BBC Learning English
Q and A of the Week R [B] & B|B|C|

On the subject of pronouns ey
o3 M, My BEAT? e X

o KT EIIHI#IT:
IETERB AR T H I PR KRG AT FE T BRG] Fitg L FE XS T H 1192
o GHIEE: TR IR

Rosie: Hi and welcome to Question and Answer of the week. I'm Rosie and today
Helen is with me to talk about pronouns.

Helen Oh... that sounds fascinating. fi-4 & pronoun?

Rosie: Pronouns Helen, you know - I, you, he, she, it, we and they. It might
sound quite basic, but there are some complicated uses of pronouns in
English.

Helen: Wi, JRULHIZAIR, toin he, she, they, AN A RHMEIER ZIEMA 1L FIRR . SR
ATTH Tk B R K A 2

Question

I'm Song Yufei (k5 &) from Dandong, Liaoning. I'm very confused about pronouns. The
other day I heard an English saying: He that runs fast will not run long. Here the
pronoun is he. I also read this in a news report: "Britain and her partners are helping to
rebuild roads and bridges and buildings." Here the pronoun is her.

The two sentences are both talking about a person whose sex is unknown or a thing
without sex. But why we don't use the pronoun jt? And why sometimes he and
sometimes her? May using a particular pronoun such as he show no respect to the other
sex? I would appreciate it if you can answer my question.

Helen: RF KA A REFTE N A S5 B EAFIEF AN, JATZH he S At A
EEDLRAR TGRS, AT "she'atkit. it AH it B2

Rosie: This is a really useful question as a lot of students get confused about
using pronouns. Let's have a look at the first part of the question: why do
we use he to refer to someone when a person's sex in not known?

Helen INRFIZEE AR T — M. He that runs fast will not run long. NH 43X H
& he, HASLFRATFHFANAITE X Ui I i 2 53 1 id & Lok 2

Rosie: This is called the generic he in English and it's used when we're talking
about people generally, rather than about a man or a woman specifically.
You often find this in sayings or in general statements.
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Helen

Rosie:

Helen

Rosie:

Inserts

Right, X4 XKkt generic he T LLAEFRATT AN 50aeE 3 1 3 i 5 4 4
. Isn't that a bit sexist? X & A&k H) R 2

Well, it's the way that language evolved, but some people do think it's
sexist. And that's why a lot of people would use the pronoun they to refer
to a person in a general way.

Hang on... they? #]J& they ANR&$RHASHE AL LA ?
It's usually used for more than one person, but we can sometimes use it

for one person - it's a bit like the generic he we talked about. Let's have a
look at some examples of this use of he and they:

He who pays the piper calls the tune!

If someone knocks at the door and you answer in your pyjamas, what will they think of

you?

A student has just emailed us but they didn't give their name.

Helen

Rosie:

Helen

Rosie:

Helen

Rosie:

Helen

MR —AEGE, B, WU T RO REX AR Bk 2
2, (HAMAEFH he KMAFETIXA A. So here the generic he is used to
refer to 'a person'.

That's exactly right. And in the other examples the pronoun they is used.
So we heard: a student has just emailed us but they didn't give their
name. We don't know whether the student is a man or a woman, so we
use they.

HEAFEE =AM, A they W fE—NN, T HFRA T A FE XA AR
7. The pronoun they can refer to a person when we don't know their sex.

Yes — and you just used it in that sentence: It refers to a person when we
don't know their sex. Now, I think we've talked enough about they and
the masculine he. Let's move on to talk about the feminine pronoun she.

OB NR A 2 0 1 B A AT 4 E SRR B R (6%, 3516 she 4oEb?  In English we
sometimes use she to refer to countries, boats or cars.

We do. And Song Yufei gives a good example from a news report, which is
'Britain and her partners'. So Britain is seen as a she, as a feminine thing.
And people use she to refer to cars and boats too.

A she LA E By AT R VR4, Often men name their ships after a
woman they love, like their wife or their mother. So the pronoun she is
almost like a term of affection for some objects. F Lt nl e B LLRT 5 A
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CIATTROBER B0 N4 e it A%, PTBUEokZ 4, ZATtmtis i 1 she 24X
iR

Rosie: I often hear men refer to cars as she... They say things like:
Insert

Look at this car I bought, isn't she gorgeous?

Rosie: But it's a subjective thing and many people would just use it.

Helen HIRAE P NS IR B R AT X A&ns, FrLUMR 2 N H it she kiRk —1F
Kb,

Rosie: Well, have you talked enough about pronouns, Helen?

Helen: Yes, I have. We have, in fact. I hope you have learnt something today,

whether you are a he or a she... or a they, an I or even a we.

Rosie: OK Helen ... you're not making sense. It's time for us to go. If you have a
question, you can email it to question.chinaelt@bbc.co.uk. Bye!

Helen: Bye!
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