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Topic

Historiographical debates about international law have been flourishing in the international
legal literature over the last two decades. Following what international lawyers described as a
‘turn to history’ — and which is probably better understood as a turn to historiography —, it has
become common for international lawyers to discourse and theorize about the specific forms
and the meanings provided to the past and the ways in which such a past is created and orga-
nized by international lawyers. Such prolific historiographical debates have led to a wealth of
new histories and counter-histories of international law. Being mostly produced in circles
deemed (or self-labelled as) critical, this new body of literature has been promptly portrayed
as an offspring of critical legal thought. Indeed, many international lawyers have considered
that the historical turn constituted a natural continuation of the linguistic turn and the rise of
critical thought witnessed a few decades earlier in international legal scholarship. And yet, the
recent interest in the history of international law is no monopoly of (critical) international law-
yers. Mention must be made of the growing interest for global histories among historians.

This workshop is premised on the idea that a continuity between critical thought and critical
history is far from obvious and that it remains unclear whether all the new histories and coun-
ter histories produced after the ‘turn to history’ can be appropriately called critical. Arguably,
their disruptive nature is compromised because they have all remained articulated around the
same European markers and figures. Questioning the kinship between critical thought and the
turn to history in international law allows this workshop to take a hard look at the ‘critical’
character of the new histories and counter-histories of international law. The aim of this work-
shop is to shed a new light on the historicization of international law and its limits. To that end,
participants are invited to reflect on the preconditions, modes and legacies of the ‘turn to his-
toriography’.

Particular attention will be paid to the interaction between the turn to history and post-colonial
studies, in particular the works of scholars affiliated with the so-called ‘Third World Ap-
proaches to International Law’ (TWAIL). The legacy of the historical turn cannot be evaluated
independently from TWAIL engagements with the history of international law.
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