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1. Introduction 
It has long been a commonplace in the literature on English second person pro-

nouns that the erstwhile plural subject pronoun YE2 as well as the entire singular 

paradigm of THOU died out in standard English and that the erstwhile object form 

YOU is the only surviving unmarked pronoun in the second person for all sen-

tence functions, both in the singular and plural (e.g. Graband).3 The present con-

tribution will argue that this is a simplification. The next chapter sketches the 

history of English second person pronouns. Then follows a discussion of exam-

ples from A Representative Corpus of Historical English Registers (ARCHER) and 

the Freiburg English Dialect Corpus (FRED). By drawing on phonetic variation 

from historical and present-day sources, I will argue that YE does not only survive 

in English dialects but also in today’s standard Englishes on both sides of the 

Atlantic. 

 

2. Historical Sketch: Second Person Pronouns from Old English to Pre-
sent-day English 
The historical situation in Old and Middle English is given below in examples (1) 

to (4), which are gleaned from the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) and the his-

torical Helsinki Corpus. At least until 1300, four distinct forms with different func-

tions existed.  

Singular: 

(1) þu æart dust.  (Lamb. Hom. 223, c.1175)  

‘thou (subj. sg.) art dust’ 

 
1 This is a slightly revised part of my inaugural lecture given at the University of Bamberg in 
2007, which my dear colleague and friend Christoph Houswitschka had to miss due to his 
many obligations outside Bamberg. The topic befits this commemorative volume: Just as YE 

survives into modern English in various guises, so Christoph continues to live on through the 
inspiration he passed on to his students and colleagues. I am grateful to Gabriele Knappe for 
valuable comments on an earlier version. This publication essentially builds upon the state of 
the art in 2007. For an excellent synopsis of more recent work, see Busse (2017). 
2 This study uses small caps to indicate that all actual forms of the pronouns are included. 
THOU is used to cover the entire paradigm, i.e., thou, thee, thy, thine with their spelling variants 
and earlier forms. Due to the present focus, the variants and earlier forms of the two plural 
pronouns YOU and YE, however, will be distinguished. 
3 In 1965, Graband stated what is clearly the majority position to this day: “N[eu]e[nglisch] you 
[juː; ju] ist das in der modernen Hochsprache allein gebräuchliche Pron[omen] der Anrede im 
Subjekt- wie Objektkasus des Sing[ulars] und Plurals” (238-39). 
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(2) Hiderr amm icc sennd to Þe þiss blisse Þe to kiÞenn. (Orm. 210, c.1200)

‘I am sent here to thee (oblique sg.) to make known to thee (obj. sg.)4 this

bliss’

Plural:  

(3) Ȝee sint salt eorðes. (Lindisf. Gosp. Matt. v. 13, c.950)

‘you (subj. pl.) are the salt of the earth’

(4) Ic eow bidde, leofe men, . . . (Helsinki Corpus\cmbodley, c.1175)

‘I bid you (obj. pl.), dear men, . . . ’

The major developments, including case and number syncretisms, from Old to 

standard Present-day English can be sketched as follows: 

Figure 1 is essentially based on the pronoun systems provided in The Cambridge 
History of the English Language (Hogg, ed. 1992; Blake, ed. 1992; Lass, ed. 2000; 

Romaine, ed. 1999); the forms that dominate in a given period occur without pa-

rentheses; additional, emerging and recessive forms are given in brackets in the 

same cell underneath. Sporadic or doubtful uses (such as the earliest instances of 

YOU in subject positions in the fourteenth century, Mustanoja 125) are omitted. 

Obviously, there existed many orthographic variants (see, e.g., OED s. v. “you”, 

4 While the English noun phrase system obviously is not (and never was) coextensive with 
classical Latin case systems, ‘object case’ and ‘oblique case’ are used widely in the literature, 
and here, too, to cover both direct and indirect objects as well as prepositional uses; ‘oblique’ is 
preferred for pronouns that follow a preposition. 

Fig. 1: Overview Second Person Pronouns from Old to Standard Present-Day English 
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which lists over 100 variant forms), especially during Middle English. The spell-

ings used for each period in Figure 1 typically reflect common forms in the dia-

lects that come closest to the notion of a contemporary standard variety (due to 

political or linguistic reasons) but at the same time represent a compromise be-

tween frequency of usage and transparency for the modern reader.  

Needless to say, there are many dialectal forms for second person pronouns in 

present-day Englishes, both conservative (including ye, thee, thou, ’ee) and innova-

tive (e.g. you all, y’all, you guys, aayʼ, yufela; you…together; all of you; you ones/ʼuns, 
you people, youse) and combinations of old and new (such as yez, yiz).5 It should 

also be noted that Middle English uses of YOU and YE for the singular, which 

started to appear in the thirteenth century according to most sources, were not 

functionally or pragmatically identical with THOU forms but represent the polite 

or distal form of address (e.g. Mossé 94; but see Honegger for the complexities 

involved in analysing Chaucerian dialogues). 

To state a truism, case and number syncretisms in pronominal systems do not 

happen overnight, nor at identical periods in social and regional dialects. Figure 

2 is an attempt at depicting the spread and obsolescence of the second person 

pronouns in the history of English while retaining a certain degree of simplicity 

for processing and memorization purposes: 

 
5 Kortmann and Szmrecsanyi find special forms of second person plural pronouns among the 
most commonly attested eWAVE features (1154-57; see also features 34 and 35 in Kortmann et 
al., or Hickey). 

Fig. 2: Chronology of YE-YOU-THOU/THEE syncretism 
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The details are considerably more complicated, of course: Studies based on the 

Corpus of Early English Correspondence (CEEC) and the Helsinki Corpus of English 
Texts (HC) have advanced regional and social factors for the spread of YOU at the 

expense of YE from about 1480. According to Raumolin-Brunberg, YOU in subject 

position was first adopted in the South of England (London and the Court), while 

East Anglia and the North lagged behind. Her study suggests that the spread of 

YOU was a change from below (social awareness), “because YOU was preferred in 

oral genres and informal registers in the earliest stages of its use” (55). She also 

finds that during the critical stages of YOU’s diffusion (c.1520-1570), women were 

in the vanguard of the change compared to men (see also Nevalainen and 

Raumolin-Brunberg 119). In a tripartite division of social classes (Upper vs. Mid-

dle vs. Lower), Raumolin-Brunberg finds the Middle classes to be most innovative 

in the replacement of subject YE by YOU (65). This ties in with Nevalainen’s find-

ings based on a more fine-grained social classification, suggesting that YOU 

gained ground first in the upper and lower gentry, but not the nobility, which in 

the early sixteenth century was in fact the most conservative social stratum in the 

spread of YOU (66). According to Nevalainen’s study, social aspirers and lower 

ranks were also slow to adopt the change. 

There is a substantial body of research dealing with the pragmatics of second per-

son pronouns in English. Politeness (including genteel French conventions, i.e. 

using plural forms for politely addressing a single person), social relations and 

expression of the emotional states of speakers, then, are widely known to have 

played significant roles in the spread of YOU and the concomitant loss of THOU 

(e.g. Finkenstaedt 51-62; Brown and Gilman, “Pronouns of power”, “Politeness 

theory”; Barber, “You and thou”, Early Modern English 153-154; Wales; Görlach, 

Introduction 85; Calvo; Hope; Lutz; Mazzon; Raumolin-Brunberg). This is partic-

ularly evident from the following famous example, in which the speaker (the At-

torney General) explicitly marks his contempt for the addressee (Sir Walter Ra-

leigh) by using THOU forms and by using thou as a verb: 

(5) All that Lord Cobham did was by thy instigation, thou viper; for I thou thee, 

thou Traitor! (1603 Coke in Hargrave State Trials, quoted in, e.g., Howe 172 

or Hejná and Walkden 156) 

We would expect, then, swearwords in Shakespeare to co-occur with THOU. Sur-

prisingly, however, in The Complete Works of William Shakespeare (eBook from 

Project Gutenberg), there are 18 instances of you rogue, four of ye rogue and only 

one thou rogue (and not a single thee rogue), which calls for an explanation. A note-

worthy example is given in (6), uttered or shouted by Falstaff (King Henry IV, II, 

ii). 

(6) You lie, ye rogue! 
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A quantitative analysis of you vs. ye yields interesting results (see also Busse, 

“Stand, sir”, Linguistic variation). In a search of The Complete Works of William 
Shakespeare, I found a clear preference for you (c.14,000 instances of you vs. 292 

instances of ye). Importantly, the parting, i.e. fixed, expression, “Fare ye well” is 

one of the strongholds of the recessive ye (even though this, too, is already clearly 

outnumbered by the incoming “Fare you well”). I then analysed two random sam-

ples of 100 occurrences of each pronoun for syntactic functions.6  

In the random sample of ye, 21% occur in exclamations (see Table 1), i.e. often as 

low-stress items which accompany swearwords. This is over five times higher 

than the share of you in exclamations (which is only 4%, see Table 2). Signifi-

cantly, you is also about twice as common, in relative terms, as a complement to 

a preposition (15% vs. 8%), i.e. in a syntactic context that strongly favours stressed 

pronouns. Both findings support the hypothesis that ye is commonly employed 

as a weak form in Shakespeare (a speculation already voiced by Jespersen 264) – 

and beyond Shakespeare, as we shall see shortly. 

Let us now look at typical examples from ARCHER, which covers the time after 

Shakespeare, from 1650 to 1990, and which contains 1.7m words. We need to 

differentiate ye meaning ‘the’, as in (7) 

 
6 Since samples of 100 random examples were analysed, the figures of occurrences in the rows 
headed “Random 100” can be read as percentages. 

Table 1: Analysis of random sample of 100 ye in Shakespeare’s Complete Works 

Table 2: Analysis of random sample of 100 you in Shakespeare’s Complete Works 
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(7) Wee went out into ye [‘the’] towne of Rochdale to see it & ye [‘the’] fairs. 

 (BrE\1661newc.j1) 

from the focus of this study, YE meaning ‘you’, as in (8) and (9). 

(8) Lock my Doors, d’ye hear; till I return from the Coffee-house, . . . 

(BrE\1709cent.d2) 

(9) . . . ; she’ll tell ye the same. (BrE\1697pix.d1) 

When we look at late instances of YE in ARCHER, which date from the late nine-

teenth century, we realize that ye occurs in unstressed syllables, e.g.: 

(10) I, a desperate man, desperate and crazed with drink – don’t ye, don’t ye do 

it! (AmE\1876hart.d7) 

Significantly, there seems to be a certain regularity, as the following example sug-

gests, in which an unstressed YE (in a routinized greeting) contrasts with a follow-

ing neutral or stressed YOU: 

(11) How d’ye do, good people – quite well? Eh? Didn’t you meet Dixon? 

(BrE\1867robe.d6) 

 

3. YE in the Freiburg English Dialect Corpus and Corpora of Present-
Day English 
Typical examples of YE from the Freiburg English Dialect Corpus (containing 2.5m 

words at the time of consultation) are uttered by older speakers from Scotland 

and include discourse markers such as tag questions: 

(12) And this wire had been diggin’ in this creature’s ribs, ye ken?    

(Scotland, Lanarkshire; retired ploughman from Perth; b. 1902, recorded 

1986) 

(13) And uh, hm why that was about? Not any dykers went round, I would say, 

ken ye ['kɛnəɪ]? (Scotland, Lanarkshire, born c.1910, recorded c.1985) 

(14) Now, if there were nae-- there werenae many dykes, I would say, it was all 

FENCES, ye ken [jɪ'ɡɛn]. (Scotland, Lanarkshire, born c.1910, recorded 

c.1985) 

A younger speaker from Scotland varies between probably unstressed ye in the 

discourse marker ye ken and you in other positions: 

(15) So I walked up to him, I got him in the corridor and I says: Come here, were 

you ever that high? Ye ken? He sort o’ looked at me and started backing 

away, What’s up? and eh, I says, Can we have a photo of you when you were 

that? . . . So we pestered him and pestered him, and he was just getting more 



Manfred Krug 

481 

and more embarrassed, and he started to refuse to bring one, so we says to 

his wife we’re having bother with your husband, will you bring us a photo 

of him, ye ken. (Scotland, East Lothian, 18-year-old female high-school stu-

dent) 

When we compare the frequency of you, ye, thou and thee in FRED, we see a clear 

and unsurprising dominance of you (with about 50,000 occurrences). At the same 

time, we find strong evidence that the remaining second person pronouns survive 

in dialect speech (with between 50 and 500 attestations). Figure 3 throws into 

relief the relative frequencies of the less dominant forms. Figure 4, then, shows 

that ye is regionally widely attested in Scotland and England (except in London 

and the surrounding Home Counties in the Southeast), but not in Wales. Figure 

4 also reveals, however, that the incidence in these regions differs dramatically: 

Scotland (at 167.5 ye’s per 100,000 words) can boast a 15-fold higher text fre-

quency than the second-most ye-prone area, the Southwest of England (at 11.0), 

which in turn exhibits still more than twice the incidence found in Northern Eng-

land (at 4.5 occurrences of ye per 100,000 words). In all other regions, the form ye 
is marginal (in the Midlands and East Anglia at 0.6 and 0.7 instances per 100,000 

words, respectively) or unattested.7 

7 No claims regarding the existence of ye can be made for Merseyside and the Isle of Man, for 
which there were no texts in the transitional FRED corpus used in 2007. Data from the Survey 
of English Dialects (Orton and Dieth 1962-71), published as Map 33 “YOU” in Upton and 
Widdowson (78) and Map 17 “you are” in Viereck and Ramisch, would support the existence of 
YE particularly for the north-eastern regions of England bordering on Scotland. 

Fig. 3: Frequencies of you, ye, thou, thee in 
FRED (as of 2007) 

Fig. 4: Incidence of ye in FRED per 
100,000 words 
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While the English Dialect Dictionary Online (s.v. “YE”), which comprises traditional 

dialect material up to c.1900, lists pronominal ’ee under the entry for YE, closer 

inspection of the dialect corpus shows that there are indeed quite a number of 

transcriptions that are functionally ambiguous between thee and ye.8 Consider the 

following passage uttered in 1981 by a then 76-year-old speaker from Southwest 

England, who varies between thee, you and ’ee: 

(16) Now I’m not telling you lies, that’s when the War were on. That’s true. That’s 

– that’s how we used to have to do it ’cause we never had the kip like other 

farmers got you know. Hardly knew what was going on even if we did have 

it! We enjoyed the hard work, I – I’ll tell thee one thing; I’d sooner – I’d 

sooner, I’m telling thee. I’d sooner go out . . . You’d better take he back where 

you had him from then. So how much money have ’ee got on ’ee? . . . You 

have a fifteen bob don’t ’ee? (male, Somerset, born c.1905; recorded 1981) 

Another reason to assume that there are in actual fact more instances of YE is that 

some transcribers regularized spoken ye ken to you know, e.g. in the speech of the 

same 18-year-old female high-school student from Scotland who was quoted 

above in example (15): 

(17) Everybody got it right, Mr C Lyon, it was a joke on us (reg sic=ye ken) you 

know.  

We can find similar examples of non-random variation between fuller forms of 

you in stressed positions and reduced forms ye in unstressed positions (i.e. before 

nouns in exclamations and in tag questions) as early as Shakespeare: 

(18) What, ye knaves! . . . You are grandjurors, ARE ye? (First part of King Henry 
IV, II,ii) 

Let us, for the moment, leave Britain’s traditional dialect areas and consider main-

stream American English data. As is well known – and as we saw above – tran-

scribing involves interpretation. Take, for instance, Jurafsky et al., who note that 

in the Switchboard Corpus of twentieth century spoken American English, items 

transcribed as you may vary dramatically, and are often phonetically much re-

duced (234). For their analysis, they differentiate between ‘full’ and ‘reduced 

forms’, listing the following common pronunciations, which are all subsumed by 

the spelling <you> in the transcribed corpus.9  

(19)  ‘full forms’: [ju], [u], [jʉ], [jɪ], [ɪ], [i];  

 
8 While dental fricatives are sometimes deleted in definite articles, the loss of the more 
sonorant initial glide /j/ in ye seems more likely than that of the fricative /ð/ in thee. 
9 Their criterion for full forms is, thus, the presence of a rounded close back or centralized back 
close vowel or of a non-centralized close or near-close front vowel. Weak forms include all 
variants with centralized front vowels as well as variants lacking a vowel. 
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(20) ‘reduced forms’: [jᵻ], [j], [ᵻ] 

There are many more variants of you, of course. Kretzschmar and Tamasi, for 

instance, demonstrate the ubiquity and abundance of (about 50) vowel variants 

with the word broom (197), for which two vocalic variants [u: ʊ] are listed even in 

pronouncing dictionaries (e.g. Wells, Longman’s Pronunciation Dictionary; Jones, 

s.v. “broom”) but which one would assume to vary less than the polyfunctional, 

high-frequency pronoun you. I have argued elsewhere (Krug, “Frequency”, 

“Chapter 14”) that high-frequency items (like first- and second-person pronouns) 

develop reduced variants below the level of linguistic awareness, as repetition au-

tomatically leads to reduced motor activities (cf. Schuchardt 24-27). According to 

the same principles, sequences of high-frequency linguistic items undergo reduc-

tion and chunking (similarly Bybee 187-89). What is important for the present 

study is that many variants of you feature the vowels [i] and [ɪ]. Taking recourse to 

a dialectal allophone [ɨ̞] for Standard American /ʊ/ (Wells, Accents of English 534-

35) is one way to account for second person (YOU) forms that contain front vowels 

in contemporary American English. A second plausible path, however, is for such 

forms to derive from YE. Even in modern corpora that have no focus on regional 

dialects, a large number of items transcribed as you would therefore be adequately 

transcribed as ye on phonetic grounds. Apart from variants with a front or cen-

tralized front close vowel (i.e. the ones given in bold print in (19) and (20): [i ɪ ᵻ]), 
ye could also cover variants featuring the central vowel schwa or no vowel. And 

those variants which contain a (possibly centralized) front vowel but no glide /j/ 

would best be rendered as ’ee and are therefore ambiguous between THEE and YE. 

In fact, YE seems somewhat more likely as glides are more easily lost from speech 

than dental fricatives (see footnote 8). 

Some FRED transcribers apparently differentiated between you and ye, as is obvi-

ous from example (21). The example is not available in audio format, but one can 

reasonably assume a classification where the quality of the vowel of you is similar 

to [u], while that of ye is closer to [i] or [ə], i.e. different from the classification 

applied above by Jurafsky et al. 

(21) And she’s that fill o’ ‘t, ye see, and the cat, he followed her up, you see, eve-

rywhere she went. (84-year-old male speaker from Scotland, Perthshire, 

born 1902, recorded c.1986) 

If we isolate the two high-frequency sequences you know and you see in FRED, the 

apparent quantitative ratio of 100:1 between you and ye (see Figure 5) requires 

reconsideration. 



Variation and Change in English Second Person Pronouns 

484 

Out of roughly 50,000 instances of transcribed you forms, some 17,000 (i.e. one 

third) occur in the two contexts you know and you see, where reduced forms are 

highly likely (see right side of Figure 5). While at the time of writing, FRED cannot 

be accessed in its transitional 2007 version any longer, it seems that only a few 

instances of these high-frequency sequences were transcribed ye know and ye see, 

judging from the small number of speakers on the 2023 online platform (five and 

eight speakers, respectively) for whom ye transcriptions are attested. Quite apart 

from the reasons advanced above, we can therefore assume the proportion of you 
transcriptions that would be more adequately represented as ye or YE (i.e. includ-

ing phonetic variants with [ə, i, ɪ, ᵻ] or no vowel at all) to be substantial in any 

corpus containing English conversation. 

4. Conclusion
Phonological confusion of weak forms of YOU and YE – partly in combination with 

case analogies based on phonological similarities (of especially you and thou, but 

also ye and thee) – was proposed to be a factor in YOU’s spread as early as 1894 by 

Fig. 5: Frequency in FRED (including discourse markers you know and you see) 
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the great Danish linguist Otto Jespersen (249, 253-254, 261-263), a position ech-

oed in Strang (140-41), Görlach (Einführung 69) or Barber (Early Modern English 

149), inter alia. And it was also Jespersen (265) who stated what has remained the 

dominant view, viz. that “ye must be considered completely extinct in spoken 

Standard English.”10 The present study capitalizes on earlier observations but de-

viates slightly in its conclusions. I have furnished evidence for the position that 

reduced forms of both you and ye live on in all (spoken) standard varieties of Eng-

lish, especially in fixed expressions like multi-word discourse markers, where the 

vowel will often be a schwa or altogether omitted. Examples include (D’)you/ye 
know? and How d’you/ye do?11 There are other common expressions likely to fea-

ture reduced or even front vowels in the second person pronoun, e.g: (I’ll) tell 
you/thee/ye (what)! or (Ye/You) see?12  

Often, therefore, words that in corpora are transcribed as you do not contain a 

back vowel but a front vowel, in which case they derive historically at least equally 

plausibly from YE or THEE as from you. The observation that ye can be a weak form 

in modern English, is of course not new. Hickey, for instance, stresses that “[c]are 

must be taken to distinguish orthographic ye as a reduced form of you [jə] and as 

a continuation of the older /ji/, the nominative second-person plural pronoun” 

(365). He cites the ye reported for Newcastle in Upton and Widdowson (66) as 

reduced you [jə], while contrasting it with the plural ye /ji/ reported by Beal. The 

present analysis differs somewhat because it casts doubt on the possibility of a 

straightforward disambiguation of the two forms for three reasons: firstly, the 

presence of a gamut of phonetic variants for each form, which include, secondly, 

homophonous items, and, thirdly, because YOU has supplanted YE in most con-

texts but probably not in highly entrenched and naturally reduced sequences. The 

issue therefore requires further exploration and explanation.  

The essence of the present contribution, then, can be illustrated as Figure 6. 

 
10 The loss of YE from standard English seems undisputed, the exact timing varies 
considerably, though: Jespersen assumes its obsolescence not long after Shakespeare’s death 
(Progress in Language 265). Jucker takes a similar stance (85-86) but points to Busse (Stand, sir), 
who finds YE in Sheridan plays at the end of the eighteenth century, i.e. 250 years later. Walker 
also finds text types that retain considerable shares of YE in the late sixteenth and even in the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (316). 
11 Letters given in brackets indicate common deletions in conversation, especially in allegro 
speech. 
12 Needless to say, there are many other relevant expressions, some of which have obligatory 
reductions, such as the modern high-frequency farewell greeting goodbye, which is fused and 
reduced from Go(o)d be with you/ye (see OED s.v. “goodbye”). Look you/ye, which is first 
attested as Loke ye in 1484 and survives into the twenty-first century according to the OED (s.v. 
“look”), has a similarly long and uninterrupted history into modern English. 
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The diagram tries to capture the following aspects:  

(i) YE overlaps phonetically with both THEE and YOU, which is graphically rep-

resented with the help of overlapping circles.

(ii) Realizations that are ambiguous between two second person pronouns oc-

cur in their intersections.

(iii) While the strong fo´rm of YE is obsolete in standard varieties of English

(but not in some Scottish dialects), reduced forms of YE are not obsolete in

standard spoken Englishes (cf. Jurafsky et al. 234).

Moreover: 

(iv) YE is the most adequate interpretation for all second person pronouns that

feature a glide plus a (near-)close front vowel, even if that front vowel is

centralized (hence the phonemic notation in figure 6, which can cover cen-

tralized and semi-long vowels).

(v) YE is also the most adequate interpretation etymologically for all second

person pronouns that feature a glide plus a schwa in time-worn high-fre-

quency sequences, the reason being that strong entrenchment makes it

unlikely for these sequences to be transmitted via an interrupted lineage.

Replacing a long-established and usually phonetically reduced pronoun in

a conversational routine like YE know or YE see with a full and originally case-

marked form you /juː/ (know or see) seems highly unlikely. This holds both

for the lifespan of individual speakers but also for intergenerational trans-

mission, because such high-frequency word strings (see Krug “String Fre-

quency”, “Frequency”) are acquired and routinized prior to reading and

writing.

In sum, YE survives in the centre of second person pronouns, (d’ye) see? 

Fig. 6: Overlapping THEE, YE and YOU († stands for ‘obsolete in standard English’) 
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