EACH, EVERY, EITHER

(Historical note)

For usage see Number Agreement: Each, Every; Number Agreement - Either, Neither: Singular Pronoun; Parallel Construction: Either ... or, Neither ... nor.


OED2 notes the subtle distinction between each and every. Each evolved from “ever alike” and means “every (individual of a number) regarded or treated separately”. Every evolved from “ever each” and is “used to express distributively the sense that is expressed collectively by all.” Lowth (1774) adds a helpful nuance: “Each signifies both of them, taken distinctly, or separately.”

To understand disputed modern usage, it is helpful to remember that each, every, (a)like, ilk and either are etymologically related and carry an implied plural sense. Note that in the “members” and “species” citations below, every and each are used with plural verbs, while in the “menage of debutants” example the writer has made each singular. 

Either and neither derive from the Old English ægðer meaning “both”. An early meaning of either was each of two or both, and this sense survives in the “either end of an informal table” example below. The Not Recommended citation illustrates why some authorities object to this use of either. The first two quotes are from Early English Stages 1300-1600, by Glynne William Gladstone Wickham.
“all and everie our beares bulles and mastyve dogges” (part of the description of the duties of the Master of the King’s Game of Bears, 1573)

“our saide games in all and every convenient place and places at altymes meete [“at all times appropriate”] at there [“their”, ie, the Masters’] and either of there discret[i]ons” (part of the description of the duties of two Joint Masters, 1604)

“each of us a red cross upon our pennon” (Irving, 1835) 

“a fire burned in each of two fireplaces at either end of an informal table”

(Helprin, 1983)

“it was each for themselves” (STim 15/5/94 Style & Travel p. 36) 

“Every last man and woman in that village are members and they hate us, Adrian.” [Sue Townsend] (STim 3/10/04 Review p. 9)

Because there are so many species, which each feed on a different insect ... (ITim 7/8/04 p. 1)

Passion can be hard to capture on the page but this menage of debutants each makes it the subject of their wildly differing first novels. (Obs 1/8/04 Review p. 17)

... each of the three cases is fascinating and all are clearly and grippingly told ... (Irish Mail on Sunday 12/7/09 p. 61)

Not Recommended

[Regarding the performance of amphibious vehicles on land and in water] ... there has never been a model that has performed satisfactorily in either environment. (STim 2/11/03 Driving p. 6)

“Either” is ambiguous, as it could mean “one of each” or “both of each”. It would avoid confusion to say “performed satisfactorily either on land or in water” or “performed satisfactorily both on land and in water”, whichever is meant.

