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1.Introduction 

Modern English grammars list you as the pronoun used for both 

singular and plural numbers, a quality that it does not share with any 

other standard pronouns. This can lead to ambiguity in situations 

where the addressee is not clearly defined. This dissertation focuses on 

the non-standard second person plural forms some regional varieties 

of English currently use in order to avoid this problem, by having 

different pronouns for the singular and plural numbers. 

Before analyzing current day usage of these forms, we must 

research the story and development of the English pronominal system, 

focusing on personal subject pronouns. During Early Modern English, 

thou-forms stopped being used and you-forms adopted their singular 

reference on top of the plural one. However, the regional plural forms 

are pushing you towards its singular reference, opposite of its original 

use.  

Present-day use of non-standard second person pronouns will be 

analyzed through a corpus-based study. The corpus chosen is GloWbE 

(Davies, 2013), a freely available corpus that is sourced from 1.8 

million web pages published between 2012 and 2013. The corpus 

allows for comparisons between different dialectal varieties of English, 

which will be important for the analysis as some of the non-standard 

pronouns are only used in some countries. The main objective of this 

study is to determine which non-standard pronouns are more widely 

used in all varieties of English, and to see if they are present in a 

significant manner in all dialectal varieties. If this is proven true, it 

could be hypothesized that the non-standard pronoun could become 

part of Standard English in the future, returning the distinction between 

singular and plural second person pronouns to the language. 
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2. Review of the literature 

2.1. Introduction to pronouns 

Pronouns are, in the most basic sense, words that replace nouns. 

However, as argued by Quirk et al. (1985, p. 335), it is more accurate 

to think of pronouns not as nouns that replace other nouns, but rather 

as a closed-class of words that have a nominal function. Pronouns are 

important in all types of conversation, to prevent constant repetition of 

the entities that are referred to throughout the discourse and to 

maintain a certain level of cohesion and sense in the conversation. 

(Valentínyová, 2015, p. 3). Were it not for pronouns, then these 

references would have to be supplied by other means, both external 

and internal. An example of an external resource would be the context 

in which the discourse is formed, while an internal resource would be 

found inside the text itself. One of these internal resources can be the 

conjugation of a verb, as is the case of the third person singular present 

marker –(e)s in English. 

Huddleston & Pullum (2002, p. 425) describe pronouns as a 

category of words that are characteristically used anaphorically or 

deictically. They explain the difference through the following examples: 

(1) Tell Mary, I want to see her 

(2) I love you 

In example (1) the highlighted pronoun her is interpreted on the 

basis of its antecedent (Mary); in this case the pronoun is anaphoric 

and coreferential with its antecedent. By contrast, in example (2), I 

and you are deictic as they are interpreted based on the utterance-act 

itself: they refer to the addresser and addressee respectively. In this 

second example the pronouns do not refer back to a constituent in the 

sentence; they are directly referring to the participants involved in the 

conversation act itself. 
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Huddleston & Pullum (2002, pp. 425-429) divide pronouns into 

five main categories: personal, reciprocal, interrogative, relative and 

temporal, as illustrated in Table 1. They acknowledge, however, that 

this categorization is more restrictive than in traditional grammar. This 

can be seen when compared to the classification provided by Quirk et 

al. (1985, p. 345) . For these scholars, pronouns can be central 

(including personal, reflexive and possessive pronouns), reciprocal, 

relative, interrogative, demonstrative, and indefinite, as shown in 

Table 2. 

Category Examples 

Personal I, you, yourself, they, one 

Reciprocal Each other, one another 

Interrogative What did you…?, Who came…? 

Relative 
Take what you want, marry who 

you want 

Temporal Yesterday, tomorrow 

Table 1: Subcategories of pronouns by Huddleston & Pullum 

(2002, p. 425) 

  

Categories Examples 

Central 

personal I, me, we, us 

reflexive Myself, ourselves 

possessive My, mine, ours 

Reciprocal 
Each other, one 

another 

Relative The wh-series, that 

Interrogative The wh-series 
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Demonstrative This, these, that 

Indefinite 
positive 

universal All, both, each 

assertive 
Some series, one, 

several 

nonassertive Any series, either 

negative no series, neither 

Table 2: Subclasses of pronouns by Quirk et al. (1985, p. 345) 

Both Table 1 and Table 2 show a great number of different 

pronouns in English. As this dissertation will focus on the evolution and 

present-day usage of the second person pronoun in English, we will 

focus our attention on the subcategory of personal pronouns. Quirk et 

al. (1985, pp. 345, 346) consider them part of the central subclass of 

pronouns due to their high frequency and grammatical characteristics 

which nouns do not have. These include the following: 

• CASE: Subjective (e.g. I, he)/objective (e.g. me, him)/genitive 

(e.g. my, our) 

• PERSON: 1st/2nd/3rd 

• GENDER: Masculine/Feminine, personal/non-personal 

• NUMBER: Morphologically unrelated number forms (I/we, 

he/they) unlike noun declension (cat/cats). 

Among these pronouns, the second person you stands out. As 

shown in Table 3, you is the invariable form for the subjective and 

objective cases, as well as for singular and plural reference. 

Historically, this was not the case. The following sections will analyze 

how these pronominal forms evolved through the different periods of 

English. 
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Subjective 

case 

Objective 

case 

1st person 

singular I me 

plural we us 

2nd person 

singular 

you 

plural 

3rd person 

singular 

masculine he him 

feminine she her 

neutral it 

plural they them 

Table 3: Personal pronouns in English 

2.2. The second person pronoun you 

As mentioned in the previous section (see Table 3), the second person 

pronoun lacks number and case distinction and the same word form is 

used in all cases. This can cause several problems; with no encoded 

number information in the pronoun itself the addressee can be 

confused as to which entity or entities the addresser is referring to, 

which could lead to misunderstandings Consider, for example, the 

situation presented in example (3), where a teacher (T) is giving the 

first lecture of the year; a student is worried about the difficulty of the 

subject and (T) answers: 

(3) T: Don’t worry. All last year’s students passed, and you 

will do too. 

The ambiguity of the highlighted pronoun you in the second 

sentence makes it difficult to know its exact reference. One 

interpretation is that the teacher is answering directly to the student, 
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and thus using the singular pronoun. A second interpretation, however, 

is that the teacher is mentioning the whole class, expanding their 

calming words to everyone in the room. In this case you is being used 

as an anaphoric pronoun as explained in Section 2.1, referring back to 

students and being coreferential with its antecedent in the plural form 

(Huddleston & Pullum, 2002, p. 425). Just by these words alone it is 

not possible to know which one of these analyses is correct; it would 

be necessary to use the extralinguistic context of the situation. An 

example would be the teacher looking or pointing specifically to the 

student who asked the question, making them the only addressee. To 

achieve the opposite effect, the teacher could raise their head and 

include the rest of the students in the reference. 

This explanation, however, is not without its flaws. The same 

teacher can be meeting the student in their office, and still want to 

include the rest of the class in their statement. In this case there are 

no extralinguistic features which could be used, as in the previous 

example. Quirk et al. (1985, p. 344) argue that, like nouns, the 

unmarked number category of pronouns is singular. Therefore, the 

default interpretation is that you is singular as the addresser did not 

include extra information to disambiguate this situation. By adding a 

quantifier or a noun phrase to the pronoun, such as you all, you guys, 

the reference is clarified. These options are available in contemporary 

English as will be shown in Section 2.4. 

While outside of the scope of this study, it is also worth noting 

that Biber et al. (1999, p. 331) describe another singularity of the 

pronoun you, namely that it can be used to refer to people in general, 

including the addresser and the addressee equivalent to the pronoun 

one. This special use however is usually easier to detect, as illustrated 

in example (4) from Biber et al. (1999, p. 331 [emphasis mine]). 
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(4)  I have got this little problem you see. Sometimes I forget. 

And the trouble with “sometimes” is that you never know 

when to expect it. 

 

2.3. Development of second person personal 

pronouns 

This section will go through the history of pronouns of the English 

language to explain why the second person pronoun is 

characteristically different from the rest. Its process of evolution is 

particularly interesting as there was a distinction between the singular 

and plural second person pronoun in Old and Middle English. The 

history of English is normally divided into several subperiods. Although 

there is much disagreement as to the exact dating of these divisions, 

in the present dissertation I will follow Gramley (2019), who 

establishes 4 different periods: Old English, Middle English, Early 

Modern English and Modern English. 

2.3.1. Old English (450-1066) 

Old English was a Germanic language spoken in the British Isles 

roughly between the 5th and 11th centuries. It was brought to the island 

by Germanic tribes (Angles, Saxons, Jutes and Frisians). When these 

tribes arrived at the island, Celtic population was already inhabiting it. 

According to Gramley (2019, pp. 28-32), however, both urban and 

rural Celtic population who were subjected or enslaved by the Anglo-

Saxons would eventually switch to English, and consequently the Celtic 

language would leave very few traces in the English vocabulary. The 

rest of the Celtic tribes were driven off their land and moved towards 

the west into Wales and Cornwall, where the Celtic language survived 

(Gramley, 2019, p. 28). From the 8th century onwards, the Viking 

incursions and later settlements in England caused changes in Old 
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English due to the linguistic contact with Old Norse; however, while 

this influence is found in all parts of the language, it is superficial 

except in the English vocabulary (Gramley, 2019, p. 62). Gramley 

(2019, pp. 64, 65) highlights the gradual loss of inflectional endings as 

one of the most significant changes in the later stages of Old English. 

However, this loss also appeared in areas where the contact with Old 

Norse was not as strong, so it is difficult to say this was the cause. 

The pronominal system in Old English was much more complex 

than nowadays. In the early stages of Old English there were four 

grammatical cases: nominative, genitive, dative and accusative. 

However, case and grammatical gender started to become less 

significant, with the later eventually leading to “natural gender” 

(Gramley, 2019, p. 65). Regarding the first and second person 

pronouns, not only was the distinction between singular and plural still 

present, but there was also an extra number not used today. The so-

called dual number was employed to refer specifically to two and only 

two entities, while the plural always referred to more than two. 

However, this dual number did not last long and was soon merged with 

the plural (Gramley, 2019, pp. 38, 39). Old English personal pronouns 

are listed in Table 4. As for the second person pronouns, there are 

distinct forms for each case and number: 

 Singular Dual Plural 

1st Person    

Nominative ic wit we 

Genitive min uncer ūser, ūre 

Dative me unc ūs 

Accusative mec, me unc ūsic, ūs 



9 
 

2nd Person    

Nominative þū git ge 

Genitive þin incer eōwer 

Dative þē inc eōw 

Accusative Þec, þe inc eōwic, eōw 

3rd Person    

Nominative hē – heō - hit — hiē (hig, hi, 

heo) 

Genitive his — heora (hyra, 

hira, hiora) 

Dative him (heom) — him (heom) 

Accusative hine — hie (hig, hi, 

heo) 

Instrumental hȳ (heō) — — 

Table 4: Personal pronouns in Old English 

 While there are similarities between the Old English pronouns 

and the current Standard English ones, regarding pronouns the next 

period of the history, Middle English, is much closer to present-day 

English. 

2.3.2. Middle English (1066-1500) 

The Middle English period witnessed several changes in the pronominal 

system, which became closer to the present-day system. Regarding 

personal pronouns, Lass (2006, pp. 72, 73) declares that the dual 

number, which was practically not used by the end of the Old English 

period was completely abandoned during the Middle English period. 
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This left the system with only singular and plural number. The dative 

and accusative cases merged into a single form. Another important 

change was the evolution of the third person feminine singular heō 

towards the current form she (Lass, 2006, pp. 72, 73). Lass notes that 

the usual explanation for this change is “avoidance of ambiguity” 

(2006, p. 73) , as during Middle English the masculine and feminine 

singular pronouns became very similar. However, according to Lass 

such functional explanations can be problematic as many other 

languages, such as Finnish or Zulu, function with only one genderless 

third person pronoun. Thus, the reason as to why it really happened 

cannot be known for sure. In the case of the plural pronouns, Lass 

(2006, pp. 74, 75) describes that English adopted the Scandinavian 

þeir (nominative), þeirra (genitive) and þeim (dative) taking 400 years 

to be fully adapted, which eventually evolved into the modern they 

(nominative), their (genitive) and them (dative) pattern. 

 Regarding second person nominative pronouns, apart from the 

loss of dual number, not much changed. The Old English forms of þū 

(singular) and gē (plural) evolved to thou and ye respectively, following 

the spelling changes of the medieval era. Therefore, by the end of the 

Middle English period the pronouns in the area of London were as 

represented in Table 5 (Lass, 2006, p. 91). 

 

 Singular Plural 

1st Person I we 

2nd Person thou ye 

3rd Person he – she - hit they 

Table 5: Personal pronouns in Middle English (nominative case) 
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 Lass (2006, pp. 96, 98) and Gramley (2019, pp. 122,123) note 

that during the Middle English period, the form you replaces ye in 

subject function. During this period the singular (thou) vs. plural (you) 

distinction remained. However, towards the end of the period, you 

begins to be used with singular reference as a polite form of address. 

The change may have been triggered by the influence of French on 

English after the Norman Conquest as this distinction already existed 

in that language. The influence of the French language on English can 

be associated with the importance of the former and its culture during 

the 14th and 15th centuries, but according to Gramley (2019, p. 112) 

“this is presumably not the whole story, for it cuts across some 

straightforward social distinctions”. 

In French there is a distinction between the second person 

pronoun tu (T) and the plural vous (V). However, its grammar rules 

require vous to be used in certain situations “in order to signal, inter 

alia, power, social distance, or lack of solidarity” (Gołąbek, 2015, p. 

284). In other words, it is used as a polite form of address. Gołąbek 

(2015) explains that Brown and Gilman (1968) trace the origin of this 

distinction in usage back to Latin, in which people addressed the 

Roman Emperor using the plural form vos rather than the singular tu. 

According to Brown and Gilman (1968, p. 254), this use of the plural 

form began in the 4th century, a time in which Rome was ruled by two 

emperors. While these emperors governed from distinct locations in 

Rome and Constantinople, their administration was unified. Any words 

directed to one of them were, by implication, addressed to both the 

emperors which resulted in the use of plural pronouns. Another 

explanation Brown and Gilman (1968, p. 254) propose is that the 

emperor represented not only the empire, but all his people and 

government as well, and could therefore speak for them. The emperor 

would refer of himself as the plural nos, which resulted in the reciprocal 

vos. 
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 Many other languages have adopted this distinction, such as 

Spanish (tú-usted) or German (du-Sie), and this started to be the case 

as well in English during the latter part of the Middle English period. 

Gramley (2019, pp. 122,123) remarks that while French was used as 

the model, the English language did not fully copy its rules. For 

example, the Christian God was addressed as thou, while you was used 

for pagan deities. Eventually, thou was used as an indication of 

inferiority socially speaking, even being used as an insult when 

addressing another person with it. Lass (2006, p. 97) contrasts the 

English development in this area with the complex and stable set of 

rulings of French and German at the time. In comparison, the English 

system was “loose, unstable and pragmatically more subtle” (Lass, 

2006, p. 97), and as a result you started to become the universal 

default while thou was reserved for asymmetrical relations and both 

positive and negative emotional tone. By the start of the 14th century 

singular you “was well established and was gaining ground” (Gramley, 

2019, p. 122), but it would not be until the Early Modern English period 

that its usage would become generalized. 

2.3.3. Early Modern English (1500-1700) 

The Early Modern English period was marked by the introduction of the 

printing press in England and the beginning of the Renaissance. The 

spread of printing in English allowed for the rapid dissemination of 

books. English became the vehicular language in most fields, replacing 

Latin and French in such functions. However, English needed to be 

regulated and codified. The increase of English publications thanks to 

the printing press contributed to this (Gramley, 2019, p. 149). 

  Gramley (2019, p. 161) explains that during the Elizabethan 

Period (1558–1603), the choice of thou versus singular you was based 

on social distance and emotional attitude. Regarding the former, thou 

was used for inferiors, while you was used for superiors. Both were 

sometimes used interchangeably for equals. Regarding emotional 
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attitude, usage of thou was common in cases where anger or intimacy 

were involved, while you carried a sense of indifference or neutrality. 

According to Lass (2006, pp. 97, 98), by the end of the 17th century 

thou was reserved for affective uses, marking a certain intimacy 

between the addresser and the addressee, being specially common in 

private letters between family and lovers. You would eventually 

become the main second person pronoun, with thou seeing almost no 

use at all. This could have been the result of over-carefulness, as when 

in doubt people would rather be overly polite rather than risk giving 

offense by using the incorrect pronoun (Strang, 1970, p. 139). Each 

precedent broadens the range of cases of doubt, so in the 18th century 

thou is only found in certain regional varieties, or historical and 

religious contexts. 

For example, the Quakers, a religious movement established in 

England in the 17th century, maintained the form thou instead. This 

group kept using both thou and you forms for singular and plural 

number, respectively. George Fox, one of its founders, explains in his 

Epistle 191 that breaking this convention would mean going against 

the English language and therefore God, and also extended social 

differences between people: “For to say to Friends, thee and thou, and 

to the world you, that is hypocrisy” (Fox, 1975, p. 189). Therefore, Fox 

urged his followers to keep using both forms and to reject the tu-vous 

distinction of pronouns. This caused Quakers to form their own social 

dialect of English, keeping thou alive for much longer in their 

communities. 

2.3.4. Modern English (1700-2010s) 

The start of the Modern English era is considered to be close to the 

publication of Samuel Johnson’s “A Dictionary of the English Language” 

in 1755, the first comprehensive document about lexicography and 

morphology, one that greatly contributed to the regulation of English. 

This, together with the creation of different English grammars, led to 
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the regulation and standardization of the English language, with 

prescriptivism seeing a rise in popularity. However, the expansion of 

the British Empire all over the world with settlements in North America, 

Australia, India, South Africa, etc. brought alongside the expansion of 

the English language to those places. Consequently, new varieties of 

English emerged and now English is official or co-official language in 

countries such as Kenya, Pakistan or Singapore (Central Intelligence 

Agency, 2022). Nowadays, it is common to speak about Standard 

English (StE) as opposed to Non-Standard General English (NSGenE). 

StE and NSGenE have aspects in common, but the latter includes 

dialectal influences and English usage that is typical of the spoken 

language, usually less constricted to grammar rules than written 

language, while the former is the default variety used in publishing 

(Gramley, 2019, pp. 220, 221). NSGenE includes local, regional and 

national varieties that are spoken with their respective pronunciations, 

but Gramley (2019, p. 221) indicates that these non-standard varieties 

are not a barrier to understanding.  

 Regarding pronouns, all current grammars coincide in that you is 

the single second person subject pronoun, used for both singular and 

plural number. Quirk et al. (1985, p. 346), Huddleston & Pullum (2002, 

p. 426) and Biber et al. (1999, p. 328) all show tables of personal 

pronouns similar to Table 3 in Section 2.1. However, they also remark 

that there are different dialectal forms that do distinguish between 

singular and plural, such as youse in Ireland and certain areas of 

Britain, or y’all in Southern American English. These non-standard 

variants possibly exist to solve the problem of person ambiguity that 

current Standard English has, and will be the focus of the following 

sections. 
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2.4. Non-standard present-day English second 

person pronouns 

This section will offer a brief explanation of the non-standard 

pronouns thou, you all/y’all, you guys and yous(e). This is the selection 

of pronouns that will be the focus in Sections 3 and 4 which will contain 

corpus research.  

2.4.1. Thou in religious context 

Thou and its related forms (thee, thy, etc.) are still used nowadays in 

liturgical contexts, like in prayer books actively used by the Church of 

England, even after the introduction of the “Alternative Service” in 

1980. (Wales, 2003). This use differs from that of the Quakers 

mentioned in Section 2.3.3 by limiting it to Bible readings and Church 

services, rather than everyday speech. Wales (2003, pp. 2,3) considers 

that the use of thou in religious discourse “is very much a powerful 

symbol, a style marker of something set apart, super-deferential 

even”. Wales considers that prayers can be regarded as a moment of 

intimacy, a private conversation between the believer and their god, 

therefore drawing back to the closeness and familiarity aspect thou had 

during the Early Modern English period, discussed in Section 2.3.3. An 

example of present day use are marriage vows still used in different 

parts of the anglophone world (emphasis mine): “I, ____, take thee, 

____, to be my wedded Wife/Husband” (Wales, 2003, p. 3). 

 According to Wales (2003), thou can be found in certain dialects 

in England, particularly on the Orkney and Shetland islands speech and 

the West England and Wales border. Wales also points out that more 

research is needed in this field, as the surveys she uses for her 

investigation are based on the speech of the 1970s mostly spoken by 

older generations. Moreover, the surveys showed that the use of thou 

was in decline. Considering that present-day older generations are 
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completely different compared to those in the 1970s, it is possible that 

these results do not align with present-day use anymore. 

2.4.2. You all and y’all 

According to the Cambridge Online Survey of World Englishes 

accessible at http://survey.johndal.com/results/20/ (Vaux & Jøhndal), 

the forms you all and y’all are most common in American English, 

particularly in the eastern states, although the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary (n.d.) points towards a preference for these forms in 

southern areas of the country. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary also 

groups both you all and y’all as variants of the same word, but among 

linguists there seems to be no consensus. Valentínyová (2015, pp. 

24,25) explains that Montgomery (1992) sees these pronominal forms 

as a variant of the Ulster Scots ye aw/all brought to the United States 

by 18th-century immigrants, as the part contracted is the pronoun you 

rather than the particle all. However, Valentínyová regards them as 

two distinct forms that should be studied separately, and Hickey (2003, 

p. 354) argues that the reason for this is that following the rules of 

contraction in English would have resulted in you’ll, a homophone of 

the contracted future tense. 

 In British English, the non-contracted version of the pronoun is 

mostly used as an emphasizer to stress that not only you is plural, but 

also the inclusion of the whole group that is being addressed. 

Considering this, you all would work similarly to all of you in this variety 

of English (Wales, 2003, pp. 15,16). 

2.4.3. You guys 

The Cambridge Online Survey of World Englishes (Vaux & Jøhndal) lists 

you guys as the most frequent answer to the question “What word(s) 

do you use in casual speech to address a group of two or more 

people?”, representing 35% of the total results. It can therefore be 

http://survey.johndal.com/results/20/
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considered the most accepted form from the non-standard varieties 

presented in this section, as it surpasses options like y’all or you all. 

 Wales (2003, pp. 12, 13) notes that you guys is usually 

considered to be a reference to males only. It is true that the unmarked 

gender in English is male and therefore it can refer to both males and 

females when used in the plural form, and Wales points out that this is 

different particularly in younger generations, where guys is used to 

include all genders to the point where only females can be referenced 

(2003, pp. 12-14). However, more recent data suggests that guys 

might have become completely neutral, at least when used as you 

guys. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.) does not mention any 

gender bias in the pronoun’s definition, and defines the word guy as 

“used in plural to refer to the members of a group regardless of sex.” 

Moreover, Valentínyová’s (2015, p. 47) analysis of gender reference of 

this pronoun shows that 88% of the references addressed mixed 

groups, with only 8% of them being male-only and 4% female-only. 

Wales (Wales, 2003, pp. 12-14) also notes that you guys usually has 

a familiar connotation, indicating closeness or affection.  

2.4.4. Yous(e) 

According to Wales (2003, p. 10), yous(e) is mostly found in Dublin 

and Northern Ireland, as well as in both Northern (Liverpool, Glasgow) 

and Southern England. Wales  (2003, pp. 10, 11) and Hickey (2003, 

pp. 350, 351) agree that this pronoun had its roots in Hiberno-English, 

also called Irish English, and it first appeared between the 17th and 19th 

centuries in Ireland. It appears that it had been influenced by Gaelic, 

and it was later brought to mainland England via Irish immigrants 

(Wales, 2003, pp. 10-12). 

 Similarly to y’all, yous(e) is used in informal contexts mainly 

among family or friends. This means that it shares its qualities of 

familiarity and intimacy, staying away from more polite or formal uses. 

Wales also notes that this form is usually combined with different 
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lexical items to “form noun phrases: two of yous; any of yous; yous 

two; yous lot; bugger yous; all of yous; ‘about yous and Billy’; and 

even formulaic expressions, e.g. in farewells: ‘So I will love and leave 

yous folks then’.“ (2003, p. 11). Lastly, she mentions that for certain 

people youse is becoming the norm in everyday conversation, but does 

not specify which people she is referring to. 

3. Methodology  

To analyze the present-day usage and frequency of the different 

second person pronoun variants described in Section 2.4, we will use 

the Corpus of Global Web-Based English (GloWbE) (Davies, 2013). This 

corpus contains about 1.9 billion words from over 340,000 different 

web pages, making it one of the biggest corpora available. Its main 

advantage over other corpora is that it allows comparisons between 

different varieties of English spoken in 20 countries. It covers the years 

2012 and 2013, so it offers an accurate overview of present-day 

English. 

 Each text source is categorized by its country of origin. Table 6 

illustrates a list of all the available countries in the corpus and their 

code. The corpus includes Inner Circle and Outer Circle varieties of 

English following Braj Kachru’s model of World Englishes (Kachru & 

Smith, 2008, pp. 4,5). It divides the different World Englishes in 3 

concentric circles. The Inner Circle represents the regions where 

English is used as a primary language, which includes the US, Canada, 

Great Britain, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand. The rest of the 

countries in the corpus belong to the Outer Circle, which represents 

the regions that have adopted English as a lingua franca for 

administrative, educational, and law purposes. It includes countries 

with colonial ties to the US and Great Britain such as India, Singapore 

or Nigeria. Kachru’s model has a third Expanding Circle that includes 
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countries that use English as a language for international 

communication, but no examples appear in the corpus. 

 

US United States  SG Singapore 

CA Canada  MY Malaysia 

GB Great Britain  PH Philippines 

IE Ireland  HK Hong Kong 

AU Australia  ZA South Africa 

NZ New Zealand  ZA Nigeria 

IN India  GH Ghana 

LK Sri Lanka  KE Kenya 

PK Pakistan  TZ Tanzania 

BD Bangladesh  JM Jamaica 

Table 6: Corpus country codes 

 The search mode used in the corpus will be the Chart type. This 

mode not only lists the raw frequency of the words in each country, 

but, more importantly, their frequency per million words in the source 

material (WPM). This is a more accurate measurement for comparing 

different varieties of English, as the source material for some of the 

countries such as the United States, Great Britain or Australia is nearly 

10 times greater than others, such as the Philippines or Jamaica. For 

the reason, WPM will be the main data point of this analysis. For the 

exact amount of source data present in GloWbe, see Appendix A. 

 Before analyzing the results, some adjustments are needed to 

the data supplied by GloWbe. The corpus search returns any instance 

of the word you, but for this study you all and you guys are considered 

separate pronouns. Therefore, the results from these two pronouns 
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need to be subtracted from the raw frequency results of you, and the 

WPM must be recalculated with this in mind. 

 The results of the searches were plotted in a spreadsheet, and 

then organized into the tables and graphs presented in Section 4. In 

order to analyze and compare the variability of use of each pronoun in 

the different countries, the coefficient of variation (CV) will be 

calculated using the following formula, where 𝜎 is the standard 

deviation and 𝜇 is the mean. 

𝐶𝑉 =  
𝜎

𝜇
 

A pronoun with a low CV appears equally as often in the different 

dialectal varieties while a high CV represents a great disparity in usage, 

meaning that the pronoun appears much more often in the speech of 

some countries than in others. 

4. Results  

The aggregated results of all the queries in GloWbE of the different 

personal pronouns are represented in Table 7, and a graph can be 

found in Appendix B. The words per million (WPM) of the pronoun you 

have been adjusted, as they included instances of you all and you guys. 

For this study, these two are considered independent pronouns so their 

frequency has been subtracted from the results of you to not have 

duplicated data. 
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 You 

(WPM) 

Thou 

(WPM) 

Yall 

(WPM) 

Y’all 

(WPM) 

You all 

(WPM) 

You guys 

(WPM) 

Yous 

(WPM) 

Youse 

(WPM) 

US 9,127.72 23.10 1.37 7.06 30.73 33.95 0.51 0.11 

CA 8,181.17 22.39 0.18 2.09 21.59 20.98 0.37 0.03 

GB 8,126.52 9.78 0.19 1.20 26.70 15.04 0.42 0.13 

IE 8,246.45 9.53 0.21 1.32 32.56 13.92 1.15 0.49 

AU 9,182.26 12.89 0.13 1.11 27.98 20.32 0.45 0.45 

NZ 8,786.52 11.27 0.15 1.13 27.35 20.21 0.79 0.33 

IN 8,599.23 15.06 0.38 1.27 24.47 14.55 0.18 0.01 

LK 6,253.02 25.91 0.00 0.52 24.97 17.30 0.17 0.02 

PK 7,642.57 44.04 0.10 0.43 25.29 24.08 0.23 0.00 

BD 7,879.65 6.81 0.10 0.45 19.26 12.20 0.18 0.00 

SG 10,033.30 5.14 0.14 3.03 32.25 41.70 0.30 0.05 

MY 9,387.61 16.01 0.26 1.16 32.20 35.10 0.31 0.05 

PH 10,254.96 25.02 0.69 2.94 27.86 32.14 0.53 0.14 

HK 8,032.23 7.59 0.15 0.67 21.58 12.90 0.12 0.10 

ZA 8,693.76 15.36 0.79 2.58 25.66 26.58 0.31 0.02 

NG 9,574.15 38.69 1.64 8.21 40.24 43.54 0.16 0.00 

GH 6,935.81 11.61 0.72 2.68 26.44 14.75 0.28 0.03 

KE 7,444.19 17.87 0.37 2.92 27.61 13.98 0.17 0.00 

TZ 7,145.89 9.30 0.94 3.04 33.07 10.32 0.54 0.00 

JM 7,311.83 9.86 3.78 4.92 33.56 18.10 0.61 0.05 

Table 7: Words per million of second person pronouns 

You is the pronoun with the highest WPM in all the listed 

countries, which is expected as it is the standard second person plural 

pronoun. However, we must consider that these results are not 
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completely accurate as the corpus includes both singular and plural 

uses of you. To correctly compare only the plural use, further analysis 

is needed in order to remove all instances of singular you from the 

corpus results, a difficult task due to the large amounts of data in 

GloWbE. 

Regarding the non-standard pronouns, you all has the highest 

WPM in 11 countries: Great Britain, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, 

Indonesia, Bangladesh, Hong Kong, Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania and 

Jamaica. It is followed by you guys which is the most widely used 

pronoun in 6 countries: the United States, Singapore, Malaysia, the 

Philippines, South Africa and Nigeria. This is to be expected, as the two 

pronouns are valid grammatical constructions in Standard English, and 

are therefore accepted in all varieties of English. It is further supported 

by the analysis of the coefficient of variation (CV) of the different 

pronouns listed in Table 8. You all and you guys have CVs below 0.5, 

indicating that they are homogenously used in all the countries listed 

in the corpus (Table 6). 

 Thou Yall Y’all You all You 

guys 

Yous Youse 

CV 0.62 1.42 0.88 0.18 0.46 0.65 1.48 

Table 8: Coefficient of variation (CV) of non-standard personal 

pronouns 

In the Inner Circle there is a distinction between Northern 

America and the rest of the countries. In the US, the words per million 

of you all and you guys are 30.73 and 33.95 WPM respectively, while 

in Canada they are 21.59 and 20.98 WPM. This suggests there is not a 

clear preference for one of the pronouns over the other. In contrast, 

the other Inner Circle countries show a greater difference in the WPM 

in favor of you all, with Great Britain reporting 26.70 WPM of you all 

versus 15.04 WPM of you guys. Ireland, Australia and New Zealand 
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show similar results, which might be caused by the strong historical 

ties they have with Great Britain. Australia and New Zealand became 

independent from the UK in 1901, while Ireland did so in 1916 (Central 

Intelligence Agency, 2022). The US became independent in 1776, 

therefore their variant of Modern English developed independently for 

a longer period. 

The Outer Circle varieties follow a similar trend. The only country 

that used to be a US colony, the Philippines, shows a preference 

towards you guys, with a WPM of 32.14 compared to you all’s 27.86 

WPM. This difference is akin to the one found in the US. In general, the 

former British Colonies follow Great Britain’s preference you all, for 

example in India you all has a 24.47 WPM while for you guys it is 14.55 

WPM. The only territories that do not follow this trend are Singapore, 

Malaysia, South Africa and Nigeria. Singapore’s preference goes 

against the trend, as the differences in words per million are greatly in 

favor of you guys with 41.70 WPM compared with you all’s 32.25 WPM. 

While the US has kept stable political and trade relations with 

Singapore for more than 50 years (US Department of State, 2021), I 

have not found significant cultural influences from the US to explain 

these results. 

Regarding the use of thou, it is the most widely used non-

standard pronoun in Canada (22.39 WPM), Sri Lanka (25.91 WPM) and 

Pakistan (44.04 WPM). In the first two territories, the second pronoun 

with the highest WPM is you all and its frequency of use is very close 

to that of thou, 21.59 WPM in the case of Canada and 24.97 WPM in 

Sri Lanka. Pakistan’s case is different, as there is a great difference of 

use between thou and the second most frequent pronoun you all, with 

only 25.29 WPM. Considering the association of thou with liturgical 

contexts, it is possible that this disparity is caused by religious websites 

being the main data source for the corpus in this region. To support 

this theory, 10 sentences from the corpus have been chosen randomly. 
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(Appendix C1). Out of these 10 sentences, 8 of them have a religious 

context or are quoting religious scriptures, while the remaining 2 use 

the expression “holier than thou”. 

This analysis can be expanded to other countries as well. While 

Table 7 shows higher words per million for thou than other pronouns 

such as y’all or youse, Wales (2003) links the use of thou in the 

different World Englishes with religious contexts, as seen in Section 

2.4.1. The corpus analysis supports Wales’ results, as out of 10 random 

examples extracted from the Great Britain corpus results (Appendix 

C2), 4 of them were religious quotes, 3 used the expression “holier 

than thou”, and 3 were literary excerpts. In the case of Hong Kong 

(Appendix C3), 8 examples were religious quotes and 2 were literary 

excerpts. It is therefore possible for Wales claim to be true in all 

varieties of English included in this analysis. 

Y’all has a higher frequency of use in all countries when compared 

to its variant yall, as illustrated in Table 7. Both pronouns are the third 

and fourth most used non-standard forms in the US, which supports 

the results from The Cambridge Online Survey of World Englishes 

(Vaux & Jøhndal) that associate y’all with the US. However, with this 

analysis is not possible to confirm that the use of y’all and its variant 

is higher in the southern states. Both y’all and yall have a low frequency 

of use in the rest of the countries, with the exception of Nigeria. In this 

country y’all has 8.21 WPM while yall has 1.64 WPM, both higher than 

the results in the US. The reason for this usage spike may be that while 

Nigerian English is based on British English, it uses a plethora of 

American English vocabulary and expressions (Kperogi, 2015, pp. 20-

22); therefore, it is possible that the pronoun y’all has been adopted 

from American English due to media influence. 

When analyzing the use of yous and its variant youse, there is 

something that needs to be considered. There are cases where the 

word yous is used to form the plural form of the set phrase thank you, 
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as seen in examples (5) and (6) from the GloWbE corpus (emphasis 

mine): 

(5) We have received several thoughtful "Thank Yous" from 

individuals who… 

(6) …with nothing but smiles on our faces and thank yous 

from our mouths 

This means the results obtained might not be completely 

accurate, and may be the reason why yous has a higher WPM in all the 

countries listed. Further research and analysis should be done in order 

to get a set of data that is more precise. However, the existing results 

already show that Ireland is the country with the greatest use of yous 

and youse, with 1.15 WPM and 0.49 WPM respectively. This supports 

Wales (2003, pp. 11, 12) and Hickey’s (2003, pp. 350, 351) (2002, p. 

350) statement of yous(e) originating in Ireland, where it is still 

currently used. 

The next countries where yous(e) is found are New Zealand with 

0.79 WPM for yous and 0.33 for youse, and Australia with 0.45 WPM 

for both variations. These pronouns are also found in Great Britain, 

with 0.42 WPM and 0.13 WPM for yous and youse respectively, and the 

US with 0.51 WPM for yous and 0.11 WPM for youse. The reason why 

these countries show a low but significant use of yous(e) is that they 

experienced the influence of Ireland worker immigrants from the 19th 

century onwards, as explained by Hickey (2003, p. 351).  

 

5.Conclusions 

While Standard English lists you as the pronoun for both singular and 

plural numbers, this study has shown that other forms such as you 

guys or y’all are currently being used in different regional varieties to 

avoid possible ambiguity. Since the beginning of Modern English in the 
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18th century, period in which thou stopped being used due to over-

politeness, this single form used for both numbers can lead to 

communication problems in cases where the addressee is not clearly 

stated. 

 The study has shown that the original single person pronoun thou 

has not completely disappeared, although its use is restricted to 

religious contexts.  The most common forms among all dialectal 

varieties are you all and you guys. The contracted forms yall and y’all 

are considered regional, having a significant presence only in the US 

and Nigeria. The case of yous(e) is similar, as it is mostly located in 

Ireland; however, it has a low but significant presence in countries 

influenced by Irish immigrants during the 19th century onwards such 

as the US, Great Britain, Australia and New Zealand. 

 While the corpus research has proven that you all and you guys 

are the most used non-standard pronominal forms, it is difficult to 

estimate which form has the higher chance of becoming standardized 

when compared to the others. You guys is the most likely candidate 

due to its high usage in all different dialectal varieties of English, 

specially when considering that recent data shows its gender 

neutrality. However, you all and you guys have the disadvantage of 

being multiple lexemes, while y’all and its variant yall are single 

lexemes. In the case of yous(e), its usage is not high enough to be 

considered as a candidate for standardization. Finally, data suggests 

that though will remain associated with religious contexts. Further 

research in this area is needed to compare the latest trends of usage 

of non-standard personal pronouns, in order to detect which ones are 

seeing a usage increase in the last decade.  
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Appendix A 

Country Code Total 

    Web sites Web pages Words 

United States US 82,260 275,156 386,809,355 

Canada CA 33,776 135,692 134,765,381 

Great Britain GB 64,351 381,841 387,615,074 

Ireland IE 15,840 102,147 101,029,231 

Australia AU 28,881 129,244 148,208,169 

New Zealand NZ 14,053 82,679 81,390,476 

India IN 18,618 113,765 96,430,888 

Sri Lanka LK 4,208 38,389 46,583,115 

Pakistan PK 4,955 42,769 51,367,152 

Bangladesh BD 5,712 45,059 39,658,255 

Singapore SG 8,339 45,459 42,974,705 

Malaysia MY 8,966 45,601 42,420,168 

Philippines PH 10,224 46,342 43,250,093 

Hong Kong HK 8,740 43,936 40,450,291 

South Africa ZA 10,308 45,264 45,364,498 

Nigeria NG 4,516 37,285 42,646,098 

Ghana GH 3,616 47,351 38,768,231 

Kenya KE 5,193 45,962 41,069,085 

Tanzania TZ 4,575 41,356 35,169,042 

Jamaica JM 3,488 46,748 39,663,666 

TOTAL   340,619 1,792,045 1,885,632,973 

Appendix A:  GloWbE source data information 
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Appendix B 

 

Appendix B: Words per million of non-standard second person pronouns
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Appendix C 

The following sentences are samples extracted randomly from 

GloWbe, categorized by country. 

 

C1 – Thou sample in Pakistan  

(PK 1) It has been mentioned in the Book of Psalms: Thou art 

fairer than the children of men: grace is poured into thy lips 

(PK 2) "Knowest thou one that can be named along with Him? " -

- The Quran 19:65 

(PK 3) We bear witness that thou art indeed the Messenger of 

Allah. 

(PK 4) A holier than thou attitude is helping many crooked 

individuals to take shelter under the umbrella of Religion. 

(PK 5) I just don't like your' holier than thou' attitude. 

(PK 6) Continuing our discussion, we read in Surah Kalam verse 

4: And thou (standest) on an exalted standard of character 

(PK 7) (…) he shall be the head, and thou shalt be the tail " Deut. 

28: 44-45 

(PK 8) Oh my Lord! And accept Thou my Prayer. Oh our Lord! 

Cover (us) with Thy Forgiveness 

(PK 9) After the event, Imam told people: Defeated thou hast 

become be this nation? for the more active they get, the more 

passive thou go 

(PK 10) The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a 

contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise. Isaiah 1:11 

 

C3 – Thou sample in Great Britain 

(GB 1) (…) the religion contained in it is the true sense of 

Christianity. O MAN, MAN! TO WHAT MAY'ST THOU NOT BE 

PERSUADED 
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(GB 2) And when thy Lord said (…), they said: Wilt thou place 

therein one who will do harm therein and will shed blood 

(GB 3) That holier than thou attitude just doesn't wash any more 

(GB 4) The Catholic approach = thou shalt not kill 

(GB 5) Hos 3:2-3 So I bought her to me for 15 pieces of silver... 

And I said unto her, Thou shalt abide FOR ME many days 

(GB 6) Hast thou told living ear what thou didst witness? 

(GB 7) It's nothing like the " holier than thou " types 

(GB 8) "Apcides", said the Egyptian, in a tremulous and inward 

tone, "beware! What is it thou wouldst meditate? 

(GB 9) I have nothing against people walking around in the buff, 

but when they project a holier than thou respectable image to 

their brain dead supports it smacks of hypocrisy 

(GB 10) Seest thou nothing farther that is valuable? 

 

C4 – Thou sample in Hong Kong 

(HK 1)  Cardinal Principles of Write-up Writing: one. Thou shalt 

include ideal spelling 

(HK 2) 19:21 For I feared thee, because thou art an austere man 

(HK 3)  He then prays the famous prayer, "O Charity, my God, 

kindle me! Thou dost commandest continence” 

(HK 4) If thou wilt lend this money, lend it not As to thy friends, 

for when did friendship take a breed for barren metal of his 

friend? 

(HK 5) Arise, and go thou and thine household, and sojourn 

wheresoever thou canst sojourn: for the LORD hath called for a 

famine 

(HK 6) “For dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return" 

(Genesis 3:19) 

(HK 7) 19:22 And he saith unto him, Out of thine own mouth will 

I judge thee, thou wicked servant 
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(HK 8) (…) a poem by the English writer, John Keats: "She can not 

fade, though thou has not thy blis Forever wilt thou love…” 

(HK 9) O God, If thou wilt not have mercy on my soul, Yet for 

Christ's sake 

(HK 10) He cried, "My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken Me?" 

(Matthew 27:46) 


