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Abstract: This paper explores “we-words” in the languages of the world, using the NSM 
method of semantic analysis. A simply phrased, cross-translatable explication for English 
‘we’ [1pl] is proposed, suitable also for other languages with a single we-word. At the same 
time, it is argued that English ‘we’ co-lexicalises a second distinct meaning “we two” [1du], 
and that the same goes for other languages with a single we-word. The two explications are 
identical, except for being based on ALL and TWO, respectively. Both explications involve 
components of “I-inclusion” (roughly, ‘I am one of them’) and “subjective identification” 
(roughly, ‘I'm thinking about them all in the same way’). It is argued, furthermore, that both 
meanings (“we-all” and “we-two”) are likely to be found in all languages. To establish this, 
one has to take account of languages which manifest the “inclusive/exclusive” distinction. 
For such languages, evidence suggests that one of the two we-words contains a semantic 
component of “you-inclusion”, while the other is semantically unmarked. Languages whose 
“we words” encode kinship relations are also briefly considered. The analysis has 
implications for the typology of pronoun systems, for theorising about human social 
cognition, and for the lexical semantics of key social concepts. 

Keywords: Pronouns, Semantic universals, Co-lexicalisation, Social cognition, NSM 
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1  Why “we-words” matter for semantics, for typology, for human cognition 

The semantic challenge. A solid body of linguistic evidence indicates that all languages have 

a word for ‘I’, that is, a word which means the same as the English I, Latin ego, Chinese wŏ, 

and so on; see papers in Goddard and Wierzbicka (1994, 2002) and Goddard (2008a). It is 

well known that some languages, such as Japanese and Thai, have several words which are 

normally translated into English as ‘I’, but semantic research shows that in such cases one of 

these words is a precise semantic equivalent of ‘I’ (ego, wŏ, etc.), whereas the others include 

additional semantic components expressing various kinds of “social messages”. In Japanese 

and Thai, cultural expectations require such messages to be expressed in most interactions, 

which means that use of the “bare ‘I’” is highly restricted, but nonetheless a word which 

means simply ‘I’ and nothing more, exists in both languages. 

 
1 The authors (we two) dedicate this study to our friend and colleague Bert Peeters. We (all) 
share the same goals and the same vision. 
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 Do all languages have a word for “we”? In one sense, the answer appears to be 

“overwhelmingly yes”2, but the picture is complicated because many languages have several 

such words. Yankunytjatjara, for example, has a special we-word ngali for ‘we two’ (a so-

called “dual” form) and Malay has a special we-word kita that makes it clear that ‘you’ are 

included among the people being spoken about (a so-called “inclusive” form). Is the situation 

with “we” parallel to that of ‘I’, in the sense that there is still a perfect semantic match 

between one of the we-words of Yankunytjatjara, Malay, etc., and English ‘we’? Or not? This 

is the main analytical question addressed in the present study. 

 To answer this question, one first needs to be able to state the meaning of ‘we’ in English 

and other languages with a single we-word. This is not as easy as one might expect. It is 

obvious that ‘I’ and ‘we’ are in a very close relationship, hence the traditional grammatical 

terminology of ‘first-person singular’ (for ‘I’) and ‘first-person plural’ (for ‘we’). It is equally 

obvious, however, that ‘we’ does not refer to a “plurality” of ‘I’ (cf. Benveniste 1971; Lyons 

1968: 277; Siewierska 2004).3 We-words are not purely “first-person” because as well as 

referring to ‘I’, they also refer to one or more “others”, and these others must necessarily 

come from what are traditionally called the “third-person” and/or “second-person” 

categories.4 Non-singular pronouns, in short, are hybrids – and yet, there is a palpable sense 

that when one uses the word ‘we’, the other people being referred to (aside from oneself) are 

somehow being seen in the same way as oneself. How is that possible?  

 
2 The universal expressibility of “we” meanings is sometimes contested, but the counter-evidence is equivocal at 
best. In WALS, Cysouw’s (2013) overview of independent pronouns states that “Some languages simply have 
no basic way of expressing any ‘we’-like concept’, though he adds: “of course it is possible in all languages to 
express such meaning but sometimes there is no specialised means for doing so”. Cysouw states that 10 
languages in a sample of 200 have ‘we’ and ‘I’ identical. If true, this could constitute colexicalisation.  
 Further analysis is clearly necessary but adequate data is not easy to come by. For example, Cysouw (2013) 
cites Everett (1986) to the effect that in Pirahã, the only way to express a ‘we’-like meaning is by a conjunction 
of the pronouns for ‘I’ and ‘you’. Citing the same source, however, Daniel (2013) puts it differently, listing 
Pirahã ti with the gloss ‘I, we’. From Everett’s (2005) article in Current Anthropology, and the accompanying 
commentaries, it would appear that the Pirahã equivalent to ‘we’ is ti ’ogi [lit. I all]; but because Everett does 
not recognise the polysemy of ’ogi, which can also mean ‘big’, he glosses ti ’ogi as “my bigness” (cf. Goddard 
2008: 10, 28). Evidently, claims that some languages lack any word for ‘we’ cannot be accepted at face value. 
For the record, other languages lacking independent pronominal words for ‘we’, according to Cysouw (2013), 
include Qawasqar (Chile) and Maricopa (Arizona). In Canela-Kraho (Brazil), the same pronoun wa is reportedly 
used for ‘I’ and ‘we-exclusive’, but a separate pronoun gy exists for ‘we-inclusive’.  
3 A similar puzzle surrounds ‘you-plural’ words, which likewise do not refer to a “plurality of you/thou”. It may 
not seem so if we limit ourselves to contexts in which several people are being addressed at once, but you-pl can 
also be used when only one person is being spoken to.  
4 In the French grammatical tradition, the term ‘fourth person’ is often used for the first person plural, but in 
other literatures the same term is used for obviative 3rd person forms or for logophoric pronouns (Siewierska 
2004: 7). 
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 In section 3 we propose a new conceptual-semantic analysis of we in English, using the 

Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) methodology. This methodology is explained in 

Section 2, but before moving to that we would like briefly to reflect on the larger significance 

of this topic for linguistic typology (comparative grammar) and for studies of human social 

cognition. 

 

Pronouns in linguistic typology. In the classical tradition, pronouns are arranged in a table or 

paradigm with the rows labelled 1st person, 2nd person, and 3rd person (the person 

dimension), and the columns labelled singular and plural (the number dimension). If 

necessary, additional number columns are added for dual (i.e. groups of two) and for rarer 

categories such as paucal (i.e. groups of a few/not many). 1st and 2nd person pronouns are 

understood to be the core examples of “personal pronouns” and to be deictically anchored in 

the speech situation. ‘I’ is commonly said to refer to ‘the speaker’ and ‘you (sg)’ to ‘the 

addressee’. It is recognised that 3rd person pronouns are different in character to the core 

personal pronouns and that some languages get by without them, using demonstratives 

instead (Forcheimer 1953; Corbett 2000; Bhat 2004; Siewierska 2004).  

 A number of languages have what are usually termed “inclusive” pronouns, i.e. special 

we-words whose meaning implies that the addressee, i.e. ‘you’, is included in the intended 

reference. For clarity, we prefer to call these “you-inclusive” forms. Such “you-inclusive” 

forms are found both in languages with singular-plural number systems, and in languages 

with singular- dual-plural number systems. See section 4. Systems with you-inclusive 

pronouns are common in northern Australia and in the Philippines. 

 Some languages in the northern Australia and the Philippines (such as Rembarrnga and 

Ilocano, respectively) have a special ‘I+you’ form which appears to act, like the 1sg and 2sg 

forms in this respect, as a base or ‘minimal’ form for the purpose of number augmentation. If 

described using the traditional singular-dual-plural categories, the resulting paradigms 

(tables) have many empty cells and assymmetries. To overcome this, linguists have devised 

an alternative paradigm layout, known as minimal-augmented, for these languages (cf. 

Thomas, 1955; McKay, 1978). Occasionally it has been suggested that a minimal-augmented 

analysis should be extended to all pronoun systems (Cysouw 2003), but this proposal has not 
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had much impact on the mainstream. The traditional nomenclature is entrenched and taken 

for granted by most working linguists.5 

 Traditional thinking seems to imply that there is substantial semantic non-alignment 

between we-words across the world’s languages. For example, in languages with dual as well 

as plural pronouns, the number specification of 1pl pronoun is often described as ‘more than 

two’, thus differing from English ‘we’ whose number specification is said to be ‘more than 

one’. Likewise, the number specifications for you-inclusive and you-exclusive 1pl pronouns 

are often described as ‘plural, including you’ and ‘plural, not including you’, or the like, 

again implying that neither word is conceptually equivalent to English ‘we’.  

 Against these assumptions, we argue in this study that despite the variations in paradigms 

just outlined, all languages share a common ‘we’ meaning. If this analysis and its supporting 

argumentation becomes widely accepted, it has the potential to re-shape the comparative 

study of personal pronouns. 

 

The importance of “we-thinking” in social cognition. The proposal that there is a universal 

“we” meaning, shared across all languages, has ramifications that go far beyond linguistics in 

any narrow sense. Arguably, “we-thinking” is important both for the everyday coordination 

of human actions and in helping to constitute people’s sense of belonging and collective 

social identity, i.e. in social cognition. In his magisterial book A Natural History of Human 

Thinking, Tomasello (2014) argues that thinking from a “we perspective” was a crucial 

innovation in the evolution of human cognition. We defer discussion of these aspects of 

broader significance till Section 6. 

 

2  Analytical framework: the NSM approach 

2.1 General background 

NSM literature reaches back more than four decades and spans a wide range of lexical and 

grammatical phenomena across many languages (cf. Wierzbicka 1972, 1996, 2006; 2014; 

Goddard and Wierzbicka 1994, 2002; Goddard 2008; Peeters 1996; Goddard and Wierzbicka 

 
5 The most frequently discussed issues in respect of pronouns are unconnected with person/number. They 
concern, firstly, the fact that many languages have multiple personal pronouns, especially 2sg, which co-express 
social meanings to do with respect, formality, social distance, and the like (see Farese 2018 for an insightful 
NSM study); and secondly, the problem of how speakers keep track of the changing referents of 3rd person 
pronouns in discourse, sometimes called the problem of anaphora resolution. 
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2014a; Ye 2017; Levisen and Waters 2017; Mullan et al. 2020). This section gives a 

thumbnail sketch for readers unfamiliar with the NSM approach. 

 The starting point is recognising that to describe the meaning of any word one necessarily 

has to use other words, thereby opening the possibility that the process will get lost in a maze 

of ever more confusing words or even end up going around in definitional circles. To cut 

through this problem, the NSM approach bases all its definitions on a small number of very 

simple meanings, termed semantic primes, which evidence suggests are likely to be 

expressible by words or word-like expressions (known as exponents) in all languages.6  

Semantic primes are regarded as universal human concepts. 
 The current inventory of semantic primes, the product of decades of semantic research, is 

shown in Table 1.7 Comparable tables are available in more than 20 geographically and 

typologically diverse languages. The mini-lexicon of semantic primes has its own mini-

syntax whereby primes can be combined into phrases, sentences, and ultimately into the 

mini-texts which comprise explications.  

 The rationale behind the expression Natural Semantic Metalanguage, and its acronym 

NSM, should now be clear: it is an approach to semantic description based on simple, cross-

translatable words of natural language. Such an approach has many advantages. It enables a 

standardisation of the terms of description, thus meeting one of the fundamental requirements 

for science. It forces a high-resolution analysis. It ensures that there is no language-specific 

bias hidden in the very terms of the description (Wierzbicka 2014; Levisen 2019). 

 

 
6 There is no space here to discuss issues that can arise in identifying words for semantic primes in some 
languages, or to refute various claims in the literature to the effect that certain languages lack lexical expressions 
for certain primes; cf. Wierzbicka (1994, 1996), Goddard (2008: 5-8), Wierzbicka and Goddard (2017). Two 
major points which are often misunderstood by critics are (i) that exponents of primes can be formally complex, 
and (ii) that there is often a lack of one-to-one correspondence between a prime and its lexical expressions on 
account of language-specific polysemy and/or allolexy (see section 2.2).  
7 This table is presented in a simpler form than the “classic” NSM Table of Primes, which includes linguistic 
labels for the groupings. 
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Table 1: Semantic primes, English exponents (after Goddard and Wierzbicka 2014a) 

I~ME, YOU, SOMEONE, SOMETHING, PEOPLE, BODY 

KINDS, PARTS~HAVE PARTS 

THIS, THE SAME, OTHER~ELSE 

ONE, TWO, SOME, ALL, MUCH~MANY, LITTLE~FEW 

GOOD, BAD, BIG, SMALL 

THINK, KNOW, WANT, DON’T WANT, FEEL, SEE, HEAR 

SAY, WORDS, TRUE 

DO, HAPPEN, MOVE 

BE (SOMEWHERE), THERE IS, BE (SOMEONE/SOMETHING), (IS) MINE 

LIVE, DIE 

WHEN~TIME, NOW, BEFORE, AFTER, A LONG TIME, A SHORT TIME, FOR SOME TIME, MOMENT 

WHERE~PLACE, HERE, ABOVE, BELOW, FAR, NEAR, SIDE, INSIDE, TOUCH 

NOT, MAYBE, CAN, BECAUSE, IF, VERY, MORE, LIKE~AS 

Notes: • Exponents of primes can be polysemous, i.e. they can have other, additional 

meanings. • Exponents of primes may be words, bound morphemes, or phrasemes. • They 

can be formally, i.e., morphologically, complex. • They can have combinatorial variants or 

allolexes (indicated with ~). • Each prime has well-specified syntactic (combinatorial) 

properties. 

 

 The ideal of NSM semantics is to produce meaning descriptions – explications – 

composed of simple words which are both understandable by the speakers whose meanings 

they are intended to represent and cross-translatable into other languages (Goddard and 

Wierzbicka 2019). It is important to point out that NSM explications do not always consist of 

semantic primes alone. Trivially, language-specific grammatical function words, or other 

equivalent devices, are allowed, e.g. English of and about in the expressions ‘one of these 

people’ and ‘think about these people’, respectively; English the in the expression ‘the same’. 

Some explications also include certain non-primitive meanings, termed semantic molecules, 

which function alongside semantic primes as ready-made “chunks” of meaning (Goddard 

2012, 2018: Ch5). We will later hypothesise (Section 6) that ‘we’ is itself an important 

semantic molecule. 

 

2.2 More metalanguage matters relevant to pronoun semantics 

This section gives further detail about aspects of the NSM metalanguage that are pertinent to 

the semantics of we-words. Firstly, note the presence of I and YOU (thou) as semantic primes, 

along with SOMEONE and PEOPLE. They provide the semantic anchors for conventional 
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grammatical terms such as first, second, and third person.8 Significantly, I and YOU (= thou) 

are regarded in the NSM system as inherently singular: no additional meaning component is 

necessary to convey the singularity of I or YOU. It is a different matter with the pronouns 

traditionally labelled as plural or dual, such as 1pl (we-plural) and 1du (we-dual). Whatever 

their exact semantics turns out to be, the “number” aspect of their meanings must be 

constructed from semantic primes other than I, and the likely candidates are quantifier primes 

such as ALL, MANY, and TWO.9 The prime ONE will play a pivotal role in our proposed 

explications, not as a sign of “singularity” but to express a relationship of inclusion, as in the 

expression ‘I am one of them’. The component ‘when I say this’ will be important to tie the 

we-meaning to the speech situation. 

 Two analytical concepts which will prove essential to the process ahead are the concepts 

of allolexy and portmanteau expressions. Allolexy refers to the existence (for some primes, in 

some languages) of two or more words (allolexes) which each stand for the same semantic 

prime. For example, in NSM theory English I and me are regarded as allolexes of the same 

prime, for which I is used, by convention, as the citation form (essentially, I is used pre-

verbally, me elsewhere).10 Essential to the concept of allolexy is that there is no viable, non-

circular way to paraphrase any putative semantic difference between the items in question. 

Likewise, in NSM theory the English words this and these are regarded as allolexes of the 

same prime, which we conventionally identify as THIS. The form this is used unless the prime 

is in combination with the prime PEOPLE (cf. in this place, at this time, with these people), or 

when it is combined with a quantifier like TWO or ALL (cf. these two parts, in all these 

places). Patterns of allolexy differ between languages. 

 As for portmanteau expressions, this refers to the situation in which a single word 

expresses a combination of primes. Simple examples, long recognised in NSM theory, are 

words like English often for ‘at many times’ and Polish tak for ‘like this’. In some languages, 

certain combinations of primes can only be realised via portmanteaus. More recently, it has 

become apparent that there are some universal (or, at least, very widespread) portmanteaus 

involving the semantic prime SOMEONE. Specifically, it seems that many languages not only 

 
8 In traditional terminology, the NSM claim is that first-person and second-person categories cannot be reduced 
to third-person, as implied by glosses like ‘the speaker’ and ‘the addressee’ (Wierzbicka 1976). 
9 It might appear that SOME is also a candidate but in current NSM theory the semantic prime SOME expresses a 
“partitive” or “sub-set” meaning, as, for example, in sentences such as ‘some of them are good, some are bad’. It 
cannot therefore be identified with the English “vague number” quantifier some. 
10 This statement gives a sufficient of the distribution of I vs. me in English-based NSM. In “full” English, 
things are more complicated as full English allows much greater range of grammatical structures, and there is 
also stylistic and register variation to be taken into account. 
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have a word with this meaning “pure and simple”; they also have portmanteau words for 

combinations of SOMEONE with the quantifier primes. The simplest way to illustrate this is 

with the combination ALL + SOMEONE, which can be expressed in English by the word 

everyone. The same pattern applies, of course, with other indefinites as well, as witness the 

words everything (ALL + SOMETHING) and everywhere (ALL + SOMEWHERE).11 

 As well, and this will be very pertinent to our treatment of personal pronouns, in English 

the words all, two, many, few and some, when they are used as nominals, function as 

portmanteaus12. That is, the English words all, two, many, few and some are polysemous: 

when used as modifiers, their meanings are simple, but when used as nominals (heads), their 

meanings are complex.  
 

all2 = ALL + SOMEONE many2 = MANY + SOMEONE 

two2 = TWO + SOMEONE few2 = FEW+ SOMEONE 

some2 = SOME + SOMEONE 

 

 Nominal uses of English all and two are confined to some fixed or semi-fixed expressions, 

as in (1) – (2), but many, few and some can be used as nominals rather more freely, as in (3). 

Nominal uses of these quantifier words can also express portmanteau meanings with 

SOMETHING. 

 

(1)  a. It is plain for all to see. 

  b. All rise! (in a courtroom) 

  c. All for one and one for all. 

(2)  a. Two can play at that game. 

  b. It takes two to tango. 

(3)   a. Many are called but few are chosen. 

  b. Many (few, some) doubt that .... 

 

 
11 Some languages have special negative polarity indefinites, like English anyone, anything and anyone, and/or 
negative indefinites, like English no one, nothing and nowhere. We need not go into these complications here. 
12 Goddard (2008: 7, citing Roberts 2005) proposed something like this, not for English but for Russian: “in 
Russian the combination ‘two someones’ is expressed by the word for TWO, e.g., ėtix dvoe [these two] ‘these 
two (someones)’”. That is, “the words for ‘all’ and ‘two’ are a special kind of portmanteau in which “the 
portmanteau [is] ... identical with the exponent of one of the primes involved”. 
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 It appears that this phenomenon occurs, with language-specific “tweaks”, in many other 

languages. In inflectional languages like Latin and Polish, for instance, the portmanteau 

(nominal) meaning often has a distinctive case/gender form. For example, Latin has omnes 

(ALL + SOMEONE) and omnia (ALL + SOMETHING); Polish has wszyscy (ALL + SOMEONE) and 

wszystko (ALL + SOMETHING).  

 It is also relevant to note that the English word them can express several portmanteau 

meanings, involving THIS and SOMEONE/SOMETHING, along with ALL (or, possibly, with other 

quantifier primes), but the details are complex and language-specific and it would be 

distracting to try to unravel them all here. 

 

3. Explicating “we” 

We begin by attempting to explicate, i.e. to paraphrase in simple, cross-translatable words, 

‘we’ in simple everyday English sentences used in face-to-face situations, such as those 

shown in (4). 

 

(4)  a. We saw a great movie last night. 

  b. We were here first. 

  c. That guy’s looking at us. 

 

Later it is argued that the same explication also works (sometimes with slight adjustments) 

for highly collective uses of ‘we’, in examples such as We understand the universe better as a 

result of the Higgs Boson particle discovery, and As human beings, we’re hard-wired to 

connect to a good story, among others. Our immediate focus, however, is on everyday, face-

to-face uses, such as those in (4). 13 

 

3.1  Explicating ‘we all’ 

[A] and [A’] below present the proposed explication in two, essentially identical, versions. 

We discuss particular aspects of the wording immediately below. 

 

 
13 We do not claim that this exhausts the range of uses or meanings of English we; for example, in caretaker 
speech, to express an emotional or social connection with a group without including oneself, e.g. We won! about 
one’s favourite team, and the authorial we, which can be used even with a single author (Helmbrecht 2002). 
Presumably these are distinct meanings that require distinct, albeit related, explications.	 
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[A]  We1  
a.  all these [someones], I am one of all these [someones] 

b.  when I say this, I’m thinking about all these [someones] in the same way 

 

[A’]  We1  (more idiomatic version using ‘them’) 
a.  all these [someones], I am one of them 

b.  when I say this, I’m thinking about them all in the same way 

 

 In line (a), the expression ‘all these [someones]’ may seem “hanging”, i.e. it feels like it 

depends on, or calls for, preceding context. That is as it should be. It is in the nature of deixis 

that reference depends on context. As foreshadowed above, line (a) also expresses the 

inclusion expression ‘I am one of all these [someones]’, using the semantic prime ONE.14 

 One question that immediately comes to mind is: Why is the “groupy” aspect of 

explication [A] expressed using the clumsy phrase ‘all these [someones]’, rather than ‘all 

these people’? PEOPLE is, after all, available as a semantic prime. One reason is that in myths, 

legends, and folktales the pronoun ‘we’ sounds perfectly natural coming from the mouths of 

gods, angels, ghosts, trolls, fantasy animals, etc., without the slightest sense of incongruity; 

yet it would surely be incongruous for an angel or a ghost to refer his/her fellow angels or 

ghosts as PEOPLE. 

 In a similar vein, consider the statement attributed to Jesus (John 10:30): “My Father and 

I, (we) are one”. Anyone with a passing knowledge of Christianity will know that the 

expression ‘My Father’ refers to God; and though many would question what exactly Jesus is 

supposed to have meant by this statement, presumably no one would take him to task for 

using the pronoun ‘we’ incorrectly. Obviously though, Jesus would not refer to God (God the 

Father) under the category PEOPLE. 

 Given that PEOPLE is not a suitable ontological category, the only other candidate is 

SOMEONE, hence the formulation given in [A] ‘I am one of all these [someones]’. Needless to 

say, the expression ‘all these [someones]’ is awkward even in English. In some languages, 

such as Russian, it is completely impossible: indefinites like Russian kto-to SOMEONE cannot 

combine directly with vse ALL, nor can they form plurals.15 But though the expression ‘all 

 
14 It would be non-viable to say that the core meaning of ‘we’ works along the lines of ‘I and some others’, 
firstly, because words like ‘and’ (“phrasal coordinators”) are themselves semantically complex and stand in 
need of further explication, and, secondly, because there are languages which lack such words altogether but 
which do not lack ‘we’ pronouns (Goddard 1995). 
15 On the other hand, the combination of THIS with SOMEONE is odd but possible, as in English, ėtot kto-to. 
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these someones’ is not cross-translatable, word-for-word, into Russian and many other 

languages, we need to recall the discussion of portmanteau expressions in the preceding 

section. In Russian, there are sayable expressions that work fine in explication [A], namely, 

the equivalents to ‘these all’.16 Different case forms (allolexes) will needed depending on the 

grammatical context, but this does not affect the fact that in Russian ‘these all’ is plainly a 

portmanteau for THIS + ALL + SOMEONE.  

 The core claims here are (i) that at the deepest level of semantic-conceptual structure, the 

meaning of ‘we’ necessarily includes SOMEONE as an ontological term, in combination with 

THIS and ALL; and (ii) that although many languages do not allow the composite expression to 

be expressed using individual primes, they do (apparently) allow it to be expressed using 

portmanteau forms. 

 Now, why does explication [A] include a second line: ‘when I say this, I’m thinking about 

all these [someones] in the same way’? 17 Our claim is that saying ‘we’ goes beyond simply 

saying ‘I am one of them’. It goes beyond simple referential inclusion to convey something 

like identification or bonding with the designated group. In support of this claim, we offer 

several observations. 

 First, we invite readers to compare the (a) and (b) examples in the pairs of sentences 

below. The (a) examples are attested (located by internet searches), whereas the (b) examples 

have been constructed. We believe that there a clear intuitive difference between them, which 

can be described as follows: in (5a), with ‘we Danes’, the speaker “identifies” with the group 

(i.e. Danes) collectively, in a way which is not evident in (5b). Likewise, in (6a), with ‘we 

teachers’, the speaker “identifies” with the group (i.e. teachers) collectively, in a way which 

is not evident in (6b). 

 

(5) a. But there are still some things that we Danes like to make ourselves… like 

decorations for the Christmas tree. [real, https://whatdanesdo.com/christmas-part-1-

hearts-stars-homemade-decorations/] 

 
16 Actually, the expression ‘these all’, i.e. with ‘all’ in the “quasi-substantive” role, might be more viable in a 
broader cross-linguistic perspective, and it also has the advantage of exactly paralleling ‘these two’. For the 
moment, we assume that in English ‘all these’ is simply a more idiomatic way of expressing the same meaning.  
17 The word way in the English expression ‘in the same way’ is regarded in NSM theory as an allolex of LIKE. In 
Polish, for example, there would be no noun like way, only ‘like this’ and ‘the same’: tak samo [lit. like.this + 
same (neuter)]. 
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 b. But there are still some things that (all) Danes, and I am one them, like to make 

themselves … like decorations for the Christmas tree. [constructed]  

 

(6)  a. I hope the world is a better place because we teachers make a difference to our 

students; after all, that is what teaching is all about.  [real, cited Brewer 2002: 507].  

  b. I hope the world is a better place because teachers, and I am one of them, make a 

difference to students; after all, that is what teaching is all about [constructed]  

 

 To put it another way, being one of a group of people is an objective fact and this is the 

perspective conveyed by the (b) examples, but “identifying” with them, as in the (a) 

examples, implies something about how the speaker is thinking at the moment of speaking.18 

This is why explication [A] does not to stop at ‘all these [someones], I am one of them’, but 

continues with ‘when I say this, I’m thinking about them all in the same way’. 19 

 For a second example, consider an imaginary vignette, a thought experiment. A brutal 

guard in a Nazi or Soviet concentration camp sees a forest fire approaching and says/thinks: 

“If it reaches this place, everyone here, including me, will perish”. This same guard may still 

be unable to say or think: “We will all perish”. That is, he may be able to foresee that 

something very bad may befall ‘all these [someones], I am one of them’, but not take the 

extra step of thinking about all of them in the same way. 

 Thirdly, there is the fact that in face-to-face situations, it can happen that an addressee 

rejects the use of ‘we’ or ‘us’, because they reject being “co-identified” with the speaker. 

Examples (7) and (8) both come from television programs. The context of (7) is self-evident. 

In (8) two police officers are talking about a botched operation in which an innocent man was 

killed. Brackley is trying to get Arnott to agree to a cover-up story. [Note 20] 

 

(7) “There is no we Victor, there is me and there is you who works for me”.  

 
18 Many sentences like these, which involve explicit group identification via a social category noun, depend on 
the semantic prime KIND. Roberts (2017) argues that demonyms like Danes bring with them the idea of ‘people 
of one kind’. 
19 We considered the possibility that there could be additional components, such as ‘all these are like me’ or ‘all 
these are (here) with me’ or ‘all these are of one kind’. No doubt it is true that when people say ‘we’, they are 
often thinking along these lines. Positing such components in the explications, however, would have several 
drawbacks: it would mean positing additional polysemy without clear linguistic evidence; it is not clear that all 
uses will fall under one of these conditions; nor are they always mutually exclusive. 
20 Source for (7): ‘90210’ s3, Ep 11 [www.tvfanatic.com/shows/90210/full-episodes/season-3/holiday-madness]. 
Source for (8): Line of Duty, s1, Ep3, Post Production Script, p49-50 
[downloads.bbc.co.uk/writersroom/scripts/Line-of-Duty-S1-Ep3-UK-TX-PP-SCRIPT.pdf] 
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(8)  Brackley: We both know there was a massive failure of intel. The op was thrown 

together without proper prep. No one responsible wants to cop for that; that’s why 

they’re laying it on us. 

 Arnott: There’s no “us”. 

 Brackley: There is if we all tell the same story. 

 

 Summing up, one may say about explication [A] that component (a) (‘all these 

[someones], I am one of them’) envisages or construes a group which includes oneself, and 

that component (b) (‘when I say this, I’m thinking about them all in the same way’) brings 

them all together.  

 

3.2  Some other uses of ‘we all’ in English 

We now look briefly at some examples of we being used in non face-to-face contexts. 

Actually, we have already seen two such examples, in (5) and (6) above (‘we Danes’, ‘we 

teachers’). Those examples included social category nouns that explicitly identified the 

assumed group. It is common, however, to see examples like (9)-(11) below where we is used 

without explicit “flagging” of the collective identity. Often these uses are embedded in 

genres, discourses or linguistic contexts which enable a listener or reader to infer something 

about the group which is likely to have been intended by the speaker or writer. Because such 

genres, discourses and linguistic contexts are supported by culture-specific assumptions, we 

make no claim that such uses are possible with we-words in other languages. Our main point 

is that they are compatible with the proposed explication. 

 In the case of example (9), the linguistic context supports the inference that in using we the 

writer is writing, so to say, on behalf of scientists, or at least, on behalf of scientifically-

minded people. Example (10) is taken from a student essay about F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novel 

The Great Gatsby. In this context, one infers that when the student writes ‘he evokes our 

pity’, they are writing on behalf of readers of the novel.21 

 

 
21 This example is drawn from a piece in Chronicle of Higher Education specifically about uses of the we 
pronoun [www.chronicle.com/blogs/linguafranca/2012/12/14/what-do-you-mean-we]. The author Lucy Ferriss 
endorses this student writer’s use of we for stylistic reasons. It “is infinitely preferable”, she says, “to When 
Gatsby lingers outside Daisy’s house, it is possible for the reader to feel pity for him”. 
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(9) We understand the universe better as a result of the Higgs Boson particle discovery.  

(10) When Gatsby lingers outside Daisy’s house, he evokes our pity. 

 

 Example (11) comes from a political speech, President Barack Obama’s 2016 State of the 

Union Address. It was one of the four big questions that, according to Obama, the nation had 

to answer. In context it is reasonable to assume that in saying ‘we’ Obama intended to be 

understood as an American speaking to Americans. 

 

(11) Second, how do we make technology work for us, and not against us — especially when 

it comes to solving urgent challenges like climate change? 

 

 There are also examples like (12), sometimes termed ‘generic’ uses, where ‘we’ is used as 

a rhetorical device to create or invite a kind of “complicity” between writer and reader. 

 

(12) We take our air for granted. 

 

 In all these cases, the meaning of ‘we’ can be understood in terms of explication [A], 

repeated below for convenience. 

 

[A]  We1  
a.  all these [someones], I am one of all these [someones] 

b.  when I say this, I’m thinking about all these [someones] in the same way 

 

[A’]  We1  (more idiomatic version using ‘them’) 
a.  all these [someones], I am one of them 

b.  when I say this, I’m thinking about them all in the same way 

 

 To be clear, we are not claiming that every time someone says ‘we’ the group or 

referential “reach” is obvious or unambiguous. The explication does not require this, and 

there are plenty of examples of utterances which allow for alternative interpretations of we.  

 For example, Scheibman (2004: 381-382) discusses the utterance in (13). The speaker is a 

district attorney who is meeting with a witness/victim in a case she is working on. The 

victim’s husband is also present. Because of the speaker’s multiple alliances, the reference of 

we in this utterance can be understood in multiple ways, including various combinations of 
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the lawyer, the witness/victim, her husband, and other members of the district attorney’s 

office. Scheibman comments: “This example illustrates that ambiguity, or fluidity, of 

expression of number and referentiality in first person plural pronouns can be socially and 

discursively functional in English conversation”.  

 

(13) if we get a conviction just on one case here,  [J1074.821] 

 

 Politicians and other skilled rhetoricians may also make strategic use of the referential 

ambiguity or fluidity of we (Petersoo 2007; Mulderrig 2012) allowed by explication [A].  

 Finally, it can observed that there are certain uses of English we which are not compatible 

with explication [A]. Consider the examples below. The second sentence of (14a) is situated 

in the remote past, so for this sentence it would not make sense to attribute to the speaker the 

thought ‘I am one of these’. The same goes for (14b), which is situated in the remote future.  

 

(14) a. As human beings, we’re hard-wired to connect to a good story. We began telling 

them millennia ago, back when we were still living in caves. 

 b. At some time in the future, we will leave this Earth and colonise other planets, moons 

and asteroids of our Solar System. 

 

Evidently, however, in such sentences the intention is to refer to ‘humankind’ in a literal 

sense, i.e. the semantic prime KIND is implicated. That is, in these sentences, the first 

component of the explication would read, essentially, as ‘people kind, I am one of this kind’. 

In other words, for these uses, we posit a distinct but closely-related polysemic meaning of 

we. 

 This concludes our treatment of the semantics of ‘we all’.  

 

3.3 Explicating “we two”  

Alert readers may have noticed that the component ‘I am one of all these [someones]’ is ill-

suited to the situation in which there are only two referents, e.g. ‘me and you’, ‘my son and 

I’, etc.; that is, for uses which in languages like Yankunytjatjara would require the 1st person 

dual pronoun. Of course, the explication can readily be modified by substituting TWO in place 

of ALL, as shown in [B] below. The need to do this implies that we-plural (‘we-all’) is 
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semantically distinct from we-dual (‘we-two’), even in languages like English which lack a 

special dual form.  

 

[B] We2 (“we two”) 
a. these two [someones], I am one of these two 

b. when I say this, I’m thinking about these two in the same way 

 

 Since this proposal may seem unexpected, one needs to be clear about where it is coming 

from. One of the advantages of the NSM system is that it provides a procedure for 

operationalising the traditional distinction between semantic generality, on the one hand, and 

polysemy, on the other. A word can be said to have a single general meaning if its range of 

use can be covered by a single explication, i.e. by a single translatable reductive paraphrase; 

conversely, a word is polysemous if two (or more) related explications are necessary 

(Goddard 2000; Goddard and Wierzbicka 2014: 28-29). Paraphrase into semantic primes thus 

provides a litmus test for distinguishing between semantic generality and polysemy. 

 Now, when one applies this test to ‘we’ in English, it turns out that innumerable everyday 

uses can be brought under a single meaning, as given in explication [A], but equally, that this 

meaning does not fit situations in which the speaker intends to refer to only two individuals. 

For example, consider a sequence like Sue and I saw a great movie last night. We heard 

about it from Gerry. If one tries to substitute explication [A] into such a context, it simply 

does not work, because it is clear from the expression Sue and I that there were only two of 

us. 22 Explication [B] fits perfectly, of course. 

 In short, the logic of the analysis compels the conclusion that English and many other 

languages harbour ‘we two’ as a covert category: a separate, polysemic meaning of we. Put 

another way, English and many other languages co-lexicalise the meanings ‘we all’ and ‘we 

two’. 

 Why should this be? Why are explicit dual pronouns not more common in the languages 

of the world? There are, it seems to us, at least two reasons why co-lexicalisation of ‘we-all’ 

 
22 It could be argued that ALL and TWO are not incompatible because in French, for example, the expression tous 
les deux ‘all the two’ is perfectly normal, often translating as English both. In this connection, we note first and 
foremost that our argument about ALL vs. TWO in the explication turns entirely on the referential reach of ALL 
vs. TWO when each is used alone. Whether or not ALL can be used in combination with TWO, as an operator, is a 
separate matter. Secondly, regarding French tous les deux, it is notable that it does not have exactly the same 
range of use as English both. One could not use the French expression to say the equivalent of, for example, in 
both hands or on both sides (cf. Grieve 2019: §18.3). The exact semantics of French tous les deux and English 
both are evidently more complex than they may appear at first blush, and cannot be pursued here. 
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and ‘we-two’ is “low cost” and common in the world’s languages. The first is that the 

number of people being referred to, i.e. whether it is two or more than two, is usually not very 

significant from an interactional point of view. The second is that pronouns do not operate all 

on their own: they are supported and scaffolded by many other referential devices and 

contextual clues. For example: 

 

– In face to face speech, when a speaker says ‘we’ about other(s) who are present, the 

intended referents are often clear from the physical situation or from eye contact and 

proxemics. 

– If speaker who says ‘we’ is talking about one other person who is not present, often 

the absent person has been already been identified by name or by some other referential 

device, e.g. Sue and I, me and my sister, ... we. (Used without any such additional 

identification, ‘we’ sometimes refers to the speaker and his or her “significant other”, 

e.g. husband or wife.) 

– Words like both, two or all can readily be paired with ‘we’, as disambiguating 

devices, e.g. we both knew ... vs. we all knew ...; the two of us vs. all of us. The 

expression we all, in particular, is extremely common in English. 

 

 It is also relevant to note that polysemy is widespread in grammatical systems of all kinds, 

as well as in the lexicon. 

 

Dual pronouns and the universality of “we” 

It appears that around 20% of the world’s languages may have dual pronouns.23 They are an 

areal feature of Australia and the Pacific, as well as being found sporadically in several 

language families from other parts of the world. It is often assumed by descriptive linguists 

that if a language has a 1dual pronoun (‘we-two’), its 1plural pronoun contains a contrasting 

semantic component ‘more than two’, given that in many such languages it is normally not 

possible to use the 1pl pronoun to refer to a group of two. (In Yankunytjatjara, for example, 

one would never refer to oneself and another individual using the 1pl nganana: the only 

possibility is the dual form ngali.) If this reasoning were sound, it would of course mean that 

 
23 Cf. Harley and Ritter (2002, table 11). Calculating this figure is not as straightforward as one might think, on 
account of dual pronominals being strongly areal, the relationship with dual as a number category of nouns and 
for verb agreement, the optionality of some forms of dual marking, and some definitional issues, e.g. about how 
to treat minimal inclusive pronouns (‘you + I’). 
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there can be no universal “we”, because in the majority of the world’s languages the meaning 

of we lacks any such component. 

 There are several reasons to hold back from this conclusion, however. First, it is hardly 

cognitively plausible that every time a speaker of Yankunytjatjara, for example, utters the 

plural pronoun nganana, they think in terms of ‘more than two’. Nor is ‘more than two’ a 

well-formed NSM semantic component, because it is not framed in simple, cross-translatable 

terms. The ‘more than ...’ construction is not universal (and it is not possible in 

Yankunytjatjara, as a matter of fact). But above all, no such assumption is necessary to 

account for the complementary usage of 1dual and 1pl pronouns in languages which have 

both. It simply follows from the fact that the semantic primes TWO and ALL are “naturally” in 

a complementary relationship, so far as their referential reach is concerned. 

 By this we mean that if I am thinking of two people, for example, it would be odd for me 

to say ‘I want to say something about all of them’; and contrariwise, if I hear you say ‘I want 

to say something about all of them’, I will naturally assume that you are not thinking of only 

two. In a similar vein, if I hear you use the expression ‘all of us’, I would be surprised to 

learn that you meant to refer only to ‘you and me’, for example. Likewise, if someone says 

‘they all came’, I would be surprised to learn that they were only two in number. 

 Accordingly, one can conclude that the 1pl “we” pronoun in a language with an explicit 

dual does not differ in meaning from plural we in English.  

 

4.  You-inclusive “we words” 

The existence in many languages of distinct you-inclusive vs. you-exclusive we-words poses 

a more serious threat to the proposition that ‘we-all’ and ‘we-two’ are universal meanings. 

You-inclusive we-words are common, being found in perhaps as many as one-third of the 

world’s languages. According to the WALS entry (Cysouw 2013), almost all Austronesian 

languages have the inclusive/exclusive distinction, as do most the languages of northern 

Australia, many languages in India, about half of the languages of North America, and 

various others. 

 Usually such languages are described in a way which implies that the two pronouns are 

complementary in meaning and that both members of the pair are equally specified in terms 

of semantic content (equipollent, in linguistic jargon), the difference being whether the 

addressee(s) is or is not included in the reference.  



19 
 

 We want to propose that the situation may be rather different, viz. that one of the we-

words in question, probably the you-inclusive one, indeed contains an extra semantic 

component (roughly, ‘you are one of them’) while the other does not but conveys the contrary 

implication by pragmatic contrast. For example, it appears that the Malay ‘we’ pronoun kita 

is semantically specified for you-inclusion, i.e. it has a component ‘you are one of all these 

[someones]’, while its counterpart kami is unspecified. This means that Malay kami and 

English we are semantically the same, even though they differ pragmatically, and in their 

range of use, as a consequence of the fact that kami has a competitor in the form of you-

inclusive kita. The general point is that a word’s range of use is not determined solely by its 

semantic meaning, but also by how it contrasts with the other available options. 

 In support of this “asymmetrical” interpretation, two theoretical arguments can be 

adduced. First, pronouns, like other words, exist not only for sake of communication but also 

as scaffolding for thought. “We” pronouns would not be much use in one’s private thought if 

they all contained a you-component in their meaning (either ‘you are one of all these’ or ‘you 

are not one of all these’)—simply because there is no ‘you’ in most private thought (except, 

that is, in the situation when one mentally speaks to oneself). On this logic, it can be expected 

that one of the two “we pronouns” should be neutral so far as any you-component is 

concerned. 

 The second theoretical argument is that even in speech, there are contexts in which “we 

pronouns” are not addressed to anyone: for example, when a Christian community recites the 

Creed, which contains multiple instances of “our” and “we”. For a second example, one can 

take the famous words Wir sind das Volk ‘we are the people’, chanted by thousands of 

demonstrators in protest against the Communist East German government in 1989/1990.24 To 

forestall misunderstanding, we perhaps should clarify that to “address” someone, i.e. to say 

something to someone, has to be distinguished from saying something knowing, or even 

intending, that someone else will hear it. In both the cited examples, the speakers are aware 

that others can hear what they are saying and this awareness is presumably part of their 

illocutionary intention; but this does not mean that they are speaking to the other people. 

 In short, our proposal is that in languages which are normally described as having an 

inclusive/exclusive distinction, the so-called “exclusive” form is actually semantically 

 
24 The same slogan has more recently been used by the extreme anti-Islam movement Pergida (Patriotische 
Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes ‘Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamisation of the 
Occident)’. 
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neutral, while the “inclusive” form is genuinely “you-inclusive” in meaning, i.e. it contains 

‘you are one of all these’. This set-up is shown in [C] and [D] below. Explication [C] is 

identical to [A], while explication [D], for you-inclusive ‘we’, has an extra semantic 

component (underlined). 25 
 

[C] “we” [normally described as “exclusive”, but actually semantically neutral] 
   all these [someones], I am one of all these 

   when I say this, I’m thinking about all these in the same way 

 

[D]  you-inclusive “we” 
   all these [someones], you are one of all these, I am one of all these 

   when I say this, I’m thinking about all these in the same way 

 

 From a purely logical point of view, it could be the other way around, i.e. it could be that 

in some languages the so-called “inclusive” pronoun is semantically neutral and the exclusive 

pronoun has a component ‘you are not one of all these’. However, it would seem that a 

pronoun which carries a you-inclusive component ‘you are one of all these’ would be more 

useful from an interactional point of view. 

 One source of indirect evidence that bears on this question comes from translations of the 

Lord’s Prayer (“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, etc.”), which exist in 

literally thousands of languages. “Our” in this context is clearly intended to refer to ‘all 

people’, and because the prayer is addressed to God, it is equally clear that this “our” is not 

intended to embrace the addressee. From a small sample of languages with a formal 

inclusive/exclusive distinction (Walmajarri, Warlpiri, Tok Pisin, Indonesian, Longgu, 

Bolivian Quechua), it appears that, as one would expect, the so-called “exclusive” form is the 

one used in the translations.26 The examples below are from Walmajarri, Indonesian, and Tok 

Pisin (Matt. 6:9).  

 

 
25 The order of the two inclusion components, i.e. the ‘you’ component before the ‘I’ component, corresponds to 
the attested order in morphologically complex you-inclusive forms, e.g. Bislama yumi 1pl-inclusive. 
26 Unfortunately, the everyday English meanings of the words ‘inclusive’ and ‘exclusive’ (according to which 
‘inclusive’ implies a wider range of reference, which is regarded as good, while ‘exclusive’ implies narrowness 
and something like elitism) have a tendency to interfere with discussions of their meanings, even between 
professional linguists. The authors have observed several experienced descriptive linguists responding almost 
reflexively that “we inclusive” is the appropriate form to render “Our Father”, only to correct themselves later. 
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(15)  a. Ngarpu    nganampa-kura, ...  [Walmajarri] 

   father  1pl.EXCL-POSS 

   ‘Our father ...’ 

  b. Bapa   kami         di surga  ...  [Indonesian] 

   father  1PL.EXCL    in heaven 

   ‘Our father ...’ 

  c.  Papa    bilong   mipela  ... [Tok Pisin] 

   father   POSS     1PL.EXCL 
   ‘Our father ...’ 
 

 Now in this particular context, i.e. in addressing God, a semantic component of you-

exclusion, i.e. ‘you are not one of all these’, would be highly incongruous because it is self-

evident that God is not ‘one of us (people)’. The fact that Bible translators have never 

remarked on any such incongruity suggests that the pronoun normally labelled “exclusive” is 

not semantically exclusive, but is in fact semantically neutral. 

 Indirect evidence of a different kind comes from the morphological structures of 

inclusive/exclusive pairs, in languages in which the forms are morphologically complex. It is 

known that creole pronouns which are normally described as “inclusive” tend to include an 

element corresponding to or derived from ‘you’, e.g. Bislama and Tok Pisin yumi 1pl-

inclusive. This seems to suggest that they indeed include a semantic component involving 

‘you’, i.e. ‘you are one of all these [someone]’.27 Conversely, creole forms which are 

normally described as “exclusive” tend to consist of a root related to ‘me’ plus an extra 

element related to ‘people’ or to ‘all’, e.g. Bislama mifala, Tok Pisin mipala 1pl-exclusive, or 

else of a ‘we’ stem plus some other extra element, not corresponding to ‘you’. This seems to 

suggest that the so-called “exclusive” forms do not contain a semantic component involving 

‘you’, but are semantically general. 

 

5.  Kinship relations in “we words” 

The final challenge to be discussed here to the proposal that all languages share common “we 

meanings” comes from languages which encode aspects of kinship relations into their we-

 
27 In non-creoles, it appears to be rare for morphologically complex “clusive” forms, whether inclusive or 
exclusive, to contain any formal index of ‘you’. Harley and Ritter (2002) mention three examples in 90 
languages.  



22 
 

words. Such languages are typologically rare, but they are well attested in northern Australia 

(Evans 2003: 23-25; Blythe 2013).  

 We will consider two languages: Lardil and Murrinhpatha. Lardil has dedicated we-words 

that distinguish pairs or groups of people from “disharmonic” generation sets, on the one 

hand, from pairs or groups of people from “harmonic” generation sets, on the other (Hale 

1966). Murrinhpatha uses clitic suffixes with its dual and paucal pronouns in order to mark 

pairs or groups of non-siblings, as opposed to pairs or groups of siblings (Blythe 2010, 2013; 

Mansfield 2019).  

 To contextualise these phenomena, it is important to understand, firstly, that like all 

Australian Aboriginal societies, Lardil and Murrinhpatha have classificatory kinship systems; 

secondly, that norms of interaction depend heavily on the classificatory kinship relations 

between the people concerned; and thirdly, that interaction between certain kin combinations 

is relatively free and unconstrained, while between other combinations it is significantly 

constrained. Generally across Australia, constrained interactions tend to be expected between 

people from adjacent generations (cf. Scheffler 1978; White 1981). We hypothesise that 

pronouns designating constrained kin combinations contain additional semantic components, 

while those for the “freer” and less constrained combinations are semantically neutral. 

 We first consider Lardil. The terms “harmonic” vs. “disharmonic” refer to a system of two 

opposed sets of alternate generation levels (Hale 1966). Such a system partitions society into 

two broad divisions, “sides”, or moieties, one consisting of the classificatory generations 

immediately above and below oneself (one’s classificatory fathers and mothers, uncles and 

aunts, sons and daughters, nephews and nieces, etc.), the other consisting of the 

complementary set of classificatory relationships (one’s siblings, cousins, grandparents, 

grandchildren, etc.). “Harmonic” pronouns are used about pairs or groups from the same 

generation division as oneself, while disharmonic pronouns are used about pairs or groups 

that include at least one person from the opposite division.28  

 Consider the following hypothetical explications for the Lardil dual exclusive pronouns. 

We conjecture that the Lardil harmonic dual nyarri has the meaning shown in [E] below, i.e. 

the same meaning as the plain dual in English and other languages.  

 

 
28 While this description is referentially accurate, it is based on English kin categories which lack Lardil 
equivalents and is therefore unlikely to be conceptually authentic. See Wierzbicka (2013a, 2013b) and Nash 
(2013) for attempts to capture an authentic “insider” understanding of the system.  
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[E] nyarri  [Lardil 1du excl “harmonic”, but semantically neutral] 
  these two [someones], I am one of these two 

  when I say this, I’m thinking about these two in the same way 

 

The disharmonic dual nyaanki, explicated in [F], has a more complex meaning with an 

additional kin-related section (b). Note that the phrasing of this section makes reference to a 

potential construal by an external observer (how ‘people can think’ about us). The idea is that 

when I use this pronoun as a speaker, I index my awareness of how others can potentially see 

us. 

 

[F] nyaanki   [Lardil 1du excl “disharmonic”] 
a.  these two [someones], I am one of these two 

  when I say this, I'm thinking about these two in the same way 

b.  at the same time, I know that it is like this: 

   people can think about these two [=us two] as they can think about two [someones] 

       if one is the other’s father, people can think about these two [=us two]  

       as they can think about two [someones] if one is the other’s mother 

 

 It may be observed that the section (b) of explication [F] refers to two model relationships, 

i.e. with father, with mother. Because the wording is about a way of thinking, however, the 

range of actual relationships is not confined to these prototypes but can extend to all 

relationships between individuals in adjacent generations (Wierzbicka 2013a, b). Such 

flexibility is appropriate, and indeed necessary, in classificatory kin systems. Needless to say, 

the meanings ‘father’ and ‘mother’ are not semantic primes. Rather they are posited as basic 

semantic molecules underlying kinship systems (Wierzbicka 2016). 

 Moving now to Murrinhpatha, this language signals a classificatory “sibling vs. non-

sibling” distinction in its dual and paucal pronouns (interestingly, not in the plural). This is 

achieved by means of two non-sibling suffixes, each of which also indicates something about 

the gender composition of the pair or group: all male (interlinear gloss M) vs. at least one 

female (interlinear gloss F). As Blythe (2010) notes, the interlinear symbol F is somewhat 

misleading in that only one female is required in a non-sibling F group. For the sake of 

simplicity, we consider only the dual forms, i.e. the forms described by Blythe as “dual 

siblings, 1”, “dual non-siblings, 1M” and “dual non-siblings, 1F”. 
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 We conjecture that the Murrinhpatha “dual siblings, 1” form ngan’gu has the meaning 

shown in [G] below, i.e. the same meaning as the plain dual in English and other languages. 

Note the absence of any suffix. 

 

[G] ngan’gu  [“dual siblings, 1”, but semantically neutral for sibling-hood] 
  these two [someones], I am one of these two 

  when I say this, I’m thinking about these two in the same way 

 

 The “dual non-siblings 1M” ngan’gu-nintha, explicated in [H], has a more complex 

meaning with an extra section (b), which includes a kinship construal component. It consists 

of the plain dual form, plus suffix -nintha. 

 

[H] ngan’gu-nintha  [“dual non-siblings 1M”, implying both are male] 
a.  these two [someones], I am one of these two 

  when I say this, I'm thinking about these two in the same way 

b.   at the same time, I know that it is like this: 

   people can think about these two [=us two] as they can think about two men 

         if one is the other’s father 

 

 The wording of section (b) has several notable aspects. First, it implies that the two 

individuals are male, insofar as they attract a construal linked with ‘two men’, one of whom 

is the other’s father. Note that this does not preclude the possibility that the younger 

individual is a male child. Second, because the component is about how people can think 

about us (viz. ‘as they can think about two men if one is the other’s father’), it is not implied 

that the actual relationship pair is always father and son. It could be an uncle and nephew, for 

example.  

 As for the “dual non-siblings 1F” form ngan’gu-ngintha, it is explicated in [I]. It consists 

of the plain dual form, plus suffix -ngintha. Its section (b) is a little more complex in that it 

provides two model relationships (like explication [F], in this respect).  

 

[I] ngan’gu-ngintha  [“dual non-siblings 1F”, implying at least one is female] 
a.  these two [someones], I am one of these two  

  when I say this, I’m thinking about these two in the same way 

b. at the same time I know that it is like this: 

   people can think about these two [=us two] as they can think about two [someones] 
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           if one is the other’s mother, people can think about these two [=us two]  

            as they can think about two [someones] if one is the other’s father 

 

Note that explication [I] contains no explicit gender component, even though the use of 

ngan’gu-ngintha implies that at least one of us is female. It is not necessary to spell out 

anything to the effect that ‘we are not both males’, as this possibility is ruled out by the 

pragmatic opposition to the contrasting term ngan’gu-nintha, which is reserved for two 

males. 

 We need to emphasise that the explications presented in this section are hypothetical, 

given our unfamiliarity with the languages and the complexity of the available data. 

Nevertheless, they seem sufficient to establish plausible non-circular pathways for analysing 

kin-related pronominal meanings. Further, although some details of the analyses may need to 

be adjusted, it seems clear that the existence of kin-related pronouns does not necessarily 

invalidate the hypothesis that all languages hold certain ‘we’ meanings in common, namely, 

the meanings explicated in [A] and [B], for ‘we all’ and ‘we two’. 

 This concludes our treatment of kinship-related plural pronouns. 

 

6. Implications: for language typology, lexical semantics, and human sociality 

Before discussing the implications of the present study, let us re-cap its main claims and 

findings. By applying the NSM methodology of reductive cross-translatable paraphrase to 

we-words in English and a selection of other languages, we have arrived at the proposal that 

all languages share two basic ‘we’ meanings: a collective ‘we’ (we-all), based on semantic 

prime ALL, and a dual ‘we’ (we-two), based on semantic prime TWO.  

 The process has led us to a re-thinking – or even, “un-thinking” – of some of the standard 

orthodoxies about pronoun systems. For example, we have argued that languages with a 

single we-word, including English, co-lexicalise distinct plural and dual meanings; we have 

proposed a new interpretation of the “inclusive/exclusive” distinction; and we have advanced 

provisional explications for we-words in languages which encode kinship-related meanings in 

their pronouns. These arguments and proposals have obvious implications for descriptive 

linguistics and linguistic typology (comparative grammar). 

 Ultimately, however, the question of whether or not ‘we’ (in two versions) is a human 

universal has implications which go far beyond language description. In 1923, Martin Buber 

first expressed in print the idea that ‘I’ and ‘you (thou)’ are two primordial human concepts, 

fundamental to human sociality. This insight was widely recognised as new and truly 
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important. In 1966, Heribert Mühlen proposed a revision. He put forward the idea that there 

are three, rather than two, primordial human concepts, fundamental to human sociality: not 

only ‘I’ and ‘you (thou)’, but ‘I’, ‘you (thou)’, and ‘we’ (we-all). It seems to us that Mühlen 

was correct on this point. 

 We are here drawing attention to the proposition that ‘we’ is not simply or merely a 

universal of human language, but it is also a universal of human cognition: more specifically, 

a universal of human social cognition.  

 To dramatize this point, we would like to draw on Michael Tomasello’s work on 

comparative primatology and human cognitive evolution, much of which is brought together 

in his 2014 book A Natural History of Human Thinking. At the outset of his study, Tomasello 

is at pains to emphasise that humans are “cooperative” in a much deeper sense than our 

primate cousins, such as chimpanzees. Although the latter sometimes engage in coordinated 

activities, they are, he argues, essentially “competitive”. To characterise the distinctively 

cooperative and collective aspects of human cognition, Tomasello invokes the idea of “we 

intentionality”. He writes: 

 

In general, humans are able to coordinate with others, in a way that other primates 

seemingly are not, to form a “we” that acts as a kind of plural agent to create everything 

from a hunting party to a cultural institution (Tomasello 2014: 3). 

 

 The NSM proposal that ‘we’ is part of the inventory of shared human concepts resonates 

deeply with this observation. Like Tomasello, we see “we thinking” as pervasive both in the 

everyday, ad hoc coordination of human action (linked with the pervasive use of we-

pronouns in face-to-face interaction), but also in creating and sustaining collective identities 

and cultural institutions, whose existence is integral to social life in all human societies.29 

Being able to see oneself as part of an ongoing ‘we’ is also fundamental to people’s sense of 

social belonging (and equally, it must be said, to social exclusion, to “us vs. them” thinking). 

 Consistent with this, it appears that ‘we’ is a critical ingredient in the lexical semantics of 

a number of important “sociality concepts”, such as (to use English examples) country, 

family, community and team. Author (in press/2019) and Author (forthcoming) argue that 

 
29 Scholars from different disciplines, e.g. Alfred Schütz, George Herbert Mead, have emphasised the 
importance of the shift from an “I perspective” to a “we perspective”, though not as a step in human cognitive 
evolution.  
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explications for these words incorporate ‘we’ as a semantic molecule, i.e. as a recurrent 

“chunk” or building block of meaning. For example, Author (2019/in press) argues that the 

explication for one meaning of the English word country includes the following component:  

 
these people can think like this: “we are people of one kind, we do many things  

    not like people in many other places” 

 

Likewise, Author (forthcoming) argues that the explication for the “place-based” meaning of 

the English word community, e.g. in expressions such as the local community and a 

community organisation, includes the component:  

 
these people can think like this: “we want this to be a good place; we want good things 

       to happen here, we don’t want bad things to happen here; we can do some things 

            because of this”  

 

It may even be that from the viewpoint of human sociality, ‘we’ is the most important of all 

semantic molecules.30 

 Finally, we would like to draw attention to a remarkable convergence between NSM 

research (as reported here and in Goddard, Wierzbicka and Fábrega 2014) and Tomasello’s 

account of human cognitive evolution. In his view, distinctively human social cognition 

developed in two stages after the separation of our lineage from the last Common Ancestor 

with other primates. In first stage, before language as we know it, our ancient predecessors 

developed “joint attention” and were able to coordinate their actions in specific ‘I-you’ 

situations. It was only in the second stage, much more recently, that collective, generalisable 

“we consciousness” became possible, thereby enabling cognitively modern humans. In NSM 

terms, this two-stage account corresponds to the idea that ‘we-two’ came into human thinking 

separately from, and prior to, ‘we-all’.31  

 
30 For background on the theory of semantic molecules, see Goddard and Wierzbicka (2014a: Ch 2); Goddard 
(2012, 2018: Ch5). Many semantic molecules designate parts of the body, e.g. ‘mouth’, ‘hand’, ‘head’, biosocial 
or natural kinds, e.g. ‘men’, ‘women’, ‘children’, ‘creatures’, ‘water’, ‘fire’, environmental features, e.g. ‘sky’, 
‘sun’, ‘ground’, or physical qualities, e.g. ‘long’, ‘hard’. A smaller number denote human actions and activities, 
such as ‘sit’, ‘lie’ and ‘stand’, and an even smaller number are more “social” in their meaning, such as ‘(to) 
know (someone)’, ‘be called’, and, as proposed here: ‘we’. For more on NSM semantics and social cognition, 
see Goddard (ed. 2013). 
31 Goddard, et al. (2014) proposed, for independent reasons, that the conceptual primes THIS and SOMEONE are 
very ancient in evolutionary terms, that TWO emerged in the age of Proto-Humans, followed considerably later 
by ALL in the Early Human period. This timeline implies that ‘we-two’ could have crystalised as an element in 
the thinking of our evolutionary ancestors much earlier than ‘we-all’.  
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 We hope the framework developed here can provide a new key for research across a range 

of areas connected not only with plural pronouns, but with other manifestations of “sociality” 

and social cognition in language and thought. As a parting comment, we would like to note 

the urgent need, at this time perhaps more than any other, for global “we consciousness”:32 in 

essence, people all around the world need to be able to think – and to speak – of everyone on 

earth as ‘we’.  
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32 It is not known where and when “global consciousness” first emerged on our planet (in a way that can be 
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we-phrases deserves to be investigated in the context of the history of ideas and the quest for a Global Ethic (cf. 
UNESCO 2000; Wierzbicka 2018). 
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—— 

Abstract. This paper explores “we-words” in the languages of the world, using the NSM 

method of semantic analysis. A simply phrased, cross-translatable explication for English 

‘we’ [1pl] is proposed, suitable also for other languages with a single we-word. At the same 

time, it is argued that English ‘we’ co-lexicalises a second distinct meaning “we two” [1du], 

and that the same goes for other languages with a single we-word. The two explications are 

identical, except for being based on the semantic primes ALL and TWO, respectively. Both 

explications involve components of “I-inclusion” (roughly, ‘I am one of them’) and 

“subjective identification” (roughly, ‘I’m thinking about them all in the same way’). 

 It is argued, furthermore, that both meanings (‘we-all’ and ‘we-two’) are likely to be found 

in all languages. To establish this, one has to take account of languages which manifest the 

inclusive/exclusive distinction. For such languages, evidence suggests that one of the two we-

words contains a semantic component of “you-inclusion”, while the other is semantically 

unmarked. Languages whose we-words encode kinship relations are also considered. 

 The analysis has implications not only for the comparative study of pronoun systems, but 

for the lexical semantics of key social concepts and for theorising about the evolution of 

human social cognition. 

 

Keywords: pronouns; semantic universals; co-lexicalisation; social cognition; NSM 

semantics 

 


