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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Now we have a world order under attack. For Norway, this has profound
implications.!

Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Stere voiced these concerns in
February 2023, referring to Russia’s all-out attack on Ukraine one year
earlier. He focused on how Norway’s security and prosperity rest on an
international rule-based order—and that this was seriously threatened by
its neighbouring country. The attack was in some respects a culmination
of a number of negative developments in the twenty-first century. The
global situation has become more complex with “new” challenges, such
as climate change, international terrorism and cyber warfare. Further-
more, the position of democracy has been undermined. Freedom House
stated in its annual report for 2019 that “democracy and pluralism are
under assault”.> The organisation pointed to threats against free and fair
elections, rights of minorities, press freedom and the rule of law. This
pertains to European countries too. Norwegian governments have also
been increasingly concerned about a tendency where the role of multi-
lateral organisations has been downgraded in international politics, which
reduces the possibilities to solve common challenges through compro-
mise and cooperation.? This tendency has also manifested itself in the
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US, Norway’s most important security partner. Finally, there is an inten-
sifying US-China power struggle, which has the potential to influence the
country negatively in different ways.

Certainly, there have been positive international aspects for Norway
in recent decades. Petroleum has made it one of the richest per-capita
countries in the world, thereby increasing the options it has for taking
action in international politics. Norway has also integrated much closer
with the European Union and entered into and strengthened other forms
of international cooperation. The main picture of international politics is
nonetheless rather gloomy seen from Oslo.

For a small West-European state like Norway, a well-developed liberal
democracy that has no great power aspirations, instability and growing
tensions in international politics is undesirable. Moreover, the country is
highly affected by geostrategic fluctuations, particularly the movements
of the USA, Russia and the European Union, and increasingly China.
This is common for many small states, but it is especially significant for a
country like Norway with its extensive international trade, both imports
and exports, and a precarious strategic position. Balancing is therefore a
key aspect in Norwegian foreign policies.

These typical small state features have influenced Norway’s foreign
policy since the early twentieth century. In 1905 the country broke out
of the union with Sweden and formally established its own foreign-policy
administration and an independent foreign policy. The room for manoeu-
vring in international affairs has varied in the 120 years since then: the
World Wars blatantly revealed how the actions of the great powers could
affect Norway; the Cold War positioned the country on one side of
a deadlocked international system for almost half a century; the 1990s
opened opportunities for assuming a role as an international peacemaker;
while in the twenty-first century, foreign-policy options have increasingly
declined. Throughout this long century, Norwegian foreign policymakers
have sought to present Norway as “good” in international politics—a
humanitarian and peace nation that emphasises dialogue and cooperation.
However, particularly since the Second World War, Norwegian foreign
policy has predominantly been motivated by an understanding of power
politics and, above all, the pursuit of national self-interests.
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OBJECTIVES AND APPROACHES

The purpose of this book is to provide a comprehensive view of Norway’s
foreign policy in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, with a particular
focus on the latter. It thereby offers an analytical introduction to Norwe-
gian foreign relations since 1905 to academics primarily within various
fields of history. This analysis is unique for the reason that it covers this
long time period with such wide-ranging perspectives on foreign policy,
all the way up to the mid-2020s.

Examining Norway’s modern foreign policy in this manner is based
on a fundamental premise of the book: long-running features in the
country’s history have shaped its foreign policy perspectives in recent
decades. These longer historical perspectives are useful, and sometimes
even necessary, for understanding Norway’s foreign policies and actions
in the present century.* One example is how the EU membership
debates in 1972 and 1994 have divided the country so much that many
foreign policymakers subsequently have shunned the issue. Another is
how national security and defence prioritisations in the interwar years, and
the subsequent German invasion in 1940, have affected the thinking of
policymakers and military leaders up until this day. Generally, continuity
and stability are fundamental features of Norwegian foreign policy-
making. Examining their origin and role is essential for understanding
the country’s more contemporary foreign-policy actions.

As indicated, a broad definition of foreign policy is employed in this
book; this includes peace-making and foreign aid, security and defence
policies, foreign-trade policy and various types of international polit-
ical cooperation. Often the term “foreign policy” may refer to all these
areas, and sometimes more narrow phrases, such as “security policy” or
“European policy”, are used when discussed specifically.

Who is “Norway” in this analysis? The short answer is the people who
are formally in charge of making the country’s foreign policy. The govern-
ment at any point in time is the most important party as it, according to
the Constitution, has the prerogative to formulate foreign policy. Cabinet
policies are therefore an important element in the book. It also examines
disagreements within coalition governments, which is quite common in
Norway, where foreign-policy views seldom determine the composition
of political coalitions. However, the parliament (the Storting) is informed
and to a large degree consulted in this area as well. This is based on the
principle that the body that has been democratically elected by the people
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should have significant control over the government, and thereby also
foreign-policy questions.> Moreover, deciding budgets, for example for
the armed forces and foreign aid, is a parliamentary responsibility. Conse-
quently, the book discusses views expressed in the Storting, including by
the opposition.

The “black box™ of the state is opened somewhat further. Far from
being a bureaucratic politics analysis, the views of bureaucrats and senior
military leaders are occasionally referred to. Furthermore, the opinions of
NGOs and not least the general public are included. Norway is a plural-
istic society, where traditionally a variety of interests are heard and have
influence. This is perhaps less so in foreign policy than in most other
domestic policy areas, but the views of the public may certainly have an
effect on foreign policymakers. This is limited in some fields, such as high
security, but in other areas it matters more. For example, the people’s
negative views explain the passive attitude among governments to the
question of EU membership in the twenty-first century.

Essentially, this book is an analysis of foreign policy in a historical
perspective. The main focus is on Norway’s foreign-policy actions and, in
particular, the rationales and motivations behind them. The book is less
about the effects of Norwegian foreign policy on the international stage
and its interactions with other states, which would take us more into the
academic realm of international politics/international relations. However,
as is commonly known, there are no watertight compartments between
these academic fields.® Indeed, there are grey zones in all foreign policy
areas discussed in the various chapters of this book. Primarily the interna-
tional level is in focus when discussing the main forces behind Norwegian
foreign policy, as it is necessary to understand foreign actors’ expectations
from Norway or how their changes in policy affect the country. Vitally,
the options Norwegian foreign policymakers have are largely determined
by developments abroad.

This brings us to a central dichotomy that is employed as an analytical
lens throughout the book when it comes to Norwegian motivations for
its foreign policy actions over this time period: the role of altruism and
idealism, on the one hand, and the role of seeking national self-interests,
on the other. This is simplified in the subtitle of this book: noble rhetoric
and national self-interests. However, it must be emphasised that these
two categorisations of motivation may go hand in hand. Having multiple
motives behind a certain policy or strategy is a common feature in any
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country’s foreign policy. It is also normal that both altruism and self-
interest are incentives for the same policy. In various chapters we will see
that spreading values such as human rights, poverty reduction, democracy
and economic equality is stated explicitly as a Norwegian foreign-policy
motivation.” Nonetheless, this book will also show that Norway’s foreign
policies have mainly been motivated by self-interests—which of course is
a fundamental assignment for national policymakers.

It is not the intention to pass judgement on whether the various
aspects of Norwegian foreign policy are morally right or wrong. Of
course, judging what is morally superior is often difficult and based on
personal preferences. Furthermore, when it comes to questions of secu-
rity and defence, one must not necessarily assume that an idealist/liberal
approach, as defined within the field of international relations theory (see
more in Chapter 9), is naturally more praiseworthy. Having a realist view
of international relations does not mean that one prefers war over peace
more than what an idealist does—it simply means that other measures to
avoid war and conflict are emphasised, based on a different understanding
of how the world works. So, to clarify further, the intention of the book is
to describe and analyse Norway’s modern foreign policies, as objectively
as possible.

A CASE STUDY OF A SMALL STATE

“It is very substantial”, Foreign Minister Anniken Huitfeldt answered
rather enthusiastically when asked about how great Norway’s real power
was as member of the Security Council in 2022.° While she pointed
in particular to foreign aid to Afghanistan and Syria, there is a general
tendency that the country’s power sometimes is overrated domesti-
cally. The foreign minister’s opinion notwithstanding, in this book, it is
assumed that Norway is a small state.

What is a small state? As with most concepts, there are divergent views
on the definition.!® Wivel et al. agree, but also comment that there
seems to be consensus on the opinion that small states tend to adapt to
their external environment, and not dominate it, and often seek influence
through membership in international institutions.!! This is a viewpoint
that is shared by the present book.

More specifically, it is common to base the categorisation of states
on specific levels of quantifiable characteristics, such as the size of the
national economy, population, territory and military capabilities. Where
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the exact dividing lines are between great and small, or other categories
of size, is still open to interpretation. Moreover, similar to other states,
Norway varies much according to which category is emphasised. deCar-
valho and Neumann are correct when arguing that the country could
easily be said to be a medium power.!? They point in particular to the
economy. Indeed, Norwegian GDP was ranked number 29 globally in
2021.13 Furthermore, Norway is the world’s second largest natural gas
exporter and among the top ten oil exporters, as well as the second
largest exporter of fish. Geographically, too, the country is relatively large,
number eight according to land area of the European states.'* However,
the country is weak in some other important natural resources. And due
to its climate and topography, only three per cent of its area is cultivated
land,!® rendering it dependent on the import of food and foodstuffs.
When it comes to population, with its five and a half million people,
Norway is well below the world average.'®

As a NATO member Norway is committed to having a fairly strong
defence. In fact, although difficult to measure, the country’s military
strength ranks slightly above the medium in a NATO setting.!” However,
this by no means suggests that Norway is a great military power. Its
military weakness was evident in the first half of the twentieth century,
culminating with the fairly easy German invasion of Norway in 1940.
Since 1949, when Norway joined NATO, and indeed in the twenty-first
century, the Norwegian military has been regarded as strong enough to
repel an attack from a great power for only a few days at best—it is totally
dependent on help from its allies.

Edstrem et al. point out that the distinction between small and great
powers emerged in the final phases of the Napoleonic Wars, in the early
1800s.'8 The small powers were too weak militarily to act as guardians of
peace accords and of international order, from the perspective of the great
powers. Indeed, in 1814 Norway was taken from Denmark and given as
a prize to Sweden for fighting on the right side in the Napoleonic wars,
underlining also the country’s inferiority to its Scandinavian neighbours at
the time. In the twenty-first century, the three Scandinavian countries are
more equal. Indeed, this book could to a certain extent be seen as a case
study of the small northern European states’ foreign policy. They share
important similarities in terms of size, being strong liberal democracies,
having strong belief in multilateral solutions and all being affected by a
more self-assertive and aggressive Russia. It is vital, however, to emphasise
that this is not a comparative study.
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SOURCES

To reduce potential political, ideological and institutional biases, this
study is based on a wide range of sources. It has been considered, though,
that interviews with persons who have been involved in Norwegian
foreign policymaking were not necessary. They would have had a rela-
tively modest added value to the many other good sources that are openly
available, which also include clear-stated views of the foreign policymakers
in question.

Typical primary sources are government white papers, reports and press
releases. Other public-sector sources are also important material for the
study, such as government agencies’ websites and parliamentary debates.
In general, such information is readily available in an open society like
Norway with a strong Freedom of Information Act. Archival government
documents are also employed when discussing developments in the twen-
tieth century. Material from political parties, such as election programmes,
is also useful for the study and is largely available online.

Furthermore, articles, opinion pieces and debate programmes in
Norwegian news outlets constitute important sources. Comments and
reports from NGOs and research institutes are also useful.

The book also employs and in part criticises previous academic liter-
ature. Due to the broad approach to foreign policy employed in this
study, these sources are comprehensive and fragmented. There are some
previous works that have a similar wide approach.!? Riste’s book is impor-
tant for understanding Norway’s foreign relations in previous centuries.?’
Lange et al. include contributions on several of the aspects discussed in
this book, but only cover the first years of the twenty-first century.’!
On their key question, whether the end of the Cold War represents a
turning-point towards a more ambitious Norway in international rela-
tions, the authors conclude differently. Moreover, Fermann’s edited work
has a narrower focus: security and defence.?? A key strength of the book
is its varied and in-depth analyses of different cases of international mili-
tary operations. The debate book Norske Interesser (Norwegian Interests)
from 2008 has a broader foreign-policy perspective.?? The book was initi-
ated by then Norwegian Foreign Minister Jonas Gahr Store, and some of
the authors worked for the Foreign Ministry.>* The 2015 edited book by
de Carvalho and Neumann offers valuable contributions on the country’s
foreign affairs.?® Its main focus is on how Norway as a small state has
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sought status in various arenas. The present book will have perspectives
on foreign policy where status-seeking is one of several aspects.

Several works present interesting aspects on Norway’s foreign policy
within primarily one area. Examples are Stokke on what has guided
Norwegian foreign-aid policy: altruism or self-interest?®; Hgnneland and
Jensen on Norway’s High North relations, particularly in the large
ocean areas’”; Tamnes and Offerdal on petroleum resources and secu-
rity challenges in the Arctic?®; @sthagen on Norway and Svalbard??; and
Heier, Kjolberg and Rennfeldt on Norway’s role in international military
operations.? Moreover, Tvedt has examined how Norway’s political lead-
ership has attempted to transform the country into a great humanitarian
power.3! On Norway’s relationship with Europe, Rye’s historical account
and Eriksen and Fossum’s anthology offer useful insights.3?> These are all
selected examples. In all foreign-policy areas discussed in this book, the
chapters will engage with a wide range of scholarly literature.

Despite this extensive variety of sources, as well as having the genuine
desire to deal with each source objectively, it is unrealistic to expect that
the author’s experiences, perspectives and viewpoints on international
politics and history can be totally eliminated from influencing the analyses
in the book. Indeed, in some foreign-policy areas the author’s position
is relatively clearly expressed, such as on whether Norwegian NATO
membership is a good idea. Moreover, the different sources are inter-
preted with a view to who produced them. Clearly, for example a political
party manifesto, a statement by an opposition politician without any real-
istic chance of coming to power or a government press release all have
different purposes and are based on different foreign-policy outlooks.
Eventually, it is the intention of the author to employ the various
sources in a balanced manner—as much as possible for a Norwegian
author writing on Norwegian matters—in order to present an account
of Norway’s foreign policies in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

CHAPTER OUTLINES

The book follows largely a thematical structure. A majority of the chap-
ters have an internal chronology: the long historical lines are presented
in the initial parts. But throughout the chapters, events and develop-
ments from the twentieth century are used to explain and understand
more contemporary Norwegian foreign policy.
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The two first chapters after this introduction are closely related
since they deal with Norway’s expressed ambitions and actions to help
foreigners in need. Chapter 2 discusses the country’s motivations behind
its peace-making efforts and how successful these have been. Chapter 3
focuses on foreign aid and, similar to the previous chapter, examines
potential Norwegian self-interests and tries to explain the changes in
policies over the last decade.

The next two chapters, dealing with security and defence policy,
are largely chronological in the overarching sense that Chapter 4 anal-
yses Norwegian approaches in the first decade after the Cold War, and
not least its contributions in various international military operations in
the subsequent decade, while the main theme in Chapter 5 is Russia’s
increased self-assertiveness and aggression over the last decade. This has
led to Norwegian policies aimed at strengthening the armed forces and
seeking stronger alliances.

Chapter 6 deals with the economic and political importance of
Norway’s large ocean areas, and how these also pose considerable chal-
lenges vis-a-vis other states. The country’s problematic relationship to
the European Union is examined in Chapter 7, both in a historical
and contemporary perspective, which reveals this small state’s substantial
dependence on this large international actor.

Chapter 8 analyses which foreign-policy circle—the Atlantic, the Euro-
pean or the Nordic—have carried the most weight in Norwegian foreign
policy since 1905. It also outlines briefly Norway’s relationship to the
emerging superpower that is China.

Chapter 9 highlights main characteristics of Norwegian foreign policy
over these two centuries. It applies some concepts from international rela-
tions theory together with some new empirical data as well as historical
developments that have been presented in the preceding chapters.
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CHAPTER 2

Noble Peace-Making—With Benefits

Working for peace has been one of the foundations that Norway has built
itself on for centuries.!

This statement, made by Prime Minister Kjell Magne Bondevik in his
New Year’s speech to the public in 2003, displays how peace-building has
been a feature of the Norwegian national self-image for a long time. It has
been important both domestically and in foreign-relations settings. Since
1901 the country has proudly awarded the annual Nobel Peace Prize. Its
long tradition as a peace facilitator blossomed fully with the Palestine-
Israel peace negotiations in the 1990s, known as the Oslo Accords. The
consequent rise in Norway’s international reputation and boosted self-
esteem spurred a plethora of peacemaker engagements across the world
in the following decades.

A strong commitment to peace mediation, as well as international
development, is often seen as a common Scandinavian or Nordic trait.
These countries share a political culture characterised by the idea of doing
good on the world stage.> While Leira et al. agree with this, they argue
that the altruistic self-image has been more complete in Norway than in
the other Nordic countries.® Nissen contends that of the Nordic coun-
tries, traditionally, Sweden and Norway have cultivated the peace-nation
narrative, while referring to recent voices in Sweden arguing for their
government to catch up to its neighbour.# It is difficult to gauge which
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country makes the strongest efforts in this area. What is certain, though,
is that there was a prevalent view among Norwegians during the first two
decades after the Cold War of having the most prominent position. This
self-image, and desired international image, was accompanied by a feeling
of moral superiority and thus a responsibility to spread peace throughout
the world.

This chapter investigates Norway’s long traditions as a so-called peace
nation. Moreover, it discusses whether the country has particular qualities
that make it an especially effective peace nation. The chapter also examines
the motivations behind Norwegian peace-making efforts, revealing that
more self-interest is involved than one might initially think.

LoNG HISTORY AS A “PEACE NATION”

The Nobel Peace Prize has for more than a century been a trademark of
Norway’s peace-nation image. It is the most prestigious prize awarded for
the preservation of peace in the world.®> For many Norwegians the Prize
is a source of national pride.

In 1896 Swedish inventor Alfred Nobel left all his realisable assets to
fund five prizes awarded to “those who, during the preceding year, have
conferred the greatest benefit to mankind”.® Four of the prizes were
to be awarded by Swedish institutions, while the peace prize became
the responsibility of the parliament of his homeland’s union partner.
The Norwegian parliament eagerly accepted this idea.” It is not known,
however, exactly why the Storting was chosen to appoint a committee that
would award the peace prize. It seems likely that this was connected to the
peace stance taken by the Storting in the 1890s, where several parliamen-
tary members were peace activists. The Storting was the first parliament
to economically support the Interparliamentary Union from 1890, and
Norwegian activists were involved in initiatives for peaceful change, such
as the Central Organisation for Durable Peace.® Knutsen points out that
during this period few other countries had peace activists who dominated
the public debate on foreign policy as much as in Norway.” Finally, the
country did not have an independent diplomatic service at the time, as
foreign policy was Sweden’s responsibility, and it was thus expected that
Norway could deal with this more objectively.!?

Where did these peace sentiments originate from? To start with,
Norway had a century-long tradition of seeking peaceful co-existence with
other countries. Slettebg et al. point out that the peace-nation approach



