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Introduction

To anti-Europeans’ regret, Henry Kissinger’s prediction that the
disappearance of the Soviet threat and Germany’s reunification
would bring about the end of European integration (1996:749)
proved wrong. EU institutions’ and German political elites’ commit-
ment to European integration proved much more robust than real-
ist theorists like Kissinger thought. However, twenty years after the
end of the Cold War, the political context in which European inte-
gration is proceeding has changed considerably. A telling indication
of this was incidentally provided by the much-awaited ruling of the
German Constitutional Court, delivered in June 2009, in which it
declared that the Lisbon Treaty was compatible with German Basic
Law. While this ruling was hailed in the rest of the EU as paving the
way for a swift ratification of the treaty in Germany, it triggered
some strongly critical remarks in the country itself. Former foreign
minister Joseph Fischer, for instance, qualified it as ‘Eurosceptic’
and ‘backwards-oriented’ (2009). In fact, much of the Court’s
ruling is permeated by an unusually distrustful tone towards the
Union, reminiscent of British Eurosceptics’ hostility towards a
European ‘super-state’. In this ruling, the Court explicitly consid-
ered, for the first time, the possibility of Germany’s withdrawal
from the EU, if the EU were to develop into a federal state without
reaching a corresponding level of democratic legitimacy (BVerfGE
2009:5.264). This illustrated the extent of the change in mood
towards European integration that occurred in Germany and in
many other EU countries during the 1990s and early 2000s. In this
respect, recent developments in EU politics over the last few years
have confirmed the significance of Euroscepticism and how the
latter affects the different dimensions of European integration.

For a start, the EU’s institutional reform, which aims at improv-
ing the EU’s decision-making capacity and enhancing its coherence
as an international actor, has been rejected by voters on several
occasions, notably in the Dutch and French referenda on the EU
Constitutional Treaty in 2005 and in the first Irish referendum on
the Lisbon Treaty in 2008.

A second aspect has been the impact that Euroscepticism has had

1



2 Understanding Euroscepticism

in recent years on all the major EU institutions. In the first half of
2009, the Czech presidency of the Council was almost derailed by
Eurosceptic forces in the main ruling party and by parochial domes-
tic rivalries, which brought about the fall of the incumbent govern-
ment. In the 2009 European elections, strongly Eurosceptic parties
attracted large sections of the electorate in some countries: roughly
a third of voters in Austria and the Netherlands, a quarter in the UK
(without including the Tories) and a fifth in France. Above all,
turnout reached a historic low (43 per cent), which was interpreted
as either indifference or hostility towards the EU among large
numbers of voters. This seemed to affect the representativeness of
the European Parliament (EP), precisely at a time when the German
Constitutional Court, as discussed above, was questioning the abil-
ity of this institution to adequately represent voters (BVerfGE
2009:5.279). As far as the European Court of Justice (ECJ) was
concerned, it attracted intense criticism in 2008. Following several
of its rulings involving internal market legislation, the ECJ was crit-
icized by trade unions across the EU for undermining workers’ and
unions’ rights. Furthermore, the authority of the ECJ was clearly
contested in the German Constitutional Court’s Lisbon ruling (see
p-160). As regards the European Commission, the aftermath of the
2005 and 2008 referenda illustrated its difficulties in promoting the
Union’s general interest, in a context where any controversial
proposal might fan Euroscepticism in the member states.
Furthermore, the two biggest achievements of the EU, the
completion of the internal market and the eastern enlargement, have
triggered backlash reactions in the last couple of years, which have
been exacerbated by the financial and economic crisis that broke out
in late 2008. The internal market, a core pillar of the EU, was threat-
ened by protectionist tendencies, notably in France and the UK.
While state aid to the automobile sector was made conditional upon
the preservation of French jobs, British workers were demonstrating
against the temporary transfer of Italian workers to plants in the UK.
In parallel, surveys have highlighted the mixed feelings of public
opinion towards the latest enlargements. While a large majority of
citizens welcomed the resulting increased mobility within the
enlarged EU, 56 per cent thought that enlargement had contributed
to job losses in their country, and 50 per cent thought it had
increased feelings of insecurity (FEB 257:23). Besides, xenophobic
reactions against Romanian residents in Italy (in 2008) and Ireland
(in 2009) have endangered the principle of the free movement of



Introduction 3

persons in the EU. These reactions were reminiscent of French
concerns over a potential ‘invasion’ of Polish service providers (the
notorious ‘Polish plumber’) during the 2005 referendum campaign
on the EU Constitutional Treaty.

Finally, the impact of the financial and economic crisis on the
evolution of public support for continued integration is uncertain.
For the time being, no uniform pattern has emerged. While the crisis
seems to boost pro-European support in Sweden (to join the
Eurozone) and in Iceland (for EU accession), public opinion in the
UK seems to be evolving in an opposite direction. In the past,
support for EC/EU membership declined after the two oil shocks of
the 1970s and the economic recession of the early 1990s; today,
there is uncertainty about the impact of prolonged economic reces-
sion on the evolution of support.

These different examples show that Euroscepticism is a generic
and encompassing term, which applies to a large variety of actors
and discourses.

Origins and definitions of the term

Euroscepticism is a rather recent term. It was not used during the
first decades of European integration, when opponents of integra-
tion were referred to as nationalists, ‘anti-marketeers’ (for oppo-
nents to the common market in the UK) or simply as communists,
Gaullists, etc. However, some of the core concepts of Eurosceptic
discourse already existed, such as ‘Eurocrat’ — a term which
appeared in French dictionaries in the mid-1960s (during the de
Gaulle era) and which conveys the idea of a gap between European
elites and the average citizen. Euroscepticism is a term that origi-
nated in a specific context, that of British public debate on the EC in
the mid-1980s. First published in an article in The Times in 1985
(Harmsen and Spiering 2004), as the completion of the common
market was about to become the top priority on the EC’s agenda, it
initially referred to the ‘anti-marketeers’, who at that time
comprised most of the Labour party and a fringe of the
Conservatives. It was popularized later by Margaret Thatcher’s so-
called ‘Bruges speech’, given in 1988 at the College of Europe. In
this speech, which was to become a ‘key building block in the devel-
opment of British opposition to the European Union’ (Usherwood
2004:5), Thatcher outlined the core tenets of her vision of the future
of the EC. From the early 1990s on, as domestic debates on the EU
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became increasingly polarized in the context of the Maastricht
Treaty’s ratification process, the term Euroscepticism expanded to
continental Europe, where it became a ‘catch-all’ synonym for any
form of opposition or reluctance towards the EU.

This reminder of the origin of the term highlights the first diffi-
culty encountered when trying to define Euroscepticism: to what
extent does it refer to a specifically British phenomenon? As
explained later in the book, Euroscepticism has a specific meaning
in the British context, where it refers to a form of cultural anti-
Europeanism broader than ‘EU-scepticism’ (Harmsen and Spiering
2004). In fact, the meaning of Euroscepticism varies according to
country context. While it always refers to some form of hostility
towards the EU, this hostility does not necessarily apply to the same
dimensions of European integration. For instance, Euroscepticism
in Austria is driven, to a large extent, by negative perceptions of EU
enlargement and opposition to Turkey’s EU accession. In the UK,
this dimension of Euroscepticism is not significant, as most
Eurosceptic discourses express hostility towards a ‘European super-
state’ and to Economic and Monetary Union (EMU). Similarly,
Swedish public opinion displays a rather positive evaluation of the
latest EU enlargements, compared with other older member states
(FEB 257: 32-5), while being more reluctant towards political inte-
gration, notably in the field of foreign policy.

Second, the meaning of Euroscepticism also varies across time, as
it evolves in parallel to the successive developments of the EU.
Opposition to European integration in 1957 mainly implied opposi-
tion to the setting up of the common market; by contrast, opposition
to the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 amounted to hostility towards
political integration (as embodied, for instance, by the Common
Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)). In this respect, the notion of
‘revisionists’ can be used to refer to those Eurosceptics who oppose
European integration as it evolved after the Maastricht Treaty
(Flood and Usherwood 2007:6).

Third, Euroscepticism is a very plastic notion that originated in
media discourse; like populism, it is compatible with any ideological
position, from the extreme left to the extreme right. It is not an
ideology: it does not express a single, stable set of ideas, putting
forward a comprehensive worldview. Like populism, it also has a
normative dimension, as it is often used in inter-party competition
to disparage political competitors. Indeed, it is quite telling that even
well-known Eurosceptics, such as Czech President Vaclav Klaus, do
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not label themselves ‘Eurosceptics’ but rather ‘Euro-critics’ or
‘Eurorealists’ (as in the 2001 Manifesto of Czech Eurorealism
presented by the Czech Civic Union (ODS), of which Klaus is a
former leader). In this respect, the flurry of terms that have emerged
in order to refer to different forms of Euroscepticism (Eurorejects,
Europragmatists, Eurorealists, etc.) does not contribute to a clear
understanding of the phenomenon.

Perhaps a useful starting point is the literal meaning of the term
‘scepticism’. Historically, scepticism is a philosophy that developed
in ancient Greece in the fourth century BC. Initially outlined by
Pyrrhon, scepticism is a mindset: sceptics do not accept the validity
of any belief or opinion a priori, without submitting it to a free and
critical examination. The sceptic abstains from judgments and
advocates distancing oneself from one’s own opinions and beliefs.
Scepticism developed in opposition to any form of dogma or theo-
retical thinking, to which sceptics opposed practical experience and
common sense. In this respect, scepticism is a safeguard against
intolerance and against the possible subversion of idealism into
tanaticism. However, this mindset has its downsides. Indeed, scep-
tics have been accused of discrediting any form of universal truth or
ethics, as their reliance on practical common sense has led them to
emphasize the respect of local norms and traditions. The insistence
of sceptics on respect for diversity against uniformity may lead to a
form of moral relativism and conservatism.

If one retains this definition, Euroscepticism does not necessarily
mean hostility towards European integration. Literally,
Eurosceptics are those who submit the issue of European integration
to a sceptical examination: support for European integration should
not derive from any theoretical or normative belief (for instance, the
belief that an ever closer union between the peoples of Europe is
necessarily a good thing) but must be assessed on the basis of prac-
tical cost/gains analysis and according to its respect of national
(political, cultural, normative) diversities. In this sense, the
Eurosceptic opposes, to the ‘dogma’ of an ever closer union, a prag-
matic stance, evaluating European integration on its merits.

However, in today’s political and academic discourse,
Euroscepticism has come to be equated with different forms of
opposition to European integration. A seminal early definition
proposed by Paul Taggart, and initially applied to Euroscepticism
among political parties, equated Euroscepticism with ‘contingent
and conditional opposition to European integration as well as total



