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Abstract 

In this study, I examine what types of diachronic changes the use of first-person plural pronouns 

signal in the way the EU has been discussed in the British House of Commons. By using methods of 

corpus-assisted discourse studies, I analyse the use of the pronouns in relation to the EU in 

parliamentary debates in the time period between 1973 and 2015. I am interested in when and in 

which contexts the EU is included and when excluded from the ingroup in the debates. The paper 

contributes to linguistic studies on Brexit and is part of a larger research project focusing on 

diachronic changes in the discursive representation of the EU in British parliamentary debates and 

press. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This paper focuses on diachronic changes in the use of first-person plural pronouns in relation to the 

European Union in the debates of the British House of Commons. The time period analysed 

stretches from 1973, the year the United Kingdom joined the European Economic Community, up 

 
1 This work was supported by the Emil Aaltonen Foundation [180218 and 190200], and the Academy of Finland 
through the research project DEMLANG [295381]. 
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to the general election of 2015, in which Brexit was one of the main themes. I am interested in how 

often and in which situations first-person plural pronouns are used to refer to the whole EU and 

when to the UK only, excluding the EU. When EU matters are talked about in British parliamentary 

debates, Members of Parliament (MPs) make a choice between talking from the national and the 

EU’s perspective. In the former case, MPs focus on what the UK should do in relation to the EU, 

and in the latter, on what the EU will or should do together. My hypothesis is that in the former 

case, the EU is seen as an outgroup, while in the latter, the EU is seen as working together as one 

group. 

 The study is part of my PhD project focusing on changes in the discursive 

representation of the EU in British public discourses.2 In this paper I examine whether there was a 

change in the use of the first-person plural pronouns we and us in the parliamentary debates before 

the general election of 2015, and whether the pronouns decreasingly referred to the whole EU, 

increasing the perception in the UK that the EU is somewhere else, but is not “us”. Pronoun use in 

Euro-political context has been studied before, but many previous studies have focused only on a 

specific topic or one historical context, while diachronic changes in long time periods have not been 

given much focus, and this study aims at filling that gap. The primary data of the study consist of all 

the debates of the British House of Commons from the time period spanning from 1973 up to 2015, 

not just the debates on the EU, which makes the data more comprehensive than in previous studies.  

The questions that I aim at answering are the following:  

 

1. How have the first-person plural pronouns we and us been used in connection to the EU? What 

types of groups do they refer to and what kind of diachronic changes are there? 

2. In what kinds of contexts does the pronoun we or us refer to the UK only and when to the whole 

EU? 

 
2 My PhD dissertation examines discursive construction of the EU in parliamentary debates and British newspaper 
articles from 1973 up to 2016. The work is expected to be completed by spring 2022.  



 

 

The paper is divided into five main sections. Next, I discuss related literature on the use of pronouns 

in political discourse. In the third section, I introduce the data and methods used in the study. The 

findings of the analysis are presented in the fourth section, which is followed by concluding 

remarks.  

 

 

2. Personal pronouns and discursive construction of national identities 

 

Pronouns are one of the main rhetorical tools used by politicians and have been considered as 

deserving special attention in the field of critical discourse analysis (CDA) (Fairclough 1989: 127-

128; Íñigo-Mora 2004: 36). In CDA, discourse is seen as being socially conditioned and socially 

constructive (Blommaert and Bulcaen 2000: 448). Thus, the ways in which we use language 

participate in shaping and constituting society (see also Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999: 4). 

Consequently, discourse is connected to power as it can be strategically used for the benefit of those 

that have the power to shape public discourses, such as politicians, media and academics (van Dijk 

1993). The aim of CDA is to make more visible the choices that may seem “neutral”, but which are 

consciously made to shape discourses. (Critical) discourse analysis has traditionally utilised 

qualitative methods such as close reading of a small number of texts, but recently the use of corpus 

linguistic techniques has become increasingly popular in the field. In corpus-assisted discourse 

studies (CADS) (Baker et al. 2008; Partington, Duguid and Taylor 2013), qualitative and 

quantitative methods are combined so that larger datasets can be analysed and typical ways of using 

language can be detected.  

The pronoun we has become a topic of interest in the field of critical discourse 

analysis partly because of its flexibility. We is a complex personal pronoun in that relying only on 



 

anaphora does not always reveal what is meant and referred to by it, and the pronoun can even 

combine a number of different meanings (Mühlhäusler and Harré 1990: 168-169). Often, the 

pronoun refers to a group of people including the speaker, and that group can either include or 

exclude the addressee(s). Pronouns can be used strategically to make a separation between ingroup 

and outgroup (Wodak 2011), and De Cillia, Reisigl and Wodak (1999: 163) state that the “the use 

of the pronoun ‘we’ […] appears to be of utmost importance in the discourses about nations and 

national identities”. We can be used to signify that there is a group of others that do not belong to or 

are different from us, because we implies that there is they, as well as here implies there (Billig 

2010: 99). Consequently, when first-person plural pronouns are used, the text offers definitions of 

who or what we are, what we do or what is done to us. In person deixis, similarly to other types of 

deixis such as temporal and spatial deixis, the Self, e.g. I and we, is the deictic centre, and people 

position others in their world in relation to themselves (Chilton 2005; Lenz 2003: viii). Typically, 

the “distant” entities (namely, the outgroup) are more likely to be assigned with negative attributes 

and the Self and other “close” entities (the ingroup) with positive attributes (Cap 2018: 383; 

Wodak, de Cillia and Reisigl 2009).  

 In previous studies on discourses in Euro-political contexts, researchers have been 

interested in whether there is a “EUropean” (EU and/or Europe) identity and how, and to what 

degree, that identity has been put forward by the media and politicians in public discourses where it 

could enforce the feeling of a collective EUropean identity. Ludlow (2002) has observed that, in 

British political discourse, Europe, as a place or concept, may or may not include the UK, as 

“Europe” often refers to the continental Europe only, excluding the UK (see also Hardt-Mautner 

1995). The use of the pronoun we can signify whether speakers position themselves as being part of 

the European collective or as representing and identifying more with their own country. Krizsán 

(2011) compared the pronoun use in British, Hungarian and Finnish politicians’ speeches on the 

fifth enlargement of the European Union, which was completed in 2007, concluding that, of these 



 

three groups, the British representatives had the most speeches about the position of the whole EU, 

while the Finnish and Hungarian speakers spoke more from the national point of view. Similarly, 

Cramer (2010) analysed pronouns in speeches by European leaders in a panel on “Europe’s 

purpose” in 2008, where one of the topics was Turkey’s accession to the EU. Cramer concluded 

that the Turkish member of the panel positioned himself in opposition to the European identity and 

emphasised his Turkish identity by consistently using we to refer to Turks only. (See also De Fina 

1995; Dekavalla 2010; Íñigo-Mora 2004; Oddo 2011; Petersoo 2007; Proctor and Su 2011.)  

 

 

3. Data and methods 

 

The primary data consist of all the debates of the British House of Commons from the start of the 

UK’s membership of the European Community in January 1973 up to the general election in May 

2015, in which leaving the European Union was one of the main themes. For the data from 1973 to 

2004, I used a full-text XML-version of the Hansard Corpus (Alexander and Davies 2015-),3 which 

enabled me to study longer excerpts of text, and even complete speeches if needed, which is not 

possible with the online version of the corpus. The debates from 2005 to 2015 I collected from the 

parliament’s own website and compiled them into an unannotated corpus for this study. The size of 

the two corpora combined is circa 450 million words.  

As discussed, for instance, in Slembrouck (1992), Mollin (2007) and Hiltunen, 

Räikkönen and Tyrkkö (in press), using Hansard as data for studying the language spoken in the 

parliament has its restrictions, as the language in Hansard differs in many ways from the language 

that is actually used in the parliament. Reporters of Hansard can make changes to the report so that 

 
3 I would like to thank the SAMUELS project at the University of Glasgow, especially Marc Alexander and Fraser 
Dallachy, for providing me with a local copy of the corpus, and also Jukka Tyrkkö at Linnaeus University for preparing 
the copy for my use.  



 

it follows the etiquette of the parliament, e.g. remove second-person pronouns if used to refer to 

another MP (Slembrouck 1992: 114). The editing of Hansard also focuses on some characteristics 

of spoken language such as hesitations, false starts and inconsistencies. However, the editing should 

not add anything that was not said or change anything in a way that would change the meaning of 

the speech. Using first-person plural pronouns is a rhetorical tool and altering the pronouns might 

change the meaning of the speech, which is why those should not be changed in the editing process. 

I used methods of corpus-assisted discourse studies (CADS) (Baker 2006; Partington, 

Duguid and Taylor 2013), focusing on concordance and collocation. I used CasualConc (version 

2.0.7), a concordance program that can read text in Extensible Markup Language (XML), to search 

for excerpts in which the first-person plural pronoun we or us (henceforth: 1PP) co-occur with the 

European Community/Communities (from 1973 to 1993) or the European Union (from 1994 to 

2015) in a span of nine words to the left and right. Clause boundaries were ignored. The span is 

larger than what is usually used when studying collocation, for instance, but the search was merely 

the first step of retrieving the relevant contexts for further analysis and was defined so that the 

amount of data would be manageable for manual analysis.4 The search retrieved 11,425 hits in total. 

Figure 1 shows the yearly frequencies. For reference, Figure 1 also includes the frequencies of they 

and them in a similar context (3,199 in total). The amount of data from the third-person plural 

pronouns was so small that I decided to focus only on 1PP in this paper. Some remarks on the use 

of third-person plural pronouns will also be given in section 4.1, but those will not be in focus.   

I chose to use the proper names the European Community and the European Union as 

my search terms instead of the acronyms the EC and the EU, because (1) the overall frequency over 

the entire timeline is higher for the proper names (49,681 for the proper names, 35,678 for 

acronyms) and (2) based on the list of collocates of the acronyms and the proper names, the usage 

 
4 The possessive pronoun our was excluded from the analysis, as I wanted to focus on action (where we – either the UK 
or the EU – do something or something is affecting or done to us). However, analysis of the use of our in this context 
could offer further insight into which issues are seen as belonging to the UK only, on the one hand, or as shared issues 
in the EU, on the other. 



 

of these terms is fairly similar. However, a more comprehensive analysis of the use of these terms 

would be needed to get a better understanding of the differences in the usage of these terms in the 

debates. Nevertheless, as the amount of data from the proper names was already fairly large for 

manual analysis, I decided to exclude the acronyms from this study.     

 

 
Figure 1 Frequencies of the European Communit*/Union co-occurring with we/us or they/them. The letters “C” and “L” in the x-
axis stand for the party in the Government (Conservative or Labour). 

To give a general impression of the data, Figure 2 shows the frequencies of the search 

terms the european communit* and the european union (case-insensitive) individually in the time 

period analysed. In 1994, the european union became more frequent than the european community/-

ies, at least in the official report of the debates. Until 1981 the frequency of the european 

community/-ies stays below 50 hits per million words, and one reason for that is that in the 1970s 

and 1980s it was common to talk about the Community as the “Common Market” or “EEC”. Figure 

3 shows the frequencies of 1PP in the entire timeline. The frequency of us stays between 10 and 13 

hits per million words, while the frequency of we has been increasing since 1995.  
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Figure 2 Frequencies of the European Community/-ies and the European Union in Hansard.  

 
Figure 3 Frequencies of we and us in Hansard in the entire timeline.  

 
Instances in which the pronoun occurred in a quote (141/11,425 instances) were 

excluded from further analysis, as they do not give information on the pronoun use of the speaker. 

Also, instances in which the search term (the European Community or the European Union) was 

immediately followed by a word such as “Act” or “Bill”, or it was part of some other term, such as 
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“Treaty of the European Union”, were excluded (499 instances). In total, 5.6 per cent of all the 

instances that were originally retrieved were excluded from the analysis.  

After finding the relevant instances, I analysed each of them individually. I identified 

a referent for each pronoun by either finding a clearly identifiable anaphoric or cataphoric referent 

or, if there was none, on the basis of any extralinguistic information (exophora). If the referent 

could not be identified by looking at the concordance line alone, I examined the wider textual 

context. I used seven categories for the referents: “UK”, “EU”, “generic”, “government”, “group”, 

“parliament” and “party”. These categories are defined in Table 1.  

 
Category Definition Example 
UK British people, the UK as a 

nation 
We import more cars than we export to member states of the European 
Union... (John Redwood, Conservative, 16 May 1990) 

EU the whole EU (member 
states and people), the UK 
included 

There is no doubt that within the European Union we should extend the 
benefits of the competitive market to energy and the airline industry. 
(Ian Taylor, Conservative, 8 Mar 1995) 

generic people generally or referent 
could not be identified 

In future, we will all recognise that one of the European Union's 
greatest successes is the fact that in all those countries there has been 
an aspiration for political freedom largely because of the EU's 
success. (Chirs Bryant, Labour, 20 Dec 2010) 

government Ministers, government 
departments 

The policy of the Government is to play a strong 
and positive part in the development of the European Community. We 
shall again present to Parliament... (James Callaghan, Labour, 3 Nov 
1977) 

group a certain group of people or 
states, or a specific region 
in the UK (e.g. Wales) 

...but the fact that we were statistically linked with our colleagues and 
friends in Devon constituted a barrier preventing us from obtaining 
stand-alone regional status in the European Union and receiving the 
money. (Candy Atherton, Labour, 12 Jan 2005) 

parliament the people in the chamber Will the Foreign Secretary tell us what successes the European 
Community has had in resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict? (Ernie Ross, 
Conservative, 21 Jan 1987) 

party the political party to which 
the speaker belongs 

We fundamentally believe that British national interests are best 
served by playing an active and leading role in the European Union. 
We are also fundamentally a democratic party and one that believes 
in... (Tim Farron, Liberal Democrat, 7 Dec 2010) 

Table 1 Descriptions of the referent categories for 1PP.  

The referent categories were defined heuristically. Some are broader than others (for instance, 

“group” includes regions, groups of people and groups of countries), but I did not analyse the 

instances in these categories further. The categories “UK” and “EU” are the most relevant ones for 

this study, and the focus will be on those. After identifying the referents for the pronouns, I 



 

compared the proportions of each category and examined how they changed in the time period 

analysed.  

I also examined the most common lexical verbs collocating the pronoun we referring 

either to the UK or the EU. To do this, I compiled two concordance corpora, in which I included the 

concordance lines that were analysed as containing one or more instances of we referring either to 

the UK or the EU. The concordance lines (approximately 30 words per line) were collected into 

plain text files, one file containing the concordances from approximately five consecutive years. In 

those files, I searched for words occurring 1, 2, or 3 words to the right of the pronoun we. In the list 

of collocates, I then focused on the most frequent lexical verbs (raw frequency), which gave me 

information on what types of actions were connected to we referring to the UK and the EU in each 

time period.  

 

 

4. We and us in relation to the EU in British parliament 

 

In this section I present the findings of the analysis. I start with the referents of 1PP and the overall 

diachronic changes in their proportions. Then, I discuss some differences in the use of 1PP between 

Labour and Conservative party. This is followed by the analysis of collocate lists of we and, in 

particular, the types of lexical verbs that are connected either to the UK or the EU referred to by the 

pronoun. 

 

4.1 Referents of 1PP in the context of the EU 

 

Figure 4 shows the share of each referent category of 1PP in the context of the European 

Community/-ies/Union (see Table 1 for descriptions of the categories). As there are not much data 



 

from the years between 1973 and 1987 (see Figure 1), the findings from that period should be 

interpreted cautiously. In this section, I focus on the categories “EU” and “UK”. However, another 

fairly large referent category is “parliament”, whose share has stayed more or less level. When the 

pronoun refers to the parliament, the contribution often includes meta-discourse, as in “we are 

talking not about European Communities but about the European Union” (William Cash, 

Conservative, 6 February 2008).  

 

 
Figure 4 Shares of all the referent categories of 1PP. 
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Figure 5 Shares of the referent categories "UK" and "EU". 

Figure 5 shows the diachronic changes in the proportions of the referent categories 

“UK” and “EU”. 1PP refer clearly more often to the UK than to the whole EU, which is not 

surprising as the data come from the national parliament, where national affairs are often in focus. 

However, the diachronic changes in the proportions are interesting and especially the changes that 

have happened since 1996. Up until that year, the yearly fluctuations in the proportion of the 

pronouns referring to the EU are fairly small, if we do not take into account the first years of the 

membership from which there are not much data. After 1996, the proportion of the EU increases, 

while the UK’s decreases, and in 2002 the two have almost the same share – approximately 30 per 

cent of all 1PP that were analysed. However, after 2002, the proportion of the UK increases little by 

little, while the EU’s decreases, and between 2011 and 2015 the proportion of the pronouns 

referring to the EU is at its lowest since 1983 – at less than 10 per cent. Thus, it seems that after 

2002, the EU became more and more excluded from the ingroup in the British parliament.  

 Since 2002, there have been at least three major developments in the EU that have 

probably affected the attitudes towards the EU in the UK, and also the language used about the EU: 

(1) the introduction of the Euro, which came into existence in 1999 and into public use in 2002 in 
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12 EU countries, to which the UK did not belong; (2) the enlargement of the EU in 2004, which 

was criticised in the UK, as there was a fear that people from poorer countries would come to the 

UK in search of work and take advantage of the UK’s benefit systems (see e.g. House of Commons 

debate “EU citizens (Freedom of Movement)”, 2 March 2004; also Islentyeva 2018); and (3) the 

Treaty of Lisbon, which was signed in December 2007 and which increased the power of the 

European Parliament, extending its legislative power to 40 new fields, including agriculture and 

immigration. Perhaps these three developments, together with some other issues, affected the 

language use so that the debates became more concerned about how “we” in the UK should act in 

relation to the EU and how the EU affects “us”, instead of what the EU countries are planning for 

the future together.5 Furthermore, the language use in which the EU is less often talked about as 

belonging to “us” has probably affected the public attitude towards the EU.  

 For reference, Figure 6 shows the frequencies of selected, EU-related referents of they 

and them. These pronouns rarely refer to the European Community or Union, and the largest of the 

selected referent categories is “non-EU”, which represents countries that are not members of the 

EU. Often these are countries that were about to join the EU. Such a high frequency of this 

category, especially before 1995 and 2004, suggests that enlargements of the EU were seen as an 

important topic in the national parliament, as well. Additionally, the proportion of the referent 

category for British people (“people B”) is fairly large in 2008 and after that, which suggests that 

opinions of the people were increasingly brought up when the EU was discussed in the debates. 

 
5 See also McEnery, Brezina and Baker (2019) on diachronic changes in the usage of the European Union in the Times. 



 

 

Figure 6 EU-related referents of they and them in the context of the EU in Hansard. 

 Next, I look at the differences between the two major parties, Conservative and 

Labour, in how they have used 1PP in relation to the EU.6 

 

4.2 Party differences  

 

In the UK, opinions on the EU have never been split neatly along party-political lines, and there 

have been both sceptics and supporters of the EU in both of the two major parties. Furthermore, 

parties as well as individual politicians have changed their stance on the EU over time. For instance, 

in the 1970s and early 1980s, many members of the Labour party portrayed the European 

Community as an elitist capitalist club, but the development of stronger social policies in the EC in 

the 1980s and later Blair’s pro-EU stance strengthened the Labour’s support for the EU. Also, 

Margaret Thatcher is known to have changed her attitude towards the EC during her term as Prime 

 
6 Investigating Liberal Democrats more closely would have been interesting, as well, but there were not enough data 
from them to make any meaningful analysis of the findings in this way.  
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Minister (see e.g. Fontana and Parsons 2015). It should be noted that the findings presented here 

show the overall differences between the political parties, but do not take into account differences 

between individual MPs.  

Figures 7 and 8 show the comparison between the proportions of 1PP referring to the 

UK and the EU in the entire timeline in the speeches of Conservative (Figure 7) and Labour (Figure 

8) parties. The black lines indicate the periods when the party in question was in government.  

 As Figure 5 already showed, MPs most often speak from the national point of view, 

and 1PP refer more often to the UK than to the EU. This can also be seen in Figures 7 and 8. 

However, it seems that, overall, the Conservatives speak more from the national point of view and 

include the EU to the ingroup less often than Labour speakers, at least when in government. If we 

look at the findings in Figure 7 between 1990 and 1996, when the Conservatives were in 

government, the proportion of 1PP referring to the UK in the Conservative contributions is close to 

or more than 70 per cent. In comparison, when the Labour party were in government between 1997 

and 2010, in Figure 8 the proportion of the UK stays below 70 per cent until 2006. Thus, in Labour 

MPs’ speeches, the EU’s share of the pronouns is higher in proportion than in Conservative 

contributions. However, after 2006, the EU’s share of the pronouns drops below 30 per cent in 

Labour’s speeches, which suggests that the Labour party also adopted a more national point of view 

when talking about the EU. After 2010, the proportions of these two referents are quite similar in 

the speeches of both parties, suggesting that the national perspective became more common in the 

debates, which can also be seen in Figure 5.  

 



 

Figure 7 Comparison between the proportions of 1PP referring to the UK and the EU in Conservative MPs' speeches. 

 

 
Figure 8 Comparison between the proportions of 1PP referring to the UK and the EU in Labour MPs' speeches. 

 
General elections seem to have affected the way in which the EU has been talked 

about, in particular in the speeches of the party that campaigned in the opposition. For instance, 

there was a general election in 1997, and the Labour party campaigned in the opposition. 

Consequently, we can see that in Labour’s speeches the share of 1PP referring to the UK increases 
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in 1995, 1996 and 1997 (frequencies per year: 3.04, 5.52 and 8.93 per million words) while the 

frequencies of 1PP referring to the EU stay almost the same (1.61, 1.70, 2.09). When the next 

general election was held in 2001, the figures do not show any notable changes in the contributions 

of either party. However, before the general election of 2005, when the Conservative party 

campaigned in the opposition, we can see an increase in the share of 1PP referring to the UK in 

2003, 2004 and 2005 (frequencies per year: 3.47, 5.87, 6.36 pmw) and decrease in those referring to 

the EU (1.74, 0.98, 0.80) in Conservative contributions. By the general election of 2010, 1PP in 

Conservative speeches already referred quite rarely to the whole EU, so it is difficult to say how 

much the elections influenced the pronoun use. However, these findings seem to suggest that one of 

the campaigning strategies for the party in the opposition has been that speeches become more 

nationally centered and focus on what the UK should do in relation to the EU. 

 

4.3 Actions connected to the ingroup 

 

In this section, I examine what types of actions were connected to the UK and the EU when we was 

used to refer to one of them. I am interested in whether the UK and the EU are described as doing 

similar types of actions, and also, what the verbs connected to we in this context tell us about the 

topics that are common when the EU is included in the ingroup, on the one hand, and when it is 

excluded from it, on the other. To do this, I analysed collocate lists of the pronoun we. In critical 

discourse analysis, collocate lists are often examined in order to get an understanding of whether a 

word (e.g. refugee) is more often surrounded by “positive” or “negative” words, because the context 

in which a word often occurs can affect the way in which the word is understood and, consequently, 

how people think about the entity referred to by the word (see e.g. Baker et al. 2008). However, in 

this case, I am not interested in the collocation or the semantic prosody (see e.g. Hunston 2007; 



 

Partington 2004; Sinclair 1991, 2004) of the pronoun we, but in the differences between the verbs 

that often occur with the pronoun when referring to the UK or the EU.  

I compiled two concordance corpora to use as data in this part of the study: (1) corpus 

of the concordances where we, co-occurring with the European Community/-ies/Union, referred to 

the UK and (2) corpus of the concordances where we referred to the EU. I focused on lexical verbs 

that occurred 1, 2 or 3 words to the right of the pronoun, so that the verb would tell what “we”, the 

UK in the context of the EU or the whole EU, are doing. I only looked at raw frequencies, as the 

corpus was not compiled of complete speeches, but of concordance lines of approximately 30 words 

including the search term the European Community/-ies or the European Union and one or more 

instance of we. In the UK corpus, there were 3,901 concordance lines and 4,786 pronouns referring 

to the UK, and in the EU corpus, 1,490 concordance lines and 1,754 pronouns referring to the EU.7 

The window for collocates (R1-R3) was fairly small, for which reason there were fewer lexical 

verbs than there were pronouns. However, I wanted to keep the window small so that the list would 

not include lexical verbs that did not have the pronoun we as their subject.  

Table 2 shows the list of the most frequent lexical verbs co-occurring with we 

referring to the UK in the said context. The column headings in the table show the timeline, each 

column representing a period of approximately ten years. The list includes approximately the 20 

most frequent lexical verbs in each time period. If there were multiple collocates having the same 

raw frequency as the 20th in the list, I included those in the table as well. I have grouped the 

collocates according to the context in which they appear and what type of an action they signify. 

The names of the groups are shown at the top of each group. The raw frequency of the collocates is 

shown in brackets after each collocate. In the case of semi-modals (such as need and want), I 

excluded the instances in which they were used as modal verbs.8 

 
7 The number of concordance lines is smaller than the number of pronouns, because the search term was “the European 
Communit*” or “the European Union”, and in some cases there was more than one pronoun collocating the search term. 
8 I decided not to focus on the use of modal verbs in this paper, because those alone could not reveal anything about the 
actual actions of these entities, and thus would constitute a different type of analysis. 



 

 
Rank 1973-1984 1985-1994 1995-2004 2005-2015 
1 Membership (63) Active UK (113) Active UK (147) Active UK (149) 
 join (25) 

enter (14) 
withdraw (9) 
leave (5) 
come (4) 
become (3) 
remain (3) 

make (30) 
take (25) 
play (15) 
get (15) 
go (13) 
lead (8) 
ensure (7) 

get (31) 
take (29) 
make (15) 
play (14) 
work (13) 
ensure (10) 
go (10) 
use (9) 
seek (8) 
engage (8) 

get (34) 
make (24) 
take (18) 
work (18) 
go (14) 
engage (11) 
play (11) 
seek (10) 
trade (9) 

2 Active UK (41) Membership (81) Membership (85) Membership (103) 
 get (11) 

go (10) 
work (4) 
seek (4) 
develop (3) 
take (3) 
trade (3) 
use (3) 

join (45) 
remain (14) 
enter (10) 
come (6) 
leave (6) 

join (41) 
withdraw (16) 
remain (14) 
leave (14) 

leave (37) 
remain (27) 
join (23) 
stay (16) 

3 Contribution (11) Contribution (40) Contribution (45) Contribution (68) 
 give (7) 

put (4) 
contribute (17) 
pay (12) 
give (11) 

lose (14) 
give (14) 
receive (9) 
pay (8) 

give (24) 
pay (22) 
put (11) 
spend (11) 

 Others (16) Others (64) Others (48) Others (93) 
 look (6) 

tell (4) 
believe (3) 
need (3) 
face (3) 

need (20) 
want (11) 
say (10) 
find (9) 
accept (8) 
like (6) 

need (18) 
want (12) 
see (10) 
support (8) 

need (42) 
want (21) 
say (12) 
find (10) 
like (9) 

Total 1* 134 298 325 413 
Total 2** 194 547 594 825 
%† 69 % 55 % 55 % 50 % 
* Total raw frequency of the lexical verbs in the list. 
** Total raw frequency of all the lexical verbs collocating we in this context. 
† The frequency of the collocates in the list counted against the frequency of all the lexical verbs in this context. 

Table 2 Lexical verbs collocating we referring to the UK. The collocates are grouped by the context in which they most often 
appeared. 

I identified three large groups of lexical verbs in the list of collocates. The verbs in the group called 

“Active UK” signify that the UK is being active and getting things done in the EU. This group of 

verbs is the most common one in the last three periods. In examples 1, 2 and 3, the UK is 

represented as active in the EU and presented as benefitting the whole EU and developing its 

systems. 

 



 

(1) I understand the point about the extension of the sanctions, but if we are to be 

effective, we must also ensure, as the right hon. Member for Devizes said, that we 

get other members of the European Union on board. (Jack Straw, Labour, 25 June 

2002) 

 

(2) The whole tenor of the remarks made by the hon. Member for Stone, who is no 

longer in his seat, was that it was “they” who were doing this to us, not that we were 

part of the European Union. We are part of it, and we must make a big impact within 

it. (Mike Gapes, Lab/Co-op, 26 February 2008) 

 

(3) Much of labelling is now in the European Community domain, of course, and we 

take a lead in the Community in ensuring that the public have clear labelling of 

what is in the products that they buy. (John Gummer, Conservative, 21 March 1991) 

 

In each of the three examples, the UK is not only described as being an active and effective 

member, but also as having a significant role in the EU (see Riihimäki 2019). From the point of 

view of pronoun use, example 2 is especially interesting: Mr. Gapes points out that the hon. 

Member for Stone (William Cash, Conservative) had, in his speech, implied that the EU is “they” 

who were doing something to “us”. Mr. Gapes then corrects Mr. Cash and says that “we are part of 

it”, thus putting the EU and the UK in the same group.  

The verbs in the group “Membership” were used in contexts where the UK’s 

membership of the EU was being discussed. Of these verbs, join is the most or second most 

frequent one until the last period. Of the 135 cases of join, 60 instances are in the context of “since 

we joined” or “when we joined”, where MPs speak about what has changed since the UK joined the 

EU, or what the situation was before joining the EU compared to what it is now. In example 4, 



 

David Miliband argues that the EU has changed for the better, and in example 5, Christopher Gill 

brings up problems in the common fisheries policy that have existed ever since the UK joined the 

EC.   

 

(4) Labour Members know that our shared planet faces shared problems and needs 

shared solutions – in the UN, the Commonwealth and the European Union. When 

we joined the EU in the 1970s, there were six members. Now there are 27. Europe 

has changed for the better. (David Miliband, Labour, 12 November 2007) 

 

(5) In truth, the problems have not arisen simply in the past 18 years: they have existed 

ever since we joined the European Community. To this day, Ministers refuse to 

acknowledge that the basic tenet of the common fisheries policy is equal access to 

the common resource without discrimination. (Christopher Gill, Conservative, 9 

June 1998) 

 

Most of the verbs in this group are either about staying in the EU (remain, stay) or leaving it (leave, 

come (out of), withdraw). These verbs are found in the list of top collocates in each of the time 

periods examined, but in the last period and especially in 2010-2015, these verbs gained more 

prominence. In 2010-2015, leave is the most frequent lexical verb collocating we in this context (29 

instances), and remain and stay are also among the top 10 most frequent ones. In this period, 18 of 

the 29 cases of leave occurred in if-clauses, as in “if we were to leave” and “if we chose to leave”. 

Thus, the consequences of leaving, either good or bad, were contemplated.  

 In the group called “Contribution” are verbs that were used in contexts where the 

UK’s contribution to the EU and the benefits that the UK receives from the EU were mentioned. 

This is connected to the common argument against EU membership in the UK, which is that the UK 



 

is a “net contributor” to the EU, paying more than it receives. In example 6, David Nicholson 

mentions this argument in his list of matters where the UK loses in the EU.  

 

(6) […] the facts that the UK has for years run a sizeable deficit on trade with Europe in 

food and drink, and on wider trade; that we pay more into the European Union than 

we get out of it; and that the UK pays more in than any other country except 

Germany. (David Nicholson, Conservative, 22 May 1996) 

  

Next, I move on to talk about the most frequent lexical verbs that have co-occurred with we 

referring to the EU. Table 3 gives approximately the top 20 collocates, which I have put into 

groups.  

 
Rank 1973-1984 1985-1994 1995-2004 2005-2015 
1 Active EU (9) Active EU (64) Active EU (96) Active EU (56) 
 make (4) 

go (3) 
travel (1) 
work (1) 

make (13) 
achieve (9) 
get (8) 
move (8) 
build (6) 
pursue (6) 
work (5) 
take (5) 
approach (4) 

make (32) 
take (13) 
achieve (8) 
create (8) 
get (7) 
reform (7) 
move (6) 
put (6) 
go (5) 
enlarge (5) 

make (13) 
take (12) 
reform (8) 
set (6) 
work (6) 
get (5) 
deal (3) 
move (3) 
 

2 Negotiation (9) Negotiation (22) Negotiation (36) Negotiation (22) 
 consider (3) 

accept (2) 
agree (2) 
discuss (2) 

agree (8) 
ensure (6) 
talk (4) 
look (4) 

agree (10) 
say (8) 
consider (8) 
ask (5) 
ensure (5) 

ensure (9) 
agree (7) 
discuss (6) 

3 Mental (4) Mental (19) Mental (25) Mental (11) 
 miss (3) 

hope (1) 
face (9) 
want (6) 
know (4) 

want (11) 
know (9) 
believe (5) 

face (6) 
want (5) 

 Others (1) Others (42) Others (23) Other (39) 
 fail (1) need (16 

see (13) 
find (5) 
allow (4) 
give (4) 

need (13) 
extend (5) 
welcome (5) 

need (28) 
see (4) 
end (4) 
show (3) 

Total 1 23 147 180 128 
Total 2 23 233 303 169 
% 100 % 63 % 59 % 76 % 

Table 3 Lexical verbs collocating we referring to the EU. The collocates are grouped by the context in which they most often 
appeared. 



 

Again, I identified three groups in the list of collocates. The group that is the most frequent one in 

each period is called “Active EU”, and it consists of verbs signifying that the EU is developing and 

“moving forward”,9 and that the EU works together to achieve its goals. Furthermore, the EU is 

represented as a global player that can also have influence over countries outside its borders. In 

example 7, in a debate about the situation in Ukraine in 2014, William Hague is talking about the 

actions that the EU is taking against Russia. He stresses that the EU must work together on the issue 

for the actions to be effective.  

 

(7)  […] but I stressed before that when we take such measures it is important for there 

to be unity on them, as well as for them to be well judged and well targeted. That 

means we must work on them together in the European Union, and that is what we 

are doing now. (William Hague, Conservative, 4 March 2014) 

 

The second most frequent group in each time period is called “Negotiation” and it includes verbs 

related to negotiations in the EU. These verbs are used when reporting what has been agreed or 

discussed in a meeting at EU level or what is being considered together with other members. 

Instead of highlighting the disagreements between the member states, these verbs represent the EU 

as a group that aims for consensus and as a place where everyone has a say. In example 8, the 

Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, Geoffrey Howe, talks about what the 

EU is thinking about doing in relation to VAT and other tax increases.  

 

(8) The argument that we are considering in the European Community is not, in fact, 

whether that tax should be increased, but whether the tax revenue to be handed over 

 
9 See Räikkönen (forthcoming) on the use of metaphors in EU debates in British parliament. 



 

as own resources should be calculated by reference to a notional increase in the tax. 

(Geoffrey Howe, Conservative, 20 July 1983) 

 

In example 9, Prime Minister John Major is reporting about discussions at the European Council, 

where many issues that the UK had supported were accepted and agreed on.  

 

(9) Yet again the policies that we have been following in this country were widely 

accepted to be right across the European Union. We agreed that Europe must be 

more competitive. We agreed on the need for more flexible working arrangements 

for the reduction of labour costs and for better education and training. (John Major, 

Conservative, 12 December 1994) 

 

As was shown earlier (section 4.2), the party in government generally speaks more from the EU’s 

perspective than the party in the opposition. One reason for that is that ministers report back to the 

parliament about meetings at EU level which they participated in, as in examples 8 and 9.  

In summary, when we refers to the whole EU and the EU is talked about as one group 

acting together, the topic is often what the EU is planning on doing in the future and how it should 

or is going to change how it works. In these passages, the speakers seem optimistic that the EU can 

be and is being developed, which, at least for the most part, gives a positive image of the EU. When 

we refers to the UK only, the most common topic is what the UK is doing in the EU. However, the 

other two common topics are the UK’s membership of the EU, and how it has affected life in the 

UK, and the UK’s contribution to the EU and whether it is acceptable or not. Thus, the ingroup, 

namely the entity to which we refers, was usually represented in a positive way both in the case of 

we referring to the whole EU and to the UK only. However, when we was used exclusively to refer 

to the UK, the image of the EU was more negative: the EU was said to cost too much and leaving it 



 

was seen as an option for the UK. Thus, the ingroup/outgroup dichotomy did come up in 

parliamentary debates in relation to the EU. Furthermore, as we has decreasingly referred to the 

whole EU since 2002, the amount of positive attributes being connected to the EU has probably 

decreased, as well, simply because the EU’s common actions have not been brought up as often.  

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The findings presented in this paper have shown that in British parliamentary debates, since 2002, 

there has been a decrease in the first-person plural pronouns we and us referring to the whole 

European Union and increase in those referring to the United Kingdom only. Furthermore, 

upcoming general elections seemed to cause a change in the language use in that the national 

perspective became more dominant before the election in the speeches by the party that campaigned 

in opposition. Consequently, as the EU was less often included in the ingroup and referred to by the 

pronoun we, the activities of the EU, in which the UK also participated, came up less often, while 

the UK’s contribution to the EU and the effects of EU membership were more often brought up. 

This may have caused a feeling among MPs and the public that the EU is not acting together as one 

group, but as separate from the UK and, also, that the EU is somewhere outside the UK but is not 

“us”. The findings support the claim made by Cap (2018) and Wodak (2011) that personal pronouns 

can be used as a rhetorical tool to make a separation between ingroup and outgroup, and that the 

ingroup is often seen in a more positive light than the outgroup. In a similar way, Cramer (2010) 

concluded that the Turkish representative separated Turkey from or positioned himself in 

opposition to the European identity in a panel on “Europe’s purpose” by consistently using we to 

refer to Turkey instead of Europe. In that panel, Turkey’s possible future membership of the EU 

was being discussed. Similarly, the UK’s membership of the EU has been fairly frequently debated 



 

in the British parliament. Thus, perhaps insecurity of the country’s future in the EU has affected the 

language use, and vice versa.  

The primary dataset used in this study is exceptional in the sense that it included all 

the debates of the House of Commons in the time period between January 1973 and May 2015. 

Thus, the findings not only describe the pronoun use in relation to a specific topic or time period, 

but instead show the overall development in a fairly long time period. As was pointed out before, it 

is not surprising that, in the national parliament, the EU has been talked about as if from outside, as 

MPs tend to focus on national issues, while politicians on EU level, such as Members of the 

European Parliament, focus on the shared issues of the whole the EU. However, the finding that the 

EU has been increasingly excluded from “us” in the debates is notable. More research is needed for 

us to get an understanding of how common it is that, in the national parliaments of EU member 

states, the EU is talked about as from outside and whether British politicians became more 

nationally centered than politicians in other parts of the EU in the period leading up to Brexit 

referendum. This could be done, for instance, by using the parliamentary corpora in different 

languages in the CLARIN infrastructure (https://www.clarin.eu/resource-families/parliamentary-

corpora). 
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