
	  

21  Pronouns and Unclear Reference 
 

Let’s revisit our old friends the pronouns and see if they can screw up our lives 
any more than they already have.  Let’s talk clarity. 
 
An ambiguous pronoun refers back to more than one potential antecedent.   
Here’s a lousy sentence: 

 
Kumu Nainoa  pointed out to Billy that he had a hole in his pants and that he 

would have to leave the room immediately because the girls were getting excited. 
 
The reader doesn’t know about whom the girls were getting excited.  The he and 
his are ambiguous.  Either Billy or Kumu Nainoa could be the source of all the 
thrills. 
 

Because Billy had a hole in his pants that excited the girls in the class,  
Kumu Nainoa asked him to leave the room. 

 
The hole in Billy’s pants was the source of great excitement for the girls, so 

Kumu Nainoa asked him to leave the room. 
 
 

 
 

Wrong:  The anger swelled in Hastings 
as Odell quietly gobbled his puppy biscuits. 

 
Right:  Eating Hastings’ puppy biscuits, 

Odell drew the wrath of his volatile brother. 
 
A vague pronoun occurs when no specified antecedent exists in the sentence.  The 
antecedent might be implied, or it might be the product of a collective thought.   
Suppose I wrote  
 

I enjoyed Titanic, but they never explained why ice cubes float 
and the frozen guy sank. 



	  
 
First, I’d be a little sick.  Second, I’d be wrong.  Who are they exactly? 
 

The movie Titanic, while enjoyable, never explained  
why ice cubes float but the frozen guy sank. 

 
Check out this bad puppy:  
 

In the Bible, it says thou shouldn’t touch the skin of a dead pig, which pretty 
much rules out football. 

 
No clear antecedent exists for it or the relative pronoun which.  The it is sort of 
the Bible and sort of God.  The antecedent for which appears to be the entire first 
clause.  So let’s clean this fellah up: 
 

The Bible says thou shouldn’t touch the skin of a dead pig,  
and obeying that scripture pretty much rules out football. 

 
The latter problem in the example above is perhaps the most common type of 
vague pronoun—a relative pronoun without a specific antecedent.  Remember, 
the antecedent for a relative pronoun is the noun immediately preceding the 
adjective clause. 
 

The airplane lost power midway across the Atlantic, 
which troubled me a great deal. 

 
Which is a vague relative pronoun.  The airplane, the power, and the Atlantic 
don’t trouble me; the loss of power does, but loss of power doesn’t appear in the 
sentence as a noun.  Now it will: 
 

Halfway across the Atlantic, the airplane experienced a loss of power,  
which troubled me a great deal. 

 
Powerless airplanes trouble me a great deal, but I have little control over those.  
Vague and ambiguous pronouns trouble me less, but I have some control.  This is 
your pilot speaking:  Fix them. 
        

 
 

Mrs. Slagel, Odell, and Thurber dream of the day when dogs and cats  
and Chinese woman live in peace, and pronouns and antecedents  

embrace in loving clarity. 


