Problems with Pronouns

A.	Make pronouns and antecedents agree.

The antecedent of a pronoun is the word the pronoun refers to.  A pronoun and its antecedent agree when they are both singular or both plural.

Singular	The doctor finished her rounds.

Plural	The doctors finished their rounds.

Indefinite pronouns.

Indefinite pronouns refer to nonspecific persons or things.  Even though the following indefinite pronouns may seem to have plural meanings, treat them as singular in formal English: anybody, anyone, anything, each, either, everybody, everyone, everything, neither, nobody, none, no one, somebody, someone, something.

- In this class everyone performs at his or her (not their) fitness level.

When a plural pronoun refers mistakenly to a singular indefinite pronoun, you will usually have three options for revision:

(1)	Replace the plural pronoun with he or she (or his or her).
(2)	Make the antecedent plural.
(3)	Rewrite the sentence so that no problem of agreement arises.

 			     he or she is
- When someone has been drinking, they are more likely to speed.
 drivers have
- When someone has been drinking, they are more likely to speed.
  Someone who	 is
- When someone has been drinking, they are more likely to speed.

Because the he or she construction is wordy, often the second or third revision strategy is more effective.

*The traditional use of he (or his) to refer to persons of either sex is now widely considered sexist.*












Generic nouns.

A generic noun represents a typical member of a group, such as a typical student, or any member of a group, such as any lawyer.  Although generic nouns may seem to have plural meanings, they are singular.

- Every runner must train vigorously if he or she wants (not they want) to excel.

When a plural noun refers mistakenly to a generic noun, you will usually have the same three revision options as just mentioned for indefinite pronouns.

     he or she wants
- A medical student must study hard if they want to succeed.

   Medical students
- A medical student must study hard if they want to succeed.

- A medical student must study hard if they want to succeed.

Collective nouns.

Collective nouns such as jury, committee, audience, crowd, class, pack, family, team, and couple name a class or group.  If the group functions as a unit, treat the noun as singular; if the members of the group function individually, treat the noun as plural.

AS A UNIT		The planning committee granted its permission to build.

AS INDIVIDUALS	The committee put their signatures on the document.

When treating a collective noun as plural, many writers prefer to add a clearly plural antecedent such as members to the sentence: The members of the committee put their signatures on the document.


To some extent, you can choose whether to treat a collective noun as singular or plural depending on your meaning.  Make sure, however, that you are consistent.

 its
- The jury has reached their decision.

*The writer selected the verb has to match the singular noun jury, so for consistency the pronoun must be its.







Compound antecedents.

Treat compound antecedents joined by and as plural.

- Joanne and Kwaku moved to the mountains, where they built a log cabin.

With compound antecedents joined by or or nor, make the pronoun agree with the nearer antecedent.

- Either Bruce or James should receive first prize for his sculpture.

- Neither the instructor nor her students could find their way to the bookstore.

NOTE:	If one of the antecedents is singular and the other plural, as in the second example, put the plural one last to avoid awkwardness.

EXCEPTION:	If one antecedent is male and the other female, do not follow the traditional rule.  The sentence Either Bruce or Anita should receive the blue ribbon for her sculpture makes no sense.  The best solution is to recast the sentence: The blue ribbon for best sculpture should go to Bruce or Anita.

Exercise A:	Choose the correct pronouns in the following sentences.

1. Doctors should take more seriously what (us, we) patients say about our treatment.

2. Grandfather said he would give anything to live nearer to Paulette and (I, me).

3. The patient began suffering from the delusion that (him, he) and his family were constantly being followed and observed.

4. A professional counsellor advised the division chief that Marco, Ella, and (myself, me, I) should be allowed to apply for the opening.

5. Because of last night’s fire, we are fed up with (him, he, his) drinking and smoking.

6. The student ethics board gave Maxine and (me, I) the opportunity to defend ourselves against the instructor’s false charges.

7. The swirling cyclone caused (he, him) and his horse to race for shelter.

8. The officer found my mother and (me, I) standing on the basement steps peering down at the “prowlers”, a family of raccoons.

