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Generic Pronouns

Posted on June 23, 2011 by Rod Decker 

The third person singular masculine form of the pronoun (i.e., αὐτός) can function as a generic term. That is, it can refer to either males or to a mixed group of men and women. In older English usage, this was traditionally represented by “he” which was also considered to be generic. In more contemporary usage, however, the generic use of “he” has declined significantly. Though still comprehensible and used in some contexts, alternative expressions have become more common. Since English does not have a separate third person singular pronoun with a generic meaning (the neuter “it” is never used for this purpose), it has become common to use as generic singulars what were formerly plural pronouns, i.e., “they, their,” etc. (Not many years ago “they” and “their” were still viewed as plural pronouns, but they are increasingly listed as forms which are singular or plural depending on the antecedent. English purists are not pleased with this development, but it is a shift that is now well documented in English usage.) 

Consider a few NT examples and how they might be put into contemporary English.

1 Cor 2:14, ψυχικὸς δὲ ἄνθρωπος οὐ δέχεται τὰ τοῦ πνεύματος τοῦ θεοῦ· μωρία γὰρ αὐτῷ.

The statement begins with a reference to a person (the generic use of ἄνθρωπος) and it is continued with a third person singular pronoun in the following clause (αὐτῷ). The “meaning,” or better, “referent” of the pronoun αὐτῷ comes from its antecedent, ἄνθρωπος. Accurately expressing the generic reference in English can be handled several ways. The traditional English pattern which uses both “man” and “he/him” in a generic sense is seen in the KJV:

“But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him.”

More contemporary usage is reflected in the CEB:

“But people who are unspiritual don’t accept the things from God’s Spirit. They are foolishness to them.”

A second example can be seen in Matt 16:26. Two translations are given, one reflecting traditional use, the other more contemporary patterns of reference.

τί γὰρ ὠφεληθήσεται ἄνθρωπος ἐὰν τὸν κόσμον ὅλον κερδήσῃ τὴν δὲ ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ ζημιωθῇ; ἢ τί δώσει ἄνθρωπος ἀντάλλαγμα τῆς ψυχῆς αὐτοῦ;

For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul? (ESV)

What good will it be for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Or what can anyone give in exchange for their soul? (NIV11).

The crucial factor in every such case is determining the antecedent of the pronoun. It must be understood in such a way that it reflects the referent of that antecedent. Generic antecedents require generic pronouns.
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JimmyB says: 

June 28, 2011 at 11:45 am 

This might not be the forum for this question, but I believe you are saying that in these instances you list, both the CEB and NIV2011 are valid translations of the text. How does one deal with those who believe that the only valid translations are one that maintain a literal, word-for-word translation? These kinds of people would be those that believe, in an extreme sense, in the verbal, plenary inspiration that greatly emphasizes the original “words”. You probably have already answered this elsewhere, and if so, could you direct me there? Thanks!
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Rod Decker says: 

June 28, 2011 at 12:10 pm 

There is *no* standard translation which maintains a “literal, word-for-word translation”—though some publishers PR departments seem to think so. It’s simply impossible and no translation does this. I happen to believe that verbal inspiration is valid, but any such verbal construct relates only to the original text, not to a translation. To suggest, as some have, that such a view of inspiration mandates a particular approach to translation is (I’ll try to be “nice”!) foolishness. I’ve addressed this at length several places. You could begin with my review, “The English Standard Version: A Review Article,” JMAT 8.2 (2004): 5–56, or read my article “Verbal-Plenary Inspiration and Translation,” DBSJ 11 (2006): 1–37. (Earlier or related versions of these two articles can be found at http://www.ntresources.com/esv.htm and http://www.ntresources.com/language.htm.)

