
Pronoun loss as a form of deflection 
 

I. INTRODUCTION A comparison of the development of address forms in Europe 
shows that the usage of the second person plural pronoun as a singular polite form 
was quite widespread (cf. Head 1978, Jucker & Taavitsainen 2003). Only in English 
and Dutch did this politeness strategy lead to the loss of the original second person 
singular (thou and du respectively). I argue that this loss occurred due to a specific 
interaction between social and grammatical factors. Following Brown & Gilman 
(1960) I refer to the informal pronoun with T (derived from French tu) and to the 
formal pronoun with V (derived from French vous).  

II. SOCIAL FACTORS Social factors in the loss of T are markedness reversal and 
identity marking (Dik 1997, Wales 1996). Markedness reversal refers to a change in 
T from a neutral to a negative address form. Wales (1996) relates this change to 
social mobility. Social mobility leads to insecurity about status and the result of this 
insecurity is that all addressees receive the polite pronoun except when the addressee 
clearly has a lower status. Identity marking states that the use of address forms 
reflects the social status of the speaker. Use of T was associated with a lower class or 
rural background. To avoid this association speakers avoided the T form. Both 
markedness reversal and identity marking explain part of the story, but they do not 
explain loss of T in all domains. Moreover markedness reversal and identity marking 
do not explain why T-loss is unique to English and Dutch.  

III. FORMAL FACTOR The loss of T is not only the loss of a pronoun but also the loss 
of a verbal ending. Thou walkest was replaced by you walk. I argue that the reason 
that English and Dutch lost their T form whereas most other European languages did 
not is due to economy in the verbal paradigm. In most European languages V 
combined with a suffix only found in the plural. Dutch and English V however 
combined with a finite form that was already found in the singular. Replacement of T 
by V yielded a simpler singular paradigm.  

IV. CORPUS DATA To support the hypothesis that the verbal ending plays a role in the 
loss of T, I compared all digitally available Dutch 13th and 16th century texts. I focus 
on three points:  

 
1. The subject versus non-subject proportion 
2. Lexical diffusion in reverse (cf. Trudgill 1998) 
3. The rise of a new construction:  
 

du valsche wijf gi lieget 
thou evil woman you lie 

 
As expected T is first lost in subject position, the position where agreement is 
compulsory. In the few cases of 16th century Dutch where subject du is still available 
it mostly combines with the high frequent verbs zijn ‘to be’, hebben ‘to have’or 
zullen ‘shall’. I relate the reversed lexical diffusion in combination with T to the 
discussion of word specific versus general paradigms (Pinker 1984). Children first 
acquire word specific verbal paradigms of high frequent verbs before they acquire 
general paradigms. In the case of the second person singular language learners no 
longer acquire a general paradigm. A third observation that supports the idea that the 
full loss of T is related to the verbal suffix it combines with is the rise of a new 
construction as presented under (3). In this construction the T vocative du is 
combined with a V subject. There is no good pragmatic explanation for this sudden 
switch, but there is a clear formal explanation: agreement with T is not necessary.    
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