French 102


Pronominal Verbs

This term covers a complex group of verbs that can be roughly divided into “reflexive,” “reciprocal” and “idiomatic” groups.  Pronominal verbs are those accompanied by an object pronoun (the “reflexive pronoun”) which denotes the same entity as the subject;  this pronoun changes as the verb is conjugated.  In the compound tenses (such as passé composé), they are conjugated with the helping verb “être.”  The past participles of these verbs will in most cases agree with the subject of the verb.  (The question of past participle agreement is complex with regards to pronominal verbs, and is glossed over by most 1st year textbooks.)  

Conjugation pattern in the present tense:

Je me lave

nous nous lavons

Tu te laves

vous vous lavez

Il/elle se lave

Ils/Elles se lavent

Negation:  place “ne” in front of the reflexive pronoun.  Place “pas” after the verb. (ex:  Je ne me lave pas.)

Infinitive:  In the infinitive form, the reflexive pronoun is placed directly before the infinitive.  This pronoun must agree with the subject of the sentence. (ex.  Nous allons nous habiller maintenant/We’re going to get dressed now.  Je ne veux pas m’habiller/I don’t want to get dressed.)

What are reflexive verbs? (verbes réfléchis)

A reflexive verb is a verb whose action is reflected onto the person concerned.  French has many verbs like this.  You can identify them by the reflexive pronoun that precedes the infinitive.  (se laver)  English has a few verbs that act in this way (for ex: to cut oneself) but frequently the “oneself” is implied in English or optional.

Note the difference in meaning in the following sentences:

Bruno habille les enfants.


Bruno dresses the children.

Bruno s’habille.



Bruno dresses himself.

Bruno se brosse les dents.


Bruno brushes his teeth.

Bruno brosse les dents de son bébé.

Bruno brushes his baby’s teeth.

Note the formation of the negative imperative of reflexive verbs:  Place the “ne” in front of the reflexive pronoun and the “pas” after the verb:  (Ne t’énerve pas/Don’t get annoyed)

The affirmative imperative of reflexive verbs is formed by adding the stressed form of the reflexive pronoun (toi, vous, or nous) after the verb, connected by a hyphen.

Lève-toi!
Soignez-vous!

Changeons-nous et allons en ville.

What are reciprocal verbs?  (verbes réciproques)

These verbs express the idea of reciprocity.  In English, this is expressed by the use of a reciprocal pronoun or prepositional phrase:  (to) each other or (to) one another.  In French, the reflexive pronouns (nous, vous, se…) serve this purpose.

Candide et Alceste se parlent.


Candide and Alceste are talking to each other.

Vous ne vous parlez plus?


You’re not speaking (to each other) anymore?

Note that many verbs can be used both reflexively and reciprocally.  In French, this is ambiguous, and speakers must depend on context to distinguish between these meanings.  In English, no such ambiguity exists.

Ils se parlent.

They’re talking to themselves/they’re talking to each other

Idiomatic verbs.

A group of reflexive and reciprocal verbs are idiomatic.  Their meaning and use must be learned individually.

Se demander


to wonder

Se dépêcher 


to hurry

Se disputer


to argue/fight

Se marier (avec)

to marry, to get married

S’occuper de


to take care of

Se reposer


to rest

Se retrouver


to get together, to meet (again)

Se souvenir de


to remember

Se tromper


to be wrong/ to make a mistake

S’entendre bien/mal avec
to get along well/badly with 

