`YOU’ AND `THOU’

English used to have four different words to do the job which `you’ does on its own in modern English – thou, thee, ye and you. There were also three words for `your’ (thy, thine, your) and two words for `yours’ (thine, yours.)
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*`Thine’ was used as an adjective in place of `thy’ when the following word began with a vowel. English used to use `mine’ instead of `my’ in the same way (e.g. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord in `Battle Hymn of the Republic)
Here are some examples of the old words. What would the sentences be in modern English? 

Thou art wrong



I love thee

     Shut thy mouth


     Drink to me only with thine eyes (i.e show your feelings with your eyes, not by drinking and 

     saying `Cheers!’)


O, come all ye faithful (the first line of a well-known Christmas carol)

A verb with thou as its subject used to have the ending (e)st, which was used both in the present and the past tense. The s was dropped if the stem of the verb already ended in s and also in the verbs shall and will. So people said Thou wilt, not Thou wilst.  The forms for the verbs be and have were thou art / thou hast in the present and thou wast and thou hadst in the past. The form thou wert was used when talking about something unreal or uncertain. For example, When thou wast young, thou drankest milk (`When you were young, you drank milk’ – talking about the past) and If thou wert a bird, thou couldst fly (`If you were a bird, you could fly’ – talking about something unreal).  Here are some more examples and again you should give the modern English for each sentence:


Thou shalt not steal (one of the Ten Commandments)


Where goest thou?


Thou didst not help me.


Wast thou not angry with him?

As well as using `you’ for talking to more than one person, people also started to use it instead of `thou’ to show respect to a single person. Gradually, as people tried to be more polite, `you’ became more common and `thou’ stopped being used in normal speech, except in a few old-fashioned dialects (方言).  We also stopped using `ye’ and started to use `you’ as subject as well as object. However, because people were used to the language of the 1611 Bible, `thou’, `thee’, `thy’, `thine’ and `ye’ were kept for a long time for worship in church. Nowadays, `you’ has normally replaced them in church also, but many people still sometimes like to hear the old words.  You will also often meet `thou’ and `thee’ if you read old literature like Shakespeare’s plays.

Finally, here is a passage from Genesis (the first book of the Bible) from the most famous English translation, which was finished in 1611. As the translation was made on the orders of King James the First, it is called `the King James version’. Change thou, thee and verb forms like art, hast etc. into modern English. The meanings of some other old-fashioned or difficult words are given in red in brackets in the passage:

[9] And the LORD God called unto [to] Adam, and said unto [to] him, `Where art thou?’

And he said, `I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.’

[11] And he said, `Who told thee that thou wast naked? Hast thou eaten of the tree, whereof [of which] I commanded thee that thou shouldest not eat?’

[12] And the man said, `The woman whom thou gavest to be with me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.’

[13] And the LORD God said unto[to] the woman, `What is this that thou hast done? And the woman said, `The serpent [snake] beguiled [tricked]me, and I did eat.’

[14] And the LORD God said unto [to]the serpent, `Because thou hast done this, thou art cursed [unlucky] above [more than] all cattle [animals], and above every beast of the field; upon thy belly [stomach] shalt thou go, and dust shalt thou eat all the days of thy life:

[15] And I will put enmity [hatred] between thee and the woman, and between thy seed [children, descendants] and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.’

[16] Unto [to] the woman he said, `I will greatly multiply [increase] thy sorrow and thy conception [starting of a new life inside a woman’s body]; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth [produce]children; and thy desire shall be to [for] thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.’

[17] And unto [to] Adam he said, `Because thou hast hearkened [listened] unto[to] the voice of thy wife, and hast eaten of the tree, of [about] which I commanded [gave an order to] thee, saying, “Thou shalt not eat of it”: cursed [unlucky] is the ground for thy sake [ because of you]; in sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of thy life;

[18] Thorns [sharp points on plants] also and thistles [a kind of plant with very sharp leaves] shall it bring forth to [produce for] thee; and thou shalt eat the herb [crops, things grown in the ground] of the field;

[19] In the sweat of thy face [sweating, doing hard work] shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto [to] the ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.’

You can get more information from two pages of an on-line encyclopaedia. You will probably find them a little difficult to understand but if you are interested you can ask me about parts that are difficult for you.

1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pronoun
(scroll down to the section `English personal pronouns”)

2. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thou#History
