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"Y'all come back now"


I was pleasantly surprised recently when I met the mother of a friend who had grown up in the Quaker tradition. Although I hadn't heard her do this in other conversations, when addressing her mother my friend used the Quaker form "thee". It reminded me that all the supposed simplicity of the English language -- such as few pesky verb and case endings to remember -- comes at a very high price.

Anyone who has taken high school French or German knows that these and other languages have some way of distinguishing between the second person singular and plural. English used to have a perfectly good set of such forms: "thou" for second person singular as the subject of a sentence, "thee" as an object; "ye" and "you" respectively for the plural.

As in other languages, there were other differences in the usage of these words. "Thou" and "thee" were the familiar forms. Lovers would use them, as would siblings to one another, and parents to children. "Ye" and "you" were the polite forms as well as plurals. They would be used by children to parents, or by adults to mere acquaintances or any authority figures, and by everyone to the king.

We can miss a lot of the power of older literature if we're not aware of the conventions of when to use the polite and familiar forms. The first scene of Shakespeare's King Lear, for example, would have been very shocking to an Elizabethan audience because midway through it the king's faithful servant Kent begins to address him as "thou". Kent is aghast at the king's folly in giving away his kingdom and his anger leads him to this terrible breach in protocol. But an outraged Lear hears the "thou" and banishes the loyal Kent. If we don't sense the shift in language we may be baffled by Lear's sudden action.

Over the centuries English dropped "ye" and came to rely on the objective "you" for the subject form as well, and as we know dropped "thou" and "thee" almost entirely, with one big exception: religious language. Given what I said about the need to address an earthly king as "you", it may come as a surprise that the King James Bible and subsequent liturgies use "Thou" to refer to God. The reason is theologically rather profound, I think. It is not possible to have a formal relationship with God the way you always do with the king; the relationship is intensely personal. So addressing God with the formal "You" was incorrect.

A linguistics teacher of mine once related a story about a friend in divinity school. He had been reprimanded by a teacher for leading a prayer in which he did address God as "You." The teacher told him that this was an impropriety and that he should use "Thou" -- because it's more formal. In reality it's precisely the other way around: "You" is formal, "Thou" personal. Nowadays, of course, many liturgies have put "Thou" aside altogether.

I think we lost a lot when we gave up "thee" and "thou". The Quakers tried to address it by reviving "thee", used for both subject and object. And Southerners of all types use "y'all" for groups of more than one. Hollywood often gets this wrong, and shows Southerners using "y'all" to refer to only one person. No way--it's plural.

As a native Southerner, I find a phrase like "Did y'all go to visit Aunt Ruby?" a lot less jarring than the equivalent with "you guys". But just the fact that we have resorted to such work-arounds seems to me proof that we never should have let "thou" and "thee" vanish in the first place.

For WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison...and y'all are not.

SUGGESTED TEASE:

"Coming upon today's Words and Meanings...the difference between thou, thee and you, and why it matters"

SEGMENT INTRO:

"Have you ever studied a foreign language and tried to remember the difference between the familiar and polite forms of the second person? In today's installment of  Words and Meanings, General Manager Cleve Callison says that the English language may have impoverished itself by trying to simplify such things."

incue:

"I was pleasantly surprised...

outcue:
"...and y'all are not."

SEGMENT OUTRO:

"Words and Meanings commentator Cleve Callison is General Manager of WMUB Public Radio, a word lover and a former stick-man for the South Carolina Highway Departmen. If you have a favorite or unusual word or phrase you'd like to see discussed on Words and Meanings, go to the WMUB home page at wmub-dot-org."
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