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The history of intellectual property, piracy, and the commons 

 

The research history project CREATIVE IPR – The history of intellectual property rights in 

the creative industries is led by Prof. Véronique Pouillard at UiO. The project aims to 

examine the history of intellectual property in a historical perspective. The project will go on 

until 2024 and its team organizes regular seminars and workshops. 

This project approaches questions on the definition of intellectual property, the status of 

pirates, and the governance of the commons. Such definitions are contested and they have 

changed over time. This makes history a central discipline to interrogate piracy, commons, 

and ownership. Since their rise during the Enlightenment, intellectual property rights have 

developed in three types: copyright, trademark, patents. Questions emerged during this 

development: Should authors enjoy moral rights to their ideas, or should everyone be free to 

copy inventions and bring them to the market? Are patents positive or negative for 

development? Competing and conflicting visions of what is an inventor or an artist emerged 

from such debates. Cases from literature, music business, design, fashion, and the visual arts, 

the pharmaceutical industry, and agriculture are welcome to examine these battles on 

intellectual property. 

Since the nineteenth century governments increasingly started to recognize intellectual 

property rights in law. Associations and experts at the international level aimed to unify 

international regimes of knowledge. These international institutions eventually became in 

1967 the World Intellectual Property Organization, since 1970 part of the United Nations. The 

central question that emerged, then, was about the dynamics between the West and the 

developing countries. Did developed countries try to impose their regimes of knowledge and 

commerce on the rest of the world? Furthermore, which place was left to the commons? 

 

Possible topics for MA thesis (to be written in English or in the Scandinavian languages) 

include: 

 

-The history of TONO – Norsk Komponistforenings internasjonale musikkbyrå. 

-The history of patents and/or of authors’ rights societies in colonial contexts. 

-The biography and work of the Belgian lawyer Henri La Fontaine, recipient of the Nobel 

Peace Prize in 1913. 

-The history of the early congresses for the unification of intellectual property at the 

international level. 

-A legal history of the Marius sweater. 

-A history of innovation at Hennes & Mauritz. 

-Innovation and design at the French-Norwegian couture house of Per Spook. 

-A history of technical innovation and patents in textile firms, especially in regard to extreme 

sports and performance. 

-A recent history of Plan S in Norway. 

-The history of piracy movements in the Scandinavian countries. 
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