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Rebecca Adler-Nissen  
and Ulrik P Gad

Abstract
Benevolence, homogeneity and peace has never been the full story of the Nordic region. 
Building on a critical review of myths of ‘Norden’ in international relations theory and beyond 
(international political economy, security studies, regional and European integration theory and 
postcolonialism), we develop the framework of postimperial sovereignty games for understanding 
contemporary Nordic foreign policy and regional dynamics. We shift focus from the ‘large’ 
Nordic countries to the remnants of Nordic empires: Iceland, Greenland, the Faroe Islands and 
Åland. On the one hand, these polities struggle to enhance their independence – Iceland even 
after becoming a sovereign state; the other polities via self-government arrangements. On the 
other hand, the former colonies develop close relationships to a supranational European Union in 
their effort to achieve independent subjectivity. Contrasting the developments towards increased 
independence and European integration, the article demonstrates the importance of imperial 
legacies. Firstly, it challenges Norden as a model security community. Secondly, it questions the 
image of a harmonious Nordic welfare model based on equality and consensus in light of the 
experiences of Iceland, Greenland, the Faroe Islands and Åland. Finally, it suggests that no theory of 
European integration is complete without taking imperial and postimperial processes into account.

Keywords
Empire, European integration, Nordic region, postcolonialism, sovereignty games

Introduction

Are the Nordic countries different from the rest of Europe? For many theorists, policy 
analysts and politicians, the answer is obvious: Yes, of course! One chapter heading in a 
book on Nordic security simply reads ‘The North Is Different’ (Dörfer, 1997: 15). In 
Europe, Norden stands out: ‘[T]he Nordic countries will provide something qualitatively 
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different to the EU’ (Miles, 1996b: 7). Indeed, ‘[t]he Nordics are often seen as a group by 
external actors’ (Græger, 2011: 25), and the official homepage of Nordic intergovern-
mental cooperation reads, ‘[t]he Nordic countries have followed relatively similar insti-
tutional development patterns’ (Norden.org, n.d.). But what makes the Nordic countries 
different? Firstly, it is commonly argued, the Nordic region does not have a lengthy and 
painful history of colonialism like the rest of Europe does. Unlike the United Kingdom 
and France, the Nordic states rejected a policy of imperialism. Or at least, so the story 
goes, in the Nordic region, empire is something of the past. The Danish and Swedish 
colonies were lost or sold (although the Danish colonies in the West Indies were only 
sold to the US in 1917). Arguably, the Nordic countries closed the chapter on imperial-
ism when Norway, Finland and Iceland gained independence in the first half of the last 
century. Having turned its back on colonial and imperial adventures, Norden instead 
developed into a security community and the world’s largest donor of development aid 
and contributed disproportionately to United Nations (UN) peacekeeping. Thus, ‘the 
Nordic nations provided public goods to the world community … [and] fancied them-
selves as mediators and healers’ (Archer, 1996: 264–271; Browning, 2007: 33–35; 
Dörfer, 1997: 15–16; Ingebritsen, 2002; Miles, 1996b: 8). Secondly, and linked to this 
image of peaceful benevolence, is the understanding that the Nordic countries are excep-
tionally stable nation states. Observers claim that the high degree of homogeneity and 
equality in the Nordic states helps explain the development of advanced welfare systems 
(Bjørnskov, 2008). Domestic progress and regional peace combined resulted in a ‘Nordic 
model’ that could be actively exported (Archer, 1999: 62; Browning, 2008: 240; 
Mouritzen, 1995). Thirdly, the Nordic countries stand out when it comes to European 
integration. The Nordic countries are usually described as more EU-sceptic than other 
European countries (Archer, 2000; Miles, 1996a: 277; Raunio, 2007). It is often argued 
that this is due to a particularly strong national identity and attachment to national sover-
eignty. These three images – peacefulness, homogeneity and EU-scepticism – are often 
presented as entangled (Archer, 2000: 109; Bergman, 2007; Browning, 2008: 239; 
Kuisma, 2007; Lawler, 1997).

As with many headline stories, this one – emphasizing Nordic exceptionality – is 
overstated. This special issue claims that Nordic benevolence, homogeneity and peace-
fulness is not the full story.1 We point out the importance of the imperial legacies for 
understanding contemporary dynamics of Nordic foreign policy and regional interaction. 
Denmark and Sweden used to be the two dominant empires in the Nordic region, each 
ruling over their respective dependencies. Imperial logics continue to influence policy-
making and identity politics today. This special issue examines hitherto understudied 
Nordic (post-)imperial territories and former colonies.

In using the notion of empire, we refer to a systematic domination of one society over 
others, as we saw in the 19th and 20th centuries when Europe dominated the rest of the 
world (Doyle, 1986: 20). Integral to imperial rule is that the various political entities that 
are governed by a centre often have different relations to the centre (Jordheim and 
Neumann, 2008: 10; Nexon and Wright, 2007). This variety of relations to the centre 
forms a starting point for a development in which ‘modern empires have nation-state 
cores and … subordinated peoples, in their turn, are also incorporated into modern sys-
tems of political action and belief, coming themselves to aspire to nationhood’ (Shaw, 

 at Copenhagen University Library on November 30, 2016cac.sagepub.comDownloaded from 



Adler-Nissen and Gad 5

2002: 329). Hence, a postimperial situation is one in which the imperial configuration is 
transformed beyond the original hierarchy and new identities, groups or even states 
emerge (see Neumann, 2014).

More specifically, this special issue shifts focus from the ‘large’ Nordic countries – 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland – to the polities of Iceland, Greenland, the 
Faroe Islands and Åland, which are remnants of Nordic imperialism. These polities are 
struggling to enhance their independence. Iceland became a sovereign state in 1918 and 
finally shed the last formal bonds to Denmark (foreign and defence policy and a per-
sonal union with the King) in 1944, but the other polities have various forms of self-
government arrangements. At the same time, these polities are developing close 
relationships to a supranational EU and the international community more broadly. 
Iceland was accepted as a formal EU candidate in 2010, and while Greenland was the 
first and so far only ‘country’ to leave the EU in 1985, the debate on whether to join 
again never seems to die. Table 1 provides an overview of the cases addressed in this 
special issue.

Notwithstanding the political attention, the contrasting development towards 
increased independence on the one hand and European integration on the other has yet to 
be systematically investigated. As such, Norden constitutes a site for understanding big-
ger issues concerning sovereignty and the interplay between postimperial relations and 
European integration.

Today, both traditional and more radical international relations (IR) scholars are 
trapped with misleading interpretations of the Nordic region. Traditionalists, be they of 
realist or liberalist inclinations, tend to accept the image of the Nordic countries as par-
ticularly homogenous, peaceful, successful and benevolent as an accurate description 
(Archer, 2000: 109; Campbell et al., 2006; Katzenstein, 1996; Kuisma, 2007; Lawler, 
1997). Constructivists and poststructuralists generally dismiss this self-image as an accu-
rate description – only to tell the same story by examining it as a discourse. Paradoxically, 
constructivists and poststructuralists therefore end up with a similar image of a harmoni-
ous and peaceful Norden as traditionalists do (Bergman, 2007; Browning and Joenniemi, 
2012; Hansen and Wæver, 2002; Joenniemi, 2007).

By exploring what we call ‘postimperial sovereignty games’, this special issue chal-
lenges established myths about the Nordic region in IR theory and advances an alterna-
tive perspective on the imperial legacies and present dynamics of sovereignty. The main 
aim of this special issue is not to explore the colonial past of the Nordic countries (for 
this, see Neumann, 2014; Keskinen et al., 2009). Instead, we examine how European 
integration and postimperialism intersect in the Nordic countries today. In doing so, we 
provide a systematic comparison of the triangular relationships between the EU, the four 
small polities, and their respective metropoles. As will become clear, just because Iceland 
is now a sovereign state, the historical relationships to Denmark and Norway (its former 
metropoles) still matter beyond what has traditionally been identified as an Icelandic 
nationalism in an ‘unremitting struggle for its freedom’ (Hálfdanarson, 2004: 131, 132, 
137; Thorhallsson, 2004: 191). We explore how these remnants of the Nordic empires – 
formally sovereign Iceland and the three home-rule countries – use the EU in their efforts 
to achieve independent subjectivity in a way formed by each of their particular postcolo-
nialities. In addition, we explore how the EU and the former metropoles deal with them. 
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This leads to a new interpretation of the Nordic region and its postimperial relations 
affecting not only past but also current politics in Europe.

The cases examined are still or have recently been subjected to the authority of one of 
the four ‘larger’ Nordic states. However, the selected cases represent a range of possible 
politico-legal statuses. On the one end of the spectrum is Iceland, a formally sovereign 
state; on the other end is the dependency of Åland, a self-governing territory without any 
sovereign pretensions. Differences in formal status play a major role, of course, but they 
alone cannot account for the politics surrounding these former colonies. Sovereignty 
assumes different and shifting meanings in the different polities.

Distracted by a simplistic either/or concept of sovereignty where non-sovereign enti-
ties pass below the radar, current IR scholarship produces an empirically cursory and 
theoretically narrow understanding of world politics and the Nordic region. In address-
ing this problem, the overall contribution of this special issue is twofold.

Firstly, it offers a theoretical framework for the study of postimperial relations wherein 
sovereignty is a key issue. This framework can be used more generally for understanding 
relations between core and periphery in an empire under devolution. In the public debates 
in Iceland, Greenland, the Faroe Islands and Åland, direct references to sovereignty, 
independent agency and submission are central. As shown in Figure 2, the question of 
sovereignty constitutes a distinct axis, co-organizing parliamentarian and electoral poli-
tics along with the traditional, economic left–right axis. Yet before assuming any auto-
matic meaning and consequences of this constant allusion to sovereignty, we suggest 
opening up the concept. What does sovereignty mean in the context of dissolving Nordic 
empires and increased European integration? Some territories may want to remain within 
the old empire. Others may use the concept of sovereignty as a bargaining chip without 
wanting independence ever to become reality. To begin exploring what sovereignty can 
and could mean for former colonies and peripheral possessions in Norden, we develop 
the notion of postimperial sovereignty games.

Secondly, this special issue applies this approach to the four cases in a systematic 
comparison between the cases. This leads to a more nuanced portrait of Norden and the 
relationship between postimperialism and the European integration process. Thus, this 
special issue shows that it is impossible to understand Nordic foreign policy regional 
dynamics without taking the imperial legacies into account.

The remainder of this introduction is organized in three parts. The first section 
explores the rosy pictures of Norden currently dominating IR accounts (particularly 
international political economy (IPE), security studies and European integration studies). 
We contrast these images with the rather different image provided by postcolonial stud-
ies. The second section presents our theoretical framework for understanding the sover-
eignty games taking place in the triangular relations. The theoretical framework allows 
for an analysis of how micro-polities manoeuvre between different centres. The third 
section provides a brief overview of the case studies in the special issue.

Myths of the Nordic region in IR theory and beyond

This section critically reviews the IR literature on the Nordic region. It argues that domi-
nant accounts of the Nordic region in IR are lopsided because they disregard imperial 
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8 Cooperation and Conflict 49(1)

legacies and current dynamics of postimperialism in the Nordic region. IPE, security 
studies and European integration studies uphold the various myths of the Nordic region 
as peaceful and homogenous in different ways and for different reasons. This is why we 
seek inspiration from postcolonial studies, which provide a very different analysis of 
Norden than that which is usually found in IR theory.

Norden in international political economy: developed welfare society

IPE scholars increasingly acknowledge that their understanding of the Nordic model 
is ‘mythological’ (Ryner, 2007). The general story presented by IPE scholarship is 
that during the Cold War the position between East and West helped promote a unique 
socio-economic configuration: the mixed economies of the Nordic universal welfare 
states (Browning, 2007: 35; Joenniemi and Lehti, 2003: 133). Esping-Andersen’s 
(1990) identification of a ‘social democratic welfare capitalist regime cluster’ is an 
ideal-type description of the Nordic states, which has stuck also after the end of the 
Cold War. The same goes for Katzenstein’s (1985) influential claim that ‘democratic 
corporatism’ leads to a remarkable ‘economic success’ in a handful of small and flex-
ible European economies, including Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Katzenstein 
(1996: 130–134) later characterized the Nordic region as ‘tiny and tidy’ when com-
pared with most other attempts at region-building. The ‘varieties of capitalism’ per-
spective (Hall and Soskice, 2001) groups the Nordic countries under the label of 
‘coordinated market economies’.

Recently, a detailed case study of Denmark, evaluating Katzenstein’s claim, ascribed 
the success of democratic corporatism to the social homogeneity of the Nordic states 
(Campbell et al., 2006). Within the identity formations in the Nordic states, this idea of 
homogeneity involves a special role for the figure of ‘the peasant’, popular education 
as part of an Enlightenment Bildung project, an image of the state as a tool for reform 
to the benefit of all strata, and, last, but not least, a special place for the notion of ‘folk’, 
a notion somewhat similar to the German Volk, as a historical integrator of nations 
across social classes (Sørensen and Stråth, 1997: 1, 6; cf. Hansen, 2002a: 216). This 
particular identity construction is linked to the idea of the welfare society or state. 
Consequently, despite drastic reforms leading to the increased liberalization and pri-
vatization of the Nordic economies, the Nordic welfare state is still seen as a strong 
and stable construction, ‘blunting neoliberal retrenchment’ (Swank, 2002: 159). In 
recent years, scholars have pointed out the growth in neo-liberal policies in areas such 
as the housing market (Mortensen and Seabrooke, 2008) and the rise of health inequal-
ity (Kvist et al., 2012) that transform the Nordic welfare states. Notwithstanding the 
growth of New Public Management discourses and practices in Norden and the ‘under-
lying structural weaknesses of Nordic political economy in the context of a “glo-
balised”, “post-industrial” and “information economy”’ (Ryner, 2007:65), the Nordic 
region continues to be seen as a unique and attractive model when it comes to socio-
economic governance (Ryner, 2007: 65). The economic inequalities and social prob-
lems related to the postcolonial polities are somehow forgotten. In sum, IPE scholars 
still need to engage critically with some of the darker sides of Norden and its particular 
dynamics of dependency and domination.
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Norden in security studies: model security community

Not only in socio-economic, but also in security terms, the Nordic Sonderweg (Sørensen 
and Stråth, 1997: 1) stands out. As Wæver (1997b: 72) puts it, Norden is ‘probably the 
standard example of an uncontested security community’. During the Cold War, the 
Nordic countries appeared to cooperate peacefully. They found a sophisticated way of 
arranging themselves between the superpowers, reaching from NATO membership on 
the one hand (Denmark and Norway) over Swedish neutrality to ‘Finlandization’.2 
Wiberg (1993: 211) notes how intra-Nordic history involves ‘a series of non-wars’; that 
is, ‘conflicts about issues that would typically lead to war, but were peacefully resolved’. 
Indeed, as Browning and Joenniemi (2004: 240) note, ‘[e]ver since Karl Deutsch et al. 
coined the concept in the 1950s, Norden has been a key example in the security com-
munities literature … the concept and implied explanations accounting for Norden’s 
peaceful conditions have become almost a dogma and have been largely immune from 
contestation’ As Schouenborg  puts it, there is a ‘remarkable absence of interstate and 
intrastate war in Scandinavia over the past 200 years’, which marks the region out from 
the rest of Europe. Moreover, the Scandinavian states have demonstrated ‘progressive 
internationalism or solidarist foreign policies’ (Schouenborg 2013: 2; for a critical 
review, see Suzuki et al. 2013).

While recognizing that ‘Norden is by no means problem-free’, Joenniemi (2003: 198) 
maintains that ‘it is now rather clear that the region stands out as a non-war community’ 
that has passed beyond security to a-security (Joenniemi, 2007). Along similar lines, 
Parker (2002: 369) describes Norden as one of the most successful margins in relation to 
Europe as a centre and distinctively, according to Parker, ‘remaining marginal to the 
system of colonialism’. So Norden is peaceful and harmonious. It is therefore hardly 
surprising that the idea of a ‘Nordic model’ became widespread internationally, also 
becoming part of the very self-perception of the Nordic countries (Sørensen and Stråth, 
1997: 2). Strikingly, security scholars have hitherto made little more than passing refer-
ence to the fact that Norden does not just consist of Sweden, Denmark, Norway and 
Finland, but also a number of polities with their own political subjectivity and historical 
status (e.g. Greenland) that have and continue to play a major geostrategic role for the 
entire security landscape in the region (see Wivel, 2005). In sum, in theoretically inclined 
security studies there seems to be a kind of collective amnesia when it comes to the impe-
rial past – and present – of Norden.

Norden in regional and European integration studies: EU-sceptic region

European and regional integration approaches see unproblematic cooperation between 
the large Nordic states and forget the independence movements and autonomy struggles. 
These perspectives can therefore describe a particular Nordic EU-scepticism without 
noticing that the autonomy struggles are sometimes quite attracted to the EU.

Norden is a region, a historically constituted unit of cooperation. This is the main 
message from the regionalization literature, and this has rendered it the object and case 
of interesting research. ‘There can be no doubt that “Norden” is essentially a discursive 
construction’ (Götz, 2003: 324), yet it has been quite powerful as an ideology 
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and discursive construction. Scholars working with ‘new regionalism’, understood as 
intensified regionalism and region-building after the end of the Cold War (e.g. Hettne et 
al., 1999; Wagstaff, 1999), made Norden one of their favourite cases. Constituted as a 
region in institutional, economic and identity terms, the Nordic countries appeared to be 
an ideal type for the kind of post-sovereign region-building that the 1990s were half 
describing, half dreaming of (e.g. Hettne et al., 1999; Katzenstein, 1996).

Yet the idea of a common Norden was actually most popular during the Cold War, and 
there has never really been unconditional enthusiasm for the idea, as such. As Miles 
(1998: 131) notes, while the North may be a well-functioning security community, 
national identity politics in the Nordic countries has to a large degree prevented the 
development of a closer regional integration between the Nordic states on defence mat-
ters and the like.

More strikingly perhaps, most studies of Nordic region-building tend to gloss over the 
colonial and imperial aspects, thereby confirming, with few exceptions, that Norden is a 
region of peace. Götz’ (2003: 340) formulation is exemplary in this regard:

In the case of Norden we are dealing with a comparatively homogenous and historically stable 
region, which is rather easily distinguishable. Because of its location in the European periphery 
and its long coastline, most of the borders of the Nordic countries have not been object to 
significant changes in a historical perspective, especially not if we are talking about the borders 
of Norden against the outside world.

Another dimension of the ‘new regionalism’ agenda concerns the fragmentation of 
the nation state due to sub-state regional identities and movements. In the last two dec-
ades, studies have shown how the EU affects regional autonomy movements. This is 
happening in countries such as France and Spain (e.g. Börzel, 2003), as well as in the 
new member states in Central and Eastern Europe (Brusis, 2002). The overall argument 
advanced in these studies is that the EU both favours and helps contain movements of 
regional autonomy by promoting regional cooperation and self-determination through, 
for instance, structural funds to disfavoured regions and the protection of sub-state lan-
guage minorities within the member states (see Jeffery, 2000; Keating, 1998, 2001). 
There are, however, no analyses of the impact of the EU on autonomy movements in 
Norden.3 This is surprising, given that there are important separatist and autonomy 
movements in all the three Nordic EU member states.

Indeed, as the contributors to this special issue demonstrate, these movements have 
led their sub-state polities to differentiate themselves from their metropole by, among 
other things, a particular relationship to the EU. Consequently, the Nordic autonomy 
movements should be relevant to integration scholars who focus on the relationship 
between regional autonomy and the EU.

When European integration scholars have analysed the Nordic member states, 
however, they have instead focused on Nordic EU-scepticism: from Norway’s rejec-
tions of EU membership to the Danish and Swedish choice to remain outside the 
euro. In EU studies, the Nordic countries are generally seen as uniting ‘an emotional 
attachment to the North’ and to the Scandinavian welfare model with ‘the economic 
attractions of the EEC’ (Miljan, 1977, quoted in Hansen, 2002c: 50). The so-called 
‘welfare euroscepticism’ is a criticism of market-driven integration, which 
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undermines generous national welfare systems and public service in the North 
(Raunio, 2010: 188). Ingebritsen shows how differences between the EU policies of 
the Nordic states can be explained mainly as a consequence of how each country’s 
leading economic sectors are affected by the integration process, and also how they 
exercise their political influence (Ingebritsen, 1998).

More nuanced analyses become possible when identity is seen as relational rather than 
absolute. Neumann (1994: 66) describes Norden as a region constructed by ‘clashing 
interpretations’ put forward by insiders and outsiders, each trying to modify the region to 
their own advantage. Although he adopts a radical constructivist approach, Neumann’s 
(1994: 60ff) account of the dominant narrative still involves the well-known characteris-
tics: welfare, peace, informality, moral superiority and benevolence. More generally, 
reflectivist scholarship finds that Nordic identity has been constructed using a series of 
contrasts to Europe: progress–conservatism, egalitarianism–hierarchy, Lutheranism–
Catholicism, light–darkness (Sørensen and Stråth, 1997: 20). Indeed, Nordic identity is 
about being better than Europe (Wæver, 1992: 77). While opening up theoretically for 
future reconstruction, radical constructivist accounts of the past in effect reproduce a self-
image of Norden without any contradictions.4

More recent works in the same tradition contrast how different national identity nar-
ratives in the Nordic countries construct ‘Norden’ and ‘Europe’. Central to this question 
is the relationship between legitimacy and sovereignty (Lord and Harris, 2006; Lord and 
Magnette, 2004; Weiler, 1999). Arguably, the Nordic attachment to sovereignty is linked 
to the idea that democracy is impossible beyond the nation state (Lawler, 1997). The 
landmark volume European Integration and National Identity (Hansen and Wæver, 
2002) analyses the layered structures of national discourses in the Nordic states on how 
they should relate to Europe. The editors explain how the Nordic countries ‘share a num-
ber of characteristics’, such as size, geopolitical location and political culture. They are 
welfare states and ‘nation-states with high degrees of ethnic homogeneity’ (Hansen, 
2002b: 11). While the book offers a rich analysis of national identity formations in rela-
tion to Europe, there is little mentioning of the former colonies and home rule areas.

However, even when this picture of Norden as consisting of only ideal-type nation 
states is not taken at face value, the result may still be that Norden appears as unique. One 
example is how Joenniemi and Lehti evaluate Norden and recent alternative attempts at 
conceptualizing a ‘Northern Europe’ with what is presented as a ‘postmodern’ yardstick 
(i.e. with a disregard for centres, borders, unequivocal identity, etc.). Even this perspec-
tive allows an evaluation of Norden as comparatively progressive (cf. Browning and 
Joenniemi, 2012; Joenniemi and Lehti, 2003: 132; Parker, 2002: 372).

However, European Integration and National Identity does point out differences in 
how Europe is constructed in the four countries. These differences indicate that the image 
of the Nordic states constituting a homogenous group does not hold. Most importantly, 
Finland’s approach to the EU is clearly distinct from the other three countries. Firstly, the 
Finnish case study points out the problems involved in simply assuming any linkages 
between homogeneity, successful benevolence and euro-marginality: Finland shares the 
Nordic image of successful benevolence but is arguably less eurosceptic than the other 
Nordic countries (Joenniemi, 2002: 182). Moreover, when it comes to homogeneity, 
Finland does not qualify – at least not in the terms of ethnicity and language that are 
central to the other Nordic national identities (Browning, 2008: 89–93, 144–147; 
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Joenniemi, 2002: 194, 198) if maybe in terms of socio-economic equality. Crucially, the 
Finnish case – in contrast to Denmark, Sweden and Norway – directs our attention to the 
distinct postimperial experiences of the Nordic countries: how Finland as a cultural 
nation, rather than as a nation state, ‘during its formative years had to articulate itself and 
create a subjectivity outside of statist structures and to some extent even in opposition to 
statism’ (Joenniemi, 2002: 209) in order to avoid provoking Russian imperialism; how 
this ‘turned out to be a valuable resource to be drawn upon during periods of transition’ 
(Joenniemi, 2002: 202), since it ‘allowed for a rethinking of nation and state on separate 
levels once “Finland” was faced with the challenge of European integration’ (Joenniemi, 
2002: 214). To consistently construct such a postimperial perspective on Norden, how-
ever, we must venture outside IR and seek inspiration in postcolonial studies.

Norden in postcolonial studies: disciplining the subaltern

Within IR, the postcolonial perspective has led to a critique of the traditional perceptions 
of sovereignty and conceptualized the weak states left by decolonization as an expres-
sion of a ‘pathological form’ of sovereignty (Spruyt, 2005; Turner, 2002). Other strands 
of postcolonialism explore, both in more abstract terms as well as in more diverse locales, 
how the colonized can acquire sovereignty, subjectivity or agency (Bhabha, 1994; Saïd, 
1978; Spivak, 1988; Sylvester, 2006).5 When approached from a postcolonial perspec-
tive, the image of Norden becomes much less rosy than in the above-mentioned strands 
of IR theory.

Indeed, postcolonial scholars from outside IR remind us that the Nordic countries are 
also deeply embedded in practices of subordination of the ‘primitive’ within and beyond 
their own territories (even if erased from public memory) (Bregnsbo, 2008: 77; Ghose, 
2008: 417ff; Hauge, 2005; Jensen, 2008: 62; Larsen and Thisted, 2005: 67; Palmberg, 
2009). Recent years have shown a renewed interest among historians for the old tropical 
colonies of the Nordic countries (Bregnsbo, 2008: 79; Ghose, 2008: 418) and Nordic 
involvement in the colonial ventures of other European states (Thygesen, 2005). Social 
scientists have gradually accepted the view that Finland practised ‘internal colonization’ 
through the ways in which the Sami people have had to retreat from the south of Finland 
to Lapland (Keskinen et al., 2009: 21). Literary scholars have turned our attention to how 
Greenlandic authors have appropriated Western forms in attempts to gain a voice vis-à-
vis the Danish colonizers (Thisted, 2005). It has also been demonstrated how various 
forms of colonialism continued in Greenland, for instance in the public administration, 
even after Home Rule was established in 1979 (e.g. Petersen, 1995).

Increasingly, these efforts to understand Norden as postcolonial are oriented towards 
contemporary practices of hybridization, mimicry and the political negotiation of identities 
(Gad, 2009a, 2009b; Langgård, 2003; Loftsdóttir and Jensen (eds), 2012; Körber, 2011; 
Petersen, 1998, 2006; Rantonen and Savolainen, 2002). The critical attack on the percep-
tion of the Nordic area as consisting of nation states – homogenous in past and present – 
has aptly been condensed in the alternative label ‘postcolonial conglomerate states’ (Hauge, 
2005: 61; Petersen, 2006: ch. 7). This is the predicament we label ‘postimperial’. This 
special issue focuses on the implications of this predicament for sovereignty.
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Towards a postimperial perspective

In the previous sections, we have argued that colonial and imperial dynamics are not part 
of existing IR accounts of the Nordic area. Consequently, Norden appears strikingly 
innocent. Moreover, while postcolonial scholars have examined cultural, legal, political 
and social struggles in the former colonies or territories in Norden, they have generally 
avoided the question of European integration. This is problematic given that, as this spe-
cial issue demonstrates, the EU plays an important part in their attempts to negotiate 
political subjectivity: not only in relation to their former colonizer, but in international 
politics more generally. In a number of different ways, the EU provides a way for these 
territories to gain a more or less sovereign voice.

Figure 1 provides an overview of the existing images of Norden within different 
strands of IR theory: the Nordic countries are portrayed – and portray themselves – as 
exceptionally peaceful, successful and benevolent, both domestically and internation-
ally. Secondly, they present themselves as exceptionally homogenous nation states. 
Thirdly, they are generally seen as particularly sceptic when it comes to the European 
integration process. The images promoted by postcolonial studies – as recollected above 
– clearly do not fit the images provided by IR. Hitherto, postcolonialism and European 
integration studies have lived separate lives despite their similar ways of questioning a 
series of concepts central to IR (Wæver and Tickner, 2009: 3). The contributors address 
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o Socialdemocrats
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Figure 1. The party systems of Iceland (o), the Faroe Islands (x), Greenland (¤) and Åland (+) 
are organized along two distinct axes: (X) a traditional economic right–left wing axis; (Y) an axis 
defined by the emphasis given to questions of sovereignty and national identity.*

*The exact composition of the Y-axis depends on whether the domestic sovereignty games are primarily 
played out in relation to the metropole state or the European Union. The fixation of the individual parties 
along the axes represents a rough approximation, as some have moved considerably over time. Only the 
parties most significant over time are included (cf. Ackrén and Lindström, 2012).
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this mutual ignorance by bringing together insights from European integration studies 
and postcolonial studies to understand how the home rule territories manoeuvre 
internationally.

Contrary to existing research, we do not approach the four larger Nordic countries as 
a periphery in relation to Europe, but as centres in relation to the smaller Nordic polities. 
Inspired by postcolonial studies of Norden, we want to explore Norden from its own 
periphery. The first thing to happen when applying a postimperial perspective is that 
Norden becomes bigger. We must then extend the list of cases from the four ‘large’ 
Nordic states – Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland – which are of interest to stand-
ard IR accounts of Norden, also including Iceland, Greenland, Åland and the Faroe 
Islands.6 Norden, in a postimperial perspective, includes eight rather than four 
‘countries’.7

This special issue concentrates on the understudied four small ‘latecomers’. What 
image of Nordic–EU relations emerges if examining them from the perspective of the 
margin of Norden – from the small, postimperial countries related (in past and/or pre-
sent) to the ‘large’ Nordic countries? The next section develops a theoretical framework 
for understanding the triangular relations between the EU, the small postimperial Nordic 
countries and the Nordic metropoles.

Theoretical framework: postimperial sovereignty games

Sovereignty dominates how we think about world politics. It leads us to think of rela-
tions in terms of either hierarchical subordination or external equality. For political 
practitioners, this leads to blindness to other forms of political organization. For aca-
demics, it leads to blindness to what (also) goes on in politics – in international politics, 
in domestic politics and particularly in the politics on the border between the interna-
tional and the domestic. The aim of this section is therefore to develop a framework that 
provides a better account of what goes on in the triangular relations between the EU, the 
four ‘large’ Nordic states (whether EU member states or associated to the EU) and the 
four smaller Nordic countries (formally sovereign or not).

Our main claim is that we need to qualify sovereignty: the either/or understanding of 
sovereignty must be questioned to allow for an analysis of its very negotiation. This 
move is performed by adding a concept of sovereignty games to the concept of sover-
eignty-as-either/or. These games involve strategies that may be played out with reference 
to sovereignty-as-either/or, and they may involve alternative types of polities in addition 
to sovereign states. Our approach builds further on the framework developed by Adler-
Nissen and Gammeltoft-Hansen (2008) and Gad and Adler-Nissen (2012), but applies it 
with a focus on the Nordic region and places greater emphasis on the imperial past as the 
basis for contemporary sovereignty struggles.

Units: states, self-governing countries and empires

Realist international theory appears to take the state for granted. According to Kenneth 
Waltz (1979: 97), sovereignty means that a state ‘decides for itself how it will cope with 
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its internal and external problems’. Morgenthau (1956 [1948]) echoes Carl Schmitt in 
insisting that sovereignty cannot be divided and may only be determined as a post-facto 
rationalization of some kind of ‘real’ power.8 This image of political life is peculiarly 
parallel to international legal theory. International law traditionally sees sovereignty as 
an either/or question: either the state is sovereign or not. From this perspective, sover-
eignty is the exclusive right to exercise, within a territory, the functions of a nation state 
and answer to no higher authority (Espersen et al., 2003: 142). In both realism and inter-
national law, the concept of sovereignty puts forward a choice of only two options when 
relating two units: either both are sovereign and therefore equal – or the one is hierarchi-
cally subjected to the other, which is therefore the only one of them that is sovereign. 
This explains why non-sovereign countries such as Åland or Greenland – through the 
lenses of realist IR scholarship as well as international law – are often observed only as 
objects. Arguably, when they are not sovereign, they have no separate agency (Browning 
and Joenniemi, 2008: 144).

Historians and sociologists, however, paint a different picture. To begin with, the 
concept of sovereignty has a diverse and uneven past. As Jens Bartelson (1995: 13) 

Figure 2. Different images of Norden in international relations theories and postcolonial studies.
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notes, ‘to start a history of sovereignty with a definition of the term sovereignty would 
be to subject its historicity to the sovereignty of the present, and hence to narrow the 
scope of investigation’. The conditions for sovereignty have even shifted over the last 
few decades (Barkin, 1998). Indeed, sovereignty should not be seen as a permanent 
situation. There are other ways of organizing the relationship between two entities 
than the either/or choice between equal sovereignty or sovereign hierarchy. This is 
what Ferguson and Mansbach (1996, 2008) discuss under the general label of ‘poli-
ties’. Among these types of polities, two types stand out as immediately relevant for 
Norden: the traditional conceptualization of sovereignty is challenged when con-
fronted with self-government arrangements (Petersen, 2006; cf. Baldacchino, 2010; 
Loukacheva, 2008: 6, 145) – and when confronted with the EU (Ruggie, 1993; Walker, 
2003, 2008).

Firstly, being neither formally sovereign nor simply hierarchically subordinated to 
their metropole, the self-governing countries are political entities that do not readily fit 
the conceptual categories offered by the conventional theory addressing international 
politics and international law (Anghie, 2005: 38–39; Palan, 2003: 74). Self-government 
arrangements may even include the transfer of jurisdiction in some areas of foreign 
affairs (Loukacheva, 2008: 109) – an area traditionally so closely articulated to sover-
eignty that it is considered the prerogative of the sovereign.

Secondly, the EU is known as an ‘unidentified political object’. As EU studies have 
grappled with the nature of the EU and its relation to sovereignty, three major perspec-
tives have emerged.9 One perspective holds that, in the context of increased integration, 
the traditional understanding of sovereignty as territorial and inseparable should be 
replaced with the notion of ‘late sovereignty’. This refers to functionally differentiated 
but overlapping authorities (Walker, 2003, 2008). A second perspective argues that 
Europe has moved beyond sovereignty; the notion of sovereignty is not the best way to 
conceptualize the present European political configuration. Ruggie (1993: 148–174) 
argues that the conduct of politics among EU members resembles the medieval form of 
rule with its ‘overlapping forms of authority’ and ‘non-exclusive forms of territoriality’. 
The result is a post-sovereign Europe.10 To a third strand of scholars, the EU is best 
understood as a form of empire (Hansen and Jonsson, 2002; Zielonka, 2006). The notion 
of empire retains, on the one hand, some notion of a centre. On the other hand, the abso-
lute territorial limits of the sovereign state are relieved by a notion of gradual fading 
‘from a central Cosmos to a peripheral Chaos’ (Wæver, 1997b: 65, 86; cf. Motyl, 2001). 
The result is a polity, which is internally hierarchically structured in concentric circles of 
authority and influence (Tunander, 1997: 32).

Consequently, we are facing a perplexing encounter between two types of non-
sovereign polities: the international organization (EU) and self-government arrange-
ments. Such an analysis may be undertaken in a more nuanced manner when not 
blinded by the either/or concept of sovereignty; especially when taking into account 
that almost all epochs ‘have been characterised by layered, overlapping, and inter-
acting polities – coexisting, cooperating and/or conflicting’ (Ferguson and 
Mansbach, 2008: 140) – and that such various historical forms of polities contami-
nate each other (Ferguson and Mansbach, 1996: 395; see also Parker and Adler-
Nissen, 2012).
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Norden as a postimperial sovereignty configuration

In contrast to both realist IR scholarship and traditional international legal thinking, the 
argument put forward in this special issue is that sovereignty cannot be understood as 
something either present or absent. Sovereignty is almost always present in some way or 
another when we speak of IR, but it unfolds in legal and political games as meaning 
production and praxis.

The home rule areas are of course constituted in relation to the idea of full, formal 
sovereignty. For these areas, the status as a ‘properly decolonized’ and sovereign state is 
a credible demand for the future. For Iceland, which gained independence from Denmark 
in 1944, no alternative to sovereignty is ever claimed; yet as Bergmann shows in this 
special issue, the possibility of non-sovereignty is nevertheless continuously present in 
Icelandic political debates. For Greenland, the Faroes and Åland, sovereignty continues 
to feature as an alternative to the present status; firstly, these countries are ‘nation state-
like’: as islands they have a territory, even a very distinct one, courtesy of a more or less 
‘deep blue water’ (cf. Harhoff, 1993: 470). They have a culturally distinct population. 
Internally, the home rule ‘state’ governs its territory and population and the population 
identifies with the ‘state’. Externally, the ‘state’ represents its population – even if for-
mally only vis-à-vis the metropole. However, these ‘states’ are not sovereign states, as 
they formally only qualify as bureaucratic extensions of their metropole.

However, meaning production and praxis relates not only to (the possibility of) sover-
eignty in these islands. To make sense of Norden, we need the notion of ‘empire’. For 
example, the manner in which Greenlandic discourse establishes the relation to Denmark 
cannot, of course, be conceived as an equal juxtaposition of two sovereign nation states. 
However, it is just as impossible to conceive of this relationship narrowly as a hierarchi-
cal relationship between a centre and a periphery. It involves a postcolonial relationship 
with a continuous debate regarding the possibility of transforming it into a future of 
sovereign equality with Denmark. In other words, it is impossible to talk about the future 
of Greenland without also talking about its past status as a colony and its present status 
as a postcolony. The relation to Denmark is simultaneously one of past-perhaps-present 
imperial submission and future sovereign equality.

The Nordic home rule areas are, however, not just constituted in their – past, present 
and future – relation to their metropole. They are also constituted in relation to the wider 
international community, and in our case the EU. Formally sovereign Iceland is also 
constituted in relation to both the EU and its memories of submission to the Dano-
Norwegian empire. The EU has a deep impact on the relationship between the former 
colonizers and the former colonized in the North. In terms of late-sovereign relations to 
the EU, the four cases represent four different ways of articulating formal and substantial 
sovereignty: Iceland formally fully sovereign but substantially implicated in the EU 
through EEA membership; Åland part of the Finnish membership but with special 
arrangements, which actually endows Åland with a greater subjectivity than originally 
implied in the home rule arrangement; Greenland outside the EU proper but associated 
as an ‘Overseas Country or Territory’, dependent on Danish sovereignty and EU mem-
bership; and the Faroes with only a few bilateral agreements with the EU and its formal 
sovereignty deposited in Copenhagen.
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So we are interested in a specific configuration of polities: the four small Nordic 
countries and their relations to both their metropoles and the EU. We do not merely focus 
on a potential European empire, the Nordic empires-under-dissolution or the internal 
functioning of the political systems of the four countries. Instead, the object of study is 
the configuration of relations between, on the one hand, an EU in a late-sovereign rela-
tion to the larger Nordic states (which, as far as the EU relation goes, defies the concept 
of sovereignty as traditionally applied) and, on the other hand, the postcolonial relations 
between metropole and self-governing territory (which, as far as the formally non-sover-
eign home rule areas goes, also defies the concept of sovereignty as traditionally applied). 
Such configurations of polities are produced through negotiations of meaning and 
through the practical handling of the relations: through games.

Conceptualizing sovereignty games

Sovereignty can be played strategically, and this section outlines how this can be concep-
tualized with the notion of sovereignty games. In the on-going attempts at manoeuvring 
between dependency and self-determination, ‘sovereignty’ is a unique card that can be 
played – or played on – in a number of different ways by Iceland, Greenland, the Faroes, 
Åland, the metropoles and the EU. For instance, we might observe how sovereignty is 
not always an asset; it can also become a liability. Whereas sovereignty is traditionally 
perceived as a claim regarding ultimate authority over a specific territory, the exercise of 
sovereignty is also about maintaining control; and in some instances avoiding responsi-
bility in a world in which authority moves up and down between different judicial and 
political levels and exercised horizontally outside of the state territory (Adler-Nissen and 
Gammeltoft-Hansen, 2008). In other words, that which is decisive for the manoeuvring 
room of contemporary states and state-like polities is not the absolute authority over their 
territories, but rather the manner in which they (and the polities to which they relate) 
selectively apply the concept of sovereignty in order to strengthen their control over 
certain policy areas and delegate the responsibility for others (Gammeltoft-Hansen and 
Adler-Nissen, 2008: 3).

We approach sovereignty from a discursive perspective. With the notion of ‘game’, 
however, we include a notion of players with strategies. Some of the players certainly 
have goals that they seek to achieve. However, games also involve moves that are not 
rationally directed towards any aim that may be meaningfully conceived as included in 
the game. We begin our understanding of sovereignty games by conceptualizing sover-
eignty as a Wittgensteinian language game.11 In so doing, we build on a number of IR 
scholars, including liberals (Sørensen, 1999) and radical constructivists (Aalberts, 2004, 
2010; Fierke and Nicholson, 2001), who have used Wittgenstein to grasp the strategic 
use of language, that is, language games.

Wittgenstein distinguishes between the constitutive and regulative rules in language. 
For our purpose, the constitutive rule in sovereignty games is constituted by the ‘either/
or’ distinction implied by the formal status of sovereign state. Based on this constitutive 
rule, a series of regulative rules have emerged over the years. Whereas the constitutive 
rule defines the game, the regulative rules may evolve, most significantly the criteria of 
admission to the interstate system, but also the distribution of roles between different 
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kinds of players admitted. In Sørensen’s analysis, three interrelated sovereignty games 
currently exist: a modern game (Russia and China are archetypical players), a postmod-
ern game (quintessentially the EU, but the rest of ‘the West’ plays along) and a postcolo-
nial game (weak states in Africa are ideal-type players).

Our perspective differs fundamentally from Sørensen’s approach in three ways: 
firstly, we believe that more than three games can be played with the concept of sover-
eignty; secondly, some games compromise the very ‘either/or’ distinction, which consti-
tuted the game in the first place; and most importantly, Sørensen finds the intrinsic 
qualities of the individual entity to be decisive for the kind of sovereignty game played 
out. Accordingly, material (in)capabilities and (in)capacities render a game postcolonial. 
Conversely, our perspective seeks to explore situations wherein neither the choice of 
game nor the rules of each of the games are fixed. Strategic action – and coincidental 
side-effects – may lead to a change of the game.

Perhaps the most fitting metaphor for the kind of games we have in mind is that of a 
group of children in a playground making up the rules as they go along. Crucially, the 
metaphor does not imply that the games played are not serious business. Anyone with 
children knows that the games played in kindergartens without adult supervision can 
involve questions of life and death. All players participate in a general game, but they 
usually fan out in pairs or small groups to play their own partial games. There is no a 
priori grammar describing all possible moves, so there is room for evolution. Yet each 
move must have sufficient credibility for the other players to accept it – and there is an 
elaborate but distinct hierarchy among the players. Some moves require general accept-
ance – including that of certain central players. Other moves need only to be accepted by 
one specific player. Some players might have firm ideas about how the partial or overall 
game should develop; other players may have no long-term goal but a firm will in rela-
tion to a short-term goal; and yet other players just play along. We thus follow Wittgenstein 
when he reminds that ‘is there not … the case where we play and make up the rules as 
we go along? And there is even one where we alter them as we go along’ (Wittgenstein, 
1958: 39).

In line with this conceptualization of a game, a sovereignty game involves two or 
more players who, in their interaction, make strategic claims about authority and respon-
sibility with reference to a traditional ‘either/or’ concept of sovereignty. Contemporary 
sovereign states and polities, which qualify as potential states, manoeuvre between 
dependence and self-determination – and sovereignty is a card that can be played in these 
manoeuvrings – or played on – in different ways. Notably, the articulation of the either/
or concept of sovereignty need neither be explicit nor affirmative in order for it to be vital 
for the game.

Intersecting sovereignty games in Norden

One special category of sovereignty games can be found in contemporary Europe. Within 
the EU, sovereignty – as laid out above – undergoes a particularly radical form of change 
in which the member states surrender competencies related to everything from financial 
and trade policy to environmental and judicial policy. In the EU, authority is – in this way 
– no longer only exercised territorially but functionally, as the exercise of power and 
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authority rejects the conception of mutually exclusive territorial jurisdictions. The EU 
has become a late-sovereign complex of overlapping claims to sovereignty (Adler-
Nissen, 2009; Walker, 2008). This has considerable and concrete consequences for the 
room for manoeuvre available to the Nordic states and home rule polities. The coexist-
ence of two ways of distributing and claiming sovereignty – linked to territory and func-
tions, respectively – makes for games. They may lead to confrontational games over who 
should be the ultimate arbiter in specific cases (e.g. the constitutional battle between the 
German Constitutional Court and the European Court of Justice). They may also give 
rise to hide-and-seek games in which nobody wants to assume responsibility (Gammeltoft-
Hansen and Adler-Nissen, 2010). On the one hand, these games build on a traditional 
either/or concept of sovereignty; on the other, they end up compromising exactly the 
either/or character of this concept.

Another special category of sovereignty games is the postcolonial. Compared to the 
range of varying sovereignty in the EU, the standard postcolonial situation is rather dif-
ferent. Postcolonial sovereignty games are not merely concerned with the relational dis-
tribution of subjectivity (which is a general characteristic of all sovereignty games). 
What is at stake is whether one of the parties to the game should at all be considered a 
party. Should the former colony be awarded any subjectivity at all? Postcolonial sover-
eignty games pertain not (only) to some particular instance of distribution of authority or 
responsibility, but to the distribution of the very possibility of articulating authority and 
responsibility. Postcolonial sovereignty games, in our definition, involve the constitution 
of one of the parties as a party to the game.

The ‘standard’ version of postcolonial sovereignty games involves the acquisition of 
sovereignty. During the last half of the 20th century, in what could be seen as the first 
round of postcolonial sovereignty games, European states saw their empires collapse. 
Across the globe, the colonized reconstituted themselves into sovereign states. A second 
round of postcolonial games, then, takes place between the former colonizers and the 
now-decolonized but still dependent new states.

A residual group of entities are involved in a different postcolonial sovereignty game, 
but this game has yet to involve the formal achievement of sovereignty. Instead, it involves 
the acquisition of whatever a state-like entity may be able to acquire by not claiming sov-
ereignty. Sutton (2008: 16) stresses that a status of autonomy without formal sovereignty 
will probably never allow a ‘happy’, uncontroversial relation to the metropole. The 
‘unhappiness’ and the controversies might, however, be part of more complex games 
whereby the parties utilize the two available alternatives – equal integration in the sover-
eignty of the metropole and equal independent sovereignty – strategically in the on-going 
negotiations of the formally hierarchical relation. In terms of disturbing the traditional 
vocabulary, this game is different from the one played in the standard process of decolo-
nization, because it necessarily compromises the traditional either/or concept of sover-
eignty. Paradoxically, it involves making independent claims to renounce independence.

The triangular relations between the small Nordic countries, their metropoles and the 
EU combine extreme disparities in terms of power and room to manoeuvre with a ten-
dency towards the most powerful actors voluntarily limiting or redistributing their power. 
The self-image of the Nordic states as benevolent and non-conflictual makes them, on 
the one hand, exceptionally sensitive to claims to the contrary (cf. Kristensen, 2004). On 
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the other hand, the respective self-images of the Nordic countries as unique, homoge-
nous nation states complicate their relations to polities that do not fit into the perceived 
homogeneity. In the European laboratory for new ways of playing out sovereignty, the 
various formal statuses of the Nordic self-governing countries and Iceland constitute yet 
another layer leading to unique sovereignty games. Consequently, as objects of investi-
gation, the Nordic home rule areas and Iceland offer an optimal opportunity to study 
intersecting sovereignty games.

Methods and design

This special issue presents a comparative study of the triangular relations between the 
small Nordic countries, their metropoles and the EU. We focus on the conditions of sov-
ereignty between past empires and the EU, appearing as a prospective empire. We see 
Norden as a configuration of polities, which is both postimperial and peripheral to an 
emerging EU empire. Yet Norden is also structured by sovereignty: the future sover-
eignty of the not-yet-sovereign home rule areas; the still-recently acquired sovereignty of 
Iceland and the late-sovereignty of the metropole states, whether formal EU members or 
not. For an overview of the four cases, see Table 1.

The four case studies offer detailed studies of particular instances of the postimperial 
predicament. All follow a similar template: the authors highlight the specific characters 
of the case at hand and provide the background and context necessary for the analysis. 
The papers then each present a multi-sited case study. The methodological starting point 
for the case studies has been that sovereignty games – apart from their codified formali-
zation in legal texts – can be studied by comparing the negotiation of meaning in public 
debate and in specific forms of diplomatic praxis (e.g. meetings, negotiations, docu-
ments).12 In all three situations, the concept of sovereignty may be played on in strategic 
ways. When one party to the triangular relation relates – in the same strategic move – to 
both of the two other parties, the two layers of sovereignty games intersect. To study 
these moves, three types of data material are analysed using three different analytical 
strategies, as recollected in Table 2.

Outline of the special issue: Europe seen from Norden

The most immediate conclusion that we can draw from the case studies is that full for-
mal sovereignty does make a difference. As Eiríkur Bergmann (2014) shows, Iceland 
has liberated itself from its former Danish superior sovereign. Today, it is not submitted 
to a metropole in terms of law or identity discourse. Reykjavik does, however, relate to 
Oslo in ways that tend to re-establish the Norwegian capital as a ‘mediator’ in relation 
to a European empire. Firstly, Iceland is compelled to coordinate with Norway in the 
European Free Trade Association (EFTA) before engaging the EU via the European 
Economic Area (EEA). Secondly, Icelandic officials lament that the Norwegians tend to 
marginalize Icelandic positions when negotiations get tough. So the past experience of 
having been subdued shows up repeatedly in the relation to what is constructed to be a 
prospective metropole (the EU). The postcolonial predicament shows itself not just in a 
nationalist discourse projecting the past as a struggle for independence (Hálfdanarson, 
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2004), but it also appears in the repeated, anxious insistence to be recognized as equal 
to other sovereign European states, rather than having qualifiers like ‘micro-’ or ‘post-
colonial’ detract from sovereign equality. After all, in Iceland, as in the self-governing 
countries, the question of sovereignty constitutes a distinct axis co-organizing parlia-
mentarian and electoral politics along with the traditional, economic left–right axis (cf. 
Figure 1).

In her analysis of the Faroese case, Rebecca Adler-Nissen (2014) shows how a new 
political discourse has emerged on the Faroe Islands, a discourse linking Faroese auton-
omy from Denmark with European integration. While the common fisheries policy 
appears to be a major obstacle, Europe is discursively constructed as a road to more 
independent subjectivity although, paradoxically, any closer association to the EU goes 
through Copenhagen. Full Faroese independence is not likely in the foreseeable future, 
but Brussels is increasingly envisioned as a way to allow Tórshavn an independent role 
on the global scene. Meanwhile, Denmark takes upon itself the role of the maternalistic, 
postcolonial protector when international and European campaigns against whaling 
threaten indigenous Faroese culture. The result is an internationalization and 
Europeanization of the postcolonial relationship.

As for Greenland, Ulrik Pram Gad (2014) finds that a discourse – and development in 
legal status – distinctly pointing in the direction of sovereignty may fruitfully be com-
bined with, and even furthered by, a diplomatic practice, which allows the micro-polity 
to punch well above its weight by coordinating intimately with the metropole. Greenland 
is not part of the EU but uses its metropole’s membership as a platform for enhancing its 

Table 2. Analytical foci and methods.

Method Institutional analysis Discourse analysis Praxis analysis

Site Formalized 
sovereignty

Negotiations of 
identity discourse

Diplomatic praxis

Type of material Treaties, 
constitutions, 
delegation laws

Parliamentary records, 
media debate, official 
statements and policy 
papers

Qualitative in-depth 
interviews with 
representatives  
of the case country,  
the metropole  
and EU

Analytical strategy Understanding the 
institutionalization 
of the triangular 
relation as both 
result of ‘frozen’ 
strategies and point 
of departure for 
strategies and games

Mapping competing 
visions of collective 
identity and strategies 
for the triangular 
relations, i.e. the public 
meanings ascribed to 
the position of the 
case country vis-à-
vis the EU and the 
metropole

Mapping the self-
understanding, 
negotiations and 
strategies of the 
officials involved in the 
management of the 
triangular relations – 
focusing on diplomatic 
procedures, practices, 
correspondence, tacit 
understandings
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subjectivity in the context of visions of future climate change, intensive raw material 
extraction, new transportation corridors and new claims to sovereignty over the Arctic.

The Åland case, analysed by Pertti Joenniemi (2014), is particular. First of all, the 
postimperial legacy appears to have not resulted in aspirations for international subjec-
tivity or sovereignty per se. Rather, Åland has reacted to explicit calls from the outside: 
increasingly since Finland’s accession to the EU, Åland has been asked by Helsinki to 
decide on how to influence EU policies in order to uphold and exercise what had been 
conceived of as its exclusively internal autonomy. Secondly, and perhaps related, Åland 
stands out when compared to the two other home rule areas and Iceland with respect to 
the ease with which the relation to the EU has been accepted. Finland differs from the 
four ‘large’ Nordic states in terms of a more positive approach to the EU, even after the 
2011 parliamentary success of the nationalist True Finns Party. This EU acceptance 
relates to Finland’s distinct imperial experience: the Finnish transfer to Russian rule 
seems to imply greater tolerance for separation of state and nation (Hansen, 2002a; 
Hansen and Wæver, 2002; Joenniemi, 2002). This tolerance is important for Åland, as it 
has enjoyed a position between Finland and Sweden for decades, which may be seen as 
less marked by the discourse of sovereignty than other polities.

This stands in contrast to Iceland, the Faroes and Greenland. Their respective nation-
alisms were partly coined in the imperial capital of Copenhagen (Mortensen et al., 2006; 
Wåhlin, 1994). Even if they are all explicitly conceived in opposition to Denmark (Gad, 
2005), the ‘laundry list’ of national diacritica – what makes nation states differentiate on 
exactly the same traits (Löfgren, 1989) – was for each of these polities the result of 
German romanticism processed through a Danish intellectual milieu, dominated by the 
Danish theologian NFS Grundtvig. Whether or not Neumann (2014) is warranted in 
dismissing the colonial wounds claimed by Icelandic and Faroese national discourse – 
when compared to the ones inflicted on Greenland – the discourses are strikingly paral-
lel: the ideal-type relation between state, nation, language, culture, religion and economy 
is for these post-Danish polities one of total correspondence.13

But where does this leave the EU? Whether the EU is late sovereign, post-sovereign 
or some kind of empire depends on the perspective. Seen from the margins, sovereignty 
still plays a role, even if it is ‘late’ and differentiated in new ways – simply because those 
outside the EU do not share or pool sovereignty in the same way as the EU member states 
do. Perhaps the best way to conceptualize the EU is as a late-sovereign empire. Where, 
then, is the periphery of the European empire? In the EU-as-empire literature, the periph-
ery generally begins with the member states that have opted out of significant areas of 
cooperation; it includes new and prospective member states, and ends with the neigh-
bouring states that struggle to uphold a vision of accessing the EU (Wæver, 1997a; 
Zielonka, 2008). In this view, the Balkans and Turkey are the quintessential periphery of 
a European empire: their subjectivity is constructed – especially by the EU, but also to a 
great extent by themselves – as a question of realizing their true identity by becoming 
one with the EU.

The analysis of Norden as a postimperial configuration shows how this is a narrow 
view of what constitutes Europe’s periphery. Moreover, whether the EU’s imperial traits 
are seen as attractive depends on the respective experiences with previous versions of 
European imperialism. The most important experience the world has had with European 
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imperialism is not related to its neighbouring territories. Rather, it involved as the ‘impe-
rializable periphery’ (Doyle, 1986: 19): Africa, the Americas, Asia and the Pacific. 
Moreover, we would add the North Atlantic islands and coasts on the edge of the Arctic. 
When observed from these parts of the world, imperialism meant colonialism; and colo-
nialism meant denying the colonized a subjectivity. From this perspective, any kind of 
multi-level governance is less immediately appealing, whether framed as late sovereign 
or imperial. The struggle for decolonization generally meant a struggle to make the colo-
nizers leave. To those decolonizing, the aim remains to replace European empires with 
independent sovereign states – preferably nation states.

Nevertheless, this goal of becoming an ideal-type nation state involves its own iro-
nies. This is especially true for small polities that need to relate to larger polities, which 
see themselves as on the road leading, in some sense, beyond sovereignty: The ‘large’ 
Nordic nation states that emerged out of the Danish and Swedish empires seem to react 
with a bit of weariness and maybe even maternalistic leniency to the claims to (pro-
spective) sovereignty of the North Atlantic home rule areas and even formally sover-
eign Iceland. Their logic seems to be: ‘Well, well – we treat you so nicely, but if you 
insist on experiencing the harsh life of sovereignty, you’re welcome.’ In contrast, the 
EU follows the logic of a benign empire in the making by, on the one hand, accepting 
whatever constitutional arrangements the national identities demand, only, on the other 
hand, to facilitate the de facto expansion of the reach of the European supranational 
empire.

What makes Norden unique is perhaps not so much its peaceful and homogenous 
appearance but rather how its imperial legacy flies under the radar of both public and 
academic debates. This has broader implications. Firstly, it challenges the idea that 
Norden is a model security community and points out the flaws in a theory overlooking 
the imperial legacy of the Nordic region. Secondly, it leads us to ask whether the notion 
of a Nordic social model producing equality and harmony makes sense in light of the 
very different experiences of Iceland, Greenland, the Faroes and Åland. Thirdly, our 
findings suggest that no narrative or theory of European integration is complete without 
taking imperial and postimperial processes into account.
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Notes

 1. Browning (2007: 28; cf. Kuisma, 2007) explains that the ‘Nordic brand’ is past its best-before 
date, implying that there was at some point a substance to the brand.

 2. Other scholars stressed the diversity of the arrangement by conceptualizing it as a Nordic 
‘balance’ (Brundtland, 1966; Noreen, 1983) or otherwise (e.g. Dörfer, 1997; Mouritzen, 
1994). Even seemingly similar positioning in relation to institutionalized security – within 
NATO (Archer, 1996) or as ‘neutrals’ or ‘non-aligned’ (Beyer and Hofmann, 2011; Devine, 
2011) – may gloss over different policies and rationales.

 3. Ackrén and Lindström (2012) briefly touch upon the role of the EU in relation to the 
Greenlandic Home Rule but do not find reason to pursue the problematique in relation to the 
Faroe Islands and Åland.

 4. Constructive work on a competing Baltic region-building project by roughly the same group 
of scholars at one point self-identified as a possible threat to Nordic regional identity on a 
number of levels (Wæver, 1997a): on a conceptual level, the Baltic region was conceived as 
much less sovereignty-based; on a more mundane level, the Baltic region-building project 
diverted resources from Nordic regional cooperation for a period of time.

 5. For a critique of the first version of postcolonialism in terms of the other, see Grovogui (2009).
 6. Miles (1996b: 8–9) makes the same observation under the heading ‘Five plus three?’: ‘it is 

doubtful whether the Nordic countries can be restricted to an elite club of Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland, Norway and Sweden’, yet the volume investigates only the five sovereign states.

 7. There is no innocent vocabulary. When we settle for ‘countries’ to denominate our cases, it 
is because we want to take the queries of Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands seriously. 
Under the umbrella of the West Nordic Council, they have all asked the Nordic Council 
and Nordic Council of Ministers to refer to their membership as ‘stater og lande [states and 
countries]’ rather than the hitherto official ‘lande og områder [countries and areas]’. The 
Scandinavian ‘lande’ inevitably loses some of its polyvalency when translated, as it covers 
both the English ‘land’ and ‘country’. Our choice is not innocent – most notably as it entails a 
delimitation of cases, which excludes the Saami, whose autonomy is less territorially defined, 
as well as alternative Inuit conceptions of sovereignty and territoriality (cf. Bæhrenholdt, 
2007; Gerhardt, 2011).

 8. See Moore (2011) for the importance of Schmitt’s concepts of security and sovereignty for 
realist IR.

 9. Our tripartition of the debate is parallel to Browning’s (2005).
10. For a detailed account of this so-called ‘neo-medievalism’ and its relevance for contempo-

rary IR, see Friedrichs (2001). ‘Polycentric’ is another label that basically conveys the same 
analysis of the EU; a set of interlocking legal orders with a constant battle for supremacy 
(MacCormick, 2004: 14f).

11. This represents a very different approach to games than that found in game theory. For an 
exploration of the contrast between these two understandings of games, see Fierke and 
Nicholson (2001).

12. The project thereby engages with both the linguistic turn within the social sciences and its 
notion that language is decisive for power relations and with the more recent turn to practice, 
which studies day-to-day human interactions and routines beyond or outside written texts 
(Schatzki et al., 2001).

13. Cf. parallel conclusions regarding the similarity of Danish and Norwegian nationalisms in 
Hansen (2002a: 215f, 2002b: 12). Had Finland obtained independence directly from Sweden 
without the ‘Russian detour’, which conceptually helped detach state and nation somewhat, a 
similar demand for coincidence might have made the Swedish-speaking minority in Finland 
more precarious – and the position of Åland more constrained.
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