely used existentially. Unlike in the universal uses, where HIPs dominate, informants are very often 
found to use other strategies for impersonalization such as the indefinite pronoun iemand ‘someone’ in specific 
number-neutral cases and the indefinite noun phrase mense ‘humans/people’ in evidential cases. 
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