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The present research attempts to investigate authorial presence in English research articles in medicine 
written by American and Indonesian authors. In doing so, the study first attempts to describe first-
person pronouns used to express authorial presence. Secondly, the research aims to examine the 
discourse functions of first-person pronouns in the research articles. Data for the present research were 
taken from 20 English research articles in medicine, consisting of 10 articles published in CA: A Cancer 
Journal for Clinicians (Wiley) and 10 in Medical Journal of Indonesia. A corpus of 81,657 words was 
analyzed with the help of a concordance program, WordSmith Tools 5.0 (Scott, 2008), to identify the 
occurrences of first-person pronouns used in research articles. A qualitative analysis was also 
conducted to examine the discourse functions of each first-person pronoun using the classification 
proposed by Filimonova (2005) and Tang and John (1999). Hopefully, the present research findings 
could indicate the intention of authorial presence in academic writing, specifically in medical research 
articles. The findings also contribute to investigating the difference between American and Indonesian 
authors in presenting themselves in academic writing. 
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Authorial presence in academic writing is interesting 
to observe as it implies some conflicting ideas, 
especially in English academic writing. Recently, 
some studies have shown that academic writing is 
more adaptable; it is more than objective and 
impersonal. Academic writing involves the use of 
language to acknowledge, construct, and negotiate 
social relations (Hyland, 2005). Previous studies have 
been conducted to investigate the authorial presence 
in English academic writing, especially research 
articles (Harwood, 2005a, 2005b; Hyland, 2001; Kuo, 
1999; Vassileva, 1998). Some of the previous studies 

have also identified the use of first-person pronouns 
in English research articles written by both native 
English speakers and non-native speakers 
(Dontcheva-Navrátilová, 2013; Hryniuk, 2018). 
However, few studies have been conducted to 
examine the authorial presence in English academic 
writing written by Indonesian scholars. Besides, 
there are still a few previous studies that have 
investigated the authorial presence in medicine 
(Hartwell & Jacques, 2014; Kim, 2015). Thus, the 
present research attempts to fill the gap by aiming 
several objectives: (1) to describe the first-person 
pronouns used to express authorial presence in 
English research articles in medicine written by 
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American and Indonesian authors, and (2) to 
examine the discourse functions of the first-person 
pronouns in these research articles. 

 

 
 Some of the previous studies have identified the use 
of first-person pronouns in English research articles 
written by both native English speakers and non-
native speakers. For instance, a study was conducted 
by Hryniuk (2018), who investigated the comparison 
between the frequency of use and the role of first-
person pronouns in English research articles in the 
field of applied linguistics written by native English 
and Polish authors. Another study has also been done 
by Dontcheva-Navrátilová (2013), who identifies the 
comparison and cross-cultural investigation of 
author-reference pronouns in English research 
articles in the area of applied linguistics written by 
Anglo-American and Czech linguists. 

Previous studies that investigated the authorial 
presence in medicine have been conducted by some 
scholars (Hartwell & Jacques, 2014; Kim, 2015). Kim 
(2015) discovered that the use of the first-person 
plural of we in a vast amount of research article 
abstracts of the disciplines that are science-related or 
hard sciences was more frequently found rather than 
the first-person singular of I. The statement tends to 
stand with the results of previous research conducted 
by experts (Kuo, 1999; Hyland, 2001), in which it was 
found that research articles in the hard science 
discipline contain the most frequency of first-person 
plural pronouns. 

In terms of discourse functions, previous 
studies have investigated the linguistic forms of first-
person pronouns. These previous studies have 
explained that first-person pronouns can function to 
(a) explain what authors have done in the research 
and share ideas (Kuo, 1999), (b) fill the disciplinary 
knowledge gaps, and help to identify current 
research concerns (Harwood, 2005b), and (c) show 
the contribution of the authors and validate the 
authors’ claims (Vladimirou, 2007). Furthermore, 
Hyland (2002) states that first-person pronouns in 
academic writing can be used to (a) state a goal or 
purpose, (b) explain a procedure, (c) state results or 
claims, (d) express self-benefits, and (e) elaborate an 

argument. Tang and John (1999) argue that the first-
person pronouns hold the identities as (a) the 
representative, (b) the guide through the essay, (c) 
the architect of the essay, (d) the recounter of the 
research process, (e) the opinion holder, and (f) the 
originator. 

 

 
‘Authorial presence’ refers to the presence of the 
authors in their own writings by using linguistic 
devices. The term ‘authorial presence’ (Chávez 
Muñoz, 2013; Dontcheva-Navrátilová, 2013; 
Hartwell & Jacques, 2014; Poudat & Loiseau, 2005) 
has been used to refer to a linguistic feature which 
presents the existence of the writer in the text. 
Hyland (2001, p. 215-217) argues that pronouns are 
the most salient forms of self-mention, in which the 
first-person pronouns take part “to assist authors to 
make a personal standing in their texts and to 
demarcate their own work from that of others.” 
According to Filimonova (2005), there are two terms 
named ‘inclusive’ and ‘exclusive’ which are used “to 
denote forms of personal pronouns which distinguish 
whether an addressee (or addressees) are included in 
or excluded from the set of referents” (p. ix). The 
authors could possibly invent their own ‘selves’ 
through their writing, breaking free from the fixed 
rules in their discourse situations and chosen roles in 
their writing (Tang & John, 1999). Tang and John 
(1999) categorize the functions of authorial 
references into six roles: 

a.     representative 
It is the generic first-person pronoun, usually 
realized as we or us in the plural form, that 
writers use as a proxy for a larger group of 
people. The ‘I’ as the representative is shown to 
refer to people in general, to refer to a smaller 
group, or to signal ownership of some universal 
or common property; 

b.     guide through the essay 
To understand this role easily, we assume that 
the essay is a foreign country, with the writer 
as the guide during the reader’s journey 
through that unfamiliar territory. This 
particular role is often signaled explicitly by 
the use of verbs like see, note, and observe. The 
writer as a guide is always implicitly and 
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explicitly accompanied by the reader. This 
particular usage of the first-person pronoun is 
usually realized in the plural form (an inclusive 
form of we or us); 

c.     architect of the essay 
This role is usually realized as the first person 
singular. The usage of the I refers to the person 
who writes, organizes, structures, and outlines 
the material in the essay. The architect, or the 
writer, has the responsibility of organizing and 
outlining the material in the essay. Unlike ‘I’ as 
the guide through the essay, the writer here 
merely guides the reader through an already 
existing terrain;  

d.     recounter of the research process 
The person behind this role is the one who 
describes or recounts the various steps of the 
research process. The steps done by the writer 
include reading source texts, interviewing 
subjects, collecting data, etc. This particular 
role is often signaled by the pairing of the first-
person pronouns with material process verbs or 
‘doing’ verbs (work, read, interview, or collect) 
and frequently used in the past tense; 

e.       opinion-holder 
The ‘opinion-holder’ role is the person who 
shares opinion, view, or attitude (expressing 
agreement, disagreement, or interest) 
regarding known information or established 
facts; 

f.       originator 
This is the most powerful role out of all other 
roles that a writer can create. It includes the 
writer’s conception of the ideas or knowledge 
claims in the essay. In short, the writer states 
ideas or knowledge that is ‘new.’ The ‘author’ 
has the ‘right’ and the ‘ability’ to originate new 
ideas or knowledge.  

 

 
In the present research, a corpus of 20 research 
articles (hereinafter abbreviated as “RAs”) was 
selected to represent the study of authorial presence 
in English research articles in medicine, consisting of 
10 RAs written by American authors and 10 RAs 
written by Indonesian authors. The research articles 
were selected from journals that are Scopus-indexed, 

suggesting that the journals are recognized 
internationally by scholars and academics. The 
selected research articles were primary, empirical 
research articles. The first 10 research articles 
belonging to the American sub-corpus were 
published in CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians 
(Wiley) (https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley. 
com/). The research articles were written by authors 
affiliated with institutions in the United States of 
America (USA). The first authors of the RAs are 
affiliated with the American Cancer Society (ACS), 
which is based in Atlanta, Georgia. This institutional 
affiliation of the first authors of the RAs was used as 
the criterion for the identification of American 
authors. As for the Indonesian sub-corpus, it 
consisted of 10 research articles published in Medical 
Journal of Indonesia (https://mji.ui.ac.id/). The 
selected research articles were written in English and 
internationally acceptable by confirming them 
through Scopus-indexed. The authors of the RAs are 
affiliated with academic institutions in Indonesia, 
mostly affiliated with the Faculty of Medicine of 
Universitas Indonesia. 

The overall sections of the RAs were used as 
data sources, excluding headers, footnotes, graphics, 
tables, etc. A corpus of 81,657 words in total was 
obtained, with the shortest article length of 2,175, 
while the longest is 8,103. Since the research articles 
were taken from online refereed journals, a 
computer-assisted method was applied to find the 
first-person pronouns throughout the sections of the 
research articles. A concordance program, 
namely WordSmith Tools Version 5.0 (Scott, 2008), 
was employed in this research. The concordance 
program displayed the data of first-person pronouns 
used to express the potential authorial presence in 
the research articles by searching each pronoun (we, 
our, us) and its lexical expression (the authors). Other 
lexical expressions of first-person pronouns (the 
researchers) were also searched, but no occurrences 
were found at all. Therefore, this expression was not 
reported in the findings. The data then filtered to 
eliminate unrelated expression. The final 
concordances were saved to Microsoft Excel (.xlsx) to 
ease the analysis. 

The authorial presence was analyzed by 
calculating the numbers of the first-person pronouns. 
The data that had been collected in this research 
were categorized based on the first-person pronouns 
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(we, our, us, the authors) to analyze the frequency of 
first-person pronouns in RAs. The occurrences of 
first-person pronouns found in all RAs were 
presented by displaying the raw frequency and 
normalized frequency (per 10,000 words). The data 
were then analyzed using Filimonova’s (2005) 
clusivity theory and Tang and John’s (1999) theory to 
examine each identified first-person pronoun’s 
semantic reference and discourse functions. 

The data in the present research were then 
codified using a certain coding system to mark each 
of the data that had been analyzed. All the data were 
coded using the following coding system:  
(journal’s abbreviation)(article number) – (1st person 
pronoun)(occurrence number) – (1st person pronoun 
function)(occurrence number) 

The journal abbreviations of ‘CA’ and ‘MJI’ were 
taken from the initial letters of the titles of the 
journals CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians (Wiley) 
and Medical Journal of Indonesia.  

Chi-square tests were also performed to 
compare the two sub-corpora. The chi-square tests in 
the present research were calculated with the help of 
statistical software SPSS Statistics for Windows 25.0 
(IBM Corp, 2017)  to ease the calculation process. 

 

 
The total raw frequencies and normalized 
frequencies of the first-person pronouns found in the 
corpus are displayed in Table 1. 

Table 1. First-person pronouns in the corpus 

RAs’ Authors Raw  Normal 

American 88 16.65 

Indonesian 67 23.26 

Total 155 39.91 

A chi-square test was conducted to identify the 
comparison of the use of first-person pronouns 
between American sub-corpus and Indonesian sub-
corpus, resulting in χ2(1) = 0.900 and p = 0.343, as 
shown below. 

 

Test Statistics 
RAs 

Chi-Square .900a 
df 1 
Asymp. Sig. .343 
a. 0 cells (,0%) have expected 
frequencies less than 5. The 
minimum expected cell 
frequency is 20,0. 

Based on the chi-square test result, it is found that 
there is no significant difference since the 
significance level accepted in linguistics is p < 0.05. 

Table 2 shows detailed results of first-person 
pronouns identified in the two sub-corporas. 

Table 2. First-person pronouns across the American sub-
corpus and Indonesian sub-corpus 

First 
Person 

Pronouns 

American Indonesian 

Raw  Normal Raw  Normal 

we 65 12.30 43 14.93 

our 19 3.60 22 7.64 

the authors 4 0.76 1 0.35 

us 0 0.00 1 0.35 

Total 88 16.65 67 23.26 

A chi-square test was performed to the pronoun we 
since the calculation of a chi-square test can only be 
conducted if the cell has an expected frequency of 
more than five times per 10,000 words. This is for the 
sake of getting the correct approximate calculation. 
The result of the chi-square test was χ2(1) = 0.333a and 
p = 0.564, as shown below. 

Test Statistics 
we 

Chi-Square .333a 
df 1 
Asymp. Sig. .564 
a. 0 cells (,0%) have expected 
frequencies less than 5. The 
minimum expected cell 
frequency is 13,5. 

Based on the chi-square test result, it is found that   
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there is no significant difference in the use of the 
pronoun we between American sub-corpus and 
Indonesian sub-corpus.  

The clusivity of first-person pronouns 

Filimonova (2005) categorized the semantic 
reference of first-person pronouns into two 
categories, ‘inclusive’ and ‘exclusive.’ In the present 
research, the exclusive first-person pronouns are the 
most commonly found across the RAs. Tables 3 and 
4 below show the findings of clusivity of first-person 
pronouns in the corpus. 

Table 3. Clusivity of First-Person Pronouns in the 
American sub-corpus 

First-
person 

pronouns 

American 
Inclusive Exclusive 

Raw Normal Raw Normal 
we 0 0.00 65 12.30 

our 0 0.00 19 3.60 

us 0 0.00 0 0.00 

the authors 0 0.00 4 0.76 

Total 0 0.00 88 16.65 
 

Table 4. Clusivity of First-Person Pronouns in the 
Indonesian sub-corpus 

First-person 
pronouns 

Inclusive Exclusive 
Raw Normal Raw Normal 

we 1 0.35 42 14.58 

our 0 0.00 19 7.64 

us 0 0.00 1 0.35 

the authors 0 0.00 1 0.35 

Total 1 0.35 66 22.91 

The examples below illustrate the use of 
inclusive and exclusive first-person pronouns. 

(1) Often, we see that all patients diagnosed with 
b-thalassemia/HbE automatically receive 
transfusion, whereas in reality the spectrum of 
the disease is variable, and they do not always 
require transfusion. (MJI 10 – we 1 – REP 1) 

Example (1) shows the inclusive we in which the 
pronoun we semantically belongs to the inclusive 

category since the pronoun refers to both the writers 
and the readers at once. 

(2) We considered only recreational activity for 
the association between physical inactivity and 
cancer, because guidelines generally pertain to 
recreational activity, and most studies have 
investigated this type of activity. (CA 5 – we 2 
– ORI 1) 

The first-person plural pronoun we in example (2) 
can be categorized as exclusive we since it refers 
exclusively to the writers of the research articles. 

 The high frequency of the use of exclusive 
first-person pronouns probably correlates with the 
genre of academic writing used as the data, which is 
research articles. The writers used exclusive 
pronouns to refer to themselves in their writing since 
the RAs report empirical results of their research. 

Discourse functions of first-person pronouns 

The functions of the first-person plural pronouns 
were categorized based on the classification proposed 
by Tang and John (1999). Table 5 below shows the 
frequencies of the functions of the first-person 
pronouns in the corpus. 

Table 5. Discourse functions of first-person pronouns 
in the corpus 

Functions Raw Normal 

Representative 1 0.35 

Guide 4 1.23 

Architect 19 3.59 

Recounter 81 21.16 

Opinion-holder 22 5.90 

Originator 28 7.67 

Total 155 39.91 

The findings show that the recounter function is the 
most frequently used function in the corpus. 
Meanwhile, the representative function is the least 
employed function. The detailed findings in each 
sub-corpus are elaborated in Table 6. 
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Table 6. Discourse functions of first-person pronouns 
in the American and Indonesian sub-corpora 

Functions 
American Indonesian 

Raw  Normal Raw Normal 

Representative 0 0.00 1 0.35 

Guide 1 0.19 3 1.04 
Architect 19 3.59 0 0.00 
Recounter 44 8.32 37 12.84 
Opinion-
holder 

11 2.08 11 3.82 

Originator  13 2.46 15 5.21 
Total 88 16.65 67 23.26 

A chi-square test was conducted to recounter the 
function since this function is the only function that 
meets the minimum expected frequency of 5 per 
10,000 words. The chi-square test has resulted in χ2(1) 
= 1.190a and p = 0.275, as shown below. 

Test Statistics 
 REC 
Chi-Square 1.190a 
df 1 
Asymp. Sig. .275 
a. 0 cells (,0%) have expected 
frequencies less than 5. The 
minimum expected cell 
frequency is 10,5. 

Based on the chi-square test result, it was found that 
there was no significant difference in the usage of the 
recounter function between the American sub-
corpus and the Indonesian sub-corpus. The examples 
of each function are elaborated as follows. 

(3) Often, we see that all patients diagnosed with b-
thalassemia/HbE automatically receive 
transfusion, whereas in reality the spectrum of 
the disease is variable, and they do not always 
require transfusion. (MJI 10 – we 1 – REP 1) 

Example (3) belongs to the representative function 
since the writers here try to represent the readers’ 
background knowledge and ability to easily get into 
the arguments (Kuo, 1999). Recalling the readers’ 
background knowledge makes it easier for the 
writers to state their arguments. 

(4) The evidence reviewed by the ACIP and the 
additional studies examined in our supplemental 
review support national recommendations for 

HPV vaccination, particularly for early 
adolescents. (CA 10 – our 3 – GUI 1) 

Example (4) belongs to the guide function as the 
pronoun our in the sentence “indicates move and 
topic boundaries and intra-textual reference” 
(Dontcheva-Navrátilová, 2013, p. 18). The intention 
of the writers here is to point out to the readers the 
part of the research article that discussed the 
supplemental review. 

(5) In this article, we augment the existing 
literature by presenting estimated counts of new 
lymphoid neoplasm cases by WHO subtype for 
2016 as well as updating lymphoid neoplasm 
incidence rates using US data that are more 
comprehensive than those used in previous 
publications. (CA 9 – we 6 – ARC 2) 

Example (5) indicates the architect function since the 
pronoun we in the sentence outlines the textual 
structure of a particular part of the research article. 
The writers here organize the materials of the 
research article so that the readers would understand 
its organization. 

(6) We used the Borg scale and the Borg CR-10 
scale, which consisted of rating perceived 
exertion (RPE), Borg scale dyspnea index 
(BSDI), and leg fatigue (LF) parameters. (MJI 3 – 
we 3 – REC 3) 

Example (6) is categorized as the recounter function 
as the pronoun we in the sentence describes one of 
the steps of research process. 

(7) In the Wouters et al, intervention in the aquatic 
exercise group subjects only performed walking 
exercises for six weeks meanwhile in this study 
we have used ankle weights for eight weeks. 
(MJI 3 – we 6 – OPI 1) 

Example (7) indicates the opinion-holder function as 
the pronoun we in the sentence represents the 
writers in sharing their attitude in the research 
process with regard to the previous attitude proposed 
by other people. 

(8) In the course of our screening program of the 
anti-HCV activities of Indonesian medicinal 
plants, we observed the potential of the 
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methanol crude extract and butanol fraction 
from the leaves of A. pauciflorum as anti-viral 
activities against HCV. (MJI 8 – we 4 – ORI 1) 

Example (8) belongs to the originator function 
since the pronoun we in the sentence also holds the 
function of the writers as the ones who have a claim 
to the original finding and idea of the research. The 
expression we observed means that the writers have 
found a new discovery from their research. 

 

 
The present research has been an attempt to meet 
two objectives: (1) to identify the first-person 
pronouns used to express authorial presence in 
English research articles in medicine written by 
American and Indonesian authors and (2) to examine 
the discourse functions of the first-person pronouns 
in these research articles. As for the first objective, 
the results show that we is the most frequently used 
first-person pronoun across the sub-corpora. In 
contrast, us is rarely used in the overall research 
articles. 

In relation to the second objective, the findings 
show that the recounter function is the most 
frequently found in overall RAs. Meanwhile, the 
representative function is the least employed in the 
corpus. The high frequency of recounter function 
might be influenced by the writers’ role as the ones 
who have done the research process. The writers 
conduct various steps of the research process since 
the article is a report of empirical research results. 
The absence of the architect function in the 
Indonesian sub-corpus might be attributable to the 
objectifying of knowledge (Tang & John, 1999). The 
writers tend to use other lexical and syntactic choices 
instead of first-person pronouns. The same thing 
might also be the reason behind the absence of the 
representative function in the American sub-corpus. 

The comparisons between the American and 
Indonesian authors in terms of the use and the 
discourse functions of first-person pronouns have 
been evaluated by chi-square tests. The results of the 
chi-square tests show no significant differences 
between the American sub-corpus and Indonesian 
sub-corpus. It can also be assumed that the authors 

are on the same level of expertise since the journals 
chosen for both sub-corpora must be Scopus-
indexed. The authors from these reputable journals 
are assumably having the same level of proficiency as 
it is difficult for journal articles to be recognized 
internationally. In doing so, Indonesian authors here 
might learn from native speakers. 

The present research only considered the use 
of first-person pronouns and the functions of these 
first-person pronouns in English research articles in 
medicine written by American and Indonesian 
authors. Authorial presence might be expressed with 
other lexical and syntactic items aside from the use 
of first-person pronouns. The present research has a 
limitation in the data set as the data set was not large 
enough to discern any significant difference. Thus, 
the present research suggests that further research 
needs a larger data set to determine whether there is 
a significant difference in the functions of authorial 
self-reference since the results might differ. Besides, 
the limited number of authorial presence studies in 
English research articles written by Indonesian 
authors could be considered the main topic to be 
investigated in future research. 
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