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Abstract. Impersonal sentences in English play a crucial role in communication, 

allowing speakers to convey information without specifying an agent. These 

constructions are frequently used in formal, academic, and scientific discourse, where 

objectivity and depersonalization are required. Linguistic theories, including 

traditional grammar, structuralism, transformational-generative grammar, and 

cognitive-functional linguistics, provide different perspectives on their structure and 

usage. This article examines these approaches, analyzing their contributions to the 

study of impersonal sentences. By combining syntactic, cognitive, and functional 

insights, this study highlights the significance of impersonal constructions in effective 

communication. 
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Introduction  

Impersonal sentences are a unique feature of English grammar. Unlike standard 

sentences that contain a clear subject, these constructions either omit the subject 



179			AMERICAN	Journal	of	Language,	Literacy	and	Learning	in	STEM	Education								www.	grnjournal.us		
 

entirely or use placeholder subjects such as it or there. Impersonal sentences are 

common in both spoken and written English, particularly in formal and academic 

settings. Examples of impersonal constructions include: 

Weather expressions: It is raining. 

Existential statements: There are many solutions to this problem. 

General truths: It is believed that language shapes thought. 

Obligation and necessity: It is essential to follow the guidelines. 

These sentences are widely used because they shift attention away from the subject 

and toward the action, state, or general fact being expressed. Various linguistic 

approaches attempt to explain the nature and function of impersonal sentences. This 

article explores traditional, structuralist, transformational-generative, cognitive, and 

functional perspectives to provide a comprehensive understanding of impersonal 

constructions in English.  

Research objectives. To examine different linguistic approaches to impersonal 

sentences. 

To analyze how syntactic, cognitive, and functional factors influence their structure 

and use. 

To compare traditional, transformational, and functional perspectives on impersonal 

constructions.  

Methods. This study employs a comparative linguistic analysis of impersonal 

sentences in English. The research methodology includes: 

Traditional Grammar Analysis: Examining the role of placeholder subjects (it, 

there) in sentence structure. 

Structuralist Approach: Identifying common patterns in impersonal sentences based 

on syntactic classification. 

Transformational-Generative Analysis: Exploring how impersonal constructions 

derive from deep structures. 

Cognitive-Functional Perspective: Investigating how impersonal sentences reflect 

human cognition and discourse functions. 

A comparative evaluation of different linguistic models helps bridge the gap 

between structural and functional explanations of impersonal constructions.  
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Results. Traditional and Structuralist Approaches. Traditional Grammar. 

Traditional grammar classifies sentences based on their structure and function. 

Impersonal sentences are defined as those that do not have a specific agent or subject 

performing the action. Placeholder subjects such as it and there are often used to fill 

the subject position: 

It is obvious that she is right. 

There seems to be a misunderstanding. 

While traditional grammar provides a useful classification, it does not offer an in-

depth explanation of why impersonal structures exist or how they function in 

discourse. 

Structuralist Linguistics. Structuralist linguists, such as Leonard Bloomfield 

(1933), focused on describing sentence patterns and classifying impersonal 

sentences based on their syntactic structure. Structuralism identifies common 

patterns in impersonal sentences, such as existential constructions (There is a book 

on the table) and extraposition constructions (It is necessary to study hard). While 

structuralism provides insights into sentence formation, it does not address the 

cognitive or pragmatic reasons behind the use of impersonal sentences.  

Discussion. Transformational-Generative. Grammar Approach. Deep and Surface 

Structure. Noam Chomsky’s (1957) transformational-generative grammar (TGG) 

introduced the concepts of deep and surface structures, explaining how sentences 

are transformed from more basic forms. Impersonal sentences often derive from 

deeper structures that contain explicit subjects: 

It is said that she will succeed. 

Deep structure: People say that she will succeed. 

Transformation: The subject people is omitted, resulting in an impersonal sentence. 

The Role of Expletives. TGG distinguishes between real subjects and expletive 

subjects. Expletives (it and there) exist purely for grammatical completeness and do 

not carry meaning: 

Expletive "it": It appears that the decision was correct. 

Expletive "there": There were many issues to discuss. 
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While TGG provides a structural explanation of impersonal sentences, it does not 

fully address their communicative function. 

Cognitive and Functional Approaches. Cognitive Linguistics. Cognitive 

linguistics, as developed by Langacker (1987), emphasizes that impersonal 

sentences reflect how people conceptualize events. By using impersonal 

constructions, speakers highlight events or abstract ideas rather than individual 

agents. For example: 

It is important to understand the consequences. 

Focuses on the idea of importance rather than an individual’s opinion. 

This cognitive perspective explains why impersonal sentences are commonly used 

in academic and formal writing. 

Functional Linguistics. Functional linguistics examines how language is used in 

communication. Impersonal sentences serve several pragmatic functions: 

Objectivity. It is widely accepted that climate change is real. (Removes personal 

bias) 

Politeness and indirectness. It seems that an error was made. (Less confrontational 

than You made an error.) 

De-personalization. There is a need for improvement. (Avoids directly assigning 

responsibility) 

These functions make impersonal sentences valuable in scientific writing, legal 

documents, and bureaucratic communication. 

Conclusion. Impersonal sentences are a fundamental feature of English, commonly 

used for objectivity, indirectness, and generalization. Different linguistic theories 

provide complementary insights into their structure and function. Traditional and 

structuralist approaches describe their form, while transformational-generative 

grammar explains their deep structure. Cognitive and functional linguistics explore 

their role in meaning-making and communication. 

Future research can investigate impersonal sentences in different registers, such as 

academic discourse, journalism, and legal texts, to better understand their role in 

communication. 
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Future Research. Further studies should examine impersonal sentences across 

different registers (e.g., academic writing, journalism, legal texts) to analyze their 

role in effective communication 
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