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Abstract 

Pronouns carry considerable importance in language. The speaker’s identity and 

connection to the audience emerges through the consistent use of certain pronouns (De 

Fina, 1995). This research is about the use of we, us, and our in political discourse. 

Specifically, their use will be examined in the inaugural addresses of George W. Bush in 

2005 and Barack Obama in 2009. The aim of this research is to examine the frequencies 

and the co-occurrences of these pronouns and then compare their use in these two 

speeches. More specifically, how do the pronouns examined affect the message and 

enhance hearer credibility. This is done by applying (a) a quantitative corpus linguistics 

analysis and (b) qualitative analysis of the context of use. The results show that there is a 

difference in frequency of pronoun use; however, the usage of pronouns is rather similar 

in the two speeches.  
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1. Introduction 

Pronouns carry considerable importance in language. Beneveniste (1971; in De Fina, 1995, 

p. 380) describes pronouns as empty signs when looked at as an abstract category, but 

when used in context they create meaning which is important to the discourse. I tells us 

something about the speaker, while we often includes the audience, even if it can also be 

used to exclude the audience. Us and our are likely to give the hearer or reader a sense of 

belonging (Beard, 2000; Fairclough, 2015; Scheibman, 2004). 

Pronoun use is important in giving meaning to a message, as stressed by Fairclough 

(2015, p.140) and Beard (2000, p. 22). In discourse analysis in general many researchers 

have examined the use of pronouns. In the study of political discourse, more specifically, 

the use of pronouns has also been examined to some extent, for example by De Fina (1995) 

who examined the use of pronouns in political speeches. One of her key findings is that the 

speaker’s identity and connection to the audience emerges through the consistent use of 

certain pronouns. With this in mind, the aim of this thesis is to examine the use of 

pronouns in two speeches from the United States: the inaugural addresses of George. W. 

Bush (2005) and Barack Obama (2009). In other words, this thesis examines the pronouns 

as a rhetorical device and if the presidents differ in their use of the first person plural 

pronouns. Moreover, it examines if the presidents use the pronouns for hearer credibility, 

and to examine if they affect the message in a specific way. Therefore, the following 

research questions are posed: 

o To what extent are we, us and our used? 

o How do we, us and our co-occur with other words? 

o How is we used in context? 



 

2 

 

o To what extent does the use of the personal pronouns we, us and our differ 

in the addresses of George W. Bush and Barack Obama? 

In the results section, the first research question will be covered in 4.1, the second in 4.2, 

the third in 4.3 and the last in 4.4.  

 

2. Theoretical Background 

This section describes discourse analysis (2.1), political discourse analysis (2.2), and 

Goffman’s participation framework (2.3). It also describes previous studies on pronouns in 

political discourse (2.4). 

 

2.1 Discourse Analysis 

When analysing a text, discourse analysis can be applied. Discourse analysis (DA) 

involves analysing and studying whole texts (McEnery, Xiao &Tono, 2006, p.113). Thus, 

DA is a qualitative method, where the focus is on the “contents expressed by language” 

(McEnery, Xiao &Tono, 2006, p.111). One way of analysing texts is to use corpus 

linguistics where computer software can be used to identify keywords in a text. Keywords 

are the words that “have significance in a given discourse” and corpus linguistics can be 

used to find the context, and the co-occurrence of the keywords examined. In this thesis the 

co-occurrence of we, us, and our are examined and their significance in the political 

discourse in which they occur.  

Discourse is described as language used in written form or speech in order to create 

meaning (Titscher et al., 2000, pp.25-26). Using this definition, discourse is a broad 

concept involving produced meaning-making language, whether written or spoken. A more 

detailed definition of ‘discourse’ is given by Fairclough (2015), who describes discourse as 
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“language viewed in a certain way, as a part of the social process (part of social life) which 

is related to other parts. It is a relational view of language” (2015, p. 7). He also describes 

discourse as the context in which written or spoken texts are created and uttered 

(Fairclough, 2015, p. 56). In this thesis, Fairclough’s definition of discourse is used, 

because the context of political speeches is created within a specific discourse namely 

political discourse. 

 

2.2 Political Discourse Analysis 

As mentioned above, this thesis analyses two inaugural addresses of two different 

presidents. Therefore, political discourse is an important part of this study.  

Political discourse involves “political action and interaction” according to van Dijk (1997, 

p. 18). He describes political discourse as a broad category, in that not only are legislation, 

parliamentary debate and political speeches considered to be political discourse, but also 

propaganda and political commercials. In other words “discourse is basically understood as 

the result of collusion: the conditions of the political, social and linguistic practice” 

(Wodak & Meyer 2009, p.17).    

 

2.3. Goffman’s Participation Framework 

When examining speeches it is important to be aware of the role a speaker has, as the 

speaker is not only someone who speaks, but also someone who conveys a message. In the 

context of political discourse, linguistic/rhetorical devices are used to convey a certain 

message with both explicit and implicit meaning and to connect to the addressee. Goffman, 

a sociologist who “situated mass communication in relation to the interpersonal realm” 
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(Ytreberg, 2002, p.2), examined the roles of the audience and the speaker and their typical 

interaction patterns.  

Goffman’s participation framework (Goffman, 1981, pp. 144ff) is a schema which can 

be used to analyse different kinds of interactional settings by different people in a 

particular place. A main speaker, different kinds of main addressees, non-addressees and 

over-hearers may be present in a conversation. As an example, imagine a corridor at a 

school with students and a small group discussing something. In this group there is a main 

speaker and there are main addressees, while the others are those who happen to be in the 

vicinity of the group discussing. Those who do not actively speak in this particular group 

include non-addressees and over-hearers. However, roles are typically not set, but may 

fluctuate so that the main speaker can become an over-hearer. In Goffman’s participation 

framework, it is typically the hearer and the speaker who are analyzed. Goffman’ 

production format (which will be defined in 2.3.2) is designed to analyze the speaker roles. 

 

2.3.2. Goffman’s Production format 

Different types of talk bring with them different roles for speakers and hearers. Goffman 

(1981, p. 137) comments on political speeches as follows: “Talk can take the form of a 

platform monologue as in the case of political addresses. This kind of speech involves long 

stretches of words coming from a single speaker who has given a relatively large set of 

listeners an exclusive claim to the floor” (Goffman, 1981, p. 137). 

The term ‘speaker’ can have different roles as Goffman describes (1981, p. 145). This is 

important when analyzing a political speech. Who is the speaker and which role(s) does the 

speaker have? Goffman’s way of classifying different roles is described in Table 1. 
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Table 1 Participation framework 

Participation framework   

Animator The sounding box  

Author The agent who scripts the lines  

Principal The party whose position the 

words attest 

 

 

When analyzing speaker roles, it is helpful to consider where the words uttered originate 

from, what and who the words represent. Especially in a political speech it is important to 

know who and what is represented. In other words, as Goffman (1981, p. 145) states, the 

discourse in which the words are uttered is crucial and in a presidential speech it is 

important to create unity with the people addressed and it is important that the message 

conveyed is in accordance with the political frame of the party. The speaker can be 

multifaceted, involving all three participants: animator, author and principal. However, it is 

also possible for the speaker (animator) to utter words written by someone else (author) on 

behalf of a third party (principal). As an example, the animator can be a politician who 

gives a speech written by a professional writer (author) who conforms to the governing 

political party (principal). The animator and the author work for the principal. Thus, the 

context of a political speech may involve a speaker who does not entail all three roles. 

However, in this study the different roles are not to be analyzed, although, it is important 

when analyzing political speech to have in mind how a speech is preformed and 

constructed to be able to draw conclusions about the context which will be analyzed in this 

thesis.  
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2.4. Previous studies on pronouns in political discourse 

Political speeches have been studied by different linguistic researchers such as De Fina 

(1995), Wilson (1990), Wilson and Maitland (1987) and, more recently, Beard (2000), 

Brameley (2005), and Proctor and I–Wen (2011). Their research will be discussed in this 

section insofar as it is relevant to this study on pronoun use in political speeches. 

Pronouns can be examined from all sorts of linguistic perspectives, for example through 

a sociolinguistic approach, or through a pragmatic approach. The first approach looks at 

how pronouns are used in a social context, for example how pronouns express politeness 

and “reflect social relations” (Helmbrecht, 2005, p.196). The second approach looks at 

how pronouns “encode different aspects of the communicative intentions of speakers” (De 

Fina, 1995, p. 380). For instance, as De Fina states, “[p]ronominal usage is not 

systematically related to variables such as formality, status, class, sex or the like, but is 

more dependent on the specific context of utterance and the roles and goals of the 

speaker(s)” (De Fina, 1995, p. 380). In other words, the speaker has the possibility to 

manipulate pronouns used to “convey implicit meaning” (De Fina, 1995, p. 380).   

De Fina also describes Beneveniste’s (1971) view that pronouns are empty signs in 

isolation, but when used in context they transfer into full signs creating meaning. 

Furthermore, she refers to Wilson (1990) and Wilson and Maitland (1987) and how they 

showed that “individual politicians vary in the use of the pronominal system according to 

scales of distancing/involvement of self with respect to the topics under discussion or 

discourse participants” (1995, p. 380). De Fina (1995) examines the way in which 

politicians present themselves through the use of pronouns and finds that the pronouns 

used, state different choices having to do with identification and involvement, but also that 

they show difference in objectives and purposes (p. 403). So, as Beneveniste (1971) claims 
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that pronouns are empty signs until they are put into context, De Fina (1995) shows in her 

survey of pronominal use in political discourse that pronouns carry a considerable 

importance in language and especially in context.   

Pronouns serve a deictic function (Muhlhäusler & Harré 1990, p. 49). Deixis, which is 

derived from Greek (literally ‘pointing’), involves “the use of certain linguistic expressions 

to locate entities in spatio-temporal, social and discoursal context” (Marmaridou, 2000, p. 

65). In other words, the phenomenon deixis is about the connection between language and 

context. For example, the use of inclusive and exclusive we (which will be defined in the 

next paragraph) can only be understood by the context. “We have seen our vulnerability” 

as an example for the inclusive we (Bush). As an example for the exclusive we ;“We will 

begin to responsibly leave Iraq” (Obama). This is an important distinction which will be 

used to examine how pronouns, specifically the pronoun we, are used in the inaugural 

addresses of Bush and Obama. For instance, examining the co-occurrence with other words 

is also necessary to detect the reference of the pronoun we. 

As mentioned above, it is important to examine pronouns in political speeches, because 

they “make a significant contribution to the overall effect” (Beard, 2000, p. 44). Pronoun 

reference is an important device in a political speech, especially with respect to the 

persuasiveness of the speech (Beard, 2000). The pronoun our, for example, may convey to 

the hearer a sense of belonging and of possession. Politicians tend to use these kinds of 

devices for hearer credibility (Beard, 2000, p. 24). The pronoun us is used in political 

speeches to create an in-group category, i.e. politicians use the pronoun us to create a sense 

of inclusion and belonging (Obeng, 2002, p. 88). Moreover, us signifies a group identity 

which has an effect on the audience and politicians are thus able to signal and, therefore, 

create a group identity and use us as an inclusive device (Obeng, 2002, p. 10). 



 

8 

 

The personal pronoun we may convey to the hearer a sense of inclusion or, as Beard 

calls it, “collectivity” (2000, p. 24). However, as stated before, the personal pronoun we 

can also stand for exclusion. The inclusive we refers to the speaker and the addressee and 

the exclusive we refers to the speaker and others, but not the addressee (Fairclough, 2015, 

p.143). Scheibman (2004) also stresses the notion that we can be used in an inclusive or 

exclusive manner to address others. To clarify, the inclusive we stands for the hearer and 

the animator while the exclusive we stands for the animator and a non-addressee which can 

be the principal, government or others not being included (Wales, 1996, p.62). Thus, the 

political animator uses we inclusively or exclusively as a double inference (Wales, 1996, 

p.62). We used in political speech is a shifting signifier, because of the fact that it is used in 

“many different potential scopes of reference” (Wales, 1996, p.62). Also, the pronouns our 

and us can connect the speaker with the audience in similar ways (Beard, 2000, p. 41). In 

this sense, pronominal use in political discourse is important. It helps to connect the 

addresser with the addressee. In this study, the use of the inclusive and exclusive we will 

be examined to show the importance of pronoun use in political speeches and how they 

convey a message.  

Research has shown that politicians tend to overuse the plural form of the first person 

pronoun, we, as a rhetorical device (Proctor & I–Wen, 2011, p 3253). Also, Pennycook 

(1993) has observed the tendency of overusing the exclusive and inclusive we in political 

speeches. He argues that the use of we in a political speech gives a sense of authority (p. 

175). Authority and vagueness in political discourse are used as a rhetorical device; “We is 

always simultaneously inclusive and exclusive, a pronoun of solidarity and of rejection, of 

inclusion and exclusion” (Pennycook, 1993.p.175).  

To speak with Firth (1957 in Lindquist 2009, p. 72) “[y]ou shall know a word by the 

company it keeps”. To understand a given discourse, the meaning of a word needs to 
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become clear by its context. Thus, to examine the pronouns we, us, and our in this thesis 

and how they are used, it is important to examine their co-occurrence with other words.  

This will be done by using corpus linguistics and in particular we, us, and our and examine 

which words they collocate with.  

 

3. Material and Methods 

This section describes the process of collecting material in section 3.1 and the methods 

used to analyze the material in section 3.2.  

 

3.1 Material 

The analysis of this study is based on two inaugural speeches, a speech held when a new 

president is sworn in, the inaugural address of George W. Bush
1
 (henceforth Bush) held in 

2005 and the inaugural address of Barack Obama
2
 (henceforth Obama) held in 2009. These 

two inaugural addresses were selected because both presidents are the most recent 

presidents, but also they represent very different political views. Another interesting aspect 

in the inaugural speeches is that Bush’s speech is about security and safety, due to the 

attacks on the World Trade Centre and the attempted attack on the Pentagon on September 

9
th

 2001, while Obama’s speech is about domestic problems and the economic crisis in 

2007 due to the bursting of the housing bubble.  It is then especially interesting to examine 

                                                 

1
 http://www.inaugural.senate.gov/swearing-in/event/george-w-bush-2005 

2
 https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-

barack-obama 

 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-barack-obama
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/01/21/inaugural-address-president-barack-obama
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the language use from a linguistic approach and, in particular, we, us and our to convey a 

message of unity in their inaugural speeches.  

 

3.2 Method 

The study was conducted in two stages. The first stage was a quantitative approach and 

corpus linguistics was used as a method.  Secondly, a qualitative approach was conducted 

by textual analysis. 

 

3.2.1 Corpus Linguistics methods 

Corpus linguistics is, as McEnery, Xiao & Tono describe it, “basically a methodology” to 

examine language that is “naturally occurring” (2006, pp. 3-4). Corpus linguistics is used 

in the present study to analyse the material from the perspective of how the pronouns are 

used in context, what words they co-occur with and to what extent there is a difference in 

use between the two speeches. Furthermore, corpus linguistics is used to examine the 

frequencies of the pronouns we, us and our and analyse to what extent there is a difference 

in count between the two speeches in the use of these pronouns. 

The first step in the analysis was to read both addresses thoroughly. Secondly, the texts 

were uploaded in AntConc,
3
 which is a concordance programme for linguistic analysis, for 

example, as shown in Tables 2-5. This is used to analyse the frequencies of the pronouns. 

Furthermore, as described above, the collocations of the pronouns selected were also 

analysed. The specific pronouns which were the focus of this study were the search terms 

used in AntConc and the specific pronouns were thereafter easy to find for analysing and 

                                                 

3
 http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software.html 
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determining to what extent they were used, how they co-occur and how they were used in 

context to convey a message.  

Collocations were also examined. Collocation measures words that frequently co-occur 

with each other (Lindquist, 2009, p.73). This co-occurrence phenomenon is important to be 

able to examine the context in which words and specifically in this thesis the pronouns we, 

us, and our occur; especially, considering the examination of the context and discourse of 

unity in the US. Due to differences in the number of words in both speeches all the 

findings were normalised by a 1000 words where the occurrences were divided by the 

number of tokens and thereafter multiplied by 1000. Also, a window of 1L (first word to 

the left) and 1R (first word to the right) is used, because of the fact that if the span is too 

wide, the significance is lower (Lindquist, 2009, p. 73). 

 

3.2.3. Textual analysis 

As mentioned before, the second part of this study involved a textual analysis in a 

qualitative approach. This to see in what context we, us and our are used and more 

specifically to analyse the exclusive and inclusive we. Furthermore, the possible difference 

in usage is analysed applying this method “[t]extual analysis is a way for researchers to 

gather information about how other human beings make sense of the world” (McKee, 

2003, p.1). One flaw of textual analysis is that it is difficult to replicate, unlike corpus 

linguistics, due to the fact that when analysing a text manually the researcher’s own 

interpretation is weighing in and how he or she makes sense of the world. It is, therefore, a 

qualitative approach in which the researcher’s own perception of the world plays a large 

role and therefore, two researchers analysing the same text could conclude different 

outcomes. However, for this study of pronoun use it is an applicable method because it is a 
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suitable method to analyse context in which the context used can change the inference of 

the pronoun used. 

 

4. Results 

In this section, the results are presented and the focus lies on the examination of we, us and 

our used to connect with the addressee, we, us and our used as a rhetorical device, and we 

as to affect the message, and overall how the presidents differ in using the pronouns 

examined to create hearer credibility. Firstly, the frequencies will be presented and 

examined in 4.1. Secondly, in section 4.2 the co-occurrence with other words is presented 

and examined. Thirdly, in section 4.3 the exclusive and inclusive forms of we are analyzed, 

and lastly, in section 4.4 a comparison is presented of frequencies and the usage of the 

pronouns we, us and our in the two speeches.  

 

4.1 Frequency of occurrence of the three pronouns 

In this section the frequencies of we, us and our in the two speeches are presented.  

 

4.1.1 The use of we, us and our in Bush’s inaugural speech 

The inaugural speech of Bush contains 2,060 tokens, of which 37 are the pronoun we, three 

the pronoun us and 50 the pronoun our. If  normalized, the frequencies per thousand 

words, as shown in Figure 1, we occurs 18 times per thousand, us once and our 24 times 

per thousand.  
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Figure 1. Normalized occurrences of we, our and us in Bush’s inaugural address per thousand words. 

 

4.1.2 The use of we, us and our in Obama’s inaugural speech 

The inaugural speech of Obama contains 2,416 tokens, of which 62 include the pronoun 

we, 23 the pronoun us and 68 the pronoun our.  If normalized, the frequencies per thousand 

words, as shown in Figure 2, we occurs 26 times per thousand, us ten times per thousand, 

and our 28 times per thousand.  

Figure 2. Normalized occurrences of we, our and us in Obama’s inaugural address per thousand words. 
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These results show that Bush uses we, us and our less, while Obama uses these pronouns 

more frequently. The most noticeable difference is the use of us, Bush uses us only once 

per thousand words while Obama uses us 23 times as shown in the results. Us is used to 

create an in-group category in political speech, to create a sense of inclusion and belonging 

and hearer credibility (Obeng, 2002, p88).  This difference in use could be due to the fact 

that these presidents are each other’s opposites in both the message they are conveying, 

perhaps due to the fact that this is Bush’s second inaugural speech and, therefore, does not 

need the same amount of hearer credibility as Obama needs, or it is due to the fact that they 

use different kinds of rhetoric to convey their message.  

 

4.2 Co-occurrence with other words  

In this section the co-occurrence with other words will be analyzed and collocation will be 

used to examine the words that frequently co-occur with we, us, and our. As described in 

the method section, the co-occurrence of the pronouns are searched into a window of 1L to 

1R and are shown and analysed in sections 4.2.2, 4.2.3, and 4.2.4. 

 

4.2.2 Words co-occurring with we in the two speeches 

Tables 2 and 3 show the right co-occurrences of we in both presidents’ speeches. Only 1R 

has been included, as there were no interesting patterns through wider windows. 
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Table 2. Top twelve co-occurrences patterns to the right of we in Bush’s speech. 

+ 

Table 3. Top twelve co-occurrence pattern to the right of we in Obama’s speech.  

 

First of all, this part focusses on the collocation we will because inaugural speeches are 

about the future.  Therefore, it is interesting to examine the patterns found in we will, 

because will is a modal verb which conveys the future (Collins, 1990, p. 192). 

 As shown in Table 2, Bush’s use of the pronoun we co-occurs with will ten times; 

normalized this means five times per thousand words. Obama, on the other hand, uses we 

will 12 times, and normalized this means five times per thousand words as well. This 

indicates that both Bush and Obama are inclined to use we will as an inaugural speech is 

about the future and therefore there are no observable differences in use. 
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In all occurrences of will, both presidents talk about the future. This is shown in 

examples (1), (2), (3), and (4). 

(1) America’s influence is not unlimited, but fortunately for the oppressed, 

America’s influence is considerable, and we will use it confidentially in 

freedom’s cause (Bush) 

(2) We will encourage reform in other governments by making clear that success in 

our relations will require the decent treatment of their own people. America’s 

belief in human dignity will guide our policies, yet rights must be more than the 

grudging concessions of dictators; they are secured by free dissent and the 

participation of the governed. In the long run, there is no justice without 

freedom, and there can be no human rights without human liberty (Bush) 

(3) And we will act, not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new foundation for 

growth (Obama) 

(4) And we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the 

demands of a new age. All this we can do. All this we will do. (Obama) 

 

As shown in the examples, the speeches of Bush and Obama are about the future. An 

inaugural speech is a speech about promises about what the country and specifically the 

government need to improve on. In Bush’s case it is about to protect the USA and he 

shows that in examples (1) and (2). On the other hand, Obama, in a time of economic 

crisis, it is about how to solve the crisis domestically as shown in examples (3) and (4). 

Secondly, there is a difference in the use of the co-occurrence of have with we.  Bush is 

using we have ten times throughout his speech, normalized five times per thousand words, 

while Obama uses we have only four times, normalized two times per thousand words. 

This difference could be due to that Bush has been president for one term as this is his 

second inaugural speech and he has the possibility to refer to what he has achieved in his 

first presidential period. Obama cannot do that because this is his first inaugural speech, 

hence, he cannot talk about what he has achieved as he has not been president yet. 

However, both presidents seem to know the importance of the use of we as a powerful 
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rhetorical device which conveys collectivity (Beard, 2000; Fairclough, 2015; De Fina, 

1995; Pennycook, a1993).  

 

4.2.2 Words co-occurring with us in the two speeches 

Tables 4 and 5 show the collocations with the pronoun us from the window 1L in both 

speeches. 

Table 4. Co-occurrences after the pronoun us in Bush’s inaugural speech  

 

Table 5. Co-occurrences after the pronoun us in Obama’s inaugural speech  
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As shown in Tables 4 and 5 words which co-occur with us are examined 1L instead of 

1R.With examination it showed that there were more interesting patterns with collocations 

before us. For instance, both presidents use us in clusters of three. Bush uses us only three 

times in total in his speech, but the occurrences cluster in a paragraph as shown in example 

(5).  

(5) From the perspective of a single day, including this day of dedication, the issues 

and questions before our country are many. From the viewpoint of centuries, 

the questions that come to us are narrowed and few. Did our generation advance 

the cause of freedom? And did our character bring credit to that cause? These 

questions that judge us also unite us, because Americans of every party and 

background, Americans by choice and by birth, are bound to one another in the 

cause of freedom. (Bush) 

 

In this part Bush wants the American people to be sure that they are united as one; he 

proclaims that no one in the world can divide them, because he uses the pronoun us as a 

rhetorical device to unite the USA. He conveys the message of the right to protect 

themselves from others. Us is used to convey a message of unity, namely we versus them 

and no one is to question the USA about what they do to protect themselves. Us is used as 

a rhetorical device and is strengthening his message of unity. 

Obama uses us observably more frequently than Bush and he also uses us in clusters of 

three as shown in example (6). 

(6) For us, they packed up their few worldly possessions and traveled across 

oceans in search of a new life. For us, they toiled in sweatshops, and settled the 

West, endured the lash of the whip, and plowed the hard earth. For us, they 

fought and died in places like Concord and Gettysburg, Normandy and Khe 

Sahn. 

 

Obama shows in this part the importance of unity; the pronoun us tells in this case they 

owe gratitude to their forefathers who created America and therefore, unity is important. 

And to use for us in threefold, the message is strengthened and is used as a rhetorical 
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device. In other parts of his speech Obama uses us also as a sign of unity, of including 

everyone addressed. Us is used in political speech to create a group identity which has an 

effect on the audience (Obeng 2002) and Obama uses us to signal a group identity and 

connect to his audience and create an in group in a greater extent than Bush does. This 

could be due to the fact, as mentioned before, that Bush has been president before and is 

not in a greater need to establish a group of belonging as Obama, who is president for the 

first time and may need to establish this sense of inclusion with his listeners and the US 

citizens.  

Overall, us is used as an inclusive device and tells the audience that they belong to the 

USA, a strong and united country. Moreover, there are no occurrences of the exclusive us 

throughout the speeches.  

 

4.2.3 Words co-occurring with our in the two speeches 

Tables 6 and 7 display the co-occurrences after the pronouns our in both presidents’ 

speeches.  

Table 6. Top twelve co-occurrences patterns to the right of our in Bush’s inaugural speech 
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Table 7. Top twelve co-occurrences patterns to the right of our in Obama’s inaugural 

speech  

 

As shown in Table 6, the most frequent co-occurrence of our is country in Bush’s speech. 

Normalized this would be 140 per thousand words, while in Obama does not use our in 

combination with country at all. Bush uses, as does Obama, nation in combination with 

our. As shown in Table 6 and 7, nation co-occurs most frequently with our, normalized 73 

times per thousand words in Obama’s speech, while Bush uses the combination our nation 

normalized 80 times per thousand words. An interesting aspect of the results is that Obama 

does not use country at all in combination with our. He only uses country twice throughout 

his speech. To be able to compare the results the analysis focusses on the use of nation in 

co-occurrence with our.  

In context, Bush uses nation to refer for example to the founding Fathers, as example 

(7) shows. Obama uses nation to refer to the founding Fathers as well, as shown in 

example (8).  

(7) Advancing these ideals is the mission that created our Nation. It is the 

honorable achievement of our fathers (Bush) 
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(8)  At the moment when the outcome of our revolution was most in doubt, the 

father of our nation ordered these words to be read to the people: “Let it be told 

to the future world...that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and 

virtue could survive... that the city and the country, alarmed at one common 

danger, came forth to meet it.” (Obama) 

 

Our creates the meaning of solidarity, in combination with nation. When nation is used 

without the pronoun our, it does not create the meaning of solidarity; it then excludes. For 

example, a nation create the meaning of a nation in general, or this nation creates a 

meaning of to point out a nation, this is a demonstrative pronoun while our creates the 

meaning of belonging and of possession. To clarify, the empty sign our creates meaning 

for the noun nation and creates a sense of solidarity; it includes the whole nation. Our is 

used as a rhetorical device to give a specific meaning to the message of solidarity, unity 

and pride.  

 

4. The different forms of we  

As mentioned before, we can be used in an inclusive and exclusive manner. In this section 

these different forms of we are analyzed and discussed.  

 

4.3.1 The inclusive we 

We, as stated above, can be used in an inclusive way in which we is used to express for 

example the notion that the hearer and the speaker have the same ideology, belong together 

or may be citizens of the same country and, therefore,  can be seen as a patriotic we; an 

inclusive we. In the inaugural speeches the inclusive we is used by both presidents. In 

example (9), Bush is referring to those present at the speech, but also those listening to this 
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speech elsewhere, through television or other media, who are celebrating the inauguration 

of him as a president. 

(9) On this day, prescribed by law and marked by ceremony, we celebrate the 

durable wisdom of our Constitution, a recall the deep commitments that unite 

our country. I am grateful for the honor of this hour, mindful of the 

consequential times in which we live, and determined to fulfill the oath that I 

have sworn and you have witnessed. 

 

Furthermore, in example (9) he refers to “the times in which we live”. In this case, we is 

also inclusive, because everyone listening including himself lives in those times. This is to 

say, the US citizens listening, he is excluding the other listeners all over the world. Even 

though he states that the “times in which we live”, which can be seen as generic, he means 

the times in which Americans live and not the whole world, at this particular moment in 

the speech.  

Another example (10) of the inclusive we used by Bush is as follows: 

(10) In America’s ideal of freedom, the exercise of rights is ennobled by service, 

and mercy, and a heart for the weak. Liberty for all does not mean 

independence for one another. Our nation relies on men and women who look 

after a neighbor and surround the lost with love. Americans, at our best, value 

life we see in another, and must always remember that even the unwanted have 

worth. And our country must abandon all the habits of racism, because we 

cannot carry the message of freedom and the baggage of bigotry at the same 

time. 

The first we which occurs in example (10) refers to the broader audience, all Americans. 

“Life we see in another”--it is not only the principal, the ideology, and the animator, Bush, 

who proclaims to do this, the purpose of this particular we is to show that everyone is 

included and everyone is equal. 

Similarly, for the second we in this part, Bush uses we to show that all Americans, 

regardless political view, have to abandon all habits of racism. It can be said that both these 

uses of we could be an inclusive patriotic we (cf. Wales, 1996, p, 62). 
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In Obama’s speech, he uses instances of the inclusive we as well, as in examples (11) 

and (12). In both cases Obama refers to those listening to the speech, although only to all 

of the USA and includes all beliefs and denominations in political views, however, 

excludes the rest of the world. 

(11) For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We 

are a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and non-believers. 

We are shaped by every language and culture, drawn from every end of this 

Earth; and because we have tasted the bitter swill of civil war and segregation, 

and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and more united, we cannot help 

but believe that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the lines of tribe shall 

soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, our common humanity shall 

reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new era of 

peace. 

In this part of his speech, Obama is using we to unite the American people regardless of 

faith, culture or race. This might have to do with the fact that unity is important to face 

problems ahead, but foremost to convey the message of the future as is expected in an 

inaugural speech. Another example (12) of Obama using the inclusive we is as follows. 

(12) Today I say to you that the challenges we face are real. They are serious and 

they are many. They will not be met easily or in a short span of time. But know 

this America: They will be met. On this day, we gather because we have chosen 

hope over fear, unity of purpose over conflict and discord. On this day, we 

come to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and false promises, the 

recriminations and worn-out dogmas that for far too long have strangled our 

politics. We remain a young nation.  

 

Obama is including all listening, and not only Democrats or the audience present. He uses 

we as an inclusive we, he refers to unity. Using we in this manner is also a way for Obama 

to share responsibility. A responsibility taken by other US citizens, by doing this Obama 

conveys a message of cohesiveness by stating ” we remain a young nation”. In his 

campaign, Obama used “Yes, we can” and is referring to this in this part of his inaugural 

speech. He uses the inclusive we to with his audience and gain hearer credibility, but also 

to convey the message of unity and selflessness. 
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4.3.2 The exclusive we 

In the case of the exclusive we, the hearer is typically not included (Wales, 1996; 

Fairclough, 2015; Scheibman, 2004). In other words, the audience is not included in the 

we, which has to do with the fact that the animator wants to convey the principal’s ideas 

and thoughts, in this particular case the thoughts and ideas of either the Republicans or the 

Democrats. I.e., to reveal the path chosen by the political party by stating what we (the 

president and the government) intend to do in the next four years. Both presidents use the 

exclusive we. In examples (13) and (14), Bush uses the exclusive we, and in examples (15) 

and (16) Obama’s examples of the exclusive we are shown.  

(13) We will persistently clarify the choice before every ruler and every nation: 

The moral choice between oppression, which is always wrong, and freedom, 

which is eternally right. America will not pretend that jailed dissidents prefer 

their chains, or that women welcome humiliation and servitude, or that any 

human being aspires to live at the mercy of bullies. We will encourage reform 

in other governments by making clear that success in our relations will require 

the decent treatment of their own people. America's belief in human dignity will 

guide our policies, yet rights must be more than the grudging concessions of 

dictators; they are secured by free dissent and the participation of the governed. 

In the long run, there is no justice without freedom, and there can be no human 

rights without human liberty. 

In example (13) from his speech, Bush is mentioning how the government will attempt to 

solve problems concerning countries which probably could be a threat to America. He 

starts by saying that “we will persistently clarify the choice for every ruler and every 

nation: The moral choice between oppression, which is always wrong, and freedom, which 

is eternally right”. In this particular case, we is exclusive. It is not meant that the audience 

listening will do this, at least not the whole audience; perhaps there are people listening in 

the audience who will execute this task. Even so, in the later part of this example (13), 

Bush is excluding the audience listening, at least those who will not execute the given task, 

by stating that they “will be encouraging reform in other governments” meaning that he 
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and his government will be encouraging reform. In example (14) he uses the exclusive we 

to proclaim that the USA is not afraid to protect itself if necessary. 

(14) So it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of 

democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the 

ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world. This is not primarily the task of 

arms, though we will defend ourselves and our friends by force of arms when 

necessary.  

This example shows the exclusive we, as Bush is talking to the audience about how he and 

his government will solve the problem of being attacked. He states clearly, probably due to 

the fact that the attacks of 9/11 are still in the minds of all Americans listening. It is not the 

audience listening who decides if they will take up arms against those who attack America. 

It is Bush and his government who decide to do so and therefore, we in this example is an 

exclusive we. Similarly, Obama also uses exclusive we in his speech as displayed in 

examples (15) and (16). 

(15) For everywhere we look, there is work to be done. The state of our economy 

calls for action, bold and swift. And we will act, not only to create new jobs, but 

to lay a new foundation for growth. We will build the roads and bridges, the 

electric grids and digital lines that feed our commerce and bind us together. 

We'll restore science to its rightful place, and wield technology's wonders to 

raise health care's quality and lower its cost. We will harness the sun and the 

winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories.  And we will transform 

our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a new age. All 

this we can do. All this we will do. 

 

This is a particularly interesting example in which Obama announced how to solve 

problems and the way forward how by him and his government by using the exclusive we, 

however, he includes the audience as well with an inclusive we in the same part. He starts 

by saying “for everywhere we look”, in this case he means everyone listening so himself 

and the audience, but the next we is exclusive where he announces how he and the 

government plan to solve the economic problems. And he continues with the exclusive we 
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throughout the passage. However, in the last part “All this we can do”, he is including his 

audience again and then in the last part “All this we will do”, he is excluding his audience 

again. He is using we, the inclusive and exclusive, as a rhetorical device as stated by 

Pennycook “We is always simultaneously inclusive and exclusive, a pronoun of solidarity 

and of rejection, of inclusion and exclusion” and therefore, Obama uses this as a rhetorical 

device. In the next example (16), Obama uses only the exclusive we. 

(16) Guided by these principles once more we can meet those new threats that 

demand even greater effort, even greater cooperation and understanding 

between nations.  We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people and forge 

a hard-earned peace in Afghanistan. With old friends and former foes, we'll 

work tirelessly to lessen the nuclear threat, and roll back the specter of a 

warming planet. 

As shown in this example, Obama reveals how he and his government will solve the 

problems the USA has. In this case, it is clear that Obama is using the exclusive we to 

convey the message that he and his government will solve the problems and the crisis the 

USA has to deal with at that given point in time. 

 

4.4 Difference in use of we, us and our compared in the two speeches. 

As shown above, Bush and Obama use we, us and our in different frequencies, but they 

present the pronouns in similar ways. Bush for instance uses the pronouns to convey a 

message of defending America as shown in examples (1), (2), (14) where he states that 

America needs to be protected and not only domestically but most of all abroad. Obama on 

the other hand, uses we, us, and our to convey the message that America needs to be 

engaged in to build up America again and not forget the domestic situation. This is shown 

in examples (6), (11), and (16). However, Bush uses the pronouns also to convey messages 
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about domestic politics (10) as Obama uses the pronouns for messages about international 

politics as well (17). 

(17) We will not apologize for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense. 

And for those who seek to advance their aims by inducing terror and 

slaughtering innocents, we say to you now that our spirit is stronger and cannot 

be broken you cannot outlast us, and we will defeat you. 

Both presidents differ in conveying a message as stated above; however, they use the 

pronouns in similar ways. They overuse we, they use the pronouns to convey a message, 

and use we as a double inference (Wales, 1996) in their speeches by including or excluding 

their audiences. Thus, even though they convey different messages due to their different 

political views and the different circumstances at the time of their inauguration they use the 

pronouns in a similar way. The only observable difference is found in the use of us 

throughout both speeches. Bush uses us significantly less than Obama does. This may be 

due to the fact that Obama needs to establish himself as a president and does that by using 

us to convey a message of belonging, of inclusion. Bush on the other hand had already 

established himself as a president because this is his second term as a president.  However, 

the main difference lies in the different political views and the different frequencies; 

although the usage is very similar besides the difference in the use of us. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the aim of this thesis was to examine the use of the pronouns we, us and our 

in the inaugural addresses of George W Bush (2005) and of Barack Obama (2009). The 

first research question posed was: to what extent are we, us and our used? In section 4.1, 

the results show that the extent to which Obama and Bush use we, us and our may be 

important for the speeches per se, as Beard (2000), Fairclough (2015) and De Fina (1995) 
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have shown in previous work. Bush and Obama used the pronouns in fairly different 

frequencies. Bush used us three times in his speech and when normalized this is once per 

thousand words, while Obama used us 23 times in his speech and normalized it is ten times 

per thousand words. This could be due to the fact that Obama wants to convey a message 

of building America domestically and Bush a message of protecting America, as shown in 

section 4.4. But also to establish himself as a president as this is Obama’s first inaugural 

speech and he needs to create hearer credibility, and create a sense of belonging and 

inclusion (Beard 2000; Obeng, 2002). When looked at the use of the pronoun we, Bush 

uses this normalized 18 times, while Obama uses we normalized 26 times. The same 

pattern is found in the use of our in which Bush uses our 24 times normalized and Obama 

68 times. In conclusion, it could be that Obama uses the pronouns to a greater extent than 

Bush does. This could be due to a number of factors concerning the comparability of the 

speeches. Firstly, Bush’s speech is his second inaugural speech and Obama’s his first and, 

therefore, Obama may be trying to create more hearer credibility than Bush. Secondly, the 

domestic and international climate and, therefore, the focus of the speeches were different.  

The second research question posed was: how do we, us and our co-occur with other 

words? The results were shown in section 4.2 and the co-occurrence of we, us and our 

seems to be different, however to a certain extent rather similar in using we will, for 

instance. In an inaugural speech, the newly sworn president is expected to talk about the 

future and this can be one reason why will is to collocate with we to a greater extent than 

other collocations. An interesting result was found in the collocation with have in which 

Bush uses we have to a greater extent than Obama does. This could have to do with the fact 

that Bush had been president for a term and starts his second term with this particular 

inaugural speech and talks about what he has achieved as a president, while Obama is 

starting his first term of presidency.  Thus, Bush may use we have to indicate what he is 
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capable of and shows that “politicians present themselves through the use of pronouns and 

finds that the pronouns used, state different choices having to do with identification and 

involvement, but also that they show difference in objectives and purposes.” (DeFina 

1995). This can also be said about Obama’s use of pronouns. 

The third research question posed was: how is we used in context? In section 4.3, the 

results show that both presidents convey a message and manipulate the message by using 

pronouns, especially using the exclusive and inclusive we, but also create unity by using all 

three pronouns and by using these pronouns they conveyed a message of unity.  

The last research question posed was: to what extent does the use of the personal 

pronouns we us and our differ in the addresses of George W. Bush and Barack Obama? In 

section 4.4, the results indicate that both presidents use we, us, and our in different ways, 

with respect to frequency and in creating meaning. This may be due to that Bush is a 

Republican and Obama a Democrat and, therefore, they have different political views 

which are evident in their inaugural speeches. Another aspect could be about the domestic 

and international climate in which the speeches were held, as mentioned before. However, 

it is also possible that in the case of the usage of the pronouns both presidents did not differ 

as much. Thus, with only the usage in consideration, both presidents used we, us and our in 

a similar way in terms of conveying a message, however, when specifically looked at us, 

Obama uses us much more often, and this could be a way of creating a sense of inclusion 

towards his audience. Both presidents used the pronouns examined in their speeches, both 

to convey a message but also to gain hearer credibility. 
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5.1 Limitations and further research 

An obvious limitation of this research is that this study only focusses on the inaugural 

speeches and the results can therefore not be applied on Bush’s or Obama’s use of 

pronouns in their speeches in general. Another limitation is the fact that, as mentioned 

before, the speeches are not equal in the sense of that it is Bush’s second inaugural speech 

and Obama’s first. The results might have been different if either both of their first or both 

of their second inaugural speeches were examined. 

Having said that, it would be interesting for further research to examine the use of we, 

us, and our in Bush’s first inaugural speech and Obama’s first inaugural speech or to 

compare Bush’s first and second inaugural speech, or Obama’s and examine if there is a 

difference in pronoun use to create hearer credibility and using those as a rhetorical device. 
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Appendix 

Inaugural speech Bush 

On this day, prescribed by law and marked by ceremony, we celebrate the durable wisdom 

of our Constitution, and recall the deep commitments that unite our country. I am grateful 

for the honor of this hour, mindful of the consequential times in which we live, and 

determined to fulfill the oath that I have sworn and you have witnessed. 

At this second gathering, our duties are defined not by the words I use, but by the history 

we have seen together. For a half century, America defended our own freedom by standing 

watch on distant borders. After the shipwreck of communism came years of relative quiet, 

years of repose, years of sabbatical - and then there came a day of fire. 

We have seen our vulnerability - and we have seen its deepest source. For as long as whole 

regions of the world simmer in resentment and tyranny - prone to ideologies that feed 

hatred and excuse murder - violence will gather, and multiply in destructive power, and 

cross the most defended borders, and raise a mortal threat. There is only one force of 

history that can break the reign of hatred and resentment, and expose the pretensions of 

tyrants, and reward the hopes of the decent and tolerant, and that is the force of human 

freedom. 

We are led, by events and common sense, to one conclusion: The survival of liberty in our 

land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands. The best hope for peace 

in our world is the expansion of freedom in all the world. 

America's vital interests and our deepest beliefs are now one. From the day of our 

Founding, we have proclaimed that every man and woman on this earth has rights, and 

dignity, and matchless value, because they bear the image of the Maker of Heaven and 

earth. Across the generations we have proclaimed the imperative of self-government, 
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because no one is fit to be a master, and no one deserves to be a slave. Advancing these 

ideals is the mission that created our Nation. It is the honorable achievement of our fathers. 

Now it is the urgent requirement of our nation's security, and the calling of our time. 

So it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic 

movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending 

tyranny in our world. 

This is not primarily the task of arms, though we will defend ourselves and our friends by 

force of arms when necessary. Freedom, by its nature, must be chosen, and defended by 

citizens, and sustained by the rule of law and the protection of minorities. And when the 

soul of a nation finally speaks, the institutions that arise may reflect customs and traditions 

very different from our own. America will not impose our own style of government on the 

unwilling. Our goal instead is to help others find their own voice, attain their own freedom, 

and make their own way. 

The great objective of ending tyranny is the concentrated work of generations. The 

difficulty of the task is no excuse for avoiding it. America's influence is not unlimited, but 

fortunately for the oppressed, America's influence is considerable, and we will use it 

confidently in freedom's cause. 

My most solemn duty is to protect this nation and its people against further attacks and 

emerging threats. Some have unwisely chosen to test America's resolve, and have found it 

firm. 

We will persistently clarify the choice before every ruler and every nation: The moral 

choice between oppression, which is always wrong, and freedom, which is eternally right. 

America will not pretend that jailed dissidents prefer their chains, or that women welcome 

humiliation and servitude, or that any human being aspires to live at the mercy of bullies. 
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We will encourage reform in other governments by making clear that success in our 

relations will require the decent treatment of their own people. America's belief in human 

dignity will guide our policies, yet rights must be more than the grudging concessions of 

dictators; they are secured by free dissent and the participation of the governed. In the long 

run, there is no justice without freedom, and there can be no human rights without human 

liberty. 

Some, I know, have questioned the global appeal of liberty - though this time in history, 

four decades defined by the swiftest advance of freedom ever seen, is an odd time for 

doubt. Americans, of all people, should never be surprised by the power of our ideals. 

Eventually, the call of freedom comes to every mind and every soul. We do not accept the 

existence of permanent tyranny because we do not accept the possibility of permanent 

slavery. Liberty will come to those who love it. 

Today, America speaks anew to the peoples of the world: 

All who live in tyranny and hopelessness can know: the United States will not ignore your 

oppression, or excuse your oppressors. When you stand for your liberty, we will stand with 

you. 

Democratic reformers facing repression, prison, or exile can know: America sees you for 

who you are: the future leaders of your free country. 

The rulers of outlaw regimes can know that we still believe as Abraham Lincoln did: 

"Those who deny freedom to others deserve it not for themselves; and, under the rule of a 

just God, cannot long retain it." 

The leaders of governments with long habits of control need to know: To serve your 

people you must learn to trust them. Start on this journey of progress and justice, and 

America will walk at your side. 
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And all the allies of the United States can know: we honor your friendship, we rely on your 

counsel, and we depend on your help. Division among free nations is a primary goal of 

freedom's enemies. The concerted effort of free nations to promote democracy is a prelude 

to our enemies' defeat. 

Today, I also speak anew to my fellow citizens: 

From all of you, I have asked patience in the hard task of securing America, which you 

have granted in good measure. Our country has accepted obligations that are difficult to 

fulfill, and would be dishonorable to abandon. Yet because we have acted in the great 

liberating tradition of this nation, tens of millions have achieved their freedom. And as 

hope kindles hope, millions more will find it. By our efforts, we have lit a fire as well - a 

fire in the minds of men. It warms those who feel its power, it burns those who fight its 

progress, and one day this untamed fire of freedom will reach the darkest corners of our 

world. 

A few Americans have accepted the hardest duties in this cause - in the quiet work of 

intelligence and diplomacy ... the idealistic work of helping raise up free governments ... 

the dangerous and necessary work of fighting our enemies. Some have shown their 

devotion to our country in deaths that honored their whole lives - and we will always honor 

their names and their sacrifice. 

All Americans have witnessed this idealism, and some for the first time. I ask our youngest 

citizens to believe the evidence of your eyes. You have seen duty and allegiance in the 

determined faces of our soldiers. You have seen that life is fragile, and evil is real, and 

courage triumphs. Make the choice to serve in a cause larger than your wants, larger than 

yourself - and in your days you will add not just to the wealth of our country, but to its 

character. 
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America has need of idealism and courage, because we have essential work at home - the 

unfinished work of American freedom. In a world moving toward liberty, we are 

determined to show the meaning and promise of liberty. 

In America's ideal of freedom, citizens find the dignity and security of economic 

independence, instead of laboring on the edge of subsistence. This is the broader definition 

of liberty that motivated the Homestead Act, the Social Security Act, and the G.I. Bill of 

Rights. And now we will extend this vision by reforming great institutions to serve the 

needs of our time. To give every American a stake in the promise and future of our 

country, we will bring the highest standards to our schools, and build an ownership society. 

We will widen the ownership of homes and businesses, retirement savings and health 

insurance - preparing our people for the challenges of life in a free society. By making 

every citizen an agent of his or her own destiny, we will give our fellow Americans greater 

freedom from want and fear, and make our society more prosperous and just and equal. 

In America's ideal of freedom, the public interest depends on private character - on 

integrity, and tolerance toward others, and the rule of conscience in our own lives. Self-

government relies, in the end, on the governing of the self. That edifice of character is built 

in families, supported by communities with standards, and sustained in our national life by 

the truths of Sinai, the Sermon on the Mount, the words of the Koran, and the varied faiths 

of our people. Americans move forward in every generation by reaffirming all that is good 

and true that came before - ideals of justice and conduct that are the same yesterday, today, 

and forever. 

In America's ideal of freedom, the exercise of rights is ennobled by service, and mercy, and 

a heart for the weak. Liberty for all does not mean independence from one another. Our 

nation relies on men and women who look after a neighbor and surround the lost with love. 

Americans, at our best, value the life we see in one another, and must always remember 
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that even the unwanted have worth. And our country must abandon all the habits of racism, 

because we cannot carry the message of freedom and the baggage of bigotry at the same 

time. 

From the perspective of a single day, including this day of dedication, the issues and 

questions before our country are many. From the viewpoint of centuries, the questions that 

come to us are narrowed and few. Did our generation advance the cause of freedom? And 

did our character bring credit to that cause? 

These questions that judge us also unite us, because Americans of every party and 

background, Americans by choice and by birth, are bound to one another in the cause of 

freedom. We have known divisions, which must be healed to move forward in great 

purposes - and I will strive in good faith to heal them. Yet those divisions do not define 

America. We felt the unity and fellowship of our nation when freedom came under attack, 

and our response came like a single hand over a single heart. And we can feel that same 

unity and pride whenever America acts for good, and the victims of disaster are given 

hope, and the unjust encounter justice, and the captives are set free. 

We go forward with complete confidence in the eventual triumph of freedom. Not because 

history runs on the wheels of inevitability; it is human choices that move events. Not 

because we consider ourselves a chosen nation; God moves and chooses as He wills. We 

have confidence because freedom is the permanent hope of mankind, the hunger in dark 

places, the longing of the soul. When our Founders declared a new order of the ages; when 

soldiers died in wave upon wave for a union based on liberty; when citizens marched in 

peaceful outrage under the banner "Freedom Now" - they were acting on an ancient hope 

that is meant to be fulfilled. History has an ebb and flow of justice, but history also has a 

visible direction, set by liberty and the Author of Liberty. 
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When the Declaration of Independence was first read in public and the Liberty Bell was 

sounded in celebration, a witness said, "It rang as if it meant something." In our time it 

means something still. America, in this young century, proclaims liberty throughout all the 

world, and to all the inhabitants thereof. Renewed in our strength - tested, but not weary - 

we are ready for the greatest achievements in the history of freedom. 

May God bless you, and may He watch over the United States of America. 

Inaugural speech Obama 

My fellow citizens: I stand here today humbled by the task before us, grateful for the trust 

you've bestowed, mindful of the sacrifices borne by our ancestors. 

 

I thank President Bush for his service to our nation as well as the generosity and 

cooperation he has shown throughout this transition. 

 

Forty-four Americans have now taken the presidential oath. The words have been spoken 

during rising tides of prosperity and the still waters of peace. Yet, every so often, the oath 

is taken amidst gathering clouds and raging storms. At these moments, America has carried 

on not simply because of the skill or vision of those in high office, but because we, the 

people, have remained faithful to the ideals of our forebears and true to our founding 

documents. 

 

So it has been; so it must be with this generation of Americans. 

 

That we are in the midst of crisis is now well understood. Our nation is at war against a far-

reaching network of violence and hatred. Our economy is badly weakened, a consequence 

of greed and irresponsibility on the part of some, but also our collective failure to make 

hard choices and prepare the nation for a new age. Homes have been lost, jobs shed, 

businesses shuttered. Our health care is too costly, our schools fail too many and each day 

brings further evidence that the ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries and 

threaten our planet. 

These are the indicators of crisis, subject to data and statistics. Less measurable, but no less 

profound, is a sapping of confidence across our land; a nagging fear that America's decline 

is inevitable, that the next generation must lower its sights. 
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Today I say to you that the challenges we face are real. They are serious and they are 

many. They will not be met easily or in a short span of time. But know this America: They 

will be met. 

 

On this day, we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, unity of purpose over 

conflict and discord. On this day, we come to proclaim an end to the petty grievances and 

false promises, the recriminations and worn-out dogmas that for far too long have strangled 

our politics. We remain a young nation. But in the words of Scripture, the time has come to 

set aside childish things. The time has come to reaffirm our enduring spirit; to choose our 

better history; to carry forward that precious gift, that noble idea passed on from generation 

to generation: the God-given promise that all are equal, all are free, and all deserve a 

chance to pursue their full measure of happiness. 

 

In reaffirming the greatness of our nation we understand that greatness is never a given. It 

must be earned. Our journey has never been one of short-cuts or settling for less. It has not 

been the path for the faint-hearted, for those that prefer leisure over work, or seek only the 

pleasures of riches and fame. Rather, it has been the risk-takers, the doers, the makers of 

things some celebrated, but more often men and women obscure in their labor who have 

carried us up the long rugged path towards prosperity and freedom. 

 

For us, they packed up their few worldly possessions and traveled across oceans in search 

of a new life. For us, they toiled in sweatshops, and settled the West, endured the lash of 

the whip, and plowed the hard earth. For us, they fought and died in places like Concord 

and Gettysburg, Normandy and Khe Sahn. 

 

Time and again these men and women struggled and sacrificed and worked till their hands 

were raw so that we might live a better life. They saw America as bigger than the sum of 

our individual ambitions, greater than all the differences of birth or wealth or faction. 

 

This is the journey we continue today. We remain the most prosperous, powerful nation on 

Earth. Our workers are no less productive than when this crisis began. Our minds are no 

less inventive, our goods and services no less needed than they were last week, or last 

month, or last year. Our capacity remains undiminished. But our time of standing pat, of 

protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant decisions that time has surely 

passed. Starting today, we must pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, and begin again the 

work of remaking America. 
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For everywhere we look, there is work to be done. The state of our economy calls for 

action, bold and swift. And we will act, not only to create new jobs, but to lay a new 

foundation for growth. We will build the roads and bridges, the electric grids and digital 

lines that feed our commerce and bind us together. We'll restore science to its rightful 

place, and wield technology's wonders to raise health care's quality and lower its cost. We 

will harness the sun and the winds and the soil to fuel our cars and run our factories.  And 

we will transform our schools and colleges and universities to meet the demands of a new 

age. All this we can do. All this we will do. 

 

Now, there are some who question the scale of our ambitions, who suggest that our system 

cannot tolerate too many big plans. Their memories are short, for they have forgotten what 

this country has already done, what free men and women can achieve when imagination is 

joined to common purpose, and necessity to courage. What the cynics fail to understand is 

that the ground has shifted beneath them, that the stale political arguments that have 

consumed us for so long no longer apply. 

 

The question we ask today is not whether our government is too big or too small, but 

whether it works whether it helps families find jobs at a decent wage, care they can afford, 

a retirement that is dignified. Where the answer is yes, we intend to move forward. Where 

the answer is no, programs will end. And those of us who manage the public's dollars will 

be held to account, to spend wisely, reform bad habits, and do our business in the light of 

day, because only then can we restore the vital trust between a people and their 

government. 

 

Nor is the question before us whether the market is a force for good or ill. Its power to 

generate wealth and expand freedom is unmatched. But this crisis has reminded us that 

without a watchful eye, the market can spin out of control. The nation cannot prosper long 

when it favors only the prosperous. The success of our economy has always depended not 

just on the size of our gross domestic product, but on the reach of our prosperity, on the 

ability to extend opportunity to every willing heart -- not out of charity, but because it is 

the surest route to our common good. 

 

As for our common defense, we reject as false the choice between our safety and our 

ideals. Our Founding Fathers our Founding Fathers, faced with perils that we can scarcely 

imagine, drafted a charter to assure the rule of law and the rights of man a charter 

expanded by the blood of generations. Those ideals still light the world, and we will not 

give them up for expedience sake. 
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And so, to all the other peoples and governments who are watching today, from the 

grandest capitals to the small village where my father was born, know that America is a 

friend of each nation, and every man, woman and child who seeks a future of peace and 

dignity. And we are ready to lead once more. 

 

Recall that earlier generations faced down fascism and communism not just with missiles 

and tanks, but with the sturdy alliances and enduring convictions. They understood that our 

power alone cannot protect us, nor does it entitle us to do as we please. Instead they knew 

that our power grows through its prudent use; our security emanates from the justness of 

our cause, the force of our example, the tempering qualities of humility and restraint. 

 

We are the keepers of this legacy. Guided by these principles once more we can meet those 

new threats that demand even greater effort, even greater cooperation and understanding 

between nations.  We will begin to responsibly leave Iraq to its people and forge a hard-

earned peace in Afghanistan. With old friends and former foes, we'll work tirelessly to 

lessen the nuclear threat, and roll back the specter of a warming planet. 

 

We will not apologize for our way of life, nor will we waver in its defense. And for those 

who seek to advance their aims by inducing terror and slaughtering innocents, we say to 

you now that our spirit is stronger and cannot be broken you cannot outlast us, and we will 

defeat you. 

 

For we know that our patchwork heritage is a strength, not a weakness. We are a nation of 

Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, and non-believers. We are shaped by every 

language and culture, drawn from every end of this Earth; and because we have tasted the 

bitter swill of civil war and segregation, and emerged from that dark chapter stronger and 

more united, we cannot help but believe that the old hatreds shall someday pass; that the 

lines of tribe shall soon dissolve; that as the world grows smaller, our common humanity 

shall reveal itself; and that America must play its role in ushering in a new era of peace. 

 

To the Muslim world, we seek a new way forward, based on mutual interest and mutual 

respect. To those leaders around the globe who seek to sow conflict, or blame their 

society's ills on the West, know that your people will judge you on what you can build, not 

what you destroy. 
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To those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, 

know that you are on the wrong side of history, but that we will extend a hand if you are 

willing to unclench your fist. 

 

To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work alongside you to make your farms 

flourish and let clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies and feed hungry minds. And to 

those nations like ours that enjoy relative plenty, we say we can no longer afford 

indifference to the suffering outside our borders, nor can we consume the world's resources 

without regard to effect. For the world has changed, and we must change with it. 

 

As we consider the role that unfolds before us, we remember with humble gratitude those 

brave Americans who at this very hour patrol far-off deserts and distant mountains. They 

have something to tell us, just as the fallen heroes who lie in Arlington whisper through the 

ages. 

 

We honor them not only because they are the guardians of our liberty, but because they 

embody the spirit of service a willingness to find meaning in something greater than 

themselves.  

And yet at this moment, a moment that will define a generation, it is precisely this spirit 

that must inhabit us all. For as much as government can do, and must do, it is ultimately 

the faith and determination of the American people upon which this nation relies. It is the 

kindness to take in a stranger when the levees break, the selflessness of workers who 

would rather cut their hours than see a friend lose their job which sees us through our 

darkest hours. It is the firefighter's courage to storm a stairway filled with smoke, but also 

a parent's willingness to nurture a child that finally decides our fate. 

 

Our challenges may be new. The instruments with which we meet them may be new. But 

those values upon which our success depends honesty and hard work, courage and fair 

play, tolerance and curiosity, loyalty and patriotism these things are old. These things are 

true. They have been the quiet force of progress throughout our history.  

 

What is demanded, then, is a return to these truths. What is required of us now is a new era 

of responsibility -- a recognition on the part of every American that we have duties to 

ourselves, our nation and the world; duties that we do not grudgingly accept, but rather 

seize gladly, firm in the knowledge that there is nothing so satisfying to the spirit, so 

defining of our character than giving our all to a difficult task. 
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This is the price and the promise of citizenship.  This is the source of our confidence -- the 

knowledge that God calls on us to shape an uncertain destiny. This is the meaning of our 

liberty and our creed, why men and women and children of every race and every faith can 

join in celebration across this magnificent mall; and why a man whose father less than 60 

years ago might not have been served in a local restaurant can now stand before you to 

take a most sacred oath. 

 

So let us mark this day with remembrance of who we are and how far we have traveled. In 

the year of America's birth, in the coldest of months, a small band of patriots huddled by 

dying campfires on the shores of an icy river. The capital was abandoned.  The enemy was 

advancing. The snow was stained with blood. At the moment when the outcome of our 

revolution was most in doubt, the father of our nation ordered these words to be read to the 

people: 

 

"Let it be told to the future world...that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and 

virtue could survive... that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came 

forth to meet it." 

 

America: In the face of our common dangers, in this winter of our hardship, let us 

remember these timeless words. With hope and virtue, let us brave once more the icy 

currents, and endure what storms may come. Let it be said by our children's children that 

when we were tested we refused to let this journey end, that we did not turn back nor did 

we falter; and with eyes fixed on the horizon and God's grace upon us, we carried forth that 

great gift of freedom and delivered it safely to future generations. 

 

Thank you. God bless you. And God bless the United States of America. 

 

 


