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Abstract 

 
A number of studies show that there are various strategies for dealing with gender-neutrality. This research aims at 

discovering the use of dual gender personal pronouns in two dictionaries from two major national varieties of 

English: Longman Dictionary of American English (LDOAE) 4th Edition and Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English (LDOCE) 5th Edition. In this case, LDOAE represents American English and LDOCE 

represents British English. The researcher takes an interest in personal pronouns because they play important roles 

in creating the context of the definitions. The data were obtained through the use of electronic version of both 

dictionaries. The researcher takes the personal pronouns in LDOAE (s/he and him or her) as the basic data for 

comparison and describes their relation to LDOCE. The results show that the use of masculine and feminine 

pronouns (s/he and him or her) is highly favored in LDOAE. In contrast, singular they is highly preferred in 

LDOCE. Furthermore, LDOCE also applies more varied strategies for dealing with gender-neutrality, such as the 

use of generic you and he or she. There are several causes of differences between LDOAE and LDOCE in using 

dual gender personal pronouns, such as the attitude towards the prohibition of singular they and the influence of 

normative grammarians. 
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Introduction 

People usually use personal pronouns in daily English communication. According to Jeffries (2006: 

240), pronoun is a grammatical set of words referring to people or things which have already been 

mentioned or whose identity is evident in the context. It is worth pointing out that personal pronouns have 

a significant aspect by relating other lexical words to each other in particular ways. Personal pronouns, 

then, have a very important function in English: to create the context in which the lexical words can 

operate successfully (Jeffries, 2006: 93).  

Regarding the use of personal pronouns, people will particularly pay attention when referring sentences 

that begin with everyone, everybody, someone, somebody, anyone, or anybody. They are parts of dual 

gender or gender-neutral pronouns: having masculine and feminine forms depending upon the sex of the 

referent (Biber et al. 2007: 316). Those pronouns are also called indefinite pronouns (Azar, 1999: 134). 

For indefinite pronouns, Algeo (2006: 114) points out that English has a choice between compounds with 

–body (anybody, everybody, nobody, somebody) and with –one (anyone, everyone, no one, someone). 

Masculine pronouns traditionally have been used (Biber et al. 2007: 316). However, this use has caused 

a great criticism in recent years (Crystal, 2000; Biber et al. 2007). For example, generic he was somewhat 

more common in the later centuries of the Oxford English Dictionary (Balhorn, 2004). Biber et al. state 

that it becomes increasingly common to use various strategies to avoid gender-specific reference: 

1. Use of coordinated pronoun forms 

Everyone has his or her own ideas. 

2. Use of plural rather than singular forms 

Everyone has their own ideas. 
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The researcher then considers comparing the use of personal pronouns to express gender-neutrality in 

two different dictionaries from two major national varieties of English. The dictionaries examined are 

Longman Dictionary of American English (LDOAE) Fourth Edition and Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English (LDOCE) Fifth Edition. Longman Dictionary is considered suitable for this 

research since it has two versions of English language: LDOAE (American English) and LDOCE (British 

English). 

Both dictionaries particularly use he or she and singular they to refer to the unspecified gender. 

However, the preferences of the pronouns between them are different. For example, the definitions of the 

word admonish:  

LDOAE: to tell someone that s/he has done something wrong. 

LDOCE: to tell someone that they have done something wrong. 

From this observation, the researcher comes up to the initial thesis statement as follows: to indicate 

gender-neutrality, the wording he or she (s/he) is commonly used in American English, while singular 

they is commonly used in British English. 

In regard with the use of s/he, Adami (2009: 282) states that he, his, him, himself stand for antecedents 

denoting males, and she, hers, her, herself stand for antecedents denoting females. Faina (2005: 202) also 

argues that people can create a more gender-balanced perception by alternating between pronouns through 

the repetition of he or she. However, Azar (1999: 134) and (Crystal, 2000: 107) consider he or she as an 

awkward construction in speech. 

According to MacKay (1980: 355), naturalness is one of the positive characteristics of singular they. 

Nevertheless, the use of plural pronouns to refer to entities introduced with singular forms is considered 

as the violation of grammar rules (Biber et al., 2007: 317). Singular they is also indefinite on some 

dimensions, such as gender and humanness (MacKay, 1980: 356). 

Azar (1999: 134) reports that the different uses of he or she and singular they are related to the level 

of formality. He or she is more commonly used in formal writing than singular they. The researcher 

considers that this finding is no longer satisfactory since it does not take the language varieties into 

account. According to Adami (2009: 284-285), it has often been stressed that the overseas variety in 

English is more conservative than the British one, in regard to singular they prohibition. This finding 

actually has been supported since a bit long time ago by Cooper (1984; cited in Adami, 2009) stating that 

American writers and editors tend to be influenced by the authority of the normative grammarians. 

Besides, Paterson (2011) concludes that there has been a sharp increase in the use of singular they in 

standard English UK national newspaper articles. Therefore, the different uses of he or she and singular 

they are also related to the language varieties. In addition, American English tends to provide clarifying 

material and prefers the constructions which are easier to process. This also translates that American 

English is more analytical than British English (Rohdenburg &Schluter, 2009: 6). 

A further observation shows that LDOCE is likely to use other pronouns even though the tendency to 

express gender-neutrality is to use singular they, e.g. the generic you. Biber et al. (2007: 330) state that 

the use of pronoun you may refer to people in general, including the speaker or the writer. This is found 

in both speaking and writing. Barnbrook (2002: 9) says that the pronoun you in the definitions implicitly 

signals that the word may happen to the users. It can represent an inescapable fact of life: something that 

we cannot avoid or ignore. From this analysis, the researcher eventually aims to reveal what pronouns are 

commonly used in LDOAE and LDOCE in relation to its language variety and make some rational 

statements regarding differences in the use of dual gender pronouns. 

Method 

The research approach selected to analyze the data in this study is qualitative. Qualitative approach 

actually enables the researcher to conduct in-depth study about a wide variety of topics, including interests 

and everyday terms (Yin, 2011: 6). In this case, the definition in dictionary is part of the researcher’s 

interest. The data were taken from Longman Dictionary of American English (LDOAE) and Longman 

Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE). In comparing two varieties of a language, it is convenient 
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to take one as the basis for comparison and to describe the other by contrast with it (Algeo, 2006: 1). This 

research takes LDOAE as the basic data and describes their relation to LDOCE. 

The steps to collect and analyze the data were as follows: 

 Collecting the electronic versions of both Longman Dictionary of American English (LDOAE) and 

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE). For the LDOAE, the researcher uses the 

electronic version available on the website. 

 Using the advanced search in LDOAE: select definition as the category, type the keyword (i.e. s/he 

and him or her), and click find to obtain the results. 

 Taking the results in LDOAE as the basic data, the limitation is the words started by the letters A-G. 

They represent nearly one third of the whole letters in the alphabet. 

 Taking the data in LDOCE in accordance with the results in LDOAE.  

 Listing/Writing the results of both dictionaries in Microsoft Word manually. 

 Comparing the results in LDOAE to those in LDOCE, e.g. underlining the use of other pronouns in 

the definitions of LDOCE. 

The Use of Dual Gender Personal Pronouns in Longman Dictionary of American English 

(LDOAE) and Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE) 

This research is particularly focused on the use of dual gender personal pronouns in LDOAE and 

LDOCE. Dual gender or indefinite pronouns consist of everyone, everybody, someone, somebody, anyone, 

anybody, and so on (Azar, 1999: 134). Those pronouns can refer to either males or females and we 

commonly use them in daily English communication to describe people in general. 

The data show that the indefinite pronoun which is most commonly used in both dictionaries is 

someone. Someone is used as either subject or object in the definitions. There is only one finding of the 

word somebody in the definition and therefore this use is not considered significant.  

Table 1: The use of somebody as the indefinite pronoun 

footsie - play footsie 

LDOAE 
to secretly touch someone's feet with your feet under a table, to show that you think s/he is sexually 

attractive 

LDOCE 
to secretly touch somebody’s feet with your feet under a table to show that you think they are 

sexually attractive 

For indefinite pronouns, Algeo (2006: 114) points out that English has a choice between compounds 

with –body (anybody, everybody, nobody, somebody) and with –one (anyone, everyone, no one, someone). 

In this case, both American and British English dictionary appear to prefer the same compound, i.e. 

someone. 

Personal Pronouns Commonly Used in LDOAE to Indicate Gender-Neutrality. 

Table 2: The comparison of definitions between LDOAE and LDOCE 

accept 

LDOAE to let someone new become part of a group and to treat him/her in the same way as other members 

LDOCE 
to allow someone to become part of a group, society, or organization, and to treat them in the same 

way as the other members 

accost 

LDOAE to go up to someone you do not know and speak to him/her in an impolite or threatening way 

LDOCE to go towards someone you do not know and speak to them in unpleasant or threatening way 

admonish 

LDOAE to tell someone that s/he has done something wrong 

LDOCE to tell someone that they have done something wrong 

adulation 
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LDOAE praise and admiration for someone, that is more than s/he really deserves 

LDOCE praise and admiration for someone, that is more than they really deserve 

advise 

LDOAE to tell someone what you think s/he should do 

LDOCE 
to tell someone what you think they should do, especially when you know more than they do about 

something 

The researcher takes the personal pronouns in LDOAE as the basic data for comparison and describes 

their relation to LDOCE. In this case, LDOAE appears to favor the composite form of he or she (s/he) to 

refer to the pronoun someone. Since someone generally represents one entity, the use of s/he is therefore 

grammatical as it agrees in number with its antecedent. Adami (2009: 282) states that he, his, him, himself, 

stand for antecedents denoting males. In contrast, she, hers, her, herself stand for antecedents denoting 

females. Therefore, the use of s/he includes both masculine and feminine forms. 

According to Balhorn (2004), generic he was somewhat more common in the later centuries of the 

Oxford English Dictionary. The use of generic he might cause imbalance due to its tendency toward male 

representation. In this case, the researcher argues that the use of s/he in LDOAE also aims at creating 

balance between males and females. This balance is approached by mentioning he and she to refer to the 

indefinite pronoun. This argument is supported by Faina (2005: 202) who states that people can create a 

more gender-balanced perception by alternating between pronouns through the repetition of he or she. 

However, the form s/he may discomfort the readers of the dictionary. Azar (1999: 134) and Crystal 

(2000: 107) take this problem into account by considering he or she as an awkward construction in speech. 

In fact, we also need to keep in mind that the definition in dictionary generally consists of one sentence. 

If there are two or more sentences in the definition, we also should not categorize them as a text. Therefore, 

the use of s/he as the common dual gender pronoun in LDOAE is reasonable. Besides, the definition of 

dictionary is categorized as written construction. In this case, creating awkward-sounding sentences will 

not be a problem since it is more related to speech construction. 

 Personal Pronouns Commonly Used in LDOCE to Indicate Gender-Neutrality. 

In comparison to the use of personal pronoun in LDOAE, the researcher reports that singular they 

is more commonly used in LDOCE to indicate gender neutrality. In the previous section, the researcher 

states that the use of s/he in LDOAE to refer to someone is grammatical because of its agreement in 

number with its antecedent. A problem therefore emerges regarding the use of singular they since it 

appears to be ungrammatical, i.e. someone refers to one entity and the pronoun they should refer to more 

than one entity. 

Table 3: The comparison of definitions between LDOAE and LDOCE 

bail - bail out 

LDOAE to help someone get out of trouble, especially by giving him/her money 

LDOCE 
to leave a large sum of money with a court so that someone can be let out of prison while waiting for 

their trial 

barrel - have sb over a barrel 

LDOAE to put someone in a situation where s/he is forced to do something 

LDOCE to put someone in a situation in which they are forced to accept or do what you want 

bawl - bawl sb out 

LDOAE to speak angrily to someone because s/he has done something wrong 

LDOCE to speak angrily to someone because they have done something wrong 

beat - beat up 

LDOAE to hit someone until s/he is badly hurt 

LDOCE to hurt someone badly by hitting them 

berate 

LDOAE to speak angrily to someone because s/he has done something wrong 
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LDOCE to speak angrily to someone because they have done something wrong 

In the table above, we can see that someone requires a singular verb since it refers to one entity. 

However, the verb following singular they remains plural, such as the definition in the word berate: to 

speak angrily to someone because they have done something wrong. It is obvious that the verb following 

singular they does not grammatically conform to a singular pronoun: *they has done something wrong. 

The use of plural pronouns to refer to entities introduced with singular forms is considered as the violation 

of grammar rules (Biber et al., 2007: 317). 

However, singular they is likely to be natural in regard to the functions. The important thing to notice 

here is not about how singular they is grammatically correct when referring to the indefinite pronouns. 

Rather, it is about how singular they is naturally effective to be used in daily practices. MacKay (1980: 

355) supports the researcher’s argument by stating that naturalness is one of the positive characteristics 

of singular they. 

Furthermore, LDOCE also uses singular they to refer to such indefinite pronouns as someone and 

something. It is clear that someone is an animate (living) object and something is an inanimate (not living) 

one. In LDOAE, the pronoun he and she are used to refer to someone and it is used to refer to something. 

LDOAE differentiates between human and nonhuman referent. In contrast, singular they is applied to both 

reference in LDOCE. 

Table 4: The use of singular they to refer to someone or something 

cleave to 

LDOAE to stick to someone or something, or to seem to surround him, her, or it 

LDOCE to stick to someone or something, or seem to surround them 

clobber 

LDOAE to affect someone or something badly, especially by making him, her, or it lose money 

LDOCE to affect or punish someone or something badly, especially by making them lose money 

disdain 

LDOAE 
a lack of respect for someone or something because you think he, she, or it is not important or not 

good enough 

LDOCE 
a complete lack of respect that you show for someone or something because you think they are 

not important or good enough 

disparage 

LDOAE 
to criticize someone or something in a way that shows you do not think he, she, or it is very good 

or important 

LDOCE 
to criticize someone or something in a way that shows you do not think they are very good or 

important 

We can point out that the definitions in LDOAE state three personal pronouns, i.e. he, she, and it. It 

takes into account the animateness and gender of the referent. In other words, when the referent is human, 

LDOAE will specifically mention the gender either as a male or female (he or she). The pronoun it will 

be used in LDOAE when the referent is nonhuman. Nevertheless, there is only one personal pronoun in 

the definition of LDOCE which performs functions as both human and nonhuman reference, i.e. singular 

they. In this case, singular they appears to be indefinite on humanness dimension (MacKay, 1980: 356). 

 Furthermore, American English tends to provide clarifying material and prefers the constructions 

which are easier to process. This also translates that American English is more analytical than British 

English (Rohdenburg & Schluter, 2009: 6). Since LDOAE dictionary uses three personal pronouns (he, 

she, it) in the definition, it is reasonable if the researcher concludes that a complex structure is a matter of 

concern for the American English dictionary. 

Even though LDOCE tends to develop the plural ones, the data analysis also shows that he or she is 

also used in LDOCE. While LDOAE is likely to use the composite form (s/he), LDOCE prefers to use 

the complete form (he or she). Interestingly, LDOCE tends to use such form in the definition referring to 

a child as follows: 
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Table 5: The use of he or she to refer to a child in LDOCE 

bring - bring up 

LDOAE to educate and care for a child until s/he is old enough to be independent 

LDOCE to look after and influence a child until he or she is grown up 

grow - grow into 

LDOAE if a child grows into clothes, s/he becomes big enough to wear them 

LDOCE if a child grows into clothes, he or she becomes big enough to wear them 

grow - grow out of 

LDOAE if a child grows out of clothes, s/he becomes too big to wear them 

LDOCE if a child grows out of clothes, he or she becomes too big to wear them 

LDOCE in this research is used as the comparison. It is therefore legitimate if several different 

strategies in dealing with dual gender pronouns are found. In other words, it is fair if LDOAE seems to 

be consistent in using the dual gender pronoun since the researcher intentionally uses the composite form 

of s/he as the keywords while searching and obtaining the data. Since the British English dictionary is 

used as the comparison, it is also fair that the researcher finds out some differences regarding the use of 

dual gender pronouns in LDOCE. Furthermore, LDOCE also applies the use of generic you in the 

definition: 

Table 6: The use of pronoun you in LDOCE 

break - break in 

LDOAE if someone's voice breaks, it does not sound smooth because s/he is feeling strong emotions 

LDOCE if your voice breaks, it does not sound smooth because you are feeling strong emotions 

business - have no business doing sth 

LDOAE if someone has no business doing something, s/he should not do it 

LDOCE to do something you should not be doing 

calculating 

LDOAE 
someone who is calculating makes careful plans to get what s/he wants, without caring about how it 

affects other people 

LDOCE thinking carefully about how to get exactly what you want, often without caring about anyone else 

choke 

LDOAE to put your hands around someone's throat and press on it so s/he cannot breathe 

LDOCE to be unable to breathe properly because something is in your throat or there is not enough air 

The use of pronoun you is not always clear in present-day English (Biber et al, 2007: 330). We have 

to make sure whether the second pronoun refers to one or more people. Pronoun you can refer to people 

in general, including the speaker/writer. However, Barnbrook (2002: 9) says that the pronoun you in the 

definitions implicitly signals that the word may happen to the users. It can represent an inescapable fact 

of life: something that we cannot avoid or ignore. 

If we take into account the use of pronoun you in the definitions of LDOCE as above, we can see that 

the ideas mostly tend to be ‘unlikely’ to the users, such as in the word choke: to be unable to breathe 

properly because something is in your throat or there is not enough air. This fact may happen to the users. 

However, the finding suggests that the idea does not seem enjoyable. This research therefore adds further 

information in regard to Barnbrook’s argument: the idea of the definition appears to be unlikely, but it 

may happen to the users. 
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The Causes of Differences in the Use of Personal Pronouns to Indicate Gender-Neutrality. 

It has often been stressed that the overseas variety in English is more conservative than the British one, 

in regard to singular they prohibition (Adami, 2009: 284-285). As an overseas variety of English, it is 

likely if American English avoids the use of singular they and prefers the wording he or she. This finding 

actually has been supported since a bit long time ago by Cooper (1984; cited in Adami, 2009) stating that 

American writers and editors tend to be influenced by the authority of the normative grammarians. The 

researcher eventually concludes that the lexicographers of LDOAE are more likely to use he or she since 

they take into account the prohibition of singular they proposed by American normative grammarians. 

LDOCE prefers to use singular they to express gender-neutrality. In this case, Paterson (2011), 

examining UK national newspaper articles, finds that singular they is highly favored as the British English 

epicene pronoun. UK national newspaper articles are categorized as formal written context. This, of 

course, is quite similar to LDOCE which uses formal written language. Therefore, her finding corresponds 

to this research in which singular they is the common dual gender pronoun used in the British dictionary. 

Furthermore, while American English puts a greater emphasis on the direction of regular grammar pattern, 

British English tends to take into account the practical functions of the dual gender pronouns. 

In sum, the causes of the differences between LDOAE and LDOCE regarding the preference or choice 

of dual gender pronouns are as follows: 

Table 7: The cause of differences between LDOAE and LDOCE 

Cause American English British English 

The attitude towards the prohibition of singular 

they 
More conservative Less conservative 

The authority of normative grammarians More influenced Less influenced 

The emphasis of the use of dual gender pronouns  
Grammatical pattern (he or 

she) 

Practical function 

(singular they) 

Conclusion 

This research aims at discovering the use of dual gender pronouns in two dictionaries from two major 

national varieties of English: LDOAE (American English) and LDOCE (British English). The researcher 

takes an interest in personal pronouns because they help create the context and make lexical words operate 

successfully. 

The use of masculine and feminine pronouns (s/he and him or her) is highly favored in LDOAE to 

indicate gender-neutrality. This form appears to be grammatical since it agrees in number with the 

antecedent (someone). In contrast, singular they is highly preferred in LDOCE as the gender-neutral 

pronoun. Even though considered ungrammatical, the use of plural forms is likely to be natural in daily 

practices. Furthermore, LDOCE also applies more varied strategies in dealing with the problems of 

gender-neutrality, such as the use of generic you and he or she. 

There are several causes of differences in the use of dual gender pronouns in both dictionaries. 

American English appears to be more conservative than British English in regard to the prohibition of 

singular they and the influence of normative grammarians. In addition, while LDOAE is likely to put 

greater emphasis on grammatical pattern, LDOCE emphasizes more on practical functions of singular 

they. 

Even though LDOAE and LDOCE represent two major varieties of English and differ in the use of 

dual gender pronouns, we should not consider one of them is either better or worse than the other. To 

further discover the differences between the two varieties, the researcher expects there will be the same 

study that examines other forms of written product, such as academic textbooks or journals. This study is 

also expected to increase knowledge in lexicography. The lexicographers will know the options of 

pronouns when they write definitions either in American or British English dictionary.  
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