Those Pesky Pronouns: Who Versus Whom

IU Southeast Writing Center Podcast
Here is another quick tip from the IU Southeast Writing Center.

The word “whom” may be the most unpopular word in the English language! Nobody seems to like this little lonely word anymore, most likely because no one knows how to use it. By the end of this podcast, you’ll hopefully have become one of the few writers who understands and loves this underappreciated pronoun!
For those of you who don’t want the detailed explanation, here’s a fast and fairly reliable way to determine when to use “who” and when to use “whom.” It’s pretty simple: just temporarily replace the pronoun with “him,” and listen to hear if it sounds right. If it does, then you know to use “whom.” If it doesn’t sound right to use “him,” use “who” in the sentence. You can remember that “him” and “whom” belong together because they both end with the letter “m.”
For example, think about this scenario. “The paparazzi got a picture of (somebody).”  Do you use “who” or “whom” to write about this? Well, apply this little test: replace the noun with “him” and check it out: “The paparazzi got a picture of him.” That sounds right.  So use “whom,” as in, “The paparazzi got a picture of whom?”

Now for the explanation: why do we use “whom” in some places and not in others?

“Who” and “whom” are both pronouns, or words that take the place of a noun. Specifically, they are interrogative pronouns, or words that indicate a question.

The basic difference between “who” and “whom” is simple: we use “who” to talk about a noun in the subjective case, and “whom” to talk about a noun in the objective case. To decide which pronoun to use, simply identify whether the noun it replaces should be in the subjective case or the objective case. 

This requires a little backtracking. What on earth is the objective case? 
If we simplify just a little, we can say that pronouns come in two cases: subjective and objective. Subjective pronouns replace nouns that act as subjects, and objective pronouns replace nouns that act as objects. 

For instance, in the sentence, “Jana adores Damien Rice,” “Jana” is the subject and “Damien Rice” is the object. The subject of the sentence is the noun that does the action or is described: the “aggressor,” if it helps to think about it that way. The object of the sentence is the noun that gets acted on: the “victim,” to continue our analogy.
In this sentence, both the subject and the object are nouns. If we make the subject into an interrogative pronoun, the sentence sounds like this: “Who adores Damien Rice?” Because the pronoun is in the subjective case, we use “who.”
If, on the other hand, we put an interrogative pronoun in the object’s place, it sounds like this: “Jana adores whom?” Because the pronoun is in the objective case, we use “whom.”

There: that’s not so intimidating, is it? Now you’ve made friends with this misunderstood pronoun and can add it to your writing repertoire!

This has been another “quick tip” from the IU Southeast Writing Center.

Come and let us help you become a stronger writer soon!

Thanks for listening!

