
 

Nordic Narratives of International Law 
Concept note, 9 April 2018 

The research group Law, Society and Legal Development and project Nordic Branding: 

Politics of Exceptionalism at the Faculty of Law, University of Oslo, will host a conference 

on the Nordic construction of international law. The seminar will be held in Oslo and the 

tentative date is 6-7 June 2019. Participants will include experts in the field from all the five 

Nordic countries and renowned scholars from outside the Nordic region. Contributions to the 

seminar will form part of an edited book to be published in English, most likely with Oxford 

University Press. 

1. Background  

International law has traditionally enjoyed significant attention in the Nordic countries. It 

occupies an important position in domestic debate and is often thought to have significant 

influence on relevant policy areas. Nordic governments have an outspoken ambition to 

comply with international law and to promote further development of the international legal 

system. International law has also occupied an important place in Nordic legal scholarship 

and there is a long history of joint Nordic discourse on topics of international law, with 

dedicated Nordic conferences and specialist journals such as the Nordic Journal of 

International Law. Since the early 20th Century, several international lawyers from the region 

have made important contributions to the development of international law, theoretically and 

practically.  

At the same time, there has been ambivalence, even opposition, in the Nordic states towards 

international norms and instruments. This contradictory position has been historically less 

visible but has been the subject of growing research; and in the past few years this 

ambivalence is much more recognizable in government policy. In the field of human rights, 

expulsion of foreign citizens and restrictive measures towards refugees and migrants, 

perception of the Nordics as exceptional in respecting and implementation of international 

law has come under challenge. Moreover, various legal cases in the ICJ and elsewhere have 

challenged the idea that Nordic conceptions of international law are necessarily universal.  

The purpose of a conference on Nordic narratives of international law is to explore how 

international law has been constructed and applied in Nordic public spheres and abroad. 

Focusing on Nordic conceptions, understandings and scripts allows for a broader 

investigation of the position and relevance of international law in the Nordic societies. The 

application of a Nordic perspective permits, on the one hand, comparisons between the five 

Nordic countries. On the other hand, it provides a basis for confirming or challenging the 

common perception that there is a joint Nordic perspective on international law. 

2. Tentative topics and structure for the seminar 

The conference and the book will be structured in three parts. Part I will be concerned with 

the broader aspects and Nordic meta-stories of what international law is and should be. This 

includes an analysis of theoretical and methodological approaches to international law, as  

 



 

 

well as the sociological construction of narratives in light of prevailing political, economic 

and institutional considerations. So we ask: What is the relationship between Nordic 

countries and international law? How does Nordic international lawyers approach 

international law, theoretically and methodologically? What motivates the Nordic narratives 

of international law and how are those narratives constructed? Are these narratives and their 

underlying concerns, values, interest or purposes exceptional in any respect?  

Part II deals with Nordic narratives concerning thematic areas in international law that have 

been central to scholarly and public debate in the Nordic countries. This will include 

international economic law, international humanitarian law, the law of the sea, the legal 

regime pertaining to international security, migration, human rights and indigenous peoples. 

Part III focus on the narratives of international law constructed and reproduced by key actors 

in the Nordic discourse. This includes the role, agency and impact of Nordic legal scholars, 

international judges and negotiators from the Nordic countries, the foreign services in the 

Nordic countries, the approach to international law in Nordic domestic courts, and the role of 

institutions such as the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce and the Nobel Peace prize. 

 


