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Abstract 

 

The goal of this thesis is to research how Icelandic farmers form their opinions about 

European integration in Iceland. The main hypothesis of the thesis is that rationalist 

theorizing and monetary arguments often used to explain Eurosceptism among Icelanders 

do not paint a full picture in explaining Euroscepticism among Icelandic farmers and that 

there are important cultural elements playing a significant role in influencing their 

opinions. For the data collection, six interviews with a total of eight Icelandic farmers were 

taken in January and February 2019, in which the topic of the effects of international 

cooperation on Icelandic agriculture and their opinion about it was discussed. Alexander 

Wendt’s theories of social constructivism were utilized for the analysis of the interviews, 

as well as existing research of Euroscepticism. The results of the thesis show that Icelandic 

farmers’ identity has a significant influence on how they form their views on European 

integration in Iceland, with them feeling at direct odds with monetary interests of other 

groups of Icelandic society regarding further European integration. 
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Útdráttur 

 

Markmið ritgerðarinnar er að rannsaka hvernig íslenskir bændur mynda skoðanir sínar 

gagnvart sambandi Íslands við Evrópusambandið. Tilgáta ritgerðarinnar er að kenningar 

byggðar á rökhyggju og fjármálatengd rök sem oftast koma fram sem útskýring á 

evrópuefahyggju á Íslandi segja ekki alla söguna varðandi evrópuefahyggju meðal 

íslenskra bænda og að mikilvægar samfélagslegar ástæður spila stóran þátt í myndun á 

skoðunum íslenskra bænda um Evrópusambandið. Með þessari rannsókn kemur fram betri 

sýn hvaðan mögulegar skoðanir Íslendinga á alþjóðasamstarfi koma og hvernig þeir mynda 

sýnar skoðanir. Við gagnasöfnun voru sex viðtöl við samtals átta íslenska bændur tekin í 

janúar og febrúar 2019, þar sem spurt var um upplifun og persónulegri skoðun þeirra á 

alþjóðasamstarfi Íslands. Kenningar Alexander Wendts um mótunarhyggju í 

alþjóðasamskiptum voru hafðar að leiðarljósi í greiningu viðtalanna ásamt fyrirliggjandi 

rannsóknum um evrópuefahyggju. Niðurstöður ritgerðarinnar sýna að sjálfsmynd íslenskra 

bænda hefur umtalsverð áhrif á það hvernig þeir mynda skoðanir sínar um samband Íslands 

við Evrópusambandið og áframhaldandi innleiðingu þess á Íslandi. 
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1. Introduction 

While reading recently published articles about the European Union (EU), it’s hard to find 

a single article which doesn’t start by mentioning the Eurozone crisis, Brexit and the 

subsequent decline in popularity of the EU. Following this development, the term 

“Euroscepticism” became increasingly frequent as more European citizens and elites 

started questioning the purpose of the EU.1 After its peak of popularity in the mid 1990s, 

the European Union started to decline in public opinion by the late 2000s. Amplified by 

the economic crisis of 2008, security concerns embodied by the terrorist attacks in Paris 

and the on-going refugee and humanitarian crisis, Euroscepticism became more visible 

than ever before with the 2016 UK referendum to leave the Union.23  

Following in line with the rest of the Nordic countries, Iceland has been referred to as 

“reluctant Europeans”, staying on the inner periphery of the “circles” of European 

integration and keeping a strong institutional relationship with Brussels.4 As talks of 

Icelandic membership to the European Union gained traction following the 2008 financial 

crisis in Iceland, the agricultural sector in Iceland as well as the general society of farmers 

became somewhat known for having a strong stance against EU-membership. This widely 

perceived EU-sceptical stance of Icelandic farmers is of course not entirely representative 

of every single farmer in Iceland, but the discussion has certainly been dominant in that 

favour, as well as being the official stance of the Farmers association of Iceland (Icelandic: 

Bændasamtök Íslands).5  

 

1.1. Aim of the research 

The research question of the thesis is how do Icelandic farmers form their opinions on 

European integration in Iceland? Much theorizing about Euroscepticism in Iceland and 

related hesitance to move forward with European integration in Iceland has already been 

done, most notably in Baldur Thorhallsson’s 2004 book Iceland and European integration 

– On the edge. But a closer look into what has been known as one of the most Eurosceptic 

                                                      
1 Cini and Borragán, “Introduction”, 1. 
2 De Vries, “Euroscepticism and the Future of European Integration”. 
3 Leruth, Startin and Usherwood, The Routledge handbook of Euroscepticism, 32. 
4 Leruth, “Party-based Eurosceptism in the Nordic region”, 210. 
5 Bændasamtök Íslands, “Skýr stefna að við erum alfarið á móti inngöngu í ESB”. 
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groups of Icelandic society, Icelandic farmers, has yet to be done. The aim of this thesis is 

to research where this Eurosceptic stance among Icelandic farmers derives from and what 

it means in the context of international relations.  

The main hypothesis of the thesis is that the rationalist theorizing and monetary 

arguments often used to explain Eurosceptism in Iceland do not paint the full picture 

among Icelandic farmers and that there are important culturally specific elements at play, 

influencing their opinions towards the EU, like feelings of patriotism, mistrust of politics 

or a fear of a decline in Icelandic sovereignty. The main theories utilized for analysis are 

Alexander Wendt’s theories on social constructivism, as well as theories and existing 

studies of Eurosceptism within Iceland and outside of it. 

Although much quantifiable data already exist about Icelandic support or 

opposition of EU-membership67, especially regarding the political stance of Icelandic 

farmers8, not much qualitative content exist on the matter and even less focusing on 

isolated groups of society, like farmers in this instance. This research will provide a unique 

opportunity to uncover where opinions of Icelandic farmers towards the EU originate and 

how cultural factors play a part in it forming them. This might prove important for the 

analysis and discussion of why Icelandic EU-membership and European integration hasn’t 

gone further and give us an important insight into the origins of political views within an 

isolated group of Icelandic society.  

 

1.2. Structure of the thesis 

After the introduction, the second chapter explains the theories utilised in this research and 

why they were chosen. Following the theoretical chapter is the methodological chapter, 

going through the process of finding the appropriate methods for the research, how the 

method was conducted and the details of the data collection process. The final part of the 

thesis is the analysis, including the final statements and results of the research, finishing 

this concluding remarks and references. 

 

 

 

                                                      
6 MMR, “Vaxandi stuðningur við inngöngu í ESB”. 
7 RÚV, “Aukinn stuðningur við ESB”. 
8 Eyjan, “Stuðningur eykst við inngöngu Íslands í ESB – Meirihluti stuðningsmanna VG með inngöngu”. 
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2. Theoretical discussion  

This chapter explains the theoretical background of the thesis as well as presenting the 

theories used to analyse the results of the research. Since the topic of the thesis is the nature 

and source of a political view of an international organization, existing theories on public 

opinion and Euroscepticism will be explained and used to analyse the background of the 

topic and its relation with Iceland. Concluding the chapter are Wendt’s theories on social 

constructivism and identity formation. These theories will then be compared with the 

results of the interviews and used to analyse them.  

 

2.1. Defining Euroscepticism 

Like mentioned in the introduction, the European Project is facing difficult times after the 

many struggles Europe has gone through during the last decade. As Cini and Borragán start 

their introduction of the book European Union Politics, after the events of the past years, 

the EU is increasingly not being viewed as a solution to Europe’s ills, but rather as a part 

of the problem.9 Kopecký and Mudde describe this decline in support for the European 

project as early as 2002, with the picture appearing to be radically different from the 

overwhelming support among the political elites and the masses for the “Return to Europe” 

as it was described after the revolutions of 1989.10 

The term “Euroscepticism” has been used to describe many different phenomena 

during these times, which shows a newfound interest in the term but challenges its 

definition at the same time.11 Kopecký and Mudde express how striking it is how often this 

term is used with little specification for what they actually mean with it and therefore “must 

any analysis of Euroscepticism inevitably start with a precise definition of the term, and in 

particular its differentiation from other popular terms, such as “Europhobia” or 

“Europragmatism””.12 The first use of the term dates back to journalists and politicians in 

the mid 1980’s United Kingdom using it to describe MPs from the Conservative party who 

                                                      
9 Cini and Borragán, “Introduction”, 1. 
10 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 298. 
11 Leruth, Startin and Usherwood, The Routledge handbook of Euroscepticism, 32. 
12 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 299. 
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had doubts about the development of European integration.13 As Leruth, Startin and 

Usherwood point out, the term was created by non-academics using academic jargon, 

which makes all subsequent studies problematic. This often boils down to the term being 

used as a label for some other terms, like populism, anti-politics or nationalism, although 

it cannot be determined by any of these –isms.14 They suggest that instead of this vague 

use of the term for anything negative of anything European, we should understand the 

multiplicity of ideologies and factors it is driven by. The term has been used to refer to a 

wide range of diverse groups of people, ranging from Dutch Christian conservatives, Greek 

Communists or Hungarian Neo-Nazis to farmers, workers, Greens and many more. These 

groups can be called Eurosceptic for demands of everything ranging from changing 

specific pieces of EU legislation or major policy reforms to totally withdrawing from the 

whole system. So using the term as a catch-all phrase can be seriously misleading and 

obscure more than it reveals.15 Kopecký and Mudde cite Taggarts definition to be 

influential in most current comparative literature on Euroscepticism, where it’s described 

to be best studied as an encompassing term that “‘expresses the idea of contingent, or 

qualified opposition, as well as incorporating outright and unqualified opposition to the 

process of European integration”.1617 Although this distinction is an improvement to the 

original definition, it’s still considered to be too broad, since it essentially encompasses 

every disagreement with any policy decision of the EU.18 Taggart offered a further 

distinction of the term in 2001, between “hard and “soft” Euroscepticism. “Hard” 

Euroscepticism according to Taggart refers to an “outright rejection of the entire project 

of European political and economic integration and opposition to their country joining or 

remaining members of the EU”.19 “Soft” Euroscepticism on the other hand is described as 

involving “contingent or qualified opposition to European integration”.20 This definition 

                                                      
13 Leruth, Startin and Usherwood, The Routledge handbook of Euroscepticism, 33. 
14 Ibid., 33. 
15 Ibid., 33. 
16 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 300. 
17 Taggart, “A Touchstone of Dissent: Euroscepticism in Contemporary  

Western European Party Systems”, 366. 
18 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 300. 
19 Taggart, “A Touchstone of Dissent: Euroscepticism in Contemporary  

Western European Party Systems”, 5. 
20 Ibid.,”, 6. 
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between hard and soft is also contested though, partly because the “in practice hard 

Euroscepticism can be identified by the principled objections to the current form of 

European integration in the EU” and because “the criteria that are used both to connect and 

to separate the two forms of Euroscepticism remain unclear” and missing important subtle, 

yet important, distinction between the ideas of European integration and the EU as the 

current embodiment of those ideas.2122  

Kopecký and Mudde suggest an alternative distinction to the different kinds of 

Euroscepticism which is less inclusive but more precise. This distinction defines 

Euroscepticism in relation to other party positions on “Europe” and distinguishes between 

“diffuse” and “specific” support for European integration. They describe “diffuse” support 

as support for the general ideas of European integration that underlie the EU but “specific” 

support as being for the general practice of European integration.23 Leruth, Startin and 

Usherwood argue against the hard and soft distinction of Euroscepticism by saying that 

when looking beyond political parties into areas like public opinion, the potentional drivers 

of Eurosceptic attitudes and positions become more clear, and if they are the source or the 

result of other attitudes.24 From those disctinctions, Kopecký and Mudde offer two 

dimensions in which support for European integration can be categorized between 

Europhiles and Europhobes on one hand and support for the EU  between EU-optimists 

and EU-pessimists on the other hand.25 The first dimension includes Europhiles who 

“believe in the key ideas of European integration underlying the EU: institutionalized 

cooperation on the basis of pooled sovereignty (the political element) and an integrated 

liberal market economy (the economic element)”.26 So this dimention can include those 

who believe in European integration in the creation of a new supranational state and also 

those who believe in European integration only in economic terms. In contrast, 

Europhobes, do not believe in the general ideas of European integration underlying the 

EU. This often among others includes nationalists, socialists or isolationalists. Despite 

                                                      
21 Taggart and Szczerbiak, Parties Positions and Europe: Euroscepticism in the EU Candidate States of 

Central and Eastern Europe, 6. 
22 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 300. 
23 Ibid., 300. 
24 Leruth, Startin and Usherwood, The Routledge handbook of Euroscepticism, 35. 
25 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 301. 
26 Ibid., 301. 
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having these believes, they can still support some of the ideas of cooperation among 

European states.27 The second dimension includes EU-optimists, who believe in the EU as 

it is and as it is developing and EU-pessimists, who don’t support the EU as it is at the 

moment or are pessimistic about the direction of its development. 28 The following figure 

explains how these two dimensions lead to four ideal-type categories of party positions on 

Europe. These dimensions will be used to categories where the subjects of the interveiws 

would fall regarding their position on Europe, judging from their respones. Since Iceland 

is not a member of the EU but still taking an active part in European integration, it’s 

important to have dimensions like these to specify the subjects’ position on Europe.  

 

 

Figure 1: Kopecký and Mudde's typology of party positions on Europe. 

   

                                                      
27 Kopecký and Mudde. “The Two Sides of Euroscepticism Party Positions on  European Integration in 

East Central Europe”, 301. 
28 Ibid., 302. 
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2.2. Public opinion and democratic deficit regarding increased Euroscepticism 

As Cini and Borragán describe it in their introduction to European Union Politics, the 

European integration process was founded in the 1950s with the primary objective of 

maintaing peace after the two world wars and revive Europe’s economy. To fulfil this 

objective, inter-state cooperation was considered an essential step towards a new post-war 

world. Although it could be argued that the initial objectives are no longer relevant today 

and the EU has changed dramatically since then, considering that a complete disintegration 

of the Union is highly unlikely, so it seems that the EU will continue to exist in one form 

or another.2930 Cini and Borragán describe the European Union of today as a family of 

liberal-democratic states, acting collectively through an institutionalized system of 

decision-making, with new members signing up not only to the body of EU treaties, 

legislation, and norms, but also to a set of shared common values, based on democracy, 

human rights, and principles of social justice.31 

As Guerra and McLaren describe in their article, the EU was from early on seen as 

an elite-driven process, with its agreements and negotiations seen as too complicated for 

the public. This led to the EU being perceived as having “permissive consensus” of the 

public, until eurosceptic member states started consulting the public on matters related to 

European integration.32  Otherwise, EU member governments and bureaucrats had limited 

interest in public involvement in the integration process. It wasn’t until the Single 

European Act in the late 1980’s and the Constitutional Treaties and the Lisbon Treaties in 

the early 2000’s when the tide started to turn towards further public involvement within 

the European integration process and today it is considered an important step for EU-level 

policy-making.33 Regular opinion polls that monitor public support for the EU, called the 

Eurobarometer, are contucted regularly and published online. The graph below in figure 2 

is from the most recent Eurobarmeter and shows the latest results in levels of trust of 

European citizens of the EU and their national governments and parliaments. As figure 2 

shows, trust in the EU took a dive following the start of the eurozone crisis at the end of 

2009 but has been stable since the start of 2017, despite not reaching the same highs as 

before the crisis. 

                                                      
29 Cini and Borragán, “Introduction,” 2. 
30 Laffan, “The Future of the EU,” 383. 
31 Cini and Borragán, “Introduction,” 3. 
32 Guerra and McLaren, “Public Opinion and the European Union”, 352.  
33 Ibid., 352. 
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Figure 2. Level of trust in the European Union.34 

 

Different theories of political behaviour have been mentioned to explain differences in 

public opinion on the EU. According to the theory of rational utilitarianism, people 

rationally pursue their self-interest when forming policital opinions. In regards to European 

integration, results of empricial research has generally supported this theory in this regard, 

where people tend to support the integration process when they benefit personally from it, 

or oppose to it when they are harmed from by it. This means that perceived economic gains 

or losses affect people’s decisions directly. 35  

Theories of domestic proxies argue on the other hand that the egocentric utilitarian 

models require much more knowledge and calculation of the integration process and the 

economy than what can realistically be expected of the general European public to base 

their political opinions on. These theories argue that because of the complexity of the 

integration process and the EU institutions, people are more likely to form their opinions 

on the EU based on their opinions of their national governments. Guerra and McLaren 

mention in their article, that this has empirically most often been proved in the context of 

referenda on European issues, which often turn into a vote on the national government’s 

popularity. They also point out arguments showing that most Europeans don’t have very 

much knowledge about details of the European project, which means that they must be 

forming their opinions on the EU from something else than their own knowledge and 

                                                      
34 European Commission, Public Opinion in the European Union, First results, 5. 
35 Guerra and McLaren, “Public Opinion and the European Union”, 356. 
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experience. But this view is also not conclusive, since there is also other research showing 

the opposite, where individuals are happy about their government, but show distain 

towards the EU, which might indicate, that they find little need for an additional level of 

government when their own is already functioning well36  

Another two theories of interest for this research from Guerra and McLaren are 

theories of mass public opinion and political elites, where the former is a bottom-up 

process where political elites assume positions on European integration from the citizens 

and the latter is the other way around, where the political elites help determine citizens’ 

attidues through a top-down cuing process.37 They point to research from Marco 

Steenbergen and his colleagues, which show that both approaches have proven to be valid. 

Theories of cognitive mobilization state that those members of the public who are 

more “cognitively mobilized”, as in those who think about and discuss political issues, are 

more likely to be favourable of European integration. So increased familiarity with the 

European project is directly linked to increased support of it.38 

Lastly, Guerra and McLaren talk about theories of framing and how sources of 

information can have an influence on the public’s opinions regarding the EU. These kind 

of theories have raised questions of whether citizens can take decisions on a rational and 

informed basis. They mention two main channels of information for the public: 

- Education, cognitive skills and the socialization process, including family, 

peers and social networks. 

- Lifetime learning through the media39 

Framing is, as described by de Vreese, “an emphasis in salience of certain aspects of a 

topic.” And can have a significant impact on the opinions of the public of the EU. 

 

2.3. Euroscepticism in Iceland 

Like the foreword of Iceland and European Integration states, Icelandic relations with the 

EU are somewhat of a conundrum. Despite being such a small state and being so dependent 

on international trade, Iceland has always been reluctant to follow the trend and instead 

continue to resist the tempations and attractions of a full EU-membership. Instead, Iceland 

                                                      
36 Guerra and McLaren, “Public Opinion and the European Union”, 357. 
37 Ibid., 357. 
38 Ibid., 359. 
39 Ibid., 360. 
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stays on the inner periphary of the EU and finds ways to keep a close relationship the EU 

after entering the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) in 1970 and the European 

Economic Area (EEA) in 1994.40 So despite not being a formal member state of the EU, 

Iceland is still an active participant in the European integration process. After the collapse 

of the Icelandic financial system in 2008, the Icelandic government applied for EU-

membership, but opposition to the negotiations were quick to increase and polls showed a 

clear majority of Icelanders being against membership to the EU.41 

Looking at the political landscape of Iceland, the biggest advocate for membership 

of the EU is the Social Democratics Alliance (Samfylkingin). The right wing conservative 

party (Sjálfstæðisflokkurinn) has held a constant eurosceptic position throughout its 

existance, which eventually led to a splinter movement to form from the party in 2016, 

named the Reform Party (Viðreisn). The Left-Green Movement (Vinstrihreyfingin – Grænt 

framboð) has been flexible in its position towards a possible membership of the EU, but is 

currently opposed to it. Despite opposing to applying for membership, the Icelandic 

eurosceptic parties have been relatively uniform in remaining the status quo for Iceland’s 

position on the inner periphery of European integration.42   

 

2.3.1 Euroscepticism among farmers in Iceland 

For more that an millennium, contact with the outside world was very limited to the 

Icelandic nation, with merchants government officials and the odd explorer being the few 

foreigners who made their way to the isolated society in the north, which was largely based 

on subsitence fishing and farming.43 Icelanders who got the privilege to sail abroad were 

mostly university students or convicted felons on their way to Denmark, since Iceland was 

a part of the danish monarch for most of the millennium.44 It wasn’t until the second world 

war when Iceland formally cut ties with Denmark, as independence, industrialization, 

urbanization and globalization hit Icelandic society and marked a complete economic, 

social and cultural transformation for Icelanders. What inextricably linked the Icelandic 

economy with the world economy was the industrialization of the fisheries, which marked 

                                                      
40 Miles, “Foreword,” xii. 
41 Bergmann, “Iceland: A postimperial sovereignty project,” 33. 
42 Leruth, “Party-based Eurosceptism in the Nordic region”, 220. 
43 Bjarnason, "Icelandic National Identity in a Nordic and International Context", 150. 
44 Ibid., 150. 
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a significant move of Icelanders from the farms to the harbours.45 Another significant step 

for Iceland into the international community following its establishment of independence 

from Denmark was the subsequent partnership with the United States when they formally 

took over the protection of the country from the British occupation forces. In the newly 

reorganized international community after the war, Iceland joined a wide range of 

international organizations like the United Nations, the Council of Europe, the OEEC and 

was a founding member of NATO.46 Iceland still maintained strong connections with the 

Nordic nations, often looking to them as models for their new society.47  

 

 

Not many studies exist of Icelandic national identity, but one from 1990 exists and 

gives an idea of how the Nordic nations relate to their community, region, country, Europe 

and the world.48 As figure 3 shows, Icelanders in 1990 mostly followed trends in the other 

Nordic countries, apart from relating to their region, which might be explained with 

Iceland’s general lack of relevance of the regions of the country, given the size of the whole 

country. Those Nordic countries mostly seem to have the greatest relation to their 
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Figure 3: Results of Jónsson and Ólafssons 1990 study of Icelandic national identity 
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community, then country, region, world and lastly Europe. What stands out in these results 

regarding Iceland is their great feeling of relation to their country, compared to their lack 

of relation to Europe and the world, with relations to Europe only resulting in 1 percent. 

Of course at that time European integration in Iceland still had a long way to go, with EEA 

agreement still being two years away. But looking at the 25% avarage of these Nordic 

nations naming their own country and Iceland being at 48%, it’s still remarkable to see 

Iceland’s great relation to their own country, with only Finland coming close to similar 

results. 

 

 

Jónssons and Ólafssons 1990 study also included the subjects being asked how proud they 

are of their nationality. As the results in figure 4 show, Icelanders were significantly more 

likely to say they were very proud or rather proud of their nationality and less likely to say 

they were not very proud or not proud at all than the other Nordic countries. This shows 

how strong Icelanders’ bonds to their nationality tends to be and could be an indicator of 

scepticism to continue further into European intergration. 

 Thoroddur Bjarnason discusses Icelandic national identity in his essay “Icelandic 

National Identity in a Nordic and International Context” where he argues that the national 

Figure 4: Results of Jónsson and Ólafssons 1990 study of Icelandic national identity regarding proudness of ones 

nationality. 
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idenities of the greatest European nations are currently under siege by European political 

integration and global cultural assimilation and that the relative lack of resources of the 

smaller nations preclude the possibility of shaping the emergent global culture in their own 

image and correspondingly constitutes a serious risk of one-sided acculturation.49 In 

relation to the topic of the research, this statement mirrors the notion of Icelandic farmers 

being sceptical of further European integration because of Icelands unique position in the 

international system regarding scale of resources, as well as out of fear of losing national 

identity to a system including much larger states.  

Farmers in Iceland have regularly expressed their concerns about further European 

integration in Icelandic media, mostly through the famer’s association and the farmer’s 

newspaper (Icelandic: Bændablaðið).  Laws which entered into form about a year ago but 

were signed in the autumn of 2015 and allow for import of the same amount of meat and 

dairy products as is exported, have sparked the conversation among farmers again, 

specially regarding economic and health concerns following the increased import of 

agricultural products.50 Farmer Margrét Jónsdóttir details her concerns in the farmer’s 

newspaper about the effects of these new laws, where she states that Europe is “full of 

meat” and how Iceland should compete with that is inconceivable to her. She fears a serious 

decline in the numbers of active farmers in Iceland, which according to her play a big part 

in “laying the foundation of a society which people like living in and has been desirable”. 

She mentions how the price of milk has not risen parallel to costs of provisions, that 

Icelandic farmers have not received the same increase in salary as other groups of Icelandic 

society and that Icelandic farmers are in direct competition with capitalist powers in 

Iceland. She ends up by stating that Icelandic agriculture is a part of Iceland’s national 

image and that it’s in the interest of all Icelanders to keep Icelandic agriculture alive and 

active.51 The Icelandic farmer’s association had expressed concerns when the laws were 

signed in 2015, saying that although it’s positive to get increased market access for export 

of skyr (Icelandic cultured dairy product) and lamb meat, the increased import could cause 

serious difficulties for poultry and pork production in Iceland.52 Another recent event 

sparking this conversation is EFTA’s judgement in late 2017 of Iceland’s system of 

allowance of import of raw and processed meat products, eggs and milk not being in 
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accordance the EEA agreement, after a complaint made by Iceland’s Federation of trade 

and services (Icelandic: Samtök verslunar og þjónustu). Iceland’s farmers association 

expressed serious concerns over the impending change of laws, citing an increased risk of 

bacterial infections in imported meat products and a risk of new antibiotic-resistant bacteria 

making its way to Iceland.53 

The Icelandic farmer’s association (Icelandic: Bændasamtök Íslands) are a 

significant player in the fight for farmer’s rights and interests and acts as a prominent leader 

in the discussion about these topics.54 They are Icelandic farmers’ advocate and work 

towards prosperity and progress in Icelandic agriculture, according to their website. 

Shortly after the submission of Iceland’s membership application to the EU in 2009, the 

farmer’s association commissioned Stefán Már Stefánsson, a professor of law at the 

University of Iceland, to combine a summary of the legislation of agriculture of the EU for 

Icelandic farmers to familiarize themselves on the topic.55 This summary resulted in a 52-

page long publication in Icelandic which was handed out for free and discussed at regional 

meetings of farmers and includes a range of descriptions of the legislature and policies of 

the EU regarding agriculture. According to the introduction of the publication, no 

equivalent of this publication existed at the time of its release among other Icelandic 

associations, which gives an important hint of the importance and relevance of an Icelandic 

EU-membership application to Icelandic farmers. During the official talks of the 

membership application of 2009, the Icelandic farmer’s association released a pamphlet 

detailing arguments for their official opposition to a membership of the EU. According to 

the pamphlet, the main arguments were the following:  

 

- Decreased food security 

All nations should produce as much of the nations need for food as they possibly 

can and it would be irrisponsible to weaken Icelandic food production through 

allowing unobstructed import of agricultural products. 
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- Means of work and habitation of rural areas would become endangered 

Agriculture and related sectors in Iceland employs a great number of people and 

the habitance of many rural areas in Iceland depend greatly on the agricultural 

sector. 

- Icelandic agriculture would decline if Iceland entered the EU 

The EU’s policies on agriculture don’t fit Icelandic agriculture. Icelandic farmers 

think that the nation should form their own policies on agriculture. Membership of 

the EU would lead to a decline and loss of income compared to the current system 

of support. A membership would also completely change the structure of income in 

Icelandic agriculture and cause a decline in its financial management. The EU’s 

policies on agriculture don’t take supporting sectors of agriculture into account 

and those who process agricultural products. 

- Quality and health would be sacrificed 

It’s very important to the Icelandic nation to protect the high-quality products 

which are produced in Iceland. Icelandic farmers don’t want to sacrifice the quality 

of produced goods for unreliable imports. Health of Icelandic lifestock is valuable 

and should be protected. 

- Toll-protection is a necessity 

Toll-protection is a premise to maintain the means of production and usage of land 

for agriculture. Complete removal of tolls would drastically weaken the place in 

the market for Icelandic agricultural products. The foundation of agricultural 

production would collapse. Recent decrease of tolls has already made agricultural 

production much harder. 

- Negative experience of neighbouring states 

Experience of finnish and swedish agriculture shows that peripheral Nordic 

nations in the EU don’t benefit from the EU’s policies of agriculture as much as 

nations further in the south. Increased opportunities for export have not replaced 

the decline of the domestic market. 

- Little competition in retail 

Increased import of agricultural products will only lead to an insignificant 

decrease in retail prices.56 
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2.4. Existing research of Euroscepticism in Iceland 

As Bergsson mentions in his article about Iceland’s approach to Europe, most 

students of Icelandic politics acknowledge the importance of the independence struggle for 

the development of Iceland’s political identity.57 His article argues that “the Icelandic 

debates on foreign policy are played out as language games conditioned by a – postcolonial 

– concept of sovereignty as only recently aquired and ever necessary to defend. When this 

language game leaves the domestic scene to be played in an international context, the value 

– to Iceland and the world – of this recently aquired Icelandic sovereignty is stressed.”58 

He continues, mentioning how the postcolonial emphasis on never again surrending to 

foreign authority is most often only underlying in contemporary political discourse, which 

often makes it difficult to identify specific examples.59 He makes this argument to explain 

Iceland’s position towards the EU in contrast to more common rationalist arguments of 

monetary values like the fisheries, weighing most heavily in explaining Iceland’s position.  

In Iceland and European Integration, Thorhallsson uses Peter J. Katzenstein’s 

theoretical framwork on how small states have responded to European integration to 

analyse Iceland’s hesitance towards further European integration and puts forward the 

following five hypotheses: 

 

1. Participation in European integration eases international and European 

constraints on Iceland. Here, Baldursson’s study supports Katzenstein’s thesis, that small 

states seek to diffuse and reduce their dependence by closer participation in the European 

integration process. The Icelandic political elite does however not seem to see full 

membership of the EU as easing international and European constraints on Iceland, but 

rather only membership of the EEA as doing so.60 

2. Priorities of fisheries interest groups have been the controlling factor in the 

reluctance of Iceland to participate in European integration. This hypothesis is based on 

Ingebritsens theory from 1998, which states that the leading economic sector in each of the 

Nordic states determines its response to the European project.61 This theory is based on the 

more rationalist school of thought within international relations and is for example 
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contested in Bergmann’s article from 2014, with the argument that it underestimates the 

importance of Iceland’s strong national identity, created in the struggle for independence.62 

3. The close relationship between Iceland and the United States of America in terms 

of security and economic and trade relations has had a profound influence on Iceland’s 

response to European integration. As Baldursson states, Iceland’s security policy has been 

based on two pillars: membership of NATO and a defence agreement with the USA. These 

pillars put Iceland in an almost unique position within the NATO countries and doesn’t 

make a EU-membership an attractive option in terms of security.63 

4. Icelandic political discourse tends to polarize around nationalist themes, making 

it difficult for politicians to promote anything that seems to compromise Icelandic 

sovereignty and independence. For this reason, politicians are reluctant to advocate 

formal participation in the process of European integration. This hypothesis is based on 

Gstöhl’s theories from 2002, which offer an explanation “by combining an analysis of 

economic interests in market integration with ideational interest in protecting national 

identity.” These theories contest Ingebritsen's theories, in a similar but not the same way 

as Bergmann did in his article, by partly agreeing with Ingebritsen's claims of the 

importance of the sectoral approach, but stressing that we need to look beyond it to fully 

understand the reluctance of states to participate in the European project. Furthermore, 

Baldursson mentions Neumann's criticism of Ingebritsen's theories, which suggest that 

national identity should be included as an independent variable in explaining the political 

elite’s hesitance of further European integration. Neumann has made the argument that 

“one of the key reasons why Norway rejected EU-membership was that the peasant and 

the farmer were able to present themselves as the embodiment of the nation.”64  

5. The scepticism of the political elite in Iceland towards participation in European 

integration can be related to its “realist” concept of foreign policy, its peripheral 

placement in Europe and its domestic power base in the regions outside Reykjavík. 

The final hypothesis focuses on the characteristics of the Icelandic political elite, since it 

differs sharply from their counterparts in the other Nordic countries. 65 
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2.5. Social constructivism 

As mentioned before, the main hypothesis of the thesis is that there are important social 

and cultural factors that can help explain the well-known Euroscepticism among Icelandic 

farmers, in contrast to the monetary factors and rationalist arguments previously used to 

explain it. Rather than being a product of purely individual thought or meaning, social 

constructivism views international relations as a social construction, rooted in social 

values, norms, and assumptions.66 As one of the leading constructivist theorists, Alexander 

Wendt, describes the theory in his book Social Theories of International Politics: 

“structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather than 

material forces”. He continues, stating how the foreign policy behaviour of states, no 

matter how autonomous from the social system they are, is often determined primarily by 

domestic politics. 67  

These theories will help supporting the argument that Euroscepticism in Iceland 

has origins in culturally specific circumstances and social relationships that shape people’s 

view of the EU, in contrast to individualist and materialist realities supported by most 

mainstream IR theories like Realism and Liberalism. The subjects of this study all share 

certain “type” identities, as Wendt calls them, being of the same nationality (Icelandic) and 

share the same occupation (farmers of any kind). A “type” identity according to Wendt, is 

a social category or “label applied to persons who share (or are thought to share) some 

characteristic of characteristics, in appearance, behavioural traits, attitudes, values, skills, 

knowledge, opinions, experience, historical commonalities, and so on”. These 

characteristics become a “type” when they have social content or meaning.68  

In contrast to “type” identities, which are at base intrinsic to actors and are not 

dependent on Others to recognize them as meaningful, “Role” identities exist only in 

relation to Others.69 Collective identity incorporates role and type identities, but goes 

beyond them, merging them in a single identity, where the basis of which the actors 

calculate their interest is altruistic, as in being in favour of the group. In this research, the 

idea of collective identity among the subjects will be looked into on one hand as Icelanders 

and on the other as farmers in Iceland. Although states are fundamentally self-interested, 
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they rely on a collective identity among its citizens. As Wendt describes in relation to the 

inherently realist acts of states: “it is only in virtue of the most thoroughly social individual 

identity (collective identity) that the anti-social corporate identity of the “Realist” state is 

possible in the first place.” 70 

 

2.5.1 Identity formation 

 In describing identity formation, Wendt offers a constructivist approach to Waltz’s 

theory of two mechanisms by which “structure affects behaviour,” competition and 

socialization. To describe the effects of competition, Waltz uses the Darwinian idea of 

natural selection, which affects behaviour by rewarding those who produce goods 

efficiently and punishes those who do not. Socialization on the other hand affects 

behaviour through rewarding and punishing for conformity to social norms. Wendt points 

out problems with this social identity theory, including that states may after all have a 

predisposition to be self-interested, since the members of human groups almost always 

show favouritism towards each other in dealing with members of out-groups. Wendt 

continues, mentioning that when state systems are first formed, they do so in a context free 

of institutional constraints, which does not force them to be self-interested, but given the 

natural tendency toward in-group favouritism, states which adopt aggressive, egotistic 

identities will tend to prosper at the expense of those which do not.71 

Wendt describes cultural selection as an evolutionary mechanism involving “the 

transmission of the determinants of behaviour from individual to individual, and thus from 

generation to generation, by social learning, imitation or some other similar process.” In 

contrast to natural selection, cultural selection works directly through their capacities for 

cognition, rationality, and intentionality.72 Wendt looks at two mechanisms of cultural 

selection, imitation and social learning. He describes identities and interests being acquired 

by imitation when actors adopt the self-understandings of those whom they perceive as 

“successful”. This act can result in much faster effects on a population than natural 

selection, which require many generations to change a population’s characteristics, instead 

of just one. This way, the result is a “Realist” outcome, different than the natural selection 
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one, in which the sharing of ideas is central.73 The basic idea behind social learning, is that 

identities and their corresponding interests are learned and then reinforced in response to 

how actors are treated by significant Others, where actors see themselves as a reflection of 

how they think Others see or “appraise” them. He adds however, that not all Others are 

equally significant, so power and dependency relations play an important part.74  

These theories of identity formation will be utilised in the analysis of the results of the 

interviews to see how “structure affects the behaviour” of Icelandic farmers in regards to 

their view on European integration of Iceland and to which extent Waltz’s idea of natural 

selection fits to explain the source of Euroscepticism among Icelandic farmers or if 

Wendt’s theory of socialization is more descriptive of those sources. This was kept in mind 

when the questions for the interviews were written and specifically aimed for getting the 

subjects to explain their views in relation to their identity as farmers, as Icelanders, as 

inhabitants of Europe.
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3. Methodology

Like mentioned earlier, much quantifiable data already exist about the political stance of 

Icelandic farmers, but less has documented about the source of their Eurosceptic attitudes. 

Instead of using quantifiable methods to research Euroscepticism among Icelandic famers, like 

gathering numeric data on EU-supporters or opponents, qualitative methods will be utilised to 

analyse the nature of Euroscepticism among Icelandic farmers. The following chapter will go 

through the choice of methods for this research, explaining how they were considered best to 

gather the necessary information and analyse it. 

 

3.1 Qualitative research 

As Waller et al describe it in simple terms, qualitative research tries to describe the quality or 

nature of something, while quantitative research tries to quantify it.75 This research follows an 

epistemologically constructivist paradigm, recognizing that objective knowledge is not possible 

and that it is both the researcher and the research participants who co-create the findings.76 This 

means that the research follows the belief that reality is actively constructed by humans through 

representations, discourse and practices. This method and paradigm was chosen to support the 

research question, that asks if Euroscepticism, a political view, is potentially formed through a 

social reality, rather than a material one. Instead of using quantifiable methods like for example 

questionnaires which are limited to prepared questions, qualitative methods will offer a more 

in-depth analysis, but admittedly a more subjective one. So the research will not give an 

objective number or answer exactly what constitutes Euroscepticism within Icelandic farmers, 

but will rather give us a more in-depth idea of what can constitute Euroscepticism in Iceland 

and give voice to unheard opinions about the topic. 

Qualitative methods can also offer unexpected information, not available through 

questionnaires, by asking open, semi-structured and encouraging questions, with the possibility 

to dive deeper into the topic if the opportunity arises. This means that if one of the subjects 

makes a mention of a something of interest of the research, but outside of the prepared 

questions, the moderator will be able to ask the subject further into that area. Like Berg 
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mentions in his book, although qualitative analysis is sometimes regarded as lacking the 

precision of quantitative research, good qualitative research is based on calculated strategies 

and methodological rigor, just like quantitative research. The added benefit of qualitative 

research, which quantitative research lacks, is the chance not only to add texture to an analysis 

but also demonstrate meanings and understandings about problems and phenomena that would 

otherwise be unidentified.77  

 

3.2 Choosing a method 

Like mentioned before, not much qualitative content exists about Euroscepticism, which makes 

it difficult to solely use other methods like case studies or qualitative content analysis, since 

there is not much content to analyse. Furthermore, the goal of this research does not directly 

rely on analysing causal mechanisms or power relationships, which makes methods like process 

tracing or discourse analysis unsuitable for answering the research question. Instead, the goal 

is to get new, previously unavailable qualitative content, only available through conducting 

interviews. But choosing qualitative methodology is never black and white, so certainly one 

could argue that certain strands or ambitions of these previously mentioned methods are used 

to some extent, like how Euroscepticism among Icelandic farmers is certainly a rather defined 

“case” to be studied, but still this research does not rely on multiple sources of evidence, so the 

method of case studies is not entirely suitable. 

 

3.3 Structure of the interview 

EU-membership is a highly political matter and political views are often a product of a 

collective social identity, like being a farmer in Iceland. As the empirical data in the theoretical 

chapter about Icelandic farmers’ views on further European integration suggests, changing the 

administrative and economic environment of Icelandic agriculture appears to be a highly 

sensitive matter for the farmers. With the notion of protecting Icelandic identity through 

agriculture, it seems as the issue is important to them not only because of their livelihood, but 

also for the sake of keeping their personal identity. Discussion about such issues can often be a 

powerful factor in forming political views, so witnessing how the subjects talk about an issue 

they care very much about, as well as challenging their usual reasoning with engaging questions 

and diverse viewpoints can provide us with a unique perspective on how social groups in 
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Iceland form their political opinions. What was expected to be of the biggest challenges of the 

research was to engage the subjects to speak freely about their opinions about the topic. To be 

able to do this, the research utilizes semi-structured interviews as described by Waller, 

Farquharson and Dempsey as well as Berg, including his dramaturgical look at interviewing, 

which puts much emphasis on building rapport.7879 

Despite Icelandic farmers being generally known to be Eurosceptic as the empiric data in 

the theoretical chapter suggests, contrasting views were expected to come up. Based on personal 

experience of the researcher, farmers are often known to have strong personalities and not shy 

away from their views, although their honest reasoning behind those views might be harder to 

dig up, which makes it important to provide comfortable and engaging setting for the 

interviews. This honest reasoning was partly expected to be more culturally based than 

materialistic, like for example based in patriotism, fear of bureaucracy or a general fear of 

change in life, due to the previously collected data on farmers’ opinions on the subject.  

The interviews took place in January or February 2019 and to accommodate the subjects 

best, they were taken at times which fit the subjects the best, as well as taking place in the 

homes of the subjects. The research makes use of purposive sampling when choosing subjects 

for the interviews, since subjects will be chosen for being a part of a certain group of society, 

which is Icelandic farmers in this case. In terms of finding subjects for the interviews, there’s 

no readily available list of all farmers in Iceland to pick random samples out of, although that 

would be ideal. Adding to that, most people are not always eager to take 40-60 minutes of their 

free time to be interviewed by a stranger, specially not about a topic which might not interest 

them too much. So to compensate for these difficulties, personal connections were used to point 

in the right direction of possible subjects for the research, although that will in fact increase the 

risk of sampling error, due to the possible similarities between the people within the reach of 

our personal circles. But as stated before, this research is in no way attempting to provide 

entirely representational overview of Euroscepticism among farmers in Iceland, but rather an 

example of where it might come from. So the benefits of doing the research despite the risk of 

getting subjects with similar views and opinions through this way of gathering subjects were 

considered outweighing not doing the research due to not getting any subjects at all. The risks 

were also always kept in mind when doing the analysis of the results and presenting them. 
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When recruiting subjects for the interviews, they were ensured that the interviews would 

be entirely anonymous, should not take more than an hour and were not test of their knowledge 

of the topic in any way, but rather a very informal and semi-structured interview where they 

should feel comfortable to just tell what they know and think of the topic, nothing else. This 

measure was taken as the initial reaction of many of the subjects when asked if they wanted to 

participate was that they were afraid they didn’t know enough about the topic. Apart from any 

initial small talk and rapport building, the subjects were told how the interview would be 

conducted, when the recording starts, who will be able to listen to the interviews (only the 

researcher and the mentor of the thesis), what the research is about and for what purpose it is. 

A Dictaphone was used to record the interviews as well as a smartphone, as backup in case the 

Dictaphone wouldn’t work well enough. All the data was transferred to one hard drive in 

possession of the researcher after the interviews concluded and no other copies exist of the data. 

In total, six interviews were taken. Three of the subjects requested doing the interview with 

their partner, so there were eight individuals interviewed in total. The interviews with two 

individuals at once are still counted as one interview. 

 

3.4. Semi-structured interviews 

In contrast to structured (or standardized) interviews where the interviewer keeps the interview 

strictly to the pre-written questions, Waller et al describe semi-structured (or semi-

standardized) interviews as a conversation, guided by the researcher to the extent to his interest 

in giving voice to the participant and in the amount of knowledge that the researcher has about 

the topic.80 The questions are semi-structured to allow for probing of themes of interest to the 

research that potentially come up in the discussions.  

In his chapter about the dramaturgical look at interviewing, Berg describes four types 

of questions which should be used in interviews to get the most complete story from the 

subjects about the topic.81 First of all, there’s Essential questions, which are solely about the 

main topic of the research and aim at getting exactly the desired information. Since these 

types of questions are essential to the research, they could not be skipped or changed much, so 

every single subject had to get these questions. Examples of this type of questions in this 

research were “What is your experience of the EU?”, “Do you think that the experience of 
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EU-membership states regarding agriculture is good?” and “Do you think that international 

cooperation of Iceland has a big effect on your livelihood as a farmer? (for example a possible 

membership of the EU)”. Secondly, there’s Extra questions. They aim for the same 

information as the Essential questions, but are worded slightly differently to check the 

reliability of responses, partly because of the possibility a change of wording might have on 

the response. This is important since the Essential questions might sometimes sound overly 

direct or simplifying a difficult topic and might throw the subjects off and disrupt the rapport 

being built. Examples in the interviews taken for this research included “What did you think 

about Iceland’s membership talks of the EU?” and “To which extent do you think the 

Icelandic government should protect Icelandic agriculture?”. The third type of questions are 

Throw-away questions, which Berg describes as possibly being essential demographic 

questions or general questions used to develop rapport between interviewers and subjects.82 

They don’t aim specifically at getting the important information needed for the research, but 

focus on building rapport through making the subject comfortable with the flow of the 

questions, making it feel more like a regular conversation and getting a more complete story 

from the subject. If the interview only consisted of essential questions, it would sound much 

like a spoken questionnaire, but the throw-away questions specifically aim for having the 

opposite effect to that. The interviewer was free to add throw-away questions as he felt 

necessary to keep the conversation going. This included questions like “Are you exclusively a 

dairy farmer or are you also involved in other types of farming?”. The fourth type of questions 

are Probing questions. They allow the interviewer to ask the subject to elaborate on what they 

have already mentioned and dive deeper into the responses which are essential to the research. 

The interviewer was trained beforehand to recognize which responses elicit a follow-up 

Probing question and when and how to ask them. These types of questions included “What 

exactly do you mean by that?”, “Why do you think so?” or simply “Can you elaborate on 

that?”. 

 

3.5. Rapport building 

Apart from the choice of utilizing semi-structured interviews, the second most important 

measure taken to get the best results of the interviews was to place much emphasis on rapport 

building, since concerns arose during the preparation of the interviews that it might prove 
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difficult to get the subjects to speak freely about the topic. Rapport building is an important part 

of Berg’s dramaturcial look at interviewing and is defined by him as the positive feelings that 

develop between the interviewer and the subject, but he stresses that this does not mean that 

there are no boundaries between the interviewer and the subject.83 In other words, rapport 

building is about the interviewer establishing a good connection with the subject being 

interviewed, while still maintaining the purpose of the two of them having this conversation, 

which is for the interviewer to hear about the subjects’ perceptions. As a part of rapport 

building, an interviewer with much extensive personal experience with farming was recruited 

and instructed to prioritize keeping the interviews on a conversational note and make the 

subjects feel comfortable to open up about their opinions on the topic. The interviewer received 

thorough guidance from the researcher on the methodology, the research proposal and how the 

interviews should take place, including how he should build rapport, where he’s allowed to 

derive from the pre prepared questions or reword them, which questions are of which type 

(essential, throwaway, probing, etc.) and how to react to any given situation during the 

interview (when to ask probing questions or when to guide the interview in a different 

direction). As support, he had interview guidelines printed out with him during the interviews, 

including the pre-prepared questions and possible probing or throwaway questions. 

Berg’s dramaturgical look at interviewing will also be used in the research as guidance 

to suit the constructed relationship of the interviewer and subject to draw out information from 

the subject.84 Berg perceives the process of interviewing as a “face-to-face interactional 

performance” and that it is best accomplished if guided by a dramaturgical model, where drama 

is a mode of symbolic action in which some individuals act symbolically for others who watch 

symbolically.85 By doing this, the interviewer goes not only goes beyond the words and 

sentences exchanged during the interview process but also displays their own feelings during 

the interview as well as elicit those of the subject.86  

 

3.6. Qualitative content analysis 

To analyse the data collected from the interviews, qualitative content analysis (QCA) will be 

used. QCA utilizes coding frames to describe the meaning of qualitative material in a systemic 

                                                      
83 Berg, Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences (7th ed.), 130. 
84 Ibid., 104. 
85 Ibid., 103. 
86 Ibid., 103. 
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way, by classifying the material as instances of the categories of the coding frame.87 Meaning 

is not given or inherent in a text, but it is the recipient who gives meaning to it, through his 

perception of the material. Since the data from the interviews taken for this research doesn’t 

speak for itself to answer the research question, QCA is utilized to give meaning to it in a 

systemic way.88 It’s important to note, that QCA does not provide the full meaning of the data 

in each and every respect, but only in the respects specified in this research.89 This means that 

others could arrive at a different conclusion with the same data about the source of 

Euroscepticism of Icelandic farmers with different coding frames. Using QCA to answer this 

thesis’ research question, requires “translating” meanings of the data into categories of the 

coding frame and classify successive parts of the data according to the categories. To go beyond 

individual understanding of the data, QCA requires a test of consistency and therefore 

reliability.90 

 

3.7. Coding frames 

There are many factors that need to be kept in mind when a coding frame is designed. The goal 

of QCA is to reduce the material and distinguish between relevant and irrelevant material. To 

avoid feeling overwhelmed with the amount of all the different types of relevant material 

gathered in the research, coding frames are a way to focus on certain key aspects of the data 

and focus on those.91 Even though much emphasis was put on rapport building during the 

interviews which might have resulted in chatting about irrelevant topics, not much irrelevant 

information ended up in the data, so the vast majority of the data was selected to be coded. The 

next step in the process of designing the coding frame was structuring. There are three ways to 

go about this, either in a concept-driven way (deductive), data-driven way (inductive) or by 

combining the two (abductive). Deductive strategies rely on building the categories of the frame 

on previous knowledge, such as theory, previous research, experience or logic.92 Inductive 

strategies are used to create categories based on the data itself, which is the most commonly 

used method, since qualitative data is most often so rich and containing more than expected.93 

                                                      
87 Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 1. 
88 Ibid., 2. 
89 Ibid., 3.  
90 Ibid., 6. 
91 Ibid., 59. 
92 Ibid., 85. 
93 Ibid., 85. 
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Based on information already known about the topic, many of the categories in the coding frame 

built for this research were decided before the interviews took place, though a few were left 

out, few were added and others defined more specifically during the coding process after the 

interviews had been taken. So the strategy used to build the coding frame for this research is a 

mix between deductive and inductive. Lastly, it’s important to make sure that the frames chosen 

are collectively exclusive, which means that each section of the coded data should only fit in 

one category and no other. This proved quite challenging at times and required the frames to be 

revaluated a few times, before settling on the final version. 

 After the pilot phase of coding the results of the interviews, the following frames were 

chosen. The logic behind the choice of categories is to group how much they had to say or how 

important/relevant the following concepts were to the subjects. If the subject had very little or 

nothing to say about it (for example single-word answers), the subject won’t be counted as 

falling under that category. It’s important to note that the frame is constructed as counting 

mentions of the concept, rather than describing the overall opinion on the concept. Since all of 

the subjects had extensive reasoning for why possible EU-membership would be bad for Iceland 

because of reasons regarding agriculture, four subcategories were included to give a better 

picture of the reasoning they gave. 

 

1. Distance from politics  

2. Conflicting interests  

3. Neutral opinions  

4. National identity  

5. European integration positive for Iceland  

6. European integration negative for Icelandic agriculture 

- Economic 

- Health/security 

- Administrative/regulatory 

- Negative rumours 

7. European integration negative for Iceland 

8. Miscellaneous 
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3.8. Validity and reliability 

After the initial pilot phase of coding, an assessment is made of the quality of the frame through 

a test of reliability and validity. As Schreier describes it in general terms, an instrument such as 

a coding frame is considered to be reliable to the extent that it yields data that is free of error. 

It can be useful in QCA since low consistency can make it easier to pinpoint flaws in the coding 

frame and low consistency between different coders shows where interpretations are likely to 

be contentious.94 Consistency or internal reliability can be achieved through comparisons across 

persons, where a second person codes the data using the same coding frame, so the results are 

not only subjective, but intersubjective. The other way Schreier mentions to achieve consistency 

is through comparisons across points in time, where the same coding frame is used again by the 

same person to code the data again. Therefore the results remain stable over time.95 By showing 

that others have the same interpretation of the data strengthens the argument of the research and 

increases the chance of other members of the same community, which includes potential readers 

of the research, would understand the material in a similar way.96 For this reason, a second 

person was recruited for this research to code all the data again with the same coding frame, 

which was then used to compare with the coding of the researcher and therefore increase the 

reliability of the research. 

 While reliability enforces consistency to the coding frame, validity concerns that the 

concepts in the research question are represented. Just like reliability, validity is not either there 

or not there, but it is rather valid to a certain degree.97 The definition of validity in QCA is not 

uncontested and can be split in two fields. First of all, it’s the question if the coding frames’ 

meaning of the content can be described as being manifest or latent. That is, if the meaning of 

the content could be interpreted in many different ways or to which degree the meaning could 

be described as being standard or direct.98 Since the coding frame built for this research was 

data-driven, face validity is the most useful to assess the validity of the coding frame.99 Face 

validity concerns providing an exact description of the data, which means testing if the coding 

frames manage to capture all of the data, without leaving too many in a residual (miscellaneous) 

                                                      
94 Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 169. 
95 Ibid., 167. 
96 Ibid., 169. 
97 Ibid., 175. 
98 Ibid., 177. 
99 Ibid., 186. 
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category.100 Using face validity after the pilot phase of coding the interviews, residual coded 

content was re-evaluated in context with the frames chosen and some frames were adjusted to 

be more representative of the concepts of the research question. This included shifting the focus 

from purely looking at the categories of reasoning the farmers gave for being Eurosceptic and 

rather focusing on the context they gave this reasoning in. 

 

3.9. Further data collection 

Apart from the interviews themselves, data collection was mostly comprised of existing sources 

of data about Icelandic farmers’ opinions of international cooperation and the EU, mostly found 

in online news articles and interviews (Vísir, Morgunblaðið, Bændablaðið and RÚV) and public 

releases from the Farmers association. Academic publications from scholars like Baldur 

Thorhallsson and Eiríkur Bergmann provided some insight on the topic, as well as general 

information of Iceland’s relations with European integration. Routledge’s Handbook on 

Euroscepticism was the primary source of the study of Euroscepticism, while Wendt’s book 

Social Theories of International Politics guided the theoretical part and Berg’s and Waller’s 

articles about interviewing methods. 

 

3.10. Ethical dilemmas and risk assessment 

In Berg’s chapter about the dramaturgical model, he mentions the possibility of the model being 

viewed as manipulative of the subject to get desired results.101 This has been kept in mind in 

the composition of the questions and instructions to the recruited interviewer, where the rapport 

building is kept within a reasonable limit and reminding the interviewer of the always-present 

possibility of the subject not being completely representational. The emphasis on rapport 

building also invited the risk of the input from the interviewer being leading the subjects to 

certain answers. The possibility of this risk was discussed with the interviewer before the 

interviews took place, so he could keep the interview on a “conversational” note and motivating 

the subjects to give more detailed answers when they were hesitant, while being aware of giving 

all subjects the same input. This way, the topics of the interviews were kept diverse, so the 

subjects were reminded of the bigger picture when needed, so that their opinion of every aspect 

of the topic would be represented.  

 

                                                      
100 Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis in Practice, 186. 
101 Berg, Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences (7th ed.), 131. 
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4.  Analysis 

The following chapter will go through the results of the interviews and analyse them utilizing 

the aforementioned coding frame, to answer the research question of where Euroscepticism 

among Icelandic farmers originates. Before describing each frame and present the coded data, 

a short introduction of the overall results of the interviews is gone through to provide an 

overview, as well as the table of results and an overview of the coding frame to make the 

reference to each frame easier while reading the table. 

 

1. Distance from politics  

2. Conflicting interests  

3. Neutral opinions 

4. National identity 

5. European integration positive for Iceland  

6. European integration negative for Icelandic agriculture  

7. European integration negative for Iceland  

8. Miscellaneous 

 

Table 1: Mentions of the topic of each frame 

  Frame 1 Frame 2 Frame 3 Frame 4 Frame 5 Frame 6 Frame 7 Frame 8 Total 

Interview 1 2 1 0 6 1 13 1 4 28 

Interview 2 0 2 3 2 0 15 6 4 32 

Interview 3 2 7 0 1 3 27 0 0 40 

Interview 4 1 5 2 7 0 19 4 1 39 

Interview 5 0 3 0 4 1 13 0 0 21 

Interview 6 0 2 0 2 1 11 1 3 20 

Total 5 20 5 22 6 98 12 12 180 
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Figure 5: Distributions of mentions between frames 

 

 

As mentioned before, the subjects overwhelmingly gave reasoning for further European 

integration being bad for Iceland in regards to agriculture, which necessitates the following 

subcategories. 

 

Frame 6: European integration negative for Icelandic agriculture 

- Subcategory 1: Economic reasons  

- Subcategory 2: Health/security reasons 

- Subcategory 3: Administrative/regulatory reasons 

- Subcategory 4: Negative rumours 

 

Table 2: Mentions of topics of subcategories of frame 6 

  Subcategory 1 Subcategory 2 Subcategory 3 Subcategory 4 Total 

Interview 1 6 1 4 2 13 

Interview 2 9 1 3 2 15 

Interview 3 4 1 6 16 27 

Interview 4 5 4 6 4 19 

Interview 5 4 4 2 3 13 

Interview 6 6 2 1 2 11 

Total 34 13 22 29  
 

 

 

 

 

 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Frame 1 Frame 2 Frame 3 Frame 4 Frame 5 Frame 6 Frame 7 Frame 8

Distribution of mentions between frames



 41 

 

 
Figure 3: Distribution of mentions between subcategories 

 

 

4.1. Comparing results between frames 

As previously mentioned, a total of six interviews were conducted with eight Icelandic farmers, 

where they were asked about their opinions and thoughts about international affairs of Iceland 

with a possible membership of the EU as a focus point. The following pseudonyms will be used 

in the analysis as references to each subject. It’s important to note that although the subjects are 

referred to in the analysis with the masculine pronoun “he”, this does not indicate the real gender 

of the subject. 

 

- Interview 1: Subjects A and B 

- Interview 2: Subject C 

- Interview 3: Subjects D and E 

- Interview 4: Subject F 

- Interview 5: Subject G 

- Interview 6: Subject H 

 

The interviews often varied in length, with some subjects being very eager to share their 

views on the topic in interviews that lasted almost an hour, while others were more reluctant to 

expand on their views and were finished with the interview in under 30 minutes. There are 

many factors that could have affected this and should be kept in mind when analysing these 
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results, like the aforementioned interviewer effect and other methodological details. Also to be 

kept in mind, is that some of the subjects gave fewer but better articulated and insightful 

arguments than others. But looking at the total amount of mentions per interview in table 2, it’s 

clear how different the subjects were in terms of how motivated they were in giving arguments 

for their views on the topic, with the maximum amount of arguments in an interview being 

more than twice the amount of the ones who had the least. The interviews were expected to take 

about 30-40 minutes and with the average length of the interviews ending up at being at about 

40 minutes, the goal of engaging the subjects to talk freely about the topic is considered to be 

reached. The researcher considers this to be achieved mostly through the aforementioned 

emphasis on building rapport. The subjects responded very well to having an interviewer with 

much experience and insider-knowledge of farming who could respond to the information they 

gave with understanding and keeping the conversation engaging but also laid back. These 

measures did also not result in much unnecessary chatting off-topic, so these 40 minutes were 

well used to get the desired information from the subjects. What also helped was the ability of 

the interviewer to keep the interviews semi-structured and changing the sequence of the 

questions as the interview went on, as well as distributing the types of questions, to avoid any 

unnecessary break in the flow of the conversation. Examples of the advantages of the rapport 

building were in the first interview, where the subject started talking about the quality of 

Icelandic livestock, which is something the researcher did not know from his previous research 

on the topic, but the interviewer knew the topic well and followed up on it with probing 

questions like if the subject thought there was a need for importing semen to Iceland for 

improving the quality of the livestock, despite it maybe resulting in the livestock not being 

considered as “Icelandic” or unique as before. This provided important information for the 

research and would’ve not been possible if the researcher had done the interviews himself. 

Most arguments the subjects gave for their views came from fairly recent news, since 

this topic hasn’t been much in heavy discussion in Iceland since official talks of a membership 

application to the EU stopped. So it’s understandable that the topics currently in discussion 

were the most common ones, though many also still remembered the official membership talks 

well. Most noticeably, the aforementioned topics of new laws regarding import of agricultural 

products and resulting worries about economic benefits and health concerns made up the greater 

part of arguments given for being Eurosceptical. As table 2 shows, mentions of a possible EU-

membership of Iceland being bad for Iceland for reasons regarding agriculture outnumber 

mentions of further European integration being good for Iceland by far, proving the previous 

expectations, that the subjects would be mostly Eurosceptic, to be true. When comparing the 
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reasoning the subjects give for being sceptical about further European integration would be bad 

for Iceland, the subjects gave eight times more arguments for reasons regarding agriculture than 

reasons outside of it. This is of course understandable, given their occupation, but also gives a 

clear sign of their origins of opinions about the EU. But when comparing the results of the 

different frames, it’s clear that although the different arguments they give are fairly similar in 

quantity, they still have some noticeable differences. This can be explained by how talkative 

they subjects were, but also shows that they are not entirely uniform in what lies at the top of 

their minds when confronted with the topic of the research.  

As the results in table 3 show, economic reasons in regards to agriculture are dominant, 

with bad experience of neighbouring states and regulatory/administrative reasons following 

close behind, while the fewest mentions were of health or security reasons. While those 

categories will be examined closer in the following subchapter, it’s interesting to compare those 

results, regarding where the subjects got their information for those reasons from. With the 

economic and health/security reasons both mostly coming from recent news, they vary quite a 

bit in amount of reasoning. This could be explained with the economic reasons being more 

diverse, in contrast to the health reason being mostly focused on the sole issue of increased risk 

of diseases coming from import of raw meat. But it also gives a hint of the importance the 

subjects put in those kind of arguments. With bad experience of neighbouring states being the 

second most common argument the subjects gave for being Eurosceptic for reasons regarding 

agriculture, it’s interesting to note that those arguments came from personal knowledge of each 

subject rather than just directly from the news, referring to both old facts and new and differing 

between each subject. Lastly, the administrative/regulatory arguments mostly referred to 

information the subjects gathered around the time of the official talks of Iceland’s membership 

application to the EU in 2009.  

What was noticeable between arguments in almost all frames was the emphasis all 

subjects put on Iceland having a unique position in Europe, both regarding agriculture and 

outside of it, although the arguments regarding agriculture were certainly dominant as figure 5 

shows. This was the foundation of the majority of arguments the subjects gave for Iceland not 

being in the same position as member states of the EU in regards to benefitting from a 

membership.  
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4.2. Frame analysis 

 

Frame 1: Distance from politics 

Responses included in this frame are ones where the farmers felt like the topic was irrelevant, 

politics weren’t discussed much among farmers or that there wasn’t much reason for them to 

discuss politics at all. As seen in table four, only a handful of mentions could be assigned to 

this frame. Most of these feelings appeared at the beginning of the interviews when the 

interveiwer was warming them up to the topic and mentioned a possible membership of Iceland 

to the EU and the application of 2009. In this regard, most of them mentioned that the topic was 

mostly not relevant anymore since the offical talks have been stopped, with subject A saying in 

response to the topic of Icelandic farmers’ opinion on the EU being brough up for the first time:  

 

“this [topic] is kind of just out of the discussion by now and it hasn’t been thought of much 

since then. [...] it’s mostly just our [icelandic farmers’] interests that are being discussed”.  

 

As this example shows, Icelandic farmers’ interests are not always immediately 

considered by them to be relevant to Iceland’s relation with the EU. But as previously 

mentioned, these kinds of responses mostly came during the beginning of the interviews when 

they were being warmed up to the main topic and the word European Union was mentioned for 

the first time. On the other hand, as the discussion went further and details of European 

integration in Iceland came up, the subjects had much more to say and were very opinionated 

about it and by far in a negative way, as figure 5 shows. So it appears as Icelandic farmers 

currently tend not to fear a full membership application of Iceland to the EU, since they simply 

don’t consider it to be a possible reality given the current situation in Icelandic politics, but are 

instead very pessimistic about further European integration. In further reference to table 1, 

while the subjects didn’t have much positive to say about a possible membership of the EU for 

Iceland and/or further European integration, they didn’t have many comments on the current 

state of European integration in Iceland. In relation to Kopecký and Mudde’s dimensions, with 

farmers clearly on the pessimistic side in the dimension of EU-support, they should still be 

considered to be closer to the Eurosceptic side rather than the Euroreject one, given their lack 

of comments on the current status on European integration. Of course this is assuming a silent 

agreement to it.  
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Other mentions in this frame were regarding that farmers generally don’t talk about 

politics often and that there is a lack of officical meetings or interest of farmers anymore to 

discuss this topic, with subject D saying: 

 

“yes of course this [politics] is talked about to a certain degree between us [in the 

household at the farm], but it’s mostly when you go to farmers’ meetings when this is discussed, 

like other things [...] importation and such topics, but otherwise it’s not a hot topic”.  

 

They did mention though that they felt this should be improved an that farmers should 

have a reason to be involved in politics. When subject B was asked if there’s much discussion 

about international affairs of Iceland in his local community of farmers he replied: 

 

“no, there’s not very much of that [at farmers’ meetings]. The local farmers’ 

association is mostly just doing some paperwork. [...] [regarding the discussion in farmers’ 

meetings being active] No, I feel like they’ve been rather inactive... but all discussion is of 

course positive since it’s kind of completely necessary to talk about things, that is, hearing the 

opinion of most farmers”.  

 

So when mentioning the fact that Icelandic farmers don’t generally mind so much about 

politics or don’t consider themselves as being politically involved, it was clear this was not 

based on them not feeling the need to be involved, but rather an admittance of something they 

should improve. But as table 3 shows, only half of the subjects mentioned this to be true, while 

the other half did feel that politics and international affairs of Iceland were important to farmers 

and that they felt active in the discussion. Nevertheless, this expression of feeling the need of 

farmers to get more active in political discussions displays an admittance of Icelandic farmers 

possibly not being fully informed while forming their opinions on international affairs of 

Iceland, but wanting to be more informed about the topic and other farmers’ opinions. 

These mentions of a need for farmers to get more informed about politics as well as the 

lack of mentions in frame seven also give an important hint of the amount of information 

Icelandic farmers have about European integration. It’s understandable that the subjects are 

well versed in the effects of European integration on agriculture, given it’s their occupation and 

their strong identification with it, but this could also be an result of a simple lack of general 

information about how European integration works. Referring to the previously mentioned 

arguments from Guerra and McLaren’s about cognitive mobilization, these hints of Icelandic 
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farmers not always being very informed about political issues could be a part of the source of 

their Euroscepticism. 

 

Table 3: Frequency of mentions in frame 1 

  Frame 1 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 2 
Interview 2 

(C) 0 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 2 
Interview 4 

(F) 1 
Interview 5 

(G) 0 
Interview 6 

(H) 0 

Total 5 

 

Frame 2: Conflicting interests 

This frame describes responses which displayed a feeling of farmers needing to fight for their 

rights and interests within Icelandic politics, often directly against the interests of other groups 

of Icelandic society. This includes remarks about the voice of farmers not being present in the 

Icelandic parliament and that matters regarding the capital of Reykjavík get more attention and 

importance than they deserve. As subject A put it when asked if he thinks that the Icelandic 

government has farmers’ interests in mind when taking decisions about international affairs:  

 

“No I don’t think so. Or definitely not solely [thinking about farmers’ interests while 

making the decisions], but hopefully they are thinking about the nation and its inhabitants when 

they are taking those kinds of decisions, but we haven’t been aware of that lately. Especially 

regarding this deal [the recent agreement to comply with EEA laws regarding import of raw 

meat]”.  

 

Subject H was more blunt in his response to the same question:  

 

“I feel like they [farmers] have kind of been put in the corner [of Icelandic politics], 

[the topic of Icelandic agriculture] has sort of been demonized among those politicians, we are 

just supposed to be trampled on, ...that’s what I’ve been feeling like. (Interviewer asks: do you 

feel like Icelandic farmers are under siege?) Yes I think so, specially among the politicians, but 
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then you feel support from the common citizen. The discussion in the media [regarding 

Icelandic agriculture] is often very negative, always negative news, never positive.” 

 

As figure 5 shows, these mentions had a similar frequency as the mentions of national 

identity. The most common mentions of this topic was the feeling of the interests of Icelandic 

agriculture being in direct contrast to monetary interests of other groups of Icelandic society. 

The merging of the ministery of agriculture and the ministery of fisheries was mentioned by 

subject C in this regard: 

 

“I feel like that in recent years farmers’ interests have been rather subordinate in the 

political discussion and I think this is just a general development within the Icelandic 

government after the ministery of agriculture was merged with the ministery of fisheries 10-12 

years ago, and you hear it now in the discussion about the new laws regarding import of raw 

meat and the toll deal with the EU, they are implying that these business interests or regarding 

those agreements currently in order, that they have to sacrifice the interests of the agriculture 

to to protect the interests of the fisheries regarding their deals with the EU. They are kind of 

implying that, but maybe don’t say it directly”. 

 

Like Jónsdóttir mentioned in her opinion piece, referenced in the theory chapter above, 

many subjects mentioned the defenders of Icelandic retail being at direct odds with the Icelandic 

agricultural sector and fighting an unecessary and unwanted fight against Icelandic farmers. 

Political parties were only mentioned once in this regard, where the subject asserted that farmers 

uniformly don’t bat an eye to political parties that put the EU on the agenda. Other mentions 

included the feeling of agricultural topics being less present in the political discussion in Iceland 

and that it was currently dominated by topics regarding the capitol. Lastly, on notable mention 

was of certain groups of Icelandic society being in favour of EU-membership because of 

lucrative and well paid occupational positions opening up in Brussels for them. Overall, these 

results show clear signs of Icelandic farmers feeling somewhat at odds with other groups of 

Icelandic society regarding interests of the Icelandic agricultural sector. Furthermore, what’s 

interesting to note is that in contrast to the farmers being at odds with other groups of Icelandic 

soceity, the subjects never mentioned being at odds with other farmers in Iceland in any way, 

but rather constantly displayed a strong unity within the Icelandic farming community and 

showed much sympathy with farmers who would be affected more negatively by further 

European integration than others. 



 48 

The responses in this frame show the subjects expressing a clear political identity of 

farmers as a group of Icelandic society, where their “role” identity (as farmers) as Wendt 

describes it, is directly affecting their view on the topic. So in contrast to Waltz’s social identity 

theory of natural selection affecting behaviour regarding, Wendt’s theory of socialization fits 

better to describe the subjects’ rewarding for conformity to social norms, with those social 

norms being keeping agricultural products in Iceland Icelandic, rather than rewarding the 

interests of the fisheries, despite them being of greater economic benefit to the nation. 

Furthermore in this case, the subjects role identity as farmers proves at odds with their collective 

identity as Icelanders. 

In reference to Baldursson’s second hypothesis on Iceland’s hesitance towards further 

European integration, based on the rationalist school of thought with the priorities of fisheries 

being a controlling factor of this hesitance, Bergmann’s contestation of that hypothesis with 

Iceland’s national identity being an underestimated factor proves to be more descriptive of the 

source of Icelandic famers’ euroscepticism according to these results. With all of the subjects 

making remarks of Iceland’s national identity, through protecting Icelandic agriculture for the 

sake of keeping it Icelandic, being at direct odds with the materialistic interests of Iceland 

clearly shows what a big part Bergmann’s theory plays in the source of Euroscepticism among 

Icelandic farmers. 

 

Table 4: Frequency of mentions in frame 2. 

  Frame 2 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 1 
Interview 2 

(C) 2 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 7 
Interview 4 

(F) 5 
Interview 5 

(G) 3 
Interview 6 

(H) 2 

Total 20 
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Frame 3: Neutral opinions 

Some of the subjects responded to the questions with thoughts about the topic without giving a 

clear opinion about it being bad or good for Iceland. This included comments about aspects of 

the other arguments they gave, where the effect of European integration wouldn’t have much 

affect in Iceland for various reasons, like agricultural products which are already cheaper in 

Iceland than in Europe and therefore wouldn’t be in much competition with imported products 

from Europe. As subject C put it: 

 

“I think that we are just in such a position in for example production of lamb meat, that we are 

producing meat at the same price or even cheaper than in Europe, so we wouldn’t have to 

worry in that regard”. 

 

Other examples included the subjects only noting that further European integration 

would mean a big change for Iceland, but not being able to provide any further comments on 

what that change would entail. As table 5 shows, there weren’t many mentions of neutral 

arguments, which shows that the subjects didn’t display much information about the EU they 

didn’t have an opinion about, which either tells us that they’re very opinionated about every 

aspects they know about the EU and it’s possible effects on Iceland or they only have 

information about the EU which they either regard positive or negative. According to the 

aforementioned overview of the results, their arguments are overwhelmingly about what they 

perceive as negative aspects of a possible EU-membership.  

 

Table 5:  Frequency of mentions in frame 3. 

  Frame 3 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 0 
Interview 2 

(C) 3 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 0 
Interview 4 

(F) 2 
Interview 5 

(G) 0 
Interview 6 

(H) 0 

Total 5 
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Frame 4: National identity 

As Bergmann argued in his article mentioned in the theoretical chapter above, the notion of 

self-sufficiency and sovereignty has been a strong one among Icelanders ever since the 

beginning of the 20th century, when Iceland was at the hight of fighting for its sovereignty from 

Denmark. Being a nation depending on farming as vital means of survival through the centuries 

in an isolated place with harsh living conditions, it is understandable that Icelanders have had 

a strong connection with farming. This connection with farming as a part of the image of the 

nation can be seen clearly in the response the subjects give when asked about the topic. This 

frame includes any comments of the notion of Iceland needing to protect its sovereignty, 

feelings of Icelandic superiority of other nations or halting further European integration just for 

the sake of keeping things Icelandic. Subject G expressed his worries about Iceland losing 

sovereignty through EU-membership: 

 

 “Yes I think so [if an EU-membership could impair Icelandic sovereignty], that could 

easily be the case, regarding the sovereignty [of Iceland]. Because the situation is that good 

here, you understand that Eastern European nations have sought into this [the EU] after this 

recession that’s been there to some extent, to get into there [the EU] but I don’t see the need 

for us to do so.” 

 

A common mention was the notion of self sufficiency, meaning that it “just simply 

makes sense” to produce the products a country needs within its own boarders, even though 

economically it would make more sense to import or export. This topic has strong connections 

to the subjects emphazising throughout the interviews the uniqueness of Iceland’s position in 

regards to international cooperation. What this tells us is that Icelandic farmers show clear signs 

of feeling unique compared to other nations and having a strong need of protecting that 

uniqueness. Subject H mentioned this need in regards to keeping Iceland’s livestock Icelandic: 

 

“[...] I think [an EU-membership for Iceland] would be very damaging for the 

agriculture [in Iceland] and then there would of course be a demand for us to change the cattle 

breed here because we can’t compete with those foreign cattle breeds and I think there’s just 

too much sacrificed for that, we should try to protect our uniqeness and I hope that we will just 

stay outside of this [the EU], so we can protect our uniqueness.” 
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Subject G stated the virtue of nations being self-sufficient, but admitted that the Iceland 

is not in the best position to do so, adding that it’s still worth it since Icelandic agricultural 

products are of high quality: 

 

“That’s maybe just like we know, there’s enough food everywhere, that’ maybe not so 

much a security issue in itself, but every nation prides itself very much of being self-sufficient 

and I think that’s what people worry about [regarding a possible EU-membership of Iceland], 

it would constrain Icelandic production [...] but we of course know that we don’t have the best 

conditions, it’s that far up north and livestock needs to be kept inside expensive housing, so 

having the production here has its price, but we think the product is good.” 

 

This notion of Icelandic agricultural products being of higher quality and purity than 

those coming from outside of Iceland given their uniqueness and isolation, as well rules and 

regulations regarding such quality being more strict in Iceland than elsewhere. But in contrast 

to mentions of conditions in Iceland not always being ideal, some mentioned how Iceland’s 

condiditions are superior for some kinds of agricultural production as well as production outside 

of agriculture, as subject F mentioned when asked if Icelandic agriculture could compete with 

increased foreign competition: 

 

“That would indeed be difficult, but it’s my opinion that chicken production, like 

similarly with the data centers, they are considered very ideal for Icelandic conditions, just 

because of the climate, you don’t need as much to cool them down, these machines, and just 

like chicken production in Iceland, which is very prosperous regarding health and production 

wise, so the product is more healthy than in neighbouring countries, compared to amounts of 

Campylobacter and Salmonella bacterial infections, it’s of course because the [Icelandic] 

farms are in that kind of enviroment [in Iceland] that it’s easier to keep up good health 

conditions, rather than where they are run in warmer climates, maybe 35 degrees in the 

summer, then it’s hard to keep those chicken farms in a condition where you can control the 

livestocks health.” 

 

Subject C happened to directly admit that an central theme of the hypothesis of this 

research was true, even though the interviewer of course did not allude in any way to this being 

the hypothesis of the research: 
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“[...] then there’s also just a general tendency of the society of farmers, a certain kind 

of conservatism and fear of change, ...that’s no secret.” 

 

The subject didn’t mention any further details regarding that statement, for example if 

he thought it was something that needed to be improved or not, but it can be assumed through 

him stating that “it’s no secret” that he feels it’s possibly not the best argument there is to form 

a political stance upon. This was the only mention of an admittance of those kind of arguments 

not being ideal but it gives an important hint about an awareness of Icelandic farmers might 

have about their political identity and source of Euroscepticism. 

  

Table 6: Frequency of mentions in frame 4 

  Frame 4 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 6 
Interview 2 

(C) 2 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 1 
Interview 4 

(F) 7 
Interview 5 

(G) 4 
Interview 6 

(H) 2 

Total 22 

 

Frame 5: European integration positive for Iceland 

Since the research did not assume all farmers were entirely eurosceptic, the questions in the 

interviews were open to any opinion about the topic. This frame includes all responses which 

hinted at further European integration being good for Iceland in any way, regarding agriculture 

and outside of it. As seen in table 7, not many subjects mentioned anything good coming from 

a possible EU-membership for Iceland, with two subjects not mentioning a single thing. Even 

though all participants were overwhelmingly eurosceptic and opposed to further European 

integration as figure 5 shows, some of them still had something positive to say about European 

integration and possible positive effects it could have in Iceland. This mostly included mentions 

of positive experience of neighbouring states which they think would also benefit Iceland, areas 

of Icelandic governance which could be improved through the EU or economic possibilities 

like increased export of agricultural products. Many subjects mentioned the large scale of 

Danish agriculture as a positive aspect of EU-membership, as subject D said it: 
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“[...] it’s mostly from the Danes, they are of course exporting so incredibly much that they have 

a pretty good position there [in the EU].” 

 

Subject D also mentioned positive experiences of an EU-membership from Finnish farmers 

regarding funding from the EU Finnish farmers had gotten for development work on farms, but 

still being partly sceptical about it: 

 

“They did make quite a good deal for a short while, Finnish farmers, when they got some kind 

of development funding and could build housing, we saw for example some pictures of some 

stables, they had just gotten money for building them, but I think that was just some kind of one 

time payment, which still isn’t too bad, for this project during some adjustment period.”  

 

But this mention was followed up with a comment about hearing that Finnish farmers are mostly 

not happy about EU regulations regarding agriculture. Most of the other positive mentions about 

the EU were equally sceptical and expressed that these qualities dwarf in comparisant to the 

negative aspects they believed would come through an EU-membership. It is still notable to 

address the fact that the majority of the subjects had something good to say about it and their 

opinion not being entirely consumed by what they believed to be negative. As previously 

mentioned in the analysis for frame one, the subjects didn’t have many comments about the 

current state of European integration in Iceland, but one subject, subject G, expressed not being 

entirely against European integration: 

 

“[...] according to what one hears about it [the EU], I wasn’t completely against this EU-thing 

to begin with, there were definitely some kind of opportunities that would come with it.” 

 

Table 7: Frequency of mentions in frame 5. 

  Frame 5 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 1 
Interview 2 

(C) 0 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 3 
Interview 4 

(F) 0 
Interview 5 

(G) 1 
Interview 6 

(H) 1 

Total 6 



 54 

Frame 6: European integration negative for Icelandic agriculture 

Like previously mentioned, all subjects were overwhelmingly opposed to further European 

intergration of Iceland and gave long and varied arguments for this opinion. For this reason, the 

following subcategories were included to represent the types of arguments they gave. 

 

Subcategory 1: Economic reasons 

The most noteable argument all subjects mentioned was the discussion about the increased 

competition with foreign agricultural products, specially in regards to the recent changes in 

Icelandic laws about toll protection of these products, with many subjects describing it as 

foreign agricultural products “flooding over” the Icelandic market which is now “gaping wide 

open”. All subjects interviewed mentioned the recent change in laws regarding the import of 

meat products, eggs and milk and expressed great concerns about them, with subject A saying 

that pork and chicken production in Iceland simply wouldn’t survive an EU-membership: 

 

“[...] it’s completely clear that we [Icelandic farmers] cannot compete with European nations 

which are producing in much easier conditions and it’s completely clear that some sectors like 

pork and chicken producers would completely cease to exist.” 

 

Adding to the arguments found in Icelandic media and mentioned in the theoretical 

chapter, some of the subjects mentioned that the decreased toll protection of imports will take 

action immediately, but the tolls on exports, which were supposed to counteract the negative 

impacts of the increase in import, won’t take much longer time to come into action, with subject 

A describing it as follows: 

“Yeah this was an absolutely terrible deal, which was made three years ago I think, and it was 

very inconvenient for us. It was so unfair because the products come in immediately, almost all 

on with low tolls, but this little quota that we get for export, that takes three years I think, until 

the tolls fall down on the exports. This was completely unprecedented.” 

 

These concerns were mentioned by all subjects with much emphasis, often coming up 

repeatedly during the course of the interview and adding that Iceland urgently needs to protect 

itself against this development. As mentioned in the analysis for frame one the subjects didn’t 

mention much fear of a possible EU-membership, but as the results in this frame show, they 

clearly have much concern about further European integration. Furthermore, what’s interesting 

when analysing these results is that the subjects did not appear to mention these economic 
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factors to be bad because their own personal livelihood would be at stake, but rather for the 

sake of farming in Iceland staying alive. When asked if they feared for their livelihood to be at 

risk through further European integration, without mentioning them as farmers, they mentioned 

feeling worried about it, but never mentioning their personal finances being at risk but rather 

mentioning the survival of their collective community of farmers being the source of their 

worries.  

 

Table 8: Frequency of mentions in subcategory 1. 

  Subcategory 1 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 6 
Interview 2 

(C) 9 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 4 
Interview 4 

(F) 5 
Interview 5 

(G) 4 
Interview 6 

(H) 6 

Total 34 

 

 

Subcategory 2: Health/security reasons 

Another very common response which most subjects had a lot to say about were concerns of 

increased risk of desease among Icelandic livestock after the change in laws regarding imported 

agricultural products, like mentioned above in the theoretical chapter. In this regard, some 

subjects mentioned previous bacterial infections that had reached Iceland in 1930 through 

imported livestock and caused devastating deaths of Icelandic livestock for the following two 

decades, caused by the weakness of its immune system from being so isolated for such a long 

time.102 Subject H described bad experience in Iceland of imported livestock and its dangers as 

such : 

 

“[...] and of course regarding health, exactly this came up in the meeting yesterday, that if they 

would allow unpasteurized milk to be imported, it would open up for a lot of danger of the 

Visna-maedi virus to come with it and if Icelandic livestock would get infected from this virus 

then it wouldn’t take long for it to be completely wiped out. But I don’t think unpasteurized milk 

                                                      
102 Torfason, ”Mæðiveiki í Dölum 1955” 
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is included in this package now, but yeah, the pasteurization eliminates this virus. [Interviewer: 

you think defenses against deceases are important?] That’s definitely very important. Like 

everyone knows, this virus as well as the Psoroptes mites came to Iceland because of imported 

sheep from the UK.” 

 

They also mentioned an increased risk in public health in Iceland through the different 

methods used in agricultural production in Europe in regards to the rising numbers of 

antibiotics-resistant bacteria which haven’t reached Iceland yet. An interview with an Icelandic 

doctor, Karl G. Kristinsson, had aired in early 2017, where he discussed this increased risk of 

antibiotic-resistant bacteria reaching Iceland and many of the subjects referred to this interview 

specifically.103 Some also mentioned other factors unrelated to the EU, which might increase 

this danger of infections of lifestock, like increased tourism and horse riders, who bring horse 

riding gear which hasn’t been disinfected properly. Three subjects also defended Icelandic 

agriculture by arguing that Iceland needs to stay self-sufficient in case transportation to the 

country falls down, with subject H saying: 

 

“[...] and what if something comes up with food security, it wouldn’t take more than a volcanic 

eruption or god knows what.” 

 

Two subjects mentioned how member states of the EU also have to keep this security 

or food supplies aspect in mind and mentioned the number of nuclear plants in Europe and 

danger of droughts that can put those states in danger in this regard. Finally, it was interesting 

to hear that some farmers also look past the neighbouring countries for examples of how 

Icelandic regulations regarding agriculture can be improved. But however, they did not mention 

these improvements possibly being able to being implemented through further European 

integration. Subject G mentioned New Zealand and Australia in this regard, arguing why 

Iceland can’t have strict regulations of all imports like they do, with their unique flora and fauna 

in mind, as well as having the same unity and motivation as in those countries to maintain that 

uniqueness: 

 

“[...] you hear from countries like New Zealand and Australia, which are islands like 

us, that they are very strict. But then you are told that there are technicalities holding us back 

                                                      
103 Kastljós. Interview with Karl G. Kristinsson. 
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from doing it here. They follow this very strictly there in toll-harbours regarding soil and 

everything, they are very strict regarding this, they have sensitive breeds of livestock like we do 

even though this is all bigger there and there is just simply unity about protecting health.” 

 

Table 9:  Frequency of mentions in subcategory 2 

  Subcategory 2 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 1 
Interview 2 

(C) 1 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 1 
Interview 4 

(F) 4 
Interview 5 

(G) 4 
Interview 6 

(H) 2 

Total 13 

  

 

Subcategory 3: Administrative/regulatory reasons 

What very many of the subjects mentioned was the fear of losing control of how Icelandic 

agriculture is regulated and becoming too big and industrialized through increased regulations 

following further European integration. The aforementioned “fear of change” in the hypothesis 

of the research relates mostly to this factor, since farmers would be forced to change their old 

ways and traditions of working in agriculture through increased EU regulations. Judging by the 

amounts of responses in this frame in contrast with their lack of positive things to say about 

European integration, it’s clear that this fear of change in the national identity is a more 

powerful factor for Icelandic farmers than any monetary gain they could make from further 

European integration, also proving Bergmann’s theory of national identity more descriptive for 

these responses than rationalist arguments of monetary factors affecting farmers’ view on 

European integration. Subject F expressed his concerns of further industrialization of Icelandic 

agriculture like so: 

 

“[...] you could say as in Denmark, that the family-run farms, or whatever is left of them, have 

become kind of like family-run companies, where their production has multiplied following 

their membership to the EU. This is of course maybe just the evolution of modern times that 

those who are left in this field of work have bought all the land around them. [...] They [the 

farms] have just become some kind of companies.”  
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Another common topic in this frame was a general fear of Iceland becoming powerless 

to the biggest countries in Europe in having a say about regulations about agriculture, resulting 

in Icelandic farmers being forced to adjust to regulations made with bigger countries in mind 

and not suitable for the special needs of Iceland. Many subjects didn’t give much detail for this 

reasoning, but quickly expressed worries about this, often right at the beginning of the 

interview, so this appeares to be one of the first things they think of when asked about the topic 

of further European integration. For subject A this kind of response was the second sentence he 

said in the interveiw, after saying that he hasn’t thought much about his views towards the EU: 

 

“Nothing else other than that we are of course completely depentent to all the 

regulations they [the EU] set for us, which has acted as a certain preperation for the possibility 

of becoming members of the EU. There’s all kinds of regulations we would have to be subjected 

to. [...] Yes this would mean that we would have to make changes to our ways of working. We 

would for example have to do construction work to our stables and one could say that it would 

be constraining on us.” 

 

Also very common was a general fear or increased regulations putting increased strain 

on the agricultural sectors or being without understanding of unique Icelandic situations and 

needs. Subject C stated that the EU’s regulations contradict Iceland’s agricultural interests and 

says among Icelandic farmers the EU is viewed as being overly bureaucratic: 

 

“[...] the image I have gotten of the EU has always been rather negative and then I’m just 

referring to the discussions I’ve followed, which is drawn up in the Farmer’s newspaper and, 

yes, generally in the leadership of Icelandic farmers, whatever regards us farmers. It’s 

described as being some kind of a bureaucracy and this demand of open markets and free 

movement of people and livestock between countries contradicts our interests, for us farmers 

here in Iceland.” 

 

Lastly, subject C expressed the most concerns about the EU not having strict enough 

regulations regarding agricultural products, as a result of the EU being so big and not being able 

to manage the diverse needs of all it member states. In this regard, the subject mentioned 

previous scandals regarding purity of agricultural products in the EU and based his distrust on 

this knowledge, saying that he fears Icelanders “falling for cheap foreign junk products”. 



 59 

 

Table 10: Frequency of mentions in subcategory 3 

  Subcategory 3 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 4 
Interview 2 

(C) 3 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 6 
Interview 4 

(F) 6 
Interview 5 

(G) 2 
Interview 6 

(H) 1 

Total 22 

 

 

Subcategory 4: Negative rumours 

Most of the subjects also had significant knowledge of some aspect of the experience of member 

states of the EU regarding agriculture. Most of the arguments were regarding restrictive 

regulations they had heard about in neighbouring states. As table 11 shows, most subjects were 

relatively uniform in the amount of reasoning they gave using this argument, while subjects D 

and E were full of stories of experiences of EU-membership regarding agriculture in 

neighbouring states. One of their mentions was of phosphorus regulations in the Netherlands as 

well as expressing doubts about the ability of the EU to make agricultural regulations that fit 

every member state: 

 

“[Subject D:] There was a Dutch fodder specialist who came here and told us that there was 

some kind of a Phosphorus quota for example in the Netherlands. 

[Subject E:] He didn’t talk very well of it. 

[Subject D:] No, he said that it was in fact a worse system than the other quota. But they’d need 

some kind of control on these things and I don’t think they would ever manage to reach any 

unity about that.”  

 

Most subjects mentioned that agriculture in the Nordic states is in general harder than 

further south and that this highlights the needs for these countries to get special support from 

the EU, which they admit has somewhat already been enforced by the EU but are still difficult 

to apply for and receive. Subject H mentioned these difficulties as being extreme: 
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“[...] It’s my undestanding that if you want to get anything out of it then you need to hire a 

person to apply for all the funding. I think this is so extremely complicated that it’s not a 

possibility for a regular farmer. They must be experts to find out what for you have the rights 

to get.” 

 

Another common mention was that neighbouring member-states of the EU felt 

contrained by ristrictive regulations from the EU, which didn’t result in necessary support and 

was overly disconnected with the real needs of the farmers. These regulations were often simply 

described as beind “stupid” or “nonsensical” by the subjects. Subjects F and H mentioned 

having understanding for those who voted in favour of Brexit, without offering any further 

explanation for this view. Many British farmers do in fact see Brexit as an excape from 

constraining EU regulations that don’t show enough understanding of the diverse special needs 

of all regions.104 This significant knowledge of and trust in the experience of farmers in 

neighbouring member states shows how strong the political identity of subjects as farmers is 

and how significant it is as a source of them being eurosceptic. So in this case, the socialization 

which affects their behaviour towards the topic reaches outside of the country, rather than being 

stronger with other Icelanders, who don’t identify as farmers. 

 

Table 11: Frequency of mentions in subcategory 4 

  Subcategory 4 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 2 
Interview 2 

(C) 2 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 16 
Interview 4 

(F) 4 
Interview 5 

(G) 3 
Interview 6 

(H) 2 

Total 29 

 

 

Frame 7: European integration negative for Iceland 

Regarding reasons for further European integration being bad for Iceland for reasons outside of 

agriculture, most subjects mentioned a fear of loss of sovereignty through the EU being so big 

                                                      
104 Gordon, “Why Brexit could be good news for Britain’s farmers”. 
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and Iceland so small. As mentioned before, numbers of arguments given for being eurosceptic 

for reasons outside of agriculture are overwhelmingly smaller than for reasons regarding 

agriculture. Two interviews didn’t even have a single mention. Those who did mention these 

reasons mostly expressed worry about control of Iceland’s resources like the fisheries and 

electricity, specially regarding the recent discussion about the third energy package, which is 

currently up for vote in the Icelandic parliament.105 Subject H expressed great worries about the 

result of this vote: 

 

“I naturally am hesitant to make a judgement about that [Effects of EU-membership on Iceland 

outside of agriculture], but all in all I think it would not be for the good of Iceland. Both because 

of the fisheries and then there’s of course this new thing about the electricity. I’m absolutely 

terrified that they are taking advantage advantage here of Iceland if this package gets accepted. 

Then when it’s been accepted, then I think we’ll just get an order from Brussels that the state 

can’t own the National electricity company and that it must be privatized. I’m absolutely 

terrified about it, that not everything is clear there. [Interviewer: Do you think it would be 

better to just not take the risk?] Yes I think so.” 

 

Some mentions also included concerns about the EU reaching out of their intended field  

of control and having influence on local matters, politics and legislature, like subject F: 

 

“Yeah it’s my experience that they are slowly reaching further and further from just controlling 

market related things, but also various domestic topics and politics. [...] also legislation and 

law related matters.” 

  

Two subjects referenced the offical membership talks of Iceland in 2009, saying that 

many people believed Iceland could negotiate exeptions with the EU to protect Icelands unique 

position and needs and that retail prices would drastically drop, but stated that those believes 

were based on false pretenses. Subject C mentioned this when thinking back to the time of the 

membership application: 

 

“When Iceland applied for a membership after the financial crash and everyone were 

discussing these matters, then it became clear that it had been made to look like Iceland could 

                                                      
105 Harðarson, “Hvað er þriðji orkupakkinn?” 
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get various exeptions from some EU regulations given its isolation and uniqueness, but when 

people starting looking deeper into it they found out that in the EU there exists in fact nothing 

like a permanent exeption. There’s maybe just some temporary adjustment period, but nothing 

permanent. Then these fundamental demands we want to keep here in Iceland about not moving 

livestock between countries because of our uniqueness and isolation and breeds, are something 

we couldn’t get if we were in the EU. Or that’s at least what I’ve come to undestand and you 

base your opinion of those kinds of examples.” 

 

 Through these responses, it’s clear that the subjects do also consider other factors and 

interests of other groups in Iceland when they form their opinion on the topic, showing a certain 

level of identification as Icelanders, although it’s not much compared to the amount of 

responses in the frames regarding negative feelings towards the EU for reasons regarding 

agriculture.  

 

Table 12: Frequency of mentions in frame 7. 

  Frame 7 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 1 
Interview 2 

(C) 6 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 0 
Interview 4 

(F) 4 
Interview 5 

(G) 0 
Interview 6 

(H) 1 

Total 12 

 

Frame 8: Miscellaneous 

For mentions not fitting in any of the other frames but still considered important for the research 

were coded as miscellaneous. First of all, this included mentions of the EU possibly being 

beneficial for agriculture in neighbouring states and most of all in Denmark, referencing its 

large scale and far-reaching agricultural production. But while naming examples of the EU 

being beneficial elsewhere, the subjects didn’t necessarily say it would be beneficial in the same 

way for agriculture in Iceland, which excludes these mentions from frame six. But in this regard, 

they often mentioned shortcomings of Icelandic agriculture and how it needs to be improved, 

but not necessarily through a membership of the EU. In this regard they mentioned the isolation 

and uniqueness of Iceland being the the leading cause, like Icelandic livestock being inbred, 
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being half as useful for agricultural products and not necessarily resulting in a very good 

product, compared to foreign ones. Subject A described the prosperity of Danish agriculture 

resulting from ideal geographical location: 

 

“Yeah I think that for example Danish agriculture has benefitted from an EU-membership. They 

have achieved massive widespread market success. It’s especially the isolation here [as being 

the cause for Icelandic agriculture not being able to achieve the same success.]. The Danes 

have survived the competition in the EU by joining forces with countries like Germany and 

formed mutual dairy associations across the borders and achieved their market share through 

that and therefore becoming competitive. They are just geographically well set, really.” 

 

So in contrast to the nationalistic mentions in frame four, the subjects did sometimes 

mention Icelandic agriculture being inferior. This resulted in the subjects sometimes 

contradicting themselves somewhat in their arguments. Other responses in this frame were 

mentions of admittance that their identity as farmers directly influence their views on the topic 

and are the major influence of their stance. This shows that the subjects are in fact somewhat 

aware of the social origins of their stance of the topic, but don’t necessarily discuss it as a 

problem or try to hide it. Subject C described this when asked if the opinions of other farmers 

influence his views on the topic: 

 

“It’s a bit hard to evaluate that. I... [hesitance] ...how one forms his views... Yes of course your 

surroundings influence your views and then you are also directly influenced from your parents, 

and yes, you couldn’t exclude the possibility that you adopt the views of the ones around you, 

but you also often just discuss and reason with other farmers.”  

 

 Subjects A, B and F were the only ones who thought that their identity as farmers didn’t 

influence their views on the topic, with subject F stating: 

 

“No, I wouldn’t really say so. It’s mostly just views that you hear in the news or read in the 

papers [that influence him].” 
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Table 13: Frequency of mentions in frame 8. 

  Frame 8 

Interview 1 

(A&B) 4 
Interview 2 

(C) 4 
Interview 3 

(D&E) 0 
Interview 4 

(F) 1 
Interview 5 

(G) 0 
Interview 6 

(H) 3 

Total 12 
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5. Conclusion 

The research question this thesis aimed at answering was: how do Icelandic farmers form their 

opinions on European integration in Iceland? The main hypothesis was that rationalist 

theorizing and monetary arguments often used to explain Eurosceptism in Iceland do not paint 

a full picture in explaining Euroscepticism among Icelandic farmers and that there are important 

cultural elements playing a significant role in influencing their opinions. In the light of a lack 

of direct sources about Icelandic farmers’ opinions about European integration interviews were 

taken in January and February 2019 and the results were coded and analysed using qualitative 

content analysis. The results from the frame analysis were then compared to results of previous 

research of Euroscepticism and analysed further using Alexander Wendt’s theories of social 

constructivism. 

 The results present a strong influence of culturally specific elements like national 

identity on how they form their views on European integration in Iceland, in contrast to 

rationalist theorizing about sources of Euroscepticism in Iceland, which display monetary 

interests as a leading factor. This result echoes Bersson’s contestation of those rationalist 

theories by arguing that national identity plays a bigger role in explaining Iceland’s position 

towards the EU. Supporting the main hypothesis of the thesis is to begin with, the resulting 

confirmation that Icelandic farmers can in fact be described as being mostly Eurosceptic, with 

an overwhelming majority of reasoning given by the subjects for further European integration 

being bad for Iceland compared to reasoning given for it to be good for Iceland. According to 

the frame analysis the subjects were about 95% more likely in the interviews to mention bad 

factors regarding further European integration in Iceland rather than good ones. Furthermore, 

the results from the frame analysis showed a stark contrast between the high amount of 

mentions about further European integration being bad for Iceland for reasons regarding 

agriculture and the relatively low amount of mentions of reasons outside of agriculture. 

Mentions of reasons regarding agriculture for further European integration being bad for 

Iceland were mostly regarding economic factors and bad experience from neighbouring states, 

while there were fewer mentions of administrative/regulatory and health/security related 

reasons.  

A further support for the main hypothesis of the thesis was the analysis of the results of 

the interviews through Wendt’s theories of social constructivism, giving a clear image of 

Icelandic farmers being heavily influenced by their identity as farmers when forming their 

views on further European integration in Iceland. This is first of all based on their strong role 
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identity as farmers and secondly the correlation the subjects constantly showed in their 

responses between their political identity as farmers and their national identity, with their 

argument of protecting the national identity of Iceland being more important than the monetary 

interests of the country, being most prominent while analysing the results. This strong 

identification with farming and protecting the national identity of Iceland through farming 

presented itself in a common thread throughout all the interviews, which was an emphasis on 

the uniqueness and quality of Iceland and a strong fear of losing it through further European 

integration. According to the analysis, this fear seems to be at the root of their scepticism 

towards the EU, even though they didn’t seem to have a strong objection to the current status 

of Iceland on the inner periphary of the EU. According to existing theories on Euroscepticism, 

in contrast to Euroenthusiasts, Europragmatists and Eurorejects, these results qualify Icelandic 

farmers as EU-pessimists and Europhiles at the same time, resulting in the categorization as 

Eurosceptics. With social constructivism’s view of international relations as a social 

construction, rooted in social values, norms and assumptions, the results of this thesis give an 

important insight into Iceland’s position towards the EU by showing how influential social 

values are in forming the views of a group of Icelandic society that’s often considered one of 

the most Eurosceptic in the country. Despite a membership application of Iceland to the EU 

currently not being on the agenda, European integration is still going and with the drastic 

decline in support for the EU in Europe during the past decade continued research on  
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