
Contemporary European Politics

RESEARCH ARTICLE

What Do We Talk About When We Talk About
Euroscepticism? Relaunching the Conceptual Debate
About a Contested Term
Patrick Bijsmans1 | Luca Mancin2

1Department of Political Science, Maastricht University, Maastricht, the Netherlands | 2Graduate School on Social and Political Sciences, University of Milan,

Milan, Italy

Correspondence: Patrick Bijsmans (patrick.bijsmans@maastrichtuniversity.nl)

Received: 3 October 2024 | Revised: 4 November 2025 | Accepted: 7 November 2025

Funding: This paper has partly been made possible by a small teaching buyout funded through the Additional Research Time (ART) research incentive of

Maastricht University's Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. Luca Mancin initially contributed to the research as part of his research internship in the MSc in

European Studies at Maastricht University.

Keywords: conceptualisation | European integration | euroscepticism | research agenda

ABSTRACT
Euroscepticism has become a mainstream phenomenon in European politics since the concept's first appearance in The Times

of 11 November 1985. The post‐Maastricht Treaty period was an important initial turning point, but Euroscepticism became

especially visible during the crises that hit the European Union more recently. Along the way, ‘Euroscepticism’ has become a

catch‐all label referring to a broad range of positions. Our work engages with the resulting conceptual confusion. Since Taggart's

famous 1998 article on the concept, ‘Euroscepticism’ has been examined from different perspectives. However, despite initial

conceptual discussions following the publication of Taggart's article, conceptual work on Euroscepticism has become rare. Our

paper presents an argumentation for relaunching this conceptual debate. We introduce our idea of ‘concept’ as a theoretical

problem deriving from the necessity to face an unknown, blurred entity, and make a case for treating Euroscepticism as a

sensitising concept. To illustrate our argument, we discuss a historical timeline to show that Euroscepticism cannot be

disconnected from the history of the European project. We also present three generations of Euroscepticism research and how

they deal with the phenomenon. We conclude with suggestions for new conceptual endeavours in the study of Euroscepticism.

1 | Introduction

In recent decades Euroscepticism has moved ‘from the mar-
gins to the mainstream’ of political debate (Brack and
Startin 2015). The concept ‘Euroscepticism’ made its first
appearance in The Times of 11 November 1985, in a reference
to British anti‐marketers; those members of the Conservative
Party concerned about the direction of European integration.
Yet, the real turning point was the Maastricht Treaty, with its
extension of the European Union's (EU) scope and involve-
ment in a wide array of policy fields (Brack and Startin 2015;

Usherwood and Startin 2013). Henceforth, criticism towards
the EU became an integral part of public debates. Today
‘Euroscepticism’ is an umbrella term for a broad range of
different positions, ranging from criticism towards certain EU
policies to outright opposition to European integration in any
form. This is also visible in the academic debate. For instance,
in the introduction to their volume on Euroscepticism,
Harmsen and Spiering (2004, 20) refer to a ‘plurality of usages’
employed by contributing authors, based on ‘the appropriate
definition and scope of the term as it relates to their particular
subject area.’
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‘Euroscepticism’ is generally treated as a concept, not a theory.
A ‘concept’ can be defined as a label that is meant to describe a
phenomenon (Toshkov 2016). In this sense, ‘Euroscepticism’
presents a general notion to capture a specific phenomenon, but
it does not offer clear explanatory value (Geuss 2008; Leruth
et al. 2018). This is partly because it has become a popular label
that covers a wide range of criticism and opposition (Szczerbiak
and Taggart 2018; Vasilopoulou 2018). In this development the
concept has been shaped by its specific geo‐timing coordinates
(having originated in 1980s British debates), its initial appear-
ance as a nonacademic concept, and its negative connotations
(Leruth et al. 2018). Consequently, any form of criticism on or
questioning of the EU, is labelled Euroscepticism, which further
obscures the debate. This blurring of the meaning of ‘Euro-
scepticism’ is exacerbated by the fact that very few people
identify as ‘Eurosceptic’, instead referring to themselves as
‘Euro‐critic’ or ‘Euro‐realist’.

Consequently, we argue that the study of Euroscepticism is
heading towards a situation that is best reflected in American
writer David Foster Wallace's famous 2005 commencement
speech This is water:

There are these two young fish swimming along, and they

happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way,

who nods at them and says, “Morning, boys. How's the

water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and

then eventually one of them looks over at the other and

goes, “What the hell is water?”

In other words, it is increasingly becoming unclear what
Euroscepticism entails, leading to the question—paraphrasing
American writer Raymond Carver (2009)—what do we talk
about when we talk about Euroscepticism?

We argue that there is a need to, in the words of Ophir (2018, 59),
‘stop and ask, “What is a concept?”’ This requires us to not just
merely ask what Euroscepticism is, but also to ask, first, what
kind of concept it is, and, second, what this implies. Combining
insights from philosophy, EU history, and existing literature, we
make a case for relaunching the conceptual debate. We start by
presenting the problem with ‘Euroscepticism’; the challenge that
comes with working with this concept. Next, we explore what
concepts are and what role they play in academic debates and
beyond, making a case for treating Euroscepticism as a sensitis-
ing concept. This is followed by two sections in which we,
respectively, highlight the importance of European integration
history for understanding Euroscepticism, and present three
generations of Euroscepticism research to illustrate how scholars
have engaged with the concept in different ways. We end our
paper with reflections on how the research community might
re‐engage with the concept ‘Euroscepticism’.

2 | The Problem With ‘Euroscepticism’

The interaction between social science and its objects of study is
important, yet a constantly changing reality also complicates
working with social science concepts (Gerring 1999;
Geuss 2008; Ophir 2018). This certainly also applies to the field

of European studies, which is shaped by contemporary devel-
opments within Europe and the EU. Goertz (2006,1) argues that
concepts have received rather little attention in social science,
in contrast to ‘the massive literature on quantitative measures,
indicators, scales and the like’. Yet, as Gerring (1999, 360) ex-
plains, social science cannot do without concepts:

If we conducted social science business only with directly‐
observable or countable concepts (deaths, votes, and the

like) we would have very little of importance to say, and

we would have no way of putting these small‐order
concepts together into a coherent whole.

If we accept to use concepts as labels, we encounter the problem
of conceptual stretching; concepts might end up meaning ev-
erything and nothing (Sartori 1991). For instance, all animals
with four legs end up being grouped together—cats have four
legs, dogs have four legs, consequently a cat is a dog. The risk of
this ‘cat‐dog’ deadlock clearly applies to ‘Euroscepticism’ and
might result in all of us becoming—in one way or another—
Eurosceptics. Hence, while Euroscepticism has become main-
stream in political and public debates (Brack and Startin 2015),
its exact meaning has also increasingly become unclear. How-
ever, this has not stopped the expansion of the body of work
on Euroscepticism.

The term ‘Euroscepticism’ originated from the British public
debate in the 1980s. This complicates academic work, as does its
connection to other ambiguous labels, such as ‘populism’ and
‘far‐right’ (Leconte 2015; Leruth et al. 2018). It is also not
necessarily limited to integration as represented by the EU, but
may extend to other forms of European integration (Jay 2021;
Kopecký and Mudde 2002). Additionally, Euroscepticism and
its many manifestations have also entered other parts of
society—and, consequently, other fields of research—such as
popular culture (Foster 2024). Yet, while Euroscepticism may
now be present in all parts of society and in different fields of
research, the challenge of its conceptualisation seems to
still be the sole prerogative of scholars in political science and
European studies.

Taggart and Szczerbiak's work on ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ Euroscepti-
cism has been particularly important in this respect (Szczerbiak
and Taggart 2018; Taggart 1998; Taggart and Szczerbiak 2001).
It paved the way for other conceptual contributions that criti-
cised Taggart and Szczerbiak's use of, in particular, the all‐
embracing soft Euroscepticism, and contributed to new con-
ceptualisations (Flood 2009; Kopecký and Mudde 2002;
Krouwel and Abts 2007). Along the way, new variations entered
the debate, such as ‘Eurorealism’ (Neumayer 2008), ‘Euro-
alternativism’ (Guerra 2017), and ‘disobedient Euroscepticism’
(Bortun 2022), with some scholars even suggesting that we
move away from ‘Euroscepticism’ altogether (Crespy and
Verschueren 2009).

The conceptual challenge is also clearly reflected in the opening
chapters of The Routledge handbook of Euroscepticism. Leruth
et al. (2018, 5) refer to a “highly incomplete state of theorising
on the nature of Euroscepticism”. Likewise, Vasilopoulou
(2018, 26) calls Euroscepticism a ‘contested concept’. In this
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context, she notes the empirical challenge of how to measure
Euroscepticism, something that is also picked up by Szczerbiak
and Taggart (2018) in their contribution. Namely, while a more
detailed conceptualisation may hold the promise of a compre-
hensive understanding of this complex phenomenon, it may
also make Euroscepticism more difficult to operationalise and
use in empirical research.

Pareschi (2025) research note on the ‘conceptual drift’ of hard
Euroscepticism is a rare recent contribution to the conceptual
challenge at hand. Pareschi points out that hard Euroscepticism
has become synonymous with leaving the EU, shifting its original
meaning. He suggests this is partly logical, given that Taggart and
Szczerbiak's work on ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ Euroscepticism emerged in
‘a different political era’ (p. 4). This, according to Pareschi, requires
us to re‐engage with conceptual questions. However, while many
scholars acknowledge the conceptual challenge, they have largely
steered away from it because, as Usherwood (2017, 15) writes, it
‘promises more pain than reward’.

We argue that the problem with ‘Euroscepticism’ requires us to
re‐engage with conceptual discussions, despite their potential
complexity. Here, it is important to stress that we do not intend
to propose new concepts, nor do we intend to close the dis-
cussion once and for all. Euroscepticism has proven to be a
lasting concept, and we need concepts for the study of Europe,
even when they are imperfect (Gerring 1999). Yet, it is impor-
tant that we avoid ending up asking ‘What the hell is water?’.
Consequently, paraphrasing Ophir (2018), we argue that we
need to stop and think about the concept ‘Euroscepticism’. This,
first, requires us to look into what concepts actually are and do.

3 | Stop and Think: What Is a Concept?

Concepts are omnipresent in academia, but scholars often take
them for granted (Bal 2009; Sohlberg and Leiulfsrud 2018).
Swedberg (2018) explains that variables have become more
popular than concepts, partly due to the latter's tricky nature.
Even the concept ‘concept’ itself is not always defined and
discussed in much detail, not even in research handbooks. In
his Research design in political science, Toshkov (2016, 84) neatly
explains why:

[D]efining concepts is difficult. To discuss (conceptualize?)

the concept of concept is a brain‐twister only philosophers
and their like can enjoy. Yet, given the central role concepts

play in the process of research, we have to try to get more

precise as to what they are, how they work, and what

makes some better than others.1

In other words, concept formation is crucial to social science—
any work on a specific topic often even necessitates further
conceptualisation (Gerring 1999). By analysing the history and
relationships among concepts in existing literature, conceptual
research can also generate new knowledge and insights. Yet, for
it to do so, it is important to understand what type of concept
is being studied. This helps in formulating appropriate ques-
tions, using the right tools for analysis, and developing sound
arguments.

There are several ways in which to approach the ontological
status of concepts. In a well‐known tradition linked to philos-
ophers like Plato and Kant, a concept is considered the ‘thing‐
in‐itself’, emerging from a philosophical exercise. Concepts are
thus represented by the human knowledge and awareness of
the metaphysical idea of an object (Ophir 2018). A second
approach builds on the work of French medieval philosopher
Abelard. Here, concepts only exist in our mind. They follow
from our cognitive abilities to distinguish and separate the
elements of concrete beings by grouping them according to
communalities (cf. Wittgenstein's metaphor of family resem-
blance). A third approach, most prominently represented by
Frege, suggests that concepts have a predicative nature and
work as a mathematical function satisfied by all those elements
(Zalta 2001).

Each approach comes with advantages and disadvantages. The
first approach risks disconnecting the conceptual exercise from
reality. The third approach relies on identifying clear attributes
for a concept, yet some of these may also apply to other con-
cepts. For instance, criticism is an attribute of Euroscepticism
and populism. The second approach accepts that we can never
know the true essence of something, but we can identify objects
of research and conceptualisation. We argue that this approach
is the most suitable to engage with social science concepts such
as ‘Euroscepticism’, as their definitions are not fixed and objects
of study are subject to change. Since we cannot directly observe
‘Euroscepticism’, our observations depend on language, con-
ceptual interpretation, and interaction. Based on such obser-
vations, we can mentally label something as ‘Euroscepticism’
(or not).

To make this more concrete, we distinguish between definitive
and sensitising concepts. Definitive concepts have a clear defi-
nition and meaning, and a fixed set of attributes. In contrast,
sensitising concepts do not provide clear boundaries nor a fixed
set of attributes (Flemmen 2018). To use Blumer (1954, 7)
words, ‘whereas definitive concepts provide prescriptions of
what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest directions
along which to look’. For instance, in education, an example of
a definitive concept would be ‘grade point average’, whereas
‘talented’ would be an example of a sensitising concept.

Sensitising concepts are emergent, context‐sensitive and
historically fluid and, hence, offer a suitable approach for
looking into Euroscepticism, which, as we will see later, has
changed across time and space. While often connected to
qualitative research, sensitising concepts can be more broadly
applied, also to better connect qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches. In this, we follow Goertz and Mahoney (2012), who,
like Swedberg (2018), argue that quantitative scholars have
largely shifted towards working with indicators, whereas con-
ceptual work has become limited to mostly qualitative scholars.
Goertz and Mahoney note that endless conceptual discussions
are not fruitful either, given that we will never arrive at the
definition. Yet, at the same time, just focusing on indicators
comes with the question of what is measured exactly—with the
danger of ending up asking ‘what is water?’.

Sensitising concepts have been developed in the context of
symbolic interactionism, a micro‐level theory according to
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which social meanings are created and transformed through
people's interactions (Carter and Fuller 2016; Zaidi 2022). For
instance, citizens interact with the EU differently depending on
policy fields, interests, and so forth; Euroscepticism's meaning
is not fixed but negotiated in such interaction. However, we do
not propose taking a relativist position towards conceptual
work. For this reason, in this paper, we are not looking at the
micro level but at the macro level; that is, the meaning of a
concept at societal level rather than at individual level. This is
why we connect sensitising concepts to social constructionism.

Social constructionism is a macro‐level theory that shares key
elements with symbolic interactionism, including the assump-
tion that reality is socially constructed through processes of
interaction, language and institutionalisation (Lock and
Strong 2010). In this perspective, concepts are historically
contingent, negotiated and maintained through discourses at
societal level.2 In the case of Euroscepticism, this concerns a
concept that is generally discussed and used in society, as well
as debated and researched in more detail within academia. One
of the key elements that unites sensitising concepts and social
constructionism, is that both emphasise the importance of
reflection, which fits with our call for a renewed conceptual
debate about Euroscepticism.

4 | Euroscepticism as a Sensitising Concept

Deleuze and Guattari (1994) emphasise the mutability of con-
ceptualisation and warn against relying on prefabricated con-
cepts. However, concepts often remain words carved in stone
and are perceived as (vague) definitions despite having concrete
consequences in nonacademic environments. This is, for
instance, the case for (scientific) concepts or categories that
have changed, but which remain commonly used—examples
include the ‘planet’ Pluto (which today is categorised as a dwarf
planet) or the Egyptian ‘goose’ (which scientific classification
puts it in the duck family Anatidae).

New concepts gain importance when adopted by society
(Geuss 2008). At the same time, this may lead to a situation in
which concepts become what Ophir (2018, 63) refers to as
‘placeholders’: commonly used terms that are no longer really
questioned (even though it often remains unclear what they
exactly entail), such as ‘democracy’ and, we may add, ‘Euro-
scepticism’. Here, we focus on the social and ontological
questions concerning concepts. Indeed, as we explained before,
concepts are the result of sociocultural relationships and
reactions to the social world (Ophir 2018) and concern what
distinguishes one entity from another (Goertz 2006). That is,
concepts are constructed, created in the interaction with the
object of study and between those who use the concepts.

Treating Euroscepticism as a sensitising concept means enact-
ing a social constructionist ontology, in which meaning‐making
depends on time‐space coordinates. This entails (a) being sen-
sitive towards its socially constructed nature, (b) mapping its
development through political, discursive, and institutional
changes and (c) highlighting its contextual embeddedness. In
this, we build on Collier and Mahon's (1993) remarks that time
and case extension lead to conceptual stretching. To illustrate

this, we look at Euroscepticism in two ways: (1) as criticism on
European integration, the EU and EU policies within society
and how this criticism has taken different shapes throughout
time and (2) as a concept that has been used and reimagined
by academics.

First, a historical approach reveals how ‘Euroscepticism’ has
evolved across time and context. Our historical discussion below
is by no means meant to be complete. Instead, we have taken
cues from established reflexive approaches to historical research
(Oren 2015), employing thematic research in combination with a
selection of events based on their significance. We specifically
focus on European integration—as exemplified by the EU and its
predecessors—and have selected a limited number of key
developments and events that feature across well‐known EU
textbooks (e.g., Bulmer et al. 2020; de Vries et al. 2021;
Dinan 2014; McCormick 2020; Nugent 2017). These events
highlight the various ways in which European integration, the
EU, and EU policies have been discussed, criticised and rejected,
providing insights into the evolution of Euroscepticism.

Second, taking Taggart's original work on a ‘touchstone of dis-
sent’ (1998) as our starting point, we provide a new classification
of Euroscepticism research. To identify key academic contribu-
tions that define and conceptualise Euroscepticism we selected
sources through a rapid literature review (Dacombe 2017). Using
Google Scholar's advanced search function, we applied the fol-
lowing query: ‘Euroscepticism AND (definition OR conceptual*)’
without applying filters for year, language, or publication type.
The resulting literature underwent a three‐stage screening
process—title, abstract, and full‐text review—supplemented by
snowballing to capture additional relevant sources cited in the
included papers. Sources that offered an explicit definition or
conceptualisation of Euroscepticism, whether original or drawn
from prior literature, were included. This process yielded a final
corpus of 56 publications. Next, we conducted a conceptual
analysis of our corpus by systematically examining how Euro-
scepticism is defined and employed within texts. We mapped the
definitions of the concept ‘Euroscepticism’ and recorded whether
these definitions are original or derived from prior works. Sub-
sequently, we investigated the intended purpose of the concept's
usage and examined the relationships between different uses
(Olsthoorn 2017). Based on this exercise, we identified three
generations of studies on Euroscepticism, each of which touch
upon different conceptual questions.

5 | Up and Downs in EU Integration

A historical perspective on Euroscepticism sheds more light on
the concept's multiple meanings in at least two ways. First,
specific constructions of the past shape contemporary under-
standings of European integration. For instance, Riishøj (2007)
illustrates how the Communist experience has shaped Central
and Eastern European member states' engagement with the
EU. Second, the nature of European integration has changed
but it has also always gone through different phases
(Dinan 2014; Müller and von Hodenberg 2024). The European
project has experienced many turning points since the Schuman
Declaration on 9 May 1950, some leading to new steps towards
a united Europe, others represented an integration backlash.

4 of 10 Contemporary European Politics, 2025
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Hence, while Brexit is regularly referred to as the ultimate ex-
ample of Euroscepticism, criticism and opposition have ebbed
and flowed throughout European integration, as depicted in
Figure 1.

Even during the early years there was no unequivocal support
for European integration. Criticism often originated from
ideological perspectives. For instance, Liberals worried that
European‐level legislation would be detrimental for the free
market, whereas Social‐Democratics feared a devaluation of
social standards (Leconte 2010). With the advance of European
integration other points of criticism were raised. The 1965
empty chair crisis is a good example. Reacting to a range of
reform proposals, French President Charles de Gaulle voiced
objection to—among other things—the introduction of majority
voting in the Council of Ministers. French ministers no longer
took part in Council deliberations and the French permanent
representative left Brussels until a compromise was reached in
early 1965 (Dinan 2014). Similar concerns about sovereignty are
still very much alive today, reappearing time and time again
during consecutive rounds of treaty reforms.

Although politicians from the founding member states were
also not only pursuing integration out of pure conviction, the
1973 enlargement brought in three new members openly more
sceptical of European integration. The Irish and even the Danes
gradually became more involved, but British reluctance never
really disappeared. In fact, despite different results, the 2016
Brexit referendum bears strong resemblance to the first British
referendum on membership of the European Community in
1975. Among the supporters of a ‘yes’ vote in 1975 was the new
leader of the British Conservative Party, Margaret Thatcher,
who favoured membership because of its economic benefits, but
was critical of steps towards further integration and in-
stitutionalisation (Fontana and Parsons 2015). Thatcher's dis-
course on European integration contains clear elements from
an age‐old historical British narrative that distinguishes
between the ‘good’ Europe of arts and culture and the ‘bad’
Europe of governance and regulations (Spiering 2015).
Thatcher's views were most (in)famously expressed during her
1988 speech at the College of Bruges, ironically one of the
centres of pro‐European thought. Her speech may be seen as a
first step towards the mainstreaming of Euroscepticism; as
mentioned before, it was also around this time that the word
‘Euroscepticism’ was first used in the British press.

Meanwhile, the world was quickly changing, with the end of
the Cold War, but also the violent implosion of Yugoslavia.

There was a widespread sense of history in the making and a
move towards further integration, partly based on normative
arguments (Neumayer 2008). On the one hand, the develop-
ments in Eastern Europe were linked to a ‘return to Europe’; on
the other hand, some suggested that Europe's time had come to
solve crises in its own backyard. This optimism laid the basis for
the 1991 Maastricht Treaty, the turning point in terms of public
debate and support for European integration (Brack and
Startin 2015; Usherwood and Startin 2013). This move towards
more integration was put into question during the subsequent
ratification crisis. In a referendum, the French only narrowly
approved the Treaty, whereas there was a need for a second
referendum in Denmark. In addition, the German Constitu-
tional Court ruled that a transfer of power should not go at the
expense of democracy and constitutional rights.

Since Maastricht we have witnessed a shift from a ‘permissive
consensus’ to a ‘constraining dissensus’ (Hooghe and Marks 2009),
resulting in the mainstreaming of Euroscepticism. Ever since,
referenda have provided opportunities for Eurosceptic movements,
illustrated by the rejection of the Constitutional Treaty by the
Dutch and the French in 2005 (Usherwood 2017). The so‐called
‘age of crises’ (Dinan et al. 2017) has furthered the idea of an EU
under siege. As Cross and Ma (2015), explain media coverage of
the EU in such contexts usually takes a negative perspective and
refers to existential threats to the EU, which they refer to as ‘in-
tegrational panic’. Yet, despite criticising the EU's response to the
Eurozone crisis, citizens in the most affected countries still mostly
supported EU membership. Furthermore, as consecutive Euro-
barometers have shown, Brexit increased support for EU mem-
bership, and support for more EU involvement during the COVID‐
19 and Ukraine crises has remained high.

This condensed discussion of relevant historical developments
and events shows that criticism and opposition have always
been a part of European integration despite the initial absence
of the label ‘Euroscepticism’. Criticism continues to take on
different forms today, including criticism that originates from
ideological positions (Bortun 2022), criticism that is related to
sovereignty (itself a multifaceted concept: see Brack et al. 2019),
criticism that is driven by historical experience (Spiering 2015),
and criticism that is fuelled by media framing (Cross and
Ma 2015). This demonstrates the fluid, multi‐layered nature of
Euroscepticism. Yet, this variety of positions has become largely
subsumed under the label ‘Euroscepticism’ with its emphasis
on negative and rejectionist features. Approaching Euroscepti-
cism as a sensitising concept allows us to reconnect to its
emergent, context‐sensitive and ever‐changing nature, allowing

FIGURE 1 | Selected ups and downs of European integration.
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us to regain sight of the ingrained and multifaceted nature of
criticism and opposition to the EU and its policies.

6 | Three Generations of Euroscepticism Research

Our understanding of Euroscepticism has been shaped by ups and
downs in European integration. At the same time, the emergence
of new research focal points has also influenced the way in which
we perceive Euroscepticism. Yet we argue that case extension has
resulted in conceptual stretching (Collier and Mahon 1993). This
conceptual challenge can best be illustrated by what we call three
‘generations’ of Euroscepticism research. The use of ‘generations’
is a common way to approach changes in the study of concepts.
Scholars have sought to classify existing research in ways that best
captures the development of a field of research, while emphasising
the fluidity of generations (Elstub et al. 2016; Schakel and
Romanova 2023). First, the rise of a new generation does not entail
that previous generations become irrelevant. Studies usually
build on existing research and depart from similar puzzles
and questions. Second, generations are not clearly delineated.
Definitions may travel between generations, as may scholars.

This is also how we employ the term ‘generation’: to describe
the evolution of the study of Euroscepticism and its engagement
with the concept, not to define clear generational boundaries or
claim that recent studies are superior to previous work (or
vice versa). In this, we differ from other studies that have pre-
sented classifications of Euroscepticism research with a focus
on empirical rather than conceptual questions (Mudde 2012;
Usherwood 2017). Following a conceptual analysis of our cor-
pus of 56 publications (Olsthoorn 2017), we categorised these
publications into three generations (Figure 2), each of which
touches upon a different conceptual question and, in doing so,
adds to conceptual stretching.

The first generation consists of work in which scholars react to a
public need for conceptualisation. This includes the first con-
ceptual work by Taggart (1998, 366), who defined Euroscepti-
cism as, the idea of contingent or qualified opposition, as well as
incorporating outright and unqualified opposition to the pro-
cess of European integration.’ The more fine‐grained typology
introduced by Taggart in collaboration with Szczerbiak in a
range of studies is still seen as the key work in the field
(Szczerbiak and Taggart 2018; Taggart and Szczerbiak 2001).
Other scholars such as Kopecký and Mudde (2002), Flood
(2009), and Krouwel and Abts (2007) react by criticising Taggart
and Szczerbiak's typology and by producing their own typolo-
gies. This first generation constitutes the pioneer generation,
that focuses on the central question, ‘What is Euroscepticism?’.

Authors of the second generation (almost) always use work
from the scholars of the first generation as a theoretical
starting point for their research. They may eventually develop
new conceptualisations by adding or transforming the original
definitions, but they recognise the pioneering scholars as the
starting point and frame of reference of their own work. For
instance, Stojic (2006, 317) proposes to look at ‘anti‐ and pro‐
EU membership positions’ taking into account “the strength
and intensity of support and opposition to EU membership”.
Stojic and other authors, such as Sørensen (2008), Treib
(2021) and Vasilopoulou (2011), develop a theoretical clarifi-
cation of the concept towards a more fine‐grained definition
and answer the question, ‘How can we use Euroscepticism?’.
Here we can observe a first step towards conceptual stretch-
ing, even though this study still is placed within the overall
concept of Euroscepticism as developed by the first generation
of authors.

The authors of the third generation focus on the empirical
clarification of Euroscepticism. They still start from the

FIGURE 2 | Three generations of Euroscepticism research.
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canonical literature yet are cherry‐picking from the conceptual
market to select concepts that are most helpful to their own
work. This generation includes studies seeking to better explain
party‐based Euroscepticism (Bortun 2022) or citizens' views of
the EU (van den Hoogen et al. 2022). Others pick and choose
from existing research and introduce new forms of Euro-
scepticism in studies on, for instance, protest movements
(Caiani and Weisskircher 2022) and media (Bijsmans 2021). As
such, third generation Euroscepticism research presents a lit-
erature review à la carte with an empirical section focusing on a
selected party, a specific time, a certain policy, a particular
country, and so on. The work of these authors is no longer
engaged with the holistic aims of previous generations. Instead,
their question is ‘Where can we find Euroscepticism?’.

These three generations of Euroscepticism research each
approach the question what we talk about when we talk about
Euroscepticism differently (Table 1), despite second‐ and third‐
generation researchers building on the work of first‐generation
researchers. This has resulted in a growing body of literature,
which, while adding to our knowledge of particular cases of
Euroscepticism, has also contributed to conceptual stretching.
Treating Euroscepticism as a sensitising concept does not entail
that the work of third‐generation researchers is inherently
problematic. Indeed, it even makes a case for expanding such
work, given that this approach acknowledges that concepts are
context‐sensitive and historically fluid. However, it also em-
phasises the need for dedicated reflection on how concepts are
(re)shaped in different contexts so as to ensure a general sense
of reference and guidance.

7 | The Way Forward for the Study of
Euroscepticism

Concepts are meant to help us better understand certain phe-
nomena. ‘Euroscepticism’ was introduced to help understand a
phenomenon that was previously less visible or was subsumed
under different headings. Given that Eurosceptic parties have
seemingly toned down their criticism post‐Brexit, we could
simply conclude that what we are essentially studying is a form
of normal (public) opinion rooted in a broader discontent with
politics. This would make the concept ‘Euroscepticism’
obsolete—just like we do not use ‘German‐scepticism’ to
describe criticism towards German government policies.

However, new insights from the increasingly rich body of
Euroscepticism research show that there is still a need to work
with the concept. At the same time, Euroscepticism's multiple
meanings ultimately come with an increasingly blurred un-
derstanding of this phenomenon. This blurred understanding is
exacerbated by the term having entered other scholarly fields
(Foster 2024), and because criticism on European integration
may extend beyond the EU to, for instance, the European Court
of Human Rights (Jay 2021).

We have therefore argued that there is a need to stop and think
about the conceptual challenge that comes with the study of
Euroscepticism. This is not just important for our academic
conversation, but also for our understanding of reality. We have
arrived at a point in which everyone may be, in the words of
former European Commission President Jean‐Claude Juncker,
‘a Euroskeptic at least once a day’ (Momtaz 2019). Conse-
quently, in both public and scholarly debates it has become
increasingly difficult to distinguish between, for instance, those
who really want to leave the EU and those who present criti-
cism like one would in national politics.

We see Euroscepticism as a fluid, multi‐layered concept that
resists rigid definitions. We have argued that the most prom-
ising way to re‐engage with the resulting conceptual challenge
is to treat concepts as cognitive abilities. As such, ‘Euroscepti-
cism’ does not exist in nature but only in our mind. It concerns
the cognitive ability to discern Euroscepticism from non‐
Euroscepticism, and its conceptualisation process entails a
comprehensive analysis of all narratives and stances concerning
European integration.

To clarify this further, we have made a case for approaching
Euroscepticism as a sensitising concept. This offers a suitable
way to re‐engage with the conceptual debate. Sensitising con-
cepts are emergent, context‐sensitive and historically fluid. We
know that the definition of sensitising concepts may recall that of
empty signifiers—words that can mean different things to dif-
ferent people (Chandler 2007). Yet, we are not concerned with
the discursive interaction about concepts among individuals, but
rather with the societal development of concepts over space and
time. This fits well with Leruth et al. (2018) remarks that Euro-
scepticism is affected by developments in society, as well as by
new research focal points. We have demonstrated this in two
ways. First, we illustrated Euroscepticism's varying meanings by

TABLE 1 | Three generations of Euroscepticism researcha.

Key focus Research

First generation What is Euroscepticism? Flood (2009); Kopecký and Mudde (2002); Krouwel and Abts (2007);
Lubbers and Scheepers (2005); Taggart (1998); Taggart and

Szczerbiak (2001); Teschner (2000)

Second generation How can we use
Euroscepticism?

Di Mauro and Memoli (2016); Jiménez and De Haro (2011); Sørensen
(2008); Stojic (2006); Treib (2021); Vasilopoulou (2011);

Weßels (2007)

Third generation Where can we find
Euroscepticism?

Bijsmans (2021); Bortun (2022); Caiani and Weisskircher (2022);
Heinisch et al. (2021); Lorimer (2021); van den Hoogen et al. (2022);

Zamponi (2020)

aA non‐exhaustive list of studies taken from our corpus of 56 publications.
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engaging with European integration history. Second, we pre-
sented three generations of Euroscepticism research that
approach the question what we talk about when we talk about
Euroscepticism in different ways.

So, how should we move on from here? In addition to treating
Euroscepticism as a sensitising concept, we need a more diverse
empirical approach. Qualitative research, in particular, tends to
come with greater awareness of and attention for the wider
context and what this means for research. This approach would
allow us to unearth degrees and nuances in Euroscepticism's
meaning, acknowledging that it is shaped and reshaped in
narratives by and discourses between different actors and in
different contexts (Flemmen 2018).

A first step in this endeavour would be to draw up a compre-
hensive concept map of different uses of ‘Euroscepticism’ and to
establish connections between them. Here it is important to
consider that, as McMahon and Kaiser (2022, 7) explain,
Eurosceptics ‘construct their own counter‐narratives while in-
teracting with an emerging complex interplay of competing pro‐
integration narratives.’ Therefore, any attempt to try to under-
stand the range of critical and opposing perspectives requires a
similar attempt to try to understand the range of pro‐European
positions. Analysing titles and abstracts of publications about
Euroscepticism would help identify which concepts are most
frequently associated with this term. By so doing, it would be
possible to assess how Euroscepticism is discursively positioned
in relation to pro‐European positions. In this, we also follow
Brown et al. (2023), who, in their article on the far right and
mainstreaming, show that what is and what is not mainstream
is prone to change through public debates.

A next step would be a systematic literature review (Dacombe 2017)
of all the academic works containing definitions or conceptualisa-
tions of Euroscepticism from 1998 onwards—and perhaps even to
go further back, given that a historical perspective on Euroscepti-
cism will shed more light on the concept's multiple meanings
(Müller and von Hodenberg 2024). This would highlight shifts in
the use of the term over time and push scholars to conceptually re‐
engage with Euroscepticism. Such a systematic literature review
would underscore blind spots and new avenues of empirical
research. Moving from this study to empirical cases should prevent
new research on the topic from replicating the third generation's à
la carte engagement, creating insurmountable challenges for oper-
ationalisation, or fostering a relativist understanding of Euro-
scepticism (cf. Pareschi 2025). As such, we could envisage the
emergence of a fourth generation of Euroscepticism studies, and
even extended conceptualisations that might help to better explain
developments in European integration.

Finally, we acknowledge that every concept is “a fragmented
whole” that recalls other concepts around it (Deleuze and
Guattari 1994). For instance, Euroscepticism may be seen as
being rooted in a more general discontent with politics,
reflected in the rise of far‐right and populist parties across
Europe. Given that ‘far‐right’ and ‘populism’ themselves con-
stitute contested concepts (Brown et al. 2023; Leconte 2015), we
did not further explore this here to avoid further complications
(cf. Sartori 1970). Despite this, we must re‐engage with the
conceptual challenge to ensure that Euroscepticism becomes

what Gerring (1999, 360) calls a ‘coherent whole’—and will not
be limited to ‘directly‐observable or countable’ elements of a
diverse phenomenon. Ultimately, we might then end up dis-
cussing Euroscepticism in ways in which we are talking about
different things, without knowing it, and may eventually be
asking ‘What the hell is water?’.
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Endnotes
1Emphasis in the original.

2It is important to note that social constructionism should not be
mistaken for social constructivism, which has become a popular
approach in European studies (see Christiansen et al. 2001). Both
explore how culture, history, and social interactions shape knowledge
and reality. Social constructivism emphasises individual learning and
is seen as more pragmatic and realist, while social constructionism
focuses on societal creation of reality and is seen as more relativist.
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