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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

This paper investigates how pronouns were used by UK
government speakers to allocate responsibility to themselves and
others in all 92 daily televised COVID-19 brieﬁngs that were held
between March and June 2020. We identiﬁed the referent for
every use of the ﬁrst-person plural pronoun (1PL) as ‘inclusive’,
‘exclusive’, or ’ambiguous’ and analysed the transitivity patterns
in which these pronouns act as Participants. We argue that the
UK government uses the inherent ambiguity of this pronoun to
strategically mitigate their own responsibility for controlling the
spread of the virus, while increasing the amount of responsibility
to the general public. In doing so, we propose a transparent and
replicable systematic method for identifying the referents of
pronouns, which may be useful to other discourse analysts faced
with the challenging task of pronoun resolution.
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1. Introduction
On 9 March 2020 UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson gave his ﬁrst televised address to the
nation about COVID-19. This was followed shortly after by another on 12 March. Then,
starting from 16 March, the government committed to giving the public daily updates
through televised brieﬁngs, and a brieﬁng was broadcast from Downing Street almost
every day between 16 March 2020 and 23 June 2020. However, as the crisis unfolded
in the UK, there was criticism of both inaction and confused messaging levelled at the
government, to the extent that the brieﬁngs were described as a ‘lesson in how not to
do government communications’ (Oliver, 2020, p. 1).
This paper examines the ways in which responsibility for political and social action in
response to the virus is represented by the government in the daily brieﬁngs. In doing so,
we focus on a feature of political discourse that is well-established as an eﬀective rhetorical device – the ﬁrst-person plural (1PL) pronoun we. Pronoun resolution – the identiﬁcation of the intended referent for a pronoun – is a challenging task for discourse
analysts. Indeed, the vagueness and slipperiness of we are fundamental to its value to political speakers. Therefore, in this paper, we outline a proposed systematic process for
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resolving the intended referent of we, at least insofar as inclusive and exclusive interpretations are concerned. Once this process has been described, we combine pronominal
analysis with transitivity analysis as a means by which to observe how responsibility is
encoded by government speakers in this context.
This study represents the ﬁrst systematic discourse analysis of ambiguity and responsibility in the daily televised brieﬁngs. Adding to existing work, this study contributes to
the growing body of discourse-analytic research examining the rhetorical and communicative strategies employed by the British government during a public health emergency.
Therefore, it expands the base of international knowledge on the political discourse of
nations around the world as the pandemic developed and continues to develop.

2. COVID-19 and political discourse
The COVID-19 pandemic sparked diﬀerent political responses across the governments of
the world, including divergent strategies for disseminating and communicating information to their citizens (e.g. Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2020). Research has revealed the
ways in which political leaders such as former German Chancellor Angela Merkel
(Jaworska, 2021) and South African president Cyril Ramaphosa (Hunt, 2021) invoked discourses of unity, togetherness and collective action as means by which to build trust and
to persuade citizens to comply with COVID-19-related rules and restrictions. In contrast,
the COVID-related speeches of former US President Donald Trump (Olimat, 2020) and
former Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison (Alyeksyeyeva et al., 2021) have been
found to be characterised by dysphemistic metaphor, framing the virus as an invisible,
foreign enemy and a dangerous threat in order to legitimise new policies and restrictions.
Indeed, a large-scale comparative analysis of the ﬁrst COVID-19-related statements by political leaders in 29 countries across four continents found that the construction of the
virus as an ‘outgroup’, pandemic-as-war and pandemic-as-movement metaphors, and
notions of national solidarity were rhetorical strategies drawn on by governments worldwide (Berrocal et al., 2021).
In the UK, the government’s approach to public health communication and messaging
during the ﬁrst wave of the pandemic in 2020 was roundly criticised. This criticism is
reﬂected by Cowper (2020, p. 1):
At a time of a global respiratory pandemic for which no eﬀective vaccine yet exists, the bare
minimum that a nation, and its health system, needs from its government is two things: competence and trustworthiness. It feels surreal to be writing these words on the inﬂuences of
communications and politics on the UK’s response to covid-19, but the need to do so is a
signal of the poverty of our government’s performance that has shown so starkly the gap
between their ambitious rhetoric and the appalling reality.

Several studies have collected and analysed the daily televised news brieﬁngs as part of
larger datasets, combined with other COVID-19 related discourse types such as interviews,
articles, statements, Parliamentary statements, press releases, websites and social media
posts. Billig (2021) focuses on how the British government uses statistics – precise, round
and ‘semi-magical’ numbers – about the virus for rhetorical advantage and to achieve political ends. Jarvis (2021) examines the construction of temporality and narratives of time
within the government’s discourse, and how temporal claims situate the virus historically,
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project its likely development and help the government ⍰⍰communicate, justify and
defend’ their evolving response to the virus (Jarvis, 2021, p. 15). Meanwhile, Sanders
(2020) assesses the government’s messaging in terms of the communicative characteristics of so-called ‘high reliability organisations’ (e.g. nuclear power stations and airline
companies). Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic content analysis, Sanders (2020,
p. 373) tentatively concludes that the Prime Minister’s communication was initially complacent with regard to the threat posed by the virus and was later characterised by claims
of ‘following the science’, with no acknowledgement or apology for any errors or failings.
Finally, Andreouli and Brice (2022) also employ content analysis and found that there
were ﬁve ‘principal constructions of the ‘good citizen’’ in government communications
during the pandemic: the conﬁned, the heroic, the sacriﬁcial, the unfree and the responsible. These constructions, they argue, are reﬂections of three ideological dilemmas faced
by the government when developing and communicating their response to the pandemic: freedom vs control, individualism vs collectivism and active vs passive citizenship
(Andreouli & Brice, 2022, p. 9).

3. Pronouns, responsibility and politics
The value of personal pronouns to political speakers resides in their inherent vagueness
and ambiguity. This was identiﬁed by Wilson (1990, p. 76) over 30 years ago:
With such manipulative possibilities provided by the pronominal system as it operates in
context, it is not surprising to ﬁnd that politicians make use of pronouns to good eﬀect: to
indicate, accept, deny or distance themselves from responsibility for political action; to
reveal ideological bias; to encourage solidarity; to designate and identify those who are supporters (with us) as well as those who are enemies (against us); and to present speciﬁc idiosyncratic aspects of the individual politician’s own personality.

The strategic purpose of personal pronouns that the current study is primarily concerned
with is how they construct responsibility. Bull and Fetzer (2006) and Fetzer and Bull (2008)
demonstrate the ways in which British politicians use personal pronouns strategically in
televised interviews to avoid taking responsibility for their actions. They argue that political speakers use pronouns as a form of equivocation, by shifting from I to collective we,
where the referent(s) of we could be understood as their political party that they represent, the government, the nation as a whole or any one of these three (Bull & Fetzer,
2006, p. 33). Such ‘over-inclusion’, they argue, extends the responsibility for action
away from the speakers as individuals to the domain of party politics or nation more
broadly, thus backgrounding their personal role and deﬂecting blame and culpability
(Fetzer & Bull, 2008, p. 286). Similarly, Íñigo-Mora (2017) shows how British (David
Cameron) and Spanish (Mariano Rajoy) leaders use we in their speeches to shield, displace
and de-focalise their role(s) in political operations, sharing responsibility for these actions
with the listener (in Cameron’s case) or with the EU as the larger political entity (in Rajoy’s
case). Strategic pronominal reference is not conﬁned only to political speeches. Teo (2004,
pp. 493–494), for example, examines the way in which we is used in environmental campaign slogans in Singapore to ‘co-construct the government and people as one uniﬁed,
undiﬀerentiated body’ which ‘creates an impression of the government and the people
in partnership, sharing the responsibility of protecting and caring for environmental
resources’. Mulderrig’s (2012) analysis of British government policy documents or
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‘White Papers’ also demonstrates how the ambiguous and ﬂexible nature of person deixis
can be exploited by political actors. In this context, seamless transitions between referents
of inclusive and exclusive we blur the responsibility for certain (often contestable) propositions and speech acts by ‘collapsing the distinction between the government and the
people’ which ‘draws citizens into the very process of governing, thus implicating them in
policy decisions’ (Mulderrig, 2012, p. 707). Such deliberate and strategic uses of we allow
political actors to claim consensus over political actions and as such facilitate their navigation and implementation of potentially controversial policies.
Pronominal use in relation to political talk and responsibility has been exhibited in
routine political genres such as speeches and interviews. However, the COVID-19 daily
brieﬁngs are anything but ‘routine’, given the unprecedented health crisis in which
they were written and delivered. This paper, therefore, analyses a staple device from
the politicians’ rhetorical toolbox and investigates its use in extraordinary speech
events under extraordinary conditions – conditions in which clarity, precision and unambiguous communication are a matter of public health.

4. Methodology
4.1 Data collection
The corpus for this study comprises all 92 televised daily brieﬁngs that took place
between 16 March and 23 June 2020. All transcripts were sourced from the oﬃcial
website of the British government.1 This paper only analyses the initial prepared monologue by the governmental representative (and not any subsequent Q&A segment), as
this was the point in the speech event where the government had the greatest degree
of control over how they portrayed their own representation of the pandemic. Although
the brieﬁngs were intended to be delivered by the Prime Minister, his ill health in late
March 2020 resulted in many diﬀerent cabinet ministers delivering them; this is a trend
that continued even after Boris Johnson returned from illness (Table 1).

4.2 Pronominal referent coding
As discussed earlier, one reason that pronouns have received attention in political discourse analysis is because of their frequency and the potential for ambiguity their use
Table 1. Speakers, positions within government at the time and their frequency in the dataset.
Speaker
Matt Hancock
Boris Johnson
Dominic Raab
Robert Jenrick
Alok Sharma
Grant Shapps
Rishi Sunak
Michael Gove
Priti Patel
Gavin Williamson
Oliver Dowden
George Eustice

Position

Speeches

Secretary of State for Health and Social Care
Prime Minister
Secretary of State for Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Aﬀairs
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government
Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy
Secretary of State for Transport
Chancellor of the Exchequer
Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster
Secretary of State for the Home Department
Secretary of State for Education
Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport
Secretary of State for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food

22
18
13
7
6
6
5
4
3
3
3
2
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can bring. The tendency for pronouns to be common in political discourse was also true of
our dataset. The 1PL pronoun we was the ﬁfth most frequent word in the dataset, occurring 2789 times. For reference, although other personal pronouns appeared relatively frequently, they were markedly less frequent than we; I and you occurred 1209 and 800 times
respectively.
Given the importance of both the inclusive and exclusive readings of the 1PL pronoun
in political discourse, the ﬁrst step of the analysis involved determining, as far as was possible, whether each instance of the 1PL pronoun carried an exclusive or an inclusive reference. This is no straightforward task, as the referents of deictic expressions depend on an
understanding and analysis of the context in which they are used (De Fina, 1995, p. 390;
Zupnik, 1994, p. 340). Zupnik (1994, p. 340) notes how early work in this area had ‘not
directly addressed the complexity involved in resolution of deictic pronouns, in
general, and the problems in resolution of vague deixis, in particular’, and that ‘the
process by which the analysts determine such indexing is not discussed explicitly’. This
raises important issues of reliability and replicability in the quantiﬁcation and interpretation of pronouns. While this continues to be the norm, some later work (e.g. Mulderrig,
2012, p. 711) has made more transparent the processes followed in coding the forms and
referents of we. For this analysis, we devised a systematic and replicable coding procedure
that we followed when making determinations as to whether instances of we were inclusive or exclusive. In this procedure, diﬀerent sources of evidence were used to guide our
classiﬁcation of each occurrence of the 1PL pronoun as being either exclusive or inclusive:

1. Is there an explicit disambiguation in the Nominal Group to either an exclusive or
inclusive reading?
2. If not, the does the semantic context or world knowledge prefer one of the two possible
readings (c.f. Hobbs, 1979)
3. Does lexical cohesion/possible anaphoric links in the linguistic environment favour one
or the other reading?
4. What was the referent of the last use of we (current referential chain)
The ﬁrst point here refers to explicit disambiguation. For example, the explicit mention
of as a government forces the exclusive reading of the pronoun. This is similar to Mulderrig’s (2012, p. 711) ‘anchor’:
(1) I just want to give you an update on the steps that we as a government are taking to
defeat coronavirus. [MAR30DR2]

When no explicit disambiguation was present, the next check involved a subjective judgement about whether the verbal semantics strongly preferred one of the two readings.
This mainly restricted itself to verbal processes, such as the following:
(2) And, today, our armed forces are again part of that team as we announce two new deployments to the NHS Nightingale facilities in Harrogate and Bristol. [APR22DR]

In this example, the inclusive reading would involve the speaker referring to the public as
a co-Sayer in this verbal process. As there is no plausible way that the public could be considered an active participant in this process, cases like this were coded as exclusive.
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More diﬃcult are cases when there is no strong intuition to unambiguously code the
1PL pronoun as being either exclusive or inclusive based solely on the verbal semantics.
For example:
(3) As we follow our plan, our testing regime will be our guiding star [MAY21DR]

In this case, there is ambiguity around who is following whose plan. After all, it is the government who devises and announces any plans. On the other hand, the plan they
announced was for the country as a whole to follow. Therefore, there is an inherent
tension here between the inclusive and exclusive readings. In such cases, various
sources of pragmatic and discourse information were drawn upon. Speciﬁcally, the
notion of lexical cohesion was invoked (Halliday & Hasan, 1976). This was because computational and psycholinguistic literature has pointed to the important role of discourse
salience in the disambiguation of pronominal reference (Grosz et al., 1983; Kehler &
Rohde, 2013). Lexical cohesion as deﬁned in terms of co-occurring instances of referring
expressions that associate either with the exclusive or the inclusive reading was assumed
in this work to increase the salience of that potential referent. For example, occurrences in
the surrounding text of lexis and phrases like nation and community would bias the analysis towards an inclusive coding; mentions of government or ministers, amongst other
similar terms, would bias the analysis towards an exclusive reading.
Finally, there were cases where all the above steps still did not allow the authors to
conﬁdently decide on the appropriate code. In these cases of ambiguity, it was decided
to code the example with the reading that continued the current referential chain in
that grammatical position. How recent a particular potential discourse antecedent has
been mentioned is argued to inﬂuence pronoun disambiguation (Ge et al., 1998), and
this ﬁnal choice allowed us to capture this.
The above steps were guiding principles to help make the reasoning behind our subjective judgements more transparent and reproducible. There may well be other factors
that could potentially inﬂuence pronominal resolution, and we make no claim that this is
the end of the story.
All instances of we in the data (n = 3156) were independently coded as being either
exclusive or inclusive by both authors using the method just described. Inter-rater
reliability was 85.88% and was deemed to be substantial by Cohen’s Kappa (κ = 0.68).
There were 477 points of disagreement between the two authors. 339 of these were
able to be resolved through post-analysis discussion between the authors. This left
138 instances of we unresolved in terms of their interpretation as either inclusive or
exclusive. Instead of forcing one of the two readings, the decision was taken to code
these 138 instances as being ambiguous, which is similar to Mulderrig’s (2012, p. 709)
‘ambivalent’ we.

4.3 Transitivity coding
To analyse how exclusive and inclusive pronominal reference was used by the speakers as
part of their representation of the unfolding pandemic and their reaction to it, a transitivity analysis was conducted on all clauses in which 1PL pronouns appeared as participants.
It is important at this stage that we are fully transparent in how this transitivity analysis
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was approached because, as has been often noted in the systemic functional literature,
there is considerable variability and debate about how best to identify the diﬀerent
process types (Gwilliams & Fontaine, 2015; O’Donnell et al., 2008).
Firstly, we followed the major classiﬁcational system of the ‘Sydney’ model of Systemic
Functional Grammar (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014) with its major division of six process
types: material, mental, relational, verbal, behavioural or existential. The major methodological decision that arises in a transitivity analysis is the relative importance of diﬀerent
sources of information in determining a clause’s classiﬁcation. As these terms come from a
functional grammar, both lexicogrammatical and semantic criteria are potentially relevant
in the identiﬁcation of process types (for instance, see the criteria for process types given
in Eggins, 2004; Fontaine, 2013; as well as the detailed descriptions given in Halliday &
Matthiessen, 2014). This links to there being distinct ‘models’ of process type classiﬁcation, where one of these diﬀerent sources of information is preferred (O’Donnell
et al., 2008). In this work, we prioritised lexicogrammatical diagnostics for transitivity
coding over purely semantic ones. The reason for this is that foregrounding the
meaning over the grammar runs the risk of confusing two diﬀerent levels of analysis,
and in so doing potentially omits linguistic observation that might be relevant and important in this context. Speciﬁcally, it risks missing cases where, for instance, a ﬁgure of doing,
saying or thinking, is markedly realised by its non-typical corresponding process type (Halliday & Matthiessen, 1999). Transitivity coding was conducted by the ﬁrst author on all
clauses which contained the 1PL pronoun (n = 3156).
Following the resolution of pronominal referents and process types, the analysis then
turned to identifying whether there were any qualitative patterns and/or diﬀerences in
the clausal contexts in which the 1PL pronoun was used. Since the analysis is focused
on the notion of responsibility, the patterning of 1PL pronouns appearing in material processes was analysed. Because material processes typically realise clausal level meanings
that relate to overt actions that could potentially have an eﬀect upon the world, these
clausal meanings are the ones most likely to contain the representation of actions
taken in response to the developing pandemic.

5. Analysis
The frequency and proportions of the three diﬀerent types of 1PL pronominal reference –
exclusive, inclusive and ambiguous – are provided in Table 2.
As can be seen, using the 1PL with its exclusive reading was the most frequent use by
the government speakers. In terms of transitivity patterns, the exclusive reading occurs in
verbal processes more frequently than inclusive readings, and the reverse is true of relational processes. However, perhaps unsurprisingly, material processes account for the
overwhelming majority of instances of both inclusive and exclusive 1PL (Table 3).
Table 2. Frequency of diﬀerent we referents.
Reference
Exclusive
Inclusive
Ambiguous
Total

Frequency

%

2019
999
138
3156

63.97
31.65
4.37
100
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Table 3. Frequency of process types per pronoun reference.
Exclusive
Material
Mental
Verbal
Behavioural
Relational

Inclusive

Ambiguous

Frequency

%

Frequency

%

Frequency

%

1276
295
243
25
180

63.20
14.61
12.04
1.24
8.92

588
165
17
41
188

58.86
16.52
1.70
4.10
18.82

90
20
1
1
26

65.22
14.49
0.72
0.72
18.84

Although material processes are the most common process type across all readings of
the 1PL pronoun, this does not mean that the same clausal meanings are being encoded
in each case. In the analysis below we outline the major patterns that emerge ﬁrstly when
comparing the exclusive and inclusive readings, followed by the types of environments in
which the ambiguous cases appear.

5.1 Inclusive vs exclusive: helping, controlling and ‘grammatical distancing’
Examination of the speciﬁc types of material processes in which the exclusive and inclusive 1PL pronouns appear reveals a distinction in the actions and situations that are represented. To give a sense of this, Table 4 lists the 10 most common verbs (plus ties)
appearing in these two readings.
Starting with the exclusive readings, the theme of government as provider emerges, as
they provide, support and help:
(4) WeE must be conﬁdent that weE are able to provide suﬃcient critical care and specialist
treatment right across the UK [APR16DR]3
(5) WeE must support millions of businesses and tens of millions of families and individuals
over the coming months [MAY17BJ]
(6) By making use of the people and the resources of the Department of Transport, its
agencies and arm’s lengths bodies, weE will be helping NHS trusts and local resilience
groups to ﬁght the pandemic [APR24GS]

In contrast, we see a diﬀerent theme emerging with inclusive readings; instead of portraying the wider public as co-Actors in processes of ‘managing actions’ (Mulderrig, 2012, p. 713)
Table 4. The most common lexical verbs used in material processes contain exclusive and inclusive
1PL as Participant.
Exclusive
Lexeme
take
do
work
make
monitor
provide
put in place
help
give
get
support

Inclusive

Frequency

%

Lexeme

Frequency

%

104
83
76
58
29
25
21
21
20
19
19

8.33
6.65
6.09
4.65
2.32
2
1.68
1.68
1.60
1.52
1.52

make
do
control
beat
save
protect
take
follow
get through
keep down

41
30
22
20
20
17
15
15
13
11

6.97
5.10
3.74
3.40
3.40
2.89
2.56
2.56
2.21
1.87
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such as in (4)–(6), we see them being represented as Actors in processes that are more
directly relevant to combatting the spread of the virus. This includes processes of controlling,
saving, beating and protecting; examples (7–10) are indicative of these kinds of processes:
(7) WeI must continue to control the virus and [weI must continue to] save lives [MAY10BJ]
(8) WeI can control this virus if weI stay alert. [MAY14GS]
(9) WeI are going to beat this disease with a huge national eﬀort to slow the spread of the
disease by reducing social contact. [MAR20BJ]
(10) WeI must all follow the NHS Test and Trace instructions because this is how weI control
the virus and [how weI] protect the NHS and [how weI] save lives. [MAY27MH]

This inclusive meaning appears to be a rhetorical attempt to discursively cultivate national
unity, togetherness and solidarity that research on COVID-19-related speeches in other
countries has identiﬁed (Hunt, 2021; Jaworska, 2021). In (9) and (10) this combines with
an attempt at compelling and persuading citizens to adhere to the strict rules being
enforced.
It is important to note that there is nothing necessarily inaccurate in the government’s
representation of the public’s role here. After all, actions taken by the public, including
social distancing and mask wearing, have been promoted by various national and international health bodies (e.g. NHS, CDC and WHO) to be crucial in lowering rates of transmission. Nor is it the case that these same verbs do not appear in sentential contexts with
the exclusive reading. But when they do, they consistently appear in diﬀerent constructions that have consequences for how responsibility is being linguistically coded. To illustrate this point, consider (11):
(11) As a Government, weE continue to take steps necessary to slow the spread of the virus
[APR22DR]

On the surface, this example seems very similar to the material processes that predominate clauses where the inclusive pronoun acts as Actor. However, a closer examination of
the transitivity structure shows an important diﬀerence (Table 5).4
Instead of the exclusive pronoun maintaining its position as Actor in the embedded
clause, this position is ﬁlled by the elided steps. It is this embedded clause that contains
the linguistic representation of the direct action to counter the spread of COVID-19. This
contrasts with the examples seen with the inclusive pronoun, where the inclusive
pronoun was encoded as a direct Actor in the relevant processes.
A similar eﬀect is also created through a separate but closely related structure, where
the exclusive pronoun does not appear in the main transitivity pattern which represents
the counter-measures to COVID-19, but instead appears embedded within a deﬁning relative clause modifying lexemes such as steps or decisions. Again, it is these steps or decisions
Table 5. Transitivity analysis of As a Government, weE continue to take steps necessary to slow the
spread of the virus.
As a
Government
Circ: Role:
Guise

weE
Part:
Actor

continue to
take
Proc: Material

steps

necessary

[steps]

to slow

Part:
Goal

Circ: Manner:
Degree

[Part:
Actor]

Proc:
Material

the spread of
the virus
Part: Goal
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Table 6. Transitivity analysis of I would like to set out the steps we are taking to defeat coronavirus.
I
Part: Sayer

would like to set out
Proc: verbal

the steps [[weE are taking]]
Part: Verbiage
Part: Actor

to defeat

coronavirus

Proc: material

Part: Goal

that are linguistically codiﬁed as the direct Actor of pertinent material processes. Below is
an example of such a construction, taken from Alok Sharma’s brieﬁng on 17 April 2020
(Table 6).
These two extracts are not isolated examples; these constructions jointly form a consistent pattern throughout the government brieﬁngs in clauses which contain the exclusive pronoun, further exempliﬁed in (12)–(15):
(12) But ﬁrst, let me update you on the steps weE are taking to defeat coronavirus, and the
decisions we have taken today [APR16DR]
(13) I would like to update you on the steps weE are taking to defeat this pandemic [APR01AS]
(14) And today I want to set out further that weE are taking further steps to protect the NHS
and especially around face coverings and face masks. [JUN05MH]
(15) We’veE taken unprecedented action to increase NHS capacity, with more beds, more
staﬀ and more equipment on the front line. [APR08RS]

We propose that such constructions have a direct consequence for the linguistic representation of responsibility during the pandemic. On one hand, we have the inclusive
pronoun directly appearing in the Actor position in relevant material processes such as
saving lives, protecting the NHS and controlling the virus. On the other hand, when the
exclusive pronoun appears in clauses with similar meanings, the most frequent pattern
is that they are what we term ‘grammatically distanced’ from the syntactic position
that typically encodes meanings of direct agency. The claim here is not that in such
examples the government is encoding themselves as having no responsibility for the processes included in clauses like those above. Instead, we argue that there is an attempt at
linguistically encoding reduced responsibility, at least when compared to similar clauses
containing the inclusive pronoun. In so doing, the government gives the impression of
taking decisive political action by taking up a subject position, but not the subject position of the verb encoding the most direct actions against the virus. Comparing the exclusive and inclusive uses of the 1PL pronoun in material processes in the brieﬁngs allows a
paradigmatic pattern to emerge. This pattern is shown in (16)–(18). These examples are
adapted from similar cases discussed above, but modiﬁed for the purpose of clear
exempliﬁcation:
(16) We’re protecting the NHS
(17) We’re taking steps to protect the NHS
(18) The steps that we are taking to protect the NHS

Functionally, there are diﬀerent roles for the 1PL pronoun here. In (16), it is acting as the
direct actor in the material process of protect. In (17), the pronoun is acting as an Actor
but is represented as enacting measures which then in turn aim to protect the NHS. In
(18), the pronoun functions as a Qualiﬁer within the nominal group to characterise the
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head noun steps (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014, p. 382). Given standard ideas about agency
and their links to clausal representation, this then creates what we term a ‘hierarchy of
responsibility’. In (16) the pronoun is represented as having the highest degree of responsibility for the action of protecting, while (18) contains the least.

5.2 Ambiguous cases: pronouns and slogans
This section turns to a discussion of patterns that emerge from examining the clausal
environments of usages of the 1PL pronoun which were deemed to be ambiguous
according to the resolution method described above. To recap, there were 138 instances
of ambiguous uses of the 1PL pronoun. Ninety of these were when the pronoun is being
used as a Participant in material processes.
One notable trend was for ambiguity to arise in clauses which contained language that
was also present in some of the set phrases and slogans that the UK government used in
their messaging to the public both within these brieﬁngs, but also in wider public service
announcements in adverts and informational posters. In the UK, one prominent slogan
during this time was ‘Stay at home. Protect the NHS. Save Lives’. A common clausal
environment in which the ambiguous cases arise is those instances which discuss the
notions of protecting and saving the NHS and people’s lives, in symmetry to the sloganeering campaign which was underway at the time. The ambiguity around these particular meanings arises both intertextually (across diﬀerent brieﬁngs), and intratextually
(within the same brieﬁng). Intertextual ambiguity arises because there are instances of
these meanings being used with a we that is biased towards its exclusive reading
through lexical choices in the immediately preceding context. For example, consider
the following:
(19) At each point weE have been following scientiﬁc and medical advice and weE have been
deliberate in our actions, taking the right steps at the right time. WeE are also taking unprecedented action to increase NHS capacity by dramatically expanding the number of beds, key
staﬀ, and life-saving equipment on the front-line to give people the care they need when they
need it most. This is why weE are instructing people to stay at home, so weE can protect our
NHS and save lives. [APR17AS]

In the above, much of the context preceding the slogan contains representation of what
the government itself is doing, and as such the pronouns all have an exclusive reading.
For instance, there are unambiguous references to the government following scientiﬁc
and medical advice, taking unprecedented action and instructing people to stay at home.
This textual information then makes salient the exclusive reading in the ﬁnal two
clauses of protecting and saving.
In diﬀerent brieﬁngs, however, we see similar slogan-like constructions, but used in
contexts which raise the salience of the inclusive reading:
(20) And I use ‘we’ very deliberately. Because weI all have our part to play. This is a national
eﬀort and weI all have a role. […] If weI can thwart that purpose, weI can control the virus and
ultimately defeat it. WeI must all follow the NHS Test and Trace instructions, because this is
how weI control the virus and protect the NHS and save lives. [MAY27MH]

In this case, there is a direct recognition by the then-Health Secretary of the intended
referent of the pronoun; it is to be interpreted as inclusive. This inclusive-biasing of the
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pronoun then continues through instructions to the country as a whole. At the end of this
extract, the phrase protect the NHS and save lives again appears, but this time the reference is clearly inclusive in nature.
This variation in reference then leads to intratextual ambiguity in cases when the same
slogan can again be seen, but the preceding context does not strongly make salient one
reading or the other:
(21) At every point, weE have followed expert advice to be controlled on our actions, taking
the right steps at the right time. WeE are taking unprecedented action to increase NHS
capacity by increasing the numbers of beds, key staﬀ, and life saving equipment on the
front line to give people the care they need. That is why it is absolutely critical people
follow our instructions to stay at home, so weA can protect our NHS and save lives. [MAR26RS]

In this example, conﬂicting pieces of intratextual information can be seen. In the preceding context, there are two instances of we in subject position with an exclusive reading.
This would increase the salience of the ambiguous pronoun in the last clause towards the
exclusive reading, given that pronominal resolution is aﬀected by both the previous reference of the same term, and the same structural position (Grosz et al., 1995). On the other
hand, immediately preceding the ambiguous pronoun there is an explicit mention of
people making reference to the wider public – a potentially explicit anchor for the
pronoun. Such textual sequencing of we in this way amounts to what Mulderrig (2012,
p. 719) calls ‘strategic vagueness’. The conﬂicting pieces of information in (21) contributed
to the ambiguous coding of the pronoun appearing in the use of the slogan message.
The Independent Scientiﬁc Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) has advised the UK
government on various medical and social aspects of COVID-19 and the appropriate
response. In their recommendations in relation to government messaging about
COVID-19 mitigations, SAGE (2020, p. 1) explicitly advised that ‘branding or sloganeering
should not come at the expense of clarity and precision’. What we have found in our
analysis is that it is in these slogans that the reference of the pronoun, and therefore
who is responsible for taking the related action, is in fact the least clear and precise.
This goes against the very purpose of using slogans in messaging. This ambiguity
arises because the meaning of deictic terms is, by their very deﬁnition, not consistent
across contexts, and the embedding of these messages in diﬀerent speeches results in
the various inter- and intratextual factors preferring one reading or the other, or
neither, in diﬀerent contexts.

5.3 Who is building and testing?
The ﬁnal set of examples we want to highlight concerns situations where an ambiguous
pronoun appears in contexts where the material processes refer to actions meant to
counter the pandemic. For example, consider the following (the referent of the pronouns
is left out for the moment):
(22) Over the past few months, we have built a critical national infrastructure for testing on a
massive scale. We have already put in place the building blocks. We have developed the test,
we’ve built the test centres, and the lab capacity. We’ve created home testing kits.

Looking at the verbal semantics of the clauses in which we appears in this example, they
refer to actions which the general public has little (if any) active role in. This would bias
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these examples to an exclusive reading. However, the immediately preceding context
provides textual information that would bias an inclusive reading, hence creating ambiguity. Below is the longer extract to illustrate this point:
(23) WeI must all renew our eﬀorts. Over the course of this pandemic people, all of across the
UK have been making diﬃcult but vital sacriﬁces for the greater good. So let’s not go back to
square one.
WeI can all play our part in the national eﬀort, getting R down and keeping R down, and controlling the virus so weI can restore more of the things that make life worth living. As weI
follow our plan, our testing regime will be our guiding star. It is the information that helps
usI search out and defeat the virus.
Over the past few months, weA have built a critical national infrastructure for testing on a
massive scale. WeA have already put in place the building blocks. WeA have developed
the test, weA’ve built the test centres, and the lab capacity. WeA’ve created home testing
kits. [MAY21DR]

The last referents for the 1PL before the ambiguous cases are clearly inclusive, since they
are explicitly disambiguated twice at the beginning of this extract. This then creates the
conﬂict between the verbal semantics, which preferences the exclusive reading, and the
preceding referential and textual information, which biases the inclusive reading. The
ambiguity in the pronominal reference here has clear ramiﬁcations for the ascription of
responsibility, since if it is not precisely clear who is being represented here as an actor
in these processes, then the question of who has responsibility over the success or
failure of these measures is equally unclear.
Similar tensions between textual and referential information in the preceding contexts
aﬀected other examples in the sample. Below are some further examples of these
situations
(24) The more weA restrict contact, the more weA slow the spread of the infection, the more
weA can help the NHS build capacity needed to care for those most in need [MAR31MG]
(25) WeA’ve more than doubled the capacity of NHS and Public Health England Labs, and
created 3 brand new mega-labs to analyse the results [MAY01MH]
(26) WeA have developed the test, weA’ve built the test centres and the lab capacity, weA’ve
created the home testing kits. [MAY21DR]

These examples share something in common with the slogan examples discussed above.
Firstly, there are cases of pronominal ambiguity in the representation of actions directly
intended to counter the pandemic, and secondly, this ambiguity arises because of the
conﬂicting sources of information that speakers may use to achieve pronominal ambiguity, and hearers may rely on when interpreting pronominal reference, as has been
observed as commonplace in the literature in routine, non-emergency political discourse.

6. Conclusion
This paper has analysed the ways in which responsibility was allocated in the UK government’s daily televised COVID-19 brieﬁngs in 2020. This was examined by combining the
analysis of the ﬁrst-personal plural pronoun we and its position within transitivity structures. While the government represented themselves as provider, helping and supporting,
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the inclusive properties of we were used to construct collective responsibility with the
people for the political and social actions that were designed to directly tackle the
virus. We found that, generally, the government speakers employed diﬀerent lexicogrammatical strategies to reduce and mitigate the amount of responsibility to themselves
solely, while increasing the amount assigned to the general public, using strategies
that we have termed ‘grammatical distancing’ and the construction of a ‘hierarchy of
responsibility’. At the same time, we argue that the government strategically invoked
the inherent ambiguity of we over the course of brieﬁngs to render opaque precisely
who is responsible for key, contextually pertinent processes and actions in ﬁghting the
virus. Moreover, we found that this also occurred in the expression of slogans, which
turned the very pieces of language designed for clarity and precision into ambiguous
messages.
In pursuing this analysis, we set out a transparent and reproducible process for the resolution of referents of we. The ﬁrst-person plural pronoun is renowned for its utility for
political speakers, precisely because of its potential to be vague, slippery and ambiguous.
It is for these reasons that the identiﬁcation of who is being referred to by we can be a
diﬃcult task for discourse analysts wishing to explore its uses in their data. The process
outlined and employed here may oﬀer a step towards developing a more explicit
means of pronominal disambiguation in research. This, combined with a principled
approach to transitivity analysis, has revealed the links between grammar, representation
and responsibility. The key ﬁnding here is that the government resorted to ordinary rhetorical strategies during extra-ordinary times. As O’Malley et al. (2009, p. 617) note: ‘there
are ethical, strategic and public health imperatives that point to the need for transparency
in communication of information during a public health emergency’. On the basis of the
analysis presented here, some may argue that these imperatives were not fully met by the
UK government.

Notes
1. The URL for the website is: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/slides-and-datasetsto-accompany-coronavirus-press-conferences#transcripts.
2. All examples from the text have an ID tag that reﬂects the date and speaker. For example,
[MAR30DR] refers to the brieﬁng given by Dominic Raab on 30 March.
3. We will use subscripts to note Exclusive (E), Inclusive (I) and Ambiguous (A) readings of we in
examples.
4. The following abbreviations are used: Part = Participant; Proc = Process; Circ = Circumstance.

Disclosure statement
No potential conﬂict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributors
Jamie Williams is a Senior Lecturer in Linguistics at Nottingham Trent University. His research is in
the application of Systemic Functional Linguistics in a number of areas, including clinical linguistics
and political discourse analysis. His other work deals with theoretical issues in Systemic Functional
Linguistics, including architectural issues, and the place of the individual in a social semiotic theory
of language.

CRITICAL DISCOURSE STUDIES

15

David Wright is an Associate Professor in Linguistics at Nottingham Trent University. His research
applies methods of corpus linguistics and discourse analysis in legal contexts. His research spans
across a range of intersections between language and the law and justice, language in crime and
evidence, and discourses of power, harassment and discrimination.

References
Alyeksyeyeva, I., Kaptiurova, O., & Orlova, V. (2021). World War Flu: War rhetoric of the Australian
Prime Minister on coronavirus. 3L: Southeast Asian Journal of English Language Studies, 27(1),
90–101. https://doi.org/10.17576/3L-2021-2701-07
Andreouli, E., & Brice, E. (2022). Citizenship under COVID-19: An analysis of UK political rhetoric
during the ﬁrst wave of the 2020 pandemic. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology,
32(3), 555–572. https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2526
Berrocal, M., Kranert, M., Attolino, P., Bonatti Santos, J. A., Garcia Santamaria, S., Henaku, N., Koﬃ, A.
D. L., Marziani, C., Mažeikienė, V., Olivera Pérez, D., Rajandran, K., & Salamurović, A. (2021).
Constructing collective identities and solidarity in premiers’ early speeches on COVID-19: A
global perspective. Humanities & Social Sciences Communications, 8, 8(128). https://doi.org/10.
1057/s41599-021-00805-x
Billig, M. (2021). Rhetorical uses of precise numbers and semi-magical round numbers in political
discourse about COVID-19: Examples from the government of the United Kingdom. Discourse
& Society, 32(5), 542–558. https://doi.org/10.1177/09579265211013115
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
Bull, P., & Fetzer, A. (2006). Who are we and who are you? The strategic use of forms of address in
political interviews. Text & Talk, 26(1), 3–37. https://doi.org/10.1515/TEXT.2006.002
Cowper, A. (2020). Ambitious rhetoric and appalling reality: The UK government’s response to
COVID-19. BMJ, 369(m2321), 1–2. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m2321
De Fina, A. (1995). Pronominal choice, identity and solidarity in political discourse. Text & Talk, 15(3),
379–410. https://doi.org/10.1515/text.1.1995.15.3.379
Eggins, S. (2004). An introduction to systemic functional linguistics (2nd ed.). Continuum.
Fetzer, A., & Bull, P. (2008). Well, I answer it by simply inviting you to look at the evidence’ The strategic use of pronouns in political interviews. Journal of Language and Politics, 7(2), 271–289.
https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.7.2.05fet
Fontaine, L. (2013). Analysing English grammar: A systemic functional introduction. Cambridge
University Press.
Ge, N., Hale, J., & Charniak, E. (1998). A statistical approach to anaphora resolution. In Proceedings of
Sixth workshop on very large corpora (pp. 161–170). Association for Computational Linguistics.
Grosz, B. J., Joshi, A. K., & Weinstein, S. (1983). Providing a uniﬁed account of deﬁnite noun phrases in
discourse. Proceedings of the 21st Annual Meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics,
44–50. https://doi.org/10.3115/981311.981320
Grosz, B. J., Joshi, A. K., & Weinstein, S. (1995). Centering: A framework for modelling the local coherence of discourse. Computational Linguistics, 21(2), 203–225. https://repository.upenn.edu/ircs_
reports/116?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fircs_reports%2F116&utm_medium=
PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
Gwilliams, L., & Fontaine, L. (2015). Indeterminacy in process type classiﬁcation. Functional
Linguistics, 2(1), 8. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40554-015-0021-x
Halliday, M. A. K., & Hasan, R. (1976). Cohesion in English. Harlow.
Halliday, M. A. K., & Matthiessen, C. M. I. M. (1999). Construing experience through meaning: A
language based approach to cognition. Continuum.
Halliday, M. A. K., & Matthiessen, C. M. I. M. (2014). Halliday’s introduction to functional grammar (4th
ed.). Routledge.
Hobbs, J. R. (1979). Coherence and coreference. Cognitive Science, 3(1), 67–90. https://doi.org/10.
1207/s15516709cog0301_4

16

J. WILLIAMS AND D. WRIGHT

Hunt, S. (2021). COVID and the South African family: Cyril Ramaphosa, president or father? Discourse,
Context & Media, 44, 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2021.100541
Íñigo-Mora, I. (2017). Who’s responsible for what? Mitigation in Spanish and British parliamentary
speeches. Revista Canaria de Estudios Ingleses, 75, 191–214.
Jarvis, L. (2021). Constructing the coronavirus crisis: Narratives of time in British political discourse
on COVID-19. British Politics, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41293-021-00180-w
Jaworska, S. (2021). Competence and collectivity: The discourse of Angela Merkel’s media communications during the ﬁrst wave of the pandemic. Discourse, Context & Media, 42, 1–9. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.dcm.2021.100506
Kehler, A., & Rohde, H. (2013). A probabilistic reconciliation of coherence-driven and centeringdriven theories of pronoun interpretation. Theoretical Linguistics, 39(1–2), 1–37. https://doi.org/
10.1515/tl-2013-0001
Mulderrig, J. (2012). The hegemony of inclusion: A corpus-based critical discourse analysis of deixis
in education policy. Discourse & Society, 23(6), 701–728. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0957926512455377
O’Donnell, M. J., Zappavigna, M., & Whitelaw, C. (2008). A survey of process type classiﬁcation over
diﬃcult cases. In C. Jones, & E. Ventola (Eds.), From language to multimodality: New developments
in the study of ideational meaning (pp. 47–64). Equinox.
Olimat, S. N. (2020). Words as powerful weapons: Dysphemism in trump’s COVID-19 speeches. 3L:
Southeast Asian Journal of English Language Studies, 26(3), 17–29. https://doi.org/10.17576/3L2020-2603-02
Oliver, D. (2020). COVID-19 highlights the need for eﬀective government communications. BMJ, 369
(m1863), 1–2. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m1863
O’Malley, P., Rainford, J., & Thompson, A. (2009). Transparency during public health emergencies:
From rhetoric to reality. Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 87(8), 614–618. https://doi.
org/10.2471/BLT.08.056689
SAGE. 2020. UK government messaging and its association with public understanding and adherence to COVID-19 mitigations: Five principles and recommendations for a COVID communication
reset. https://www.independentsage.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Messaging-paper-FINAL1-1.pdf
Sanders, K. B. (2020). British government communication during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic:
Learning from high reliability organizations. Church, Communication and Culture, 5(3), 356–377.
https://doi.org/10.1080/23753234.2020.1824582
Sjölander-Lindqvist, A., Larsson, S., Fava, N., Gillberg, N., Marciano, C., & Cinque, S. (2020).
Communicating about COVID-19 in four European countries: Similarities and diﬀerences in
national discourses in Germany, Italy, Spain, and Sweden. Frontiers in Communication – Media
Governance and the Public Sphere, 5, 593325. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.593325
Teo, P. (2004). Clean and green — that’s the way we like it’: Greening a country, building a nation.
Journal of Language and Politics, 3(3), 485–505. https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.3.3.07teo
Wilson, J. (1990). Politically speaking. Blackwell.
Zupnik, Y.-J. (1994). A pragmatic analysis of the use of person deixis in political discourse. Journal of
Pragmatics, 21(4), 339–383. https://doi.org/10.1016/0378-2166(94)90010-8

