Moreover, the ruling and opposition parties” attachment ¢q
Furope and its values scem to be problematic because the
representatives of the parties stressed the responsibilities an
duties of the citizens rather than their rights and freedoms,
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EIRIKUR BERGMANN

ON THE EDGE.
ICELAND'S NATIONAL DISCOURSE
AND THE EUROPEAN PROJECT

L. Introduction

Even though the Nordic five remain the most reluc-
tant, they are nevertheless active participants in the Furo-
pean project, but through very different paths of participa-
tion. Denmark, Sweden and Finland are full members of
the European Union while Teeland and Norway have taken
an active part in European co-operation through special
agreements, the European Economic Area agreement
(EEA) since 1994, and the Schengen border-control
agreement since 2001, Both are members of the European
Free Trade Association (EFTA), Norway a founding mem-
ber since 1960 and ITceland joining in 1970.

Denmark joined the EU in 1973 while Sweden and
Finland waited until after the end of the Cold War and
only joined in 1995. A further difference is evident in the
fact that Finland is the only Nordic state to have adopted
the euro. Voters in both Denmark and Sweden rejected the
common currency in public referendums. There is also a
clear difference between Iceland and Norway, as the Nor-
wegian government has twice negotiated a membership
agreement with the EU, only for it to be rejected by the
electorate in referendums.

This paper considers if and how ideas of Icelandic na-
tionalism influence the discourse members of parliament
use when discussing participation in FEuropean co-
operation. It analyses national discourse on the indepen-
dence struggle and then compares it with the debate on
Europe stll ongoing in the Icelandic parliament. Three
main rounds of debate on further participation in the Eu-
ropean project are isolated and analysed. The first debate
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studied was the one leading up to the EFTA membership
(1968-1969), secondly, the debate on the EEA (1989-1993)
and thirdly, a few selected debates on possible membership
of the European Union in the first decade of the new mjl.
lennium.

Only after the collapse of the entire financial system in
autumn 2008 did the Icelandic government decide to seek
EU-membership and submitted an EU application in July
2009. Twice Norway has submitted applications to the E[7
only to be rejected in referendums in 1972 and 1994, Tcel-
and's entrance into the EEA in 1994, however, resulted in
it becoming a kind of de-facto member of the EU. Despite
the fact that Iceland is officially outside the European Un-
ion, it nonetheless continues, through its co-operation
agreement, to participate actively in the European project

and is, for example, a full participant in the EU internal -

market, In fact, Iceland is in some ways more deeply in-
volved in the FEuropean integration process than some of
the EU’s official members. To name a few examples, Den-
mark has many opt-outs from the EU treaties that Iceland
is subject to through the EEA, and the EU’s border regula-
tion is applied in Iceland through the Schengen agreement,

while the UK and Ireland are exempted from that part of

EU cooperation [Adler-Nissen 2008].

Even though Iceland is an active partner in the Furo-
pean project it can be concluded that the EEA is not ad-
justing well to the rapid developments within the EU: for
example, there have been four new treaties and three
rounds of enlargement since the EEA came into force. It
can be argued that the significance of the agreement is
dwindling and that it can no longer sustain a successful or
satisfactory partnership between the EFTA and the EU.

These developments have shifted Iceland and the other
EFTA states into the sidelines of European collaboration.

The question then remains: why does Iceland accept the
real transfer of decision-making to Brussels through the

EEA but not full membership of the EU?
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2. The sectoral approach .

Scholars of European integration have long debated
whether interests or ideas better explain state attitude to-
wards and relationship with the European integration
project. American political science professor Christine In-
gebritsen is one of the most influential scholars who have
studied the different paths of the Nordics in: European
integration. She maintains that interests in leading sectors
of the economy in each of the Nordic states can best ex-
plain the relationship each of them has with the European
project [Ingebritsen 1998]. She claims that interests in
farming, especially large-scale farming, were decisive when
Denmark decided to join the British in the EU in 1973,
After the end of the Cold War it was then the manufactur-
ing industries that put pressure on Sweden and Finland to
go for EU membership. The leading sector in Norway was,
however, oil, which is a domestic resource and therefore
could not put any pressure on the government to move its
production across the border. According to Ingebritsen’s
sectoral approach, it is the economic interests of its fishing
industry that has kept Iceland outside the European Union,
as it is believed that the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy
does not fit with Icelandic interests [Ingebritsen 1998].

Ingebritsen’s theory can be categorised within the
theoretical framework of intergovernmentalism, especially
as seen in Andrew Moravcsik's liberal intergovernmental-
ism [Moravesik 1998]". According to Ingebritsen’s theory,
economic interests dictate state policy and relationship in
European co-operation, Intergovernmentalism and liberal
intergovernmentalism were developed, at least in part, as a
response to neo-functionalism that explains the European
integration process as a development driven by a semi-
automatic spillover effect [Haas 1958]. This paper claims

! Ingebritsen classifies her theory under liberal intergovernmental-
ism. Her arguments could however also be categorised under the ratio-
nalist approach.

295




that the neo-functionalist spillover effect might be useful in
explaining the steps Tceland has taken towards increased
participation in the European project but falls short of
explaining why Iceland has chosen to stay outside the EUJ
institutions, Likewise, intergovernmentalism and liberal
intergovernmentalism can perhaps explain why Iceland has
not been willing to join the EU but have difficulties in ex.
plaining how deeply Iceland already is invelved in Furg.
pean integration through the EEA and Schengen. Both
intergovernmentalism and neo-functionalism can be cate.
gorised as traditional structural theories and even though
they can perhaps be used to explain parts of European
integration as such, they have not provided sufficient rools
to explain the attitude of Icelandic politicians towards par-
ticipation in the European project.

In order to explain Iceland’s place in the European in-
tegration process, this paper is therefore based rather on
constructivist approach which takes into account domestic
ideas. The paper maintains that ideas developed in the
Icelandic independence struggle cannot be dismissed in
any explanation of Iceland’s relationship with the EU.
Constructivist theories challenge both the intergovern-
mentalist focus on calculated interests and the semi-
automatic spillover effect of neo-funcdonalism, and offer
another explanatory factor [Gstohl 2002]. Constructivists
claim that ideas, such as ideas on the construction of the
nation and how the idea of the nation fits with the idea of
Europe are also important [Hansen 2002, 2-8]. Before this
theoretical approach can be applied to the Icelandic case, it
is, however, first necessary to take a closer look ar the fish
factor which Ingebritsen and others offer to explain Icel-
and’s position in European co-operation.

3. The fish factor
Opposition to the EU Common Fisheries Policy

(CFP) has indeed been at the forefront of the Icelandic
debate on possible EU membership. The fisheries argu-
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ment is, however, diminished by the fact that many new-
comers to the EU have been able to negotiate significant
opt-outs or special solutions in their accession agreements,
similar to what could suit Icelandic interests in the area of
fisheries [see Adler-Nissen 2008]. :

At least it cannot be dismissed out of hand that Leel-
and might be able to negotiate an accession agreement with
the EU that will guarantee full Icelandic control over the
current Icelandic fishing waters, The struggle for control
over fisheries within the 200-mile zone around Iceland can
be seen as an integral part of the Icelandic independence
struggle and is therefore part of the idea of the sovereign
Icelandic nation. Fisheries are still a vital part of the Ice-
landic economy and control over the tishing zone is there-
fore seen by Tcelanders as crucial in keeping control over
their own destiny. '

This unique position of the fishing industry in the Ice-
landic economy and society could be an argument for gua-
ranteeing Icelandic control of the fisheries zone in acces-
sion negotiations. That could, for example, be done by
defining the Icelandic fisheries zone as a special administra-
tive zone within the CFP but under full contral of the Ice-
landic government. This would not be a permanent opt-
out, as Denmark, for example, has in a few areas, but ra-
ther a special definition in a well-definable area, similar to
the Artic farming clause that Finland and Sweden were
able to negotiate for their farmers north of 62° in their ac.
cession treaties.

When arguing for special provision, the Icelandic
government could point to the fact that the situation in the
North-West Atlantic Ocean is significantly different from
the current EU fishing zone, as former Foreign Minister
Halldor Asgrimsson explained in a speech in Berlin in 2002
[Asgrimsson 2002]. Studying at a map of Europe, it comes
clear that there is a need for many states on the European
continent to co-operate in the field of fisheries as they are
utilising the same fish stock. The Icelandic fishing zone s,
however, separate from EU waters and most of the fish
stock within the Icelandic zone is domestic and not shared
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with any other EU state. The Icelandic fish stock is there.
fore not a common resource, any more than Finnish forests
or British oil. The EU Common Fisheries Policy was aime(
at controlling fishing of shared stocks in common warers
and therefore it can be argued that it should not apply 1q
Iceland, This argument could also find strength in the E{J’s
principle of subsidiarity.

It is therefore not unreasonable to think that it might
be possible to find 2 suitable solution for the Icelandic f;.
sheries industry if Iceland negotiates membership of the
EU, as many EU officials have recognised [see, for exam.

ple, Amérsson et al. 2003]. Accordingly Michael Kéhler,.

Deputy Head of Cabinet of Commissioner Joe Borg, Euro.
pean Commissioner for Fisheries and Maritime Affairs, has,
for example, said that the EU’s rule for relative stabiltiy
would ensure that Icelanders will on their own decide who
would fish within their fishing zone if Iceland joined the
EU [Kaéhler 2007]. The problem this paper faces is that ng
definite answers will be available on this question until an
accession treaty has been negotiated.

4. The sovereignty factor

What is important here, taking into account Ingebrit-
sen’s theory that focuses on the interests of leading sectors,
is that if Iceland could in fact find a suitable solution for
the fisheries industry in accession negotiations, as is here
suggested, there should, according to her theory, be noth-
ing else to stand in the way of Iceland’s accession to the
EU. The fact that the Teelandic government had until mid
2009 not been willing to put the fisherfes issue to the test in

accession negotiations with the EU indicates that there *
might have been something other than the economic inter- |

ests of the fisheries sector that had, until the collapse of the
whole financial sector in autumn 2008, kept Iceland out of
the EU. We can at least not exclude other explanatory fac-
tors, as Ingebritsen does,
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Various scholars have studied Iceland’s relationship
with the EU and many explanatory factors have been of-
fered other than Ingebritsen’s sectoral approach. Icelandic
political science professor Baldur Thorhallsson has, for
example, argued that several combined factors are at play
in Iceland’s reluctance in the European integration process:
special emphasis of Iceland as a small state, speciat links
with the USA, effects of the Cod Wars, geographical isola-
tion, the Icelandic electoral system that favours rural areas,
close relationship between the political elite and the fishe-
ries industry and special ideas of the Icelandic nationality
[Thorhallsson 2004].

This paper offers an analysis on whether special ideas
of the Icelandic nation and strong emphasis on the formal
sovereignty that was created in the independence struggle
can perhaps better explain Iceland’s wariness of European
integration, rather than the interests of the fishing sector,
which has until now been the most common factor used in
this discussion.

This paper is thus in line with the constructivist ap-
proach and takes into account the importance of domestic
national ideas instead of only looking at intergovernmental-
ist and rationalist calculated interests. To analyse the possi-
ble influence of national ideas on participation in Furopean
integration, the underlying research studied discourse used
in the debate on Europe in the Tcelandic parliament
[Bergmann 2009]. This method is also in line with the
poststructuralist approach that, in addition to looking at
the relationship between ideas and interests, also puts em-
phasis on studying political discourse and analysing how
ideas influence issues like attitude to participation in Euro-
pean integration. Poststructuralists do not necessarily
maintain that the European integration process is more
driven by ideas than interests but state that intergovern-
mentalists have not been able to prove their interest-based
focus [Weever 2002].

According to this approach we need to analyse if, and
how, the idea of participation in European integration can
fit within the boundaries of the nation’s political discourse.
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The idea of Europe must not threaten the idea of the na-
tion [in the case of Denmarl, see Hansen 2002, 52]. In
other words, it is hypothesised that the idea of the Icelan-
dic nation and its sovereignty and how that idea fits with
being an integral part of the supra-national European inte-
gration process, is as important, if not more so, than the
interests of the leading economic sector, when we study the
relationship the nation has with Europe. We need to note
at this point, however, that it is not necessarily the politi-
cians’ personal conviction that is important, but rather the
discourse they choose to use in public debate to bring their
arguments forward.

5. Nationalisi and the unigue Icelandic nation

The Tcelandic state is based on the idea of the nation-
state, which is a relatively young phenomenon in the inter-
national system of states. It was born only with the Enligh-
tenment in the eighteenth century, which marked a turn-
ing-point in the history of European states, with a new em-
phasis on the rights of the individual and the belief that the
power base in cach state is with the people. The people
then delegate their power periodically to the ruling-class
through democratic elections. This was, for example, the
ideological background behind the French revolution and
consequently created the belief that each nation had the
right to form its own sovereign government. The creation
of the system of nation-states in Europe was therefore an
integral part of the liberal democratic ideas brought by the
Enlightenment [Falfdanarson 2001, 461.

There is no agreement among scholars on the defini- +-
tion of what constitutes a nation. Many factors, such as ,
common land, history, culture, language, religion, race, "

etc., have been mentioned as important [Smith 2000]. Most
European states are at least partly drawn from many of
these factors. Iceland is one of the few states in the world
to fit this description of nation and state. This paper, how-
ever, understands the nation simply as a group of people in
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a definable area who believe they are, and want to form, a
nation. According to this understanding, the nation is not a
natural phenomenon but one created by history, social
relations and common ideas [see, for example, Gellner
19831].

The ideas that have formed the Icelandic nation de-
veloped in a significantly different way from elsewhere in
Europe. The idea that Tcelanders constitute a special na-
tionhood was only born in the period 1830-1850.[Hilfda-
narson 2001, 37; Hermannsson 2003, 250], Icelanders, for
example, seemed to believe that their independence strug-
gle was separate from other international developments at
the time, The emphasis of their struggle was more on the
sovereignty of the nation as a whole than on the freedom
and sovereignty of the individual, Tcelanders were more
interested in gaining formal control of domestic matters
than on planning Icelandic society internally when it was
independent. It can be claimed that sovereignty away from
Danish rule was more important for Icelanders than inter-
nal democracy [Halfdanarson 2001, 76].

As described above, Iceland’s independence move-
ment drew its ideas from international trends at the time,
most importantly the Enlightenment. When the policy for
Icelandic sovereignty and later full independence — Icelan-
dic nationalism — was being developed, however, its crea-
tors looked back a thousand years, to the Icelandic settle-
ment republic, for arguments and justifications for their
claim rather than to current international development
[Hermannsson 2005, 83]. Even though the idea of a sove-
reign Icelandic nation-state was an integral part of interna- .
tional development, a common understanding about the
Icelandic nation was developed within Iceland. This unique
understanding was drawn from a historical myth on which
Icelandic nationalism was based. The myth creates the idea
of a golden age in Iceland from the settlement in the year
874 until Teeland falls under foreign rule, first with the Old
treaty with Norway in 1262, later Danish rule and Absolut-
ism in 1662. As the myth goes, this period was the golden
age of the brave and capable Icelandic nation but darker
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days were to follow after loss of sovereignty [Halfdanarson
2001, 28f]. The emphasis was thus on drawing an unbgo.
ken link to the golden age rather than on linking the Ice.
landic independence struggle with international ideological
developments of the time. Iceland’s path to modernity ang
progress was therefore through its own unique past rather
than simply just part of an international trend [Her-
mannsson 2005, 252, 2927

The sense of nationalism was furthermore scmewhat
stronger than in most other European states at the time,
based on a historical conviction that justified the full sove-
reignty and independence of the Icelandic nation [Halfda
narson 2001, 36-39]. The nation became almost a concrete
natural fact in the Icelandic mind. A free and sovereign
Icelandic nation became an integral part of the self-image
of the nation. Icelandic nationalism was thus created and
based on a romantic notion of the natural and pure, or at
least special, separate nation. This notion became a vital
force in the independence struggle.

After Iceland gained sovereignty in 1918 and full ig-
dependence in 1944 the independence struggle did not
disappear, but a new idea was born, the notion that the
fight for independence is a constant struggle of the Icelan-
dic nation and that it will never end. This understanding of
Icelandic nationalism, created in the independence strug-
gle, has since become one of the most important ideas in
leelandic political discourse [Grimsson 1978]. The fear of
losing the sovereignty gained in the independent struggle is
still an important explanatory variable in Tcelandic politics.

6. De-facto membership

When explaining why Iceland has chosen ndt to be

part of the European Union, we also have to take into ac-
count that Iceland is already an active participant in Euro-
pean integration through the EEA Agreement and the

Schengen border-control agreement. Even though the EU .

is clearly a union of sovereign states, member states have
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agreed to pool their sovereignty in specific aregs to form a
supra-national body in an effort to increase their overall
gains in an increasingly global and interdependent world.

Iceland has also, through its agreements with the EU,
delegated decision rights in important fields of the econo-
my to the EU or joint bodies it operates with the EU
through EFTA and the EEA. One could even claim that
Iceland is a de-facto member of the EU through its close
co-operation agreements, even without having formal
access (o decision-making in the EU institutions. Formally,
Iceland is surely not part of the EU institutions but when
veal participation in EU policies is examined one can only
conclude that Iceland is for the most part, as said before,
an active participant in the European integration process.
This obviously complicates the picture painted before, that
special ideas of the nation and emphasis on sovereignty in
Iceland hinder Iceland from participating in the European
project.

According to a narrow legal definition it is perhaps
possible to say that the EEA Agreement does not signifi-
cantly restrict Iceland’s sovereignty, but that is, however,
heavily debated by legal scholars [Alfredsson 1992]. When
the EEA was being negotiated a government-commissioned
commiitee of four legal experts concluded that the agree-
ment would not violate the sovereignty requirements stated
in the Icelandic constitution [Schram et /. 1992], Formally
speaking, it might then be argued that the EEA Agreement
does not entail significant transfer of sovereignty in a legal
sense. However in any political understanding of the sove-
reignty concept it must be admitted that with the EEA
Agreement the Icelandic government has agreed to transfer
decision-making rights to Brussels institutions.

In addition, however, to real transfer of decision-
making rights, full membership of the EU would also mean
that Iceland would have to pool its formal sovereignty with
other member states. But even though we agree that with
full membership Iceland would see increased transfer of
formal sovereignty, we can also counter-argue and claim
that, in a political and real sense of the sovereignty concept,
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full membership would not entail more transfer of sove-
reignty than currently is the case through the EEA and
Schengen. It is clear that with EU membership Iceland
would have to adopt EU laws in more fields than it does
currently but, on the other hand, Iceland would thep gain
increased access to the decision-making in the fields al.
ready covered through the EEA and Schengen. How the
sovereignty equation is measured on these scales is, howev-
er, more difficult to calculate.

7. Why EEA but not the EU?

As stated before, traditional theories of European in-
tegration, such as neo-functionalism and intergovernmen-

talism, have not been able to explain why Iceland has opted -

to stay out of the EU institutions but still participate deeply
in the European project through the EEA and Schengen.
Neo-functionalism might be able to explain why Iceland
has chosen to take part in European integration through
the EEA and Schengen. It can, for example, be argued that
Iceland has felt the same pressure and the same economic
need as other European states to participate in European
co-operation. We can, for example, cite the spillover effect
that neo-functionalists claim directs the European integra-
tion process to explain why Iceland and other EFTA states
agreed to widen the field of co-operation and integrate
with the EU policies with the creation of the EEA. We
might also explain the Schengen integration in the same
way. The neo-functionalist theory is, however, unable to
explain why Iceland has been such a reluctant partner in
European co-operation and had until 2009 chosen not to
participate within the EU framework.

Perhaps we could then instead use intergovernmental-
ist theories to explain why Iceland did not join the EU, We
could claim that it was simply a calculared economic as-
sessment, that Iceland benefited more by staying out rather
than being a formal part of the EU. The problem we face
here is, however, that Iceland was already an active player
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in the European project, through the EEA and Schengen,
and was, for example, a full participant in the EU internal
market. As all other states in Western-Europe Iceland
sought the benefits of close economic co-operation.

The Icelandic government maintained that the EEA
and Schengen agreements did not entail automatic transfer
of legistation and other decision-making rights to'EU insti-
tutions or any EFTA/EEA forum in Brussels [Tengsl
Islands og Evrépusambandsins 2007, 15]. This interpreta-
tion of the Icelandic government was not least based on the
argument that EU legislation was only indirectly applicable
to Iceland. EU regulations are directly binding for its
member states, but formally EU regulations have to pass
through the EEA Joint Committee and the Icelandic par-
liament betore they become Icelandic law [ibiden, 70]. On
the basis of this formal difference, it was argued that the
legal effect was not as direct in the EEA as it is was the EU
legal system.

When it comes to transfer of sovereignty, this paper
does not attempt to address the formal and legal definitions
of the EEA and Schengen. Through the FEA, however, the
Icelandic parliament is obliged to adopt almost all EU leg-
islation that applies to the internal market based on the
decision of the EEA Joint Committee [Bjdrgvinsson 2006,
59, 137]. 1t is therefore clear, when the reality of the co-
operation is studied, that Iceland has to adopt the same
legislation as EU member states within the framework of
the agreement. The parliamentary process is therefore only
a formal exercise, as EFTA/EEA parliaments have no other -
option than to adopt legistation that the EEA Joint Com-
mittee forwards to them. Furthermore, all policymaking
and other decisions on future development, new regula-
tions and so on, are dealt with within EU institutions to
which the Icelandic government has very limited access
[Emerson, Vahl, and Woolcock 2002]. We can therefore
conclude that in any political understanding Iceland has
quite clearly transferred real decision-making to the EU.
The legal interpretation that the Icelandic government
holds on the EEA agreement is therefore not in full com-
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pliance with the reality that we face when studying deci
sion-making in the EEA. i}

To understand this difference in interpretation, we

* have to differentiate between formal sovereignty on the on

hangi and real transfer of decision-making on the othere
Again, to explain this division we have to look into political
discourse and political ideas within Iceland. It seems there-
fore that some kind of rift has occurred between the goy-
ernment’s formal and legal definition of the agreement and
the political reality we face in the co-operation. With ful]
membership of the EU, Iceland will surely face new limitg-
tions on its sovereignty, but through the EEA Ieeland al.
ready faces other limitations on its sovereignty that EU
states do not face. As stated before, the Icelandic govern-
ment has put more emphasis on preserving formal legal
sovereignty than admitting to the real transfer of decision-
making evident in the EEA and Schengen. This ﬁts.quite
weﬂ, with the previously-described understanding of Tcel-
and’s sovereignty and the political discourse developed in
the independence struggle.

8. Sovercignty gamses

Despite seriously debating previous steps in the Euro-
pean integration process, first the EFTA accession in 1970
and then the EEA in 1994, Tcelanders have for the most
part now accepted the merits of co-operation in EFTA and
the EEA. Ever since the accession to the EEA, however
full membership of the EU has been forcefully debated in
Icelandic society. :

The idea of the Icelandic nation and nationalism
created in the independence strugele in the nineteenth
century was, as stated before, different from the libera
nationalism that developed in Europe from the Enlighten-
ment. We can define the concept of sovereignty by sayin
that 1t must include a society of people that has controgl
over its own land and is recognised by other states, A sove-
reign state as such has the right to govern within its own
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borders without interference from other states,-and also has
the right to participate in international organisations.
When the system of nation-states was developing in Eu-
rope, before modern day globalisation, the state was for the
most part in control of its internal society and only had to
worry about external influence in the form of invading
armies, Now, the situation is very different and thé under-
standing of the concept of sovereignty has changed. In-
creased interaction across borders through new communi-
cation technology and improved transport has linked socie-
ties that have become interdependent. With increased glo-
balisation a new cross-border society has developed that
has diminished the control governments have over their
own saciety as more actors have entered the scene [Scholte
2003, 59]. :

We have seen increased harmonisation across borders,
for example, when it comes to rules of trade and competi-
tion. Individual states therefore no longer have the sole
authority to legislate within their borders; the international
society now diminishes possibilities of states to act within
their own borders. Supra-national co-operation within the
EU is a partial, regional response to this development,
Member states have decided to pool their sovereignty to
gain better control over joint tasks. We can therefore argue
that the right to participate in international institutions is
becoming an increasingly more important part of the sove-
reignty concept. To be able to sit at the table where global
and regional decisions are being negotiated is now even
more important for sovereign states.

Tasks of modern societies increasingly reach across
their own borders and thus need to be tackled on the in-
ternational level. Preserving the environment is, for exam-
ple, a task no nation-state can control on its own: pollution
is no respecter of borders between nation-states. This is
now true of more and more sectors of the economy and
society: changes in the global financial market have, for
example, instant and direct effect on the domestic Icelan-
dic market as has become evident to Teelanders in the glob-
al financial crisis that has hit Iceland especially hard. But,
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distinctiveness of the Icelandic nation and there was 4 ]
consensus in the parliamentary discussions that the IC;& -
i€ natton was unique in the world and had 1o be prote ted
wh.en It came to international co-operation. One parliangted
tartan, Tomas Arnason (PP} who admitted the econg "y
benefits thar might accompany EFTA, also voiced cone iy
thiit membership could fit uneasily with his special n t‘?I o
«The Icelandic nation has undisputed distinctivaexzon'
among nations and even among those already memberseis |
EFTA. Tt is only natural that our relationship with EFT?
will be marked by that distinctivenessy [Arnason 1968) ‘
~ This uniqueness and distinctiveness of the Iceland;
hation was then used as an arsument for the mu[tiple‘ o .
outs and special solutions which Iceland broug‘htr to tl?lth
negotiating table. Those arguing against further partici :
tion in the European Integration process feared that fha-
small Icelandic nation might lose its identity in such g ¢] .
relatwgship with the big nations of Europe. Many 'u'(ljise
mentarians referred to the Old treaty of 1262 and ELI)TICE ia-
troduction of Absolutism in Denmark in 1662 in their o
gument against integration with other nations. "

9.2. The EEA rowund

In the discussion on EEA agreement, emphasis on the
sovereignty argument had moved to the forefront of the
debate. Those arguing for membership put their main em-
phasis on cconomic gain but they also used the indepen-
dence discourse in their argumentation. They pur similas
emphasis on progress and modernity in their argumenta-
tion for the EEA that was used in the independence stryge.
gle for sovereignty from Denmark. They argued thar the
EEA \xrou.lgi be Iceland’s passport to the tuture and the ke
to ecconomic prosperity within Iceland. | ‘ d
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argue that Iceland should stand proud and «equal among
other nations and not be afraid to participate fully in Euro-
pean co-operation. Iceland was to be equal to other inde-
pendent states and fully-functioning in international socie-
ty. Foreign minister, Jon Baldvin Hannibalsson (SDA), the
main campaigner for the EEA in Iceland, referred to [6n
Sigurdsson and claimed that the EEA would bring progress
and push Tceland further in to modernity. He.said that the
EEA would «bring opportunities for our nation, her cle-
verness and action. (...) This agreement also tests our abili-
ties and confidence to stand equally among other nations»
[see in Ingebritsen 1998].

Parliamentarians who argued against the EEA used
the sovereignty argument more systematically than the ones
arguing for the agreement. The nation and its sovereignty
were the central argument in the No camp and were sup-
plemented by economic arguments that came only second-
ary. The No side put their main focus on maintaining that
the EEA threatened Iceland’s sovereignty, which would be
shifted to unademocratic EU institutions in Brussels. Some
said that even though it could be argued that the agreement
might bring economic benefits, it should be rejected solely
on the ground rhat it violated Iceland’s sovercignty. The
same was true in the EU debate. More weight was here put
on the formal sovereignty of the nation rather than on the
economy, or any real meaning of the sovereignty concept.
J6hann Arszlsson, member of the then People’s Alliance,
said the EEA should be rejected on the grounds that it
violated Tcelander’s «sense of sovereignty» [Arselsson
1992].

Parliamentarians in the No camp accused the Yes side
of being unpatriotic, and drew direct links with the inde-
pendence struggle. They said that Teeland’s independence
would be lost if it joined the EEA. MP Pall Pétursson (PP)
even went so far as to predict that membership in the EEA
would end the Icelandic nation. «Our nation is different
from other EFTA-states. (...) If we submit [to the EEAT we

would of course instantly lose our language, culture and
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independ i i [ é
19895),11 ence in a very short time period» [Pérursson

9.3, The EU round

In the debate on the EU a few years later, the impo
tance of sovereignty was still on the table and the No sidr—
put their emphasis on Iceland’s national heritage an§
unique culture and argued that Icelanders should continue
to develop a good society and strong economy on thej
own, They claimed that it would be a retrograde ste ég
great consequence if Iceland were to lose its Self};ui
through membership of the EUJ. With membership of the
EU, they argued, Iceland would be locked inside an une
productive trade block and trapped in an undemocratic-
burequcracy. Then prime minister, David Oddsson (IP),
descrlbe‘d the EU as one of the most «undemocratic bu.
5%285(:]1:21UC monstrosity man has ever created» [Fridriksson
. Study of the debate makes it clear that the No side be-
lieved that the sovereignty argument and the discourse of
the independence struggle could be quite useful. The lead-
er of the Left Green Party (LGP), Steingrimur J. Sigftisson
put the sovereignty issue in the forefront. «For the first.
membership would mean diminished independence and
sovereignty, loss of distinctivenesss [Sigfiisson 2000]. His
Icgélzz};gueﬁ)grpunﬁur%%msson said it was «undisputecj that
: ership in the EU v i and’
mem [Jénasson o vould undermine Iceland’s self

_ Debating EU membership in 2009, af;
Pétur Bléadal (IP) remembere«:llj Iceland’s} 65 t:rin?;grs(z:a;?fsgf

independence: «We were the pootest narion in Europe:

after 600 years of cooperation with nation’s south in Ep-
;opf [Denmgrk] as we would be joining now» [Bléndal
2009]. He said that Iceland’s misfortune and humiliation
had started after entering into the QOld treaty in 1262, and
only with independence had Iceland been able to—gc; ,fr‘orn
being the poorest to amongst the richest in Europe. He
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concluded that after EU-membership Iceland would again
become a «depopulated poor province in a huge Europe
super-state». His colleague Arni Johnsen said that entering
into the EU would be «craziness which is far from the Ice-
landic root and Icelandic independence» [Johnsen 2009].
Their colleagne Unnur Bra Konnradsdottir said that EU-
membership would entail «surrender of significant parts of
Teeland’s sovereignty» and that she «didn’t want to park
the young Tcelandic national flag under a European flags»
[Konradsdéttir 2009]. She said that Icelanders should nev-
er forget that they are a unique nation, «tough and hard
working and with a soul that could never be broken by
foreigners».

MP Gunnar Bragi Sveinsson (PP} asked if Icelanders
were prepared to surrender their sovereignty as the people
of Sweden had done by joining the EU [Sveinsson 2009].
His colleague Héskuldur Pérhallsson said that Icelanders
needed to understand that by joining the EU they were
giving up part of their sovereignty which they had fought
for and which «makes the nation what she is today»
[Bérhallsson 2009].

MP Atli Gislason (LGP) said that with the EU appli-
cation Iceland was entering into a road that «threatens its
independence and sovereignty» [Gislason 2009]. His col-
league Asmundur Einar Dadason stated that a new sove-
reignty fight was now starting and said that Jén Sigurdsson,
Tceland’s main independence hero, would turn in his grave
if the EU application should go forward [Dadason 2009].
Ogmundur Jénasson affirmed that Icelanders had only
fared well when they were independent. He predicted that-
the will of the nation would diminish after EU membership
and concluded that «he who is glad when beaten to obey
becomes a slave» {Jonasson 2009},

The Yes side also used the independence discourse
and many referred to Jén Sigurdsson, the hero of the inde-
pendence struggle, to advance their argument. A few pat-
liamentarians even tried to suggest membership of the EU
as a way to protect and even strengthen Iceland’s sove-
reignty rather than a step away from independence. In ar-
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guing for EU membership Bryndis Hlsd Stti
described the current situation in the EOEX ersi(r)ltctller DA}

ic. «We ha inf i :

obligated tgeaggplfngsi?sciti SEhElX%% the aCéS thdat we are 2 claimed that with full EU membership Iceland could rec-
mal veto right Althingi should hagroqn and the for- - laim the sovereignty that was partly lost with the EEA
[Hlsdversdsttir 1992]. T 2009 MP Skﬁi I_lfdnot usablex agreement. The sovereignty issue was more often used by
said Iceland now had the choice «to be in %el}son (SDA) the No camp, but in the debate on full membership, the
international society or seck cooperarion C?Hh- C]I with the Yes side made an effort to turn the argument around and
insuring our interests betters [I*I;el 50 ‘; élt() 9“e aim of use it for membership. Both camps knew that they would
league Olina Dorvardardéttir said t‘};gat Iﬂ T 1. His col- need to link their argument with the independence dis-
be unafraid to participate on the in celanders «should course. By claiming that Iceland’s sovereignty had already
independent and sovere; | ternational }e\fel as an been lost through the EEA and Schengen, the Yes side
overetgn nation» [Porvardardsttir 2009]. wanted to dismiss the sovereignty question from the debate
' _ on full membership in the EU. The No side, on the other
Pro EU : hand, maintained that the EEA was simply a classical in-
ternational agreement while the EU was a supra-national
organisation with much more transfer of sovereignty to
Brussels than was involved in the EEA. Iceland should
Left kP ' Right _ therefore not join the EU, as full membership is followed

LGP she - by unacceptable loss of sovereignty.
: This becomes evident in the ongoing discussion in
P : Iceland on what the EEA agreement really means. There is
' no consensus among Icelandic politicians on how closely
Anti EU : the EEA already links Iceland with the EU. One part of
FIG. 1. Political parties and their EU policy, _ that debate is the dispute on the share of EU legislation
o which Iceland has to adopt through the EEA and Schen-
. gen. The Yes side claims that Iceland already has to adopt
10. How deep is your love? most of the EU laws and therefore not much would change
_ with full membership. The No side, on the other hand,
becs The‘ study shows thflt the sovereignty question has claims that_Icela_mgi would be oyerwhelmed by new rulee:.
an important factor in the debate on Buro ¢ in Teel. ] and regulations if it be'cqmc an EU rpember. For e;canf{ple.
and. In all three rounds, parliamentarians P o In 2003, the foreign minister at the time, Hallddor Asgrims-
emphasis on linking their arguments, for son, claimed that through the EEA and Schengen, Iceland
further Europeanisation of Iceland. with the already had to adopt over 80 per cent of the EU legislation
Iceland’s sovereignty, and all referred 1o il - . [Asgrimsson 2003]. Two years later, 2 new foreign minis-
the Icelandic nation,’Both camps, that is H:] Uﬂli}ﬁeness of : ter, David Oddsson [2005], said that the share was only 6.5
for closer integration and those arouin g . ﬁi?lssi rhat argﬁe per cent, The difference between these two percentages is,
discourse developed in the ind epeE dencegt it’ bsc the of course, tao great to be explained by any changes in the
argumentation. The Yes side not only trf Sdrugghe lm their operation of either the EU or the EEA. The only difference
Y ted fo link ment- was that the two foreign ministers had a very different poli-

. bership of the EU with the emphasis in the independence
macrat- “°  struggle on modernity and economic progress but also

SDA

put a special
or against the
importance’of
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cy on EU membership.

Mr. F_&sgl‘imsson was clearly sympathetic to Iceland’s
membership of the EU, while Mr. Oddsson was forcefu]]
agamnst. Both numbers give a skewed impression of ch
picture, The fact is that no member state adopts all legal
decisions made in the EU and the variation of the scope
covered by individual legal acts is huge. This statistical
exercise performed by the two foreign ministers is mea-
ningless when we see how involved Iceland already is in tl';e
European'mtegration process. What is interesting here
hm\‘/e\:’er, is how the two foreign ministers used selected
statistical information as propaganda in the EU debate in
Iceland.,Given the independence discourse, it simply fitted
Oddson’s politics better to say that EU membership would
mean a much greater transfer of sovereignty to Brussels
than was already the case in the EEA, :

11. Sovereignty vs. fisheries

When debating Iceland’s participation in rhe Euro-
pean integration process parliamentarians have mainly used
two sets of arguments: economic effect for the fisheries
industry on the one hand and how Europe fits with the
idea of the Icelandic nation and Iceland’s tormal sovereign-
ty on the other. In some cases we can also conclude, after
studying the three main rounds of debate op Europe in the
parliament, that the importance of keeping contral over the
tisheries resources around Teeland is, up to a point, also an
integral part of the independence struggle. In the debate it
somehow became part of the ongoing independence strue-
gle to keep European vessels out of Leeland's fishing zone.

As already mentioned, the No side used the impoﬁ'—'
tance of sovereignty, as developed in the independence
struggle, more directly in their discourse while the Yes side
rather tried to link their economic argument with that part
of the sovereignty discourse that has to do with modernity
and economic progress. In the EEA round, for example
the Yes side tried to set up their argument in such a wa_',;
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that free trade with Icelandic fish in the EU market became
an indirect continuation of the independence struggle. As
the argument went, Ieelanders should accept the EEA so as
to secure economic sovereignty., The No side also linked
control of the fishing grounds directly with Iceland’s sove-
reignty. We can therefore conclude that the fish factor, as
central as it has been in the European debate in Iceland, is
not only an economic matter but also an integral part of the
discourse on Iceland’s sovereignty as developed in the in-
dependence struggle. The oft-used argument that Iceland
cannot join the EU because of its Common Fisheries Policy
is therefore not simply an economic argument but a vital
part of Iceland’s independence. Complete control over the
tishing zone becomes in a way a symbol of the free and
independent Icelandic nation. '

In the independence struggle in the nineteenth cen-
tury the peasant became a sign of the independent Icelan-
dic nation, but with the increasing importance of fisheries,
the seaman gradually took over as the representative of the
sovereign lcelandic nation state. Icelanders fought the Brit-
ish in the so-called Cod Wars to gain control over their
fishing resource around the country and since indepen-
dence the fish industry has been the most important sector
of the economy and has surely been the foundation of Icel-
and’s economic independence. The nation and the seaman
are then intertwined in fisherman’s folksongs that represent
the patriotic Icelander. The fish in the sea and the fisher-
man are in this respect a symbol of the independent Ice-
landie nation, :

12. The debate on the euro

Pressure to adopt the euro to replace the small and
volatile Icelandic krona has been growing and stems mostly
from the business side. According to neo-functionalist
theories, the EU internal market created a new need for a
common currency and that puts pressure on European
leaders to act. We can use the same effect to explain the
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increasing pressure in Teeland to ado
. 1 | pt the comm .
rgncy. Atter Iceland joined the EEA, and became c;:n-(t:m-
the EU internal market, the automatic spillover effecy h:[:
: - s

mde_pendence struggle,

This dilemma for example becomes evident th
the discussion that regularly surfaces in Iceland that pep.
haps the Icelandic government might unilaterally, or wipiel_
bl-lateral‘agreemqnt, adopt the euro without mémberst}:'a
of the EU. Th1§ idea crops up regularly in Iceland, e -
thougl? EU officials have again and again dismissed tﬁn‘
possibility [Bergmann and Sturluson 2008]. This iaea ﬁt?

rough

13. Conclusion

It is surely tempting to claim that
pletely changed its Euro%)ean policy afteicfilqingoggfn;c:ﬁn;
lsubmltted an EU application in the aftermath of the col-
apse of the economy. However, when studying the di
course on Europe in the wake of application, we see thsf;

procgitz[sl as before, or even more so,
€ vision of the Icelandic nation 1 d i

‘ _ the ] nd the importance

of its sovereignty significantly affect the debate on Iceland’s
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debated. This special, holistic and conservative understand-
ing of the Tcelandic nation and its sovereignty, as previously
described, makes it more difficult for Icelandic politicians
to argue for membership of a supra-national organisation
such as the EU. The idea of European integration falls in a
way outside the framework of the idea of the sovereign and
independent Icelandic nation-state. The resedrch shows,
for example, that parliamentarians have put more emphasis
on arguments based on the nation and its sovereignty than
on pure economic interests. By referring to the indepen-
dence struggle in their discourse, the No side has hinted
that increased participation in European integration can in
a way threaten the idea of the sovereign Icelandic nation.

The political discourse of the independence struggle
has, however, not completely hindered Iceland’s involve-
ment in the European project. On the contrary, Iceland is
an active participant in European co-operation through
EFTA, the EEA and Schengen. Even though Iceland is not
formally part of the EU institutions, it is already deeply
involved in the European project. Here we find an interest-
ing rift between the real and practical participation on the
one hand and the previously-described ideas of the free
and sovereign Icelandic nation on the other. From this
situation we can develop an explanation.

Like all other open democratic states in Europe, Icel-
and feels the same economic need and pressure to partici-

-pate in the European project as described by neo-

functionalism. Accordingly, Iceland has agreed to transfer
decision-making in significant fields of the economy to the
European level through its participation in the EEA and
Schengen. We have also seen in the parliamentary discus-
sion how the neo-functionalist spillover effect puts increas-
ing pressure on Iceland for further participation. At the
same time, however, we have other forces pulling in the
opposite direction. The debate on unilaterally adopting the
euro is a good example of this dilemma.

The national political discourse, so deeply rooted in
the independence struggle, has had the effect that Icelan-
ders have been hesitant to agree to the formal transfer of
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sovereignty which so clearly follows full membership of the
European Union. This dilemima can be used to explain why
Iceland has been willing to participate actively in the Eype.
pean project through the EEA and Schengen burt that on
the traditional vision of the Icelandic nation and irs sove-
reignty makes it difficult for Icelandic politicians to argue
for full and formal participation in the EU.
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