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1 Introduction 
The pronominal choices that are constantly made by the users of a language are bound 

to the referential domains to which each pronoun belongs. In some cases, the 

referential domains may be established with ease, such as the use of “I” when talking 

about oneself. However, in other cases such as the use of the first person, plural 

pronoun “we”, establishing a referential domain might be more difficult due to the 

various choices of referents. In such cases, it is the context of each pronominal choice 

upon which their meaning(s) can be deciphered (Proctor and Su 2011:3251; Malone 

1997:48, 75). This ambiguous nature, which the pronoun “we” possesses, has been 

described as advantageous for politicians to use (Vuković 2012:187). Thus, it may 

come as little surprise that “we” is the preferred pronominal choice within political 

discourse (Ibid.).  

 

Nonetheless, the use of “we” is interesting due to its ambiguity, particularly within the 

field of political discourse. Consequently, this interest has resulted in an investigation 

of the pronoun “we”, albeit within a more specified field of political discourse, 

namely parliamentary discourse. This study aims to analyse data from a European 

Parliamentary debate in order to investigate the possible referential domains of “we” 

and how they are used by the speakers of the debate to manifest group affiliation. In 

other words, what are the speakers referring to in their utterances of “we”? 

 

By establishing categories of “we” based on the various referential domains found in 

the data, patterns could be identified regarding the politicians’ display of alignment or 

disalignment to different groups. Consequently, the findings of this investigation 

adhere to similar research regarding the ambiguous nature of “we”, where the 

referential domain, or meaning of “we”, can very often be difficult to decipher; all of 

which may be beneficial for politicians regarding their display of group affiliation.  
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1.1 Aim 
The aim of this thesis is to analyse the personal pronoun “we” in a political debate 

using Conversation Analysis as research method. More specifically, the thesis aims to 

identify and analyse how the speakers of a political debate use “we” to express 

different referential domains in terms of group affiliation. Consequently, to support 

the thesis’s aim, the following research questions have been devised:  

 
• What different categories of “we” can be found in the debate? 

• How and when are these different categories used to manifest group affiliation 

and what do they accomplish?  

2 Theoretical Background 
The information in this chapter provides the reader with background information 

necessary for the comprehension of this study. This chapter examines Conversation 

Analysis, institutional discourse, and the personal pronoun “we” as part of this study’s 

theoretical background. Furthermore, related empirical studies are also presented and 

reviewed.  

2.1 Conversation Analysis 
The theoretical approach that has been applied to this study is Conversation Analysis 

(henceforth, “CA”). CA was initially developed by Harvey Sacks in the late 1960s 

and is today recognised as one of the leading methods for “the sociological study of 

interaction” (Heritage 2008:300). With its many links to fields such as linguistics, 

cognitive science, and communication, CA has become a significant contributor to 

social theory, specifically the theory of self-other relations (Heritage 2008:300-301). 

One of the central principles of CA is its idea of social interaction being sequentially 

organised, to which participants are oriented as products of set norms (Heritage 

2008:302-304); i.e. when interacting we follow certain “rules” or “principles” 

regarding how we communicate. Within CA, this is known as “turn-taking” and will 

be further explained shortly.  

 

More specifically, CA is interested in systematically analysing talk-in-interaction 

(Hutchby and Wooffitt 2008:11) found in empirical data, which comprises authentic 

occurrences of talk that have been recorded. Within CA, these recordings of naturally 

occurring talk are analysed by being transcribed (Hutchby and Wooffitt 2008:12), 
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which makes CA a data-centred approach (Baxter 2013:122). Through transcribing, it 

is possible to display a detailed account of what has been uttered and how it was 

uttered in the recording. When complete, a transcription can be further analysed in 

terms of what is actually going in the recorded data (Wooffitt 2015:13).   

 

Moreover, CA is not only interested in the study of actual talk, i.e. verbal language, 

but in talk as an organised social activity, ‘talk-in-interaction’, where the words 

produced are products used in talk such as proposals, complaints and so on (Hutchby 

and Wooffitt 2008:12). CA aims to explore how the participants display their 

understanding of the on-going interaction by studying the organised sequences of the 

actual interaction in terms of both production and interpretation of talk (Hutchby and 

Wooffitt 2008:12-13). In other words, when taking part in ‘talk-in-interaction’ the 

participants display an understanding of what is going on by both interpreting an 

action and producing a response, which in turn moves the conversation forward 

(Heritage 2005:104). This type of action is also known as ‘turn-taking’ and is an 

essential part of spoken discourse (Bloor and Bloor 2007:105). In both informal and 

formal situations, certain ‘rules’ affect the process of turn-taking. In informal contexts 

the order of turn-taking can be influenced by identifying possible signals that the turn 

is about to be over, such as a change in intonation, pitch and volume, by gesticulating 

or finishing a sentence (Bloor and Bloor 2007:106). Within formal contexts, however, 

the order of turn-taking works differently, which will be illustrated in the next section.  

2.2 Institutional discourse 
The definition of ‘institutional discourse’ is sometimes difficult to pinpoint since talk 

in general is already organised and structured (Benwell and Stokoe 2010:87). In order 

to understand the data used for this study we need to define what is meant by 

‘institutional’. For this I will use Benwell and Stokoe’s (2010:89) and Heritage’s 

(2005:104) definitions of different types of discourse. According to Benwell and 

Stokoe (2010:89) there is, within CA, a distinction between ‘ordinary’ and 

‘institutional’ discourse. Ordinary discourse constitutes “forms of interaction that are 

not confined to specialized settings or to the execution of particular tasks” (Heritage 

2005:104). Moreover, ‘institutional discourse’ is used in contexts where 

“[p]articipants have institution-specific goals to accomplish, and where the kinds of 

contributions that can be made are constrained” (Benwell and Stokoe 2010:89). I will 
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use the study’s data to further demonstrate the distinction between institutional and 

ordinary talk. 

 

The data used for this study comprises speeches from a European Parliament plenary 

debate. Therefore, there are certain conventions regarding turn-taking that differ from 

an informal situation. Firstly, the debate is chaired by the President of the European 

Parliament or one of the 14 vice-presidents. It is the chairperson who opens the 

plenary sitting and who calls upon the pre-elected speakers. Secondly, plenary sittings 

are organised in advance due to the large number of participants (some 700). 

Consequently, the speeches are not improvised or spontaneous but they follow a strict 

agenda. Thirdly, the data used for this study comprises the plenary debate that takes 

place before a plenary vote. More specifically, each speaker expresses his or her 

views on a predetermined topic, but only after having ‘asked for the floor’ prior to the 

debate. Each speaker is given a speaking time that is based on the number of speakers 

and the size of the political group each speaker represents. Lastly, the Chairman 

monitors each speaker and makes sure the predetermined time slots are adhered to 

(European Parliament n.d.). Consequently, these conventions affect the general turn-

taking procedure since the speakers have little say in terms of when they can speak 

and for how long; instead they are told when and when not to speak. In other words, 

they cannot influence the course of events to the same extent as participants of 

informal contexts of talk-in-interaction.  

 

The conventions mentioned above are common features of ‘institutional discourse’ 

(Benwell and Stokoe 2010). Within this type of institutional discourse, the turn-taking 

is predictable and explicit compared to ordinary discourse, which is unpredictable and 

sometimes unclear (Benwell and Stokoe 2010:90). Since institutional discourse 

usually follows an agenda and is clearly organised (such as this study’s data), the 

sequences automatically become structured with clear openings and endings (Benwell 

and Stokoe 2010:92). The final characteristic feature usually found within 

institutional discourse is the participants’ display of alignment with the institution, for 

example, in terms of role categories (‘Mr. Chairman’), lexical choice, and person 

reference such as ‘you’ or ‘we’ (Benwell and Stokoe 2010:93). The use of ‘we’ within 

institutional discourse is the focal point of this study and will be further discussed in 

the next section.   
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2.3 The Pronoun “we”  
In general, pronouns are limited in number due to them belonging to a so-called 

‘closed word class’, i.e. they do not expand (Bull and Fetzer 2008:275). Furthermore, 

as put by Bull and Fetzer (2008:275), “pronouns are [also] conceived of as 

representatives of determinate meaning, and their domains of reference are seen as a 

noun or noun phrase to which they express reference in an anaphoric or cataphoric 

manner”. A simple illustration of this would be to replace the noun “grandparents” in 

the following sentence with ‘they’: “My grandparents like to travel. They just got 

back from Spain”. Moreover, when looking at the use of pronouns from a discursive 

perspective, the meaning of the pronoun used is sometimes unclear and ambiguous. 

This is due to the various roles that an individual represents within talk-in-interaction 

(Bull and Fetzer 2008:275). If we take the data used in this study, the speakers are not 

only Members of Parliament, but represent political parties and also member states. 

Apart from these roles, a speaker also has other social roles that may affect the 

speaker’s thoughts and values such as being a parent, politician, male or female. 

Consequently, a personal pronoun sometimes refers to more than one thing, i.e. it has 

many meanings (Bull and Fetzer 2008:275).  

 

Pronouns display “who we are speaking as” (Malone 1997:48) and the choice of 

pronoun depends on the speaker’s relationship to the discussed topic; is it close or 

distant? (Wilson 1990:62). The pronoun “we” has been described by Malone 

(1997:46) as “grammatically ambiguous”, i.e. the listener may not always be part of 

the reference depending on what the referential domain of the “we” is. Consequently, 

the difficulty with defining the meaning or referential domains of the personal 

pronoun “we”, is due to its many possible referents, all of which are situated and 

bound to different contexts (Malone 1997:48, 75). These meanings can shift 

depending on what the speaker wants to display in terms of alignment and 

disalignment with other groups (Malone 1997:65; Wilson 1990:63), which is a 

phenomenon that this thesis aims to explore.  

 

Parliamentary discourse and “we” 

‘Parliamentary discourse’ is a kind of political discourse (Vuković 2012:185), which 

in turn is part of institutional discourse as previously mentioned. According to 

Vuković (2012:185), the use of pronouns within these varieties of discourse depends 
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on the intended message of the politician, in other words a message that the politician 

is trying to send to the audience. However, it is difficult to pinpoint the intended and 

conscious message of a person without sufficient co-text. A politician’s pronominal 

choice can both be perceived as encoding an ideological position as well as “[giving] 

an insight into whether a politician sees himself/herself as an individual or a member 

of a group that may or may not involve the electorate” (Vuković 2012:186). 

Furthermore, parliamentary discourse is characterised by its display of identification 

regarding the speaker’s alignment and disalignment with different groups, which is 

reflected in the speakers’ choice of pronoun (Vuković 2012:185). For instance, when 

using the pronoun “we” there is a potential risk of ambiguity regarding its meaning 

and reference (Vuković 2012:187). This potential ambiguity derives from the fact that 

“we” can refer to the speaker and another person or persons, the audience, the 

European Union or even “we” as humans. As a result, by using “we”, the speaker can 

show identification with the audience and that he or she is part of the collective 

(Wilson 1990:50). This is advantageous for the speaker, since a display of alignment 

with the collective means shared responsibility, and identification with the speaker. 

Interestingly, the pronoun “we” is the preferred pronoun in use within political 

discourse (Vuković 2012:187).  

 

Exclusive and inclusive uses of “we” 

The ambiguous use of the pronoun “we” can be categorised into “exclusive” and 

“inclusive” uses of “we” depending on how the speaker wishes to express self-

reference (Bull and Fetzer 2008:277). For instance, when expressing affiliation with a 

group, one would use the pronoun “we”, yet there are various possible referential 

domains depending on who is included in each group (Bull and Fetzer 2008:277-279). 

The following table, a categorisation of “we”, illustrates the various referential 

domains of the pronoun “we”.  
 

Table 1. Inclusive and exclusive categorisation of the pronoun “we” (adapted from Bull and Fetzer 
2008:279)  

Inclusive Exclusive 

• Group of people including speaker 

and hearer 

 

• Group of people including 

speaker but excluding some 

hearers 
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For instance, if we use the data of this thesis, the inclusive “we” would refer to all 

MEPs present in the audience, but if a speaker uses “we” to refer only to MEPs from 

the UK it would be classed as an exclusive “we” since it excludes some of the 

hearers; in this case the non-UK MEPs. Consequently, the ambiguous nature of “we” 

sometimes requires contextual resources such as relevant context and/or the co-text to 

understand the meaning (Bull and Fetzer 2008:275; Proctor and Su 2011:3253).  

 

Another aspect that is relevant for the categorisation of “exclusive” and “inclusive” 

uses of “we is the shifting distribution of “we” (Wilson 1990:63). By analysing the 

pronominal choices of Margaret Thatcher, Wilson concluded that the meaning of 

“we” shifted depending on what was being included in the “we”. One of the 

examples, which also bears similarities with results from this thesis, is the shift of 

“we” from the UK Government to Britain. These types of shifts may occur due to the 

speaker’s need to display alignment with certain groups, as asserted by Malone 

(1997:65) in the following excerpt: “ ‘We’ has shifting sets of referents of greater or 

lesser inclusiveness, and is a prime example of one of the ways speakers can shift 

their ‘footings’, creating new alignments with others”. According to Wilson 

(1990:63), shifts of “inclusive” and “exclusive” uses of “we” display an “us” vs 

“them” attitude, with the aim to separate one from the other: “[a] shift from we-

exclusive to we-inclusive is meant to distribute the responsibility among the members 

of the larger we-group”. The larger “we-group” may in this thesis refer to the 

Parliament.  

2.4 Situational context and co-text  
Linell (1998:128) mentions two kinds of contextual resources that are relevant to this 

study, namely “prior discourse” and the “surrounding concrete situation”. The former, 

“prior discourse” (henceforth, “co-text”), refers to relevant actions that occur prior to 

the action that is being focused on (Linell 1998:128). In this study, the “co-text” 

would be all sequences of action that occur prior to the utterance of “we”. Within this 

kind of contextual resource, both verbal discourse, such as the placement of words, 

and non-verbal actions such as gestures are included. The other kind of contextual 

discourse mentioned by Linell (1998:128), “surrounding concrete situation” 

(henceforth, “situational context”) refers to “the immediate perceptual environment 

with its physical spaces, persons (and their physical positions, e.g. seating 
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arrangements), objects and artefacts […]”. In this study, the situational context would 

be the setting of the debate, a European Parliamentary debate, and the speakers and 

audience. These two contextual resources will be further discussed and highlighted 

throughout the thesis. 

2.5 Review of empirical studies  
Although previous research has been conducted within discourse of parliamentary 

debates, it is still a rather uninvestigated area (Gelabert-Desnoyer 2008:410; Van Der 

Valk 2003:315). However, two empirical studies of high importance for this thesis are 

‘Positioning in pre-prepared and spontaneous parliamentary discourse: Choice of 

person in the Parliament of Montenegro’ by Milica Vuković (2012) and ‘Competing 

constructions of groupings in the European Parliament’ by Nazli Avdan (2015).  

 

Vuković explicitly uses discourse analysis and political discourse analysis as 

methods of research for her study (Vuković 2012:188) where she analyses both 

prepared and spontaneous talk from a budget debate in the Parliament of Montenegro 

in 2009. Despite the different choice of method in comparison to that of this study, the 

area of interest and more importantly the results of Vuković’s study are not only 

interesting but also significant for this thesis. The study focuses on politicians’ choice 

of personal pronoun in spontaneous political and prepared political talk with the 

hypothesis that politicians consciously choose certain pronouns as a strategy of 

persuasion. The results indicate that politicians use pronouns differently depending on 

the type of speech. Furthermore, the first-person plural (“we”) was, according to 

Vuković’s results, used more frequently in prepared speeches. As a final note, 

Vuković’s results indicated that it was commonly a political party to which the 

reference of a pronoun was made.  

 

Avdan has conducted an investigation where she uses Positioning Theory and Stance 

Theory to analyse “blue-card” question-answer sequences from plenary debates in the 

European Parliamentary in 2011. Similarly to Vuković’s study, the chosen method 

differs from that of this study. Nonetheless, some of the results of Avdan’s study are 

not only interesting but also significant for this thesis. The study focuses on the 

pronominal choices made by MEPs in the construction of groupings and intergroup 

boundaries. The results indicate that the MEPs take part in the creating of different 
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groups by differentiating the “self” from “other” (Avdan 2015:1). When applied to 

this thesis, “self” would be referring to inclusive uses of “we” and other to 

“exclusive” uses of “we”. Furthermore, the analysis of her results also focused on the 

“shifting distribution of ‘we’ ”, which is highly relevant for this study. Both inclusive 

and exclusive uses of “we” and a shift between these were presented as part of the 

MEPs’ display of self/other in the construction of groups (Ibid: 11-12). The shifts 

between inclusive and exclusive “we” is according to Avdan (Ibid: 11) “a means of 

distinguishing the favourable in-group from some implied out-group(s)”.  

3 Methodology and data 
The aim of this chapter is mainly to present the data used for this study, in addition to 

providing a description of the chosen methodology for the processing and analysing 

of the data itself. Furthermore, limitations and justifications of the chosen data and 

approach will also be presented.  

3.1 Data  
The data used for this study comprises a debate from the European Parliament 

regarding animal transport. The actual debate took place in Strasbourg, 15th January 

2009 and can be found on the European Parliament’s homepage in a streamed version 

with an accompanying transcript.  

 
The participants of the debate are from the various member states of the European 

Union and thus English is not always spoken. Since this study aims to focus on the 

English language, only the English-speaking participants have been chosen for this 

study. Consequently, the data consists of 12 speakers (13 speeches) from England, 

Scotland, Northern Ireland and Ireland. The chosen participants are all Members of 

the European Parliament (henceforth, MEPs) and represent different political parties 

and countries within the European Parliament.  

3.2 Processing and analysing the data 
For this study, CA has been used as method when processing and analysing the data. 

As previously mentioned (see 2.1), CA uses transcripts when analysing naturally 

occurring talk (Hutchby and Wooffitt 2008:12), such as the data used for this study. 

By using transcripts to analyse the data, it is possible to display not only what has 

been uttered but also how it was uttered by using symbols (Wooffitt 2005:6). CA 
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transcripts display the data the way it is presented in the audio. The result is an 

extremely detailed transcript that frequently captures aspects of speech such as pitch, 

intonation, pauses, turns, non-lexical items and sometimes even gestures (Ibid: 11-

12). Furthermore, transcribing the data is important for the analytical process of 

understanding the recorded event (Ibid: 13). 

 

Consequently, the first step of processing the data was to transcribe it. Since the 

accompanying transcript was deemed insufficient from a Conversation Analysis (CA) 

perspective, it had to be amended. More specifically, the accompanying transcript had 

only been roughly transcribed without having captured important aspects such as 

pitch, pauses, intonation or gestures. For the amended transcript, I decided to use 

Jefferson’s system of notation (Jefferson 2004), as it is widely used within CA. 

Firstly, I recorded the debate, which was streamed as video recordings of each 

speaker, with the multimedia tool “QuickTime”. This enabled me to work with the 

recorded audio without having to worry about issues with streaming online such as 

the Internet connection and rewinding the audio. Secondly, I used the audio 

recordings to make the necessary amendments to the transcript in order for it to 

adhere to CA conventions. Lastly, I watched the streamed video recordings of the 

debate and added information to the amended transcript regarding each speaker’s 

body language. 

  

However, CA does not use transcripts merely to study what has been uttered and how; 

more importantly, CA aims to gain a greater understanding of what is actually going 

on in the talk-in-interaction that the transcript is displaying (Wooffitt 2005:13). When 

each transcript had been fully amended, all personal pronouns used by the 12 speakers 

were highlighted for further analysis, which in turn revealed a frequent and versatile 

use of the personal pronoun “we” in terms of displaying alignment and disaligment 

with groups. Consequently, the personal pronoun “we” and how it may be used to 

manifest group affiliation was considered a suitable area of interest for this thesis. As 

a result, all instances of “we” were analysed to determine their contextual meaning 

and then categorised. In other words, who were the speakers actually talking about 

when uttering “we”? As previously mentioned (see chapter 2.3), we sometimes 

require contextual resources such as co-text and context to understand the meaning of 

“we” due to its ambiguity (Bull and Fetzer 2008:275; Proctor and Su 2011:3253). 
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Consequently, when analysing the utterances of “we” found in the data, the co-text 

and situational context of the utterances were closely studied. This work included the 

analysis of verbs and other lexical items uttered in conjunction with the pronoun “we” 

from which various patterns and interesting aspects regarding the meaning of “we” 

emerged. Subsequently, a categorisation of all cases of “we” could be established 

based on the various meanings of “we” found in the data. In total, five categories of 

“we” were identified: parliament, specific geographical area, ambiguous, generic, 

and EU countries, all of which will be presented and discussed in this thesis. 

3.3 Justifications and limitations  
The chosen method for this study is Conversation Analysis and this choice is partly 

based on the nature of the data but more importantly on the aim of this thesis, which 

focuses on a systematical analysis of talk. The data, as previously mentioned, 

comprises 13 speeches from a political debate, which in turn have been transcribed 

and then analysed. This is where CA’s data-centred approach becomes highly 

relevant. In this study, the speeches from one political debate have been 

systematically analysed using various tools and the transcripts have been crucial for 

this analytical work. The transcript conventions that have been used in this study (see 

Appendix A) are important in order to capture the actual talk that has been analysed. 

Furthermore, transcribing the data is a part of the analytical work that is constantly in 

progress (Hutchby and Wooffitt 2008:69) and the transcripts have been used as 

referential tools that represent the actual data, which in this case is the 13 speeches.  

 

Moreover, CA is considered a qualitative method that uses a microanalytical approach 

when studying spoken discourse (Baxter 2013:122). This approach has been applied 

in the analysis of the data of this thesis where all utterances of “we” have been 

analysed meticulously in order to produce broad and deep analyses. It is not the 

quantity or overall analysis that is of great importance here, but the in-depth analysis 

of how “we” is used by the speakers as referential domains in terms of manifesting 

group affiliation. More specifically, the tools that have been used when meticulously 

analysing the speeches are very much connected to the utterances of “we” and what is 

happening around these utterances. Firstly, what is said after and before each 

utterance of “we” (co-text) has been examined in addition to the situational context of 

these utterances, such as who is being addressed or what gestures each speaker shows. 
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Finally, where in the speeches these utterances of “we” occur has also been examined. 

These aspects have been examined from the point of view of the participants and what 

they may achieve by doing what they do in their speeches in terms of showing 

alignment or disalignment to the five categories of “we”.  

 
Furthermore, the reason why parliamentary discourse in the form of a parliamentary 

debate was chosen for this thesis was mainly due to a personal interest within this 

field of study, but also due to it being a rather unexplored area of research (Gelabert-

Desnoyer 2008:410; Van Der Valk 2003:315). The specific debate used as data for 

this study was selected based on two different factors. Firstly, there were limited 

amounts of spoken data from political debates that could be accessed online. Thus, 

when I came across the debates from the EU Parliament, which are readily available 

for anyone to access online, it seemed most suitable to use one of these. Secondly, the 

length of the debate was sufficient to make in-depth analyses of in relation to the 

requirements of this thesis.  

 

One issue that was encountered during the early stages of the processing and 

analysing of the data was that identifying a main area for the analysis proved to be 

quite time-consuming. When the area of interest had been chosen, it was also difficult 

to limit the work. However, in hindsight, it is my belief that this is a normal way of 

processing data within CA with it being a data-centred approach (Baxter 2013:122). 

4 Results  
In this chapter, the findings of my empirical investigation will be presented and 

analysed. More specifically, it will comprise an analysis of how the pronoun “we” is 

used by politicians in a European Parliamentary debate to show alignment or 

disalignment. The chapter has been divided into two parts: firstly, different categories 

of “we” will be presented individually, followed by a presentation of the shifts 

between categories. Finally, the placement of “we” within various sections of the 

speeches will be presented in the second part. 

4.1 Categories of “we” 
When analysing the speeches and searching for uses of the pronoun “we”, I found that 

“we” was used to refer to different groups of people. Determining what group of “we” 

is being referred to depends on what it is surrounded by. In other words, “we” can be 
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determined by looking at what occurs before and after it being uttered (co-text). 

Looking at the situational context and co-text of the pronoun “we” in the 13 speeches 

enabled me to establish the categories or groups of people that each speaker was 

referring to. Consequently, five different categories of “we” could be found and they 

will all be circled in different colours throughout this chapter. Furthermore, important 

words and sentences will be underlined in the same colours used for the five 

categories of “we” to show a clear connection to each occurrence of “we”.  

 

• Parliament: The speaker refers to the European Parliament and its Members 

of Parliament (MEPs), which, indirectly, are part of the European Union. This 

category will be represented by the colour blue in the various examples. 

• Specific geographical area: When reference is made to a specific country or 

local area. These references are connected to each speaker and thus each 

speaker’s own country or constituency. This category will be represented by 

the colour green in the various examples 

• Ambiguous: The speaker is vague or imprecise regarding what “we” is 

actually referring to. Consequently, it may be perceived that the speaker is 

referring to more than one category of “we”. This category will be represented 

by combinations of the colours blue, green, red or purple depending on each 

category of “we” that the ambiguity might be referring to.  

• Generic: When a speaker refers to “we” in a general sense that broadens the 

meaning of “we”, such as Europe or being citizens, humans, women and 

similar. This category will be represented by the colour red in the various 

examples. Furthermore, this category only occurs within the ambiguous 

category.  

• EU countries: The speaker refers to other EU countries. This category will be 

represented by the colour purple in the various examples. Moreover, similar to 

the generic group of “we”, this category only occurs within the ambiguous 

category.   

 

I will now present a table of the distribution of “we” in each category, followed by 

examples from the debate for each category.  
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Table 2. Occurrences of “we” for each category of “we” 

 

In this table, we can clearly see that parliament is the most frequently referred to 

category. This is followed by the two categories, ambiguous and specific 

geographical area. The two categories generic and EU countries, however, are not 

included in the table (2) since they are not referred to at all as their own categories; 

instead, they can be found within the ambiguous category (see chapters 4.1.3.1 and 

4.1.3.3). Considering the fact that the debate takes place within the European 

Parliament, it is perhaps not strange that “parliament” is the most frequent category. 

However, it is rather interesting that “we” is not used to refer to one’s political 

affiliation or group. Nevertheless, the importance here is not to analyse the 

differences between the numbers of occurrences in each category; it is the speakers’ 

choice of category and what the utterances are surrounded by that are of great 

importance in this thesis. The table of occurrences above (2) shows the distribution of 

“we” within each category merely for a general understanding of the different 

categories. Each occurrence of “we” has been counted once in order to stay true to the 

data. Even though the ambiguous cases of “we” deal with more than one possible 

category of “we”, each occurrence for this category has also only been counted once.  

4.1.1 Parliament 
When examining the different examples of “we” within this category, which is also 

the largest category by far, a default inclusive “we” referring to the Parliament was 

identified in some of the examples of this category and will be discussed in the 

following excerpts. When studying the examples, it becomes evident that this 

categorisation of “we” is, unlike the other categories of “we”, not necessarily 

determined by looking at what comes before and after it (co-text). The idea of a 

default “we” would indicate that it does not really matter where the “we” is placed; it 

is already assumed that “we” is referring to Parliament. Firstly, the default “we” will 

be presented and exemplified in excerpt 1, followed by excerpt 2 which will illustrate 

an example of choice of words in connection to “we”. For this category, the colour 

Category Number of occurrences 

Parliament 35 

Specific Geographical Area 7 

Ambiguous  15 
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blue will be used to show reference to Parliament both in circles and underlined 

sections as previously mentioned (see 4.1). 

 

In the first excerpt, the speaker, Neil Parish, has previously been discussing the work 

done by the previous Commissioner and can in the excerpt be seen talking about the 

current parliamentary session and Commission. The most natural default meaning of 

this “we” is that it refers to MEPs due to the setting of the speech (parliamentary 

debate) and thus it may also be regarded as an inclusive “we” since it includes 

everyone in the EU Parliament. 

 
Excerpt 1. Neil Parish (transcript 1, middle section)  

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

61 

62 

63 

Mr. Kyprianou (.) the previous Commissioner for SANCO he 

also gave us the reassurance when ((looks up)) he was 

Commissioner that not only would he implement the 

present legislation properly but he would actually 

revisit (.) the situation at the end of the term (.)well 

we are moving very very fast now towards the end ((looks 

up)) of this parliamentary session and the end of this 

((looks up and points towards the crowd)) present 

Commission 

 

In this excerpt, we can see that there is one occurrence of “we” and that it occurs in 

line 60. To begin with, the word “well” (line 59) is the first word of the unit “well we 

are moving very fast now” (line 60) and signals a change in what is to be uttered. 

Before the “we”, there is talk about promises that were made and kept whereas after 

the “we” Parish is talking about promises that have not been kept and “well” is 

signaling this contrast. A default inclusive “we” becomes more apparent when Parish 

utters, “we are moving […]” in line 60, and it would appear that regardless of what 

has been mentioned previously, a default and inclusive “we” signals that it is indeed 

the Parliament that “we” is being referred to. Ultimately, when we are provided with 

further information after the “we”, i.e. “towards the end of this parliamentary session” 

(lines 61-62) and “at the end of this present Commission” (lines 62-63) our 

assumptions that “we” is referring to parliament are merely confirmed and have not 

affected the default meaning in any way. This co-textual information indicates that the 

assumed reference to Parliament, in other words the default “we”, was correct and 
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that no extra work had to be done by the speaker to indicate that the participants are 

indeed included. In terms of placement, this shows that it does not matter where “we” 

is placed and that the reference to parliament made after the utterance of “we”, this” 

together with “parliamentary session” (line 62) and “present Commission” (line 64), 

merely confirms that the “we” is Parliamentary centred.  

 

In general, there seems to be a pre-established assumption that by “we” the speakers 

mean Parliament. In other words, when the information regarding the “we” is given 

after the actual utterance of the “we” the assumptions of what “we” is actually 

referring to is merely confirmed by this information since there is already a 

parliamentary default (inclusive) “we”.  

 

Another interesting aspect regarding the idea of a default we is the choice of words, 

especially verbs, used in conjunction with “we”. In excerpt 1, “we” (line 61) is 

followed by “are moving” (line 61), which indicates that they, in this case the 

Parliament, as a collective are moving towards the end of the present Commission and 

also this parliamentary debate. The verb “to move” or as it is used in excerpt 1, “we 

are moving very fast now towards […]” implies that they (“we”) have a goal or aim in 

common and they as a collective group are moving together to get there. This would 

in many ways confirm that it is indeed an inclusive “we”. In addition, the gesture 

made by Parish (line 62) in conjunction with the previously mentioned “we are 

moving” (line 60) and “parliamentary session” (line 61) is yet another indication of a 

possible inclusive “we” with reference to Parliament. What makes this a default “we” 

in terms of choice of words is the whole notion of moving forward towards 

something. This is exactly what politicians, which is what MEPs are, do in their line 

of work; they have, at times, a common agenda where there is an ambition to reach 

goals and aims collectively. Therefore, when using “we” in the unit “we are moving 

very fast towards […], it is already understood, to a certain extent, that it is the 

Parliament that “we” is referring to. Hence, “we” is, in this case, used as a default 

“we” where no extra work has to be done by the speaker to signal that this is the 

parliament.  
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Moreover, excerpt 2 will also be used to illustrate the choice of words in connection 

to the idea of a default “we”. Here, Evans begins by talking about Neil Parish’s debate 

question, animal transport, and then continues with the discussion of the 8-hour limit 

when transporting animals.  

 
Excerpt 2. Robert Evans (transcript 7, introduction) 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

I think he is actually very so:und ((moves both hands up 

and down)) on this eh eh and I su↑pport ↓him (.2) ehm:: I 

think this regu- (.) we ↑need ((looks up)) this regulation 

(.) to be a success and we need it to be eh universally in 

↓force 

 

First, Evans can be seen talking about “him”, meaning Neil Parish and the fact that 

Parish is the author of the debated question. Up until line 7, Evans, who is at the 

beginning of his speech, has not clearly set the frame for the “we” (line 7) apart from 

uttering “I think this regu-” (lines 7-8), where we as readers are left to guess what 

“regu-“ might mean. However, when we get to the first “we” in line 7, the assumed 

reference is Parliament, making this a default and inclusive “we”. “We need this 

regulation to be a success […]” implies that he is talking about something that is 

relevant here and now for everyone in the Chamber.  

 

Furthermore, “we need this regulation” is a repair of the previously uttered “I think 

this regu-“. To begin with, Evans only includes himself by using the pronoun “I” in “I 

think this regu-“ and then repairs this utterance to include everyone by using “we”. 

Consequently, by changing the use of pronouns and using “we” as it is used in line 7, 

“we need this regulation […]”, Evans shifts the whole utterance from being a personal 

opinion (I think…) to a necessity that is the responsibility of the whole Parliament as 

a group (we need). The implication of this default and inclusive “we” is that Evans 

shifts the focus from himself to a bigger group, making this debated issue seem 

relevant and important for everyone and thus indicating that it should be taken more 

seriously in comparison to merely expressing one’s thoughts and opinions.  

 

Moreover, the choice of verb used in this case is “need”: “we need this regulation to 

be a success”, which is repeated in a rather similar manner in lines 8-9, “we need it to 
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be eh universally in force”. When using this verb the way it has been done in the two 

utterances in excerpt 2, it indicates that they as a collective (should) have a joint wish 

or expectation, which in this case is that the regulation should be “universally in 

force” (line 9) and a “success” (line 8). In other words, these two uses of “we” are 

inclusive since they include the whole parliament.  

 

Summary 
 
The idea of a default and inclusive “we” as referring to Parliament has been discussed 

and exemplified above, and is perhaps not so strange considering the fact that the 

situational context of these speeches is the EU Parliament. The MEPs are there to 

present potential issues and related topics regarding animal transport; thus the use of a 

default and inclusive “we” seems highly likely when the speakers want to include 

those to whom they are talking and addressing. Consequently, the examples have 

illustrated that the co-text of a default “we” does not affect the meaning of “we”. 

Instead it only confirms the assumed reference to Parliament which has been 

established by a default “we”.  

 

Throughout this category, only the use of an inclusive “we” has been discussed. When 

using this default “we”, the speakers automatically include everyone by referring to 

Parliament. However, this is not the case for all the other categories of “we”, 

something that will be presented and discussed shortly.  

4.1.2 Specific geographical area  
Apart from the cases of “we” found within the ambiguous group (see 4.1.3.2 and 

4.1.3.3), seven examples of “we” that refer to a specific geographical area could be 

found in the data. The definition of “specific geographical area”, as mentioned 

previously, is when reference is made to a country or local area, all of which seem to 

be connected to each speaker. When examining the examples, it became evident that 

all speakers referred to this category in the same manner. Information regarding the 

area was always given before mentioning the pronoun “we”, as we can see in the 

example below. For this category, the colour green will be used to show reference to a 

specific geographical area both in circles and underlined sections as previously 

mentioned (see 4.1).  
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The following excerpt (3) will serve as a typical example of “we” within this 

category. Here, in excerpt 3, Allister, who is a Northern Irish MEP, is talking about 

the negative implications of a possible change of the eight-hour ban for the 

transportation of animals and two cases of “we” can be seen in this excerpt. 

 
Excerpt 3. Jim Allister (transcript 4, middle section) 

 

In lines 22-23, Allister can be seen mentioning “my constituency of Northern Ireland” 

before “we”; which seems to be the typical order of information provided by each 

speaker when talking about a specific geographical area. More importantly, by 

uttering “my constituency of Northern Ireland”, especially with the clear emphasis on 

“my”, Allister not only shows alignment to belonging to this constituency in 

particular, but he also indicates that it is his constituency of which he is the elected 

leader by popular vote. Consequently, even though the placement of “we” comes 

towards the end of the excerpt for both cases of “we” (lines 24-25), it is clear as to 

what Allister is referring to when uttering “we”. 

 

In the example above, it can be seen that the pronoun “we” is placed after any 

mention of a local area. Mentioning the local area before the pronoun “we”, positions 

and sets the scene for the rest of the utterance. In other words, this type of clarifying 

co-text is crucial for the understanding of “we” uttered within this category. 

Furthermore, the fact that the speaker’s actual local area is uttered seems to be crucial 

for understanding the meaning of the pronoun “we”. Consequently, in this example, 

which is a typical example for this category, there is no confusion or doubt as to what 

“we” is referring to due to the explicit reference to a geographical area. In comparison 

to the inclusive “we” found in the parliament category, the specific geographic area as 

a category uses an exclusive “we” instead. Here, the uttering of “we” includes those 

who align themselves with the geographic areas referred to.  

 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

I do have to say that for ↑MY constituency of Northern 

↓Ire↑land (.2) that would be ruinous because (.2) to 

export animals ((possible tiptoeing)) (.2) which we do 

(.1) we (.3)((moves clenched fist up and down)) are 

required to undertake a sea journey 
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Summary 
The situational context of this category remains the same, i.e. the speakers are MEPs 

taking part in a political debate regarding animal transport, where their task is to 

comment on and present their thoughts and ideas regarding this topic. Furthermore, 

the co-text has been mentioned as an important factor for understanding the exclusive 

“we” used within this category. More specifically, the placement of “we” always 

occurs after any mention of a specific geographic area. Consequently, when the actual 

“we” occurs, its meaning is easily understood and recognisable. Moreover, in this 

category, the use of an exclusive “we” has been discussed in connection referring to 

specific geographic areas. In other words, each “we” refers to those who are a part of 

the area that “we” is referring to.  

4.1.3 Ambiguous 
As previously mentioned, this category concerns those uses of “we” that are vague 

and imprecise. Due to the ambiguity of some uses of “we”, it was difficult to 

determine the categories referred to when using “we”; thus, they have been placed in 

their own category for ambiguous cases of “we” where more than one category of 

reference is possible. An analysis of the data revealed fifteen occurrences of “we” 

used ambiguously. Out of these fifteen occurrences, three different combinations of 

categories were found. 

• Parliament + Generic 

• Parliament + Specific Geographical Area 

• Specific Geographical Area + EU countries 

 

For the two first combinations, Parliament + generic, and Parliament + specific 

geographical area, Parliament was always one of the possible categories that the 

speakers could be referring to when uttering “we”, something that may be looked 

upon as a possible pattern. Regarding the generic and specific geographical area, they 

were approximately evenly referred to. The third category, “Specific Geographical 

Area + EU countries”, centres on constructions of speech that show signs of 

ambiguity in terms of showing reference to both a speaker’s local area or country and 

other EU countries at the same time.  
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4.1.3.1 Combination: Parliament and Generic 
This combination illustrates the occurrences of “we” that can be perceived as 

ambiguously referring to either the Parliament or to a more generic group. When 

analysing the examples of this combination in particular, some similarities between 

the various examples regarding ambiguity have been identified and will be presented 

with three examples below. For this category, the colour blue will be used to show 

reference to Parliament and red to show a generic reference both in circles and in 

underlined sections as previously mentioned (see 4.1). 

 

Firstly, I have noticed that the reason for ambiguity in some cases is due to the 

placement of “we”, in other words, the co-text of “we” that distinguishes its meaning. 

A possible reference to Parliament usually comes before “we” and is mostly followed 

by an ambiguous reference. Secondly, in many of the examples, gestures also seem to 

be an important aspect in the creation of ambiguity. In the two examples below 

(excerpt 4 and 5), both Allister and Evans place the “we” in between their 

parliamentary –and ambiguous references. In addition to this, they can also be seen 

using gestures (in italics) that support their references to Parliament.  

 

In excerpt 4, Allister can be seen uttering one “we” (line 36) and the topic discussed is 

the issues with the eight-hour rule when transporting animals. 

 
Excerpt 4. Jim Allister (transcript 4, middle section) 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

32 

33 

34 

35 

36 

(.4) and if you can only have ↑one period (.1) of eight 

↓hours (.) that (.3) would be ((flings his right arm to 

the right)) ↑UTTERLY inadequate↓ and ((lowers his right 

arm and touches his paper, looks down)) utterly (.2) 

unacceptable (.7) and (.)↑SUCH ((lift his right hand and 

places it on top of his chest, inside his blazer)) onerous 

condition (.4) I would have to remind↑ the House would NOT 

COMPARE AT ↑ALL ((looks down)) (.2) with the ↑hu::ge 

↓distances that animals are transported in South ↑America 

FROM WHENCE ((throws his right arm to the right)) WE 

HAPPILY ↑IM↓PORT ((looks down)) 
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What makes this an ambiguous utterance is the vague meaning of “we” set in the 

context of the excerpt. At first, Allister mentions the issue with the eight-hour rule 

when transporting animals (lines 26-32), and clearly places himself within a political 

context by addressing the House, “I would have to remind the House” (line 32). This 

parliamentary context or reference of “we” has been underlined in blue (line 32). 

However, when Allister utters “we” together with “happily import” (lines 35-36), 

which has been underlined in red, a more generic reference to “we” seems possible 

and the previous parliamentary reference is no longer as obvious as first perceived; 

thus, the meaning of “we” has become ambiguous. However, since Allister has 

already placed himself within a Parliamentary context and thus established a certain 

setting, “we” may be interpreted as a reference to the Parliament as well as being a 

generic reference. The reason for this is that it is not the Parliament per se who 

performs the import of animals; that would be up to each member state and indirectly 

companies and shops. Nevertheless, the European Parliament constitutes a 

governmental body of the European Union and thus they are, indirectly, also involved 

in questions and issues regarding animal import.  

 

Regarding, gestures, Allister can be seen throwing his arm to the right (line 35) before 

uttering “we”. His gesture may be seen as a signal for trying to include the people in 

the chamber in his “we”. Consequently, this would support the prior reference to 

Parliament, but the ambiguity of “we” makes the interpretation more difficult.  

The second example from this category, excerpt 5, is from Evans’ speech and here 

Evans can be seen expressing his criticism towards certain regulations regarding the 

killing and transportation of animals.  

 
Excerpt 5. Robert Evans (transcript 7, middle section) 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

(.2) eh and the agricultural industry Mr Allister ((looks 

up, points towards the audience))(.) I think has to ask 

questions of it↑self (.2) we ↑NEED as a society ((looks 

up)) (.) a civilised society to look at the whole question 

(.) the whole pu:rpose (.) the whole idea of transporting 

animals long distances and then ↑killing ↓them 
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Here, the placement of “we” is the same as in excerpt 4. The connection to Parliament 

comes before “we” when Evans addresses Mr. Allister (line 18), one of the previous 

speakers. Thus, the initial comprehension of “we” is that it refers to Parliament. 

However, we can also see in the example that “a society” (line 20), which seems to be 

a complement to “we”, changes this instantly and makes “we” rather ambiguous. 

 

Another interesting aspect regarding the use of “we” is the unit surrounding the “we”. 

To begin with, “I think” (line 19) has been inserted and used together with “has to” as 

a verb of obligation (line 19) and the whole utterance, “I think [the agricultural 

industry] has to ask questions of itself” is the personal opinion of Evans regarding 

what work needs to be done by Mr. Allister. In other words, Evans is, indirectly, 

criticising Allister’s work in addition to giving Allister an indirect exhortation. 

However, Evans soon changes his focus and uses the pronoun “we” together with 

another verb of obligation, “need to” in lines 20-21 (“need to look”), this time 

directing his exhortation towards everyone including himself. By shifting focus and 

using “we” the way it has been done in lines 20-21 (“we need as a society a civilised 

society to look at the whole question”), he has broadened his exhortations to not only 

include himself but also made his appeal more concrete. Furthermore, by repeating 

the word “society” (line 20), with the added adjective “civilised” (line 21) enhances 

the moral implications regarding what they (as a society) need to do, or more 

specifically what they are obliged to do.  

 

Moreover, Evans’s gestures, where he looks up and points towards the audience (line 

19), are also interesting since he includes the other people in the chamber by doing 

this. Thus, his gesture supports his Parliamentary reference (Mr. Allister in line 18). 

However, “we need as a society” (line 20) is ultimately of particular interest and 

importance since this is where the ambiguity of “we” can be seen. The previously 

mentioned “Mr. Allister” in line 18 and certain gestures in line 19 do indeed favour a 

parliamentary reference as a whole; however, the word “society” (line 20 + 21) is a 

rather generic word since it is vague and broad, which makes it difficult to establish 

the  meaning of the word. In this case, Evans could be referring to the Parliament as 

being part of this society that he mentions, or it could be more generic in a sense that 

the MEPs are members of a society. He could also be talking about humans in general 

but due to the ambiguity, it is difficult to identify the “we”.  
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Another interesting example is an excerpt from Parish’s speech. With Parish being the 

author of the question, the main goal of his speech is to introduce his question and 

convince the other MEPs that this is an important topic. The remaining speakers then 

present their views on the topic and comment on potential issues or aspects connected 

to the topic. In the following excerpt (6), one occurrence of “we” can be seen in line 

28. During this part of the speech, Parish is presenting the issue with horse transport 

in Europe.  

 
Excerpt 6. Neil Parish (Transcript 1, middle section) 

 

To begin with, the “we” (line 28) seems to be a default and inclusive parliamentary 

“we” up until “we have problems” (line 28). The reason for this is because of the 

clarifying co-text that occurs in lines 27 and 28 both before and after the “we”. There 

is nothing else in those lines that indicate that the “we” could be anything but a 

parliamentary reference. However, when we get to line 29, the meaning of “we” 

becomes generic with Parish uttering “in Europe” (line 29). Here, “we” is placed 

before the clarifying co-text that illustrates the ambiguous meaning of “we”. The 

“we” remains inclusive although the meaning of “we” broadens to include not only 

the Parliament but also Europe. However, by uttering “in Europe” Parish is somewhat 

vague since Europe in this case is generic and can refer to many things, not only the 

countries of Europe in general, but countries both inside and outside the EU. 

Nonetheless, it is clear, due to the reference to Europe, that this is an inclusive “we” 

that includes everyone in the audience. Furthermore, we can see that Parish utters 

“we” in connection to “[we] have problems in Europe” (line 28) where “we” 

strengthens Parish’s argument that this is an important topic for Europe and 

consequently strengthens the relevance for the European Parliament. Moreover, the 

fact that Parish looks up (line 29) before uttering “Europe” in line 29 may also be an 

indication to the audience that this is an important topic for them, the European 

Parliament. 

27 

28 

29 

I think there’s (.2) many things I could highlight (.) 

but in one particular thing I think we have problems in 

((looks up)) Europe that is horse transport 
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4.1.3.2 Combination: Parliament and Specific Geographical Area  
The combination of categories presented here constitutes occurrences of “we” that 

have been used ambiguously to refer to Parliament or a specific geographical area. 

Besides the placement of “we” in relation to its clarifying co-text in terms of meaning, 

gestures are also important for this combination in particular. The difference with this 

combination of categories is that Parliament is not always the first category referred 

to, which can be seen in the following example from Dover’s speech (excerpt 7). 

Here, Dover can be seen talking about the importance of animals being slaughtered 

before being transported. For this category, the colour green will be used to show 

reference to a specific geographical area and blue to show reference to Parliament 

both in circles and underlined sections as previously mentioned (see 4.1).  
 

Excerpt 7. Den Dover (transcript 10, introduction) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

Mr. President ehm (.2) it it gives me pleasure to speak on 

this ↑most important eh debate this morning eh (.2) and I 

would emphasise how very important to the North West of 

England (.) the transportation of ((looks down)) live 

animals ↑is (.3) we would ↑much rather ((looks up and 

points towards the audience)) as the Chairman of the 

Agricultural Committee said have these eh (.2) ((looks 

up)) ↑animals eh slaughtered and transported eh eh (.3) 

after they’ve eh (.) died and be processed away from the 

base 

 

Here, Dover mentions “the North West of England” (lines 3-4) before uttering “we” 

in line 5. To begin with, “we” seems to be connected to Dover’s local area to which 

he shows alignment. However, “we” is followed by “[we] would much rather”, which 

could also be a default “we” connected to Parliament. This is then followed by a 

(vague) reference to Parliament, “the Chairman,” (line 6) but more importantly, it is 

followed by gestures where Dover both looks and points towards the audience (lines 

5-6). His gestures indicate the inclusion of those present, and considering that they 

comprise the European Parliament, this may be a reference to Parliament, making this 

a rather ambiguous example. “The chairman” in line 6 is not only an utterance 

connected to a possible Parliamentary reference, but also an example of where Evans 

is endorsing his argument by mentioning the Chairman.  
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In our next example below (excerpt 8), we can see that Bloom’s utterance of “we” in 

line 3 can be perceived as being ambiguous due to first uttering “this chamber” (line 

2) followed by “the United Kingdom” (line 4).  

 
Excerpt 8. Transformation of “we”, Godfrey Bloom (transcript 3, introduction) 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Well Mr. Chairman it’s eh (.2) fascinating as ↑always (.) 

no sense of ↑irony again in this Chamber (.) one of the 

biggest problems that we ha:ve (.) of cou:rse (.2) 

particularly in the United ↑King↓dom (.4) is the 

monstrously stu:pid avalanche of rules and regulations 

that came to slaughterhouses 10 years ago 

 

Here, Bloom has chosen the same order of reference as in the previous combination of 

categories (parliamentary + generic) but reversed order of reference in comparison to 

the previous example (excerpt 7). By uttering “this chamber” (line 2), Bloom has 

already, to some extent, pre-established the setting as parliamentary and thus, when he 

utters “we” (line 3), it would seem as though he is referring to the parliament. 

However, if we look at what is being uttered after “we”, “particularly in the United 

Kingdom” (line 4), the use of “we” suddenly becomes ambiguous. Up until the end of 

line 3, the meaning of “we” is clearly connected to the parliament, but the phrase 

“particularly in the United Kingdom”, in line 4, colours the whole sentence 

completely, making “we” more directed towards the UK. Interestingly, it almost 

seems as if Bloom is trying to hide or make his statement less focused on the UK by 

uttering this phrase in particular. However, it is quite clear from his choice of words 

“monstrously stupid avalanche of […]” (line 5) that he is trying to distance himself 

from the EU, and consequently the meaning of “we” has been transformed and gone 

from referring to the EU (parliament) to the UK.  

4.1.3.3 Combination: Specific Geographical Area + EU Countries 
In this category, the ambiguity of “we” is connected to different geographical areas as 

opposed to different categories of “we”. In the examples of this category, certain 

constructions of speech seem to include reference to not only the local area (country) 

of the speaker but also other EU countries, all of which make these cases ambiguous. 

Furthermore, three occurrences of “we” have been identified within this ambiguous 

category and one can be found in excerpt 9 and two in excerpt 10. For this category, 
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the colour green will be used to show reference to a speaker’s local area and purple to 

show reference to EU countries both in circles and underlined sections as mentioned 

previously (see 4.1). 

 

In the first example excerpt 9, Stevenson, a Scottish MEP, is talking about the 

implementation of transport rules and that Scotland and other countries have adhered 

to these rules, something that cannot perhaps be said regarding some other countries. 

 
Excerpt 9. Struan Stevenson (transcript 2, middle section) 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

I ↑really have to ((looks up)) (.) report with some 

satisfaction that these transport rules have been 

s::trictly ((waves his hand up and down)) observed  

(,2) particularly in countries ↑like ↓Scotland ((looks 

up)) (.2) where we continue to (.) eh maintain some of 

the highest (,2) eh levels of best practice in the whole 

of the EU 

 

Firstly, when uttering “particularly in countries like Scotland” (line 28), the meaning 

of “we” becomes slightly fuzzy, especially due to the use of “particularly” and “like”. 

Stevenson is mainly talking about Scotland, but by uttering, “in countries like”, and 

looking up at the same time, it would appear that his utterance includes other 

countries. Furthermore, by including a reference to other countries, albeit vague, 

Stevenson’s argument is strengthened and more relatable and relevant to those 

listening. Secondly, the part after “we”, in lines 29-31, is connected to the part before 

“we” and by using words such as “maintain” (line 29), “highest levels” (line 30) and 

“best practice” (line 30), not to mention the superlatives, in a positive manner, 

Stevenson is implying that Scotland is somewhat superior due to its outstanding work 

with the implementation of transport rules. Consequently, Stevenson shows a clear 

alignment to belonging to Scotland with the uttering of “we”. When looking at the 

two colours, this shift becomes more evident with the joint purple and green 

underlining, which then continues with a joint purple and green circle and where a 

purple underlining cannot be seen after the use of “we”. Even though Stevenson has 

implied that there are other countries like Scotland, the statement itself is rather vague 
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and ambiguous, and a clear difference between “we” (who follow the rules and show 

outstanding work) and “them” (those who do not follow the rules) can be seen. 

 

A similar ambiguity can be seen in the following example, excerpt 10, where 

McGuinness is discussing the issue with implementing the 8-hour rule when 

transporting animals. In this excerpt, two “we-s” can be found (lines 50 and 51). 

 
Excerpt 10. Mairead McGuinness (transcript 6, middle section) 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

(.3) the reason why Europe had a real problem in getting 

this regulation into place was because ↑many member states 

including Ireland (.3) kno::w that we need to transport 

our animals for longer durations (.3) but we ↑also know 

how to look after them in so doing 

 
What makes this an ambiguous example is the unit that has been underlined in both 

green and purple in lines 49-50, “many member states including Ireland”. This 

utterance implies that Ireland, along with other member states, are part of the same 

group. As a result, when examining the first “we” in line 50, the meaning of “we” 

becomes vague and ambiguous. Is “we” referring back to Ireland or to Ireland and 

other member states?  

 

Firstly, when looking at the first “we” (line 50) McGuinness can be seen uttering, “we 

need to transport our animals for longer durations” (lines 50-51) it becomes evident 

that she is perhaps talking about Ireland due to its location in Europe. Since Ireland is 

an island, animals have to be transported by sea and it seems highly likely that it is the 

issue regarding the eight-hour rule that McGuinness is referring to here; it is not 

always possible for Ireland to transport animals within the eight-hour limit. Secondly, 

this ambiguous “we” continues in the second “we” in line 51 where McGuinness talks 

about their ability to look after the animals being transported, “we also know how to 

look after them in so doing” (lines 51-52). This utterance is also similar to the 

previous excerpt (9) in a sense that whoever is part of this “we” is described as doing 

a good job. More specifically, when McGuinness mentions their ability to look after 

the animals during transport, she automatically implies that there is another group that 

do not look after the animals. Consequently, there is almost a “we” vs “them” aspect 
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imbedded in these utterances. Also, by using “longer” as a comparative in line 51: 

“we need to transport our animals for longer durations” she is signaling that she is 

comparing the “we” with something. Furthermore, when looking at the whole excerpt, 

McGuinness is most definitely talking about Ireland when she utters “we”, but she has 

not completely excluded the idea of other EU countries, hence the use of two colours 

(purple and green) after the use of both “we-s”.  

 

These two excerpts share some similarities such as placing the “we” after each 

reference to a specific geographical area but also that they use similar constructions of 

speech within their utterances that ultimately colour the “we” making the meanings 

ambiguous. In excerpt 9, Stevenson uttered “particularly in countries like Scotland” 

(line 28) and McGuinness, in excerpt 10, uttered “many member states including 

Ireland” (lines 49-50). These two utterances may not be identical but they both 

indicate a notion of vagueness in terms of the use of the “we” that follows both of 

these examples, where they include other EU countries besides their own local areas. 

Are they talking about their own countries, Scotland and Ireland, or are they also 

including other Europe countries in these uses of “we”? As mentioned previously, it 

seems as though they are indeed mainly talking about their own home countries, but 

that it is difficult to determine the meaning of “we” due to its ambiguous use in these 

cases. Consequently, by including other EU countries in their utterances of “we” they 

also broaden the relevance of their utterances for those listening. By using these 

inclusive constructions, the focus is not just on Scotland or Ireland, but also on other 

EU countries. In other words, their arguments are potentially strengthened as they 

become more relatable and relevant to the other MEPs.  

 
Summary 
The situational context, a parliamentary debate regarding animal transport, remains 

the same for this category too. Furthermore, the placement of “we” has also been 

presented as something of great importance when analysing the meaning of “we”. The 

placement of “we” within this category seems to occur somewhere in the middle of 

the specific co-text that distinguishes the “we”. When studying the examples it 

becomes evident that certain information is given either before or after a “we”. Since 

this category focuses on ambiguous uses of “we” the information that is given before 

or after each “we” varies. However, the results have shown that reference to 
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parliament is mainly done before “we”, followed by a reference to another category of 

“we”. The reason why parliament is so frequently referred to before “we” may be 

connected to the situational context, which in turn is connected to the idea of a default 

“we”, something that will be further discussed in chapter 5. 

 

Moreover, since there is such variety in terms of what categories of “we” are being 

used within the ambiguous group, there are both inclusive and exclusive uses of “we”. 

Those references that do not refer to the Parliament as a whole are exclusive uses of 

“we”, whereas the parliamentary and generic references show inclusive uses of “we”.  

4.1.4 Shifts between categories 
In previous sections, a variety of examples have been presented and they have 

generally focused on singular instances of “we” within the same category of “we.” 

However, this section aims to present a few examples where shifts between the 

various categories of “we” have been discovered. Excerpt 11, parts of which have 

already been presented and discussed (see excerpt 10, 4.1.3.3) will serve as an 

introductory example of this, where three separate uses of “we” can be seen. Two 

different colours have been used to highlight what are, in my opinion, the various 

categories of “we” McGuinness is referring to. The colours used are the exact same 

ones as used in previous excerpts. As a reminder, the two green circles represent 

“specific geographical area”, and the blue circle represents “parliament”.  
 
Excerpt 11. Mairead McGuinness (transcript 6, middle section) 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

(.3) the reason why Europe had a real problem in getting 

this regulation into place was because ↑many member states 

including Ireland (.3) kno::w that we need to transport 

our animals for longer durations (.3) but we ↑also know 

how to look after them in so doing (.) so I would disagree 

with those ((looks to her left)) who want to reduce the 

time duration but I ag↑ree that we need to make sure that 

welfare is a priority 

 

As stated above, parts of this excerpt have already been discussed but with focus on a 

different area; therefore, a repetition of certain parts will appear simply for the sole 

purpose of understanding this analysis in particular. McGuinness mentions “Ireland” 

(line 50) early on in this excerpt and this, together with the personal pronoun “we” 
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(line 50) indicates that the first “we” is ambiguous and refers to either Ireland or other 

EU countries. The use of “also” (line 52) right after the second “we” in line 51 also 

indicates that the previous ambiguous reference is still in place. However, a shift in 

categories can be seen right before the third “we” (line 54) when she, rather swiftly, 

utters “so I would disagree with those who want to reduce the time duration” (line 53) 

at the same time as looking to her left, all of which indicates that she is not referring 

to Ireland or another EU country any longer but Parliament. To begin with, “so I 

would disagree with”, as it is being used in line 53, signals that a shift of some kind is 

about to take place in McGuinness’ utterance. The shift becomes more apparent by 

the time we get to “those who want to reduce the time duration” where it is now 

evident that McGuinness is no longer talking about Ireland or another EU country but 

other MEPs, some of whom are present (hence the gestures). The whole sentence “so 

I would disagree with those who want to reduce time duration” is a clear sign of 

McGuinness distancing herself from this group of politicians whom she does not 

share the same opinions with. However, when beginning the following syntactic unit 

in lines 54-55 with “but”, as in, “but I agree that we need to make sure […]”, 

McGuinness is once again signaling that whatever she is about to utter will be going 

in a different direction. Consequently, when we get to the final “we” in line 54, it is 

very clear that McGuinness is talking about “we” as in the Parliament and not Ireland 

or another EU country.  

 

In the second example, excerpt 12, we can see that there are two different colours yet 

there are four cases of “we”. Similar to previous excerpts, the blue circles represent 

references made to Parliament and the red circle (line 72) represents a generic 

reference. The first three cases of “we” (lines 63, 70 and 71) refer to Parliament, 

which becomes evident if we look at gestures and what Parish is talking about.  
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Excerpt 12. Neil Parish (transcript 1, middle section) 

63 

64 

65 

66 

67 

68 

69 

70 

71 

72 

73 

well we are moving very very fast now towards the end 

((looks up)) of this parliamentary session and the end of 

this ((looks up and points towards the crowd)) present 

Commission and I would call upon Mrs. Vassiliou ((looks 

up)) who has been a very good ((looks up)) replacement for 

Mr. Kyprianou (.) I would call upon her to honour that 

commitment (.) because I do think animal transport is one 

of those things that we have to take in- incredibly 

seriously and I think ((looks up)) we- we’ve made these 

points many times before but I think (.) you know we a:re 

a civilised ((looks up)) society 

 

Firstly, Parish is talking about specific parliamentary people or groups of people such 

as the “this present Commission” (lines 65-66), “this parliamentary session” (line 64) 

and some of the European Commissioners such as “Mrs. Vassiliou” (line 66) and 

“Mr. Kyprianou” (line 68). Secondly, Parish’s gestures, where he points towards the 

crowd in addition to looking at them (line 65), also strengthens a possible reference to 

Parliament. Reference to Parliament continues in the second and third “we” (lines 70 

and 71) where Parish can be seen changing subject to “animal transport” (line 69). 

However, it is not until the final “we” (line 72), that a shift in categories occurs. The 

shift from parliament to another category appears to be ambiguous since the final 

“we” (line 72), being connected to the phrase “civilised society” (line 73), may refer 

to both Parliament and the generic category.  

 

These shifts between categories are interesting since more work has to be done not 

only by the speaker, but also for the listener in order to understand what each “we” 

refers to. The two excerpts (excerpt 11 and 12) presented above indicate that the 

meaning of “we” is rather complex due to the many aspects connected to the pronoun 

that need to be taken into account. The results from the two excerpts suggest that the 

content of what is being uttered in connection to gestures need to be paid careful 

attention to due to the quick shifts of categories.  
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4.2 The placement of “we” in different sections of a speech 
When analysing the speeches I noticed that they could be divided into three different 

sections depending on the purpose of each section: introduction, middle section and 

ending. This division was a pattern found in all speeches. However, the five 

categories of “we” did not occur in all sections and were in some cases confined to 

specific sections only. This part aims to present the distribution of “we” in the three 

sections of the speeches mentioned above. However, a brief presentation of each 

section of speech is necessary for a full comprehension of the remaining subchapter.  
 

1. Introduction: In this section, the speaker briefly introduces his or her main 

issues and thoughts regarding animal transport.  

2. Middle section: Here, the speaker develops and expands the issues mentioned in 

the introduction and this is often done with exemplification.  

3. Ending: There are two different types of endings. The speaker either makes a 

recommendation to the Parliament or Commissioner as to what issues need to be 

dealt with, or requests answers to certain questions in connection to issues with 

animal transport.  
 

In the table (table 3) below, the distribution of “we” in the three aforementioned 

sections is presented. Occurrences of “we” in each speech section are marked with an 

“X” in the table for the relevant category. The aim of presenting this table is solely to 

illustrate an overview of how “we” is distributed over the three sections. Therefore, 

the exact number of occurrences of “we” is not relevant; hence, the letter “X” was 

deemed most suitable for illustrating this distribution.  
 

Table 3. Distribution of the pronoun “we” in the three sections of all 13 speeches 

 Introduction Middle section Ending 

Parliament X X X 

Specific Geographical Area _ X _ 

Ambiguous: Parliament + 
Specific Geographical Area 

X _ _ 

Ambiguous: Parliament + 
Generic 

_ X X 

Ambiguous: Specific 
Geographical Area + EU 
Countries 

_ X _ 
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Introduction 
Three of the excerpts (2, 7 and 8) presented previously in this chapter are from the 

introduction, and they illustrate how the speakers generally introduce their speeches. 

It is perceived as customary to address the President or Chairman in the beginning of 

each speech as can be seen in excerpts 6 and 7. After this, the speaker then gives a 

brief introduction on the topic in terms of thoughts or ideas. The table above (table 3) 

illustrates that two categories are usually referred to in the introduction, those being 

Parliament and the ambiguous category with the combination parliament + specific 

geographical area. In other words, it is notable that the default category (parliament) 

is always included in the introduction.  

  
Middle section  
The distribution presented in table 3 suggests that the middle section is the only 

section where unambiguous references to the category of local area are made. 

Generally, all categories apart from the ambiguous group of Parliament + Specific 

Geographical Area are referred to, all of which make this section a “busy” one. As 

previously mentioned, the purpose of the middle section is to develop and expand the 

issues and thoughts mentioned in the introduction; thus, the wide range of categories 

used may be a result of the many topics and questions brought forward in the 

speakers’ introductions. The majority of excerpts presented previously in this chapter 

are from the middle section, namely excerpts 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11 and 12.  

 
Ending  
In this section, the categories referred to are, as presented in table 3, Parliament and 

the ambiguous category: Parliament + Generic. The ending is, as previously 

mentioned, where the speaker makes a recommendation to the Parliament or requests 

answers to a specific question. Thus, it would seem rather obvious not to refer to a 

specific geographical area here but to use “we” with reference to Parliament. Since no 

excerpts from the ending have been presented previously, the following excerpt (13) 

will be used to exemplify what a typical ending may look like.  

 
Excerpt 13. Kathy Sinnott (Transcript 5, ending) 

22 

23 

24 

25 

so I would recommend to you that we look at the 

conditions under which the animals are transported 

particularly in the case of Ireland (.) rather than just 

time and distance 
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In excerpt 13, Sinnott can be seen closing her speech with a recommendation to the 

Parliament, with which she shows alignment in line 22, “so I would recommend to 

you that we look at […]”. Here, Sinnott directs her recommendation to Parliament by 

uttering “you”, as in all of you here today. This is then followed by the default and 

inclusive parliamentary “we”, where Sinnott includes herself in the work that needs to 

be done by Parliament according to her recommendation. However, it is worth 

commenting on the unit “particularly in […]” (line 24), since it refers to a specific 

geographical area. “Particularly in […]” followed by a reference to a specific 

geographical area is something that has been discussed previously in this thesis (see 

4.1.3.3) in connection to the use of “we”. However, the “we” in line 22 is not directly 

connected to the utterance in line 24; instead, it is tied to the unit underlined in blue, 

which connects the “we” to the Parliamentary category. To conclude, Sinnott’s ending 

is very typical of how all the English speakers in this debate end their speeches even 

though she does include a non-“we” reference to a specific geographical area.  

 
Summary 
The speakers very much shift between categories of “we” and consequently, the 

meaning of “we” is constantly in change and can sometimes be seen as inclusive or 

exclusive. When looking at table 3 from an overview, “Parliament” is the only 

category of “we” that can be found in all three sections. This, together with the fact 

that “parliament” occurs in two combinations of the ambiguous category suggests that 

“Parliament”, as a category, is of great importance. Perhaps this is not so strange 

considering the fact that the data comprises speeches from a political debate, hence 

the parliamentary context. The middle section is perhaps the most interesting section 

of the speeches due to its vast mix of categories and combinations of ambiguous 

cases, most of which occur within this section. The results indicate that the speakers 

choose to introduce their speeches by referring to parliament in one way or another, 

and that they begin to narrow their utterances of “we” in the middle section, making 

the “we” more exclusive. Finally, when the speakers are at the end of their speeches, 

their uses of “we” tend to, once again, only refer to Parliament in one way or another.  
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5 Discussion and Conclusions  
In this final chapter, I aim to discuss and evaluate the findings presented in the 

previous chapter in relation to the proposed research questions for this study. In order 

to clarify the discussion, this chapter has been divided in two parts. Firstly, the results 

will be summarised and discussed in relation to the theoretical background and 

research questions. Secondly, the study as a whole will be critically evaluated as part 

of the conclusion of this thesis. 

5.1 Five categories of we 
The first research question aimed at categorising the various cases of “we” found in 

the data used for this study. As mentioned and discussed previously (see chapter 4), 

five groups of “we” could be established based on the co-text and situational context 

of all utterances of “we” identified in the data: 

• Parliament 

• Specific geographical area 

• Ambiguous 

• Generic 

• EU countries 

 

The five categories of “we” that have been established in this thesis are comparable 

with Vuković’s claim that “politicians consciously use language that evokes group 

identification [and] politicians are aware of the benefits of the plural perspective, 

which encompasses the electorate and sends the message that they all belong to the 

same group” (Vuković 2012:199). 

 

All five categories were used differently in terms of quantity and they also occurred in 

different parts of the speeches, something that will be further discussed in chapter 

5.2.1. The interesting aspect regarding the five categories is not whether one group is 

more frequent than the other but that patterns have been identified regarding the 

referential domains of “we”. However, before discussing the patterns found in the 

data it is important that we mention one “category” that seems absent from the data. 

As mentioned in the review of empirical studies (see chapter 2.5), the results from 

Vuković’s study suggest that reference of a pronoun was commonly made to a 

political party. Interestingly this was not the case in this data, at least not in terms of 
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the pronoun “we”. Here reference was never made to a political party. Instead, 

reference was commonly made to the European Parliament, where the MEPs 

represent both their own country and political party. This could be one potential 

reason for the great difference between this data and Vuković’s. This data is not 

confined to one country only; in this case it integrates all countries of the European 

Union and thus also their interests. Nevertheless, analyses of other data from the EU 

Parliament would need to be performed in order to determine whether the lack of 

references to political parties is a unique characteristic of the EU Parliament or if it 

was absent in this data only.  

5.2 Manifesting group affiliation 
The second research question aimed at investigating how and when the (five) 

categories of “we” were used by the speakers to manifest group affiliation. In order to 

summarise the findings clearly, how the categories were used will be presented in 

subchapters 5.2.1 and 5.2.2, and when the categories were used will be presented in 

subchapter chapter 5.2.3. The final section (5.2.4) has been dedicated to a summary of 

the ambiguous cases of “we” due to its complexity.  

5.2.1 Co-text and Situational Context  
Firstly, the five categories indicate that “we” is diversely used within the debate 

regarding group affiliation. This can be seen in the many excerpts presented in 

chapter 4 where the meaning of “we” has been identified as both clear and 

ambiguous. The “clear” cases were usually connected to the situational context of the 

debate, a European parliamentary debate where the given identity was the 

“Parliament”. The findings from the “Parliament” category (see chapter 4.1.1) further 

indicated the presence of a default and inclusive “we”. The fact that a default “we” 

occurs within this specific category is perhaps not surprising considering the 

situational context. However, in other cases, such as for “Specific Geographical 

Area”, the explicit reference (co-text) seems to be crucial for the understanding of 

“we”. Where the important co-text occurs in relation to where the “we” is uttered 

seems to vary. The findings indicate that the important co-text can both be present 

before and/or after the “we” has been uttered. Consequently, the interesting aspect 

here does not seem to be the fact that the placement of “we” differs between the 

various examples, but that it is the co-text that clarifies the meaning of “we”. As a 

result, the co-text has been crucial for the understanding of the meaning of “we”, due 
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to its potentially ambiguous nature (Bull and Fetzer 2008:275; Proctor and Su 

2011:3253). Amongst the findings there were also many ambiguous uses of “we”. A 

separate part of this chapter has been dedicated to this group of “we” and will be 

presented shortly.  

5.2.2 Inclusive and exclusive uses of “we” 
In this study, much work has been done trying to identify and analyse the co-text of 

the utterance of “we” in order to pinpoint whether an utterance has been inclusive or 

exclusive. As mentioned before, the choice of reference depends on the speaker (Bull 

and Fetzer 2008:277; Wilson 1990:62; Malone 1997:48). Consequently, group 

affiliation can be analysed by looking at the exclusive and inclusive uses of “we”. The 

different categories show patterns regarding the use of inclusive and exclusive “we”. 

In most categories of “we”, a mix of the two was identified, apart from the 

“Parliament” where only inclusive uses of “we” could be found. Since the situational 

context, in this case, is fixed to the European Parliament, it is not surprising that 

“Parliament” only shows uses of inclusive “we”. In other words, alignment with the 

audience is displayed, they are part of the Parliament, and thus they are included in 

what is regarded as relevant to these members. Consequently, a shift to inclusive “we” 

can be perceived as a display of shared responsibility within the larger we-group, 

which in this case is the Parliament (Wilson 1990:62; Vukovic 2012:187).  

 

However, as soon as the topic shifts to something more exclusive, such as certain 

countries, specific people or areas the “we” also changes and becomes “exclusive”. A 

shifting distribution of “we” is according to Wilson (1990:63) a way to display an 

“us” vs. “them” attitude. This type of shift, inclusive to exclusive, is an indication of 

“strong oppositional stance towards the implied out-group(s), i.e. those who have 

been excluded (Avdan 2015:11). This claim is comparable with the distribution of 

“we” in this thesis, not only in terms of the five categories of “we” but also where in 

each part of the speech these categories occur. 

5.2.3 Placement of “we” 
The findings suggest a pattern regarding the utterance of “we” and where in the 

speeches they occur. This is perhaps not strange since the analysed data comprises 

prepared speeches, i.e. the politicians have had sufficient time to tailor their speech. 

Depending on what the speaker wants to include or exclude, the meaning of “we” 
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could be seen to change depending on where in speech the “we” occurs (which 

Wilson 1990:63 supports). In the current data, as soon as the speaker wants to align 

with another group, a shift can be seen (cf. Malone 1997:65). A constant reference to 

“Parliament” can be found in all parts of the speeches, which is perhaps not so 

remarkable given the situational context of the debate. However, this default “we” is 

more prominent in the introduction and the ending than in the middle section of the 

speeches, where more narrow and exclusive meanings are more common.  

5.2.4 “We” and its ambiguity 
Throughout this thesis, the pronoun “we” has been described as ambiguous not only 

in the theoretical background but also in the results. Consequently, it is perhaps not 

strange that many cases of ambiguous utterances of “we” were found in the data (see 

chapter 4.1.3). In these instances, it was difficult to pinpoint the speaker’s possible 

alignment or disalignment with a certain group due to the multiple categories of “we” 

that were being referred to. As a result, the meaning of “we” remained fuzzy and 

vague in all cases within the ambiguous category.  

 

Moreover, what is interesting with the ambiguous category regarding group 

identification is perhaps the question why the speaker chooses to be ambiguous in the 

first place. The results from the study indicate that the speaker “gives” the audience a 

possible combination of categories, or possible referents depending on what the 

speaker wants to include or exclude, i.e. what groups the speaker wants to align or 

disalign with. This is not only perceived as a characteristic of parliamentary discourse 

(Vuković 2012:185), but also adheres to statements made by Malone (1997:65), 

Wilson (1990:63) and Avdan (2015:11) regarding shifts in meaning. We can only 

speculate as to why anyone would choose to be ambiguous; however, it is worth 

keeping in mind that the data comprises of speeches made in the European Parliament 

and that the speakers are politicians. As mentioned previously (see chapter 2.3), 

politicians not only position themselves ideologically by using different pronouns, by 

using the pronoun “we” they display alignment to a group. This may be advantageous 

for the politician in terms of “persuasion” since a display, ambiguous or not, of 

identification also generates shared responsibilities (Wilson 1990:50; Vuković 

2012:187). This data suggests that using “we” ambiguously may be useful since this 
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would give the speaker more room to “remain safe” in terms of showing alignment or 

disalignment with a certain group. 

5.3 Conclusion 
The results of the findings presented in this thesis are significant within the study of 

parliamentary debates due to the angle of this study, namely the use of the personal 

pronoun “we”. More specifically, the findings suggest that the use of “we” within the 

studied data follows certain patterns regarding the choice of category and in what part 

of the speech these categories occur. However, more studies will need to be carried 

out to confirm these patterns since the data for this study only covers English-

language speeches from one parliamentary debate. The results of this study also 

suggest that the co-text and situational context are sometimes crucial in terms of 

expressing the speaker’s disalignment or alignment with certain groups. Finally, the 

results also suggest that the ambiguous cases are particularly interesting with regard 

to the group identification when using the pronoun “we” due to the complexity of 

determining the referential domain(s).  

 

Finally, now that five categories of “we” have been established in addition to finding 

various patterns, it would be interesting to extend this investigation further and 

analyse more parliamentary debates to compare the potential differences and 

similarities. Furthermore, it would be interesting to analyse the non-English-language 

speeches of this debate in order to compare and contrast with the results of this study. 

A study of this kind would perhaps display characteristic features regarding the use of 

the personal pronoun “we” specific to the English language. Moreover, it is my belief 

that another possible future investigation could be enhanced by including other 

pronouns. This would broaden the scope and perhaps shed some more light on the 

ambiguous cases.  
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Appendix A 
 
Transcription Glossary 
This transcription glossary has been directly quoted from Gail Jefferson’s glossary of 

transcript (Jefferson 2004) apart from the two final symbols. These are my own 

symbols that have been added especially for this study.  

 
(.) A dot in parentheses indicates a brief pause (± a tenth of a 

second) within or between utterances. 

 
(.4) 
 

Numbers in parentheses indicate pauses by tenths of seconds. 
 
 

↑al↓so 
 

Arrows indicate shifts to high or low pitch. The arrows come 
either before or after the syllable with the pitch change.  
 
 

((looks up)) 
 

Doubled parentheses contain transcriber’s description.  
 
 

unacceptable Underscoring indicates some form of stress, via pitch and/or 

amplitude.  

 

MY 
 

Upper case letters indicate especially loud words relative to the 

surrounding talk. 

 
kno::w 
 

Colons indicate prolongation of the immediately prior sound. The 

longer the colon row, the longer the prolongation. 

 
regu- A dash indicates a cut-off.  

 
 
 

A circle indicates a use of the pronoun “we”. The different 

colours of the circles each represent a certain category of “we”. 

 
 An underlined section indicates a reference to a “we”. The 

different colours of each underlining represent a connection to a 

circle of the same colour.  

 
 


