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E
urosceptic parties 
gained ground in the 
European Parliament 
elections in May 2014. 
In countries like France, 
the UK, and Denmark, 

these parties received the most votes 
and the number of MEPs from Euro-
sceptic parties doubled. 

Challenges such as the economic 
crisis and high unemployment rates 
are often regarded as major causes for 
the increase in nationalism within 
Europe. But according to Elisabeth 
Wehling, the rise of nationalism may 
partly be caused by language, since 
the ways in which we discuss Europe 
strongly impact on how we reason 
about Europe. 

Wehling is a Cognitive Science 
researcher at the International Com-
puter Science Institute at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley. Her 
research focuses – among other things 
– on the cognitive structures behind 
language use as well as policy propos-
als in USA and Europe. At the Europe-
an Forum Alpbach, she was a speaker 
at the session “The European Union in 
Search of a New Narrative.”

european identity
“If you want people to care about 
Europe you need a conceptual frame 
that allows people to identify with 
Europe as their in-group (a social 
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Psychologically speaking, nationalism 
is partly an exaggerated need for an 
in-group. So, offering people a tangi-
ble European identity can create a 
cognitive draw-away from national-
ism,” she says.

Metaphors manipulate 
EU understanding

In the recent European Par-
liament election, national-
ist Eurosceptic parties in 
the EU gained ground. 
Euroscepticism could part-
ly be explained by our lin-
guistic shortcuts, which 
often use metaphors for the 
EU, couched in cold and 
technical terms.
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“This frame needs to 
allow for ideological plu-
rality. European citizens 
hold different beliefs about 
what is morally “right” and 
“wrong” and the European communi-
ty has not always succeeded in this.” 

One frame that would allow for a 
stronger sense of European belonging, 
Wehling says, would be to discuss 
Europe in terms of a family. However, 
the EU is often construed along meta-
phors such as a project, a network, a 
machine, a vehicle, or a business con-
tract. Metaphors are always at play 
when people try to grasp abstract ide-
as such as ‘Europe’.

“With these metaphors, you are 
constructing Europe as an object that 
is external to your own body, so you 
are framing Europe in a way that 
hides the fact that it consists of 
humans and has everything to do with 
personhood and identity. Instead, you 
make Europe something technical 
and cold,” says Wehling.

Another issue with public discours-
es across Europe, Wehling says, is that 
they are often ideologically biased, but 
that citizens, journalists, and politi-
cians usually remain unaware of this. 

“Our discourses implement a lot of 
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issues. European tax debates are a per-
fect example. Phrases like “tax havens” 
or “tax asylum” make taxation under-
standable as a threat to people, as 
something inherently negative. For 
people who endorse conservative 
morality, this is apt. For progressives, 
it’s disastrous,” she says. 

language is key
“A lot of the phrases that people – and 
journalists – use as ‘objective’ lan-
guage are actually biased toward one 
ideological group over the other and 
people are not questioning it, because 
they are largely unaware of the fact 
that words and language impact our 
reasoning and political decision-mak-
ing tremendously.”

The ways in which public dis-
course construes Europe and the EU 
will be a major factor for whether or 
not people start to identify more 
strongly as Europeans, engage in 
European politics, and shed Euroscep-
ticism, says Elisabeth Wehling. Q
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language shapes 
our perception 

of the eu

V Metaphors 
such as projects, 
contracts and 
machines, 
depict a rather 
cold and techni-
cal picture and 
are often used 
to describe the 
EU; although 
the rise of 
nationalism may 
partly be caused 
by this lan-
guage. A meta-
phor like the 
family would 
have the oppo-
site, warmer 
effect, we just 
don’t use it in 
our language


