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Útdráttur 
	  

Öryggismálastefna þriggja norræna smáríkja er viðfangsefni þessarar ritgerðar. Ríkin eru Ísland, 

Danmörk og Noregur. Tímabilið er frá 1949 til 2000. Því er haldið fram byggt á orðræðugreiningu hjá 

stjórnmálamönnum í ríkjunum þremur að öryggismálastefna þeirra byggi á hugtakinu smáríki og 

hvernig hugtakið öryggi er skilgreint árið 1949, á tímum kalda stríðsins og að því loknu. Ritgerðin sýnir 

að hugtakið stærð skiptir miklu máli þegar stjórnmálamenn ákveða öryggismálastefnu sína. Því er 

haldið fram að útvíkkun öryggishugtaksins á níunda og tíunda áratug síðustu aldar hafi haft áhrif á 

alþjóðaþátttöku smáríkjanna  eftir 1990. Sýnt er fram á hvernig staða alþjóðamála eftir lok kalda 

stríðsins breytir alþjóðlegri stöðu smáríkjanna þriggja og þau álíta sem smáríki að á þeim hvíli 

skuldbinding til alþjóðlegrar þátttöku. Breyturnar sem hafa áhrif á öryggismálastefnu ríkjanna og 

þátttöku þeirra á alþjóðavettvangi eru stærð ríkjanna og útvíkað öryggishugtak.  
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Abstract 
 

The security policy of three small Nordic states is the topic of this dissertation. The states are 

Iceland, Denmark and Norway in the period from 1949 to 2000. It is argued based on discourse 

analysis of the political elite in the three states that their security policy is based on size of state 

influenced by how security is defined in 1949, during the Cold War and after the end of the war. The 

dissertation demonstrates that size of states plays an important role in the security decision made by 

the political elite. It is argued that a broader definition of security in the 1980s and 1990s influences 

international activity of the three states. The dissertation demonstrates how the new international 

landscape after the Cold War changes the position of the three small states and based on their status 

as small states they have an international obligation to participate more in international affairs. The 

key variables that influence the active security policy of the three states in 1949 and after the Cold 
War are size of state and a broader security concept.  
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Formáli 
 

Í þessari rannsókarritgerð í stjórnmálafræði er byggt á áralangri rannsókn á alþjóðasamskiptum 

smáríkja og hvernig þau tryggja öryggi sitt. Höfundur þakkar sérstaklega foreldrum sínum Björgu 

Þórðardóttur og Kristjáni Kristjánssyni ómetanlegan stuðning. Þá þakkar höfundur Skafta Ingimarssyni 

sagnfræðingi og doktorsnema og Dr. Sigurgeiri Guðjónssyni fyrir hvatningu og góð ráð við gerð þessa 

verkefnis. Leiðbeinandi var prófessor Baldur Þórhallsson færi ég honum þakkir fyrir leiðsögn og 
aðstoð. Vægi verkefnisins í einingum er 60 einingar. 
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Part I 

 
Chapter 1. Introduction 
 

1.1 The intent 

This dissertation aims to identify central elements of Icelandic, Danish and Norwegian 

security policy discourse in 1949 and after the end of the Cold War. The intent is to 

demonstrate how the political discourse on size of state and security influences the 

international activities of Iceland, Denmark and Norway. The premise and the central 

elements of this work are threefold. 1) That size of state is important when the three states 

construct their security matters and international activities. 2) The political discourse on 

security and the broadening out of the concept is important when the states construct their 

international activities. 3) International activities have played out differently in the three 

states, even though the policies are based on a similar discourse on the size of the state and 

broadening of the security concept.   

The argument is that at the start of and during the Cold War military alliance was 

central in the security discourse. Even so, in the period of the Cold War, international 

activities of the states supporting humanitarian aid and peacekeeping operations, – 

emphasizing arms control, economic security and territorial security –  was important in one-

way or another. The Nordic states1 promoted the idea of a Nordic region that worked jointly 

or unilaterally to support the idea of a Nordic conscience as the world’s peacemaker – a 

policy called the Nordic Balance which was seen as an extension of the Nordic model – an 

example of a ‘security community’ defined as a region were international relations are 

peaceful with little or no expectation of war. After the Cold War, more and different 

international activity became expected from small states. This is clearly visible in the political 

discourse after 1990 and when Denmark, Norway and Iceland participate in hard military 

security operations. At the same time, international cooperation and multilateralism become 

increasingly important for the states. What has ‘united’ these three states are the Nordic 

‘identity’ and security issues dating from the past, when all three states were important allies 

for the U.S. and NATO. During the Cold War they could present themselves as reluctant 

                                                        
1 It can be argued that Iceland should not be included in the Nordic Balance yet Iceland is a part of the Nordic region and 
Iceland did in many ways use its strategic location to balance between East and West.   
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allies or free riders in international security affairs, as receivers of rather than donors of 

security. All three states valued their Trans-Atlantic security relations more, to some extent, 

than European security relations. In the case of Denmark and in particular in Norway this 

changed after the Cold War. In the post Cold War period the states became active security 

actors in peacekeeping and enforcing missions, military operations, humanitarian operations, 

event-linked humanitarian aid, and as aid donor states.  

Their security policies and international activities have been expressed and carried out 

differently in the post-Cold War era.2 After the Cold War, Denmark decided to become more 

active internationally. Danish politicians believed that Denmark had to maximize its 

international influence. At the same time, Denmark tried to adjust its policy to the changing 

international situation and the unification of Germany and European integration. Danish 

foreign policy was transformed in the late 1980s from reactive pragmatism to active 

internationalism and a new foreign policy doctrine was introduced. In 1993, the notion of 

broader security concept ‒ the spread of democracy and human rights ‒ became the basis for 

Danish foreign policy. 

Iceland, on the other hand, reacted slowly to the new international security system 

after the Cold War. The ruling political elite was happy with a status quo in military matters 

so as not to lose the military protection of the U.S armed forces based at Keflavik airport 

since 1951. At the same time and maybe to prevent the departure of the American protection 

force, the Icelandic government recognised that they had to become more active in 

international affairs as the strategic importance of the island diminished after the break-up of 

the Soviet Union. One of the first steps in that direction was when Iceland decided to send 

policemen and health care personnel to the Balkans to help heal the wounds of civil wars in 

former Yugoslavia and after the NATO-led Kosovo military operation in 1999, Iceland 

oversaw the management of the airport in Pristina. 

 One of the cornerstones of the Norwegian foreign policy was the United Nations and 

international peace, human rights and development aid. In the post Cold War era Norway 

played a key role as mediator in Middle East peace negotiations that became the Oslo Accord 

in 1993. From 1992 to 1994, Norway decided to improve its capability to participate in 

                                                        
2 Further research will show that in the first decade of the 21 century, Iceland emphasized internal and external economic 
freedom and mostly a status quo in security matters and expressed the wish to become more engaged internationally, for 
example by applying for a seat on the Security Council of the UN.  The Danes were more concerned with terrorism and 
migration and participated in military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. Norway stressed the importance of maritime 
security, disarmament, humanitarian issues and conflict mediation while at the same time being involved militarily in 
Afghanistan. Thus, the three Nordic states have decided on different, though often overlapping, approaches when 
constructing their involvement in international security activities. 
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international operations. In the mid 1990s, the Norwegian security and defence establishment 

recognized that the EU had political ambitions as a security actor. Norwegian security and 

defence policy was therefore Europeanized even though Norway regarded its commitment to 

NATO as its first priority. The Europeanization of Norwegian security policy is interesting 

when compared to Denmark, an EU member state which Norway is not.3 Iceland’s policy 

towards European integration has always been controversial where the nay voice insisted that 

the EFTA and EEA treaties and full EU membership would undermine Iceland’s autonomy. 

Iceland did join forces with the two other Nordic states and decided to participate in Schengen 

in 1996. Thus, the three Nordic states decided on different, though often overlapping 

approaches, when constructing their involvement in international security activities. 

The thesis will demonstrate how discourse on size and security explains the states’ 

international activities.  

 

Fig 1: Discourse on size of state, narrow or broad security and international activities. To what extent do these 

two (size of states and security) factors explain international activities? And to what extent does the discourse on 

size of state influence the security discourse 

 

 

 The discourse on                                             size of state   

 

                                                                                                    

International activities 

 

                                                                                                          

The discourse on                                      security                        

 

 

  
  
The figure shows the main argument of the dissertation, the independent variables political discourse on size of 

state and narrow or broad security, influences the dependant variable, international activities.  

 

 

 

                                                        
3 Denmark voted no to the Treaty of Maastricht in June 1992 and only said yes in May 1993 minus certain opt-outs from the 
European defence and security cooperation. 
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The author bases the discourse on small states and security on the following three 

assumptions:  

1) 

…the meaning  of a concept [security/size of state] lies in its usage and is not 

something we can define analytically or philosophically according to what would be 

best. The meaning lies not in what people consciously think the concept means but in 

how they implicitly use it [security/size of state] in some ways and not others (Buzan 

et al. p. 24 1998). 

 

The premise is, thus, the discourse on size of state and security is used in certain ways to 

justify and explain international activities, steps from military neutrality, involvement in 

peacekeeping, humanitarian aid and military operations.   

 

2) 

Small states define themselves as they see themselves and as others view them, 

corresponding to the world in which small states exist and how they relate to other 

states (Hey 2003, p. 4).   

 

The premise is thus that by speaking about their states as small, the political elite is explaining 

its status in the international system as a small state. In the discourse, a small state is a 

concept that describes an international position and security relations with other states.  

 

3) A small power [state] is a state which recognizes that it cannot obtain security primarily by 

the use of its own capabilities, and that it must rely fundamentally on the aid of other states, 

institutions, processes or developments to do so; the small power’s [state] belief in its 

inability to rely on its own means must also be recognized by other states involved in 

international politics (Rothstein 1968, p. 29). 

 

4) Small states choose to participate in multilateral organizations and form alliances for 

security reasons to attain foreign policy goals (Hey 2003). 

 

The premise is that small states seek security alliances, they recognize that they cannot use 
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their own capabilities to achieve security and to attain foreign policy goals: In the discourse, 

size of states influences security decisions. In this way a small state is not defined by any 

specific qualities that it possesses or lacks but rather by the position it occupies in its own and 

other’s eyes (Rothstein 1968).  

 

1.2 International activities 

In general, all states will argue that they have an ‘active foreign policy’ rather than claim that 

their policy in inactive. When analysing political discourse it is important to differentiate 

between ‘rhetoric and genuine ‘activism’ – but how might we do that? Firstly, activism can be 

defined as “a policy or strategy aimed at creating, preserving or changing a given international 

order according to the interests and values of the policy-makers” (Pedersen 2012, p. 334; see 

also Holm 2002). Secondly, there is an overlap of activism with the concept of security policy 

that aims at “handling existing security problems with existing instruments and capabilities” 

(Pedersen 2012, p. 334). This notion fits in with small state theory and the argument that 

small states choose to participate in multilateral organizations and military alliances for 

security reasons. The notion also correlates with the interests of the Icelandic, Danish and 

Norwegian policy makers when they constructed their security policy in 1949 and after the 

end of the Cold War. For example, the Danish membership of NATO in 1949 has “been 

interpreted as an expression of an activist departure” (Pedersen 2012). If that is the case then 

the same can be said about Iceland and Norway. Furthermore, one can argue that during the 

Cold War, Iceland’s policy over the fishing grounds and in the Cod Wars was an activist 

foreign policy. The same can be said about the Danish footnote policy and relations with 

NATO over nuclear policy in the 1980s (Pedersen 2012). Or in the case of Norway which 

kept a low profile in NATO but compensated for this policy in the UN with “un-securitized 

foreign policy, development assistance and conflict resolution, proactively projecting a soft 

power beyond Europe” (Thune et al 2002, p. 3). International activities are defined as 

membership and work conducted within the UN and NATO4. Participation in European 

integration5 and the states operations in the fields of peacekeeping and enforcing missions, 

military operations, humanitarian operations, event-linked humanitarian aid, peace 

negotiations and participation as aid donor states in the post Cold War period is defined as 

international activity. The argument is that during the Cold War states activism should be 

                                                        
4 Membership is a step from neutrality the key foreign policy of the three states before World War II, membership of the UN 
and NATO bodes more international activity.  
5 i.e. membership of EFTA, the EC and EU and the EEA process.  
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seen from the perspective of realism based on the rivalry between the two super powers the 

state was the principal international actor. The bi-polar Cold War system meant that the three 

Nordic states could “balance” between the two military blocs to pursue their own interests and 

policies. Whereas activism in the post Cold War era is seen from a perspective of realism, 

constructivism and liberalism are based on cooperation among states, on the international 

security situation and international institutions that encourage states to cooperate. The gist is 

that they benefit more from integrating then acting alone.   

Also, because of the fixed international structure and narrow definition of security 

during the Cold War, a certain policy of non-involvement in security affairs was possible. 

When the Cold War was no more and the concept of security was broadened it required a 

long-term security strategy and a different kind of activism aimed at gaining international 

influence and more commitment to international institutionalization.   

 
1.3 Method 

In order to analyse the three Nordic small states the political discourse of the political elite in 

the states is examined. In international relations it has “become commonplace to dismiss the 

importance of individuals in foreign policy” (Jakobsen 2006, p. 93). Yet, without the pivotal 

roles of a couple of statesmen in the three small states it is unlikely that they would have 

joined NATO or become more active internationally in the 1990s. Both Halvard Lange, the 

Foreign Minister of Norway, and Bjarni Benediktsson, the Foreign Minister of Iceland played 

an important role in the decision to join NATO. In the late 1980s and 1990s the Danish 

Foreign Minister Uffe Ellemann-Jensen and the Defence Minister Hans Hækerup spearheaded 

a more active international security role for Denmark. In Iceland in the 1990s, the two Foreign 

Ministers of the period set the tone for a more active foreign policy than before. Jon Baldvin 

Hannibalsson’s policy towards European integration was pivotal in the decision to sign the 

EEA agreement and he introduced a more active Icelandic aid- and peace-keeping policy in 

the early 1990s. Halldor Asgrimsson continued this policy and increased Iceland’s 

participation in peacekeeping and peacemaking operations and announced Iceland’s first bid 

for a seat on the Security Council in the 1990s. In Norway both Gro Harlem Brundtlant and 

Thorvald Stoltenberg argued for a more active security policy and participation in 

international affairs. None of these politicians acted alone, they were supported by other 

politicians as the analysis of the debate will show. It should be stressed that the political 

decisions taken and analysed here are not taken in a vacuum, the political elite is influenced 
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by international events.  

The political elite is defined as parliamentarians, past and present, in the three national 

parliaments. Primary sources - i.e. parliamentarian records - are analyzed and explored using 

discourse analysis. In addition, to this end, government foreign policy reports, official security 

reports and foreign policy speeches of the foreign ministers of Iceland, Denmark and Norway, 

as well as official security and foreign policy reports from the offices of the prime and foreign 

ministers of the three countries and defence ministers in Norway and Denmark are explored 

as secondary sources6. The aim is to investigate how the security debate in the parliaments 

changes when the international security system changes, first in 1949 and then again after the 

Cold War. It is the author’s argument that concepts of security and intentional activity are 

linked together in a specific way that has to do with the position of the three states in 

international affairs in the periods under examination. In short, when political actors argue in 

favour of a certain security policy they do so with a presentation demonstrating how size of 

state and security fits in with the states’ position and anticipation of the international system. 

Once spoken, the recorded, printed and published speech counts as an intervention. Discourse 

analysis fits in with this notion as it is ‘concerned with the analysis of language, and offers a 

qualitative’ method of studying, in this case, the political discourse of the Icelandic, Danish 

and Norwegian political elite. The intent is: “To represent their actions in texts and language” 

(Vormen 2010). 

 

1. 4 Two cases 

Two historical events are explored in order to analyse how the three states react during and 

after the events; 1) the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949 and the NATO 

membership of Iceland, Denmark and Norway. 2) The end of the Cold War including the 

period before and after it, specifically the period from 1987 to 1999. This framework supports 

the purpose of this work to seek causal connections and explore changes, issues and 

challenges in external defence and security as fairly traditionally defined: i.e. the spectrum of 

(human, intentional, violent) 'threats' rather than 'risks'. At the same time the framework 

allows for a study of size of state in relations to the two events and to explore broader 

definitions of security and international activities. It also makes it easier to draw comparisons 

with the 1949 case period when broader ideas on security were absent. This is a reasonable 

approach as the impact of smallness is more relevant and easier to measure in these more 

                                                        
6 Political statements in media, party positions, lobby groups and non-state actors are not included in this analysis.  
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traditional fields than (for example) in health, energy and environment where smallness may 

plausibly be an advantage or a neutral factor.  

 In the case of the decision to join NATO in 1949 the following sources are used to 

explore how the discourse on size of state and security is used to argue for or against the 

membership of the military alliance.   

 

• Parliamentarian debate in the three Nordic states in March 1949.  

• Foreign office documents from 1949 in Denmark, Norway and Iceland.  

• American and British Diplomatic correspondence from the three Nordic capitals and 

minutes from parliamentarian foreign affairs committees in Norway, Iceland and 

Denmark.    

• The period from 1987 to 2000 is explored in a similar way.  

• The focus is on the debate in the three parliaments when matters of security are 

discussed. 

• In addition, foreign policy and security papers, reports and parliamentarian proposals 

on security and defence matters from the period 1987 to 1999 are investigated. 

• Reports from the Danish Defence committee in 1988 and 1997, the Icelandic 

parliamentarian committee on security from 1993 and 1999 and the Norwegian defence 

and foreign relations committees from 1987 to 1997 are also explored. 

 

In sum, the aim is to investigate the political discourse of the concepts of size and security. 

First: from the state centric military security view of the Cold War when military security and 

smallness influenced the decision to join NATO, the final step from neutrality in all three 

states and to explore if the political elite does look upon the decision to join NATO as a intent 

to increase international activity. Second: to investigate the security debate in the 1990s and 

how the discourse on broader definitions of security and size of state influences international 

activities of the three states, in peacekeeping and enforcing missions, military operations, 

humanitarian operations, peace negotiations, event-linked humanitarian aid and as aid donor 

states. These dependable variables are used as indicators of increased international activities.   
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1.5 The research questions and the hypotheses of the dissertation  

 

1. Does the discourse on the size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in 

security matters, influence the states’ international activities? 

Hypothesis: The discourse about the size of state, associated with vulnerability and 

capability in security matters, has influenced the states’ international activities. This 

maybe the case in the decision to join NATO and when the states constructed their 

international activities before, during and after the end of the Cold War.    

 

2. Is there a difference in size as a security factor discourse between a really small state 

like Iceland and the two small states Denmark and Norway, which are often regarded 

as being considerably larger then Iceland?  

Hypothesis: There is not a difference in the size as a security factor discourse between 

Iceland and Denmark and Norway. Policy makers in the three states consider that size 

is to their advantage in security matters when presenting their case internationally as 

they do not pose a threat to other states. They deem that because of size they must be 

more active internationally in order to gain international recognition. 

 

 3.   Does the broadening out the security concept after the end of the Cold War     

       period influence international activities of the three states? Does size of state,  

       thus, become less or more important in the discourse? 

       Hypothesis: Iceland, Denmark and Norway see themselves as capable small states   

       after the Cold War. International activity increases in peacekeeping and enforcing  

       missions, military operations, peace negotiations and humanitarian operations and  

       as aid donor states. Size of state becomes less important at the end of the Cold War  

       and the broadening of the security concept sets them free from the constraints of the Cold  

        War.  

 

Size of state is clearly the most frequent concept in the research questions and hypotheses. 

Size of state is the theme that this dissertation is structured around – it links to the security 

debate, vulnerability and international activities. The political elite in the three states define 

their states as small (see for example; Icelandic, Danish and Norwegian parliamentarian 
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debate about foreign and security affairs in 1949, in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and the 

1990s). Thus, size of state has played an important part in the security identity of the three 

states correlating with how definitions of security influenced the states’ international 

activities.  

 

1.6 Security shift – the broadening  

For many readers the term security has an obvious meaning. It is something states seek to 

have or already have depending on how it is defined. It can be state-centric, according to 

realism, or for example, based on common human values, according to constructivism. The 

state centric opinion could be understood in relations to territorial ideas of the state where 

threats are external or it can be understood from the perspective of identity and culture or 

based on human security values that are global and should govern societies (Buzan et al 

2009).  
However defined, security studies is a problematic subject not because security can 

either be understood from a narrow point of view or from a broader perspective. Rather, it 

does not always mean the same thing for states and perhaps more importantly, individuals 

often have different opinions on what security is. This debate has to some extent dominated 

the field of security studies both academically and among policy makers. What happened in 

those circles in the late 1970s, 1980s and 1990s according to Fierke (2007), was that the 

concept of security became ‘politicized’ as the narrow definition of security ‒ the threat of use 

of force ‒ was challenged by a broader understanding of the term. In essence, the meaning of 

security was widened out referring to new and more ’important’ threats such as, social 

security, environmental security, economic security, human security, gender security, 

migration and cultural security. The expansion of the term had evolved from national studies, 

which focused primarily on ‘military science’ to strategic studies that researched ‘grand 

strategy’ during the Cold War to international security studies at the end of it, examining both 

military security and non-military security issues including the reasons for conflicts (Fierke 

2007, p. 16).7 

Nonetheless, when security is defined it is always a subjective art and it does to a great 

extent depend on individual perceptions and states, institutions and communities can have a 

say in what security is or what constitutes a threat to their security. However, that does not 

mean that a universal agreement exists on how to define security. In this dissertation security 
                                                        

7 The analysis of the security discourse, reports and documents in Denmark, Norway and Iceland does show how the 
discourse changes and becomes broader in the late 1970s, 1980s, 1990s and influences international activity.  
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is defined from the perspective of small states defining smallness, vulnerability and capability 

in security matters as essential in the policy decisions taken by the three states.  

 
1.7 Small state theory and small states and vulnerability 

It is wise at this point to briefly describe small state theory and small state vulnerability in 

order to connect to the research questions and hypotheses. Different scholars have examined 

the issue of how a small state should be defined. From the perspective of realism Vital (1966; 

1971) adopted a definition based on military strength, population size, the geographic mass of 

countries and the gross domestic product (GDP). On the other hand neo-liberals prefer a more 

qualitative approach in response to these quantitative definitions. Both Rothstein (1968) and 

Keohane (1969) reflected on the role and the little influence that small states have in the 

system: in conjunction with their relations in alliances and within greater power politics. 

Scholars influenced by the constructivists have adopted a psychological definition (Rickli 

2008). This definition assumes that states define themselves as they see themselves. If a state 

perceives itself to be small, so shall it be (Hey 2003). Still others have researched small states 

in relation with power and how small states can influence international organizations 

(Goetschel 1998; Wivel 2005; Thorhallsson 2006; Wivel et al 2006). Their analysis suggests 

that a small state is a state that cannot influence the international system alone due to its weak 

ability to mobilize resources, which could be material, relational or normative. The focus then 

moves from the basis of power to the actual power a small state can exercise (Mouritzen et al 

2005). It is  therefore  better, as Thorhallsson (2006) writes, to define small states according 

to how the political elites in them define their own states and interests with regard to the size 

and the capability of the state and whether they assume that they can influence international 

organizations and the international [security] system. In this dissertation the three Nordic 

states are defined as small because that is how the political elite in them have seen 

themselves. Also the three states are defined as small when measured  by traditional by 

population, territorial size, size of gross domestic product (GDP) and military expenditure and 

capacity.  

Another important factor in this analysis is small states and how the discourse on size 

of state, vulnerability and capability in security matters influences the discourse and the 

notion of how the states see themselves in the periods explored. During the Cold War small 

states like the three Nordic states, examined here, had the opportunity to act as ‘reluctant 

allies’ or ‘free riders’ and seek military and security protection from a great power and in the 
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process they often enjoy the benefits of this relationship ‘at little extra cost’ to themselves 

(Handel 1990). After the Cold War, the position of small states ‘improved’ with increased 

international cooperation, international law and peaceful solutions to international disputes 

(Thürer 1998). The end of the Cold War not only encouraged and forced small states to 

participate more on the international scene, it also set them free as the new international 

system [and broader definitions of security] offered new opportunities for small states (Inbar 

et al 1997). According to Hey (2003) small states chose to participate in multilateral 

organizations and form alliances for security reasons and to attain foreign policy goals. This 

logic rests on the assumption that all states have a moral duty to contribute to international 

affairs. For the three small states considered here it correlates directly with the research 

question as to whether the broadening of the security concept has influenced their 

international activity.  

 

1.8 Why these three Nordic states  

Why look at these three Nordic states, Iceland, Denmark and Norway and why are they 

classified as small states? Firstly, the term size is important in this context, as it will appear 

frequently throughout this work. It is assumed that it is linked with the term power [in 

international relations] and security that influence relations between states. The terms “small” 

and “security” are not used in a negative sense, rather to demonstrate that they influence the 

behaviour of the three states in the international system and especially how the they as small 

states behave – which is reflected by their ‘size’, however defined. It is assumed that if 

smallness is seen from the perspective of realism then small states are “at the mercy of more 

powerful players, while alternative views [constructivism for example] of power may provide 

small states with a more positive perspective, which would be more consistent with current 

international settings,” (Rostoks 2010, p. 90).  
The capability and the size of the political administration are important when a small 

state is defined: i.e. a small administration [including the diplomatic corps] means a small 

state. Iceland’s political elite is small in comparison with Denmark and Norway. However, if 

Denmark and Norway are compared to bigger European states, like Germany, Poland, the 

United Kingdom or France, their political corps is small. Secondly, in comparison with many 

other European states the population of all three Nordic stats, under consideration here, is 

small (Thorhallsson 2006; Vayrynen 1971; Archer et al 2002). More often than not, the 

concept of small states is defined in comparison with great powers where the possession of 

power is important. Obviously, a definition like that will often be based on perceptions, 
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however: “In absolute terms, the dividing line between small states and great powers may be 

set at a population size of 20 million people, or a GPD of 400 billion euros. One may also 

construct elaborate indexes weighing together size of population, territory, GDP, defence 

expenditure and political competence/stability” (Mouritzen et al 2005, p. 3). This criterion can 

apply to all three states, in one way or another, when they are compared to other small states 

and greater powers. Thus, size and capability of the small state matters, but more important is 

the political discourse about ‘smallness’ by the political elite and if the state is a position to 

influence international organisations and the international system (Thorhallsson 2006, p. 8). 

“If states, people and institutions generally perceive themselves to be small, or if any other 

state, peoples or institutions perceive that state as small, it shall be so considered” (Hey 2003 

p. 3). This dissertation maintains  “a small power [state] is a state which recognizes that it 

cannot obtain security primarily by the use of its own capabilities, and that it must rely 

fundamentally on the aid of others” (Rothstein 1968, p. 29).  

 Why then these three states? The decision is purely taken from an Icelandic 

perspective, as foreign relations with Denmark and Norway have historically and 

geographically been high on the Icelandic agenda. To some Icelanders they are, or should be, 

seen as the essence of the current Icelandic foreign policy, i.e. good relations with their 

Nordic friends. What unites these three states are issues dating from the past when all three 

states were important for NATO during the Cold War. Denmark and Norway are founding 

members of the UN but Iceland is not, however, all there states are founding members of 

NATO in 1949. Iceland and Norway have decided on a similar path regarding European 

integration, whereas Denmark has been a member of the EU from 1973. All three states have 

valued their Trans-Atlantic relations more, to some extent, than European security relations. 

Herolf (2006) argues that all the Nordic countries looked at an American military presence in 

the Northern Atlantic as a security guarantee. ‘Atlanticism’ was the preferred policy by all 

three states during the Cold War. On the surface this should point to a similar security policy, 

yet there were clear differences as the analysis will demonstrate. To understand this better it 

must be stressed that Nordic cooperation (which also includes Finland and Sweden) was an 

important factor in the foreign policy of all the Nordic states due to the bipolar world that 

existed during the Cold War where realism played an important role in the security policy of 

the five Nordic states (Archer 2005, p. 397). That does, however, not mean that they did 

conduct their international relations during and after the Cold War in the same way. 

Ingebritsen (2004; 2002) argues that the position of Nordic small states after the Cold War 

improved as they have found ‘new authority as norm entrepreneurs’.  Furthermore, she 
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describes the five Nordic states as a ‘group of militarily weak, economically dependent, small 

states that deliberately act as ‘norm entrepreneurs’ in global eco-politics, conflict resolution, 

and the provision of aid’ (Ingebritsen 2002, p. 11). The beginning of the Cold War influenced 

the three states and their security policy in the same way when they decided on NATO 

membership. Yet, the end of the Cold War8 and its aftermath seemed to influence their 

security policy differently. This study focuses on three of the Nordic small states Iceland, 

Denmark and Norway. Sweden and Finland are not included as they did not become 

founding’s member of NATO. Military neutrality played an important part in their foreign 

policy.  

 
1.9 International relations theories  

In this dissertation seven international relations theories, including small state studies are used 

as background for the analysis. Realism is used to test the security behaviour of the three 

Nordic states and their relations with bigger states. Liberalism is used to describe how small 

states emphasize economic freedom and international trade in order to explain why small 

states decide to join international organizations, stressing the fundamental rights of self-

determination and non-intervention as fundamental to their security. Norms and identity are 

described within the framework of constructivism. Finally, realism, liberalism, 

constructivism, securitisation and critical theory are used to explain the meaning of security 

and the broadening of the term. However, this dissertation does in general take a realist and 

constructivist approach assuming that if a small state is highly valued or important for its 

allies then it can influence its relations with other states and be more secure. That is exactly 

how a former foreign minister of Iceland saw the position of the island during the Cold War. 

In an address to parliament Mr. Baldvinsson (1992) said:  

 

Icelandic security matters have been based on a sound foundation and the nation has enjoyed stability 
and security which has enabled it to build up a welfare society in good partnership with neighbouring 
states, without having to live in fear of military aggression...Our participation in the transatlantic 
relationship and within NATO was vital as well as our bilateral defence agreement with the United 
States of America. The strategic value of Iceland during the Cold War contributed to the cooperation 
between the European nations and the USA. I have no reservations when I say that the decision to join 
NATO has done more to secure Icelandic interests on the international scene, whenever it was 
necessary, then participating in all other international organizations…With this cooperation Icelanders 
[the political elite] had easy accesses to the most powerful leaders of the neighbouring states whenever 
it was necessary (Hannibalsson 1992).    

 

This is a realist perspective of the world; states participate in the ‘world order’ in order to 

                                                        
8 This is also clear after 9/11 2001 and in the responses to that event in the three states.   
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maximize their power and to influence the international system. A similar view of the 

importance of small states is found in the Norwegian parliamentarian records in 1980 and the 

Danish records in 1979. The Danish Prime Minister states that the cooperation within NATO 

offers a special opportunity to contribute to détente policy between East and West (Jørgensen 

1979, p. 11950). The Norwegian Foreign Minister in 1980 insists that not only is Norway 

strategically important for the United States of America but also for the Soviet Union. 

Therefore, the main goal of the Norwegian cooperation within NATO is to keep the peace 

(Frydenland 1980, p. 1341).  

On the other hand, based on constructivism this work assumes that small states define 

themselves according to the world they live in and by the way other states view them (Hey 

2003). Thus, security identity is important but in correlation with the concepts of size of state 

and vulnerability. “In broader terms, the argument can be extended to arguing that discourses 

on nation and state are fundamental for understanding the foreign policy of states, since 

foreign policy is based on the discursive construction of who ‘we’ are (Larsen 2005, p. 48). In 

a security context, the discourse on ‘who we are’ is influenced by the discourse about size of 

state, however defined.  

 
1. 10 The structure of the dissertation  

The work is divided into five parts with eight chapters including the introduction and the 

conclusion.  

 Part one consists of the introduction, the intent of the work, sets forth the research 

questions, introduces the methodology and addresses the question why these three states have 

been chosen for this project. Relevant international relations theories, small state theory, 

security theory and the broadening out of security are explained in chapter two.  

In part two the scene is set for the discourse analysis by describing Iceland’s, 

Denmark’s and Norway’s position in the period from 1918 to 1949. Chapter three 

demonstrates that due to international circumstances, such as the Second World War and the 

Cold War, the three small states have to react to changes in the international system as they 

are not in a position to influence international affairs. Part two continues with a discourse 

analysis of the parliamentarian debate in the three Nordic states to join NATO in 1949. The 

first two research questions are explored in part two. 

The questions are relevant for this study from the perspective of small state theory that 

often assumes that a small state recognizes that it cannot obtain security primarily by the use 
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of its own capabilities, and that it must rely fundamentally on the aid of others. The 

international relations literature describes the reasons for NATO membership in the following 

way: A) The failure of the Nordic negotiations on a regional defence pact influenced the 

decision to agree on NATO membership. B) International circumstances, i.e. worsening 

relations between the two super powers. C) The trauma and lessons from the Second World 

War. D) All three states are in a strategic geographical location which influences the final 

decision to become NATO members. E) Small states could no longer hope that the UN could 

guarantee the security of small states and the organisation would be powerless if another war 

broke out. F) The coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 influenced the states’ decision as they 

feared ‘home- grown’ communists and at the same time the trust in the Soviet Union and its 

political aims was limited. In sum, the overriding argument both in the literature and the 

discourse is that neutrality was no longer an option. These reasons do demonstrate that 

international affairs influenced the three Nordic states when they considered NATO 

membership. The discourse analysis looks at five crucial themes or concepts that are used 

together or are linked in the discourse either directly or implied. They are:  

 

Size of state  

Vulnerability and capability in security affairs 

International activity  

Definitions of security 

 

These concepts are always subjective when they stand alone but when they are combined in 

the research questions and found in the discourse, an understanding emerges of how they are 

used in one way but not another, thus they become important when the security policy is 

made.  

Part three consists of three main chapters, number four, five and six. This section 

begins with explaining the aim of the chapters. Chapter four explores the security policy of 

the three states during the Cold War. Examples of the parliamentarian debate are presented in 

the chapter as well as examples from the international relations literature and official reports 

on security. The aim of the chapter is to set the scene for the analysis of the security debate in 

chapter five in Denmark, Iceland and Norway form 1987 to 1997. In chapter five all three 

research questions are explored, the questions and hypothesis are relevant as more became 

expected internationally from small states after the end of the Cold War (Inbar et al 1997). 
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The discourse analysis looks at themes that are used together or linked in the discourse 

either directly or implied. The themes are size of state, vulnerability and capability in security 

matters and international activity. It is reiterated that these concepts are always subjective 

when they stand alone but when they are combined in the research questions and found in the 

discourse, an understanding emerges of how they are used in one way but not another, thus 

they are important when the security policy is made. The conclusions are presented in chapter 

8.  

 
1. 11 Scientific value, originality and value for small state studies 

This is a new research approach in small state studies where size of state, the security concept 

and the broadening of security are combined in a research framework. The aim of the research 

is to examine how and to what end the discourse on size of state and security has influenced 

the international activity of Iceland, Denmark and Norway. How the political discourse on the 

broadening out of the security concept has changed the security activity of the three states is 

investigated. The international position of the three Nordic states as small states is 

investigated especially with the aim to research whether and consequently how their 

international activity as small states has been influenced by the security discourse and the 

broadening out of the security concept. This research demonstrates how political discourse 

sways policy decisions and sheds new light on what is similar and different in the security 

policies of the three states.  It is revealed how smallness of the states, the security concept and 

international activity are linked. These three states have not been compared in this way 

before. Moreover, Iceland is rarely included in Nordic or international security and small state 

research. Thus, this research will both be an important contribution to the field and will fill a 

gap in the literature.  Therein lies the value and the originality of the project as it has 

relevance both politically and theoretically. For the first time in an academic theoretical 

project investigating small states, security matters and international relations are combined in 

this way. Thus, this research has scientific and practical value not only for Iceland but also for 

Denmark and Norway and for small states, international relations and security studies in 

general.  
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Chapter 2 Methodology  

 

Theoretical background and research method 

The primary purpose of this chapter is to explain the research method. Secondly, the concept 

of security and the broadening out of the security concept is discussed from the state centric 

notion of the Cold War to the broader meaning of security after the end of the Cold War. 

Thirdly, theoretical assumptions are presented, setting the frame and explaining the author’s 

point of departure. Fourthly, the aim is to discuss in more detail small state theory, small state 

and vulnerability, and small state and security. Finally, the behaviour of small states in 

international relations is explored and the end of the Cold War is studied from the perspective 

of international relations theory connecting it with small state theory and the aim of the 

research.  

 
2.1 Research Method 

This section explains the research method of discourse analysis and evaluates its pros and 

cons. The intent is to show how discourse analysis is used to explore the security debate in the 

dissertation.  

 

One main research approach is used in this study, discourse analysis. The method focuses on 

the meaning of the primary public sources. It is an effective method when political 

institutions, such as parliaments, are studied. The selecting of primary sources in this way 

might be interpreted as bias; however, by combining various types of primary sources a more 

accurate picture of the security discourse will appear. “Discourse analysis works on public 

text. It does not try to get to the thoughts or the motives of the actors, their hidden intentions 

or secret plans. Especially for the study of foreign policy [in this case security policy] where 

much is hidden, it becomes a huge methodological advantage — and one inherent in the 

approach — that one stays at the level of discourse. If one sticks rigorously to the level of 

discourse the logic of the argument remains much clear — one works on public, open sources 

and uses them [for] what they are, not as indicators of something else” (Wæver 2002, p. 26).  

This approach will show how security issues are expressed in the text and how and in what 
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context the words size of state, ‘security’, and broadening out of the security concept and all 

the wider security definitions appear in the primary sources investigated. Furthermore, and 

most importantly, the documents, statements and speeches give a clear picture of the security 

debate, international activity and the notion of size. The author argues that speeches in 

parliament are valuable public sources. Firstly, because all the parliamentarians mentioned in 

this dissertation are elected to parliament, they represent the voters and have legitimacy and 

responsibility to society as a hole. Secondly, when the political elite addresses the parliament 

what they say is official, it is on the record, i.e. what they argue is their policy9. Thirdly, the 

discourse is important because what they say can become a part of the legislation and 

influence policy. Therefore, the three parliaments are important because they are the places in 

which the politicians formulate and discuss their ideas and opinions. “The dominant security 

discourse expressed by a nation-state’s political leadership is seen as an expression of the 

security identity of the country” (Riker 2006 p. 18). Last but not least, their words and 

decisions can influence the daily life of ordinary citizens. Thus, as stated before, does the 

meaning of the concepts of security and size of state lie in the way they are used and in how 

people implicitly use it [security/size of state] in some ways and not others.  
The research adheres to Ole Wævers (2002) description of discourse analysis. The 

elite’s ‘thoughts or motives’ are not being analysed neither are their ‘hidden intentions or 

secret plans’. The public open sources are used as they are, not as indicators of something else 

(Wæver 2002, p. 26). In this case the printed spoken speech in parliament and the published 

documents count as an intervention or a position on the issue or the topic at hand. However, 

in this work the sources are used in somewhat different way than Wæver presents. The aim is 

to analyse deeper the content of the discourse to focus on the underlying meaning of the text 

or the linguistic presentation, the gist of the spoken word, where the expression gives insights 

into the meaning of the content (Esterberg, 2002). In this way the weakness of discourse 

analysis — often said to be “how can you find out if they really mean what they say?” and 

“What is only rhetoric” — can be turned into a methodological strength, as soon as one is 

conscientious in sticking to discourse as discourse” (Wæver 2002, p. 27). 

 

One often finds a confusion of discourse analysis with psychological or cognitive approaches, or a 
commonsensical assumption that the ‘real’ motives must be what we are interested in, and texts can 
only by a (limited) means to get this. Not so! Structures within discourse condition policies. Overall 
policy in particular must hold a definite relationship to discursive, structures, because it is always 
necessary for policy makers to be able to argue ‘where this takes us’ (who they have to argue this to 

                                                        
9 Of course they are often speaking on behalf of their party or following party line. That does not diminish their political 
responsibility.  



  

29 

depends on the political system, but they are never free of this obligation) and how it resonates with the 
state’s ‘vision of itself’ (Wæver 2002, p. 27; see also Kissinger 1957, p. 146).   

 

Thus does this framework correlate with the notion that small states define themselves as they 

see themselves and as others view them: it is simply the state’s ‘vision’ of itself that matters. 

A small state recognizes that it cannot obtain security by the use of its own capabilities. A 

small state participates in multilateral organizations and forms alliances for security reasons to 

attain foreign policy goals. The meaning of the concepts of security and size of state lies in 

their usage and in how they are implicitly used in some ways and not others. It is always 

necessary for policy makers to be able to argue ‘where the security policy takes us’.  

 This framework, to represent the political elite’s actions in texts and language, gives 

room for studying the meaning of the text - conceptualized here as discourses. The main 

assumption is that the political elite’s ‘ways of speaking are organized in discourses’ (Larsen 

2005), where the concepts size of state and security influence the debate that leads to 

international activity. Or as Foucault (2009) wrote and the author concurs with: “The specific 

space of security refers…to a series of possible events; it refers to the temporal and the 

uncertain which have to be inserted within given space. The space in which series off 

uncertain elements unfold is, I think, roughly what one can call the milieu”10 (Foucault 2009, 

p. 20).  

 Security discourse can theoretically be based on realism where ‘material’ factors, 

military capabilities, state interests and the defence against ‘objective’ threats is vital (Walt 

1991; Hansen 2005). Or from a poststructuralist viewpoint emphasizing “no extra-discursive 

realm from which material, objective facts assert themselves. For problems or facts to become 

questions of security, they need therefore to be successfully constructed as such within 

political discourse” (Hansen 2005, p. 30). Thus, ideas breed interest. Hansen (2005) is not 

arguing that security is not important politically, rather that it should be understood in ‘its 

discursive and historic specificity’. As…”discourses… provide basis on which policy 

preferences, interests and goals are constructed”  (Larsen 1999, p. 453).  The author of this 

project believes that state security discourses should be understood from national interests. 

However, it is understood that identity is an important element of the security discourse and 

that there is a link between identity, threats and security as claimed by the ‘Copenhagen 

school’ of international relations.  

It is argued that security threats develop into security policy based on definitions of 

                                                        
10 In this project the phrase milieu is used to refer to an international situation, location and surroundings.  
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security that can be broad or narrow. These threats are treated both theoretically and as actual 

discourse. It is argued that security interests are not static, but rather that they change with 

time as current affairs influence the discourse…”language and discourse [are] always 

contested, always on the move” (Larsen 2005, p. 48). At the same time it is clear that a small 

state does need a [fixed] strategy and even more so than most states (Bailes 2009), because, “a 

threat to security most often involves a mobilization of discursively important sub-security 

concepts, such as strategic interests and national interests” (Hansen 2005, p. 30).  The all-

important factor here is not only prioritization of security as argued by (Buzan et al 1998)11 

the discourse is policy, while at the same time being connected to the milieu it originates 

from. In the case of the three small states, the security milieu is influenced by changes in 

international affairs – changes that they have to react to. In sum, the beginning and the end of 

the Cold War forces them to redefine their security interests and international activity. The 

researcher of this project looks for ‘consistent patterns’12 in the security discourse and the 

change in how the political elite defines security.  

 How can we know that size of state influences national security decisions and 

international activities and how can we know that change in the notion of size of state and 

international activities is a result of a “new definition” of security (identity) and not of other 

factors such domestic politics, international politics, national economy or international 

agreements. We “stipulate in advance what actions we expect an actor to take” (Cornin 1999, 

p. 16). In this study ‘the actions’ are the consistent patterns of security identity change, based 

on smallness and vulnerability.  

 

2.2 Security and the broadening out of the concept 

In this section the notion of security is studied. It is demonstrated how and why the definition 

of security changes from the state centric definition of the Cold War, to the more broader 

definition in the 1980s and 1990s examining both military security and non-military security 

issues. The section concludes with a statement why definitions of security are import for the 

three small states and their security policies.  

 

After the end of the Second World War and during the Cold War traditional realists in the 

field of international relations believed that state security should have priority for all states 

and security should be seen in military terms linked to states and alliances. These challenges 

                                                        
11 I wanted to stress that I am not saying that it is not important.  
12 See Rieker (2006). 
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where not simply external military threats. They also included ideological, economic and 

social dangers. In the words of Buzan (1997) the Cold War was in its early days a “rivalry 

between two mutually exclusive systems of political economy over the future of industrial 

society” (Buzan 1997, p. 6). The ‘fight’ between the two Super powers took for granted the 

notion that the nation-state was the principal actor on the world stage where it had to protect 

its interests to survive. It became widely acknowledged that ‘international politics, like all 

politics, is a struggle for power’ (Morgenthau 1973, p. 27). Hence, the definition of security in 

the early days of the Cold War “narrowed down to a largely military focus under pressure of 

nuclear arms race marked by rapid, sustained, and strategically important improvements in 

technology” (Buzan 1997, p. 6). The state became the main actor and its principal aim was 

survival in a bipolar world dominated by the two nuclear super powers. As the Cold War was 

cooling down in the 1980s many scholars began to redefine the concept of security. Claiming 

that the narrow definition of security tended “to focus on material capabilities and the use and 

control of military forces by states” (Katzenstein 1996, p. 9). They suggested that a broader 

definition was needed instead of the narrow military state centric definition that had 

dominated international relations since the end of the Second World War. In short they were 

arguing that the time had come to include a wider perspective when potential threats to 

nations are discussed and evaluated, such as migration, human rights and economic and 

environmental issues (Ullman 1983; Mathews; 1989, Wiener 1992/1993; Moran 1990). In 

1994, the United Nations Development Program published a report where it introduced the 

concept of human security. The report reads that the concept of security has so far been 

defined to narrowly. It should be broadened beyond security of territory and external 

aggression. The meaning of security should include the concerns of ordinary people. “For 

many of them security symbolized protection from threat of disease, hunger, unemployment, 

crime, social conflict, political repression and environmental hazards”  (UNDP, 1994, p. 22).  

What followed was a discussion that tried to ‘deepen’ the debate on security studies 

where the aim was either to move “down to the level of individual or human security or up to 

the level of international or global security, with regional and societal security as possible 

intermediate point” (Krause et al 1996, p. 230).  

Walt (1991) had disagreed and maintained that even though ‘non-military phenomena’ 

like poverty, AIDS, and the likelihood of environmental hazards could become a threat to 

‘states and individuals’ this kind of broadening out of the security concept did run ”the risk of 

expanding security studies excessively; by this logic, issues such as pollution, disease, child 

abuse, or economic recessions could all be viewed as threats to security” (Walt, S 1991, p. 
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213).  

In essence, the traditional school of international relations theory does claim that state 

security remains the issue that matters most for all states. Security is about protecting the state 

from external threats. For small a state these threats would generally come in the form of 

military or economic threats, therefore, it is of vital importance to guard against them. There 

is a risk of blurring the meaning of the term security if the concept of security is expanded to 

include issues such as social security, environmental security, human security, gender 

security, cultural security, ethnic security, food security as well as political security and 

military security. A new meaning is then specified for the concept and the identity of security, 

as the term has undoubtedly been divided into categories that are according to Liotta (2002) 

‘distinct’ [from each other]. “In essence, the meaning of the term security becomes so wide 

that it becomes all things to all people ‒ or nothing to no one, as the case may be” (Liotta 

2002, p. 476).   

On the other hand, the school of Critical Security Studies has argued that the time has 

come to look at the problem of security with a new attitude and maintain that the widening 

out of the security concept is the way forward (Buzan 1997, p. 5).  According to Ullman 

(1983) in his key work on security the definition of security “merely or (or even primarily) in 

military terms conveys a profoundly false image of reality…it causes states to concentrate on 

military threats and ignore other and perhaps even more harmful dangers” (Ullman 1983, p. 

129). Haftendorn (1991) argued that ‘national security’, ‘international security’ and ‘global 

security’ all refer to issues that are different both historically and philosophically and she 

states that there is “no one concept of security…The term security is as ambiguous in content 

as in format: is it a goal, an issue-area, a research program, a concept or a discipline?’’ 

(Haftendorn 1991, p. 3). Ullman (1983, p. 133) wrote, “that security may be defined not 

merely as a goal but as a consequence ‒ this means that we may not realize what it is or how 

important it is until we are threatened with losing it”. However, if security is a consequence of 

all actions or for that matter all kinds of issues, as Ullman seems to be suggesting, then the 

security concept becomes incoherent. Furthermore, security policies pursued by states are not 

the same i.e. what matters the most for state A does not necessarily matter at all for state B. 

These differences often become obvious when the term is used to define security needs in one 

state as a universal problem. It is important to remember, ”security is a social construction. 

The term has no meaning in itself, it is given a particular meaning by people through the 

emergence of an intersubjective consensus” (Sheehan 2005, p. 5). Security is therefore not a 
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concept that can be objectively defined. Over time the concept begins to mean something 

specific, however, when people talk of human security, environmental security, social 

security, economic security and so on they are giving a specific name to problems they want 

to prioritise. The term evolves over time, it is not static and, therefore, it is necessary to look 

at the concept of security from a broader perspective rather than from the ‘narrow’ field of 

military security. The meaning of security becomes more ‘general’ and as such should also 

include the economy, the environment, political and societal security; and “embrace the 

individual below the state, and the international system above it” (Sheehan 2005, p. 44).  

Critical security studies often “try to mobilize [awareness for] other security problems 

— environmental problems, poverty, unemployment — as more important and threatening 

security issues than the traditional state centric security agenda. Critical security studies 

maintain that it is time to change the conceptions of security and concentrate on realities of 

modernity and tackle these new security threats” (Krause 1998, p. 310).  Both constructivism 

and critical theory emphasize individual security and Booth (1991) argued that ‘individual 

humans are the ultimate referent’ as the states can never be a reliable provider of world 

security as they are simply too diverse. 

Gray (2005) on the other hand, maintains that even though the ‘new security agenda’ 

(or the broadening out of the security concept that includes threats like: the environment, 

health, cultural identity, economic stability and terrorism) is ‘defined largely in none strategic 

terms’ it remains ‘unpersuasive’ to assert that future security problems ‘have no connection 

with strategic issues’ (Gray 2005, p.145). Geopolitics and national security are still relevant in 

international relations. Therefore, climate change, where commodities like oil, food and water 

will become even more valuable, can start conflicts. Hence, the old reasons for wars have not 

disappeared (Gray 2005, p. 146-147). 

During the Cold War the three Nordic small states could act as free or reluctant riders 

in matters of security because the term was defined narrowly thus less was expected of them. 

After the Cold War, with globalization, multi-polarity and broader definitions of security. 

More was at stake not only for the bigger states but also for smaller states as definitions of 

security addresses ‘all’ aspects of society. The concept of security was ‘politicized’ and it was 

freed from the Cold War mentality of military dominance of the super powers. This security 

shift made it possible for small states to become more active internationally.  
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2.3 Competing theories and international security 

The aim of this section is not to explain international relations theories in great detail. Rather, 

to show how they connect to the research questions and the framework of the dissertation. In 

order to explain the author’s point of departure four international relations theories are linked 

to small state theory. 

 

2.3.1 Realism  

Realism is a ‘conventional theory’ that has been criticized by new theoretical approaches, 

including constructivism and critical theory. Realism portrays international relations as a 

power struggle between states. Political realism stresses how important the state is and like 

individuals it has the need to dominate: thus they begin wars. At the same time classical or 

political realism as presented by Hans Morgenthau argues that a multipolar world, i.e. the 

system of balance of power, was more secure than a bipolar world.  Hence, the Cold War and 

the rivalry between the USA and USSR were dangerous (Walt 1998). Realists share the 

fundamental idea of the anarchic nature of the international system and the predominance of 

the state in international affairs. There are, however, two major realist interpretations of 

international affairs, the state-centric and system-centric realism. The former is the traditional 

form of realism associated with Morgenthau and many others; the state is the major actor in 

international relations thus no authority is more superior then the sovereign political units. 

The later systemic-centric realism, often called structural realism or neorealism, is first and 

foremost associated with Kenneth Waltz’s pioneering and influential work ‘Theory of 

International Politics’ (1979). His theory differs from the state-centric arm of realism and the 

emphasis on the state and state interest. Waltz’s systemic realism emphasizes the distribution 

of power among states within an international system as the key ‘determinant of state 

behaviour’.  

 Neo-realists like Kenneth Waltz do not include human nature as a variable but instead 

look to the effects of the international system, which is made up of a number of great powers; 

their main aim their own survival. The dynamics of international relations is based on three 

levels: the individual, the national [or the state] and the international (Waltz 1959). In that 

respect the system is anarchic and there is no ‘central authority’ that protects a state from 

another state. Thus, weaker states, [small states] will balance against stronger rival states 
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instead of bandwagoning with them.  Finally, Waltz maintained that bipolarity was more 

secure then multi-polarity (Walt 1998).   

 State behaviour is obviously an important factor of realist thinking. Yet, within realism 

there exist various opinions on security. For example, defensive realists believe that security 

can be found within anarchy to a large extent, while offensive realists maintain that the state 

should always maximize its power. This state-centric view of the world order has been 

criticized for not providing an accurate picture of the world. The theory is said to be static and 

narrow and, according to critics, for the most part concentrate on military security excluding 

other threats (Booth, 2009).  Realists, on the other hand, argue that the state is “governed by 

rational decisions makers and institutions. The decision-makers are obliged to accept the 

environmental constraints within which the state must attempt to achieve its objectives” 

(Sheehan 2005, p. 10).  In that way, the state will always be the main actor in the international 

system because it is in their interest as “the absence of security provided by law and 

institutions means that states have to help themselves, that is, they have to provide for their 

own security” (Fierke 2007, p. 17). As a consequence, national security becomes all-

important to the state, and the main purpose of it will always be to guard against external and 

internal threats or dangers, as this is vital to the freedom and independence of the state and its 

people. Realists see governments as the main actor when it comes to implementing policy. 

Governments can focus on a wide range of policies they want to develop including categories 

such as healthcare, agricultural production, reduction of unemployment, construction of 

transport networks, environment protection and education. ”Defence and national security 

compose one of these categories [realists argue] that in the hierarchy of issues…national 

security always comes first” (Sheehan 2005, p. 11). The principal approach in this work is 

that the state is the principal actor in international security. 

 It is argued that the state-centric realism assumption regarding the nature of the 

international system fits in with the aim of this study. Not because the international system is 

anarchic. Modern international politics are not governed by anarchy, and international politics 

are not.   

 

Characterized by a constant and universal Hobbesian war of one against all; states obviously do 
cooperate with one another and do create institutions in many areas. Anarchy means rather that there is 
no higher authority to which a state can appeal for succor in times of trouble. In addition, although the 
state is the primary actor in international affairs... Realism, however, insists that the state remain the 
principal actor (Gilpin 2001, p. 17). 
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Realism is thus a good analytical tool to use to study why Iceland, Denmark and Norway 

joined NATO. It is reasonable to assume that smallness was a factor in the security debate as 

the two super powers were building their military alliances. During the Cold War security was 

mainly considered to be state-centric and concentrated on great alliance power politics and 

military power. The security shift that happened at the end of the Cold War did not make 

realism irrelevant for the study of security as governments can focus on a wide range of 

security policy and prioritize according to their needs. This is demonstrated by the fact that 

the three Nordic states took steps to strengthen their international position after 1989 based on 

the change in the international order. Thus, realism will, help examine to what extent the 

political elite was influenced by the forming of NATO. It is also useful when investigating 

smallness as a factor in the security debate and exploring if the ‘size’ factor is important for 

their commitment internationally.  

 

2.3.2 Liberalism 

Liberalism stresses the importance of economic freedom and in particular international trade. 

States should cooperate internationally and follow acknowledged ‘rules and norms’ based on 

the principles of self-determination and non-intervention, they should oppose authoritarian 

political rule on principle and advocate disarmament as a security policy (Lawson 2003, 

p.10). Neo-liberals take this argument even further and ‘preach’ the ‘positive’ role of free 

markets and development of technology, which makes it easier for global financial markets to 

function. That should, according to the strictest meaning of economic interdependence, stop 

nations from using force against each other, as it would harm their prosperity (Walt 1998), 

thus, economic security becomes important. Both realism and liberalism take the state system 

‘for granted’ and do for the most part see states as the main actors on the international scene. 

Liberalism deems cooperation among states to be vital for the international order so that the 

spread of democracy can play a vital part in securing world peace. Furthermore, international 

institutions are important as they encourage states to cooperate when they realize that they 

benefit more from integrating than acting in selfish state centric manner promoting their own 

interests above all else as realists claim states do (Walt 1998).  Defining interests is, therefore, 

important and according to realism, states must define them ‘in terms of balance of power’ in 

order to survive in the international system. Therefore, the position of the state in the 

international system affects its “national interests and predicts its foreign policy” (Nye 2007, 

p. 50).  For liberals and for that matter also for constructivists, national interests are defined 

not only by the ‘position of the state’ but also by the nature of the society and its cultural 
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legacy (Nye 2007, p. 50). In that way, human society becomes as important as the state.  

The argument for multinational cooperation, free trade, spread of democracy and 

increased role of international institution is in many ways linked to the notion of globalization 

and multilateralism. Thus, liberalism both has a link to small state theory and the broadening 

out of the security concept. The reason being that small states ‘depend’ on international 

organizations and cooperation among states in matters of security. In the case of the 

broadening out of security (with the emphasis on issues such as environmental security, 

economic security, human security and migration) it could be reasonable to ask within the 

framework of liberalism if this has led to a greater dependence on international institutions. 

This argument links directly to one of the main hypothesis of this research: has a broader 

security concept encouraged the three Nordic states to become more active internationally, 

does smallness as a factor in the security debate diminish with the broadening out of security. 

Or does ‘size’ remain an important factor.  

 

2.3.3 Constructivism 

Explaining constructivism Hopf (1998, p. 6) maintains that it...“treats identity as an empirical 

question to be theorized within an historical context, [whereas for example] neorealism 

assumes that all units in global politics have only one meaningful identity, that of self-

interested states”.  

Constructivism, according to Booth (2009), is not a theory of international relations 

but a meta-theory concentrating on human society. It tries to look at how society works 

including in international relations. “As such [constructivism]… emphasizes the role of ideas, 

the making of identities, the purchase of norms, the meanings of meaning, and the 

appearance/reality dichotomy” (Booth 2009, p. 152).  According to Booth (2009) the main 

school of constructivism, the English school, stresses the importance of norms and rules that 

work within international society hoping to docile anarchy yet the school has little to say 

about security.  

 As a theory, constructivism says nothing “about politics among nations in the way that 

realism [does] with its categorical realities of states, power, anarchy, and strategy” (Booth 

2009, p. 152). Wendt (1999) argued that: “Materialist and individualist commitments lead 

Waltz [neorealist] to conclude that anarchy makes international politics a necessarily 

conflictual, “self-help” world. Idealist and holist commitments lead me to the view that 

anarchy is what states make of it” (Wendt 1999, p. 6). Wendt does address state power. He 
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stresses, …”the most important structures in which states are embedded are made of ideas, not 

material forces” (Wendt 1999, p. 309). Thus ideas “determine the meaning and content of 

power, the strategies by which states pursue their interests” (Wendt 1999, p. 309). Wendt is 

not saying that ideas are more important than power and interests ‘but rather that they 

constitute them’. 

 
Thus, it is not that anarchic systems have no structure or logic, but rather that these are a function of 
social structures, not anarchy. Anarchy is a nothing, and nothings cannot be structures. Distributions of 
ideas are social structure. Some of these ideas are shared and some are not (Wendt 1999, p. 309). 

 

 Maybe therefore social constructivism assumes, as Fierke (2007) argues, that the world is not 

given, instead humans remake it over and over again when they interact with others. Thus, the 

international system is constructed by individuals and given a particular meaning and as such 

it influences our social and cultural values. Therefore states, alliances or for that matter 

international institution, are all influenced by the basics of human nature that “take specific 

historical, cultural and political forms that are a product of human interactions in a social 

world” (Fierke 2007, p. 56).  In sum, constructivists direct their main attention to the social 

structure of state action when they analyse international relations. Whereas realists believe 

that the material structure of world politics is the most important factor as states are the main 

actors, so according to constructivism “states do what they think most appropriate…[realists 

[believe that] states do what they have the power to do” (Farrell 2002, p. 52).  

 Constructivism is important for this project as it focuses on identity and in this work 

security identity is important for the analysis. Here it is argued that the security identity of the 

three Nordic states in 1949 is not as Nordic as one might think. The decision to join NATO is 

based on the notion of belonging to a union of likeminded  Western democratic states that 

share the same values and notion of security. The author is not saying that ‘Nordic’ was not 

important, it was for social, cultural and historical reasons but when it came to defence and 

security matters the three states did not have the military resources and capabilities to stand 

alone. The decision to join NATO takes care of this vulnerability even though the three states 

act as reluctant allies.  This changes with the end of the Cold War when more is expected 

from small states. That correlates with constructivism and its idea that people remake the 

world over and over.  Ideas, the making of identities and the purchase of norms are a driving 

force in world change, where the strategies by which states pursue their interests is connected 

to their international environment. Constructivism thus correlates with the notion of size, i.e. 

the perception of smallness, and connects to the actual power a small state can exercise within 
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the broader notion of security. Therefore, from the perspective of identity it links with the 

hypothesis of this research: Has the broadening out of the concept of security changed the role 

and position of the three Nordic small states? 

 

2.3.4 Critical security theory 

 In comparison, critical security theory has a somewhat different opinion on what security is. 

Emancipation is the heart of critical theory as it emphasizes individual freedom. 

“Emancipation in theory and practice is concerned with freedom from restraints of one sort or 

another…[and in modernity] emancipation became identified with political programmes for a 

better world” (Booth 2007, p. 111). Krause (1998) argued that the ‘traditional’ concepts of 

security narrowed our focus on what security is. Security should include the environment, the 

economy and migration, for example. Critical security studies maintain that it is time to 

change the conceptions of security and concentrate on realities of modernity and tackle these 

new security threats (Krause 1998, p. 310). Like constructivism critical theory emphasizes 

individual security and Booth (1991) argued that ‘individual humans are the ultimate referent’ 

as “states can never be a reliable provider of world security as they are simply too diverse” 

(Booth 1991, p. 319; 320). Wyn Jones (1995), a critical security theorist, argues that the 

experience of individuals and communities becomes more important than state security as the 

world order and the policy of most states is the cause for all the insecurity that exists. The 

reason for this is that states ignore security issues like economic security, environmental 

security and food security that are far more threatening than state-centric security opinions 

that focus on external threats. Buzan et al (2009) consider this to be a ‘very pessimistic view 

of global security’.  At least, it is uncertain whether states make individuals more insecure and 

even the claim that the neo-liberal economic system ‘further exacerbates this condition’ 

(Buzan et al 2009, p. 206) is stressing it a bit.  After all, security policy is always man-made; 

it is not the theory that makes policy, it can only act as a guide.  

 In essence, the argument of emancipation and thus critical theory is that if people are 

free, they choose peace. Thus the ‘emancipated solution’ to security works at the individual 

security level where ‘collective security’ and ‘individual security’ are allied with global 

security, which is connected to the broadening out of the security concept and the debate 

about widening of the term, on which critical theory has had an impact (Buzan et al 2009, p. 

206).   

It is hard to deny that individual security is not important and it should be to some 

extent a priority for the state, no matter how security is defined. At the same time political 



  

40 

identities are important, especially for small states. National identity has indeed played a big 

part in the policy of the three Nordic states studied here, for example when participating in 

NATO and European integration. Critical security studies as such fit in this framework of 

theoretic structure. It links theoretically with the idea that a broader security concept 

influenced the security decision of Iceland, Denmark and Norway, and had a particular effect 

on their security policies. Furthermore, if the decision makers in the three states were 

influenced by broader definitions of security there should be a correlation between the new 

definitions of security and policy decisions made after the Cold War to participate more 

internationally. Liking directly with: the broadening out of the concept of security, and the 

main question if the broadening out of the concept changed the role and position of the three 

Nordic small states.  

 

2.4 Small state theory and vulnerability 

On the one hand, small states have been defined according to size such as population and 

geographical area, or are classified as small according to the strength of their military or the 

size of the GNP (Vital 1967; 1971; Purnell 1973). On the other hand, they have been defined 

as states that recognize that they cannot achieve security or influence the system on their own. 

Therefore, they acknowledge that they must depend on larger states or superpowers for 

protection, and at the same time they are not considered to be a major international actor 

(Rothstein 1968; Keohane 1969; Handel 1981). Also – with some justification – is it argued 

that small states perform best when the international system is stable, however, when 

international relations become unstable few small states have the political power and the vital 

analytical resources to predict what might occur in the future (Rothstein 1968). Other studies, 

say that small states have relatively little influence on the international political environment 

and their sovereignty is not highly valued when it comes to their relationship with other states 

(Wiberg 1987; Goetschel 1998). Finally, there are studies such as the ones made by the 

Commonwealth Secretariat (2004) that have defined a small state as an economy with 1.5 

million people or less. This definition seems rather precise but does only confirm that the idea 

of small states is based on perception. It remains difficult and not precise to define states 

according to population size, weaknesses, military strength or political power. In international 

relations these are perhaps not the issues that matter most for small states as they do 

acknowledge, most of them, that they are not big actors on the international political scene 

even though their influence has increased in recent years. Furthermore, small states are as 

different as they may be weak in one context but strong in another while the great powers are 
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capable of changing the international system, a small state more often reacts to international 

change.  

International relations theory often uses definitions of size and capability to define 

small states. However, these definitions do not describe political or social capabilities and it is 

self evident that many small states are better off than undeveloped larger states with a bigger 

population. For example, most African countries are more populated than Norway, Denmark 

and Iceland, but their political structure is not as clearly developed and rooted in democracy 

and their welfare system not as advanced, if advanced at all. Therefore, a modern definition of 

small states is not as easily formulated as one would think. Small states like the three Nordic 

states, Norway, Denmark and Iceland all have affluent democracies where political parties 

compete for power within a state system of a well developed ‘bureaucratic structure and 

stable constitutional institutions’13 (Hey, 2003 p. 2). Thus, small political structures cannot 

automatically be identified with small nations or how big or small the countries are 

geographically. Maybe, it is better to examine them according to how the political elite in 

small states define their own states and interests with regard to ‘size’ and the capability of the 

state and whether the elite assume that they can influence international organizations and the 

international system (Thorhallsson 2006, p. 8).  

In principle all states are equal. As international law and sovereign rights have become 

more important the great powers are no longer in the position to dictate international law 

unless they are ready to ignore the international community (Thorhallsson et al 2006).  

Similar speculations of what constitutes a small or big state can be traced back to the last 

years of the Napoleonic Wars when the assumption was made that all states are in theory 

equal (Rothstein 1968). This implies that all states have equal opportunities but in reality 

small states are, due to several facts, not as influential on the international scene as great 

powers are.  

Power from a realist perspective is important, as the major concern of state is prestige. 

Power according to Huntington (1993) enables states to shape their interests, to protect their 

security and defend against threats that threaten their security. For small states this is 

important to remember as they do not have enough power to deal with all the political 

troubles that might occur in the future; as explained by Rothstein (1968), to compensate they 

must choose their political priorities when it comes to implementing their foreign and security 

policy.  

                                                        
13 Even though the Icelandic political landscape collapsed in 2008 due to economic crises, elections were held and handover 
of power happened peacefully.  
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In sum, the traditional way is to analyse the importance of strategic alliance for small 

states based on size of their GDP, territory and military, population size and their political, 

economic and security vulnerability compared with large states (Vital 1969; 1971; Rothstein 

1968; Keohane 1969; Handel 1981; Katzenstein 1984; 1985; Neumann and Gstöhl 2004). 

Both in IR and the small states studies literature one does not find agreed ways to measure 

states’ sizes, and to analyse their security, vulnerability, international activities, beyond the 

traditional variables mentioned above. The alternative way is to study and define small states 

based on a more ‘comprehensive definition’ that includes both ‘material and subjective 

factors’ (Thorhallsson et al 2013; see also Thorhallsson and Wivel 2006; Archer and Nugent 

2002). With “exclusive focus on how domestic and international actors perceive the power of 

the state in question; or a clearer focus on countries’ domestic and international capabilities, 

reflected in the competence of their public administration and foreign service” (Thorhallsson 

et al 2013). The gist here is that if a small state does not participate intentionally it does not 

have security14 and thus risks becoming vulnerable.  

For small states the importance of being small depends not only on the idea of power 

and the composition of the international system but also on how they achieve security, the 

influence they can muster and how they are perceived by other states. Or, as Goetschel (1998) 

argued, the new international system after the Cold War indeed offered small states novel 

opportunities to defend their interests, so that in any given international environment, the 

circumstances which in the end decide the size of a state will be tied to the foreign and 

security policy that the state promotes. Maybe, therefore, a new approach to what security 

means for small states is needed.  

 
2.5 Small States as liberal states - Small states as realist states – Small states and 

constructivism.  

Small states are as different as they are many. Their strengths and weaknesses are not the 

same but they all have to ‘compete’ in the international arena if they are to secure their 

national interests.  All states big or small, seen from a realist point of view, are the prime 

actors on the international scene. It is, however, also true, from a liberal perspective, that most 

small states depend more on international organizations, international cooperation and the rule 

of international law than bigger actors.  

From a realist point of view small states, like all states, strive to influence the 

                                                        
14 Thorhallsson uses the word shelter instead of security.  
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international system to gain ‘power’ and influence and, most importantly, security. The new 

international system after the Cold War has allowed small states to have a greater say in 

regional issues, including European integration. As ‘soft’ security issues such as human rights 

and environmental issues have increasingly become more important to the states, big or small 

states have often decided to share information and together resolve security threats 

(Ingibritsen 2004).  Yet, if the importance of the small states has increased and they have 

become vocal and influential, then at the same time the notion sovereignty for small states has 

changed with “advances in communication technology, global economic interdependence, and 

many attempts at regional integration” (Inbar et al, 1997, p. 2).   

If realism best describes the behaviour of small states then they surely must base their 

defence and security policy on that theory as it serves their national interests. At the same 

time, human values are important for small states with the emphasis on the spread of 

democracy, international law and human rights. This behaviour can also be explained within 

the framework of constructivist theories where the focus is on “norms, arguing that 

international law and other normative principals have eroded earlier notions of sovereignty 

and altered the legitimate purpose for which state power may be employed” (Walt 1998, p. 

41). Small states ‘balance’ their international relations and rely on bilateral agreements, 

cooperation and alliances with close friends and neighbouring states and sometimes a small 

state in a geographical important location can exert some power (Handel 1990). Thus, perhaps 

two issues become important for small states. First, small states that are not ideally located or 

have lost their strategic value need to rely more on international participation and sometimes 

even acknowledge Great Power bandwagoning as a necessity though the gain may not always 

be obvious in the short term. Secondly, the reason for this could be that small states that 

become weak when they lose their (or have no) geographical power must fundamentally rely 

on others for their security and economic aid, either with ‘bandwagoning’ or ‘balancing’. If 

this is the case, it can force small states to participate in or support unpopular international 

operations to secure their interests.  

In the words of Wendt (1999, p. 21) “The daily life of international politics is an on-

going process of states taking identities in relation to Others, casting them into corresponding 

counter-identities, and playing out the result. These identities may be hard to change, but they 

are not carved in stone, and indeed sometimes are the only variable actors can manipulate in a 

situation” (Wendt 1999, p. 21). In the authors opinion this quotation does fit in with the 

notion of this work that the three Nordic small state react to change in the international 

system, underpinning the assumption that as small states they must rely on the support of 
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other states, institutions, processes or developments to achieve security.  

Scholarly work in International Relations has chiefly concentrated on the Great 

Powers and the influence they muster.  This is understandable if it is accepted that great 

powers normally set the international agenda and that small states cannot influence the 

international system on their own even as part of a group (Keohane 1969). It is not 

uncommon to argue that contemporary international politics and international law have made 

small states more important internationally (Thürer 1998). From a liberal and critical theory 

perspective ‒ with an emphasis on collective security, international cooperation and 

participation in international organizations, globalization and alliances ‒ international 

cooperation has offered new security opportunities to small states. Even though this may be 

true, Rothstein’s (1968) definition that a small state does not ‘obtain security primarily by the 

use of its own capabilities’ is as significant as at the time of its writing. Therefore, alliances, 

peacekeeping operations, humanitarian work, international organisations and international 

activity are in general important for small states; ‘for small states it is the principal way for 

them to enhance their security’ (Reiter 2006, p. 231). 

Liberals believe that power matters, however, it should be used within the framework 

of international law and by institutions as the system of law is a good tool to frame and 

maintain the international system. In the same way, social constructivism maintains that 

international organizations are likely to cooperate when nations agree on principles and norms 

that should govern society’. Basically, social constructivism concentrates on the role of social 

groups within the international system and how they lobby for their own specific norms 

(Rittberger et al, 2006, p. 22). This is in direct contrast with ‘classical realism’, which argues 

that states are major actors in international politics and therefore ‘social actors are left out’ 

because realist believe that it is a central part of human nature to gain power, therefore; 

“International politics are characterized by the continuous quest for power, by all states just as 

national politics are characterized by the quest for power of differing parties or associations” 

(Ritterberger et al, 2006, p. 14). Liberals argue that international organizations have an 

important role to play, they contribute to cooperation and facilitate in negotiations and in 

coalition making. “They can be used by states as instruments of foreign policy or to constrain 

the behaviour of others” (Karns et al, 2004: p. 38).  

This is important for small states, including Norway, Denmark and Iceland. Keeping 

the peace and promoting stability within the international community is of great importance 

for small states that have limited or no military capability, as is the case for Iceland, as well as 
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sometimes relatively little power in the international system.  

 
2.6 The theories and the end of the Cold War  

The origin of the Cold War and the end of it are important for this analysis so it is wise to 

briefly give an overview of its origins and conclusion.   

 

The origins of the Cold War are a ‘complex’ or even a ‘contradictory’ process. The origin of 

the war can be traced back to the years of 1944/45 until 1947/48. The process can be 

explained by the failure to achieve a lasting peace in Europe. Post-war Britain, France, and 

the Soviet Union saw the continent as the core of their future interests - at the same time the 

U.S. was becoming a European power. The stages that set the Cold War in motion are the 

‘Sovietization’ of East Central Europe; the refusal by the Americans to share atomic secrets; 

the conflicts in the United Nations; peace treaties with Germany and its allies in the war; the 

Truman doctrine and the Marshall Plan. Therefore, there is no one single reason that fully 

explains how the Cold War began. It roots are found in ‘cultural, psychological and 

ideological factors’ that influenced the political elite and the public opinion (Varsori 2000 p. 

295). The origins of the Cold War are therefore not sudden, they are a process that is contrary 

to the end of the Cold War that happened suddenly and was one of the “momentous events in 

political history since the end of World War Two and the dawn of the nuclear age” (Baldwin 

1995, p. 117).  None of the existing international relations theories anticipated the end of the 

Cold War. Realists have since explained its end, according to Wohlforth (1995), by saying 

that the Cold War came about because of the rise of Soviet power and the fear that followed 

in the West. The end of the Cold War can, therefore, be traced to the decline of the Soviet 

power and “the reassurance this gave the West” (Wohlforth 1995, p. 96). Wohlforth assumes 

that the Soviet leaders believed that they had enough resources and the capability to compete 

with the U.S. When it was Gorbachev’s turn to lead, he came to the conclusion that this 

capability was reduced. “Realists of all kinds view change in state behaviour as adaptation to 

external constraints conditioned by changes in relative power” (Wohlforth 1995, p. 96). Thus 

many realists consider the end of the war as a triumph of U.S. power over that of the USSR.  

Liberals on the other hand, as well as constructivists, maintain that the reforms Gorbachev 

introduced in the East, after 1985, occurred as the need for domestic reform could not any 

longer be overlooked. The “erosion of ideology, the pent-up desire for relaxation” all played a 

part rather than American military build up and political pressure (Zubok 2000, p. 361). 
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Individual freedom, new ideas including those on security, led the Soviet Union to becoming 

an ordinary state it accepted the basic norms of the international order. Constructivism 

stresses Mikhail Gorbachev's ‘new thinking’ and ideational change in the Soviet Union as the 

reason for the end of the Cold War (Evangelista 2001). A critical theorist would argue that 

individual actors or non-state actors were influential in the demise of the struggle between the 

two super powers. Thus, peace movements, human rights activists, identity, religion and 

nationalism as well as the distribution of power between the U.S. and USSR played a part in 

ending the Cold War, for example, with the struggle of the workers’ movement in Poland and 

the support of the church in that country. Another example used is the dialogue that took place 

between peace movements in the West and human rights advocates in the East. It became 

important for them to bridge the gap between the two systems rather than threatening each 

other with an arms race (Booth 2009, p. 219; p. 364; Fierke 2007, p. 64). Thus, from a Critical 

Theory perspective, the Cold War melted away because “international relations is a social 

construction…change is possible because things are socially constituted” (Fierke 2007, p. 55 - 

56).  

From the perspective of small state theory, the end of the Cold War might have 

strengthened the identity of small states. During the Cold War both superpowers ardently 

advocated their “economic system values and forms of organization to their respective blocs”. 

The integration process in Europe was greatly influenced by the “Anglo-American” notion of 

“market liberalism, constitutionalism, egalitarianism, liberal democracy and unashamed 

consumerism”, and shaped to a large extent the European integration process. During the Cold 

War, European states, including the three Nordic states, traded U.S. military protection for 

access to the U.S. domestic market. In the process the Western bloc became more and more 

institutionalized with successful organizations like the Organization for European Economic 

Cooperation (OEEC), the Organization for European Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, in way 

validating the value of the United States leadership (Toje 2008, p. 24). Into this group of 

influential organizations one should also add NATO. From the perspective of small state 

theory this line of argument correlates with the notion that, small states chose to participate in 

multilateral organizations and form alliances for security reasons and to attain foreign policy 

goals. The gist is that it serves their interests. The mixture of liberal and realistic viewpoints 

that came to dominate the Cold War period in the West strengthened the position of Iceland, 

Denmark and Norway. It is not unusual to argue that the Cold War restricted somewhat their 

freedom of action even if the American security guarantee allowed for their behaviour as free 
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riders in the international system. Here it is argued that in spite of the bilateral system of the 

Cold War and a free rider mentality: Iceland, Denmark and Norway could as small states 

pursue their national interests and be more active than one might think. While NATO 

membership offered military security it also brought opportunities for independent activities.  

From the perspective of small state theory the end of the Cold War can been seen as a 

triumph of U.S. power and its Western friends over the USSR. Or it can be maintained that 

the Cold War melted away because of the need for reform in Eastern Europe. Where for 

example peace movements, human rights activists, identity, religion and nationalism all 

played a part. Either way, the last decade or so of the Cold War was influential in changing 

the notion of security, position and activity of the three small states studied in this research.    

 

Part 2 

 
Chapter 3. From neutrality to military alliance 
 

3.1 The three Nordic states and security issues from 1918 to 1949 

The chapter focuses on the security policy of Denmark, Iceland and Norway from 1918 to 

1949. In the case of Denmark and Norway it demonstrates how they hoped that neutrality and 

the League of Nations would guarantee their security after the First World War. It is revealed 

how the occupation during the World War influenced the position of the two Scandinavian 

states and how they tried to secure their international position in the years immediately after 

liberation from German occupation in 1945. In the first few years after the Second World War 

the UN becomes an important factor in the security policies of Denmark and Norway. As 

international tension between the two super powers increases, Norway and Denmark are faced 

with new security issues.  The first response is to consider forming a Nordic Defence Union 

with Sweden as they were not yet ready break fully with the idea of neutrality and hesitate to 

become members of a military bloc. When the Marshall plan is introduced, and the idea of a 

Nordic defence Union fades away, the majority of the political elite in the two small states 

decide that they have no other option other than accept international developments and join 

NATO.  

In the case of Iceland, the same period is studied after Iceland became a sovereign 

state in 1918 and declared everlasting neutrality. For the next twenty two years the Danish 
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Foreign Service oversaw Iceland’s foreign policy. In the chapter Iceland’s international 

position between the two World Wars is explored, followed by the events of the Second 

World War and the influence it had on the islands foreign and security policy. The aftermath 

of the Second World War in Iceland is investigated from 1945 to 1949 when the ruling 

political elite decides that Iceland should follow Denmark and Norway in security matters and 

opts for NATO membership in 1949. The Icelandic political elite had decided that Iceland 

could not stand alone.  

In sum, it is demonstrated how international events influenced the decisions of the 

ruling political elites in Denmark, Norway and Iceland when they decided to ally themselves 

firmly in Western camp at the dawn of the Cold War.  

Seven major events in the time frame are highlighted in order to show the international 

position of the three states in international affairs. This is done to show how the states respond 

and act internationally in an area of international turmoil. The events are:  

 

o The First World War.  

o The inter-war period from 1918 to 1939.  

o The Second World War. 

o The forming of and participation in the United Nations in 1945. 

o The Marshall plan in 1948.  

o The debate on the creation of a Nordic defence union in 1949.  

o The decision to join NATO in 1949.  

 

The debate about if to join NATO is the central point of this chapter. The discourse analysis 

begins with the debate in Denmark, as the Danish politicians were the first to vote for NATO 

membership. The discourse in Norway is analysed thereafter, the debate in Iceland is explored 

last. The chapter concludes with a comparison of the debate in the three states looking at what 

is similar and what is different in the debate. The chapter, thus, sets the scene for the 

discourse analysis that now begins. It will be demonstrated how the ruling political elite in the 

three small states came to terms with the decision to join NATO after the negotiations on a 

Nordic Defence Union between Norway, Denmark and Sweden broke down. It is not the aim 

of this chapter to analyse the debate from political party perspective, but rather to ask if the 

discourse on size of state and security is connected to international activity and if the 

discourse on size of state as a security factor does differ between Iceland, Denmark and 
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Norway. In this retrospect it is vital to bear in mind how the political elite thinks their state 

can achieve security and how size of state influences the debate and if size of state is seen as 

an obstacle to international activity.  

The international relations literature in Denmark, Norway and Iceland has primarily 

focused on NATO membership from a normative perspective. The reasons are similar as they 

all point to the fact that the states were influenced by the international environment. This 

supports the claim that small state policy is influenced by international events. In the author’s 

opinion the role of ‘size of state’ in the decision to become NATO member state member state 

is overlooked. Size of state connected to vulnerability in security matters played an important 

part in the decision to join NATO. As demonstrated in the following narrative and explained 

even further in the discourse analysis it was not a politically ‘easy’ decision for the three 

states as their foreign policy was based on the notion of neutrality and in the case of Norway 

and Denmark on the importance of Scandinavian solidarity in security and defence matters 

(see for example Insall et al 2012). When it came to the final decision, transatlantic security 

links mattered more in the end. The pivotal factor in that decision was that the states are too 

small, weak and vulnerable to defend themselves alone as argued by American officials in 

1949 when speaking with political leaders from Iceland, Denmark and Norway. The political 

elite in the three states repeated that position that same year in the parliamentarian debate.   

The Danish international relations literature (see for example Olsen et al 2006; 

Villaume 1995; Lidegaard 2009) upholds that the failure of the Nordic negotiations about a 

regional defence pact influenced the decision of the Danish government to accept NATO 

membership. Holbraad (1991) maintains that international circumstances, Denmark’s 

geographical location, the trauma of the Second World War and the strategic location of the 

territory guarding the entrance to the Baltic Sea influenced the Danish decision to join NATO. 

Furthermore, if a war started between East and the West the likely battleground would be 

central Europe. Denmark would become part of the Northern flank in that war. Holbraad 

(1991) also maintains, that the pro NATO political elite believed that Denmark should be 

defended with forces of arms and be ready to seek allies in the West. “After having played a 

passive role in international politics since the eighteenth century, Denmark was once again in 

a position to take some part in the system of the balance of power” (Holbraad 1991, p. 103). 

Lidegaard (2009) argues that the coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 and the fear that that home-

grown communists in Denmark would try to take over the country influenced Danish 

authorities. Midtgaard (2005; see also DIIS 2005, volume 1) mentions that the part of the 

political elite that did support NATO membership thought that the UN could not guarantee 
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Danish security, and if a conflict between the two super powers would break out then the 

organisation would be powerless. However, in negotiation with the Americans, the Danes 

argued that the North Atlantic Treaty should be in full compliance with the UN Charter 

provisions and rules, thus supporting UN’s international role (Olsen 2008; Midtgaard 2005). 

These explanations are valid, however, the following analysis of the Danish debate in 1949 

demonstrates that size of state also played an important part in the decision to sign the 

Atlantic treaty.  

The published international relations litterateur on Norway’s decision to join NATO 

focuses for example on the deterrence value of the treaty as a reason for Norway’s signing the 

treaty. Norway could not stand alone, as it did on the 9th of April, 1940 when Germany 

invaded Norway. External support was very important for Norway if faced with aggression, 

as the state could not devote national resources to building credible defence forces. Another 

and important reason mentioned is the geographical position of Norway and the threat from 

the Soviet Union. Both reasons played a part in the decision to become a NATO member state 

(see for example Græger et al 2009; Rieker 2006; Riste 2005; Eriksen et al 1997; German 

1982). These explanations are all valid, however, the following discourse will show size of 

state also played an important part in the decision to seek membership of NATO.  

In the case of Iceland Ingimundarsson (1996, 2011) demonstrates how international 

affairs such as the Berlin blockade and the communist coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 

influenced the Icelandic government, (they feared that the Icelandic communist might attempt 

to stage a coup in Iceland), the pro Western political elite began to consider some kind of 

security alliance. First with the three Nordic states, even though Icelanders did not think a 

Nordic Defence Union could protect Iceland (Gunnarsson 1990). Secondly, after the break 

down of the Nordic defence negotiations Iceland began to consider a Western security 

alliance (NATO). Ingimundarsson (1996; 2001; 2011), Gröndal (1991) and Gunnarsson 

(1990) all emphasise that Iceland was a state without a military yet important for defence and 

security in the North-Atlantic. Neutrality was no longer an option; new military technology 

meant that the distance from other countries and European battlefields made Iceland no longer 

secure. Thus, even though the Icelandic, Danish and Norwegian motivations for NATO 

membership are similar, the following Icelandic analysis shows that size of state also played 

an important part in the Icelandic decision to join NATO.  

It is important to note that American officials told all three states in a similar language 

that the states are to small and too weak to take care of their security on their own. It is hard to 
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disagree with that opinion and indeed it is one of the main arguments used in all three 

parliaments both for and against the decision to become member state member states of 

NATO15. In the discourse smallness is used both to say that the states are too weak to take 

part in NATO and that they are too weak not to become member states. Size of state is thus 

recognised as important in both the nay and yea camp. This fact adds value to its meaning in 

the discourse. It can therefore be argued that the lessons from the Second World War, the 

international situation after the war and the security vulnerability of these Nordic states 

influenced the decision to join NATO. Size of state is found in the official documents and 

diplomatic conversations before the decision was made to sign the North Atlantic Treaty and 

also in the public political discourse as the analysis of the parliamentarian debates shows. 

From the perspective of constructivism one could argue that the states joined NATO because 

it was most appropriate in the circumstances. From a realism standpoint one could argue that 

the states did what they had the power to do, being small states influenced by international 

events. 

 The aim of the chapter is to use international relations literature and official 

documents, diplomatic correspondence and the discourse in the three Nordic parliaments in 

1949 to answer the first two research questions and hypothesis.   

 

1.  How does the discourse on size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in 

security matters, influence the states international activities? 

Hypothesis: The discourse about the size of state, associated with vulnerability and 

capability in security matters, has influenced the states’ international activities. This 

maybe the case in the decision to join NATO.   

 

2. How does size as security factor differ in the discourse between Iceland and Denmark 

and Norway?   

Hypothesis: There is not a difference in the size as a security factor discourse between 

Iceland, Denmark and Norway. Policy makers in the three states consider that size is 

to their advantage in security matters when presenting their case internationally as 

                                                        
15 The author does somewhat agree with Geir Lundestad’s (1986; 2008) argument that Iceland, Norway and in particular 
Denmark wanted more limited military ties with the Atlantic Pact than they actually ended up with.  The discourse shows that 
they felt that they could not but join. It was up to the Nordic states to decide if to join NATO. Acheson, the American 
Secretary of State, said so much to the Norwegian foreign minister Lange on the 8. February 1949 (Skodvin 1971, p. 319). 
The crucial question in 1949 was what the options were. At that time the interests of the U.S, Iceland, Denmark and Norway 
were similar as the three Nordic countries were important for the defence of the US, which was crucial for the security of 
Norway, Denmark and Iceland.   
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they do not pose a threat to other states. They deem that because of size they must be 

more active internationally in order to gain international recognition. 

 

 

In the method chapter it was explained that the aim is not to find a hidden agenda in the 

discourse, rather to use what is being expressed in the debate as it is, not as an indicator of 

something else. It is investigated whether the discourse on size of state, associated with 

vulnerability and capability in security matters, has influenced the states’ international 

activities and whether the discourse in the three states shows this to be the case. It supports 

the premise in the introduction that size of state is important when the three states construct 

their security matters and international activities and supports the main argument of the 

dissertation. It is explored if there is a difference in size as a security factor discourse between 

Iceland, Denmark and Norway. Policy makers in the three states consider size to be to their 

advantage in security matters when presenting their case internationally as they do not pose a 

threat to other states. Because of size they deem they must be more active internationally in 

order to gain international recognition. If that is the case, it supports the premise in the 

introduction that: The political discourse on security is important when the states construct 

their international activities and support the main argument of the dissertation.  

The author argues that the decision to join NATO was taken from a realist point of 

view. Small states, like all states, attempt to influence the international system to gain ‘power’ 

or in the case of small states to gain influence and most importantly in order to defend 

themselves. Denmark, Norway and Iceland realised that they had to rely on others for 

security; in this case NATO. This is not at odds with constructivism and the notion that 

strategies by which states pursue their interests are tied to their international environment. The 

decision to sign the North Atlantic treaty was clearly influenced by the international 

environment at that time. Also the decision to become member states of NATO correlates 

with liberalism and the idea that small states depend on international organizations, 

international cooperation and the rule of international law. Thus, validating the claim that a 

small state is a state which recognizes that it cannot obtain security primarily by the use of its 

own capabilities, and that it must rely fundamentally on the aid of other states, institutions, 

processes or developments to do so. In the analysis the author uses the terms North Atlantic 

Treaty, military alliance and the Atlantic Pact over NATO. This is done in order to harmonize 

the debates and to present consistency between individual speakers and states. The analysis 



  

53 

begins with a short overview demonstrating the key points in Danish, Norwegian and 

Icelandic international relations during the first forty nine years of the last century.  

 

3.2 The Scene Setter from 1900 to 1949 – Denmark, Norway and Iceland 

Denmark’s fate and introduction to international politics, after a period of none involvement 

after the Napoleon Wars, is somewhat different than the Norwegian and Icelandic story. The 

loss of Schleswig-Holstein to Prussia in 1864 had an impact on ‘Danish security identity’ and 

a unified Germany became the main threat ‘to Denmark’s national security’. As tension 

increased in Europe at the turn of the century Denmark was in a weak position, 

‘diplomatically isolated’ its government had no other option but to declare neutrality in the 

First World War. Denmark managed to stay out of the war. In the post-war era Denmark 

participated in the League of Nations and hoped that the organisation would have the 

necessary mandate to act internationally. As that hope dwindled the Danish government 

adopted a policy of  ‘neutralism towards Germany’ (Rieker 2006, p. 124 - 125).  

The Danish political leaders were fully aware of Denmark’s strategic vulnerability 

despite Germany's weaknesses after the First World War. The Danish response was simply ‘to 

remove every pretext for Germany to invade Denmark’. The Danish political elite even 

refused to have anything to do with active participation in collective security from 1922 to 

1932 and the Danish defence policy focused on almost total disarmament. After Germany 

withdrew from the League of Nations, Danish political leaders considered reversing 

Denmark’s policy of disarmament before internal politics and disagreement over foreign 

policy got in the way. The Danish Prime Minister considered making a bilateral deal with 

Germany but nothing came of that after rumours of it leaked to the press. In the end Denmark 

decided to continue to depend on the support of the League of Nations ‘weak though it might 

be’. The Foreign Minister believed that it was better to act as peace was likely. Privately he 

had no ‘illusions’ and expected a war to begin when European dictators were ready (Salmon 

2002, p. 188).  

 In comparison Norway become independent in 1905, the first Norwegian foreign 

minister outlined the foreign policy of the republic when he said: Norway does not want any 

foreign policy (Archer 2005, p. 29).  Norway became a neutral state and the main aim was to 

defend Norway’s economic interest and to stay clear of wars between European powers. It 

was assumed in Norway that it was best for small states to be isolated from the power games 

the great powers play. Foreign and security policy was not a priority as the interests of the 

state would be best served by active trade policy and neutrality (Rieker 2006, p. 152). During 
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the First World War in 1914 – 1918, Norwegians relied on neutrality and managed to stay out 

of the conflict. However, the war influenced Norwegian foreign policy. The state was 

dependent on Great Britain economically and Norway became in fact a ‘neutral ally’ to Great 

Britain. After the war Norway participated in the League of Nations and its foreign policy 

stressed, “international law and the settlement of disputes by peaceful means…[Norway] 

joined the other Scandinavian states in advocating a greater say in the League for small states. 

Its new internationalism again backed by the assumption that British naval power would 

protect the country against a threat” (Archer 2005, p. 29).   

The Norwegian policy of neutrality dominated foreign relations in the period between 

the two World Wars and the strongest ‘impulse’ of Norwegian foreign and security policy 

after the war was a return to the isolation in international affairs that the country had enjoyed 

before the conflict (Salmon 2002; Rieker 2006). The political elite at that time did not, 

according to Archer (2005), pay much attention to what was happening in Europe and 

“Norway’s security policy was one of intransigence, placing internal budgetary and political 

needs above those of external requirements” (Archer 2005, p. 29). The Norwegian Foreign 

Minister in the late 1930s formulated a policy of interests for the Norwegian state. The 

minister visited foreign European capitals as he “believed that the smaller states of Europe, 

having one particular axes to grind, could and should play an active part in international 

diplomacy, as mediators working towards the peaceful settlement of disputes” (Salmon 2002, 

p. 187). Thus both Danish and Norwegian foreign and security policy in the inter-war period 

can be understood from the perspective of small state theory, which stresses vulnerability in 

security matters, as well as, the rule of law, international cooperation and peaceful settlements 

to disputes; the principals of liberalism.    

 Iceland, somewhat isolated in the far North, obtained Home Rule from Denmark in 

1904 and became a full sovereign state in 1918. The Danish Foreign Service continued to 

implement Iceland’s policies and watched over the island’s foreign interests and relations for 

the next twenty two years. Iceland became a republic in 1944 during the Second World War at 

a time when Denmark was occupied by Germany. These two world events influenced and 

helped Iceland on its road to independence. During the First World War Iceland was in a 

vulnerable position, the Danish Kingdom could not guarantee the island’s security as the war 

dragged on in Europe. In Iceland it was feared that if Germany would invade Denmark then 

the British would occupy Iceland. Icelanders feared that ships carrying the Danish flag would 

be attacked and thus the sea route to Iceland would be in jeopardy, which could have 
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disastrous consequences for the nation (Whitehead 1980).16  However, the tide turned in 

Iceland’s favour when the United States of America entered the War in 1917 and the defeat of 

Germany was imminent. Woodrow Wilson, the president of the USA, announced his support 

for the small states and their right to self-determination as he addressed the United States 

Congress in 1917. Wilson said that they were fighting for democracy and…”for the rights and 

liberties of small nations” (as quoted in Henrikson 2001, p. 53).  

Whitehead (1980) writes that Danish authorities feared that the Icelanders would use 

this opportunity and leave the Danish kingdom for good. If Iceland left the kingdom it would 

strengthen the hand of the United Kingdom in the North Atlantic, which the Germans would 

not by happy with and penalize the Danish nation. Danish authorities decided, therefore, to 

begin talking to Iceland about sovereignty17. The discussions between the two nations were 

successfully concluded and Iceland became a sovereign state on 1. December 1918, and 

adopted an everlasting policy of neutrality (Thorsteinsson 1992). A decision that frequently is 

referred to in the Icelandic security and foreign relations discourse in the next decades and 

during and after the Cold War.  Gunnarsson (1990) argues that this decision was both based 

on nationalism and the opinion that the island’s location in the North Atlantic, so far away 

from other states, offered some protection, even security. Foreign relations were not a priority 

after 1918 and in the period between the wars Iceland did not have its own foreign service. 

The Icelandic foreign affairs were managed by the prime minister’s office and in 1921, for 

example, only two hours per day were allocated to foreign affairs by the office and then 

mostly to respond to general requests related to foreign affairs. In the 1920s and 30s Icelandic 

foreign relations concentrated on economic affairs, primarily fish export. (Thorsteinsson 

1992). In May 1938 the Nordic states, including Iceland, signed an agreement which 

announced their policy of neutrality (Thorsteinsson 1992). It was only after Denmark was 

occupied by Germany in 1940 that the Icelandic government created a foreign service and 

took over the task of overseeing the country’s foreign relations (Thorhallsson 2005, p. 113). 

Implementing a policy that continued to emphasize neutrality, with the hope that Iceland 

would be able to stay out of the war that was brewing in Europe.  

In sum, Norway and Denmark based their foreign policy on smallness and weakness 

combined with moral duty to work for peace. The League of Nations had stressed that nations 

                                                        
16 As a matter of fact, during the conflict British naval power dominated the North Atlantic and Icelandic authorities had 
accepted British surveillance of all ships sailing from or to Iceland. Danish authorities had no say in the matter and their main 
goal was to stay out of the conflict.  
17 This author suggests that there are reasons to believe that Denmark calculated that in order to get a part of Schleswig-
Holstein back into the Danish kingdom it had to accept Icelandic sovereignty as a quid pro quo in international politics.   
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should have faith in ‘collective security’ to which both Denmark and Norway expected to 

offer only ‘minimal’ contribution even though participation in the League of Nations 

‘enhanced’ the ‘status’ of small states and was a platform for ‘diplomatic activity’. In the 

period between the two World Wars fundamental differences of ‘interests’, ‘perceptions’, 

‘historical experience’s and ‘geostrategic location’ influenced the security policy of the three 

Nordic states. Denmark faced south afraid of the rise of Nazi Germany and felt that it could 

not rely on Britain for support. Norway on the other hand hoped that ‘British self interests and 

naval power’ would guarantee Norwegian security (Salmon 2002, p. 181).  

Iceland was pretty much in the same position it held during the First World War. It 

was a part of the Danish Kingdom and Denmark could not defend Iceland if war broke out in 

Europe. Iceland’s fate again, perhaps, rested on Denmark ability to stay out of a new 

European conflict. If not Iceland would be in the sphere of British influence again. As became 

the case after the German occupation of Denmark and Norway, Iceland was occupied soon 

after and became strategically important for British naval power. The island’s isolation from 

European battlefields and international affairs was no more.   

 

3.3 The three states and the Second World War 

The Second World War changed international relations and the international position of the 

three Nordic states. From a security perspective the war influenced their security position 

after the war, even though immediately after it the three states returned to their former stance 

of non-alignment and neutrality. One of the lessons the majority of the political elite learned 

from the war was that neutrality and geographical position offered little protection from 

military aggression. This lesson influenced the decision to join NATO. Even though the states 

decided on the same security measures in 1949, the fate of the three states during the Second 

World War was different but became similar in many ways after the conflict as the following 

narrative and analysis demonstrate.  

Nazi Germany invaded Denmark and Norway on the 9. April 1940. Danish forces did 

not resist for long and the Danish government surrendered soon after the invasion. The 

occupation of Denmark is different in several ways from the Norwegian occupation18. Firstly, 

the government and the king did not leave the country as occurred in Norway. Secondly, 

Germany promised not to attack Britain from Denmark and to respect the Danish “territorial 

integrity and political sovereignty of the country. Thirdly, the Danish government was able to 

                                                        
18 Norway was also invaded the same day by German forces.  
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maintain that Denmark was still formally a neutral state” (Rieker 2006, p. 125).  However, as 

the war progressed the Danish resistance towards the Germans intensified and marked the 

beginning of a more active foreign policy leaving behind the none-involvement policy of the 

nineteenth century. After liberation in 1945 and after joining the United Nations as a founding 

member Denmark was content with letting the UN handle its general security, once again 

stressing neutrality. The general aim was to keep Denmark out of any military alliance and in 

1945 the foreign minister at that time even reject the idea of a Nordic Defence Union (Danish 

Foreign Office 1968). Denmark began to consider other security solutions when the UN 

Security Council could not fulfil its obligations in 1948 and the Cold War began in earnest 

(Rieker 2006, p. 125) as international tension increased between the two super powers and 

their allies.   

 The fate of Norway during the Second World War was different from the Danish one. 

After the invasion in April 1940 by Nazi Germany, Norway put up a fight with English and 

France military help but surrendered on June 6th 1940. The Norwegian government and the 

King went into exile to England and Norway was occupied by Germany. From England the 

exiled Norwegian King and his government responded to the new situation in two ways: first 

it allied itself with the United Kingdom and later with the United States and its allies in the 

war. Secondly, in 1943, the Norwegian government in exile began to support a new 

international order, which would be based on a ‘new universalist organisation’ that would 

later become the United Nations. The war aim of the government was simply the ”liberation 

of Norway from foreign occupation, and restoration…of conditions as they existed before the 

war” (Riste 2005, p. 182). However, the exiled Norwegian politicians understood that 

neutrality did not guarantee the interests of the state or keep it safe from the wars of the big 

powers. The question now was ‘where to target the Norwegian influence’ (Archer 2005, p. 

30). The first step in that quest was taken when Norway became a founding member of the 

United Nations in 1945.    

The Second World War from 1939 - 1945 influenced Icelandic society enormously 

and had an enormous affect on the island’s political landscape. Iceland was transformed from 

one of the poorest countries in Europe to one of the richest countries in the region. On the 

10th of May 1940 the British navy appeared on the Icelandic horizon and occupied the island, 

a year later the armed forces of the United States of America took over the protection of 

Iceland, after the Icelandic authorities had accepted that the USA would taken over from the 



  

58 

British forces19. In June 1944 Icelanders gained full independence from then occupied 

Denmark and the first government in Iceland, after independence, a coalition of the 

Independence party, Socialists and Social Democrats, set forth the island’s first foreign policy 

goals.  

 

1) The aim was to secure the security and independence of Iceland (Jónsson 

2004, p. 715). 2) 

2) To examine how the government could by the means of international 

agreements, e.g. by planning Iceland’s participation in international 

organisation, like the planned United Nations, secure Iceland’s place in 

international conferences dealing with global economic affairs (Jónsson 

2004, p. 715).  

3) Maintain a close cooperation with the other Nordic nations. Last but not 

least was the main goal to set in motion the process of securing and 

extending the fishing zone around the island (Valdimarsson 1993, p. 50-52).  

 

All these policy steps are well within the stated definitions of how and why small states seek 

support from international cooperation. This would be best done by taking part in 

international cooperation and thus gain formal acknowledgement from other states of the 

island’s status as a fully sovereign state. Another reason and, even more important than the 

first, was to ensure the security and interests of Iceland, not only for the short term, but also in 

the long run. Icelandic politicians were responding to foreign events. In sum, the state was the 

main actor that defined security interests yet neutrality continued to be the main foreign 

policy.20  Icelandic politicians decided not to become founding members of the UN as they 

were not ready to declare war on Nazi Germany. The Icelandic government, did however, 

observe with great interest the forming of the United Nations in 1945 and joined the 

organization in 1946 after contemplating the military obligations that participation in the 

organization entailed.  

                                                        
19 Iceland was thus under the influence and protection of the U.S. This relationship would influence Icelandic society and 
security policy for the next sixty six years until the American Navy left Keflavik base in Iceland in 2007. This security 
relationship had the effect that during the period Iceland could act as a free rider in the international security system.  
20 As mentioned before had Iceland declared everlasting neutrality in 1918 Icelandic scholars have debated among 
themselves when Iceland abandoned its neutrality, which emphasizes how important it has become in Icelandic history. Some 
argue that it happened when Iceland signed a military and economic protection agreement with the USA in 1941 (Whitehead 
2006), or when an agreement was signed in 1946 with the American armed forces that guaranteed the Americans landing 
rights on Keflavik airport (Kristjansson 2001; Ingimundarson 1996). 
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 The three Nordic states had emerged from the war with their political system intact, a 

system based on proportional representation, which made a one party government majority 

unlikely. In Norway and Denmark the usual pattern for the next fifty five years was that the 

largest party, usually the Social Democrats, formed a minority government supported by one 

or more parties. In Iceland in the post- war era coalition governments became the usual 

pattern, these governments were dominated by the Independence party with the support of 

other parties in particular the Social Democrats and their long enduring government from 

1959 to 1971 (Hilson 2008).  

 Thus, the first international steps in security affairs after the Second World War are 

similar in the three states, they came to the conclusion that they cannot achieve security or 

influence the international system on their own, international cooperation is vital, as the 

following examples show: “It is true that small states will not be able to play a deciding role 

in the UN, the big powers have that power... It is however likely that the voice of the smaller 

states will be heard in the plenary assembly of the UN” (Ch. Petersen 1945, p. 763 - 764). 

Petersen is implying, from a realist perspective, that participation in the UN will increase the 

influence of Denmark even though the big powers will be leading the way as the most 

influential states in the UN.  

 The Danish minister of foreign affairs, Christmas Møller (1945, p. 759), from the 

Conservative People’s Party argued that the United Nations are important for Denmark. He 

argued that The League of Nations was damaged by the fact that the United States decided not 

to participate in the organisation. Which was, according to the foreign minister, something 

that people from the smaller states were happy with. But when ‘we’ look at the world as it 

was and at the world as it is now there is no place for such idealism, Møller maintains. He 

adds that the San Francisco pact is more realistic as it recognises the five super powers Great 

Britain, The United States of America, Russia, France and China as the key states in the UN, 

if they do not cooperate everything will fall apart (Møller 1945, p. 759). Hans Jefsen 

Christensen (1945) from the Left, Liberal Party of Denmark believed that after the horrors of 

the Second World War the goal of the UN ‘is peaceful solutions to international disputes’. 

States and nations have to work together to stop the use of force and create a security system 

supported by the necessary power to accomplish this goal (Christensen 1945, p. 765). These 

two arguments stress size of state and international participation thus linking to small state 

theory and the idea that international participation would strengthen ‘small’ Denmark’s 

international status.  
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Halvard Lange, the Norwegian foreign minister in 1946, was of the opinion that 

Norway had to do its best as a loyal member of the UN to strengthen the organisation. 

Norway supported UN internationally so the organization would be successful - Norway was 

ready work with all nations in the UN (Eriksen et al 1972, p. 9). Lange’s statement is 

interesting as it correlates with the gist of small state theory and the notion that keeping the 

peace and promoting stability within the international community is of great importance for 

small states. At the same time it demonstrates that Norway is not ready in 1946 to ally itself 

with one state or a group of nations, neutrality continues to be important for the foreign 

policy. Only three years later will Lange support and speak for NATO membership in the 

Norwegian parliament using the same argument underlining international cooperation as 

international affairs have forced Norway to rethink its security policy. In the space of three 

years Lange’s perspective of international affairs shifts somewhat from liberal thinking of 

international cooperation to the view of state centric emphasizes in accordance with realism. 

Johannesson (1948), an Icelandic representative at the UN in 1946 when Iceland joined the 

organization and later the Prime Minster of Iceland, wrote that the success of the UN was first 

and foremost in the hands of the super-powers. Yet,  according to Johannesson, ‘small states’ 

could also influence the organisation if they worked together. Therefore, small states must 

participate Johannesson wrote and added that nobody believes that Iceland’s part in this 

international partnership will be of great importance. Nevertheless, Iceland has the duty to 

participate and it can have a say and contribute to the organisation. This means that Iceland 

must take a stand in international affairs in order to protect peace and world security. The 

underlying meaning of Johannesson’s argument is that by participating in world affairs 

Iceland will be more secure. His statement is in line with small state theory and the notion that 

small states participate in international organisations in order to promote international 

stability, world order and the rule of law.  

 

3.4 Denmark, the Marshall plan and NATO 

The Danish authorities continued, at least in public21, to follow a policy of neutrality in the 

                                                        
21 To some degree the word neutrality was avoided in Denmark and Norway after the war but their policy came to resemble 
just that. The aim was to avoid alignments with political blocs and military alliances. That did not mean that that the two 
states had equally close relations with all the Great Powers. Norway and Denmark worked more closely with Britain and in 
part with the United States than with the USSR. Examples of this are found in their economic and cultural contacts and in 
their voting behaviour at the UN. Furthermore, there was considerable military cooperation with the UK. Denmark and 
Norway received military equipment from the UK and Danish and Norwegian military officials were trained to a large extent 
by the British army. At the same time it was important to have good relations with the USSR and in some controversial cases 
both Denmark and Norway abstained at the UN. Attempts were made to strengthen cultural and economic ties with the Soviet 
Union and East Europe and relations with the USSR were generally good until the beginning of 1947  (see: Geir Lundestad, 
America Scandinavia and the Cold War 1945 – 1949. Univeritetsforlaget Olso 1980).      
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years 1945, 46, 47 and 48, for example in 1947 the Danish Foreign Minister Christmas Møller 

maintain that there was no plan to position Denmark in any ‘bloc’ at all, it did not matter 

where it came from (Danish Foreign Office 1968).  At the same time in 1947, after a 

discussion for and against in the parliament and in the media, the Danish authorities decided 

to send soldiers from Denmark to Germany to participate in the occupation (DIIS 2005, 

volume 1, p. 128 - 132), surely a sign of international activity. The Danish government 

recognised that not only was it in a difficult political position but the economic situation was 

also serious with such an increase in foreign debt that Denmark had “virtually no reserves of 

foreign currency” (Jensen 1989, p. 57 – 58).  

When the USA introduced the American economic plan, that later became the 

Marshall Plan, in the summer of 1947, the Danish government found the whole situation a 

little difficult to understand. Only a few months before the American president had put 

forward his doctrine, the so-called Truman doctrine, which stated that the U.S. was now ready 

to set in motion an offensive economic, political and even a military plan directed against all 

who stood against the ‘free institutions’. Now the United States where offering the whole of 

Europe including the USSR financial assistance. The message came from the Danish embassy 

in Washington that this new economic proposal was not a shift in policy. The United States 

had already decided that its relations with Western Europe had priority. The Danish Foreign 

Ministry understood that the American plan would influence Danish relations with the East. 

“At this time a cardinal element in Danish foreign policy was the desire to avoid being placed 

in either the Eastern or the Western bloc” (Jensen 1989, p. 61, 62). The government thought 

that its interests would be best served if trade would flow between East and West Europe. The 

Danish embassy in Washington cabled home and told the Danish foreign office that if 

Denmark rejected to take part in the Marshall plan American public opinion would interpret it 

as an ‘stand in favour of Soviet Union’. On the fourth of July 1947, the American government 

invited many states in Europe, including Denmark, to attend a conference in Paris to consider 

the Marshall plan. Denmark decided to attend the meeting on July 8 (Jensen 1989, p. 62).  

In November 1947, the Danish Social Democrats came into power with the promise of 

industrialisation and economic planning. The government wanted to stabilise Denmark’s 

economy and to secure the protection of the state’s budget from the ‘impact of international 

business cycles’ (Sørensen 1993, p. 32).  The Social Democrats believed that the Marshall 

plan was important for the European economy yet they felt that Denmark could not side with 

either the Eastern or the Western bloc. For them the decision to join the plan was neither a 
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political nor a military issue it was purely economic. In sum, when the Social Democrats 

decided in favour of the plan in 1948, they did so because they felt that it did not “conflict 

with a foreign policy which opposed the formation of blocks and a security policy which was 

based on the creation of a non-aligned Nordic defence union” (Jensen 1989, p. 82). The 

security policy of Denmark had thus not changed and even when the British Foreign Secretary 

recommended to the House of Commons in 1948 that the United Kingdom, France and the 

Benelux countries should formally discuss how to consolidate the security of Western Europe. 

The Prime Minister of Denmark responded to the news by saying that Denmark will not 

become a member of any block, the Danish state is a member of the United Nations, and will 

do its duty as a Nordic state, expressing its democratic views and state its general opinion as a 

free nation aimed at both the East and the West, Hedtoft argued (DIIS 2005, volume 1, p. 134; 

Danish Foreign Office 1968, p 22). This is an interesting fact because in that same year, 1948, 

the Foreign Minister of Denmark Rasmussen states in a conversation with the British 

ambassador in Copenhagen that without support from the USA Denmark would not be able to 

defend itself from Soviet aggression. Rasmussen is also worried by the rumour that the Soviet 

Union is trying to make Norway join a non-aggression pact. When asked by the ambassador 

what Denmark would do if confronted with the same offer Rasmussen replied that he would 

refuse such an offer as a simple non-aggression pact between a Great Power and small state 

might lead to further demands (Insall et al 2012).   

In a Scandinavian report about creating a Nordic Defence Union published in January 

1949 it is stated that in order to be successful the Nordic military union would have to include 

wide spread cooperation in military affairs as well as economic cooperation. Even so in the 

case of a military attack the report concluded outside military help would be needed (Danish 

Foreign Office 1968, p 28). The tide was turning against the small Nordic state(s) and after it 

became obvious that the Nordic defence pact22 would not materialize the Danish Prime 

Minister became more inclined to accept that Denmark was faced with the fact that it could 

not stand alone as the following paragraphs from a meeting of the Danish foreign affairs 

parliamentarian committee from February 23, 1949 demonstrate.  

 In the meeting the Prime Minster of Denmark Hans Hedtoft describes to the 

committee a conversation he had with the Norwegian Foreign Minister Halvard Lange and the 

Swedish Prime Minster Tage Erlander.  Hedtoft quotes Lange the Norwegian Foreign Minster 
                                                        

22 The aim of the Scandinavian defence union negotiations was to find out if Denmark, Norway and Sweden could join forces 
and defend alone. The Norwegians insisted that there should be strong defence ties to the West. The Swedes argued that 
before any union was possible the three states had to agree on a common foreign policy and they would have to re-arm 
themselves and coordinate how that would be done. The Danish Prime Minister Hedtoft argued that the most important point 
was that the Scandinavian countries maintain a joint Scandinavian foreign policy position (see Einhorn 1975).   
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who had visited the United States recently and discussed various security issues with the 

American president Harry Truman, the American Secretary of State Dean Acheson, American 

senators and various ‘distinguished’ Americans. It was made clear to Lange, Hedtoft 

mentions, that American arms could not be exported to countries that would not join the 

Atlantic defence Union23. Lange also believed that it would endanger the Atlantic Pact if arms 

would be exported to the states outside the military alliance. The argument made in 

Washington was that the Scandinavian states are too small to stand alone or as a group and 

not important enough if a war broke out. No Nordic state was strong enough on its own and to 

build up the military would be too expensive, it would destroy the standard of living in the 

Nordic states and in the process strengthen the hand of communism.24 It was Lange’s personal 

opinion after the meetings in Washington that a Nordic defence Union was unrealistic and the 

Americans are of the same opinion (Det Udenrigspolitiske Nævn 1949).  

In the same foreign affairs committee meeting the Danish Foreign Minister says to 

committee members that the idea of a Scandinavian defence alliance was not realistic and 

there is little interest in a defence union between only Sweden and Denmark. Thus, Denmark 

had two options the foreign minister argued, join the Atlantic Pact, or remain neutral and 

isolated with no military ties with other military powers. The foreign minister believed that it 

would not be likely that a country like Denmark would have a deciding influence on the 

Atlantic Treaty but Denmark would of course try to protect its own interest. The foreign 

minister does mention that the U.S is interested in the defence of Greenland and he 

understands that the island is vital for the defence of the U.S.25 (Det udenrigspolitiske nævn 

1949). It is interesting that he uses the term a country like Denmark. One can only speculate 

what it means but at least there is a hint of smallness and vulnerability in his statement.  

The Danish Foreign Minister Rasmussen travels to Washington for final talks with 

American officials in March 1949 and explains the Danish position to the Americans. He 

describes that the Danish people feel that they are in a difficult and dangerous situation close 

to the Soviet occupation zone in Germany. He argued that Denmark is small and in a 
                                                        

23 This was one of the main concerns in Denmark and Norway - that the Nordic arms industry was not strong enough to 
support and build up the armies of the three states. They needed outside help for that. In the final report from the 
Scandinavian Defense Committee, established in September 1948, it was stressed that the states would have to maintain 
strong and modern defence forces and for Norway and Denmark this would mean that armaments would have to come from 
abroad. The Danish and Norwegian committee members also said that even after a reinforcement of the states national 
defence capabilities, Scandinavia could not defend itself against an attack from a great power for very long. If the states were 
attacked, assistance from the West was needed, thus it was better that it would be prepared in advance (see Einhorn 1975).  
24 See Lundestad 1980 for a discussion on the issue of the arms question and the possible delivery to the Scandinavian states 
if they had not signed the Atlantic treaty and if the United States used the delivery of arms issue as a means to influence 
Norwaymm and Denmark’s position. Lundestad’S analysis does not include, even overlooks, size of state and the opinion in 
Washington that the Scandinavian states are too small to stand alone.  
25 See also Lundestad 1980 for how important Greenland, and Iceland for that matter, was for the defence of the United 
States.  
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vulnerable security position and needs help form the UK and the U.S. if attacked. If the two 

powers agree to defend Denmark it will “deter an aggressor from occupying small nations” 

(U.S. Foreign Relations 1949, Volume IV). The Danish Foreign Minister, thus, describes 

Denmark as small and vulnerable state in security matters to American officials.  

It is not only the failure of the Nordic defence talks that influences Denmark. The 

Communist coup in Prague signifies a turning point in the foreign policy of Denmark26. The 

Danish government was worried by the events and speculated. Denmark’s security position 

was considered to be unclear as the political debate in Denmark in 1949 demonstrated. 

International developments made it clear that the UN could not guarantee the security of 

Denmark (DIIS 2005, volume 1, p. 135 - 136). Evidence of this can be found in the Danish 

parliamentarian debate in 1949 when one of the reasons joining NATO is that the UN cannot 

create world security and protect small states as it was supposed to do. A good example of 

this argument is found in the foreign minister’s statement in 1949 when he argues that when it 

comes to security Denmark cannot rely on the UN as a provider of security. “If only one of 

the five permanent members of the Security Council uses its veto our security could be 

threatened. As I have said before the big powers have not been able to solve their differences 

in the Security Council [there is no] security in the world” (Rasmussen 1949, p. 3774). Thus, 

the disagreements in the UN Security Council influenced the political debate in security 

matters in Denmark as the analysis will demonstrate later in this chapter27. The uprising in 

Prague seems to have made it clear to the Danish authorities that the UN could not fulfil its 

promises and in March the Prime Minister of Denmark said to the American ambassador in 

Copenhagen that Denmark might be forced into a Western military alliance because of the 

international tension between the East and West (DIIS 2005, volume 1, p. 140; see also 

Danish Foreign Office 1968). This shift in policy thinking does support the liberal theory 

perspective that small states ‘depend’ on international organizations and cooperation in 

security matters28.  

  

3.5 Norway, the Marshall plan and NATO 

Norway’s close relationship with the UK during the World War and membership of the 

                                                        
26 After the Second World War Czechoslovakia is a small European state that proved to be vulnerable to outside influence 
and Soviet military and security dominance.  
27 The same argument is also found in the Icelandic and Norwegian debate.  
28 A Gallup survey in Denmark in 1948 showed that 42% of the population would like to position themselves with one of the 
two blocs. Of the 42% that where in favour of joining a bloc 95% choose the West. Only 3% favoured the East. The survey 
showed that 32% did not wish to follow the East or West block and 8% did not have an opinion, and exactly 14% did not 
know what to answer (Gallup Denmark, 1948).   
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‘Atlantic alliance’, during the war, helped Norway after the end of the conflict. Even though 

Norway did return to the pre-war policy of non-alignment in 1945 its political elite believed 

that “neither large or small European nations would in the future be able to opt out of the 

international power game” (Riste 2005, p. 182; see also Pharo 2012).  Thus the tone for the 

first Norwegian foreign policy after the occupation was set in that mood. The aim was to 

make “a positive contribution towards the effort to construct an international security system 

based on international law…[to] safeguard the rights of small nations…[and] build on the 

experience of the war years…[and] fulfil…international military obligations’ (Riste 2005, p. 

184).  The Norwegian defence plan from 1946 describes the task of the states armed forces as 

‘to hold on alone until effective assistance can be provided by those who may become our 

allies” (Lundestad 1992, p. 228; Skodvin 1971, 29; Stortingsmelding 32, p. 3, 1946).    

While Norway had believed that the country was protected by its ‘geographical 

isolation’, the state now hoped that it could in some way keep out of the events in other parts 

of Europe. Norway thus adopted the so-called ‘bridge-building policy’ in 1945. The policy 

was a “mixture of new and old…and gone was the pre-war belief that the best foreign policy 

is to have no foreign policy” (Lundestad 1992, p. 228). At the same time a small number of 

the Norwegian political elite believed that if international tension increased between the super 

powers or a new war broke out in Europe, Norway could not stay out or defend itself. This 

was the lesson from the occupation. Norway would have to look to the West for protection. 

The Norwegian political elite also believed that in the case of war the UN would be powerless 

and in 1947 the Foreign Minister Lange and Defence Minster Hauge reached the conclusion 

that they had to make some kind of security agreement with the West (Pharo 2012).  

 

All countries notice the tension between the leading powers in the world, all states big and small must 
consider if this situation could mean war in the future (Lange 1947 as quoted in Skodvin 1971, p. 64). 

 

 Publically, Lange stuck to the bridge-building policy but in 1948 after Bevin’s January 

speech and after the coup in Prague that same year, the Labour Party leadership came to the 

conclusion that some kind of alignment with the West was necessary even though some 

Labour Party members were reluctant to give up the Scandinavian defence option (Pharo 

2012). 

 When the Marshall plan was introduced Norway was faced with economic problems. 

Norwegian politicians – in particular the labour government – were more sceptical than most 

European governments and debated if Norway should take part in the ambitious American 

plan. In the end Norway allied itself with the West and accepted the Marshall plan. The 
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decision was both a security measure in response to the Soviet coup in Prague and based on 

economic reasons. Norway would benefit economically from the plan and nonparticipation 

was not an option, as it would isolate Norway from the rest of Western Europe. The decision 

to accept the Marshal plan marks the beginning of the end of the bridge-building era as 

Norway allied itself in the Western camp as the American plan generally led to a positive 

attitude towards the U.S whereas the attitude towards the USSR became more negative (Pharo 

1976; Lundestad 1992; Eriksen 1972; Lange 1966).  

In sum, Norway had preferred to continue to have good relations with the UK as the 

Norwegian independence from 1905 in some respect was based on the protection of the 

British naval power. During the Second World War these ties had been strengthened even 

further and Norwegian soldiers participated in the occupation of Germany and were stationed 

in the British occupation zone. The British Foreign Office on the other hand considered the 

Norwegian bridge-building policy ‘rather ridiculous’ and small states too weak to act as 

bridges-builders between the super powers (Pharo 2012).  The British authorities informed the 

Norwegian government about defence talks that were taking place between the UK, United 

States and Canada. They told the Norwegians that the United States ‘held the key to Norway’s 

defence problems’ as the UK could no longer play its ‘traditional role’ in European politics 

(Lundestad 1992). Thus Norway officially turned to NATO after the Prague coup and when 

the proposed Scandinavian defence treaty collapsed after the Swedish government was not 

ready to give away its neutrality when Washington insists that minimum defence ties should 

exists between the Nordic states and the new Transatlantic defence pact. The Norwegian 

argument for NATO was that the three Scandinavian states had not the power to stand alone. 

The states needed political and military support from the West. The Swedes on the other hand 

were of the opinion that the three states could together counter foreign threats and there was 

no logical reason why the ‘three small states’ should commit themselves to more then what 

was described in the UN Pact. The Danish supported the Norwegian view that support from 

the West was necessary but agreed with Sweden that the Nordic states should work and stand 

together so the Western powers understood their solidarity and would support Nordic 

cooperation (Lange 1966). 

In the end Norway decided on NATO instead of neutrality and the Nordic Defence 

Union because the ruling political elite believed that the three Scandinavian states needed 

outside military and security assistance29. The Norwegian Labour Party30 noted that 

                                                        
29 The final decision was taken after the Norwegian, Danish and Swedish meeting in Copenhagen in January 1949. 
Norwegian politicians came to the conclusion that it would not be possible to have a Nordic Defence Union that solved 
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democratic nations had not cooperated to stop the Second World War from happening, small 

states shared the responsibility for not having acted to prevent the conflict and paid for that 

with war and occupation. Norway was now faced with two possibilities isolated neutrality or 

a binding international cooperation. This political party statement is clearly defining Norway 

as a ‘small state’ that had not done what it should have done to prevent war. Now Norway 

must choose between becoming more active internationally or else risk occupation if another 

war takes palace. NATO membership was therefore advised but with preconditions (Eriksen 

et al 1972, p. 78).   

Norway made it clear that no foreign troops would be based on Norwegian soil in 

peace times, partly because of the Norwegian public opinion and partly because they wanted 

to reassure the Soviets and to maintain a good relationship with the super power in the East. 

In 1949 the Norwegian government told the Soviets that Norway would not accept foreign 

military bases on Norwegian territory unless it was attacked or exposed to threats or attack 

(Lundestad 1992, p. 230). It can be argued that this was the final step of the Norwegian 

bridge-building policy.  

 

3.6 Iceland, the Marshall plan and NATO  

During the Second World War, the American authorities recognized the strategic importance 

Iceland played in the war and came to the conclusion that the U.S. Forces would need to be 

active in the North Atlantic after the war and wanted to have some kind of presence on 

Icelandic soil. The Icelanders, so soon after finally becoming a republic, were not ready to 

accept this request and focused on their continued policy of neutrality. After debating the 

issue for some time an agreement was reached in 194631, that allowed a civilian construction 

firm from the U.S. to run the important Keflavik airport. The new government of the 

Independence Party, Social Democrats and Progressive party, announced in 1947 that is was 

the main duty of the government to secure the independence of Iceland and to maintain good 

relations with other nations, especially with the other Nordic states. Furthermore, the aim was 

to secure foreign markets for Icelandic products and more importantly to enlarge the fishing 
                                                                                                                                                                             

Norwegian security problems. The main reason was that American arms would not be available for non NATO member 
states, without foreign security support the Norwegian state could not stand alone. (see interview with Norwegian Politicians: 
Om norsk NATO-medlemskap http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PAI9NIbNgk4&feature=relmfu)  
30 There was substantial opposition to the North Atlantic Pact at first within the Labour Party. Olav Riste (1991) gives two 
reasons for the opposition 1) Isolationism - Norway should stand on its own, free from the power politics of the big powers. 
2) Small state philosophy - Norway was simply to small. The big powers would always intervene to protect their interests 
with or without a military pact. (Olav Riste, Isolasjonisme og stormaktsgarantiar Forsvarsstudier. Institutt for Forsvarsstudier 
3/1991) 
31 The first government of the republic in power from 1944 disagreed on this issue and broke up.  
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zone around the island (Jonsson 2004. p, 764). Thus so soon after the war the Icelandic 

political elite seems not to have formulated a specific security policy other the having good 

relations with other states, protecting the fishing stock and remain a neutral state. The 

Americans, however, had wanted more but felt fortunate; they would maintain a foothold on 

the island that was so important for their trans-Atlantic air traffic and sea routes across the 

Atlantic Ocean.  Thus, Iceland’s post-war policy differed from the other two Nordic states as 

it allowed the U.S. to run the important Keflavik airport. The Americans were not ready to 

give up on Iceland. Hence, the aim was to strengthen U.S. influence and bolster its and the 

Western nation’s relationship with Iceland. Accordingly, the USA gave the island “a generous 

share of the Marshall plan aid” (Johannesson 2004, p. 117). The offer could not come at a 

better time as Iceland began to face economic problems in 1947. Iceland became a member of 

the OEEC in 1948, which would supervise the American aid plan to war torn Europe. 

Icelandic politicians were beginning to understand the island’s strategic value, for the U.S., 

and managed to secure more Marshall aid than any other state per capita. The following 

examples from the debate about the Marshall plan in the Icelandic parliament in 1948 

demonstrate how Icelandic politicians saw Iceland’s position. The Foreign and Justice 

ministers of Iceland supported the American offer and announced before the parliament. ‘All 

reasonable men recognize the geographical position of Iceland’ (Benediktsson 1948, p. 121). 

The minister, representing the Independence party, was arguing that Iceland belonged to the 

Western camp and that Iceland’s economic interests would be achieved by cooperating with 

other democratic nations on the Western hemisphere. On the one hand the minister’s 

statement is similar to Iceland’s first foreign policy agenda in 1944, emphasising cooperation 

with a Western nation. On the other hand this statement by Benediktsson shows that some 

Icelandic politicians are beginning or had already understood that the geographical location of 

Iceland offered strategic opportunities32. Other politicians for example Olgeirsson (1948), 

from the Socialist Party, disagreed with Benediktsson and doubted that the position of Iceland 

made it belong to the Western economical bloc. He states that Iceland could and should find 

markets for its products, i.e. fish, in as many countries as possible, regardless of the political 

situation in them.  In short, Olgeirsson was arguing that Iceland could and should sell its 

products both in the West and in the East33 and not tie Icelandic economic interests to any one 

partner and continue to be a neutral state (Olgeirsson 1948, p. 1972). Both political leaders 

recognize that Iceland was in a strong geographical position. Olgeirsson speculated what 

                                                        
32 Most likely the extension of the fishing zone in Icelandic waters.  
33 The same argument does reappear in the 1970s 
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would come next after the Marshall plan.“I fear that new demands for an American military 

base will now be heard” (Olgeirsson 1948, p. 1972). His insight was not only proven right but 

it also shows that he recognizes that Iceland has a strategic value for the USA. At the same 

time after the communist coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 and the Soviet blockage of West 

Berlin, pro Western Icelandic politicians began to consider the defence and security issues 

that Iceland is faced with. Ingimundarson (1996; 2011, 2012) maintains that they had become 

fearful of the Soviet Union and its policy and wondered if the Icelandic socialists and their 

sister party in Czechoslovakia had similar aims, at the same time the political elite in Iceland 

was fully aware of the strategic importance of Iceland (Ingimundarson 2001). Thus, as 

politicians in Western Europe began to discuss the forming of a defence and security alliance 

with the mighty USA in 1948, some Icelandic politicians and the pro- Western government 

began to contemplate if the interests of Iceland would be best served by joining such an 

alliance. Yet as so often happens in Icelandic relations with other states the first step the 

Icelandic political elite took was to consult with the other Nordic states, when they considered 

the possibility of forming their own Nordic Defence Union (Ingimundarson 1996, p. 95).  The 

Icelandic Foreign Minister Benediktsson (1948)34 told the American ambassador in Iceland in 

1948 that one of the preconditions for Icelandic membership was that the other two Nordic 

states would opt for membership. This precondition for Icelandic membership is also found in 

diplomatic correspondence between Washington and London in January 1949 in a secret 

communiqué when the State Department cables the British foreign office; that Icelandic 

authorities are showing interest in the military alliance but participation would depend on the 

decisions taken in Norway and Denmark (F.O. 1949). After Denmark and Norway decided to 

follow other Western Europe states and participate in NATO Iceland joined as well. The 

Icelandic decision to join NATO was taken at the dawn of the Cold War. The decision was 

influenced by the growing dispute between the two super powers, the Soviet Union and the 

USA. The events in Prague and Berlin played a part as well as the decisions made in Oslo and 

Copenhagen. The Icelandic Foreign minister Benediktsson was, it seems, unsure, about how 

he should present the Atlantic Pact to the parliament and the Icelandic nation. He said to Dean 

Acheson, the American Secretary of State, in Washington on March 14. 1949, that one of the 

arguments in Iceland against NATO membership was that neutrality offered better protection 

                                                        
34 In conversation with the ambassador of the US in February 1949 Benediktsson says that he is not sure that Iceland accepts 
the invitation to NATO. The US ambassador was surprised, but Benediktsson said that conditions in Iceland had changed 
considerably, that the opinion that Iceland should remain neutral was becoming more popular again and the Icelandic 
government was now not sure of its position. The ambassador does however suggest in a telegraph to the U.S. that the 
Icelandic foreign minister is attempting to manoeuvre Iceland into a better position: (see: S40.20/2-498: Telegram The 
Minister In Iceland (Butrick) to the Secretary of State. Reykjavik, February 8, 1949). 
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than the military pact. Acheson suggested that the Icelandic reply to that argument “might be 

found by reviewing the experience of several small nations which in the last war found 

neutrality offered no protection against an aggressor” (Acheson 1949, p. 203). This argument 

linking smallness and vulnerability with security matters became the pivotal opinion in all 

three Nordic parliaments. The argument coincides with the notion that small states define 

themselves as others view them, corresponding to the world in which small states exist and 

how they relate to other states (Hey 2003, p. 4). At the same time one could also argue that in 

the case of NATO membership external actors i.e. American were highly important factors in 

determining the Nordic state’s final decision when pointing out that they were too small to 

stand alone. Either way; the strong do as they can and the weak as they must. Iceland joined 

Denmark and Norway in signing the North Atlantic Treaty in Washington on April 4, 1949. It 

was Iceland’s final step from neutrality, but at the same time the “Icelanders considered 

alignment in the struggle between the superpowers a necessary evil, not a welcome change” 

(Jóhannesson 2004, p. 117).   Smallness and security vulnerability is thus used in the 

discourse before the parliamentarian debate in 1949. The matter of size is a reason for the 

decision to consider whether to join NATO in all three states but it is not the only reason. The 

concept of size of state is found in the official documents and diplomatic correspondence 

before the decision was taken to sign the North Atlantic Treaty and also in the public political 

discourse already demonstrated and as the analysis of the parliamentarian debates will show. 

The discourse analysis begins in Denmark followed by Norway and then Iceland.  

 

3.7 NATO or neutrality: the discourse in Denmark 1949   

In 1949 the Danish parliament (Rigsdag) was divided into two houses the Folketing and 

Landsting. The debate on NATO membership is interesting based on the fact that on the 9th of 

February, 1949 the majority in the Danish parliament had agreed that a Nordic Defence Union 

was the right way forward. The main focus is on the debate in the Folketing that took place on 

the 23rd and 24th of March, 1949 when the Folketing voted that Denmark should sign the 

North Atlantic Treaty by 119 to 23 votes. This is followed by a short analysis of the debate in 

the ‘Landsting’ on the following day when the ‘Landsting’ passed the resolution by 64 to 8 

votes.  The discourse analysis begins with the “first treatment” of the proposal if Denmark's 

should sign the North Atlantic Treaty. In government at that time was the minority 

government of the Danish Social Democratic Party (Socialdemokraterne/ Socialdemokratiet) 

supported by the Danish Social Liberal Party (Radikale Venstre). In the parliament there was 
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substantial support for the new Atlantic policy. It had the support of the Social Democratic 

Party and from the Conservative People’s Party (Det Konservative Folkeparti) and for the 

most part was it supported by the Left, Liberal Party (Venstre, Danmarks Liberale Parti). The 

Social Liberal Party refused to support the treaty even though they supported the government 

of the Social Democrats. The Social Liberal Party was however not able to prevent the vote to 

join NATO. The Communist Party (Danmarks Kommunistiske Parti, DKP) was against the 

proposal whereas in the Political Party Danmark’s Retsforbund (Danish Justice Party) the 

opinion on the matter was divided.  

The discourse is presented from a political party perspective. In the discourse five 

themes are crucial: size of state, vulnerability and capability in security matters, international 

activity and neutrality. These concepts are always subjective when they stand alone but when 

they are combined in the research questions and found in the discourse an understanding 

emerges of how they are used in one way but not another, thus, important when the security 

policy is made.  

 

3.7.1 The Danish debate 1949 

The Foreign Minister Gustav Rasmussen (a career diplomat and not a member of a political 

party) sets the tone for the debate in the parliament and this analysis when he argues that the 

Atlantic Treaty would strengthen the United Nations security system, the same system that 

Danish security is based on (Rasmussen 1949, p. 3772). The Danish government believed that 

a Scandinavian defence alliance would be the best solution for Denmark and the other Nordic 

states, thus it would ‘quite frankly’ have been the best solution for many other states. 

“However, there is now no possibility that we can solve our security problems with a 

Scandinavian defence alliance” (Rasmussen 1949, p. 3773). Last but not least, Rasmussen 

says that Denmark cannot rely on the UN as a provider of security as the following text 

demonstrates. This argument is interesting because Hedtoft the Danish Prime Minister had 

said in 1948 that the UN was important for Danish security, there was no need to change that, 

and Denmark should not become a part of any military block. This comparison shows that it 

is not a definition of security that guides policy, it is how the concept is used in some ways 

and not others. The gist of the Foreign Minister’s statement is that Denmark must look 

elsewhere for security; the time has come to cooperate with other Western states and sign the 

Atlantic Treaty. The treaty, Rasmussen argues, illustrates that the U.S. is ready to defend 

Europe if a new war begins, that is important for ‘freedom’ and if European democratic 
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nations are in danger (Rasmusen 1949, p. 3775).  

 
 

 

 

Social Democrats 

The Social Democrat Julies Bomholt (1949) agrees with the Danish Foreign Minister and is 

disappointment that a Nordic defence cooperation is not possible. He states that a Nordic 

defence union was the right way forward and Denmark had worked hard to secure a Nordic 

defence pact. The negotiations that ended unsuccessfully forced Denmark to consider its 

security options as, “the international situation is changing fast” (Bomholt 1948, p. 3706). 

Denmark was left with two options Bomholt argues: One: Denmark can cooperate with the 

democratic nations in the North Atlantic region and become a member state of the North 

Atlantic Union or decide that Denmark should stand alone vulnerable and an easy prey for the 

occupation force that arrives first. Two: If Denmark says no to a North Atlantic cooperation 

Denmark has intentionally chosen isolation. “An isolated Denmark is a weak Denmark, 

without friends, it does not have the capability to build credible [military] defences. A 

political military vacuum invites occupation” (Bomholt 1948, p. 3707). Denmark’s interests 

are, thus, linked to other Western democracies and cooperation with them as free nation.  

 
Security and democracy are inseparably connected to possibilities for social and economic 
reconstruction [after the second World War] and this reconstruction depends on cooperation between 
nations…It is this economic and social platform and collaboration that will carry the peace…It is this 
idea of cooperation for peace and security that was expected with the United Nations...Today we 
unfortunately find that the UN has not yet developed as we hoped. (Bomholt 1948, p. 3708) 

 

  

Bomholt (1949) continues his argument by explaining why he thinks the UN cannot create 

world security and protect small states as it was supposed to do. The world is divided into two 

blocks East and West and the UN is powerless. The United Nations was supposed to protect 

small states and the leadership of the big five states in The Security Council was to be crucial. 

“Instead Russia has used its position [in the Security Council] to veto and veto again the 

problems that needed to be solved…we did not get peace. We have a Cold War (Bomholt 

1948, p. 3708). 

Bomholt, thus, not only talks of Denmark as a small state, in his statement he 

mentions size of state and links it with vulnerability and capability in security matters. 
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Denmark will have security if it cooperates with other states, thus international activity is 

recommended in collaboration with other states.  

Poul Hansen (Kalundborg) (1949) agrees with Bomholt; after the collapse of the 

Nordic Defence Union negotiations, Denmark must cooperate with democratic states in West 

and have security. Denmark has done all it can in the UN. Now Denmark must look elsewhere 

for security: “We have worked with honesty to bring peace…to the world” (Hansen 1949, p. 

3842).  

Denmark’s Prime Minster Hans Hedtoft (1949) is somewhat true to his statement a 

year earlier when he said that the UN was vital for Danish security and provided the best 

security solution. In his opinion the Danish state gave up its position of neutrality when it 

decided to join the UN and agreed to the UN charter and UN law. However, the decision to 

join forces with likeminded states in the North Atlantic Union is the only viable option left for 

Denmark (after the Scandinavian Defence Union came to nothing). “The North Atlantic 

Treaty is fully compatible with the UN Charter…it (the North Atlantic Treaty) is drafted by a 

number of UN member states and recognizes UN’s sovereignty” (Hedtoft 1949, p. 3827). The 

reasoning the Prime Minister presents to the Danish parliament is that these two treaties are 

therefore not at odds with each other. Hedtoft does acknowledge that Denmark is taking a 

risk. The Atlantic treaty does not promise absolute security, the Prime Minster argues.35 

 

As member state  [of NATO] we know that a deliberate military action against Denmark does mean that 
both America and the Western powers respond with all the economic and military power at their 
disposal. In the current international climate [NATO] membership will contribute to both Denmark’s 
and Nordic security, [more] than if we deliberately let Denmark remain in a military and a political 
vacuum. I suggest that the Atlantic Pacts preventive measures [against war] are of decisive importance 
(Hedtoft 1949, p. 3828).  

 

Hedtoft continues by stressing that Denmark must decide between being helpless, without 

weapons, somewhat friendless, and isolated or work in cooperation with other peaceful 

nations (Hedtoft 1949, p. 3828 - 3829). Hedtoft is plainly saying that Denmark does not have 

the capability to rebuild its military on its own. 

Bodil Koch and Frode Jakobsen (1949) argue that the Atlantic pact is not only a 

military union but also a union that creates ‘balance’ in the political situation that in the world 

is dominated by the super powers. If all democratic states stand together then there are 

reasons to believe that there will not be a new war. “I see in the Atlantic pact [treaty] values 

of freedom and humanity, the same values [that] Denmark supports, therefore, I think we can 

                                                        
35 A similar statement is made both by the Prime Minister and the Foreign Ministers report to the parliamentss Foreign 
Relations Committee in February (Det udenrigspolitiske nævn 23. February 1949 -1949. I.7.). 
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join the Atlantic pact (Koch 1949, p. 3850). Jakobsen, is of the opinion, that if the 

‘democratic’ states in the 1930s had stood against Nazi Germany then maybe the Second 

World War would not have happened. This is his reason for joining the military alliance.  

 
For a small state like Denmark there is no better security…if all the other states know that Denmark 
cannot be attacked because an attack on Denmark would trigger military response from other North 
Atlantic Treaty member states (Jakobsen 1949, p. 3854). 

 

Thus Jakobsen uses the concepts of size of state to argue in correlation with security and 

reiterating what is repeated again and again in the discourse; neutrality is no longer an option. 

Social Democrats did hesitate to join NATO and preferred a Nordic Defence Union as 

demonstrated in the conversation with American and British officials and diplomats. Yet, it is 

clear from the arguments made by the Social Democrats that neutrality is no longer an option. 

Size of state is used to explain why Denmark must face the new international system and join 

NATO. Denmark is considered to be militarily weak and vulnerable to outside aggression – it 

cannot stand alone – the lesson from the Second World War is that security is found in a 

military alliance.  

 
Left, Liberal Party 

The argument against neutrality is also found in the discourse of the Left, Liberal Party. Niels 

Edvard Sørensen, (1949) calls the debate a historic moment in Danish history and argues that 

Denmark must decide on a new foreign policy that breaks with the past36 - a policy that 

stresses internal affairs and Denmark’s special interests. “With the new foreign policy a new 

defence policy is also necessary… Neutrality…meant nothing in April 1940, it was not a 

realistic policy then and will not be in the future, if the superpowers begin a new war all 

countries will be involved” (Sørensen 1949, p. 3714). Denmark should stand with other 

democratic nations Denmark wants to be independent and free: “In cooperation with other 

democratic states we will act with responsibility – a responsibility that I believe is as 

important for Denmark as it is for the bigger states we are joining forces with” (Sørensen 

1949, p. 3786 – 3787). Sørensen is thus both talking about international activity and the 

responsibility that comes with activity as well as referring to Denmark as a small state that 

ought to work with other states as neutrality is no longer an option.  

A fellow Left, Liberal Party member Erik Appel (1949), calls Denmark a small state. 

He does, however, not support the idea that Denmark should become a member of a defence 

                                                        
36 Danish neutrality policy from 1864.  
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alliance. Apple argues that smallness is not vulnerability rather it is an opportunity. Denmark 

should be neutral and not dependent on other states [for security] and fulfil the state’s 

[Denmark’s] commitments to the UN (Apple 1949, p. 3767 - 3678).   Smallness is therefore 

used in another way than before where it is linked to neutrality. Apple believes that Denmark 

can make use of its status as a neutral state both internationally and in the UN. Thus, 

disagreement about NATO membership is found in the Left, Liberal Party discourse, size of 

state is used to demonstrate both Denmark’s vulnerability and opportunity. Security, size of 

state and vulnerability are both found in the discourse for and against membership of NATO 

thus the meaning lies not in what people consciously think the concept(s) mean(s) but in how 

they implicitly use it [security/size of state] in some ways and not others.  

 

Danish Social Liberal Party 
Jørgen Jørgensen (1949) form the Danish Social Liberal Party believed that the United 

Nations was ready to guarantee peace and security for small states. Thus, if a war begins, the 

big nations in the UN will defend Denmark even though Denmark does not participate in the 

Atlantic Pact (Jørgensen 1949, p. 3861;3731 - 3732). This line of reasoning is not at odds 

with small state theory, which maintains that small states join international organizations as 

they rely on the rule of law and international cooperation. “I do not believe that isolated 

neutrality is what Denmark at any time and in all circumstances should seek. It can be argued 

that by joining the UN Denmark walked away from isolated neutrality” (Jørgensen 1949, p. 

3730). Jørgensen (1949) then argues that the UN is first and foremost a Union of peace. He 

maintains that a Nordic Defence Union would have been better for the Nordic states. If 

Denmark, Norway and Sweden would have established the Nordic Defence Union then a 

union of states with neutrality as a foreign policy goal would have been created. “I believe 

that joining the United Nations and by taking part in a Nordic Defence Union is not a break 

from the traditional principals of the Danish foreign policy. But signing the North Atlantic 

Treaty is a break with all traditions in Danish foreign policy” (Jørgensen 1949, p. 3731).  

 To prove his point Jørgensen maintains that if Denmark does not become a member of 

NATO it will be in the same position as Sweden and Switzerland are and other small 

democratic nations, whose location and circumstances justify this special position. Thus, 

Jørgensen uses, size, capability and vulnerability to describe Denmark’s security position but 

he uses the concepts in a different way than the Danish political elite that deems both the little 

military capability and vulnerability and size to be signs of weakness. “I argue that the risk is 
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smaller for us if we do not join [NATO], hence a better [more] security” (Jørgensen 1949, p. 

3797).   

 

Conservative People’s Party 

Ole Bjørn Kraft (1949) from the Conservative People’s Party disagrees with those that still 

believe in neutrality. “The likelihood that a [neutral] small state in a decisive strategic location 

[like Denmark] will be able to influence the [international] situation if a World War begins is 

ridiculous” (Kraft 1949, p. 3721). Denmark’s security problem is part of the World security 

problem, Kraft argues and continues. “Today everybody must acknowledge that the United 

Nations security system has failed. It cannot guarantee the safety or security of any country, 

particularly a small country [state]” (Kraft 1949, p. 3721).   

 Again size of state is used to demonstrate that Denmark is vulnerable in security 

matters. Neutrality is no longer an option Denmark is to small and vulnerable Kraft argues. 

Leaders in the democratic Western states must recognize that no land in Europe can rebuild its 

economy and military defences alone. The UN is powerless. will not defend us and the United 

Nations Security Council will not function when a super power war begins. A bigger 

community is necessary, Denmark belongs with that community to create peace and security 

in Europe (Kraft 1949, p. 3859; 3949).37 

Kraft’s fellow Conservative Party member Flemming Friis Hvidberg (1949) is worried 

about what will happen if Denmark does not accept to become a part of the Western Defence 

Pact. “We will become weak…if we stand all alone…and surrender to a superpower” 

(Hvidberg 1949, p. 3771). Thus, Hvidberg considers Denmark to be in a vulnerable security 

situation. Denmark should join the defence alliance and become active, as is very well 

demonstrated in his own words.  

 

I shall conclude this brief speech by saying that I think it is somewhat overstated that our minds are 
filled with fear and uncertainty. I wonder if our minds would not be filled with more fear and 
uncertainty if we remained outside? [NATO] I think we should do like old Martin Luther, decide and 
then say boldly: “Here we (I) stand we, we (I) can do no other (Hvideberg 1949, p. 3772). 

 

 

The Communist Party 

Aksel Larsen (1949), a member and leader of the Communist Party, questions the idea of the 

Atlantic Pact being a peaceful organization that will keep the peace. “It is wrong, I have never 
                                                        

37 This argument is similar to the discourse after the Cold War when politicians in Denmark and Norway argued for 
international activity.  
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known a military alliance to emphasize peace” (Larsen 1949, p. 3739 – 3740). Larsen then 

continues by criticizing the Danish Foreign and Prime Minster for maintaining that Denmark 

only has two possibilities internationally. One is to join the North Atlantic Union, the other is 

to become an isolated neutral state with no friends. Larsen argues that Denmark has a third 

option. Denmark can decide not to join the super powers’ military alliance and instead make 

arguments for peace, security and disarmament in the UN. This was what the Prime Minster 

argued for in 1947 and 1948, Larsen then asks what has changed and why this is not a 

possibility any more (Larsen 1949, p. 3748).  

 Larsen argues that the same political parties that voted for the Marshall plan and its 

intolerable interference in Denmark’s economic affairs are now ready to integrate Denmark 

into a military alliance. Denmark’s political and military capability will be a part of an allied 

command structure controlled by the United States of America (Larsen 1949, p. 3750). It is, 

therefore, not surprising that Larsen (1949) thinks that if Denmark becomes a member of the 

military alliance and if a war begins Denmark will be exposed to the fighting and destruction 

that follows.  

Ragnhild Andersen (1949) states that she will say no to the North Atlantic treaty, as it 

does not mean security. The only thing that happens for sure is that Denmark will become a 

battleground if a war begins between the super powers. (Andersen 1949, p. 3812). Thus, in 

her opinion NATO membership does not bring security; participation in the UN and neutrality 

remain the best option. 

 

Danish Justice Party 

Viggo Starcke (1949) is a not against the proposal that Denmark should become a member of 

NATO. Denmark is isolated, defenceless and maybe without friends. It does not enjoy  the 

strategic geographical location that Greenland and Faro Islands38 have the Atlantic which 

makes the superpowers interested. Denmark’s location and the strategically important 

shipping lane through the Kattegat to the Baltic make Denmark militarily important both in 

North-Europe and in the North-Atlantic (Starcke 1949, p. 3756). The Danish Justice party had 

agreed that it was necessary to get all the information about the alliance before Denmark 

decided on membership. The party argued that in the end it should be the voters that have the 

final say in a referendum (Starcke 1949, p. 3759).  

Funck Jensen (1949) is against the proposal to join NATO. “To agree to this pact is to 

declare faith in power politics and the power of military weapons. They have never in history 
                                                        

38 Greenland and the Faro Islands are part of the Danish kingdom.  
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brought peace and progress to humanity. I am against it” (Jensen 1949, p. 3769). He continues 

by calling Denmark a small state and believes it is important not to overestimate the power 

and the resources the West has, blind faith in the power of weapons does (can) lead to war. 

“To take part in this Western military alliance is a great risk (Jensen 1949, p. 3770). 

Size of state is thus used in the discourse not only to argue for Denmark’s participation 

in the Atlantic Pact but also to show that because of the smallness, the future of the Danish 

state lies outside the military alliance.  

 On that note the analysis of discourse in the Folketing about decisions to join NATO 

ends. The question was decided on March 24,1949 when the Folketing voted to authorize 

signing of the North Atlantic Treaty by 119 votes for and 23 against.  Now we turn briefly to 

the debate in the Landsting the following day.   

 

The Social Democrats 

The Social Democrat Hans Hansen (1949) agrees with what has been said in favour of joining 

the Atlantic pact. He argues that as the Nordic defence discussions have ended without 

success, Denmark has three options: it could work with Sweden in matters of security, stand 

alone or enter the Atlantic Defence Union. “When the government realised that there was no 

reason to believe that Sweden and Denmark would work together, and to be alone was too 

risky, Denmark has to sign the Atlantic Pact” (Hansen 1949, p. 979).  As has been 

demonstrated in this analysis those who favoured that Denmark should join NATO stress 

repeatedly that Denmark has no other option. It is clear that size of state, vulnerability and 

capability in security matters play an important role in their decision. At the same time they 

make the point that when Denmark signs the Atlantic Treaty it is “because we want to 

cooperate with all that want peace. We do not want to take part in an aggressive policy” 

(Hansen 1949, p. 980). 

Hedtoft (1949) does argue that Denmark is exposed geographically to attack if another 

war begins. “If we join the defence union then we have a certain kind of security in case of 

war. All the member states are behind the pact and stand together if attacked. There rests the 

biggest security guarantee Denmark can achieve in the current international climate in order 

to safeguard the nation’s independence and peace” (Hedtoft 1949 p. 1010). It is clear from this 

statement made by the Prime Minister that he does consider Denmark to be in a difficult 

position. It needs security because the country is geographically important. Denmark cannot 

defend alone and has no other option but join the planned western military alliance.   
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Left, Liberal Party of Denmark 

P. N. Petersen (Røjle) (1949) is against Denmark becoming a NATO member state. His 

reasons are very similar to those already demonstrated in the text. He does consider Denmark 

to be a vulnerable small state yet at the same time Denmark is geographically important. 

Petersen (1949) argues that a simple promise of help from other states in the case of war will 

not make Denmark more secure if a war breaks out (Petersen 1949 p. 991 – 992). Petersen 

uses geography differently than Hedtoft does. Petersen believes that Denmark is vulnerable 

yet important and small.  Even though other states are ready to come to its aid if a new war 

breaks out, it will be too late as Denmark has no military capability and cannot defend the 

country if a new war begins. 

 The debate in the two houses demonstrates that size of state and vulnerability are both 

used for and against the decision to join NATO. The Landsting passed the resolution by 64 to 

8. The way was thus opened for the Foreign Minister Rasmussen to travel to the U.S. and sign 

the North Atlantic Treaty in Washington on April 4. 1949. The discourse about the size of 

state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters, has influenced the 

state’s international activities. The decision to join NATO was a sign that boded more 

international activity as the majority of the Danish political elite considered the small state to 

be too militarily weak to stand alone.  

 

3.7.2 Summary   

The debate demonstrates that here is a link between size of state, vulnerability and capability 

in the Danish discourse. There is a hint of increased international activity in the text often in 

correlation with UN participation but more clearly with the understanding that military 

neutrality is no longer an option. Geography and the strategic importance of Denmark does 

also play a part in the discourse often linking with the opinion that Denmark is vulnerable and 

has little military capability and will not survive alone. The political elite that argues against 

NATO membership believes that the alliance will not make Denmark more secure. 

Nevertheless, it is fair to say that they see Denmark as a small vulnerable state in the world 

system. This opinion is based on the notion that neutrality can bring security. The majority of 

the Danish political elite supports the decision to join NATO on the grounds that the UN is 

powerless. Thus Denmark must decide on NATO membership and cooperate with other 

likeminded democratic states. Denmark could not be somewhat friendless and isolated. It had 

to work in cooperation with other peaceful nations. The discourse about size of state, linked 
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with vulnerability and capability in security matters influence Denmark’s international 

activity, i.e. the decision to participate in NATO. The argument is that the leaders in the 

democratic Western states, including Denmark, have concluded that no land in Europe can 

solve its economic, security and defence matters alone. A bigger security community is 

necessary. Denmark belongs to that community, to create peace, security and to rebuild 

Europe after the war. The political elite that supports the decision to join NATO does so on 

the basis that collaboration will carry the peace as cooperation among the states strengthens 

their economy and rebuilds their societies, culture and interests after the war. This opinion 

correlates with one of the main arguments of small state theory, namely that small states join 

international organisations in order to further their interests. The political elite in Denmark 

thus defines its own state and interests with regard to the size and the capability of the state in 

the international security system. In order to be free Denmark becomes a NATO member 

state, that in itself is international activity. This was the case with Denmark’s decision to join 

NATO.  

 

3.8 Formation of NATO: the discourse in Norway  

The discourse analysis of the Norwegian debate, in ‘Stortinget’, begins on February 24, 1949. 

The government of the Norwegian Labour Party (Arbeiderpartiet,) is in majority in 

parliament.39  Other parties that take part in the debate are the Conservative Party (Høyre), the 

Norwegian Farmer Party (Bondepartiet), the Christian Democratic Party (Kristelig 

Folkeparti), the Communist Party (Norges Kommunistiske Parti), and the Liberal Party 

(Venstre). The Foreign Minister, Halvard Manthey Lange from the Norwegian Labour Party 

opens the Norwegian analysis in this work when he speaks in parliament about his meetings 

in Washington and London about the Atlantic Pact. This is followed by the debate on whether 

Norway should ratify the North Atlantic Treaty or not. The discourse is presented from a 

political party perspective ending with the ratification of the treaty on the March 29, 1949. 

When 130 Norwegian parliamentarians voted for NATO membership, 13 were against and 7 

absent. Similar to the Danish discourse, five themes are crucial in the decision to join NATO: 

size of state, vulnerability and capability in security matters and international activity and 

neutrality. The author stresses once again that these concepts are always subjective when they 

stand alone but when they are combined in the research questions and found in the discourse 

an understanding emerges of how they are used in one way but not another, thus they are 

important when the security policy is structured. 
                                                        

39 The Labour Party has had majority in parliament since November 1945. 
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3.8.1 The Norwegian Debate 1949 

The narrative has demonstrated that Norway was not as keen as Sweden and Denmark to 

establish a Nordic Defence Union. This was due to the strong historical ties with the United 

Kingdom and from the experience of the occupation in the Second World War. The 

Norwegian Foreign minister, Halvard Manthey Lange (1949) opens the debate in the 

‘Storting’ about if to join NATO by explaining the reason why a Nordic Defence Union could 

not work. He believes that the three states have different understanding of how the Defence 

Union should be organized it was not possible to solve these differences thus Norway must 

look elsewhere for security. The first choice would be the United Nations but Lange believes 

the UN is not in a position to defend member states. The reason Lange gives is the tension 

that prevails between the super powers within the United Nations [the UN and the Security 

Council]. He adds, that this does not mean that Norway does not see the UN as an important 

stabilizing factor in ‘international politics’. “We are active in the UN and try to have a voice 

in international cooperation” (Lange 1949, p. 244). Lange maintains that Norway has two 

security problems to consider.  

 

One: Norway’s military is not strong enough to defend alone if attacked by one of the super powers. If 
Norway is attacked we will need help. The question is do we cooperate with other democratic states so 
we can actively contribute to peace and stability in this part of the world. Cooperation is necessary if we 
are to have this protection, if a new war begins in the world and against our people (Lange 1949, p. 
245).  

 

Two: If we are to build up our military force then we have to acquire weapons and military supplies 
from other states…. What is important to remember is that in our land there is shortage of military 
materials. We have difficulties with our currency and we must think of our economy. We must rebuild 
our military without jeopardizing the reconstruction of the Norwegian economy and industry. For 
security we need outside help and to support and rebuild Norwegian defences (Lange 1949, p. 245).   

 

The foreign minister, thus, not only sees Norway as vulnerable economically but also 

militarily week and he maintains that Norway cannot stand alone. Military cooperation with 

other states is vital in order to be protected if another war begins and, last but not least, to 

actively contribute in order to have peace in Norway’s part of the world.   

Lange (1949, p. 247) believes that Norway is forced to recognize that in order to 

secure the peace, it is necessary to cooperate with other democratic states in the West both 

politically and in matters of security and defence. “We have learned from experience that 

isolation does not provide any solution [security]. The democratic people must stand together 

to preserve the peace” (Lange 1949, p. 247). In Lange’s discourse he makes references to the 



  

82 

Norwegian people (folk), a discourse that has its origins in the interwar-period with 

emphasizes on the Norwegian people and land. The (folk) discourse was reconstructed by 

Lange’s political party after the war, drawing up a new picture of the nation and the people 

(see Neumann 2002). This is clearly demonstrated in how Lange positions Norway in the 

world system both within the framework of UN and what would become NATO. This is a 

clear step away from neutrality.  

 
It has been and will continue to be our aim to strengthen and expand the United Nations. We are active 
in the work to make Western Europe an independent and stabilizing entity in world politics, [this work] 
we believe will pave the way to a final peace settlement (Lange 1949, p. 247).  

 

Lange continues by expressing his view that the relationship between the great powers could 

improve, and then the Security Council has the opportunity to work for peace as it was 

supposed to do in the UN. Norway has never participated in any political organization that has 

aggressive intensions. The aim is peace with all ‘our’ neighbours’ [folk/people] and [political] 

security cooperation with peaceful democratic nations. “If we choose [NATO membership], 

the government aims to participate in the discussions to create… [NATO]…and use this 

opportunity to influence the outcome [NATO]”(Lange 1949, p. 247). 

Lange is clearly talking about participation in NATO. His words are a clear sign of 

active intensions inside the organisation when it becomes operational. The next speaker form 

the Labour Party, Terje Wold (1949), believes that the Marshall plan was important not only 

because the plan improved the economy and living standards in all Western European 

countries but also that security and peace in Western Europe is successfully based on this 

work (Wold 1949, p. 290). This suggests that there is a political link between the Marshall 

Plan and the creation of NATO.  

Wold believes that as long as the major powers cannot agree on how to keep the 

peace, Norway is facing a crisis and this crisis may from time to time turn into an acute and 

dangerous situation. Under such circumstances, as Wold puts it, it is wrong and wishful 

thinking to speak about a détente in world affairs. Wold (1949) argues that Norway and the 

other Scandinavian (Nordic) states have been forced to re-examine their security situation. He 

explains that Norway’s original plan was to take three years to rebuild its defence forces and 

rely on the United Nations for security. Norway must change this plan. Now the goal of the 

security policy must be to defend Norway from attack in the event of a new superpower war. 

If Norway cannot, its entire defence policy is only a deception (Wold 1949, p. 291). Thus it is 

underlined that alone Norway is militarily vulnerable and weak in security matters.  
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In order to explain what road Norway must take Wold demonstrates his perspective by 

using history and the idea of the Nordic defence union. His gist is that a Scandinavian defence 

alliance is not strong enough to defend the states alone therefore there is only one path open 

for Norway, namely to cooperate with other countries and follow Denmark, which has already 

chosen NATO membership. Sweden has chosen the path of neutrality. Wold believed that 

neutrality does not work. The Second World War and five years of war and occupation teach 

‘us’ that neutrality is not an option (Wold 1949, p. 291). 

 Wold then argues that even though Norway is a small state and makes a regional 

agreement with the two major powers [UK, U.S.A and NATO] the conditions for a security 

policy are established in friendship. “If we have not this confidence and faith in this country 

today, we might as well not participate internationally” (Wold 1949, p. 291 - 292). He stresses 

that it must be clear that Norway can never participate in any international cooperation that 

has aggressive goals and is not built on the principles laid down in the United Nations charter. 

“[The UN], and cooperation between democratic countries is a basis for security and peace” 

(Wold 1949, p. 292). The statement made by Wold not only correlates with small state theory, 

that small states cannot achieve security on their own, but is also a clear sign of intended 

international activity. It also correlates with the first hypothesis of this dissertation. The 

discourse about the size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security 

matters, has influenced the states’ international activities. As Wold deems the Nordic states 

too small, their security capability is weak and vulnerability high.  

 The Labour Party Prime Minster of Norway in 1949 Einar Henry Gerhardsen believes, 

as many other pro NATO parliamentarians that the Second World War has proved that 

neutrality could not protect Norway. There was no place for any special Norwegian peace in a 

world that was already at war. Norway must realize that the [concept of] Nordic peace and 

peace in Europe is the same as world peace. Based on this experience, Norway joined the 

United Nations and hoped that all nations would work together for peace and for progress and 

security in the world. Norway had hoped that after 1945 a new era in human history would 

begin that would gradually make weapons obsolete, and the young and old would live their 

lives in freedom, free from fear (Gerhardsen 1949, p. 298).  

The prime mister then continues his discourse by saying that mistrust and fear prevent 

the UN from solving effectively the responsibilities that rest on it. Gradually ‘we have 

learned’ in the democratic West why the peace settlement and the cooperation did not 

materialize. Gerhardsen believed that democracies in Western Europe were too weak 

economically, socially, politically and militarily and in 1948 it was obvious that there could 
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be no secure peace settlement, no cooperation in the United Nations and no real peace, unless 

the democracies in Western Europe have rebuilt and gained back their strength (Gerhardsen 

1949, p. 298).  

The Prime Minister is here speaking about the coup in Czechoslovakia and the lessons 

small states learned from that incident. The decision to consider cooperation with the U.S. and 

the UK and other western states, according to Gerhardsen (1949), was made by Norwegian 

authorities after serious consideration and “had Norway's peace and security in mind” 

(Gerhardsen 1949, p. 299). 

 The Norwegian prime minister also includes economic cooperation and size of state 

when considering Norway’s security situation.  

 

Cooperation between people [folk] that really matters is not easy. It is fairly easy to understand the 
economic benefits of international cooperation, I am sure that cooperation between countries will 
gradually increase. A partnership that also includes security tasks will be even more unfamiliar to the 
Norwegian authorities and we will be faced with many difficult questions. Some have argued that we 
should wait and see until the other countries have formed a security partnership, and then we should 
decide whether we would agree or not agree to join on the basis of their agreement (Gerhardsen 1949, 
p. 299). 

 

To argue his case Gerhardsen uses the concept of size of state. 

 

When the Government and Parliament decides that Norway shall/should participate…it is because we 
believe that our state and small states in general must…cooperate with other nations. We cannot assign 
tasks to others because they are difficult. If small states do not participate then they face a superpower 
government in the world (Gerhardsen 1949, p. 299). 

 

Gerhardsen (1949) is clearly making the case that Norway must become more active 

internationally. Norway should be vocal on the international scene because cooperation with 

other states is important for Norway. “I think we can say that participation in the Marshall 

plan helped us” (Gerhardsen 1949, p. 299).  

 

[NATO] will prevent war. It is clear that the defence union will have particular value for small states in 
a vulnerable position. As they cannot risk being left alone and powerless if attacked. This solidarity is 
very important (Gerhardsen 1949, p. 299  - 300). 

 

Thus Norway is small and vulnerable and does not want to be left alone in a world full of 

uncertainty and danger, the gist is that Norway should seek security and cooperate in matters 

of defence and cooperate with other democratic and peace-loving countries.40 “All the 

democratic parties [in the Norwegian parliament] are supporting the decision [to join NATO]; 

                                                        
40 The gist of the discourse is repeated by the Norwegian political elite in the 1990s.  
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these parties represent the overwhelming majority of the Norwegian people” (Gerhardsen 

1949, p. 300  - 301). Thus, the Norwegian government has decided on NATO membership. 

The decision is taken from the perspective that a small vulnerable state cannot stand alone. 

Both size of state and a weak security capability are influential in Gerhardsen’s argument. 

Norway must participate which surely bodes increased international activity.  

It is clear from the Labour Party’s argument that the faith in the UN has somewhat 

disappeared. Both Knudsen and Støstad (1949) argue that the organisation’s security policy is 

been torpedoed by the use of veto in the Security Council.  

 

Our Neutrality policy was torpedoed in 1940. Norway has to find another security policy both for 
purely political reasons, and national reasons, and also because only with a policy of peace…can we 
hope to restore Europe to what it was, and something better than what it was. The road to security is 
found in the Atlantic Pact [NATO] (Støstad 1949 p. 331 – 332).  

 
Conservative Party 

Carl Joachim Hambro (1949) from the Conservative Party makes comparable arguments to 

those already discussed. He supports the Atlantic Treaty and Norway’s participation in the 

alliance because of the international situation [the tension between East and West]. No 

responsible government can turn a blind eye to this situation and think that the international 

climate may not be a threat to small states. their independence and to their territories Hambro 

(1949) argues. Norway has learned this by bitter experience from the German occupation 

during the Second World War. “We want to take all security precautions that are both 

possible and natural... It is also important that the Norwegian policy is free from all 

aggressive goals” (Hambro 1949, p. 297 – 298). Thus in the discourse again and again is 

Norway deemed to be a vulnerable small state. Norwegian politicians are of the opinion that 

the small state cannot stand alone.  

 

Norwegian Farmer Party 

Vatnaland (1949) maintained that Norway will be more secure if it contributes to international 

peace, signing the North Atlantic Treaty is one step in that direction. Moseid (1949) a fellow 

Farmers Party member supports the claim that the idea of neutrality is an illusion, that the 

Norwegian freedom loving people cannot defend and build their lives and future on neutrality. 

In his mind it is clear that the United Nations cannot provide security to member states. 

Norway must cooperate with ‘people’ [other states] that Norway has common cultural ties 

with and build stronger security ties with the regional allies (Moseid 1949 p. 323). The 
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defence alliance will therefore support Norway’s economic reconstruction and bring security 

to the Norwegian ‘folk’.  

 

Christian Democratic Party 

Larvik (1949) underlines the point that the purpose of the Atlantic Treaty is to secure and 

safeguard the peace. He then adds that the Atlantic Charter is a regional agreement in 

accordance with the UN Charter and that the Atlantic Charter does not have any aggressive 

character. It is clear from the statements made by the Christian Democratic Party and the 

Norwegian Farmer Party that they see Norway as a small state that does not have the 

capability to defend itself on its own nor does it have the necessary resources to build up its 

military forces. The best way forward is therefore to sign the North Atlantic Treaty. 

 
Communist Party 

This is in stark contrast with how Kirsten Hansteen, from the Communist Party, sees the 

purposed Atlantic Defence Union. Hansteen (1949, p. 304) argues that that treaty will 

increase international tension in Norway. She argues that it will not contribute to security and 

peace, instead the risk of another war will become greater when Norway becomes a military 

outpost for NATO (Hansteen 1949). She does insist that the North Atlantic Treaty is not in 

accordance with the fundamental principles of the UN Charter. To her the UN framework 

created on the basis of worldwide collaboration is such that no regional cooperation can 

replace it.  

 

If only the small nations agreed on how to work within the UN free from economical or political 
interests of the great powers it would be an independent and bold foreign policy. It is within the UN 
where the mission of small states is working for people's desire for peace. There is currently only one 
security [system], and it is a global collective security system (Hansteen 1949, p. 305).  

 

Thus, Hansteen uses size of state to make her point that small states should work within the 

UN for world security. They should not be depended on the super powers for security and 

world peace. Her party colleague Emil Løvlien (1949) supports Hansteen’s argument and 

adds that small Norway with a population of three million has nothing to do inside a military 

alliance that only increases international tension.  

 A fellow communist Vogt (1949) agrees with Hansteen’s and Løvlien’s statements and 

adds that the purpose of the other states (the big Western states) with the Atlantic Treaty is to 
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undermine and destroy the UN. He then links the construction of the Atlantic Pact to the 

Marshall Plan.  

 

I think the Atlantic Pact is a further development of this “relationship” between the so-called 
democracies of the West that began with the Marshall Plan. When the Marshall Plan was discussed, it 
was clearly said that it was only an economic enterprise that should not have any political, not to 
mention any military consequences. Now the consequences of that economic cooperation are clear…a 
step into political and military cooperation ...The consequences, of the Marshall Plan are now 
clear…the North Atlantic Treaty further waivers Norway’s sovereignty. (Vogt 1949, p. 315 – 316). 

 

The differences between the Communists and the other parties are not only political. They are 

also visible in how Hanstein, Løvlien and Vogt see the position of small states in the 

international system. To them the military alliance only makes Norway more unsecure and 

vulnerable. Also they believe that a creation of a regional security alliance will destroy the 

UN, as the Atlantic Pact will not be in accordance with the UN Charter.  

 The debate about the Foreign Minister’s report to the parliament on the minister’s 

meetings in Washington and London about the Atlantic Pact is now over. What has emerged 

in the discourse is that size of state, vulnerability and capability play a part in how Norwegian 

politicians see their international position. In most cases this is connected to the opinion that 

neutrality is no longer an option. The high hopes the majority of the political elite had in the 

UN has disappeared and security must be found by other means. Those of the political elite 

that consider NATO to be a ‘positive’ step often say that Norway cannot afford to be left 

alone. It is too small, too vulnerable and militarily weak. Norway must participate in order to 

have security.  

 
The debate on if Norway should ratify the North Atlantic treaty on March 29, 1949 

The Norwegian Stroting reassembles on March 29 and debates whether to ratify the North 

Atlantic Treaty. The discourse is similar to the debate on February 24. The political elite 

knows that the treaty will be accepted by a large majority. That is obvious in the discussion, 

which is shorter, and in many ways not as heated. The political elite does use this opportunity 

to clarify some points and some interesting statements are made that are relevant for this 

study.  
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The Communist Party 

Jørgen Herman Vogt speaks first in this analysis of the Norwegian debate. Vogt (1949, p. 

664) argues that Norway is being pushed into the North Atlantic Union not because it means 

security rather because Norway’s geographical location may play an important strategic role 

in a war against the Soviet Union. The aggressive nature of the North Atlantic Treaty does not 

disappear even though Norwegian supporters of the treaty maintain that Norway can never 

participate in any aggressive policy aimed at any other state. Hansteen (1949) asks if there is 

anyone in the parliament that honestly imagines that Norway’s membership of the Atlantic 

Pact brings security. She argues that the North Atlantic Treaty only means uncertainty. 

 

Norwegian Labour Party 

The foreign minister Lange (1949), on the other hand, believes that it will be in Norway’s 

interests to be included in the North Atlantic Treaty framework now that Denmark has 

decided to sign the treaty, and there is a reason to believe that Iceland will also do so. Norway 

looks forward to cooperating in this new arena [NATO]; participation will provide 

opportunities for the whole of Scandinavia. The three states can promote a special Nordic 

tradition of cooperation between the states and assert ‘our Nordic democratic character’ 

within the framework of the North Atlantic Treaty (Lange 1949, p. 669).  

Thus Lange’s statement implies cooperation and international activity in a ‘special’ 

Nordic way. Olsen (1949) echoes what has been said previously in the debate. Norway cannot 

stand alone and find a solution to its economic, social and security problems. He believes the 

way forward for Norway is based on the democratic ideas presented in the treaty and that the 

North Atlantic Treaty is a direct outcome of the cooperation in West Europe that began with 

the Marshall Plan in the fields of economy, social and cultural affairs (Olsen 1949, p. 696).  

 
The Christian Democrat 

Larvik (1949) maintains that the purpose of the treaty is to secure peace, freedom and 

independence. He argues that when it comes to securing the peace in the world with political 

and military means, it must be based on mutual, collective and international foundations. To 

Larvik it is clear that the member states must stand together so that no enemy can occupy a 

small state, or one of the bigger states. (Larvik 1949, p. 671).The Christian Democrat Erling 

Wikborg (1949) has the last word in the Norwegian debate.  
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[International] Development in the world and in particular technological development has led some 
countries, although they are larger and richer and more powerful than our little country, to the 
conclusion that they cannot stand alone. The modern technological development is such that only a 
truly great power can take advantage of it alone, other states have to unite in order to benefit. If they do 
not, they will be crushed ... I see the Atlantic Treaty as a powerful instrument of peace… When I vote 
yes for the treaty it is first and foremost because we are a small and weak people [state]. We have 
worked for a [international] security system, and our decision to sign the North Atlantic Treaty is in 
reality a logical part of a deliberate policy. We know that Atlantic Treaty is a reality even if we do not 
ratify it, it's there. If we do not [sign it], we are left alone in a no man's land between East and West 
(Wikborg 1949, p. 698). 

 

In this statement by Wikborg five themes or concepts are used together or connected in the 

discourse either directly or implied. They are: size of state, vulnerability, security, 

international activity and neutrality. They demonstrate that Norway has no option other than 

partake in the forming of the Western Defence Union that would become NATO. This action 

is international activity.  

 

3.8.2 Summary  

The gist of the discourse has not changed since the foreign ministers reported to parliament on 

February 24th. In general the political elite accepts that Norway will join NATO as neutrality 

is no longer an option. Nevertheless, membership of the UN does remain an important factor 

in the Norwegian security debate. It is reasonable to assume that the discourse on size of state, 

vulnerability and capability does influence the Norwegian decision to join NATO and that the 

Norwegian political elite is ready to become more active internationally. In the discourse the 

emphasis is on military security; “ the only security that one can invoke [with the treaty] is 

armed security” (Vogt 1949, p. 706). The Norwegian political elite in 1949 deems Norway to 

be a small state; it cannot achieve security on its own. Economic reasons for uniting with 

other states in NATO are important in the debate as Norway’s economy is too weak to 

support the modernization of the Norwegian defence forces. The high hopes the majority of 

the political elite had in the UN has disappeared. In the same way as in the Danish discourse 

size of state, linked to vulnerability and capability in security matters, influences Norwegian 

international activity. It is for example stated by the Norwegian Foreign minister, Lange that 

Norway must participate in order to have security. The Norwegian military is weak and 

cannot defend the country alone if attacked. Therefore, it is deemed necessary to cooperate 

with other democratic states and actively contribute and keep the peace in the part of the 

world that Norway is located in. Lange also argues that major international political 

developments have forced Norway to recognize that in order to secure the peace it is 

necessary to expand the cooperation between the democracies in the West and include 
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political and defence related cooperation on a regional basis. Norway has learned from 

experience that isolation does not provide security and the democratic states must stand 

together to preserve the peace. The political elite that supports Norway’s membership of 

NATO maintains that the Scandinavian (Nordic) states have been forced to reconsider their 

security situation. This correlates with the notion that Norway is a small state that has learned 

from the experience of the Second World War that neutrality is no longer a option. A small 

state is a state which recognizes that it does not have the capability to obtain security alone, 

thus it must rely on the aid of other states, institutions, processes or developments to do so. 

This is the case in the Norwegian decision to join NATO.  

 

3.9 Formation of NATO: the discourse in Iceland.  

We begin the Icelandic discourse analysis on the 18th of March, 1949 by analysing a vote of 

no confidence in the pro-Western government. In addition the debate to ratify the North 

Atlantic Treaty is researched. The discourse is presented from a political party perspective, 

the analysis finishes with the Icelandic ratification of the North Atlantic Treaty on the 29th of 

March 1949. In 1949 four Icelandic political parties sit in the parliament; the Independence 

party (Sjálfstæðisflokurinn), The Progressive Party (Framsóknarflokkurinn) and The Social 

Democrats (Alþýðuflokkurinn) (they form the government) and The Socialist Party 

(Sósíallistaflokkurinn). All 10 members of the Socialist Party are against the Atlantic Treaty 

and voted against ratifying it. Two parliamentarians from the Social Democratic Party and 

one from Progressive Party were against and two parliamentarians from the Progressive Party 

abstained. The Icelandic discourse is comparable to the debate in Denmark and Norway. What 

is different and should not be overlooked in the debate is that only five years had passed since 

Iceland became independent, Iceland has no military forces and the Icelandic debate 

concludes after the final Norwegian and Danish decision. However, like in Denmark and 

Norway five themes are important in the Icelandic debate: size of state, vulnerability and 

capability in security matters, international activity and neutrality. Again the author stresses 

that these concepts are always subjective when they stand alone but when they are combined 

in the research questions and found in the discourse a understanding emerges of how they are 

used in one way but not another, thus, important when the security policy is structured. The 

Icelandic discourse opens with a proposal of no confidence in the government by the Socialist 

Party. 
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3.9.1 The Icelandic debate 1949 

In the debate the Socialist Party leader Brynjolfur Bjarnason (1949, p. 271) is the first MP to 

speak. declaring that he is both against NATO membership and the policy of the government 

(Independence Party, Social Democratic Party and the Progressive Party). Bjarnason asks 

parliament to remember that the official (foreign) policy of the Icelandic government in 1948 

was “to protect and secure the independence of the country”. He declares that his party will 

look upon all who agree to join the North Atlantic Treaty as quislings (Landráðamenn). The 

gist of his argument is that Iceland should continue to be a neutral state. Membership of 

NATO means that Iceland is no longer an independent state.  

 

The Independence party 

In stark contrast Bjarni Benediktsson (1949, p. 266), the Minister of Justice and Foreign 

affairs, supports the North Atlantic Defence Treaty. He argues that in the past Denmark never 

needed to make any serious military security plans in order to defend Iceland. The reason for 

this neglect was the geographical isolation of Iceland. “Iceland had the best security it could 

have, it was so far away from all battlefields and…Iceland had no military value. As soon as 

the isolation disappeared this protection was no more” (Benediktsson 1949, p. 266). 

Benediktsson argues that those who think it was neutrality not Iceland’s isolation that made 

Iceland safe, should remember that Iceland was for centuries a part of another country, 

Denmark, a state that never was unarmed. The remoteness and little military significance of 

Iceland was helpful, Icelanders did not suffer seriously because of the wars Denmark fought. 

Benediktsson’s conclusion is that the neutrality declaration from 1918 was of no use when the 

Second World War began in 1939.  

 

It was never neutrality that protected us, it was the distance from the battlefields. When this isolation no 
longer protected us then the neutrality declaration had no meaning…. We cannot overlook that 
fact…[modern] military technology has changed that fact. Iceland is no longer isolated, Iceland is now 
militarily important. Experience has shown us that neutrality does not protect us. Icelanders and the 
Icelandic government realize…that Iceland must as other states consider security matters in order to be 
safe in this dangerous world we live in. Therefore, did Iceland join the UN as soon as it could; the 
United Nations was supposed to keep the peace in the world... However, the Security Council of the UN 
has become useless, as every decision has to be approved by all the great powers. Therefore, the hopes 
that the UN would bring security have faded (Bendiktsson 1949, p. 290).  

 

Not only is Benediktsson, like pro Western MPs in Norway and Denmark, claiming that the 

old policy of neutrality is not a viable policy anymore. He also understands how important 

Iceland is militarily and security wise for other North Atlantic states. He asks how a small 

state achieves security as the following text confirms. For “us Icelanders so much depends on 
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world peace and on international organizations to prevent conflict, as we can not defend on 

our own even if we wanted to” (Bendiktsson 1949, p. 291).    

The essence in Benediktsson’s argument is that Iceland cannot have security alone, it 

must seek protection from other states as the state cannot defend the nation because the state 

is too small. To argue his case Bendiktsson (1949) maintains that the international situation 

has become so precarious; the time has come to rethink Icelandic security. New inventions in 

military technology – ships and airplanes for example – have changed the position of Iceland 

in international affairs and the military value of the island has increased. In this way his 

approach to Icelandic security is state centric and is based on realism. Iceland has become 

strategically important geographically speaking but cannot stand alone. The concept of size 

and security vulnerability features in Bendiktsson’s discourse. He mentions how Iceland can 

achieve security and he stresses both the vulnerability and the small security capability of 

Iceland, but there is no evidence that suggests that this influences him to consider what, if 

any, international activities membership of NATO would bring.  

His fellow Independence Party member Olafur Thors describes Iceland as “small and 

unarmed but firm in its believe in democracy and freedom” (Thors 1949, p. 327). He also 

believes that the decision to join this new union (NATO) is directly connected to the 

disappointments linked to the failures of the UN. He argues that NATO will bring the peace 

and security that the UN was supposed to do but never did. “For us Icelanders is the 

differences between this [NATO] agreement and the United Nations Charter that by signing 

this new agreement we get a much better acknowledgement of our unique position as an 

unarmed nation, than we achieved when we signed the military commitments of the UN 

Charter” (Thors 1949, p. 325).  

Not only is Olafur Thors talking about the disappointments of the UN to make his 

point, his discourse also demonstrates how size of state and vulnerability are used as a tool to 

justify why Iceland should join the military alliance. There are no promises of increased 

international activity in his speech.  

 

One of the most powerful state in the world [Soviet Union] has paralyzed the United Nations [The 
Security Council]. The UN has not been successful in securing peace and security in the world. And 
with every day that passes it seems less likely that the UN will ever manage to do so. Secondly has this 
powerful state [USSR] used its power and influence in neighbouring states (Thors 1949, p. 323).  
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Olafur Thors is here clearly talking about the coup in Czechoslovakia and the influence of the 

Soviet Union in Eastern Europe. If the UN is not able to bring security to the world, Iceland 

must seek security by other means, i.e. in cooperation with other Western states.  

 
Progressive Party   

Eysteinn Jónsson (1949) from the Progressive party and Minister of education supports 

Benediktsson’s and Thor’s argument. “Before the Second World War Icelandic security was 

not considered to be a problem” (Jonsson 1949, p. 298). The lesson from the World War is, 

Jonsson argues, that security matters have become one of the most important issues facing 

Iceland. Jonsson names two reasons for this argument: Firstly, ‘[n]early everybody 

recognizes’ that Iceland cannot be neutral if another big war begins in the world. Secondly, 

because of the geographical position of the country and the cultural and political ties the only 

right way for Iceland is to cooperate with democratic neighbouring states. Thus the time has 

come for Icelanders to participate in international matters. Foreign affairs had not been a 

priority policy, but the isolation of Iceland had disappeared and Iceland ‘now considers it its 

duty as an independent sovereign state to participate in international cooperation’ (Jonsson 

1949, p. 298).  

Thus, Jonsson believes Iceland’s geographical location to have military value in the 

new international situation. Thus, Iceland has to decide whether to participate in NATO or 

not, ‘it was obvious that Iceland would be asked to become a member state, the geographical 

position of the island is so important’ (Jonsson 1949, p. 298 - 300).  

 
The geographical position of Iceland will not change. It is a great misunderstanding to imaging that 
Icelanders can in any reality stay isolated even if Iceland does not join a defence alliance and avoids all 
discussions with other states about security affairs (Jonsson 1949, p. 302 -303).    

 

In sum, does Jonsson (1949) stress cooperation with other nations the reason being; Iceland is 

facing a new international situation. He does refer to security as something Iceland has in 

common with likeminded states. He is referring to the Nordic states and in particular to 

Norway and Denmark. He recognizes that the geographical position of Iceland is of great 

importance for the Western camp. Maybe he has noticed an opportunity for influence or a 

voice in international activities, in this newfound role for his country when he concludes that 

isolation is not an option and that Iceland must become more active in order to achieve 

security. This activity is strictly connected to military security provided by NATO.   
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The Social Democratic Party 

The minister of transportation Emil Jonsson (1949), like most speakers already mentioned, is 

disappointment with the UN, the Security Council and the disputes between permanent five 

states in the council. He argues that that the big powers in the UN have a very different view 

on how to manage international affairs (E. Jonsson 1949, p. 315). He is disappointed with this 

development because it goes against all that Iceland values. “The Icelandic nation emphasizes 

more than anything else, freedom, democracy and legal protection” (E, Jonsson 1949, p. 317). 

Thus, the minster of transportation not only names the disappointment with the UN as one of 

the reason for joining the military alliance, he also echoes small state theory and liberalism 

when he stresses freedom, democracy and international law as a means for small states. Emil 

Jonsson explains the policy of his party and quotes the Icelandic Prime Minster and the 

chairman of Social Democratic Party: “Iceland will have security when it cooperates with 

other likeminded nations…Iceland should not and cannot become isolated in the middle of the 

Atlantic ocean without trying to protected its future and security”  (E, Jonsson 1949, p. 318). 

Jonsson continues by saying that neutrality is no longer an option. “It is not only my 

conviction…that the security of the country is best achieved in this way [by joining NATO] 

rather than gliding as neutrals in mid air” (E, Jonsson 1949, p. 318).  Here again, neutrality is 

linked to size of state to explain why Iceland needs to join forces with other states in forming 

the new military alliance.  

A fellow Social Democratic and the Prime Minister of Iceland underlines that 

Iceland’s security interests are linked to other democratic nations that want to secure the 

peace and support international security (Stefansson 1949, p. 334). A hint of international 

activity is thus detected in the Social Democrats' discourse. Leaving behind the notion of 

neutrality in favour of participation in a military organization surly demonstrates, as such, 

increased international activity. 

 

The debate about signing the North Atlantic Treaty on the 29th of March 1949 

The discussion about the North Atlantic Treaty begins in the combined Icelandic parliament 

on the 29th of March 1949.   

 

The Independence party 

The Icelandic foreign minister Benediktsson (1949) reiterates his argument from nine days 

earlier: that Iceland’s neutrality declaration from 1918 was tested in 1940 and it amounted to 

nothing. He then maintains that for Icelanders – a small unarmed and peaceful nation  – the 
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North Atlantic Treaty brings more security (Benediktsson 1949, p. 98). Here again 

vulnerability and size are used to support the decision to participate in NATO. This is the 

same argument that the U.S. Secretary of State had suggested Benendiktsson should use when 

arguing for membership of NATO. 

 

The Socialist Party 

This is in stark contrast with what Einar Olgerirsson (1949) maintains; he has dreaded this 

moment for six years (from the independence in 1944) when Iceland would be forced to 

accept some kind of military alliance with the U.S. He then argues, “The life and security of 

the nation is at stake” if the parliament votes in favour of joining the “military alliance” 

(Olgeirsson 1949, p. 99 – 100).  

Olgeirsson is of the opinion that the Iceland’s geographical position after the World 

War enables Iceland to sell its products both in the East and in the West, Iceland could be in a 

better economic situation than ever before in Icelandic history. ‘Now the government is 

succeeding’ [has succeeded] in ruining the Icelandic economy by accepting the Marshall plan, 

encouraged by the bad influence of the U.S., the Icelandic government is now prepared to ruin 

Iceland’s political freedom, thus, “our culture and our nationality is in danger” (Olgeirsson 

1949, p. 102 - 103).  

What is interesting with Olgeirsson statement is that he does recognize the 

geographical and strategic location of Iceland for the U.S. He even compares Iceland to 

Malta, the strategically important island in the Second World War, “Iceland has sometimes 

been called Malta of the Atlantic” (Olgeirsson 1949, p. 107). Perhaps more importantly he 

feels that if Iceland is neutral then the state is in a position to play and use the two super 

powers and secure Iceland’s interests as the following argument demonstrates.  

 

Iceland told the United Nations in 1946 that we would not offer Iceland as a base in a war. This was the 
position of the parliament and of the nation. Now we are supposed to accept foreign forces on our soil 
during war, I fear even in peacetimes… now the intent is to dramatically change Icelandic policy [of 
neutrality and as peaceful nation] (Olgeirsson 1949, p. 101).  
 

It has been argued that we Icelanders would [are] not be secure even if we are neutral. That is [not] true, 
far from it. In this world there is no security. If a war begins we can be absolutely sure, even if we are 
neutral, that we will be occupied by the United States. However, if we reject this treaty then we would 
control our land - free from the Americans as long as peace remains. And not be responsible for the 
actions the United States takes if war begins (Olgeirsson 1949, p. 107). 

 

It is thus clear that Einar Olgeirrsson (1949) believes that if the North Atlantic Treaty is 

ratified by the Icelandic parliament Iceland’s freedom and survival is in danger. Thus, 
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Olgeirsson argues, the parliament is betraying the noblest thing Iceland has, being the only 

nation in this world that has build the state on the principles of peace.  

 

As a small nation we should emphasize internationally that we…talk for all small nations and interpret 
their wishes of peace. But now we are leaving behind all that has made us morally ‘big’ and at the same 
time we give away the opportunity that we of all nations would be best suited to do [talk for peace in 
the world]. We are losing the opportunity to become the best state in the world and perhaps the most 
powerful if we have the courage to support the strong desire of men to live in peace” (Olgerirsson 1949, 
p. 198).  

 

Olgeirsson, thus, links the notion of peace to size of state and uses the concept to express 

activity and opportunity in international affairs. The next speaker, also from the Socialist 

party, Aki Jakobsson agrees with Olgerisson. “It is true that neutrality does not mean more 

security but it is the best we have” (Jakobsson 1949, p. 153). Jakobsson then maintains that 

there is a clear correlation between the Keflavik agreement from 1946, the Marshall Plan from 

1948 and the North Atlantic Treaty. “The Marshall Plan was no less than a economic 

preparation for this treaty (North Atlantic Treaty)” (Jakobsson 1949, p. 154). Thus size of 

state is used both in the Icelandic discourse to support the decision to join the Atlantic Pact 

and against the decision. The vulnerability of Iceland is used to argue for and against the 

treaty. Olgerisson is clearly arguing for international activity when he stresses that Iceland 

could become internationally recognised as an agent of peace.  

Sigfus Sigurhjartarson (1949, p. 201) considers the way the issue is rushed though the 

parliament a serious mistake, a national referendum would allow ‘the people’ to have a say in 

the matter. He argues that the U.S. has for a long time expressed the view both on paper and 

in speech that it wants to have a military base in Iceland. “They are ready to do anything 

necessary to achieve this goal” (Sigurhjartarson 1949, p. 202).  

When reading through Sigurhjartarson’s argument one notices the vulnerable position 

of Iceland, even though he is against the treaty and the military pact he is almost saying that 

Iceland is being forced into the military cooperation. Rightly or wrongly the strong states do 

as they will and weak as they must.  

 

 

 

Social Democratic Party     

Party members from the Socialist Party are not alone in being against the treaty. Gylfi Þ. 

Gislasson (1949) a Social Democrat was against joining the North Atlantic Union but in 

somewhat different ways than the Socialists. Gislason (1949) criticizes the rhetoric that is 
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used in the debate. He criticizes the argument that Western democratic nations now think that 

it is hopeless to keep the peace in the United Nations (Gislason 1949, p. 124).  Gislason 

correctly maintains that the same ‘language’ is used in all the three Nordic capitals both for 

NATO membership and against neutrality.  “There is no security in the out-dated neutrality… 

The security of Iceland is in danger, the country cannot be without defence. It cannot be 

isolated” (Gislason 1949, p. 126). Gislason disagrees with this discourse, his argument 

demonstrates again that the meaning of the concept of security lies in its usage and is not 

something we can define analytically or philosophically according to what would be best. The 

meaning lies not in what people consciously think the concept means but in how they 

implicitly use it in some ways and not other ways.  

 

I am of the opinion that there is no direct danger of an invasion from Russia (Soviet Union), even 
though a war would break out between them and the United States of America. I think there is no need 
for a military to defend Iceland. We have no ability to organize military defences that could defend the 
country. But if a foreign army is based on our soil in peacetimes it will be devastating for our nation. 
The Icelandic language and the Icelandic culture would be in jeopardy if a foreign army were stationed 
here. Our independence would be only in name (Gislason 1949, p. 127).   

 

Gislason (1949, p. 130 – 134) continues to argue against the treaty on the basis that it does not 

take into account the specialty of Icelandic history with no Icelandic military and peaceful 

foreign relations. Gislason does however, as most politicians participating in the debate, 

recognize that Iceland has military value and is not against NATO membership. He is not in 

principle against the decision to sign the North Atlantic Treaty as long as it does not 

undermine Icelandic foreign policy and Iceland’s special position is noted. Iceland has to 

make sure and safeguard [its identity] more than any of the other nations, Iceland is too small 

and has no military [Iceland did not have an army in 1949 and has none today] in a 

strategically important land (Gislason 1949, p. 133). Once again both smallness and 

vulnerability are used to stress an opinion. This time, in principle, not supporting the military 

treaty. Nevertheless, Gisalson’s opinion is more based on the notion of liberalism and 

cooperation between states and the rule of international law but first and foremost it is linked 

to the special Icelandic identity that will be lost with the treaty and if foreign troops are based 

on Icelandic soil. In essence, Iceland is too small.  

Fellow Social Democrat Hannibal Valdimarsson (1949) was against the treaty like 

Gislason. When describing his position Valdimarsson uses the Icelandic decision to sign the 

UN Treaty in 1945 to argue his point. “In 1945 Iceland had to declare war on Germany to 

become a founding member of the UN but the Icelandic parliament declared that it could not 
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declare war or go to war with any nation” (Valdimarsson 1949, p. 149). This is the gist of 

Valdimarsson’s argument when he refers to the fact that Iceland is unarmed and that Iceland’s 

foreign policy should be based on the neutrality declaration from 1918. If the small Icelandic 

nation decides to join this military alliance it will not live in peace from the influence of the 

big powers when ‘they prepare for war and most of all when they begin their war 

(Valdimarsson 1949, p. 166).  

Neutrality is thus used by Valdimarsson as the best option for the small Iceland. The 

expression in the text is clearly that Iceland is too vulnerable as it cannot defend itself on its 

own. Thus again the meaning of the concepts of security and size of state lies in how they are 

expressed and not in how they are defined analytically or philosophically according to what 

would be best. The meaning lies not in what people consciously think the concept means but 

in how they implicitly use the concepts security and size of state in some ways and not others.  

 

The Progressive Party 

The final words in the debate are left to the Progressive Party. Two examples are used to 

demonstrate two different opinions for and against the North Atlantic Treaty. In Hermann 

Jónasson’s (1949) opinion is the treaty not suitable for Iceland. He does argue that there is no 

guarantee that Iceland’s special position will be respected. Therefore, ‘the treaty is not safe 

for Iceland and does not mean security’. “No one can blame Icelanders for treading carefully 

when considering international agreements.  This is rooted in the nation’s image as it has for 

many centuries struggled to gain back its independence”  (Jonasson 1949, p. 190).  

Jonas Jonsson (1949) has the last word in this analysis of the discourse in the Icelandic 

parliament. “We have the duty as a small and unarmed nation to secure and defend the 

country. It is our duty to have one hundred airplanes based here to defend Iceland. All around 

the world people smile/laugh at how unprotected we are, which is interpreted as a sign of 

weakness” (J. Jonsson 1949, P. 203).  

 Thus, ends the Icelandic discourse analysis with a statement on Icelandic size of state 

and vulnerability. It should be mentioned that the Socialist Party wanted to have a national 

referendum on NATO membership and put forward a proposal to that affect (Agnar Kl. 

Jonsson 2004, p. 818). Eysteinn Jonsson from the Progressive Party addresses the proposal “I 

do consider a national referendum unsuitable and unnecessary” (Jonsson 1949, p. 199). The 

prime minster of Iceland Stefan Johann Stefansson (1949, p. 201) also argues against the 

referendum maintaining that it is not necessary nor suitable, as it was not done in the other 
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states. The proposal by the Socialist party did not pass, with 36 votes against and 16 votes for 

the proposal. The decision to join NATO passed by the majority vote when 37 

parliamentarians in Alþingi [Icelandic Parliament] said yes, thirteen no and two abstained on 

the 29th of March 1949.  

 

3.9.2 Summary 

Even though the Icelandic discourse is similar to the Danish and Norwegian ones it is 

different in one way. National identity is emphasized more often and more clearly in the 

Icelandic discourse than in Denmark and Norway. The political elite that voted for the treaty 

does stress that neutrality is no longer an option as Iceland is small, vulnerable and has no 

military capability to defend the state. At the same time the military importance of Iceland has 

increased with developments in military technology. The creation of NATO is directly 

connected to the disappointments associated to the failures of the UN. Those who are against 

the treaty argue that the wellbeing and security of the nation is at stake if Iceland becomes a 

member state of the military alliance; the government is prepared to ruin Iceland’s political 

freedom, its culture and nationality. The discourse on size of state, associated with 

vulnerability and capability in security matters, influences the Icelandic decision to join 

NATO. It is more difficult than in the case of Denmark and Norway to say with certainty that 

the discourse on size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters 

influenced Iceland’s international activity. The Icelandic political elite does not as often and 

not as clearly state that participation means activity. In Iceland’s case it is as if the options are 

even fewer than in Denmark and Norway. The reasons given for signing the treaty are the 

same as in the other two Nordic states but they are perhaps more bitter than sweet as only six 

years had passed since Iceland became independent.   

 

3. 10 Comparing the three cases  

When comparing the three states and the discourse in the parliaments, it emerges that the 

same reasons are used for and against NATO, however, there are differences in how this 

presented. For example Norwegian politicians believe more in the UN as a security actor then 

the other two states do. In Iceland national identity is more prominent and used differently 

than in the two Scandinavian states; the treaty is a threat to the Icelandic way of life. In 

Norway rather than in Denmark more is said about the reconstruction of the military and a 

build up of national defences, suggesting that it could mean more international activity and 

that the state cannot defend its territory alone, demonstrating the security vulnerability for the 



  

100 

Norwegian small state.  In the parliamentarian discourse some politicians mention that there is 

a link between the Marshall Plan and the construction of the Atlantic Pact. Usually those who 

draw this comparison are against NATO membership. They see the treaty as a process, some 

kind of Western integration where sovereignty and independence will be lost. Those who 

want to join NATO maintain that there is no such thing as neutrality that actually works. 

Economic reasons are more often connected to security matters in Norway than in the other 

two states. In Iceland and Denmark the discourse is more about geographical location. 

Nonetheless, the close proximity to USSR influences the decision to join the military alliance 

in Norway and all three states see themselves as militarily important to their future allies. The 

discourse in all three states is mostly about military security and it is very state centric. In 

Iceland national identity plays a somewhat more substantial part than in Norway and 

Denmark, although the discourse in Norway often mentions the people (folk) in connection to 

security related issues. There is a link between identity, threats and security and it emerges 

that the states’ identity of Nordic neutrality is affected by the new threat from the East and this 

influences the international security situation. There is no difference in how size as a security 

factor is used in the discourse in Iceland, Denmark or Norway.  Rather, those who are against 

the North Atlantic Treaty consider size to be to their advantage in security matters when 

presenting their case internationally as the states do not pose a threat to other states. 

Participation in NATO will increase the likelihood of a military attack if a super power war 

begins. The nay camp favours neutrality and security through the UN and with international 

cooperation. The political elite that support NATO membership deem that because of size of 

state, i.e. smallness, they must be more active internationally in order to gain international 

recognition or at least have support in times of military crises. It is reasonable to assume that 

the political elite in the three Nordic small states in 1949 define their own states and interests 

with regard to the size and the capability of the state and that participation in international 

organizations and the international system is in their interest. Vulnerability and capability in 

military/security affairs influences the decision to ratify the North Atlantic treaty. The 

discourse in 1949 correlates with the following statement and a key argument in small state 

literature;  

 

A Small Power [state] is a state which recognizes that it cannot obtain security primarily by the use of 
its own capabilities, and that it must rely fundamentally on the aid of other states, institutions, processes 
or developments to do so; the Small Power’s belief in its inability to rely on its own means must also be 
recognized by the other states involved in international politics (Rothstein 1968, p. 29).  

 



  

101 

This is not only the judgement in the three Nordic capitals, it is also the judgement in 

Washington which clearly influences the three small states. This is how they see themselves; 

small, vulnerable and in need of military assistance and cooperation.  

From the perspective of constructivism it can be said that the political elite define their states 

as small states, as they see themselves as others view them, corresponding to the world in 

which small states exist and how they relate to other states.  

There is not a difference in the size as a security factor discourse between Iceland and 

Denmark and Norway. Policy makers in the three states consider size to be to their advantage 

in security matters when presenting their case internationally, implying that they as Nordic 

small states have something valuable to offer. The arguments for NATO membership are 

almost identical, the reason for membership is the same. The political elite see the role of the 

states as agents of peace and supporters of democracy and international cooperation. In that 

way small states have an international role. This suggests that the political elite judges 

smallness to be a useful political instrument in security matters when presenting their case 

internationally as they do not pose a threat to other states. However, at the same time the 

argument that they are small states and vulnerable, therefore they must join NATO, illustrates 

that they are weak, thus size is not to their advantage. One cannot say with full confidence 

that the discourse provides evidence that supports the hypothesis that they must be more 

active internationally because of size in order to gain international recognition. However, one 

finds in the discourse the understanding that the states need to participate in order to be 

protected and secure. This is clearly connected to smallness. The content of the discourse 

shows that the underlying meaning of the text or the linguistic presentation demonstrates that 

the majority of the parliamentarians believe that they cannot stand alone and participation in 

NATO both gives them status, and security as well as international recognition. This portends 

increased international activity.  At the same time it is clear from the discourse that the 

majority of the political elite is of the opinion that the states have no other option than to 

become member states of NATO.  

 The decision to become a NATO member state is based on various reasons: the 

tension between the two super powers, lessons from the Second World War, the states cannot 

defend their countries on their own, they do not have the capability and neutrality is no longer 

an option. These are all reasons that link to smallness and vulnerability and thus to the 

hypothesis; that size of state is important when the three states construct their security matters 

and international activities.  
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One can even say with confidence that Thucydides’ reasoning correlates with the gist 

of the discourse. “The strong do what they have the power to do and the weak accept what 

they have to accept”. In the words of the Danish politician Hvideberg, echoing the influence 

of realism on the discourse: “Here we (I) stand, we (I) can do no other” (Hvideberg 1949, p. 

3772).  

Hvideberg’s statement correlates with the opinion of American officials who told the 

political elite from the three Nordic countries that their states are small and too weak to stand 

on their own.  It does, therefore, not come as surprise that the political elites in Denmark, 

Iceland and Norway define their own state and interests based on size and the capability of the 

state. They define their state as small because they are vulnerable in a world of new security 

challenges. In order to overcome this vulnerability the political majority believes that the 

states must participate in NATO. The signing of the treaty and becoming a member state is at 

least different international activity than if they had not signed and remained neutral. Yet, as 

the history of the three states in NATO during the Cold War shows, it did not necessarily 

mean active participation in the organisation.  

 

Part 3 

 
Chapter 4. Position, status and international activity in the Cold War  
 

4.1 The three Nordic states and the Cold War from 1950 to 1986 

During the Cold War Norway and Denmark participated in UN peacekeeping operations 

while Iceland only participated in one operation and was a ‘free rider’ in the international 

system with little interests in international security affairs unless faced with the preservation 

of the fish stocks and the extension of the fishing zone. Iceland’s security and defence was 

outsourced to the U.S. with a defence agreement in 1951 To some degree the defence 

relationship became a case of military protection in exchange for political and economic 

favouritism. Denmark became active in the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 

Europe but in the 1980s, during the so called  ‘footnote’ period, Denmark behaved as a 

‘reluctant ally’ in NATO often disagreeing with the American nuclear arms policy. Norway’s 

security policy was, on the other hand, more concerned with a balancing act between the 

Soviets and the Americans. This is best demonstrated by their stance against the nuclear arms 

race and the debate about a Nordic nuclear free zone, both issues that influenced Norway’s 
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security policy. At the same time Norway supported transatlantic relations and looked after its 

position in NATO. During the Cold War period the Nordic region gained international 

recognition for its innovative social policy perhaps mirrored by its status as a security 

community where war between the Nordic states was unthinkable, based on a mutual sense of 

identity, common institutions and peacefulness. In 1957 Karl Deutsch introduced his idea of a 

Nordic security community based on the concept of the Nordic model but on a grander scale 

in the Atlantic region. Deutsch’s idea has, however, been questioned and the period from 

1949-90 has been described as the failure of ‘efforts’ to promote Nordic ‘cooperation’ and 

‘unification’ at least at the level of ‘high’ politics and economics (Hilson 2008).  Both the 

venture to form a Scandinavian Defence Alliance in the late 1940s and several attempts to 

create a Scandinavian customs union during the Cold War have been used to describe the 

failure of this effort. The foreign policies of the Nordic states was characterized by ‘narrow 

nationalist’ interests throughout the period. The Nordic peace, which came about 

‘accidentally’, was therefore not a successful model that other parts of the world could 

emulate (Joenniemi 2003; see also Hilson 2008). All five Nordic states did cooperate in the 

Nordic Council, founded in 1952. However its aims were limited to cultural, juridical and 

social connections with no supranational ambitions. In matters of security the limited 

cooperation had much to do with the politics of the Cold War. Basically, Iceland’s, Norway’s 

and Denmark’s membership of NATO, Sweden’s declared neutrality and Finland’s neutrality 

and complicated relations with the USSR after the Second World War  made it difficult, even 

impossible, for the five states to talk about security matters in the Nordic Council.   

Another term describing the security policy of the Nordic states is the ‘Nordic 

balance’. It was and is used to reflect the best interests of the Nordic states and also to explain 

why the security arrangements were as they were. The ‘Nordic balance’ included the Finnish-

Soviet bilateral relationship and acted as counter-balance to the NATO states, Sweden’s 

neutrality, Denmark’s and Norway’s conditional membership of NATO41 and Iceland 

agreeing to have an American military base in the country (Holst 1967). The Nordic Balance 

came to be seen as an extension of the Nordic model and as an example of a ‘security 

community’ defined as a region where international relations were peaceful with little or no 

expectation of war, characterized by mutual ‘interdependence and we-feeling’. The Nordic 

states promoted the idea of a Nordic region that worked jointly or unilaterally to support the 

idea of a Nordic conscience and as the world’s peacemakers (Hilson 2008). The term also 

                                                        
41 Denmark allowed the U.S. to have military bases in Greenland. Both Norway and Denmark forbid the U.S. from having 
bases in the countries during peacetime. 
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indicates that the Nordic states have mutual security relations that hold a kind of mutual 

impressionable balance. The mechanism of the Nordic Balance works here as a way in which 

the Nordic countries could (can) bind each other to a status quo and at the same time deter the 

superpowers from increased military involvement in the area (Holst 1967). 

 The foreign policy of all the Nordic states, perhaps excluding Iceland, during the Cold 

War was based on the belief that small states should play an active role in international 

affairs. This was in part accomplished through the United Nations were the Nordic nations – 

again with the exception of Iceland which was at that time too small (and showed limited 

interest in playing an active role) to be able to spare the necessary resources – errand their 

reputation with their support for oversees aid programmes (Hilson 2008), and as peacekeepers 

in world affairs.  

 

The table below shows how active the three Nordic states were in peacekeeping operations 

during the Cold War.  

Table. 1 Iceland42 - Denmark - Norway and Peacekeepers from 1948 to 1990  

 

                                    Total missions    Observer missions     Peacekeeping forces  

Norway                        12                            7                                       5 

 

Denmark                      11                            7                                       4 

 

Iceland                            1                           1 

 

Types of Contributions to Peacekeeping Operations 
 

Country Total        CMD      MIL       MED            LOG              SPL 

 

Observer Missions 
 

Denmark   7                1            7                 

 

Norway  7                3             7 

 

Iceland                                           1                 
                                                        

42 In 1950 two peacekeepers from Iceland were sent to Palestine. It was not until 1994 that the Icelandic state participated in 
peacekeeping operations again.  
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Peacekeeping forces  

 

Denmark   4                22 

 

Norway  5                 1               3            2           4 

 

CMD = command personnel; MIL = non-command military personnel used as police, observers, peace-keeping troops; MED 
= medical personnel and supplies; LOG = logistical support, such as transportation vehicles and crews, communications 
facilities and personnel; SPL = non-medical, non-logistical supplies.  
 

The figure shows that Denmark and Norway participated actively in almost equal number of 

peacekeeping missions. The figure demonstrates that in UN peacekeeping operations Norway 

and Denmark had a high profile promoting the idea of Nordic peacemakers. During the Cold 

War, Nordic43 peacekeeping was seen “as a model of embodying the quintessence of 

traditional UN peacekeeping, based on principles of impartiality, consent and non-use of force 

expect in self- defence” (Jakobsen 2006, p. 381). This policy was in many ways possible 

because of the ‘hard security relationship’ with NATO and the bilateral era of the Cold War 

dominated by super power deterrence allowing the two Nordic states to act as independent 

actors supporting the idea of the Nordic peace. Membership of NATO offered the opportunity 

to use  ‘soft’ security activities i.e. peacekeeping operations to be active internationally.  

There is more to the security policy of the three Nordic states. For example 

geographical location, size of state and the close defence ties with the U.S. play their part. All 

three states, Denmark, Iceland and Norway, looked at the American military presence in the 

Northern Atlantic as a security guarantee. ‘Atlanticism’ was the chosen security policy by all 

the states during the Cold War (Herolf 2006). Pedersen (2006) maintains that the ‘Nordic 

Balance’ was never a political reality, it was more an ‘academic label’ for an era of bipolarity 

and when the Soviet Union disappeared as a force in the region the Nordic balance turned 

towards the European Union when Finland at the first opportunity decided to join the EU and 

benefit from the union’s security guarantees. Pedersen’s argument demonstrates how small 

states react to changes in the international system. The notion of the Nordic model or balance 

gave the impression of a Nordic unity and offered an opportunity for international activity 

based on the idea of a Nordic ‘speciality’. Seen from outside the region, this ‘perceived unity’ 

lends credence to the theory of the Nordic Balance. 

It should be noted that Iceland is not often included in the Cold War international 
                                                        

43 Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Finland.  
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security literature of the Nordic states. The reason for this lack of interest is maybe that 

Iceland does not have a military and Icelandic security interests have been defined as all 

Atlantic rather than Northern European (Männik 2008). Rieker (2003) argues that Iceland was 

not a central part of the ‘Nordic Balance’ during the Cold War. Yet, Iceland’s relationship 

with both super powers was a balance between both powers or to be more exact a balance to 

benefit from Iceland’s strategic geographical position. Icelandic NATO membership came 

with preconditions and when Iceland outsourced its military defences to the U.S., the decision 

was nothing but controversial. In the Cold War Iceland was as preoccupied with emphasis on 

territorial defence (i.e. control over the fishing grounds) as were Denmark and Norway with 

their own territorial defence. Denmark was concerned with the Baltic Sea and the Kattegat 

strait and Norway with its border with the Soviet Union. Military aspects of security did play 

a role in the defence of Iceland and its relations with other states in the period. Even though 

Iceland did not contribute military forces to NATO, Iceland did contribute land. Thus there 

are similarities in the security policies of the three states that can serve as basis for this 

analysis even though Iceland does not have military forces and was less active internationally 

(in some respect differently) than Denmark and Norway.  

 The aim of this chapter is to build a bridge between the decision to join NATO and the 

period leading up to the end of the Cold War and after 1990. Examples of the parliamentarian 

statements and debate are presented in the chapter as well as examples from the international 

relations literature. The chapter sets the scene for the analysis of the security debate in chapter 

5, which covers Denmark, Iceland and Norway form 1986 to 1997. The argument is that 

during the Cold War, a military alliance was central in the security discourse but did not 

completely dominate the international activities of the states. Instead, humanitarian aid and 

peacekeeping operations, economic security, territorial security and arms control became 

important in one way or another for all three states, and important in their international 

activity. This chapter serves as a link between the two main research chapters. It provides 

examples of the security debate and supports the purpose and conclusion of this dissertation. 

The structure of the chapter is a mixture of descriptive analysis of the policy and security 

debate in the three states combined with statements and analysis that link to the first two 

research questions and the hypothesis of these two questions. The main focus of the chapter is 

on the security relations of the three states with NATO and the Unites States. European 

integration is included in the analysis as it was an important44 issue for the three states during 

the Cold War and continues to be so. The three states are treated equally based on the fact that 
                                                        

44 Maybe not for security reasons but for economic reasons that of course link to security in more ways than one.  
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they are small states and that is how they see themselves and others view them as such in an 

international security context. The main focus on the security debate in the parliaments is 

concentrated on the period from 1970 to 1986. The reason for this approach is that the 

Icelandic parliament does not begin to debate foreign and security affairs systematically until 

1968 therefore comparison between the three parliaments before the chosen time period is not 

desirable. The 1970s is also a good period to begin analysing the debate as hints of broader 

definitions of security begin to appear more frequently in the discourse. 

 
4.1.2 Iceland and the Cold War 

Iceland became a NATO member state with the precondition that no foreign soldiers would 

be based on the island in peace times. However, Icelandic society was changing rapidly and 

international relations with other states were increasingly influenced by international events. 

In the early 1950s, the USSR was becoming a dangerous enemy and a real military threat 

according to policy makers in the West. The Korean War in 1950s increased tension in the 

world and politicians from the Icelandic right wing were anxious about Soviet intensions in 

the North Atlantic.  They believed that the state was completely defenceless45. This was the 

international atmosphere, when NATO and the U.S. seized the opportunity to ‘ask’ the 

Icelandic authorities if they were willing to accept foreign soldiers back to Iceland 

(Valdimarsson 1993; Ingimundarson 2012)46.  Icelandic political leaders where now faced 

with a difficult decision. For the Icelandic authorities the request for military base came at the 

same time as Icelandic officials were planning to extend Iceland’s fishing zone for the first 

time. Only six years had passed since the end of the World War and the departure of the 

American military forces from Iceland in 1945. When Iceland decided to participate in the 

Atlantic Pact it came with the categorical assurance that no foreign military forces would be 

stationed in Iceland in peacetime Iceland was now facing a new situation. The military 

alliance wanted to have a base in Iceland, as Iceland was important for North Atlantic 

security. This was the security position in Iceland when NATO approached the state about its 

defences. In many ways, a process that “is consistent with what Geir Lundestad has termed as 

Empire by invitation” (Ingimundarson 2012, p. 212). The process also correlates with small 

state theory and the notion that: 1) A small state recognizes that it cannot obtain security 

                                                        
45 American and British officials agreed that Iceland was defenceless and used this in the debate as well as the Korean War 
when pressuring Iceland for a military base on Icelandic soil.  
46 There is no doubt that both the U.S. and the UK had wanted a military base in Iceland since the end of the Second World 
War. However, the initiative for the military base had to come from the Icelanders, too much outside pressure could result in 
backlash (see Ingimundarson 2012; Insall 2012).  
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primarily by the use of its own capabilities, it must rely on the aid of others states’ institutions, 

processes or developments to do so; the small state’s beliefs in its inability to rely on its own 

means must also be recognized by other states involved in international politics. 2) Small 

states choose to participate in multilateral organizations and form alliances for security 

reasons to attain foreign policy goals. Either way, Iceland signed the defence agreement with 

the Unites States on  May 5th,1951.   

The agreement specified that the Icelandic state was not able to defend its territory, the 

U.S., on behalf of the North Atlantic Alliance, would therefore step in and secure the defence 

of the island in close cooperation with the Icelandic authorities. Iceland would provide the 

U.S. troops with land to operate from. The United States of America should always honour 

their obligations to this agreement and secure the wellbeing of the Icelandic nation and bear in 

mind how small the Icelandic population was. Either side could revoke the agreement with 18 

months notice (The 1951 defence agreement between Iceland and the United States of 

America; Ingimundarson 2012; Jonsson 2004).  The agreement thus acknowledged that 

Iceland is so small and vulnerable that it cannot achieve security on its own. Both parties 

define Iceland as a small state.47 

When debating the defence treaty with the U.S. in parliament, Icelandic politicians 

continued to refer to Iceland as a small state. It did not matter if they were pro- or anti NATO 

or against the idea of having the American military force return to Iceland so soon after it had 

left. Those who spoke in parliament nearly all understood that Iceland could not defend itself 

on its own. The disagreement was primarily about the notion of neutrality and the 

independence of the country which the anti-NATO group said would be lost if the American 

forces came back to Iceland. Those who supported the defence treaty maintained that the 

international situation was unstable, Iceland could not but recognise this. Stefansson (1951) 

maintains that in the current international climate small states are vulnerable. He maintains 

that it is understandable that they ask how they can cope and become more secure. In 

Stefansson’s opinion the answer is found in the lessons from the Second World War. Small 

states could not stand alone. This was a lesson that, not only, Denmark, Iceland and Norway 

learned but also small states like Holland and Belgium.  

When American military troops came for the second time to Iceland in 1951, Icelandic 

authorities were acknowledging that, security wise, it was firmly in the sphere of U.S. 

influence. The decision was based on the international situation at that time and links to small 
                                                        

47 Small states define themselves as they see themselves and as others view them, corresponding to the world in which small 
states exist and how they relate to other states 
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state theory and the argument that a small state should not seek alliance with a ‘Great Power’ 

unless it feels threatened (Rothstein 1968). There are, however, reasons to believe that 

‘Iceland’s decision’ was also influenced by domestic political interests and was not only 

based on security issues and the perceived threat from the USSR. As Ingimundarsson (1996 p. 

406) explains, the Icelandic nation not only defined ‘national security’ as a foreign threat, it 

was considered equally important to safeguard the Icelandic nationality and culture. The 

relationship between the U.S. and Iceland had much more to do with ‘realist alliance politics’ 

than with security. The partnership was based on “economic and political [favours] in return 

for military rights. [And] In the 1950s Iceland was the recipient of the highest per capita U.S 

foreign aid” (Ingimundarson 2007, p. 10). On the other hand, some Icelandic politicians had 

discovered that Iceland’s unique position in the North Atlantic offered them some opportunity 

to use the bipolar system of the Cold War to their advantage. This security ‘arrangement’ was 

successful for the Icelanders. Even though the socialists where against the 1951 defence 

agreement, Icelandic politicians quickly realized that the Cold War offered Iceland a good 

chance of survival if they behaved accordingly as realists. The island’s position in the middle 

of the North Atlantic was perfect for monitoring the shipping lanes between Europe and 

America. The relationship with the United States made it possible for the Icelanders to secure 

their most vital post-war interests; i.e. the preservation of the fish stocks and the extension of 

the fishing zone.  

Icelandic politicians considered the fishing zone to be the most important issue facing 

them with regards to international affairs in the first decades after independence. The 

Icelandic economy was then based mainly on the export of fish and it became clear to 

Icelandic governments that if unregulated fishing by foreign vessels continued close to 

Icelandic shores the main source of the island’s income would fall dramatically, a process that 

might even threaten the survival of the nation. Therefore, fishing rights and an extension of 

the fishing zone from 4 miles in 1952 to 200 miles in 1975 became a key issue in the 

Icelandic security policy. The Icelanders regarded this both as an international and domestic 

issue. They presented the matter to the United Nations, hoping to gain international 

recognition of the right to preserve the fish stocks and right to further extend the fishing zone 

around the island (Valdimarsson 1993, p. 240). Moreover, in that period Iceland used its 

strategic location in the North Atlantic to secure its main interest, the fishing rights, and 

threatened to leave NATO several times when ‘fighting’ the Cod Wars with the UK, a NATO 

ally.  
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The first example of this policy is from 1952 after Iceland announced the extension of 

the exclusive fisheries zone from three miles to four miles. A ban was introduced in the UK 

“on the landings of fresh fish from Iceland. The ban was bound to hurt, because fish 

accounted for more than 90 percent of the country’s export” (Johannesson 2004, p. 118). 

However, Iceland was now able to play the bipolar world, using its NATO membership as a 

bargaining chip. The opportunity presented itself when the Soviet Union offered Iceland a 

profitable deal of oil for fish, and Iceland accepted. The U.S. authorities were unhappy with 

how the situation was evolving; an ally was now trading with the enemy. In response they 

decided to increase the import of Icelandic fish. At the same time, they asked Great Britain to 

end the embargo of Icelandic fish products. The situation was indeed a little peculiar. The 

British government was now pressured by the U.S. to lift the embargo. In 1955 the USSR 

became the biggest importer of fish from Iceland in 1955. The British authorities began to 

fear that if the dispute with the Icelanders was not resolved NATO could lose the vital air base 

in Keflavik. Thus, the 4 mile fishing zone was eventually accepted in 1956 (Jóhannesson 

2004, pp. 117-119). 

That same year the left wing and central parties of the Icelandic parliament formed a 

majority and passed a resolution in parliament that described the defence and foreign policy 

of Iceland. The main goal was to secure the independence and security of the island and to 

have friendly relations with all nations and cooperate with neighbouring states in matters of 

security, including in NATO. Most importantly no foreign troops where to be based in Iceland 

during peace times. Therefore, as the danger of war had diminished,48 Iceland could revise the 

treaty from 1951. The U.S. army should leave the country and Icelanders would protect and 

preserve all military instillations, performing none- military duties. Finally the resolution says 

that if an agreement is not reached the matter will be resolved by terminating the contact from 

1951 in accordance with article 7 of the treaty (Alþt. 1955, A. 668). This resolution passed on 

the 29th of March 1956. What is interesting with the resolution is that all parties, except the 

Independence Party, were in favour of it, even the Socialist party voted for it even though 

they were in principle against any military alliance (Thorsteinsson 1992).49 

 Other NATO member states expressed their concerns about the Icelandic decision in a 

written answer to the Icelandic authorities. NATO replied that security in the North-Atlantic 

                                                        
48 The Korean War was over, Stalin was dead and in the Soviet Union new leaders had emerged that talked about the need of 
international cooperation. The leaders of the USA, UK, USSR and France had met in Geneva in good sprit.  
49 The day before the government of Independence Party and the Progressive resigned from office. Both the left wing 
governments in in 1956 and 1971wanted to ‘abrogate’ the defence treaty but did not want to tamper with Iceland’s 
membership of NATO (see Ingimundarson 2001). 
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was still of vital importance50. New military technology advancements made Iceland 

important for the safe passage of military hardware between America and Europe. The letter 

concluded by saying that there was still a need for a defence force in Iceland. The issue was 

put on hold while elections took place in Iceland. After the elections a coalition government 

of the Progressive Party, the Social Democratic Party and The People's Alliance51 (a new 

Political party with members from the Socialist and Social Democratic Party) came into 

power in July 1956. These were more or less the same parties that had supported the 

resolution to have the American forces leave Iceland a few months earlier.  

Discussions began between Icelandic and American authorities in November. The 

American media reported that a compromise was possible and most likely the U.S. would 

retain its military base but reduce the number of personnel based there. At the same time, 

Icelandic authorities requested a loan to support the Icelandic economy. In the meantime 

international events influenced the outcome of the negotiations as the international stability 

was threatened by the Suez crisis and with the uprising and military actions by the Soviets in 

Hungary. Iceland and the U.S. agreed to disband the negotiations in light of the international 

situation and because of the ongoing danger and threat to Iceland and North-Atlantic security. 

When Icelandic and American officials managed to negotiate a deal which prolonged the 

American’s military presence on the island, interestingly, only a few weeks would pass and a 

‘favourable’ loan was accepted from the U.S. (Ingimundarson 1996, p. 293). The two states 

agreed to establish a joint committee that would meet to discuss the defence needs of Iceland 

and prepare Icelanders for more active role in defence of their own country. The agreement 

was signed in December, 1956. The committee only meet once, it was disbanded in 1958 by 

the Icelandic authorities (Thorsteinsson 1992).    

 The security situation in Iceland is difficult to understand unless the Cod Wars from 

1952 to 1976 are included in the security perspective. In the period, one can argue, that 

Iceland outsourced its military defences to the U.S. in exchange for political and economic 

favouritism. The Icelandic political elite saw the main interest of the Icelandic nation to be 

fish and the extension of the fishing zone. Because of Iceland’s strategic location it was 

possible to pursue this policy with vigour. The threat to leave NATO was a useful tool in this 

battle. The expansion of the fishing zone became the most important foreign policy goal of 

                                                        
50 The importance of Iceland for the U.S. increased between 1954 and 1960 as the long-range bomber B- 52 replaced older 
bombers. During this transnational period the Americans had to rely on bombers with limited range and greater reliance on 
overseas bases, including Iceland, for refuel. The Americans believed that the loss of Iceland would have a profound impact 
on the U.S.in ability to retain its margin of superiority in the atomic- air race (see Berdal 1957 p. 141).  
51 Alþýðubandalagið in Icelandic.  
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Iceland. Maybe the only one, as demonstrated by the fact that foreign or security policy was 

not discussed in the Icelandic parliament in any length from 1949 to 1969. In 1969 an 

Icelandic Foreign Minister reports on foreign and security policy to parliament for the first 

time. Perhaps the reason is that the first Cod Wars became internationally difficult, and maybe 

the Icelanders linked their Cod Wars policy to Iceland’s security, NATO membership and the 

military base. Perhaps therefore, a security debate was considered to be too politically 

sensitive by both the pro- and anti-NATO camp.  

 In the ‘fight’ for the extension of the fishing grounds Iceland saw the UN as a platform 

to stress the importance of the law of sea and to secure and control the Icelandic fishing 

grounds. In 1958, Iceland believed that the UN should find an international solution to 

disputes about fishing rights. If they did that the rights of costal states like Iceland would be 

secured. The main Icelandic argument was that Iceland based its livelihood on the fishing 

industry; this speciality should not be ignored. Iceland continued in the 1960s and 1970s to be 

active in the UN speaking for ‘better’ international law of the sea. In 1968, Iceland introduced 

a resolution to that effect in the UN General Assembly. The main reason for the proposal was 

to build up an international consensus on ways to reduce pollution in the sea around Iceland 

and elsewhere. Iceland was also at the forefront of a UN resolution in 1968 that addressed the 

harnessing of the seas and protection of life in the oceans. In 1972, Iceland proposed to the 

General Assembly that the UN would acknowledge the rights of states to all their national 

resources on the seabed. Iceland continued to be active in the UN, arguing for full control 

over the fishing grounds. After the proposal from 1972 was ratified in the UN52 the Icelandic 

political elite saw it as a support for their cause both in case of the law of the sea and in the 

disputes with the UK over the extension of the Fishing grounds. They considered it to be vital 

that a state like Iceland had full sovereign rights to the state’s fishing grounds. Icelandic 

activism in this matter in the UN shows how important the organization was for Icelandic 

foreign policy in this matter (Valdimarsson 1993). It is also a further confirmation of the 

statement that as a small state Iceland relied on international law to promote its interests.  

Thus, even though Iceland was a free rider state when it came to ‘hard military 

security’ it could be active when Iceland’s interests were of vital national importance. Perhaps 

because the U.S. oversaw the military defence of Iceland, the policy of the fishing grounds 

was easier to pursue. At least the Icelandic political elite was prepared to wage the Cod Wars 

                                                        
52 The proposal was only supported by three other Western states: Greece, Ireland and Turkey. The majority of the Western 
states including the Nordic states abstained. Iceland’s strongest supporter and often co-producer of the proposals were 
governments from the developing countries seeking similar control over their own national resources.   
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in part because they believed that international law was on their side. They also believed that 

Iceland’s strategic location in the North Atlantic offered them an opportunity to secure the 

nation’s most important asset, as the following analysis will demonstrate.  

 

Iceland the Cod Wars, European integration and the relationship with the U.S. from 1958 – 

1976 

In this section the aim is to describe the Icelandic European integration process from 1959 to 

1971 and the Cod Wars in 1958, ‘71 and 1976. The method used for this section is to combine 

the European integration process and the Cod Wars with Iceland relations with the Unites 

States. This is done in order to strengthen the argument that control over the fishing grounds 

was the main foreign policy goal, even security goal, of the Icelandic authorities in the period 

explored. The argument is that the Icelandic international position during the period from the 

late 1940s focused on securing the main interest of the state, i.e. the fertile fishing grounds of 

Iceland.  
Iceland’s success in the early 1950s strengthened the confidence of the political elite, 

which “again secured Western loans, this time at least partly by pointing out that assistance 

would otherwise have to be sought in the East” (Jóhannesson 2004, p. 118). In Washington an 

official asked if the small state was blackmailing the super power. This view was echoed by 

Canadian and British diplomats. To describe the Icelandic strategy as blackmail is probably 

not right, it was more of a gamble. “Nonetheless, they…used the…the popularity of the 

left…[and] the island’s strategic importance, to secure economic assistance and political 

goodwill in the fight for widened fishing limits, a vital Icelandic interest” (Jóhannesson 2004, 

p. 119). Ingimundarson (2007) has argued that Iceland relied on the U.S. for ‘security 

guarantee’ were the ‘domestic political environment’ was influenced by emphasises on 

‘sovereign rights’53 and control over the ‘fishing zone’. At the same time the Iceland’s 

geographical location and domestic affairs prevent Iceland from participating in the European 

economic integration.   

Three issues are important in this retrospect. Firstly, Iceland was under military 

protection from the U.S. and managed to secure favourable loans and economic support from 

the U.S., hence the need for European economic integration was perhaps less important for 

Iceland than it was for other states at that time. Secondly, the main Icelandic foreign policy 

goal was to protect the fishing zone around Iceland and the export of the most vital Icelandic 

                                                        
53 That is possessed by a state and which enables it to act in the benefit of its citizens as it deems fit. 



  

114 

product. Finally, as so often in Icelandic foreign relations at that time, the Icelandic authorities 

followed or waited to see what would be the development in Scandinavia, most importantly in 

Norway and Denmark.  

Iceland did participate in various European projects and joined the European 

Reconstruction Program (ERP) in the late 1940s and the Council of Europe in the 1950s 

(Ingimundason 2007, p. 9). Iceland was not ready, due to its weak economic and trade 

structure, to take part in European integration in the years from 1957 to 1959. The 

government of the Social Democrats and the Independence Party that came to power in 1959 

began to reform the economy but as before the country was not prepared for the integration 

process that continued in the 1960s (Thorhallsson et al 2004). Thus, security and economic 

ties with the U.S. became important for the island as the United States “propped up the 

Icelandic economy when it went through periodic crises in the 1950s and 1960s and spent 

huge amounts of money on military infrastructure projects in the 1980s. Direct aid ceased in 

the 1970s and 1980s” (Ingimundarson 2007, p. 10). Iceland extends the fishing zone to 12 

miles in 1958.  The decision was received with frustration in London. It should be noted that 

the government of the Independence Party and the Social Democrats from 1959 to 1971 

supported the defence and security policy, which had been formed in 1949 and 1951 (Gröndal 

1991). Even so they were ready to extend the fishing zone and begin negotiating with the 

ECC and EFTA at the same time. The British government responded to the 12 mile extension 

by sending the Royal Navy to protect its trawlers from the Icelandic coastguard vessels. 

Again, Iceland turned to the U.S. for help, threatening to end the defence agreement with 

them and even leave NATO if need be. The UK accepted the 12 mile fishing zone in 1961. At 

that time a UK official believed that if an agreement was not reached with the Icelanders they 

might leave NATO and turn to the Russians for protection. The consequences would be 

enormous for the West. Again Iceland had successfully used its strategic significance in 

NATO. Icelandic authorities had shown that they were ready to gamble their NATO 

membership and use the American military base on their island as their main card. “The 

Icelanders were a reluctant ally, resentful over the need to have foreign troops on their soil but 

apparently determined to make the most of it, materially and politically” (Jóhannesson 2004, 

pp. 115; 120; 121). 

In 1961, the Icelandic government began the process of securing free trade of fish with 

EFTA and to examine if Iceland should join EFTA. Iceland had not been invited to join the 

organization in 1959 as Iceland was at ‘war’ with the UK over the fishing grounds. The 

committee that investigated the possibility of joining EFTA concluded that EEC and EFTA 
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would merge in the future, nevertheless, it suggested that the Icelandic authorities applied to 

join the organisation in order to secure Iceland’s place within the group of major European 

fishing nations, including Norway and Denmark. After Britain and Denmark applied to join 

the EEC in 1961 and Norway soon thereafter the position of Iceland changed again. When the 

EEC states had agreed to impose tariffs on fishing products it became vital for Iceland to 

negotiate with the organisation. In August 1961 many important interest groups urged the 

Icelandic government to apply for associate membership of the EEC in order to secure the 

islands ‘competitive position’. The Icelandic government decided that is was appropriate to 

apply only for associate membership in 1961  – “it regarded various provisions of the Treaty 

of Rome as impractical for small states like Iceland”54 – but the application came to nothing 

when the President of France, De Gaulle, declared that France was against enlarging the EEC 

(Thorhallsson et al 2004, p. 24 - 28).   

 The UK re-examined the possibility of strengthening EFTA in 1965, exploring if 

Iceland and Ireland were willing to join. Iceland again examined the feasibility of joining an 

international organisation. The committee that examined the issue concluded that if Iceland 

decided on membership it would be beneficial for the fishing industry and exports of fish to 

Europe. Furthermore, the committee expressed its concerns about “Iceland’s position within 

the framework of Nordic co-operation, which had to some extent come under EFTA in the 

preceding years”55 (Thorhallsson et al 2004, p. 29). The issue of joining EFTA did not enter 

the political debate until after the elections in 1967 and two years later the Icelandic 

parliament decided to apply for EFTA membership. The resolution was passed with 35 votes 

in favour, 14 were against and 11 abstained. In the negotiations that followed Iceland had four 

main goals. One: to enjoy all concessions that EFTA had already implemented. Two: To have 

a transition period before dismantling tariffs and restrictions. Three: to continue trading with 

Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Four: To guarantee a ‘special free exports quota of its 

frozen fish’ exported to the United Kingdom in case an agreement was not concluded which 

did assure ‘free trade in fisheries products’ (Thorhallsson et al 2004, p. 31).  Iceland became 

an EFTA state in 1970, Iceland managed to secure a favourable deal with EFTA and continue 

to trade both with the East and West.   

This narrative has shown that the main goal of the Icelandic policy towards European 

                                                        
54 Iceland was not ready accept’ EEC’s principle of equal rights to employment and right of establishment because of the 
smallness of the nation. 2) Provisions regarding the manufacturing industry, agriculture and trade with Eastern Europe were 
seen as an obstacle to full membership. 3) Iceland would need a long adaptation period to abolish its protective tariffs. 4) And 
surely the main and most important issue Iceland was not keen to grant other states the same rights as its own nationals had to 
catch fish inside the Icelandic fishing zone (see Thorhallsson et al 2004, p. 28 - 29).   
55 Denmark, Sweden and Norway are already members of EFTA.  
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integration in the 1960s was to ensure that Icelandic fish products would be included in 

European free trade agreements. EFTA membership was the price the majority of the 

Icelandic political elite was ready to pay in order to secure the free flow of fish products to 

Europe. One could argue that it was a matter of economic security. Even though Iceland was 

‘successful’ in its European integration policy, it did not mean that Iceland had given up on its 

aim to extend the fishing zone around the island. The Icelandic political elite treated European 

integration and the fishing zone to some extent as two separate issues. But at the same time 

they both clearly link to the security policy of Iceland and how Iceland uses its strategic 

location to ensure its most vital foreign policy goal. At the same time the relationship with the 

American military force continued to be controversial even though Icelandic authorities and 

the political parties seldom discussed matters of security in parliament. The case of the United 

States and Iceland continued to be based on economic and political favours in return for 

military rights, whenever Iceland was ready to extend the fishing grounds they were ready to 

gamble that the military base was more important for NATO than Icelandic waters.  

  This Icelandic strategy from 1956 was repeated in 1971 when a new left wing 

government was formed, on its agenda was the departure of the U.S. forces from Iceland. In 

Washington American officials believed that a compromise could be reached. However, “they 

realized that it would come with a price” (Johannesson 2004, p. 121). Hence, Icelandic 

Airlines was ‘given concessions’, that no other airline from Europe achieved, which allowed 

it to offer cheap flights from Iceland to the U.S. The American State Department stated if the 

deal with Icelandic Airways was terminated bilateral relations between the two states would 

be damaged and even end the U.S. Army presence in Iceland (Johannesson 2004, p. 121). In 

sum, the United States authorities were ready to provide economic assistance and politically 

use favouritism, hoping to keep their military privileges in Iceland. This episode, 

demonstrates that given the right circumstances a small state in a bi-polar world, protected by 

greater power has the opportunity to act as ‘free rider’ yet seek military and security 

protection from a greater power and in the process small states often enjoy the benefits of this 

relationship ‘at little extra cost’ to themselves (Handel 1990).  

 Two more Cod Wars would have to be fought before they ended with an Icelandic 

‘victory’. In 1972, Iceland announced the extension of its fisheries limits to 50 miles. Both 

Britain and Germany protested to the International Court of Justice. After the International 

Court ruled against Iceland, Icelandic politicians, nonetheless, decided to go ahead with their 

plans and extended the fishing limit to 50 miles in September, 1972.  Armed with new “trawl 

wire cutters” the Icelandic Coast Guard vessels confronted the British trawlers. The dispute 
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had never been so serious . The British government responded by sending tugboats to ram the 

Icelandic Coast Guard ships. Later Royal Navy frigates and a Nimrod patrol aircraft arrived to 

protect the British fishing vessels (Corgan 2002, p. 42). Again Icelandic authorities gambled 

and declared that if the British trawlers would not leave Icelandic waters, then the future of 

the Keflavik base was inconceivable. Iceland was ready to fight the English to the bitter end. 

The atmosphere was indeed tense and at the same time strange. As noted by Henry Kissinger, 

the U.S. national security advisor, when he came to Iceland in 1973 and could only 

admire…”the turbulent tiny country threatening to make war against a nation 250 times its 

size and to leave NATO…[Kissinger was later to write that] the audacity said volumes about 

the contemporary world and of the tyranny that the weak can impose on it” (Johannesson 

2004, p. 121). An acceptable compromise for all parties involved was reached in the dispute 

in the autumn of 1973. The Icelandic political elite had learned how to use Iceland strategic 

location in the North Atlantic to achieve this important foreign policy goal and actively used 

its NATO card and cooperation with the USA in order to push its interests.  

 Only two years would pass until the Icelandic authorities announced the formation of a 

two hundred mile economic zone around the island. The pattern form the Cod War in 1972 

and 73 was repeated. Britain responded by sending the Royal Navy to Icelandic waters and 

again UK Navy ships collided with Icelandic Coast Guard vessels. The Icelandic government 

did not tolerate the British attitude and broke of diplomatic relations with the United Kingdom 

in early 1976 and recalled its ambassador in London. At that time Britain was struggling 

against the tide and in 1977, the 200 mile fishing zone was finally adopted by the European 

Community, which included the UK as well. For the Icelandic authorities and for the nation 

this meant that their most important foreign affairs goal had been reached. Speaking in 

parliament Gils Gudmundsson56 (1976) compared the final victory in the Cod Wars with the 

battle between David and Goliath, stating that the battle for full control over the fishing 

ground was a matter of life and death for the Icelandic nation. Other nations, Gudmundsson 

added, noticed the courage of the Icelandic people and respected that the small nation was 

ready risk everything.  Not surprisingly, the British Ambassador in Iceland at that time wrote 

back home that the Icelanders see the conclusion of the Cod War “as the consummation of 

their independence” (The Foreign Office 1976). Icelandic policy was indeed based on 

‘balancing’ between the East and West, demonstrating that a small state in a geographical 

position could use its strategic location to promote its own national interests. In sum, Iceland 

was an active international actor when arguing for the Icelandic fishing zone and the law of 
                                                        

56 The People's Alliance 
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the sea. Iceland’s ‘aggressive’ policy would most likely not have been possible if Iceland had 

not joined NATO.  

The security debate in Iceland from 1969 - 1986 

During the first twenty years of the Cold War the Icelandic political elite seldom discussed 

security affairs unless they were connected to the debate on the American base in Iceland’57. 

More importantly, if discussed, security matters were linked to fishing rights, export of fish 

and the extension of the fishery zone around Iceland. The reason could be, as Horgan (2002) 

argues, that security wise Icelandic interests had been more threatened by British actions 

during all the three Cod Wars than by any action emanating from the Soviet Union. After 

successfully extending the fishing zone to 200 miles the time was now right to begin 

rebuilding the relationship with the West. Gröndal (1976) suggested this in a speech in the 

Icelandic parliament in 1976. “We…do now have to begin to win the peace…and when we 

have done so…then we have strengthened our economical future…then we can pass on to the 

next generation a ‘bigger’ Iceland than we acquired” (Gröndal 1976).  From this perspective it 

is possible to understand the Icelandic viewpoint during the years from 1952 to 1976. Many 

of the parliamentarians are born before independence in 1944 and politically active in the 

republic’s first years after independence. They believed that Iceland had earned its reputation, 

but when it came to military protection and security in general Iceland was depended on the 

American military force. As the following examples from parliamentary discussions on 

foreign and security affairs demonstrate. 

The first time a Foreign Minister of Iceland published a report on foreign affairs and 

defence issues was in 1969. The Minister of Foreign Affairs Emil Jonsson58 (1969) from the 

Social Democratic Party defined Icelandic foreign policy based on four key issues. 1) 

Cooperation with other Nordic states. 2) Participation in the United Nations. 3) Participation 

in NATO. 4) Good relations with Iceland’s trading partners regardless of how they manage 

their internal affairs. Later in his speech the minister states that the most important issue of 

the Icelandic foreign policy is the preservation of the fish stocks and the extension of the 

fishing zone (Jonsson 1969).  Several facts are interesting about this statement. Firstly, the 

                                                        
57 Iceland was an active small state when presenting its case about the law of the sea and extension of the fishing grounds, but 
from a military security perspective Iceland was a free rider in NATO and did not use its membership to influence military 
policy. For example, when NATO was discussing the possibility of putting nuclear weapons on-board its ships in 1965 – an 
issue that surely mattered for the fishing grounds in the North-Atlantic Iceland did not partake in the debate. The reason 
being that Iceland was a nation with no army or weapons, always had been and always would be without a military and had 
no plans to take part in the discussions. (See; Foreign Minister Gudmundsson 1965).  

58 Emil Jonsson had first been elected to parliament in 1937 
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main points from the first foreign policy statement in 1944 are repeated. They include 

Iceland’s participation in international organisation like the UN, close cooperation with the 

other Nordic nations and last but not least securing and extending the fishing zone around the 

island. What is added is the participation in NATO. Secondly, the statement that Icelandic 

authorities will conduct trade with other states regardless of how they run their internal affairs 

is rather interesting. The explanation is probably connected to the fact that in Iceland’s 

negotiations with EFTA, Iceland wanted to continue to trade with Eastern Europe and the 

Soviet Union.59 Thirdly, the fishing grounds are the most important Icelandic foreign policy 

issue and essential for the survival of the nation. Safeguarding recourses is defined as national 

security, and according to realism that always comes first.   

A year later in parliament, debating foreign affairs, Tomas Arnason (1970) from the 

Progressive Party states that Iceland is important for North Atlantic security as new military 

technology and science has changed Iceland’s position in the world. The politician continues 

by saying that Iceland has no other choice but to cooperate more with other nations. It is a 

difficult task for a small state like Iceland to run its foreign affairs, Arnason adds. He 

continues by saying that if ‘small Iceland’ is to become successful it must protect its national 

resources. Jonsson, the Foreign Minister, repeats his message form 1969 when reporting to 

parliament in 1970. The UN and Nordic cooperation, international trade and NATO are 

deemed to be most important for Icelandic foreign affairs and security (Jonsson 1970). These 

themes are repeated over and over again for the next twenty years in parliament both by the 

foreign minister and the parliamentarians that choose to speak about foreign affairs and 

security. The far left criticizes the relationship with the USA and often speaks against NATO 

membership. All parties agree on the main foreign policy issue, i.e. the fishing zone around 

Iceland. In 1971, the left wing government of the Progressive Party, the Union of Liberals and 

Leftists and the People’s Alliance announced its intent to terminate the defence pact with the 

USA and shut down the military base in Iceland. In response the opposition proposed a 

resolution to parliament that suggested that Iceland should reassess its security policy. This 

proposal is interesting for four reasons. 1) Security is defined narrowly with a focus on the 

state and its security needs. 2) Military aspects of security are central and a broader security 

definition is not included. 3) The value of territorial waters and pollution in them is 

highlighted; one explanation is the issue of fishing rights and the protection of the fishing 

stock. 4) The control over the fishing zone is connected with security affairs of the state as the 

fishing grounds are defined as national security (Kristjansson 2010). In 1974, the left wing 
                                                        

59 As Olgeirsson had suggested Iceland should do in 1949, instead of joining NATO.  



  

120 

government is no longer in office. The Independence Party and the Progressive Party are back 

in power. Geir Hallgrimsson, he prime minister of the Independence Party (1974), explains 

the security policy of his pro-NATO government. He prioritises the same issues as Jonsson 

did in 1969 and 1970, i.e. Iceland’s participation in the UN, Nordic cooperation and Western 

defence collaboration and NATO membership. What is interesting in Hallgrimson’s statement 

is that a small hint of broadening of interests is detected in his speech, i.e. human rights and 

the environment are mentioned as topics of concern. Yet Hallgrimsson main prioritises are the 

same, the protection of national resources, namely the fish. A year later Iceland extended the 

fishing zone from 50 miles to 200 and the Prime Minister declares it to be the country’s most 

important foreign policy.  

The aim is to secure our possession over all this area, so we can control how the resources are 
utilized…the interests [of the fishing zone] are vital for the nation’s survival (Hallgrímsson, 1975). 

 

The Prime Minister thus defines the fishing zone as the main interest and vital for the 

continued existence of the nation and important for the security and prosperity of Iceland 

(Kristjansson 2010, p. 4). Therefore, it does not come as a surprise that the British 

ambassador in Iceland in 1976 reports back to his foreign office that “Iceland’s main aim 

since becoming independent in 1944 has been to push foreign and primarily British trawlers 

off the fishing banks of her continental shelf” (The Foreign Office 1976).  

 In the 1970s and 1980s the UN became an important forum for Iceland’s policy on 

nuclear disarmament, in particular nuclear disarmament on the oceans. The foreign minister in 

1979 raises the issue in parliament and mentions that the Secretary General of the UN has 

encouraged small states to become more active and vocal internationally supporting nuclear 

disarmament. The foreign minister believes that the hope of everlasting peace is based on 

disarmament and for Iceland as a ‘small state’ the future is based on that peace. “Iceland 

continues to talk for disarmament and will continue to support that issue as the Secretary 

General suggested that small states should do” (Gröndal 1979).60  What the foreign minister is 

clearly saying is that as a small state Iceland should work for peace and become active. 

Gröndal (1979) maintains that the political situation in other countries influences Iceland. As 

an independent nation Iceland’s duty is ‘our’ position in international organisations. The gist is 

that small states take part in international organisations based on ‘rules and norms’.  

                                                        
60 Already a year earlier in 1978 the prime minister of Iceland talked about nuclear disarmament at a special UN session on 
the topic.  
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 The Minister of Social Affairs in 1981 supports an active disarmament policy. He 

stresses that Nordic cooperation is vital for Iceland and Icelandic international relations. 

Iceland should rely on its Nordic friends (Gestsson61 1981). Yet at the same time the matter of 

NATO participation lingers on as the main dispute. The Socialist Party and the People’s 

Alliance ‘have’ fought against the ‘occupation’ in 1951 and NATO membership in 1949 

(Gestsson 1981).  

In debate in 1981 the Foreign Minister of the Progressive Party argues that: “Iceland 

supports peaceful relations between all nations. Iceland emphasises that all states big or small 

should solve their differences with international agreements and other peaceful means…in 

accordance with the principles of the United Nations and international law” (Johannesson 

1981).  This statement is in accordance with one of the main theories in small state studies, 

the desire to keep the peace and support international law. This statement and the debate in 

the early 1980s echo a theory of liberalism that maintains that states cooperate internationally 

and follow acknowledged ‘rules and norms’ based on the principles of self-determination and 

non-intervention.  

Iceland’s security relations with NATO and its protector the U.S. seem rather 

straightforward, if the Cod Wars are excluded. Only the Socialist Party and later the People’s 

Alliance opposed NATO and wanted a return back to neutrality. Yet, there are reasons to 

believe that the Icelandic political elite had little interest in participating actively in the 

alliance. The NATO pro-political elite saw the role of Iceland in NATO in simple terms. It 

was a contribution of land. “Iceland’s contribution to NATO is the military base. The island’s 

location is crucial for cooperation between the member states in North America and in 

Western- Europe“ (Report to parliament by the Minister of Foreign Affairs 1980; Report to 

parliament by the Minister of Foreign Affairs 1986). Here the role of Iceland is somewhat 

glorified and the Icelandic contribution made to look greater than it really was. At the same 

time it cannot be disregarded that Iceland’s contribution to NATO – the military base – can be 

interpreted as international activity. Yet Iceland’s participation in NATO’s policy-making 

cannot be seen in other terms than as non-activity, the following narrative demonstrates this.  

In 1978, the Icelandic parliament established the first Icelandic Commission on Security 

and International affairs (ICSIA).62 The main purpose was to supervise research on the 

Icelandic security situation. In fact, Icelandic governments had demonstrated little interest in 

building up any knowledge in defence and security matters in Iceland and Icelandic diplomats 
                                                        

61 People’s Alliance Party 
62 The political parties appointed the commission’s members. 
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did not participate in NATO’s military committee until 1984.63 The pro-Western 

Independence Party Foreign Minister in 1984 believed that Iceland should begin to ‘monitor’ 

Iceland’s ‘nearest surroundings’ and partake more in NATO discussions about security and 

defence. The Foreign Minister reiterates how important Western cooperation and the defence 

treaty with the Americans is for Iceland and adds that freedom and democracy and 

international disarmament are most vital for Icelandic security and foreign policy 

(Hallgrimsson, 1984). In a space of ten years Hallgrimsson has gone from describing the 

cornerstones of Icelandic policy, in 1974, as the membership of the UN, Nordic cooperation 

and NATO membership. Now he identifies freedom and democracy as the two important 

factors which perhaps hint of a broader security agenda.  

 In all reality little had changed in Icelandic security policy. The Icelandic Commission on 

Security and International affairs had been active for six years, yet, at that time Iceland was 

only fulfilling minor obligations within NATO (Corgan 2002). The next five years lingered 

on with the same indifference even though Iceland began to take more part in the workings of 

NATO by participating in more committees. In some NATO committees, for example the 

committee on nuclear weapons, Iceland only had associate membership (see; Hermannsson 

1988). When Iceland finally published a report 1989 it demonstrated little or no Icelandic 

knowledge about defence and security matters in the Icelandic public service. Iceland had not 

participated in any NATO exercises and no work had gone into developing a plan to 

implement NATO’s emergency plans if a conflict would begin (Jonsson 1989). In the foreign 

policy report from 1986 international economic affairs; human rights; liberty; international 

peace and the UN are named as the key foreign policy issues for the independence of Iceland. 

Iceland’s policy of disarmament is stressed and it is restated that Iceland must guard the 200 

mile exclusive fishing zone. In the section about defence and security NATO remains most 

important, broader security issues are not mentioned. Thus, security is defined narrowly, 

emphasizing the role of the American defence force and the military base (Matthias A 

Mathiesen 1986). 

      Even though, Icelandic politicians talk about international participation, in reality 

international activity is at least limited to few specific topics most importantly international 

cooperation on the law of the sea and conferences concerning international fishing rights. 

Iceland did not participate in peacekeeping operations during the Cold War (see fig. 2) and 

                                                        
63 Which is rather strange as NATO’s military committee is the primary source of military advice to NATO’s civilian 
decision-making bodies and assists in developing overall strategic policy and concepts for the Alliance (see NATO’s 
homepage) Iceland had, thus, it is seams little no influence on NATO’s strategic policy in the North-Atlantic – Iceland’s own 
backyard. 



  

123 

only began taking part as a aid donor state in 1980 when Iceland supervised a fishery 

development program (no direct financial aid was provided) on the small island of Capo 

Verde. Four almost identical projects followed in the next seven years.  

 

Fig. 2 Icelandic development aid projects supported from 1980 to 198764 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 shows that Iceland did only participate in five development projects in the first seven 

years of the 1980s. These were Iceland’s first ever state’ aided projects. Even though the 

Icelandic political elite’s discourse demonstrates a willingness to participate internationally, 

their actions were limited and arrived late in the Cold War.   

 

4.1.3 In sum 

Iceland had indeed been a ‘free rider’ during the Cold War. Yet, by its actions in the UN 

arguing for international law of the sea and the extension of the fishing grounds during the 

Cod Wars, Iceland was able to become a somewhat active member of the international 

community even though this activity was mostly limited to a single issue. The Icelandic 

political elite saw the fishing ground as the most vital aspect of Icelandic foreign and security 

policy. It was vital for the survival of the nation. The safeguarding of the fishery resources 

was defined as national security. Iceland’s ‘aggressive’ policy would most likely not have 

been possible if Iceland had not joined NATO. The discourse about the size of state, 

associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters, influenced Iceland’s 

international activity. Iceland continued to present itself as a small state that was important for 

its allies. The Icelandic political elite could act as David fighting Goliath and make use of 

Iceland’s vulnerability and capability in security matters in the battle for the fishing grounds. 

This was the result of the decisions to join NATO when Iceland constructed its international 

activities during the Cold War and the Cod Wars. After the final victory in the Cod Wars the 

security policy of Iceland gradually changed as more security issues were taken into account. 

                                                        
64 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
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The Icelandic political elite is slow to change its habits, behaving as a ‘free rider state’ in 

international security matters.  

 

4.1.4 Norway and the Cold War security policy 

After the United Nations was established in 1945 Norway became active within the 

organisation and the UN became the cornerstone of Norwegian foreign policy after 1945. This 

was in part due to the decision by the UN to appoint the Norwegian wartime Foreign Minister 

Tryggvi Lie the first Secretary General of the UN. Norwegian politicians thought that 

Scandinavian social traditions and unbiased approach in the UN would support and strengthen 

international cooperation. At the same time Norway tried to work as a ‘bridge builder between 

East and West’. Some politicians believed that it was a ‘role’ that a state like Norway could 

play (Lange 1951). However, when the UN Security Council disappointed in the late 1940s 

and after the creation of NATO in 1949, NATO became the provider of security for Norway 

and in the North Atlantic. Norwegian participation in NATO led Norway into “international 

diplomacy in a way that could not be imagined by non-aligned states…[defence] links with 

both the British and Americans…seemed to guarantee the very existence of the Norwegian 

state” (Archer 2005, p. 32).  

During the Cold War Norway became active in development aid, supported UN 

peacekeeping and anti-colonialism even though the Security Council was a disappointment. In 

the Cold War period, Norwegian values of peace, democracy and human rights were 

prominent in the states foreign policy. A good example of this international activity in the 

1970s was when Norway became the first NATO member state to recognize North Vietnam 

in spite of American objections (Riste 2005, p. 256 – 257). In this way Norway was able to 

demonstrate independent foreign policy action and actively participate internationally as aid 

donor and peacekeeping state. The Eisenhower administration in 1960 acknowledged this and 

“emphasised…the considerable prestige which all three countries65 enjoyed in the 

international community meant that their support of U.S. policy was valuable in international 

organisations and for general propaganda purposes” (Berdal 1997, p. 131). The Norwegian 

idea was that in “low-tension areas Norwegians would be able to perpetuate their beneficial 

work, while NATO provided security in contested areas and high politics” (Græger et al 2005 

p. 48). At the same time Norway continued to support the UN and believed it to be an 

important organization that worked for international law, agreements and international 

cooperation. “For a small state there is no other option” (Lange 1961 p. 50).  
                                                        

65 Scandinavian countries Norway, Denmark and Sweden  
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 Norway’s “main Cold War concern was to avoid provoking the Soviet Union. Thus, a 

set of self-imposed restraints including a no foreign base policy, a no nuclear weapons policy 

and no-go area for NATO forces was introduced in 1950s” (Rieker 2006, p. 153). Norway 

was playing a balancing act between the East and West. After South Korea was invaded by 

North Korea, NATO transformed from a “political treaty into a mutual security organisation 

for collective defence, with a high degree of military integration as the ultimate purpose” 

(Riste 2005, p. 210). The Defence minister of Norway did not hide this fact when he outlined 

this new agreement in the Norwegian parliament in 1951. “It presupposes a common strategy 

and a common defence plan. It requires joint military commanders and joint military 

institutions” (Riste 2005, p. 210).  The Norwegian Defence minister argues:  

 

Common defence requires a concentration on tasks that are important from an overall viewpoint. This 
involves organising joint military forces as well as a division of labour among member states cutting 
across national borders and traditions. It is perhaps putting it too mildly to say that this is unusual. It is 
revolutionary for all countries – as much for others as for us (Riste 2005, p. 210).   
 

Hauge, the Norwegian Defence Minister, is not hiding the fact that Norway has 

responsibilities in this new organisation and must honour them. Norwegian security policy 

would henceforth by guided by three formulas. One: a deterrence policy towards the Soviet 

Union. The Soviets where reassured that Norway’s membership of the Atlantic Union was 

only for defensive purposes. Two: when it came to NATO it was accepted that it was 

necessary to integrate into the organisation to secure its assistance. Three: at the same time it 

was hoped that Norway could carefully avoid all actions by the Atlantic Union “that could be 

construed – by neutralist sections of the public, by Norway’s neutral neighbours, or by the 

Soviets  – as provocatively offensive “ (Riste 2005, p. 210 - 211).  

In 1955, the Prime Minister of Norway Gerhardsen was invited to the USSR . He was 

the first minister from a NATO state to travel to the Soviet Union.66 When Gerhardsen 

returned he surprised the government and his Labour Party and proposed a wide-ranging 

cooperation with the Soviets both at party and trade union level.  Lange, the Foreign Minister, 

was in particular not happy when he learned that Norwegian no foreign military base policy 

was included in the joint Norwegian-Soviet statement from the Prime Minister’s visit. 

Gerhardsen hoped that a Soviet-Norwegian dialogue could contribute to reducing the tension 

between the two military blocs. These ideas were crushed by the events in Hungary in 1956. 

Lange on the other hand wanted NATO backing in matters of arms control and ban on nuclear 

                                                        
66 The Norwegian government believed that they could not reject the invitation. 
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testing. Lange believed that quiet diplomacy would ease the tensions between East and West. 

Lange thought that Norway could not achieve this goal alone, however, Gerhardsen opinions 

had the backing of the public and more importantly his opinions were satisfactory for the anti-

NATO left wing of the Labour Party (Riste 2005, p. 227 - 228). Gerhardsen and his 

supporters argued that as a small state Norway should test every “opportunity it has to find a 

new way of attacking Europe’s security and political problems and escape from the situation 

we have created” (Eriksen et al 1997). 

Gerhardsen’s policy can be linked to the notion of the Nordic Balance. It can even be 

said to demonstrate a certain kind of neutrality nostalgia to test if Norway could in some way 

reopen its bridge building policy from the late 1940s. Lange on the other hand was more 

anxious of Soviet intentions and wanted closer ties to allies in NATO, even though he 

believed that Norway had to consider every opportunity to make Europe more secure and find 

the best way to strengthen cooperation between East and West (Lange 1961 p. 54). Lange’s 

political policy was in every sense pro-Western (see Eriksen 1997; Riste 2005). The decision 

to join NATO had both challenged the Norwegian security identity and led to a separation 

form ‘continental affairs’ which had been an important feature of Norwegian international 

relations, and encouraged Norwegians to “contribute to wider world security” (Archer 2005, 

p. 32).  Thus, building Norway’s reputation as a peacekeeping state is important as it allowed 

the Norwegians to shape their security relationship with NATO ‘so it would ‘fit their image of 

their own place in the world’.  

Even though Norway was in many ways a reluctant ally, it became an important ally 

to the U.S. and NATO. Both were important for Norwegian security. In essence a small state 

like Norway favoured multilateral relationship with the U.S. rather than a bilateral one. The 

opinion was that with bilateral relationship Norway would have a small say (Riste 2005; 

Rieker 2006; Archer 2005; Thune et al 2002). It is important in this retrospect that after the 

Kola Peninsula developed into the single most important area for ‘Soviet strategic forces’, 

Norway responded by building-up defences partly financed by American aid, which came to 

an end in the 1970s. Even though Soviet military expansion continued, Norway could counter 

balance this military capability with an agreement allowing for a U.S. pre-stored American 

equipment for a U.S. Marine brigade in Central Norway rather than in Northern Norway. The 

location of the equipment was a continuation of ‘non-provocation’ policy towards the USSR, 

a policy that was designed to ‘put restraint’ on the allied superpower and not to ‘provoke’ the 

Soviet Union (Thune et al 2002).  

The first objective of the Norwegian defence policy in 1980 is the security of the 
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Norwegian people. The second goal of the Norwegian policy was low tension in Norway’s 

part of the world. In sum, the main aim of Norway’s own security policy was to secure and 

keep NATO’s Northern flank as a low-tension area as it was the only NATO country to have 

borders with the USSR. At the same time Norway relied on American defensive support and 

aid (Frydenlund 1980). 

 

The political elite and Norway’s security and European integration from 1952 to 1971 

According to Archer (2005) the two most important political issues in Norway, after the 

Second World War, were the economy and the security policy. The Labour party with support 

of the ‘centrists’ parties applied a policy of ‘dirigisme’. However, the first step in the history 

of European integration was ‘of no concern for Norway’. The forming of the Coal and Steel 

Community was believed to be a positive step towards a peaceful Europe. The interest was 

purely academic and the question of joining did not arise. As long as Great Britain considered 

regional integration with scepticism, the ‘threat’ was not serious for Norway. It was only 

when the integration process continued that Great Britain became more interested and 

Norway risked ‘being side-lined’ (Riste 2005, p. 238).  

Even though Norway became well established in the framework of NATO the debate 

continued about the character of NATO and what this cooperation meant for Norway. The 

Norwegian political elite knew that the public was unconvinced and afraid that foreign troops 

would return to Norway and the nuclear strategy of NATO rekindled the public concerns 

about Norway and NAYO relations (Archer 2005). In Norway there was a growing opinion 

that spending money on defence was wrong. At the same time the feeling grew that 

Norwegian armed forces were under the control of foreigners. In addition, the ‘distasteful’ 

colonial policies of fellow NATO members France and Portugal made many Norwegians feel 

uneasy about the alliance (Riste 2005, p. 227; Lange 1961). At the same time the words of the 

Foreign Minister Lange showed how important the stability of the foreign policy of a ‘small 

state’ was. With patience and diligence Norway would be accepted and respected the Foreign 

Minster argued. Lange was of the opinion that Norway had to spend on military hardware. 

Without military spending Norway would be less secure and lose all international influence, 

the foreign minister believed. The reason for that was that he felt that Norway was a ‘small 

nation’ in a ‘big land’ that is difficult to defend. “There is no perfect security policy that will 

guarantee total security. Norway had learned as a nation that it could not stand-alone in a 

world that was unsecure and unsafe”. (Lange 1961, p. 53 - 54). It is clear from Lange’s 

statement that it is vital for Norway, a small state, to participate internationally in order to 
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have security and influence. His statement correlates with small state theory and both 

liberalism and realism, stressing international cooperation and interests of the state. At the 

same time it must be remembered that Lange was a strong supporter of NATO and Western 

cooperation.  

In 1961 the socialist anti-NATO group left the Labour party and formed the Socialist 

People’s Party. This led to the fall of Labour from power. The Socialist People’s Party had the 

withdrawal from NATO on its agenda. Yet, the vocal campaign for ‘self-determination’ had 

not much electoral support. Support for NATO membership scored high in opinion polls even 

though the nuclear policy was very unpopular. In the 1970s, the security agenda and the ties 

with NATO and the Americans were overshadowed by the debate on EC membership.  

When the EEC was established in 1957 and a British proposal for a free trade area that 

included all OEEC countries was not accepted by the EEC, due to France’s objection, the 

Scandinavian countries, Portugal, Britain, Switzerland and Austria formed EFTA in 1960. 

This suited Norwegian interests as membership of EFTA “side-stepped the thorny issue of 

supranational integration, and EFTA embraced at least some of Norway’s main trading 

partners” (Riste 2005, p. 240).  The situation for Norway changed again when the UK and 

Denmark decided to apply to join the EEC in 1961. Archer (2005) points out that at that time 

the Norwegian government must have felt the future had been decided for them; they were 

headed for Brussels.  Again international events were influencing the situation for a small 

state. This time it was European integration. What followed was a nine month long debate on 

whether to apply for membership of the EEC. In April 1962, the resolution to apply for the 

EEC passed with 113 votes for and 37 votes against. After the Norwegian constitution had 

been changed and the parliament agreed to the changes, which included, ‘judicial authority to 

international organizations and for the direct applicability of Community law in Norway…by 

115 to 35 votes…Norwegian application was submitted to the EEC in May 1962 (Archer 

2005, p. 38 – 39). The application stopped and came to nothing with De Gaulle’s veto against 

British membership.  

 The United Kingdom decided to try again for EEC membership in 1967. De Gaulle 

continued to be against enlarging the European Economic Community. Denmark suggested, 

then, that the four Scandinavian states should begin a new Nordic project called NORDEK. 

The aim was to form a custom union that cooperated in economic affairs and had a common 

agriculture and fishery policy (Riste 2005).  The idea of NORDEK came to nothing when the 

EEC let it be known that it was ready to take in new members states in 1969. The next 
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European integration period was marked by disagreements in the coalition government. It was 

believed that Norway would not be able to protect its fishery and agriculture interests from the 

EEC. In the end Norway was able to have the EEC show some flexibility on the issue of 

agriculture but when it came to fisheries no agreement was possible.  

The Norwegian authorities signed the treaty on January 22nd, 1972. At that time the 

battle was already lost. The opposition stressed that no guarantees were in place for Norway 

and expressed concerns over the possible making of a European super state. The pro-

Europeans emphasized that the public could trust in the goodwill of European governments. 

The referendum was held in September, 1972  and 46,5% voted in favour of joining the EEC, 

while 53,5% voted against. As a consequence a trade agreement was signed with the EC67 in 

1973. The Labour Party remained in power and was determined to secure Norway’s relations 

with Europe and the EEC; the aim was to avoid being sidelined. Norway’s strategic 

importance increased in the 1970s and in the 1980s it continued to be important for NATO 

and the U.S. in the disputes with the USSR, which was becoming a naval power (Archer 

2005, p. 49). In fact, the strengthening of ties with Norway’s Western military allies ‘removed 

any fear’ that the decision not join the EEC would isolate Norway from any decisions 

regarding the ‘security political field’ in Europe. What followed was a period of ‘indifference 

towards Europe’ as the ‘anti’ Europeans, both inside and outside Labour gained ground (Riste 

2005).    

 

Norwegian security policy debate from 1972 to 1986 

 After the Norwegian ‘no’ vote, a new disagreement emerged concerning the national security 

approach (Rieker 2006, p. 156; Riste 2005, p. 229). From 1949 Norway tried to combine the 

important links with the UK and U.S. with the deterrence policy towards the Soviet Union. 

Inspired by the new ‘trend in American security studies’ were civilian actors now interpreted 

the international power game and the nuclear race, the Norwegian Defence Ministry became a 

more important actor when it came to defining military and security policy in Norway, thus 

taking over the role of the foreign ministry (Rieker 2006, p. 153).    

Even though Norwegian governments refused to allow foreign troops to be stationed 

in Norway and refused absolutely to have nuclear weapons stored in the country, the 

cooperation between Norway and the United States did “help to strengthen the Atlantic 

dimension in the Norwegian security discourse” (Rieker 2006, p. 153). Internationally the 

Norwegian government continued to work for security and cooperation in Europe, stressing 
                                                        

67 The EEC had by then changed its name to the European Communities or the EEC. 
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the need for detent and nuclear disarmament. In 1972, the Norwegian foreign minister sees 

the role of Norway as encouraging all states, big or small, to become active in securing peace 

and cooperation in Europe (Vårvik 1972, p. 992) Vårvik also stresses that international 

cooperation based on international law is important for a small state like Norway and that 

participation in international organisations is of vital interest for Norway. The UN, NATO, 

Nordic cooperation, the OECD and participation in EFTA continue to be important for 

Norwegian security policy (Vårvik 1972, p. 994-995). The Norwegian Foreign Minister 

believes that even though Norway is a small state it can be active and play a constructive role 

in the world. Norway can take the initiative internationally as Norway will not be doing so for 

its own interests. Norway has and should in the future do its best to solve conflicts both within 

the framework of the UN and outside its apparatus. Vårvik thus considers size to be to 

Norway’s advantage in security matters when presenting Norway’s case internationally as the 

state does not pose a threat to other states.  

Firstly, the foreign minister sees Norway’s role as a peacemaker or negotiator in 

Europe, possibly between East and West. Secondly, he supports the continuation of 

Norwegian peace operations and support for Third World states. Thirdly, and maybe for 

domestic reasons, natural resources are included in his remarks.  The reason being the 

discovery of the North sea oil fields in the late 1960s (Vårvik 1972). The statement by the 

minister demonstrates a security policy that does correlate with small state theory and the gist 

of liberalism that small states participate in international organisations. Furthermore, he uses 

the concept of the small state to describe Norway’s status, opportunities and responsibilities in 

the world, as the following example demonstrates:  
 

The Super powers have a special place and responsibility [in international affairs], but at the same time 
do the small states have responsibility regardless of their own interests to act in a reasonable and 
responsible way and thus contribute to common international solutions…In international organisations 
small states can influence matters alone or in cooperation with other states. Small states are often in the 
position to play the role of the intermediary, it is our task to ensure that no new conflicts begin between 
states or groups of states (Vårvik 1972, p. 995). 

 

The minister is clearly seeking a balance between the two super powers perhaps a 

confirmation of the Nordic balance. One should also remember that at this time the most 

important issue for the Norwegian future became the discovery of oil and gas in the North Sea 

and its exploitation by the Norwegians. This new energy resource was to play an important 

part in Norwegian foreign and security policy. The industry and the political elite “were 

clearly conscious that they were handling an important national asset…[it had to remain] 
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under national control” (Riste 2005, p. 245, 247).   References of how important oil become 

for Norway is found in speeches in the Norwegian parliament for example by Per Hysing-

Dahl (1976) where he includes size of state to demonstrate his point. Dahl believes that 

Norway has become more vulnerable after the state became an oil producing country. The 

new situation demands that Norway shows responsibility, yet firmness and strength as a small 

nation in order to safeguard its international rights.  

In the Norwegian Defence Commission’s report from 1978 it is stated that the goal of 

the Norwegian national security policy has traditionally been to protect the Norwegian 

territory, sovereignty and freedom against the use of force from outside. The basic goals of 

Norwegian national security policy are: 

 

- To prevent war form happening in the Norwegian region. 

- To safeguard Norwegian sovereignty and freedom and its right to shape Norwegian society. 

- To contribute to peaceful development in the wider world based on Norwegian international 

ability (Norwegian Defence Commission 1978, p. 53). 

 

The commission is of the opinion that in the next years Norway should expect to be in a 

security policy environment that can change fast. Norwegian security objectives could be 

exposed to a wide scale of challenges. If Norwegian security policy is to succeed it must have 

the ability and the determination to act if the situation requires it. It is the opinion of the 

commission that such measures must take into account Norwegian domestic policies and 

Norwegian external policy based on détente, disarmament and international cooperation.  

The policy should be based on international law and international cooperation, 

emphasise economic cooperation and support developing countries. The aim is to safeguard 

Norwegian national security interests (Norwegian Defence Commission 1978, p. 53).  

 It is important to note that when it comes to arms control and disarmament the 

commission believes that neither the UN nor the small states have been able to play any 

significant role in the post-war years. Nor can ‘we’ expect that small states can influence the 

super powers with “good example” so they give up what they regard as vital national security 

interests (Norwegian Defence Commission 1978, p. 66).  

Even though the influence of small states is thought to be limited in international 

cooperation, the rule of law is important for Norwegian interest. NATO continues to be 

important for Norwegian security; the relationship with NATO transformed Norwegian 
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security identity into ‘Atlanticism’.68 Strong security ties with the U.S. are “deemed to be 

crucial for Norwegian security” (Brundtland 1980, p. 1783). “The United States is our 

principal security ally” (Frydenlund 1980 p. 1342). 
In 1982, Norway was faced with fundamental issues relating to Norway's strategic 

situation, the relationship with Europe, the Western alliance, the U.S., the neighbouring USSR 

and world affairs. Frydenlund (1980), the Norwegian Foreign Minister, was somewhat 

pessimistic about world affairs, and believed that the international system was in danger of 

stagnating in the 1980s. He was of the opinion that a new beginning was needed with new 

thinking and new initiatives in both East-West and North-South relationships. “Disarmament 

and arms control and East-West relationship is the key to nuclear disarmament progress…for 

security, stability and cooperation in Europe and in global context” (Frydenlund 1980 p. 

1348). Brundtland (1980) agreed with the Foreign Minister’s statement. Norway was indeed 

faced with fundamental issues it had to address. She believed that cooperation with the 

Western alliance is important for Norway's international position and relations with the 

outside world. At the same time she deemed it necessary to balance between the two super 

powers.  

The most difficult problem for the Norwegian government during the Cold War was 

the issue of nuclear weapons and NATO nuclear policy. Political elements in Norway 

campaigned against them in the 1970s and supported a Nordic nuclear free zone. Norwegian 

politicians believed that Norway as a ‘small state’ that had opportunities to contribute to 

détente. “But it is equally important to recognize the limitations that exist. The main 

responsibility lies primarily with the nuclear powers. If the super powers do not want to stop 

the arms race, then Norway’s contribution can only be relatively modest” (Jakobsen 1980 p. 

1797). The anti-nuclear campaign, supported by elements on the left wing of the Labour 

Party, contributed to the fall of a Labour government in 1981. The Conservative government 

that came to power managed to “put the question of a nuclear-free zone on ice”. At the same 

time the Labour party toned down their anti-nuclear argument. “In part because the 

Americans had uttered slightly veiled threats to suspend plans for reinforcement forces to 

Norway if such a zone was established. The Conservative government managed…to restore 

Norway’s position as a dependable ally” (Riste 2005, p. 230 - 231). In spite of  ‘gaining‘ back 

its status as a good ally, Norway joined Denmark from time to time and put forward 

reservations to agreed NATO declarations and communiqués (a policy often called the 

                                                        
68 Norway was a reluctant NATO partner at first. 
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footnote policy). In spite of this policy Norwegian support for NATO had reached record high 

after the Cold War was over (Riste 2005; Rieker 2006). At the same time, in the late 1980s, 

Norwegian politicians began to consider Norway’s status in Europe. In 1986, the Norwegian 

Foreign Minister believed that even though Norwegian foreign policy is based on 

international cooperation Norway must understand that the international situation ‘today’ is 

largely determined by developments in relations between the United States, the Soviet Union 

and the European Community and Norwegian contacts with the three big ‘powers’. Thus, it is 

important for ‘small countries’ like Norway to have as strong a support as possible for the 

‘foreign and security policy’ (Freydenlund 1986). 

The Norwegian discourse describes interdependence as essential for the international 

community and that binding international cooperation is needed. Nuclear weapons are a threat 

that cannot be met without international cooperation and negotiations. No nation can achieve 

real security at the expense of others. Nations must seek security jointly and work together 

(Holst 1986).  

Ingeborg Botnen (1986) talks about the influence small states have in the international 

system and argues that they feel quite powerless while the superpowers play their 

international game. Small countries have the right to have an opinion about their fate Botnen 

argues. She continues by saying that Norway has always been an active participant in 

international bodies and that small Norway has opportunities to influence the international 

community.  

 
As a small country, we are totally dependent on positive developments in the world around us. It must 
be an important task to be active internationally, also in NATO. After all, big and small states have the 
responsibility to let their views be heard in NATO (Botnen 1986, p. 3286) 

 

These three politicians all talk about Norway’s international position as a small state directly 

or indirectly. Norway is in their opinion in many ways dependent on how the big powers 

behave and interact. All agree that Norway must be active even though it is small and 

sometimes must base its policy on decisions taken by others. The gist is that by taking part 

Norway’s voice will be heard regardless of size of state. They see ‘size of state’ as an 

advantage in security matters when presenting Norway’s case internationally, as the state does 

not pose a threat to other states. They deem that because of size they must be more active 

internationally in order to gain international recognition. Norwegian humanitarian aid projects 

were a vital foreign policy tool in this respect. Demonstrating both independent foreign policy 
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and a status as a soft power. As demonstrated by the fact that support for Norwegian 

humanitarian aid projects increases in the late 1970s and in the 1980s.69 

 

Fig. 3 Norwegian Humanitarian aid projects supported from 1973 to 198770 

 

 
 

Fig. 4 shows 1,486 supported Norwegian humanitarian aid projects worldwide in the period from 1973 to 1987. 
The graph shows that the number of projects in the 1980s increases. The total amount allocated to aid projects 
also increases in the same period. The lowest donation was 422,000 dollars the highest 30,727,210 dollars. 
 

4.1.5 In sum 

The Cold War made it possible for Norway to pursue two foreign policies. Norway managed 

to keep a low profile in the ‘narrow’ military security policy and in the ‘conflict’ between the 

East and the West despite being a member of NATO.. The policy has been described as 

‘defensive, passive and reactive’. At the same time, Norway was able to compensate for this 

policy with a foreign policy that was an ‘un-securitized’ foreign policy where humanitarian 

aid and development assistance and conflict resolution became important. Norway sought and 

had a high profile in the UN (Thune et al 2002).  

 

[Norway] proactively sought to project soft power beyond Europe. As the foreign policy arenas were 
institutionally and thematically separated, priorities and strategies were easily identified as belonging to 
one arena or the other. The perceived balance between realism and idealism, or between alliance and 
activism, was easily quantified and analysed (Thune et al 2002). 

 

The membership of NATO brought security and made it possible for Norway to be an 

internationally active state. The discourse on size of state associated with vulnerability and 

capability in security matters influences Norwegian international activities. This policy was 

possible because the small state did not pose a threat to other states. Membership of NATO 

                                                        
69 Most likely increased revenues from Norwegian oil fields made the support for more humanitarian aid projects possible.  
70 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
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supports this claim. If Norway would not have become a member state then more resources 

would have been needed to build up Norwegian military defences. Hence, less financial 

assistance would have been possible for humanitarian aid and development programs. Finally, 

one can answer the first hypothesis of this dissertation with confidence based on the 

Norwegian experience and say: The discourse about the size of state, associated with 

vulnerability and capability in security matters, influenced Norwegian’ international activities. 

This was the result of the decision to join NATO.  
 
4.1.6 Denmark and the Cold War security policy 

Denmark hoped that a strong United Nations Security Council would guarantee the small 

state’s security. When that hope faded and the Cold War began Denmark joined the Western 

camp. Like Norway, Denmark would become a reluctant or at least a NATO ally were old 

traditions of neutrality, opposition to military build-up and superpower dominance continuing 

to play a part (Villaume 1950; Mariager et al 2010). In the early 1950s, Denmark was ready to 

fulfil its obligations as a member of NATO even though the move to join a military alliance 

signified a break with the traditional Danish policy of isolated neutrality between competing 

power blocs. At the same time Danish authorities hoped that they could work for disarmament 

and détente in World affairs as a UN member state. (Hedtoft 1952). Denmark permitted the 

U.S. to have bases in Greenland but had self-imposed restrictions which forbade the U.S. 

from having bases in Denmark during peacetime. In addition, Denmark refused to follow the 

nuclear weapons doctrine of NATO from 1958 (Villaume 1999; Rieker, 2006).  

 In the 1960, Denmark became engaged in ‘Ostpolitk’. This policy according to Rieker 

(2006) set Denmark ahead of the rest of  “mainstream” NATO. Multilateral contacts were 

made between some NATO states, including Denmark, a number of Warsaw pact countries 

and nonaligned states like Finland and Sweden. These countries discussed ideas on how to 

promote European security and establish a nuclear-free zone and how to establish a European 

security conference. This was an idea that the Soviets had introduced back in 1954 and 

Denmark supported in 1965, the first NATO country to do so. In the years that followed, 

Danish policy makers supported the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe. The 

main aim was to strengthen political, cultural, and military cooperation between the East and 

the West. In that way ‘Denmark’s Atlantic security identity was …modified to some extent by 

the country’s active engagement in the CSCE process (Rieker 2006, p. 126). The Foreign 

Minister of Denmark, from 1962 to 1965, Hækkerup wrote: Denmark had learned that 
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“isolation and neutrality” did not offer security for Denmark. Therefore, it is vital to “seek 

security were it can be found – this means basing our foreign policy and national security on 

international cooperation and on the solidarity of the Western World” (Hækkerup as quoted in 

Rassmusen 2005, p. 74).  

 Denmark’s foreign security policy from 1949 to 1962 has been described as the 

‘required strategy’ in the sense that the state was not forced because of NATO membership to 

give in when it came to the Soviet Union’s demands. Due to the Soviet threat in the early 

years of the Cold War, Denmark could keep a discreet distance from the nuclear policy of the 

West. In the period from 1963 NATO began to focus more on conventional armed forces and 

cooperation among the allies when the arms control and détente policy towards the East 

gained support (DIIS 2005, volume 4, p. 73 - 74). For NATO, Denmark was strategically 

significant as the Danish mainland Jutland was a part of NATO’S northern flank and thus 

important for the defence of Germany. In addition, all of Denmark – including the island of 

Bornholm – was useful to NATO for the purposes of control and warning in the Baltic Sea 

and the Kattegat. Greenland had strategic significance in particular for the U.S. and later with 

the Early Warning System established in Greenland. Greenland became even more important 

to North Atlantic defences in the 1960’s, after the Soviet Union began to build up its Northern 

Fleet in the Kola Peninsula and entering the Atlantic. Thus, partly as Danish authorities never 

found a ‘satisfactory alternative’ way of solving its security needs and because Danish 

territory was strategically important for NATO, Denmark was an ‘active’ member of NATO 

(Holbraad 1991, p. 112 – 114).  

 In the 1970s, when ‘softer’ military matters and cooperation became important for 

NATO’s policy, Denmark recognised this as a favourable strategy for its policy. This 

approach allowed Denmark to revaluate its strategy of balancing, as the threat from the USSR 

diminished. At the same time, due to a stronger position within NATO, Denmark became 

interested in other security issues than those connected to the alliance, like international 

development policy (DIIS 2005, volume 4, p. 75).  

 Denmark, in same way as Norway, was keen to demonstrate ‘soft power’ and 

participated in aid projects during the Cold War. Even though the Danish criteria for 

development assistance in the early days of the war was not very clear it became substantial, 

with aid projects carried out in more than fifty countries in the late 1960s and the early 1970s. 

“The policy combined, accordingly, a concern with establishing long-term, comprehensive 

cooperation in specific countries with interest in making Denmark recognized in a large 
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number of countries” (Pedersen 2009 p. 109). In the 1970s and the 1980s, Denmark’s aid 

policy followed international tendencies with a certain ‘Nordic flavour’. In the 1950s, 

Denmark cooperated with Sweden and Norway, particularly in relation with the Bretton 

Woods institutions and especially the UN.  

The nature of Danish participation in the UN was also characterised by support for the 

developing countries and from the wish to reform the international community (Hollbraad 

1999. 110). In Denmark, according to Pedersen (2009), the view was that Danish aid should 

be “channelled equally through bilateral and multilateral channels. This relates historically to 

the small-state concern with having a strong international system harnessing the influence of 

the larger countries” (Pedersen 2009, p. 110). 

 

Fig. 4 Danish Humanitarian aid projects supported from 1973 to 198771 

 

 

 

The graph shows that the number of projects and amounts increase in the 1980s. This links with the Danish 
discourse in the period as is demonstrated in the security discourse from 1970 to 1988 (see below), were Danish 
politicians continue to believe that as a small state they must be active. In comparison with Norway, the graph 
shows that Denmark was indeed an active international donor state. Norway has the upper hand in the number of 
projects carried out but the amounts per project are similar between the states.   
 

Denmark and European integration 

The developments in post-war Europe and the integration process in the 1950s influenced 

Scandinavian international policy. Norway followed Britain both militarily and economically. 

Denmark, however, exported agricultural goods to Europe at the time and felt less inclined to 

follow the leadership of the UK in the same way as Norway did. However, when European 

markets started to close in the 1950s, Danish agricultural and economic interests were 

threatened and Danish political policy towards Europe increasingly began to follow Britain’s 
                                                        

71 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
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European policy’ (Sørensen 1993, p. 41 - 42). When the idea of a European free trade area 

collapsed in 1958 and EFTA was created, Denmark joined even though it was not considered 

a satisfactory solution. Staying out of both EEC and EFTA could lead to “economic ruin for a 

small country so highly dependent on its export to Western Europe” (Holbraad 1991, p. 115). 

It became necessary to subsidize agricultural products bound for European markets. In order 

to ‘shift these expenses to the EEC, Denmark decide to send in an application to join the EEC 

in 1961 along with the UK. These plans came to nothing with De Gaulle’s veto in 1963 as 

entry for Denmark without Britain did not have political support in the Danish Kingdom 

(Sørensen 1993, p. 44; Holbraad 1991, p. 115).  

 Denmark joined the EEC in 1973 together with the United Kingdom. For the Danish 

the European Community was seen as an organisation that enhanced economical cooperation. 

Denmark therefore saw the EEC as a ‘unit, for integration while NATO, ‘in addition to the 

UN’, was its primary source of security against the Soviet threat (Rieker 2006, p. 126).  

 

Denmark’s security debate from the 1970s to 1988 

Before the debate in the 1970s and 1980s is analysed it wise to sum up the security policy of 

Denmark during the Cold War. In general two schools of thought describe Danish security 

policy in the period. The first one stresses that Denmark’s role in international security affairs 

in the period was minor, in particular in NATO. With membership of the EEC Denmark 

decided on a more active role emphasising social, economic and political affairs. In the UN, 

Denmark supported human rights, argued against economic inequalities between nations and 

supported peaceful solutions to international conflict (Holbraad 1991). Thus Danish defence 

and security policy in the Cold War is to have “offered a number of policy alternatives to the 

Danish government, all of which could be accommodated within the ‘Cold War structure’ and 

perhaps even within Danish NATO membership.  One possibility was for Denmark to opt for 

a non-offensive defence” (Rasmussen 2005 p. 4). Denmark could also have accepted – like 

Iceland did – to have a military base in the country, ‘beefed up its defence budget’ and faced 

the Soviet Union with a hard line attitude. Danish governments decided on other alternatives 

for their security policy, steering the middle course that made Denmark allied with 

reservations during the Cold War (Villaume 1995; Rasmussen 2005). The second school of 

thought maintains that in the period of the Cold War, Denmark’s national security policy was 

shaped in general by ‘alliance membership’ including the attitude towards the USSR and 

Eastern Europe. Denmark was firmly anchored into NATO’. NATO had a big impact on 

Denmark’s security and foreign policy. The state’s commitments to NATO ‘outweighed the 
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reservations’ Denmark had in other areas, mainly the decision that no nuclear weapons would 

be based on Danish land in peacetime (DISS 2005).   

Here it is argued that Denmark’s security policy was a combination of both policies 

even though the following discourse leans more towards the opinion that Denmark was a 

reluctant ally and in some respect an active small state.  

In the 1970s, Denmark’s security policy supported the CSCE72 process on the 

establishment of ‘political’, ‘cultural’ and ‘military’ co-operation between East and West. 

Rieker (2006) argues that this meant that Denmark’s Atlantic security policy identity was 

modified because of the country’s active involvement in the CSCE process. In essence, 

Denmark relied on NATO to protect it from the Soviet military threat while the Danish hoped 

that the CSCE would ‘soften’ the tension between the two blocs.  In the 1980, the security 

policy of Denmark changed when the Atlantic security priority was toned down. Danish 

authority reacted negatively when the Unites States introduced its controversial new security 

policy of nuclear rearmament, abandonment of arms control and new heightened demands on 

the Soviet Union in arms control negotiations. What followed was security policy based on 

cooperation rather than on deterrence.  Denmark continued to be actively involved in the 

CSCE but showed tepid interest in NATO. This policy was referred to as the ‘footnote policy’ 

and Denmark became a ‘free rider’ in the alliance. It did not act enthusiastically within the 

alliance yet had full protection from it (Rieker 2006; Petersen 2000; Herulin 2001). Examples 

of this security policy are found in the discourse of the Danish political elite as the following 

examples demonstrate.  

 The Danish foreign minister Poul Hartling (1971) describes to the parliament why he 

considers a conference on security in Europe important. Firstly, he believes that a conference 

on security would have value as all states would have the opportunity to consider and discuss 

solutions to security affairs, solutions that the five big powers have to agree on. Secondly, the 

conference has the possibility to address security and international issues that no state or a 

group of few states can address alone’. Hartling hoped that the proposed conference would 

help to soften the tension between the super powers and find solutions to international 

problems such as the military build up in Europe. Hartling’s remarks correlate with small state 

theory. They show that small states participate in multilateral organizations and value 

international agreements and the rule of law.  

                                                        
72 The CSCE opened in Helsinki on 3 July 1973 with 35 states sending representatives. The unique aspect of the OSCE was 
the non-binding status of its constitutive charter. The process of the OSCE is often given credit for helping build democracy 
in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, thus leading to the end of the Cold War. Iceland, Norway and Denmark all signed 
the treaty in 1975.  
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In the same address Hartling formulates the government’s position on NATO. “Our 

security is protected by NATO membership. It is obvious that we must conduct a policy [that 

supports] our allies” (Hartling 1971, 4823). Hartling supports active Danish presentation in 

NATO as he argues: “The Danish position in this matter reflects a policy that takes into 

account the whole picture but also with the intent to promote our own interests” (Hartling 

1971, 4823). The Prime Minister of Denmark, Krag (1971, p. 34), states that there is no other 

security alternative available for Denmark other than NATO. Both Krag’s and Hartling’s 

discourse expresses how important NATO is for Danish security, they focus on cooperation 

among allies, arms control and détente policy towards the East. It is a balancing policy and a 

security policy based on cooperation rather than on deterrence. Denmark had found a way to 

use its smallness, vulnerability and capability in security matters to construct its international 

activities. This activity was, perhaps, possible because the membership in NATO protected 

Denmark from the Soviet military threat.   

In 1975, there is a visible change in how the Danish Foreign Minister sees 

international affairs and a hint of broader security agenda is found in his discourse. Andersen 

(1975) believes that is necessary for Danish foreign policy to be characterized by clarity, 

firmness and accountability. Without clear foreign policy it will be difficult for Denmark to 

address all the big issues that the state faces. Now international tasks are to be solved with 

broad international cooperation. “The classical foreign policy has a new dimension it must 

now address. I am thinking of starvation, the energy crises, the lack of raw materials, the 

question about the law of the sea, environmental issues and the problems of inflation and 

employment” (Andersen 1975, p. 2022 - 2023). Even though the Foreign Minister does not 

use the word security it is clear from the statement that these are all issues that Denmark faces 

and could have consequences if not addressed. Even though Andersen’s remarks are stressing 

unity and cooperation in general it is interesting to see that they relate to the broader concept 

of security and hint at human security.  

In 1979, the aim of the Danish government is to construct the best possible political 

and economic conditions for Danish security so that the Danish community can develop in 

accordance with ‘our’ own wishes (Jørgensen 1979, p. 11950). Anker Jørgensen, the Danish 

Prime Minister, is thus linking economic matter with national security; a clear example of a 

broader security definition. He continues by saying that Denmark wishes to take part in 

solving the World’s problems in a constructive way, which he argues are ‘increasingly 

beginning’ to feel like ‘our’ own problems. In that way he is clearly saying that security 



  

141 

problems outside Europe are important for Denmark. World security is an issue for Danish 

security. Denmark’s active international cooperation and participation in the EEC helps the 

state achieve its international goals. The minister believes that NATO membership offers a 

special opportunity for Denmark ‘to make a contribution’ in international affairs. He also 

believes that the Nordic states can be satisfied with the security situation in the region and in 

the case of Denmark, membership of NATO has been important for the state’s security. Gert 

Petersen73 (1980) argues that for the past 30 years international security has been based on 

military strength. “Yet, in spite of all the military security the world has it is not more secure” 

(Petersen 1980 p. 2735). In Petersen’s opinion the international community has hoped that the 

road to international security would be accomplished through rearmament and military 

strength, yet, the world situation has become more uncertain and insecure. Denmark can 

contribute by discussing with the other Nordic states about creating a totally free nuclear 

zone. “If the Nordic states would create a free nuclear zone then other small nations in 

Europe, be they in an alliance or not, have a powerful argument for a nuclear free zone in 

central Europe” (Gert Petersen 1980 p. 2739).  

Lasse Budtz74 (1980 p. 2786) maintains that it is important that Denmark understands 

that security is not just guns, battle tanks or warships, security is not automatically linked to 

the military build-up (Lasse Budtz S 1980 p. 2786). Security has become something more 

than military security. Other factors are important even though Budtz and Petersen do not 

mention them explicitly.    

In 1981, the foreign Minister of Denmark Kjeld Olsen raises his concerns over the 

occupation of Afghanistan by the USSR and their new SS-20 intermediate-range ballistic 

missile, which he believes have increased tension in the world. Olsen (1981) continues by 

saying that cooperation between Western nations is more important than ever before both 

economically and security wise. Cooperation with the U.S. is as important in NATO, OECD 

and GATT. European cooperation has not changed this fundamental fact Olsen adds. He 

continues that with the EEC agreement, Europe has better opportunity to play a role in the 

transatlantic dialog in order to be able to meet all the challenges the West is faced with (Olsen 

1981, p. 2706 - 2707). Nevertheless, the Foreign Minister does not hide the fact that there are 

differences between the U.S. and the nine EEC states on how to tackle the international 

                                                        
73 The Socialist People’s Party 
74 The Social Democratic Party  
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problems in the world, for example disarmament and the situation in the Middle East. There is 

no doubt in Olsen’s mind that transatlantic cooperation is the basis for Western European 

security and the prerequisite for further political cooperation in the nine EEC states. The 

problem facing the nine EEC states and the U.S. is how to adapt the transatlantic dialogue to 

the rapidly changing and increasingly complex international developments. The dialogue must 

be continually refined and deepened, Olsen (1981 p. 2710 -2711) argues. This might hint to 

broader security challenges, or at least a cooperation with the Unites States on more issues 

that have security complications. 

 

The Footnote period 

In the 1980s, the security policy of Denmark changed. This period is described as the 

‘footnote period’ in Danish foreign relations. This period began when the Social Democrats 

lost their majority in parliament during the Danish economic turmoil. Hence, a coalition of 

centre right parties was formed. Soon thereafter the Social Democrats formed what Pedersen 

(2006) calls the ‘alternative majority’ in foreign and security matters with the Socialist 

People’s Party and the anti-defence Social-Liberal Party. The Social Democrats had changed 

their policy towards NATO and Atlantic cooperation dramatically. In the next five years this 

alliance within the Danish parliament succeeded to have “20 motions passed in the parliament 

most of which were sympathetic to Soviet positions and critical of NATO policies” (Pedersen 

2006, p. 42). Denmark, thus, became a free rider in NATO yet having full protection from it. 

Denmark behaved negatively towards the new American security policy of nuclear armament 

and the abandonment of arms control, at the same time Denmark continued to be active in the 

CSCE (Rieker 2006, p. 127).  In this period of ‘footnote history’ Danish officials often had to 

convey these anti-nuclear policy motions to their colleagues at NATO meetings and on a few 

occasions they were forced to express dissent in the form of footnotes to otherwise agreed 

NATO policy papers. Danish footnotes were inserted into NATO ‘communiqués’ about 

missile deployment and the United States’ Strategic Defence Initiative (Doeser 2011, p. 228; 

see also DIIS 2005, volume 3. pp 233-285). Another key footnote principal set forth was the 

exclusion of nuclear weapons from Danish territory in peacetime and also in times of crises 

and war (Holbraad 1999, p. 123; see also DIIS 2005, volume 3). The Danish footnote policy 

strained the relationship with the U.S. and the Reagan administration often tried to persuade 

the Danish Social Democratic Party to rethink its NATO policy. Both the Danish Prime 

Minister and the Foreign Minister were unhappy with the Danish situation inside NATO and 
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managed to continue to be on good terms with the American government. Finally, in May 

1987, the Foreign Minister, Uffe Ellemann-Jensen, declared that from now on he would not 

insert more footnotes into NATO ‘communiqués’. In December that same year, he told the 

Parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee that the days of the footnote policy were over 

(Doeser 2011, p. 228). In 1988, the ‘alternative majority’ lost its majority after the elections 

when the Social-Liberal party joined the government and the Danish foreign minister, Uffe 

Elleman-Jensen, argued that Denmark did not stand by its allies.  

Supports of the so-called ‘alternative majority’ argued that their footnote policy 

helped to end the Cold War “by showing the Soviet Union a gentle face of the West” 

(Pedersen 2006, p. 42). This thinking is similar to critical theory were individuals, none state 

actors, peace movements etc., were important in bridging the gap between the two super 

powers; as such the notion of security has been broadened out. Pedersen (2006) argues that 

the ‘alternative majority’ can be understood as ‘the last expression of the 1864 syndrome’, or 

the period can be explained as a “tactical use of foreign and security policy in a domestic 

political power play” (Pedersen 2006, p. 42). Here it is suggested that they were a 

combination of both.   

 

4.1.7 In sum  

Denmark was active in the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe and in the UN. 

Denmark emphasised human rights, participated in international peacekeeping operations and 

supported humanitarian efforts worldwide. In the 1980s, during the so called’ footnote period, 

Denmark behaved as a ‘reluctant ally’ in NATO, often disagreeing with the American nuclear 

arms policy. Denmark became a member of the European Economic Community in 1973, 

stressing social, economic and political affairs. Denmark played a somewhat minor role in 

international security affairs in particular in NATO and was in many ways a reluctant ally. 

Denmark balanced between a hard and soft security policy that was often at odds with NATO 

policy and supported a more open relationship with the Soviet Union. In the late 1980s, 

Denmark began to change its security policy and the days of the footnote policy were over. 

The tone was set for a more active security policy.  

 

4.2 Summary 

All three states had been neutral in the years between the two World Wars. The war changed 

not only the Danish and Norwegian security policy but also the security policy of Iceland. 

International events like the uprising in Prague, economical hardships and the new security 
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situation in Europe eventually lead the three Nordic states into NATO. All three states 

benefited from the partnership with the U.S., as they were important allies. Iceland, Denmark 

and Norway did ‘balance’ between the Soviets, the Americans and the Europeans. All three 

states used the policy of balance either economically, strategically, tactically or to protect vital 

resources. Perhaps the Icelandic balance is more tangible because of the dispute over the 

fishing grounds while the Danish and Norwegian balance is more academic and at least built 

on more than one issue. Even though the states could be vocal internationally in some matters, 

international events and processes influenced their policy. For example, super power politics, 

the creation of NATO and European integration process. It is fair to say that all three states, 

represented by the their political elite, decided that they could not ‘survive’ in the new 

international system without allies. One can assume that the position the states had in the 

international system affected their national interests and predicted their security policy. Their 

international behaviour and the discourse in all three states correlates with small state theory: 

they do see themselves as small and think that because of size they must participate in 

international organisations. It is true that they believe that they cannot obtain security 

primarily by the use of their own capabilities, and that they must rely fundamentally on the 

aid of other states, institutions, processes or developments to do so, in this case the U.S., 

NATO, European integration and the process of the CSCE. All three states are important 

allies for NATO, nevertheless they are reluctant allies and Iceland the most reluctant with its 

own, sometimes distinctive, security policies. Norway and Denmark are sometimes at odds 

with NATO policy, especially on its nuclear policy. Iceland on the other hand bases its 

security policy to a large extent on the control of the fishing grounds, demonstrating that 

when a small state is in a strategic location it can pursue its interests. The discourse and 

official text does demonstrate: 1) Size of state is important when the three states construct 

their security matters and international activities. 2) The political discourse on security is 

important when the states construct their international activities. 3) International activities 

have played out differently in the three states, even though the policies are based on a similar 

discourse on the size of state. In the case of Norway, Norwegian politicians in the 1980s see 

‘size of state’ as an advantage in security matters. Norway can present its case internationally 

as the state does not pose a threat to other states. The political elite deems that because of size, 

Norway must be more active internationally in order to gain international recognition. 

In the conclusion of the discourse chapter about the decision to join NATO it was 

argued that membership portended increased international activity. It can now be confirmed 

that the three states were not the most active member states. At the same time, the 
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membership of the military alliance offered opportunities for the states to have their voices 

heard. The author’s interpretation is that as member states of NATO they could pursue their 

policy of détente, nuclear arms control, balance between East and the West, stress human 

rights and support developing countries. While NATO offered security it was also a platform 

for activity sometimes to pursue the states own interests for example in the case of Iceland 

and the Cod Wars and in the case of Denmark and the footnote. Without NATO membership 

it likely that the same influence would not have been possible. With membership came status 

and therefore smallness is not as prominent in the discourse in the 1970s and 1980s as it was 

in the late 1940s. Even though size of state is less important in the discourse than it was in 

1949, the states clearly seen themselves as small and feel that they ‘need’ international 

cooperation in order to have security. At the same time smallness is an opportunity. The states 

can become ‘more active’ as they do not pose a threat to other states; size of states does 

therefore influence their international activities. The reason for this ‘activity’ can be linked to 

domestic issues and probably used to demonstrate independent national and security policy. 

In the official text and in the discourse one finds both examples of liberalism and realism. 

When the politicians express international cooperation they often echo liberalism but when 

realism is detected it is more often connected to national interests and hard security matters. 

In the final years of the 1970s and in the early 1980s, the security priorities begin to change as 

more issues other than just military security begin to appear in the discourse. This shift sets 

the tone for what would happen in the following years when international tensions lessened 

and the Cold War was over.  

 

Part 3 

 
Chapter 5. New security priorities and international activism in the post-

Cold War period 
 

5.1 The intent of the chapter  

The aim of this chapter is to analyse the period from 1987 to 2000. The focus is on the three 

states, their security priorities and international activity after the end of the Cold War. The 

structure of the chapter is as follows. First the general security policies in the three states are 

described. Secondly, the chapter analyses the security debate in the three parliaments in the 

late 1980s and the 1990s. The argument is that in this period the security debate in the three 
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states changes and influences international activities of the three states. The debate is 

influenced by changes in the international system and a broadening out of the security 

concept. The chapter tests all three research questions and hypothesis of the dissertation.  

 

1. Does the discourse on the size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in 

security matters, influence the states’ international activities? 

Hypothesis: The discourse about the size of state, associated with vulnerability and 

capability in security matters, has influenced the states’ international activities. This 

maybe the case when the states constructed their international activities after the end 

of the Cold War.   

 

2. Is there a difference in size as a security factor discourse between a really small state 

like Iceland and the two small states Denmark and Norway, which are often regarded 

as being considerably larger than Iceland?  

Hypothesis: There is not a difference in the size as a security factor discourse between 

Iceland and Denmark and Norway. Policy makers in the three states consider size to 

be to their advantage in security matters when presenting their case internationally as 

they do not pose a threat to other states. They deem that because of size they must be 

more active internationally in order to gain international recognition. 

 

3. Does the broadening out the security concept after the end of the Cold War     

      period influence international activities of the three states? Does size of state,  

      thus, become less or more important in the discourse? 

      Hypothesis: Iceland, Denmark and Norway see themselves as capable small    

     states after the Cold War. International activity increases in peacekeeping and  

     enforcing missions, military operations, peace negotiations and humanitarian  

     operations and as aid donor states. Size of state becomes less important at the   

     end of the Cold War and the broadening of the security concept sets them free    

     from the constraints of the Cold War.  
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The intent is to research whether the independent variables of political discourse on size of 

state and narrow or broad security influence the dependant variable, international activities. 

Before the analysis continues it is wise to briefly describe the international situation in the 

1980s and the 1990s. This is done in order to set the scene and to reiterate that international 

processes and developments influence the security policies of small states. The decade from 

1980 to 1990 was a decade in which the world faced international economic problems. The 

European Community's enlargement continued and it influenced the European policy of the 

Nordic states in the 1990s.The political leaders of the USSR and the U.S. met and discussed 

arms control and disarmament. One of the meetings was in Reykjavik, Iceland in 1986. 

Hostility to authoritarianism in Eastern European communist states resulted in a wave of 

reformist policies such as the policies of perestroika and glasnost in the Soviet Union, 

influencing events in Eastern European states such as in Hungary, the Czechoslovak ‘Velvet 

Revolution’, in Poland and the fall of the Berlin Wall. By 1989, with the disintegration of the 

Warsaw Pact, the Soviet Union announced the abandonment of political hostility toward the 

Western world and, thus, the Cold War ended. The 1990s are seen by many Western nations 

as a period of unprecedented peace and prosperity, though ethnic conflicts emerged in the 

Balkans and tensions in the Middle East remained elusive. Parts of the so-called Third World 

faced various problems including, economic problems, new ethnic wars, genocide, and 

continuing civil wars. Due to the collapse of the Soviet Union, the power structure in Europe 

changed and the influence of the European Union increased. After the Cold War the influence 

and importance of the UN increased on a global level. These international developments and 

processes influenced the security position and international activities of Denmark, Norway 

and Iceland. If European integration in the 1990s is seen as a security process then it falls 

under a broader definition of security such as the economy, and social and environmental 

security. At the same time, traditional security interests continue to play a big part in the 

security policies of Denmark, Norway and Iceland. Linked in one way or another to NATO’s 

Strategic Concept form 1991 agreed upon by the heads of state and governments participating 

in the Meeting of the North Atlantic Council in November 1991. The heads of state agreed 

that the Atlantic Alliance needed to be transformed so that it could reflect the ‘new, more 

promising, era in Europe’. They reaffirmed the basic ‘principles’ of the Alliance, and 

recognized that the developments taking place in Europe would have a “far-reaching impact 

on the way in which its aims would be met in future” (The Alliance's New Strategic Concept 

1991).  
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The concept stresses the following in Part III of the agreement titled: “A Broad Approach 

To Security: Protecting peace in a new Europe” 

1) The Alliance has always sought to achieve its objectives of safeguarding the security and territorial 
integrity of its members, and establishing a just and lasting peaceful order in Europe, through both 
political and military means. This comprehensive approach remains the basis of the Alliance's security 
policy. 

 
2) But what is new is that, with the radical changes in the security situation, the opportunities for 

achieving Alliance objectives through political means are greater than ever before. It is now possible to 
draw all the consequences from the fact that security and stability have political, economic, social, and 
environmental elements as well as the indispensable defence dimension. Managing the diversity of 
challenges facing the Alliance requires a broad approach to security. This is reflected in three 
mutually reinforcing elements of Allied security policy; dialogue, co-operation, and the maintenance of 
a collective defence capability. 

 
3) The Alliance's active pursuit of dialogue and co-operation, underpinned by its commitment to an 

effective collective defence capability, seeks to reduce the risks of conflict arising out of 
misunderstanding or design; to build increased mutual understanding and confidence among all 
European states; to help manage crises affecting the security of the Allies; and to expand the 
opportunities for a genuine partnership among all European countries in dealing with common security 
problems. 

 
4) In this regard, the Alliance's arms control and disarmament policy contributes both to dialogue and to 

co-operation with other nations, and thus will continue to play a major role in the achievement of the 
Alliance's security objectives. The Allies seek, through arms control and disarmament, to enhance 
security and stability at the lowest possible level of forces consistent with the requirements of defence. 
Thus, the Alliance will continue to ensure that defence and arms control and disarmament objectives 
remain in harmony. 

 
In fulfilling its fundamental objectives and core security functions, the Alliance will continue to respect the 
legitimate security interests of others, and seek the peaceful resolution of disputes as set forth in the Charter 
of the United Nations. The Alliance will promote peaceful and friendly international relations and support 
democratic institutions. In this respect, it recognizes the valuable contribution being made by other 
organizations such as the European Community and the CSCE, and that the roles of these institutions and of 
the Alliance are complementary (The Alliance's New Strategic Concept 1991). 

 
The Alliance's New Strategic Concept 1991 is important for the continued analysis as 

references and links to the Strategic Concept are found in the political discourse in all three 

states. The concept highlights a broader security definition such as political, economic, social, 

and environmental issues. The concept of security is thus politicised as stipulated in the 

agreement: “…what is new is that, with the radical changes in the security situation, the 

opportunities for achieving Alliance objectives through political means are greater than ever 

before”. Furthermore, the new concept stresses: “The diversity of challenges now facing the 

Alliance thus requires a broad approach to security” (The Alliance's New Strategic Concept 

1991). The agreement foresees that the European states are to take greater responsibility for 

their own security in the future. “As the process of developing a European security identity 

and defence role progresses, and is reflected in the strengthening of the European pillar within 

the Alliance, the European members of the Alliance will assume a greater degree of the 
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responsibility for the defence of Europe” (The Alliance's New Strategic Concept 1991). This 

is important as it means that member states now have to share responsibility and become 

more active: “The political approach to security will thus become increasingly important” 

(The Alliance's New Strategic Concept 1991). This statement can be interpreted as meaning 

that all member states should be ready to participate in keeping the peace in Europe and that 

all the sixteen nations of NATO share the responsibility, including the three Nordic states 

Iceland, Denmark and Norway.  

 The three Nordic states analysed decided on different, but important, approaches when 

constructing their involvement in international security affairs in the 1990s. The defence and 

security ties with the United States and NATO continued to be important and the Nordic 

balance continued as the balance between the U.S. and the EU became more important for 

these three small states. This post Cold War ‘balancing’ is closely connected to the 

broadening out of the security concept. Even though all three states seem to have opted for 

more activist security policies in the 1990s, this ‘activism’ is played out differently in the 

policies of the three countries.  

It was explained in method chapter that the aim is not to find a hidden agenda in the 

discourse, rather to use the discourse as it is, not as an indicator of something else. It is 

investigated if size of state, vulnerability and capability in security matters influence the 

states’ international activities and if the analysis of the debate in the parliaments supports this 

argument. Then it can be argued that size of state is important when the three states construct 

their security matters and international activities. This thesis deems the political discourse on 

security as being important when the states construct their international activities. Again it is 

argued that the meaning lies not in what people consciously think the concepts of size and 

security mean but in how they implicitly use them for political reasons in some ways and not 

others. The author argues that size of state and the broadening out of the security concept play 

an important role in the decision to become more active states in the 1990s.  

 

5.2 Denmark, Iceland and Norway and their security policies after the end of the Cold 

War 

Denmark had played a somewhat minor role in international security affairs in particular in 

NATO even though Denmark was firmly anchored into NATO. Even though the Danish 

footnote policy strained the relationship with the U.S., the organisation had a big impact on 

Denmark’s security and foreign policy and the small states commitments to NATO. Inside the 

European Economic Community, Denmark stressed social, economic and political affairs and 
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in the UN, Denmark emphasised human rights, economic inequalities between nations and 

supported measures that reduced international conflict (DISS 2005; Holbraad 1991). After the 

Cold War, Danish authorities decided that Denmark had to become more active 

internationally and “maximize its international influence” (Pedersen, p. 45, 2006). In a Danish 

foreign policy report from 1990, it was stated that the future of the Danish foreign policy 

should be based on ‘active internationalism’ and be ‘independent’ and ‘not primarily 

reactive’, perhaps a reference to the ‘footnote’ period. The new policy should be defined in 

global terms and use the means available to ‘small states’. The focal point should be 

Denmark’s strategy towards Europe (Larsen 2005). Danish policymakers, thus, tried to adjust 

their policy to the changing international situation and the unification of Germany and 

European integration. They assumed that the new era offered opportunities that should not be 

missed. “Accordingly…Danish foreign policy was transformed from reactive pragmatism to 

active internationalism…as a new foreign policy doctrine, making common security and the 

spread of democracy and human rights the foundation of Danish foreign policy from 1993 

onwards” (Wivel 2005, p. 418). Herolf  (2008 p. 68) argues that Denmark’s foreign and 

security policy pre-2000 can be explained “in terms of Atlanticism rather than of concerns 

about sovereignty”. This might explain why Danish voters said no to the Treaty of Maastricht 

in June, 1992 and only said yes in May, 1993 minus certain opt-outs including the European 

defence cooperation and therefore they became less than a full member of the EU, CFSP and 

ESDP.  

With the end of the Cold War, diplomatic, economic and military affairs became more 

important in Danish foreign policy yet the relationship with the United States continued to be 

important for Denmark in the 1990s. Danish foreign policy emphasised more activity in 

international affairs with the aim to strengthen the status of Denmark within Europe, and at 

the same time, to support the role of the UN, the OSCE, NATO and European integration, the 

role of the military was increased and the foreign policy was militarised (Petersen 2006, p. 

428).  

In Iceland, there have always been heated debates on what foreign policy to adopt. 

This is reflected in the bitter disagreement within the nation over participation in NATO and 

the defence treaty with the United States in 1951. The relations with the American defence 

base in Iceland during the Cold War influenced the foreign policy of Iceland greatly, 

including security, diplomatic and economic affairs (Bailes et al 2006; Thorhallsson 2006; 

Thorhallsson et al 2004; Ingimundarson 2001; Ingimundarson 1996; Kristjansson 2010; 

2007). Participation in EFTA in the 1970s and in EEA in the early 1990s was controversial 
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where the nay voice insisted that the EFTA and EEA treaties would undermine the island’s 

autonomy (Thorhallsson et al 2004; Bergmann 2009).75 Iceland reacted slowly to the new 

international system that emerged after the Cold War. There is some reason to suspect that the 

Icelandic authorities were slow in identifying the changes that would occur after the end of 

the Cold War and a prominent Icelandic scholar and the first Staff director of (ICISA) wrote 

in 1990, a full year after the fall of the Berlin Wall, that: “The military base in Iceland…has 

been regarded as one of the more important U.S. bases abroad… defence of transatlantic sea 

lines will remain important [and] increase following the reduction of U.S. forces in Europe” 

(Gunnarsson 1990, p.149). It is only fair to mention that in 1990 there were no signs that 

predicted the fall of the Soviet Union. However, this view was based on the perception that 

Iceland’s strategic importance would not diminish, not taking into account the changes that 

were mounting in Eastern Europe.  

The Icelandic political elite demonstrated international ‘activity’ when Iceland became 

the first country in the world to recognize the independence of the Baltic nations after they 

regained their sovereignty in the first years of the 1990s. According to Hannibalsson (2000) 

(the Foreign Minister of Iceland in the early 1990s) small states can influence policies within 

international alliances. Perhaps, because of its “smallness” Iceland could support the Baltic 

countries when bigger nations inside NATO could not. After all, Iceland was not a threat to 

the Soviet Union. Even though the political elite in Iceland remained very hesitant when it 

came to European integration, (Thorhallsson 2006), Iceland successfully negotiated with the 

EU in the early 1990s and was able…”to secure for herself tariff- free access to the E.U. inner 

market, without having to submit to the obligations of membership” (Hannibalsson 2002, p. 

324). 

In the mid 1990s, the Icelandic government recognised that they had to become more 

active at an international level as the strategic importance of the island diminished after the 

breakup of the Soviet Union (Ingimundarson 2007). Thus, the political elite became more 

willing to take on more responsibilities internationally, after having been for the most part a 

‘free rider’ in the international system during the Cold War.  In the late 1990s, Iceland faced 

considerable outside pressure from the international community to contribute more to 

international aid, development programs and peacekeeping operations both with financial aid 

and human resources (Thorhallsson 2012). One of the first steps in that direction was when 

the island decided to send policemen and health care personnel to the Balkans to help heal the 

wounds of the civil wars in former Yugoslavia. Furthermore, after the NATO-led Kosovo 
                                                        

75 A similar debate on whether to join the EU is currently raging. 
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military operation in 1999, Iceland oversaw the management of the airport in Pristina, and 

later provided supervisors of the airport in Kabul in Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban in 

2001 (Ingimundarson 2007).  

During the Cold War, “Norway’s security needs meant that participation in 

international power politics had the upper hand” (Riste 2005, p. 275). An important factor in 

this policy was Norway’s geographical location and the proximity to the Soviet Union in 

addition to Norway’s NATO membership and close bilateral relationship with the U.S. 

Norwegian security policy can be defined as an ‘Atlantic identity’ emphasizing Norway’s 

special position in NATO during the Cold War and continuing policy of ‘Atlanticism’ after it 

finished (Græger 2008: Rieker 2006).  

The relationship with the United Nations was central in the Norwegian foreign policy 

and Norway’s commitment to the UN and its operations became a pillar for the state's 

international cooperation. Norway chose to emphasize a foreign policy that profiles Norway 

as a “champion of peace, human rights and development aid” (Riste 2005 p. 256, 275). 

Norway was not an ‘hesitant internationalist’, In the post Cold War era, Norway played a key 

role as mediator in Middle East peace negotiations that lead to the Oslo Accord in 1993 

(Karns et al 2004). In the 1990s, the Norwegian state saw itself as a friendly intermediary, as 

a small state that could help developing countries negotiate with the international community. 

Reflected by the idea that for a small state international ‘power’ or influence is gained by 

promoting ‘powerful ideas’. With that in mind Norway defined the concept of ‘human 

security’ in the 1990s in accordance with the ‘progressive values’ of the decade such as; 

human rights, international law and economic development based on equity. Norwegian 

governments thus could use the term of human security to cover an agenda that was based on 

humanitarian values. Promoting a security policy that supported the “International Criminal 

Court, the ban on landmines, regulation of light arms trade and prohibition of child soldiers” 

(Suhrke 1999, p. 266). Norway was thus implementing a broader security definition or policy.    

 In the mid 1990s, the Norwegian security and defence establishment recognized that 

the EU had political ambitions as a security actor. In response to that, Norwegian security and 

defence policy was Europeanized even though Norway regarded its commitment to NATO to 

be its first priority; demonstrated by the fact that in the first years of 1990s Norway decided to 

improve its capability to participate in international peacekeeping operations. The ‘European 

dimension’ grew stronger in the Norwegian security politics discourse after the nay vote in 

1994. Perhaps the nay vote in 1994 demonstrates that Norway has valued its Atlantic relations 

more than its European relations. Norwegian EU policy has since the 1990s “been checked by 



  

153 

neutralist desire to keep out of the EU, combined with the awkward prospect of having to 

choose between American and European security guarantee” (Riste, 2005, p. 275). Thus, 

Norway balanced between the U.S. and the EU and needed to justify the international 

engagements of the Norwegian armed forces in the 1990s. It was done with “reference to the 

obligation to enforce respect for international norms and to contribute to stability in Europe or 

in more remote regions, which may affect Norway’s security” (Græger et al 2005; White 

Paper no. 22, 1997–98: 36). 

In the 1990s, Norway established NORAD, a specific agency for international aid. 

Thus, development aid became one of the important foreign issues for the Norwegian public 

and the political elite. The oil wealth made it possible for Norway to donate one per cent of 

the GNP to development aid. Riste (2005) argues that Norway’s aid program established a 

status of soft power. Perhaps this became an important factor for the reputation of Norway 

and Norwegians as they see themselves as others view them, corresponding to the world in 

which small states exist and how they relate to other states.  

 

5.3 The debate about security and size of state as the Cold War ends and in the 1990s 

We begin analysing the discourse in 1987 as that somewhat coincides with the start of the 

broadening out of the security concept in the Nordic material used for this analysis. The 

structure of the discourse analysis is different than in chapter three, when one single event 

was the main focus of the research. As a period of eleven years is explored the analysis is not 

as clearly structured around the political parties as was the case in chapter four but rather 

around the discourse about security in general. The intent is to find direct and indirect 

references to the broadening out of the security concept and size of state.  

The dissertation has already demonstrated that size of state and vulnerability in 

security matters did play an important role in the decision to become NATO member states. 

Also size of state associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters influences 

the states’ international activities. As they could act as ‘free rider’ states or as reluctant NATO 

allies, but at the same time, Denmark, Iceland and Norway could take independent action in 

several cases. Demonstrating that, even though the Cold War somewhat restricted their 

freedom of action, the war offered opportunity to pursue their interests and take international 

action that demonstrated independent policy. When the decision was taken to join NATO in 

1949, there is not a difference in the size as a security factor discourse between Iceland and 

Denmark and Norway. Even though one could safely argue that Iceland was more vulnerable 
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with no military forces. During the Cold War, there seems to be little difference in size as a 

security factor between Iceland, Denmark and Norway in the discourse. However, there was a 

difference in activity. Norway and Denmark contributed military forces to NATO’s military 

structure but Iceland did not. The discourse shows that the political elite thinks that because of 

size they must be more active internationally in order to gain international recognition. This is 

demonstrated by the peace and humanitarian operations that Denmark and Norway take part 

in and support. Iceland on the other hand was more active in words than in deeds (see: fig 2; 

fig 3; fig 4; fig 5;). 

 

Iceland and the security discourse 1988-1999 

In the period from 1988 to 1999, four governments are in power in Iceland. In 1988 two 

governments sat in office, first the government of the Independent party, the Social 

Democrats and the Progressive Party. This government lost its majority and The Social 

Democrats, the People’s Alliance and the Progressive Party formed a new majority in 

September 1988. After the elections in April 1991, the government negotiated and signed the 

EEA agreement in 1992 under the leadership of Jon Baldvin Hannibalsson, the Social 

Democratic Foreign Minister. The security discourse in the period is dominated by the new 

international situation as the Cold War is ending. The discourse stresses that it is time to 

become more active internationally. The political elite that supported the EEA agreement 

feared that Iceland would be left behind and become isolated from European markets 

(Bergman 2009).76 The fall of the Soviet Union and the civil war in the Balkans influenced 

the security position of Iceland. Iceland begins to take part in peacekeeping operations and 

becomes more active in humanitarian aid projects. At the same time, the defence agreement 

with the U.S. continues to be presented as a cornerstone in Icelandic security policy.  

The debate in 1988  

Steingrimur Hermannsson, the Progressive Party Foreign Minister in 1988, is of the opinion 

that all states big or small have a duty to influence the international system. “Iceland [is] no 

longer isolated in the North Atlantic; therefore, it must participate in world affairs. It is 

Iceland’s duty to participate in making the world a safer place” (Steingrímur Hermannsson, 

1988).  This can be seen as a step from a ‘free rider policy’ in international affairs, or a 

suggestion that Iceland has something to offer internationally.  

                                                        
76 In his analysis of the debate on if to sign the EEA agreement in 1992 Bergman overlooks the debate about the EEA from 
the perspective of economic security. His focus on identity is somewhat too narrow as this analysis show.  
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Kjartan Johannsson (1988) an influential politician in the Social Democratic Party is 

of the opinion that the decision to join NATO was the right decision, now Iceland should 

contribute more to NATO and Iceland should work for détente and nuclear disarmament. 

Johannsson sees the European integration process as an economic issue and finds it essential 

that Iceland has a clear policy towards Europe and the EC. Johannesson’s fellow Social 

Democrat and Minister of Finance Hannibalsson (1988) argues that Iceland is in a special 

position in the North Atlantic. This fact has been ‘repeated and restated’ in agreements with 

Island’s neighbouring states both in matters of trade and defence. Hannibalsson is referring 

both to trade agreements such as with EFTA, the EC and the defence agreement with the U.S.  

 
 
It is childish not to think that there is not a correlation between Icelandic business interests and 
Icelandic interests in security and defence. It is childish to think that our special position in the North 
Atlantic and our solidarity with other democratic nations in NATO did not affect our International 
agreements. Have people forgotten the role membership of NATO played in the Cod Wars? 
(Hannibalsson 1988) 

 

The minister’s statement cannot be understood in other way than that Iceland had during used 

its ‘special position’ the Cold War to secure its economic interests with the extension of the 

fishing grounds. In addition, the statement refers to economic security and hints that Iceland 

should look to Europe for that security.  

Speaking on behalf of the Independence Party, Gardarsson (1988) is of the opinion that 

‘small states’ are successful when they secure their position with international agreements on 

security and defence matters. The defence contract Iceland has with the U.S. is more than 

satisfactory in his opinion. He argues that it is not necessary to discuss security and defence 

matters with the EEC; it is entirely an economic matter. Gardarsson disagrees with 

Hannibalsson and avoids connecting security to economic matters in the same way as the 

Finance Minister did. Gardarson defines security primarily as hard security. 

 Gestsson (1988) from the People’s Alliance is in principal against the defence treaty with 

the U.S. He does see Iceland as small state that enjoys international recognition. Gestsson 

believes that this was demonstrated by the fact that Iceland was asked to host the meeting of 

political leaders of the USSR and the U.S. in 1986. Gestsson argues that Iceland should 

support an international security system or an international security policy that is supervised 

by an international organization, the two military blocs, NATO and the Warsaw Pact become 

unnecessary for world security.  
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In the debate in 1988, little attempt is made to speak about security in new terms – 

hinting at broader definition of security – as military security continues to be most important. 

There are different reasons for this discourse. The Cold War is cooling down, tension between 

the super powers is lessening and some Icelandic politicians are beginning to see Europe and 

free trade and access to markets as an economic security issue. Others see the strongest 

security link to be the relationship with the U.S. All but Gestsson, in this analysis, maintain 

that the defence contract has served Iceland well.  

 

The debate in 1989 

The Cold War was now all but over. The social democratic Foreign Minister of Iceland – 

mirroring the past in his report to the parliament – said that the goal of the Icelandic foreign 

policy is to strengthen the independence and interests of the nation in international affairs. 

Iceland should do this with active participation in the United Nations, NATO, EFTA, and the 

Nordic Council (Hannibalsson 1989). In order to achieve these goals Hannibalsson mentioned 

that Iceland should assist developing countries, emphasize human rights and peaceful 

relations between states and advocate and support a nuclear free zone around Iceland. 

Hannibalsson stresses that Iceland should take part in international cooperation that focuses 

on environmental issues including pollution in the North Atlantic. Human rights, economic 

and environmental issues are, from the perspective of broader security, identified as essential 

to Icelandic prosperity and security. Finally, the minister  states that Iceland must prepare for 

the changes that are happening in Europe with the European Economic Community and 

secure the economic interests of Iceland. The minister explains that this policy is based on the 

same principles that have guided previous governments for the past 40 years. Membership of 

NATO and the military protection and the defence agreement with USA are the key to this 

policy (Hannibalsson 1989).  

 Palsson, Haarde and Jonsson (1989) speaking on behalf of the Independence party see 

the membership of NATO as the cornerstone of Icelandic foreign policy. Jonsson (1989) even 

calls NATO the most important coalition in the history of the world. Palsson (1989) maintains 

that the decision to join NATO was taken to counter the aggressive nature of the USSR. 

Iceland had decided to join forces with other democratic nations and strengthen the defences 

of the country and join the fight for freedom and liberty, cooperating with the nations that 

support freedom, democracy and human rights. NATO membership thus means international 

activity. Palsson also argues that the work of NATO has been ‘very’ successful for the past 40 

years and NATO’s steadfastness has secured peace on the European Continent. Palsson 
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(1989) does consider the end of the Cold War as a triumph of U.S. power over that of the 

USSR. His opinion is identical to the way many followers of realism have interpreted the end 

of the war. Guttormsson (1989) of the People’s Alliance does, however, attribute the détente 

in world affairs to Gorbachev's peace initiative referring to Glasnost and Perestroika and the 

changes taking place in the Warsaw Pact. His statement can be seen from the perspective of 

constructivism, where Gorbachev's ‘new thinking’ and ideational change in the Soviet Union 

are the reasons for the end of the Cold War.  

The debate in 1989 in general demonstrates a new or a changing situation in world 

politics. The Icelandic political elite is careful about what steps it should take in this new 

international environment77. Those who wanted closer economic ties with Europe, after EFTA 

and the EEC had decided in 1989 to begin negotiations about a the European Economic Area 

stressed that Iceland could not be economically isolated from Europe. The opponents of the 

EEA maintained that Icelandic sovereignty would be lost. The strongest supporters of NATO 

avoided looking to Europe for economic security yet argued for free European markets for 

fish (see: Foreign Affairs, case A482, 1989; Bergmann 2009). The debate shows that the 

politicians have not fully analysed the political turmoil shacking Europe at the time. In 

matters of security three views are expressed; firstly, a status quo where NATO and the U.S. 

are the key to Icelandic security; secondly, Iceland should discuss and consider its next step 

with regards to European integration with an open mind; thirdly, Iceland should leave NATO 

and terminate the defence agreement with the U.S., and work for peace and nuclear 

disarmament (Foreign Affairs, case A482, 1989).  

What is most interesting, at least for this study, is the almost total lack of new 

directions in matters of security. The hint of a broader security definition detected before is 

not found and last but not least, no mention is found in the analysed debate in 1989 that refers 

to Iceland as a small state. This is in stark contrast with the Danish discourse and in particular 

with the Norwegian discourse which is influenced by a broader security concept, as the 

following analysis will demonstrate.  

 

Denmark and the security debate in 1988 and 1989 

The second government of Poul Schlüter78 is in power in 1988. It is made up of the following 

parties: The Conservative People’s Party (Det Konservative Folkeparti), Left, Liberal Party of 

                                                        
77 This discourse analysis will demonstrate similar carefulness in Norway in 1988 and 1989 whereas in Denmark a more 
active policy is detected already in 1989 and 1990. 
78 The Conservative People’s Party 
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Denmark (Venstre) and the Danish Social Liberal Party (Det Radikale Venstre). When a 

coalition of centre right parties came to power in 1982, the Danish Social Democrats had 

formed an ‘alternative majority’ in foreign and security matters with the Socialist People’s 

Party and the anti- defence Social-Liberal Party. The Danish Foreign Minister Uffe Ellemann-

Jensen (Left, Liberal Party of Denmark) wanted Denmark to have a strong profile in NATO. 

He often criticized the alternative majority in the strongest terms and was frequently criticized 

himself for failing to comply with the parliamentary agendas. The result was that the centre 

right party government was forced to put forward a number of motions in NATO, mostly in 

the form of footnotes, which outlined the Danish special standpoints, in the joint NATO 

decisions. The Footnote policy led to criticism from Denmark's allies, especially the United 

States. Later, the alternative majority was active in opposing the United States’ Strategic 

Defense Initiative (SDI), including the U.S. desire to modernize radar systems in Greenland. 

The ‘majority’ instructed the government to present a more positive Danish position in the 

United Nations on a number of disarmament policies. After Gorbachev became USSR’s 

political leader in 1985, and with relaxation of East-West relations, many of the political 

disagreements in parliament lost their relevance. Nevertheless, the security dispute flared up 

again in 1988 between the alternative majority and the government, when the alternative 

majority requested the strengthening of the Danish policy against nuclear weapons on Danish 

territory. This policy meant that visiting military vessels had to be aware of the Danish policy 

and report if nuclear weapons were on board. This arrangement was completely unacceptable 

to the United States, which in principle refused to confirm or deny the presence of nuclear 

weapons on U.S. ships. The case sparked a minor diplomatic crisis between the U.S. and 

Denmark, but was solved when the government announced an election on the issue. After the 

elections on May 10, 1988, the new government included the Radical Left with the Liberals 

and the Conservatives, and the alternative majority was thus broken.  

The end of Cold War in 1989 resulted in a new international situation, where there 

was less need for Danish footnotes and Danish politicians responded to the end of the 

footnote period by describing the period as ‘not a good model for a security policy’ 

(Bjerregard 198879). Estrup80 (1988) agreed and added that the problem with the footnote 

period was that it created international uncertainty about Danish foreign and security policy. 

Denmark spoke with two voices81, it led to a lack of stability and therefore the loss of Danish 

                                                        
79 Social Democrats. 
80 Danish Social Liberal Party. 
81 The MP is probably referring to Danish official policy during the footnote period and what was said in private 
conversations with NATO.  
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influence (Estrup 1988, p. 1980 - 1981). In a report from 2005, DIIS suggests two 

“[c]onsequences of [the] Footnote Politics”. 

 
a) It had no demonstrable impact on international development that Denmark place INF and SDI 
footnotes (and it is also understandable in this light, that the Schlüter82 government did not elevate it to 
a question of confidence). To that purpose, Denmark lacked, quite simply, sufficient influence in 
NATO. 
 
b) In NATO and the international security policy environment, Denmark’s general foreign policy 
influence and reputation was to some degree negatively affected by parliamentary agenda politics and 
the footnotes, but without demonstrable ensuing consequences for Danish security. This evaluation is 
encumbered by uncertainty and carried out on the basis of divergent observations and pronouncements. 
Outside of NATO and the security policy environment, the effects of the footnote politics were 
presumably limited (DIIS 2005, p 7).  

 
Uffe Ellemann Jensen (1988), the Danish Foreign minister, opposed the footnote policy and 

supported closer ties with both NATO and the EC. In his foreign policy statement in 

parliament he talks about better relations between the USSR and the USA and how they are 

influencing the international situation for good. He announces that the Danish government 

will work to build peace in Europe and run an active disarmament policy. Jensen (1988) is 

also of the opinion that this historic opportunity for European disarmament in general should 

not be missed.  

 

The positive international developments do not diminish the need for a country like Denmark to 
contribute to further progress in matters of peace and détente: quite on the contrary. The new 
international situation will in many areas mean new and difficult challenges. We must meet those 
challenges based on analysis of our national interests and our position and status in the international 
community. We must actively influence [international] developments to best ensure our continued 
prosperity, our freedom and our independence as a democratic country. And restore broad support and 
trust in Danish foreign policy, based on the consensus where it is Denmark belongs. Denmark belongs 
to the Western democracies (Elleman-Jensen 1988, p. 1948).  
 

 

The minister is referring to the footnote period when he argues that Danish foreign policy 

must regain its reputation. He is also arguing for an active foreign policy that protects 

Denmark’s national interests. It is also reasonable to assume that what he means by ‘country 

like Denmark’ is smallness and that because of size Denmark must become more active and 

continue to participate, cooperate and contribute internationally as the following statement by 

Ellemann-Jensen demonstrates.  

 

Denmark traditionally supports UN policy and participation in the UN’s peacekeeping operations… 
Denmark is ready to continue to provide forces for peacekeeping operations... It is of crucial importance 
that the UN member states live up to their collective responsibility and finance these activities [current 

                                                        
82 A reference to Schlüter’s first government 
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and future peacekeeping operations]. Together with the Nordic countries and the twelve states [in the 
EC] Denmark continues its efforts to find [international] solutions (Elleman-Jensen 1988, p. 1946). 

 

The minister is basically arguing that both the new international climate and the intention to 

break free from the footnote policy has a bearing on international activity and on political 

responsibility.   

Ritt Bjerregaard83 (1988, p. 1951) argues that with the political changes in the USSR 

led by Gorbachev and the significant détente period between East and West, Denmark ‘has’ 

options that ‘we’ had not before. The reason being Gorbachev's ‘new thinking’ and ideational 

change in the Soviet Union and the influence of the peace movements in Europe result in 

nuclear deterrence no longer being a workable strategy. Bjerregaard’s statement demonstrates 

an opinion that links to constructivism and critical theory of how the Cold War ended. 

Nevertheless, Bjerregaard believes that “Denmark is too small to go it alone, but our ‘size’ is 

the right ‘size’ in order to be a part of new decentralized and regional Europe” (Bjerregaard 

1988, p. 1954). Thus, size is not only important but also to Denmark’s advantage in security 

matters. Denmark does not pose a threat to other states. Connie Hedegaard (The Conservative 

People’s Party) does agree that the new security situation is ‘promising’ as the East-West 

relationship continues to improve (Hedegaard 1988, p. 1957). She adds that it is essential for 

‘us’ in Western Europe to recognize that if the ‘important’ American contribution to West-

European security is to continue then it requires something from us (Hedegaard 1988, p. 

1958). Jørgen Estrup84 (1988) does, as do all the previous speakers, understand the undeniable 

fact the international situation is changing with opportunities for détente and disarmament. 

“The results do not come by themselves”. They require active effort also from non-

superpowers, Estrup stresses and continues that “actually it is the smaller countries that have 

most at stake. The time has come for small countries to try if they can think big” (Estrup 

1988, p. 1980). Size of state has, in this particular discourse, become less important in 

correlation with security vulnerability. The détente brings hope or the wish that small states 

become more active; in a certain way the discourse frees the political elite from the 

constraints of the Cold War. 

Arne Melchior (1988) from the Centre Democratic Party argued that small states in 

NATO must support the alliance and the American leadership and be ready to act and fulfil 

their duties as member states (Melchior 1988, p. 1988). Uffe Ellemann-Jensen, the Danish 

Foreign Minister, explains that the government considers it essential that a Danish foreign and 

                                                        
83 Danish Social Democrats. 
84 Danish Social-Liberal Party. 
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security policy is rebuilt with a broad political consensus (Ellemann-Jensen 1988, p. 2004). It 

is the government's hope, he says, that this process will lead to a greater consensus about 

Danish security policy interests and opportunities. “Just the fact that we now begin a thorough 

discussion about the problems is a great achievement, it gives us the ability in the future to 

deal with problems when and where they occur. Denmark will then be able to influence 

developments in the organizations Denmark participates in” (Jensen 1988 p. 2005). 

The Foreign Minister’s statement is a reference to the Danish Defence Commission 

established by the Danish parliament in 1988 to assess Danish defence needs for the 1990s.85 

The commission published its report in 1989, setting forth, suggestions for a new defence and 

security policy. That same year the Foreign Minister of Denmark and the Foreign Policy 

Commission coined a new foreign policy for Denmark based on ‘active internationalism’ 

(Riker 2006).  

 The Danish Defence Commission begins its report by stating that the security policy 

situation that came about after the Second World War and dominated international relations 

between East and West is most likely coming to an end. The reason being better relations 

between the East and the West in the late 1980s and the economic, social, and political 

reforms in the USSR and other Eastern European states. The Commission maintains that 

Western European states ‘are’ faced with a period of technological, economic and political 

development that will have crucial meaning for European cooperation. “This development, as 

far as can be seen, seems to herald fundamental change in Europe and in the relations between 

the East and the West” (Danish Defence Commission 1989, pp. 28). 

One of the conclusions the commission makes is that European political cooperation 

in the 1980s has increasingly focused on ‘broader’ security questions. Thus, European 

cooperation is developing fast and it is likely that the states will integrate more and 

institutionalize, this includes their security policy. When the report is published, European 

security cooperation had for the most part been operated by the WEU and with French and 

German cooperation. The reason being, the report reads, that some of the EEC states are 

against including defence matters in the EEC cooperation.  The purpose of the cooperation in 

the WEU is to keep the U.S. interested and ready to commit military forces to Europe. A more 

committed Europe is needed to strengthen the European pillar/influence in NATO. The report 

adds that the U.S. supports a stronger European security policy cooperation. The U.S. ‘sees’ it 

                                                        
85 Forsvaret i 90’erne: The following MPs participated in the committee that oversaw the making of the report: Christian 
Christensen, Jørgen Estrup, Connie Hedegaard, Karl Hjortnæs, Hans Hækkerup Annette Just, Arne Melchior, Peder Sønderby 
and Pelle Voigt.  
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as an expression of Europe being ready to accept more responsibility for Europe’s own 

defences (Danish Defence Commission 1989, pp. 28-29).  

Poul Schlüter (1989), the Danish Prime Minister, addresses security and foreign 

policy. He connects them to a period of international calm and cooperation both in foreign 

affairs and disarmament.  

 
At the same time many of the Eastern- European states are taking steps to democratize and are opening 
up to the rest of the world. The EEC states have special obligations and possibilities in this 
situation…we must not remain passive when Europe is changing. We must of course not succumb to 
euphoria but we must not let ourselves be paralyzed by fear of the new and the unknown and we must 
not lose patience. It is a process that will take a long time but the possibilities are great if we approach 
them at the right time (Schlüter 1989, p 11171 -11172).   

 

Kent Kirk86 (1989 p. 11202) argues that the world is now more dynamic and it is a ‘positive 

change’. Denmark must ‘now’ create the necessary dynamics in the country, so it can actively 

participate in the international community. Ivar Hansen87 (1989 p. 11226) is of the opinion 

that after many years of footnote policy it has been replaced by a more constructive security 

policy, hence, a more influential Danish role in NATO. The time is over when Denmark will 

‘sit in the corner’ and fumble with footnote policy. Now Denmark does participate in NATO. 

“We can influence the decisions, we can influence what will happen” (Ivar Hansen 1989 p. 

11226).  

The parliamentarian debate demonstrates active internationalism based on the fact that 

a better relationship between the two super powers has done much to reduce tension in the 

world. “It looks like there is less need for super power involvement in regional conflicts. This 

tendency could mean that the role of the UN in peace building will increase” (Koford-

Svendsen 1989, p. 11272). The discourse demonstrates a new positive situation in 

international relations (in the system), Danish defence and security policy should support the 

positive trend and international disarmament efforts. The time was right for Denmark to 

become more active.  

 

Norwegian security debate from 1987 to 1990 

From 1987 to 1997, Norwegian governments alternated between minority Labour 

governments and Conservative led centre-right governments. The centre-right government 

gained power in 1989, the Labour party toppled that government in 1990 when the centre-

right collapsed from the inside over the issue of Norwegian membership in the European 

                                                        
86The Conservative People Party. 
87 Left, Liberal Party of Denmark. 
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Economic Area. Labour stayed in power after the elections in 1993 led by Gro Harlem 

Brundtland who resigned in 1996. After losing the elections in September 1997 the Labour 

government left office in October 1997. A three-party minority coalition of the Centre, 

Christian Democratic, and Liberal parties, headed by Christian Democrat Prime Minister, 

Kjell Magne Bondevik, moved into office and stayed in power for the next three years when a 

dispute over the issue of proposed natural gas plants brought the government down.   

The security policy of the Cold War and Norway’s membership in NATO had 

influenced Norwegian security policy in the direction of true ‘Atlanticism’. Popular support 

for NATO was at its peak at the end of the Cold War and NATO continued to be the 

cornerstone of the security policy. However, the Norwegian security position within NATO 

was seriously challenged due to the end of the Cold War (Riker 2006; Ministry of Defence 

1989; 1999). Norwegian politicians feared that the change would make the allies in NATO 

less interested in the Nordic area and the political elite in Norway continued to be sceptical of 

its neighbour in the East even after the breakdown of the Soviet Union. In Europe, the 

reduced military threat influenced the European integration process. For most European states 

this was seen as positive step while in Norway the politicians feared that a more ‘independent’ 

Europe with its own security policy would diminish the United States interest in Europe and 

leave Norway vulnerable to pressure from Russia (see Brundtland 1992; 1993; 1994; 

Stoltenberg 1987; 1992; 1993; Riker 2006). In the first years of the post Cold War period the 

Norwegians continued see Russia as the main threat to Norwegian security whereas the 

establishment of the European political union with a common foreign and security policy was 

viewed as only important in matters of soft security. Thus NATO remained the most 

important security actor even though the Norwegian political leadership was in favour of 

closer relations with the EU. Based on the political discourse this analysis will show that 

Norwegian politicians considered a broader security concept vital for the small state’s security 

interests: This discourse influenced international activity and the application to the EU. There 

is also an important similarity in the security discourse in the 1990s with the late 1940s. Non-

membership of the EU would mean security policy without having participated in the process; 

in the same way as non-membership of NATO in 1949 would risk that ‘our small state’ views 

and interests would not be heard. 
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The Norwegian debate in 1987, 1988 and 1990 

The Norwegian Foreign Minister Thorvald Stoltenberg (1987) presented the Norwegian 

foreign policy to parliament and emphasized humanitarian aid, international cooperation, the 

environment and the debt crises of the Third World as key policy areas. For the next three 

years these issues are important in the Norwegian discourse (see for example Holst 1987; 

Kaland 1987; Majala 1987; Aasen 1987; Willoch 1989; 1990).  

Stoltenberg (1987) treads carefully when he describes the international situation in 

1987 and maintains that ‘international affairs’ are based on successful cooperation between 

the big states that play the leading role in world even though medium-sized and small states 

also have a role to play. For Norway it is particularly important that the UN takes the lead in 

solving the problems the world is faced with. The UN and other international organizations 

must become more active both in solving conflicts and in humanitarian cases. In the longer 

term, there may be a need for an ecological ‘security council’ within the UN system with the 

authority to make necessary decisions to prevent the destruction of the environment. 

Therefore, it is important to strengthen international bodies so that international cooperation 

becomes more successful. Stoltenberg believes that the renewal of multilateralism is a step in 

that direction but asks who will lead that process. He is of the opinion that both small and 

medium-sized countries have a central role to play here as ‘smaller states’ have the most to 

lose if multilateral cooperation does not work (Stoltenberg 1987, pp. 1271; 1272; 1273).  The 

Foreign Minister sees size of state as an advantage in international affairs and feels that 

Norway as a small state must be more active internationally. According to Stoltenberg (1987) 

Norway’s international role has increased with new opportunities as the international 

landscape has changed with détente between the East and the West. Norway should base its 

security policy on cooperation with like-minded countries and be ready to lead internationally 

if the great powers disagree or choose not to participate actively in the international system.  

 

It is of course not possible for a small state like Norway to take the lead [on every issue]. However, we 
have the responsibility to influence the UN [international community]…It is important that we organize 
ourselves so that we can make use of this opportunity (Stoltenberg 1987, p. 1273). 

 
 
He thus deems that because of size Norway must be more active internationally not 

necessarily in order to gain international recognition rather because it is expected from 

Norway and it is what Stoltenberg expects form his state. Stoltenberg ties Norwegian security 

interests to the development in neighbouring states including the Nordic neighbourhood. “The 

Norwegian government emphasizes the international responsibilities that rest on Norway’s 
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shoulders by virtue of our status in Nordic politics” (Stoltenberg 1987, p. 1268). At the same 

time he acknowledges that the integration process in Europe will affect Norwegian security 

and foreign policy ‘as’ efforts to implement the internal market are well underway and 

scheduled to be completed by the end of 1992. He believes that the European process will 

eventually have major consequences for Norway as nearly 70 per cent of Norwegian exports 

in 1987 go to the EEC market. Stoltenberg, stresses, that it does not mean that Norway 

intends to adapt to market conditions shaped by other states. “Yet, to stand outside the EEC 

requires in many ways more activity than being inside [the EEC]. We must be active in 

EFTA, in Nordic cooperation and in the EEC system” (Stoltenberg 1987 p. 1273).  

In his address to parliament Kåre Willoch88 (1987), the leader of the Foreign Policy 

Committee, stresses how important nuclear disarmament is for Norwegian security. “When 

discussing a security policy it is not enough to wish and talk about what is good one must 

have discussions that bring results… a small NATO country [like Norway] can do great 

damage if it does not support the agreement [nuclear disarmament] it weakens the alliance 

position, but it [the agreement on nuclear disarmament] also has an important positive value 

for a country like ours” (Willoch 1987, p. 1689; 1690). The MP is referring to the results of 

the nuclear negotiations between the two super powers and the fact that Norway had whished 

for greater results. He is also referring to Norway’s position during the Cold War when the 

state was sometimes at odds with NATO policy, especially its nuclear policy. In his opinion 

the new disarmament agreement is important for ‘small’ Norway and his statement does 

correlate with small state theory and the view that small states depend on international 

agreements and cooperation. Therefore, in Willoch’s (1987) opinion, Norway should support 

all efforts made by international organizations that lead to greater opportunities for countries 

to coordinate economic policies that bring opportunities for both poor and rich countries. At 

the same time Norway must be realistic and realize that some countries play a  larger role than 

others (Willoch 1987, p. 1692).  

Liv Aasen (1987) from the Labour Party agrees with Willoch and argues that as a 

small state Norway is interested in a world where international law prevails. The UN is 

Norway’s best hope and the best ‘tool’ in this respect (Aasen 1987, p. 1697). Kjell Magne 

Bondevik (1987), speaking for the Christian Democratic Party, stresses, like Willoch,  how 

important nuclear disarmament is for Norwegian security and how important cohesion and 

cooperation has been for NATO and will be for further disarmament procedures. Bondevik 

                                                        
88 The Conservative Party. 
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also praises the role of Gorbachev and his policy of glasnost and perestroika in the nuclear 

disarmament process.  

It is clear from the statement in the Norwegian parliament in 1987 that the political 

elite believes that Norway is witnessing a change in the international system both between the 

East and West and in European cooperation. Syse89 (1987) even maintains that the centre of 

gravity in international politics is moving away from the international organizations Norway 

is already member of towards ‘new’ international groups or organizations. In his opinion this 

applies both to the economic policies and to the foreign policy. Syse’s (1987) main concern is 

that Norway is left out of this process and has little or no influence. The fact that the seven 

major Western industrialized countries and the President of EEC are meeting at an economic 

summit to define Europe’s international economic expansion has an impact on Norway’s 

export to European markets. The gist is that the twelve EEC countries are represented at the 

‘top level’ and are informed about the decisions made by the ‘key political leaders’ in the 

most important capitals in the world who are  discussing economic and security matters. In 

Western Europe, the neutral countries, plus Iceland and Norway, do not have the opportunity 

to participate in these discussions (Syse 1987 p. 1741).  

 “This means that Norway, in spite of an active diplomatic effort and active support 

from all political groups in Norway, is left out from the discussion between the East and the 

West regarding détente which the CSCE conferences aims to promote”  (Syse 1987 p. 1741). 

There is no doubt that Syse believes that Norway is in a vulnerable position as the security 

situation in Europe is influencing Norwegian economic and external security as demonstrated 

next.  

The Labour Party Prime Minister of Norway, Gro Harlem Brundtland, was happy with 

the positive atmosphere that prevailed in East-West relations in 1987. “Political trust, 

disarmament and détente will have positive results for the [international] dialogue on 

economy, ecology, the environment and human rights that is necessary for international peace 

and security” (Brundtland 1987, p. 1729). The Prime Minister is most likely referring to a 

security concept that is based on a broader definition. Brundtland (1987) maintained, that 

Norway together with other small and medium-sized countries participates actively in efforts 

to strengthen international cooperation. Security is important for international economic 

affairs and political stability. “From a Norwegian perspective we will continue to find 

solutions to these problems. We recognize that our overall and long-term national self-interest 

coincide with global public interest” (Brundtland 1987, p. 1729).  
                                                        

89 The Conservative Party. 
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Thus international security interests are also Norwegian security interests. Based on 

smallness and concerns for Norway’s position in the ‘new’ European political landscape some 

Norwegian politicians fear that Norway will be left out of Europe’s future security decisions. 

Norwegian politicians believe somewhat that their international influence is not the same as 

before. At least one can suggest that the underlying meaning of their discourse is that they are 

unsure about in what direction international affairs are heading. At the same time they 

maintain that Norway must be active internationally and participate. Norway is maybe a small 

state but because of size it has an important role to play as demonstrated by the last two 

examples from the foreign policy debate in 1987.  

 

The debate in 1989 

In 1989, the Norwegian parliamentarian defence committee puts forward defence and security 

recommendations for the next four years. The basic goals of  the Norwegian security policy 

are:  

-  To prevent war in the Norwegian area. 

- To safeguard Norwegian sovereignty and freedom of trade and Norway’s continued 

right to defend its society. 

- Contribute to a peaceful development in the wider world (Norwegian Defence 

Committee 1989, p. 6).  

 

Thorvald Stoltenberg, the Norwegian Foreign Minister, said in his Foreign Policy Report to 

parliament in 1987 that Norway had more opportunities to be active internationally than 

before.  The aim was to participate in international affairs and work for international peace. In 

1989, he reiterates his statement and adds that it is one of Norway’s main tasks to ensure that 

Norway is active. Peace building requires an effort and contribution from ‘countries like 

Norway’ (Stoltenberg 1989, p.  2233). Stoltenberg is referring to the size of Norway and its 

capabilities, maintaining that foreign policy is about the responsibilities states share. They 

need to work together on security issues such disarmament, economics, poverty, pollution and 

use of national resources (Stoltenberg 1989, p.  2234). The Foreign minister is therefore 

calling for more Norwegian international activity but at the same time Norway must secure its 

national interests particularly in the Nordic area which he deems important for Norway’s 

security policy. This policy is to be achieved in cooperation with NATO, other Nordic states 
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and other states in Western Europe and by developing better relations with the USSR 

(Stoltenberg 1989, p.  2236).  

The Norwegian Defence Committee stated in 1989 how important the Nordic area is 

for Norwegian security. The report suggests that Norway must in cooperation with its friends 

in NATO – control and monitor the international waters around Norway and monitor the 

USSR’s naval strength in the region, as it is vital for Norwegian security that the shipping 

lanes across the Atlantic Ocean remain secure. Iceland’s strategic geographical position is 

vital for Norwegian security as Iceland is in a key position on the important transatlantic sea 

routes across the Atlantic ocean. The reason is that Norway is not able to withstand a military 

attack from super powers, therefore, it depends on the response from its allies and first and 

foremost on the USA (Norwegian Defence Committee 1989). NATO and the U.S. thus 

continue to have an important role for Norwegian security and it is argued that the alliance is 

a union of likeminded states emphasising freedom and security.90 The report reads that 

international security cooperation is necessary. The gist is that security policy is more than 

just pure military measures. It is important that the medium-sized and small states in Europe 

are active, for example in the CSCE process and that Norwegian security policy must 

contribute to peace in the world (Norwegian Defence Committee 1989, p. 6; 7; 8). 

The same discourse is found in the parliamentarian debate in 1989. Willoch (1989) 

believes that NATO is important for Norwegian security and freedom. He does however 

acknowledge that the European integration process could mean changes in the transatlantic 

relationship. He fears that the European states that stand outside the EEC, like Norway, have 

less of an opportunity to assert their interests.  

Bondevik (1989) supports the statement in the report by the Defence Committee that 

the Norwegian geographical location means that the Nordic area is of great importance for the 

Norwegian security policy and adds that the Nordic area is also important for Norwegian 

resource policy, visibly a reference to the Norwegian oil industry. The Labour Party MP 

Gunnar Skaug (1989) is of the opinion that the international role of the UN should become 

greater and in essence ‘the centre’ where all international questions are dealt with, the UN is 

‘now’ finally ready to take on the role it was created to fulfil (Skaug 1989).    

Parliamentary elections were held in Norway in September 1989. Even though the 

Labour Party remained the largest party in the Storting, winning 63 of the 165 seats, the non-

socialist parties gained the majority, and Jan P. Syse (The Conservative Party) became the 

Prime Minister of a coalition minority cabinet consisting of the Conservative Party, the 
                                                        

90 The same argument was made in 1949 for NATO membership. 
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Christian Democratic Party, and the Centre Party. The government lasted only a year and was 

disbanded when the Centre Party and the Conservatives disagreed on Norwegian EEC 

membership issues. 

  After the elections in September 1989 Bondevik (1989, p. 1693) – now the 

Norwegian Foreign Minister  – reports to parliament that Norway is now witnessing the end 

of an oppression in Eastern Europe. The states in East Europe are embracing democracy based 

on the respect for fundamental human rights. There is a new European framework in the 

making and in order to be successful it must have a sound foundation.  Norwegian policy 

must be based on these international changes.  

 
“We must adopt a broad perspective. We must build better relationships between East and West in 
Europe and thus contribute to ‘more’ security for everyone in our part of the world. We must build on 
the close security relations with our West- European and North- American allies in NATO. In the 
economic area the EEC/EFTA process should continue based on active policies endorsed by parliament. 
We must with the CSCE process and the Council of Europe utilize all possibilities for nations and 
individuals on both sides of the previously divided Europe so freedom and democracy can be 
established based on respect for fundamental human rights. The political tensions between peoples and 
countries must be brought under control [by] the climate of cooperation between East and West and 
hopefully be utilized to solve disputes or disagreements in other parts of the world. One of the key 
global challenges is to protect the environment, our common future depends on that. In the broad 
international context economic and social development should be stressed so both poverty and [human] 
suffering will be removed. Human rights can only have meaning if it is a universal ambition, and it is 
therefore our hope that the positive signs in international affairs will support human rights in Eastern 
Europe and spread to other parts of the world (Bondevik 1989 p. 1694.) 

 

Bondevik is describing the international agenda of the Norwegian government and in general 

he and the government believe that Norway must and can support multilateral cooperation 

based on three principles. 

 

1) More security, disarmament and arms control inspection.  

2) Increased economic relations in which the EEC and EFTA will be important 

instruments.  

3) Increased cooperation on cultural and humanitarian issues, where the CSCE Process 

and the Council of Europe could become important (Bondevik 1989 p. 1695). 

 

When explaining these principles Bondevik stresses that NATO is essential for Norwegian 

security and Norway must pursue an active and open policy towards the countries in Eastern-

Europe (Bondevik 1989 p. 1695). Thus the Foreign Minister is not only reiterating how 

important NATO is for Norwegian security, he is also holding the door open for a dialogue 

with Eastern Europe, stressing independent foreign policy. This is perhaps a reminder of 
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Norway’s ‘bridge building between East and West’ from the early days of the Cold War when 

Norway was playing a balancing act between the two super powers.  

Gro Harlem Brundtland (1990) now in opposition and the leader of the parliament’s 

foreign policy committee address the plight of the developing countries. Brundtland believed 

that neither ‘they nor we’ can afford to forget the significant global challenges the world is 

now faced with. Brundtland calls the 1980s the ‘lost’ decade for developing countries now 

deep in debt. It is clear from her statement that she believes that the time has come for 

Norway and other ‘rich’ counties to act and support the developing countries. In her opinion it 

is linked to a broader security concept.  

 

A broad security concept that just a year ago was seen as utopian and naive has now a political impact 
after the NATO summit in May in the new thinking and debate between East and West and in the UN 
supported by both the U.S. and the USSR (Gro Harlem Brundtland 1990 p. 1951). 

 

If we fail to collaborate then the prospects are grim for relations between the North and South 
[Hemispheres]. The task is to look beyond Europe and involve developing countries in an economic and 
political cooperation for sustainable development. In this new international climate [including the 
broader security concept] it is time to use less energy and resources for military purposes, but instead 
combine disarmament with development; it is an opportunity that should not be missed (Gro Harlem 
Brundtland 1990 p. 1951). 

 

The broader security concept has thus been introduced into the Norwegian discourse and is 

used to argue for a more active Norwegian state.   

Brundtland praises Gorbachev and the new leadership in the USSR for their decisive 

effort in building a new era in international cooperation for the 1990s. Her statement links to 

constructivism, maintaining that Gorbachev's ‘new thinking’ and ideational change in the 

Soviet Union helped to end the Cold War. Norway has a responsibility both nationally and 

internationally Brundtland argues and adds that the Nordic welfare model is a model that 

many countries in Eastern-Europe and other parts of the world look to and could benefit from. 

(Gro Harlem Brundtland 1990 p. 1951). 

 Brundtland argues that it is ‘our’ common duty to strengthen the UN’s capabilities as 

an international body based on a “broader security concept” so the UN can focus on conflict 

resolution and keep the peace. A European security system that is ‘broader’ will build on 

NATO’s influence and ‘our’ ability to develop a European security cooperation. Norway is in 

the position to lead as Norway has a long tradition of foreign policy based on international 

cooperation (Gro Harlem Brundtland 1990 p. 1952).  

Thus a broader security concept plays a role in how Brundtland sees the future of 

Norwegian security policy. Norway has an important role to play based on international 
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activity. The discourse in Norway in the last years of the 1980s and early in 1990s, 

demonstrates that smallness and a broader security concept influence Norway’s international 

activity.    

  

5.4. The Icelandic security debate from 1990 to 1999 

Both the Norwegian and the Danish debate demonstrate how the broader concept of security 

influences policy. In Iceland the influence of a broader security concept in 1990 is not 

detected. The Icelandic foreign policy in 1990 highlights the geographical position of Iceland 

and reads that Iceland is even more important for military transport to Europe in international 

crises even though disarmament continues in the future. The aim of Icelandic security and 

defence policy in 1990 is to protect the sovereignty, liberty and self-determination of the 

nation. This will be accomplished by participating in NATO and have peaceful relations with 

other nations. Iceland’s membership of NATO and the defence treaty with the U.S. from 1951 

are the cornerstones of Iceland’s security policy (Foreign Policy Report 1990).  

The focus here is primarily on hard security matters. Iceland’s principle contribution to 

security is deemed to be within NATO and there is no reference to a broader security concept. 

When the Foreign Minister Hannibalsson (1990) presents the report to the parliament, the 

political landscape in Europe has changed dramatically as the Cold War is over. The 

reunification of the two German states, East and West Germany is in the cards and Lithuania 

has declared independence which Iceland supports. The minister argues that it is essential for 

a small nation like Iceland to support free trade and peaceful cooperation among nations. For 

a small state like Iceland, he argues, it is necessary to follow with great care all the 

international developments that ‘are taking place’. The minister is referring to the end of the 

Cold War and the European integration process. Nuclear disarmament in the oceans is of 

course deemed to be vital for Icelandic fisheries interests. Hannibalsson also argues that 

Nordic cooperation remains one of the cornerstones of Icelandic foreign policy (Hannibalsson 

1990). Thus, the four main themes of the Icelandic foreign policy from 1944, 1969 and in the 

1970s and 1980s continue to be the dynamic part of the Icelandic security policy. However, in 

his statement, the foreign minister does little to analyse Icelandic security and the ‘central’ 

security issue continues to be based on military protection from the USA and membership of 

NATO.  

The Foreign Minister does stress that Icelanders should begin to support poor and 

developing nations more than before. He refers to the request made by the UN that states that 

are better of allocate 1% of their gross national product (GNP) to international aid. Iceland 
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had not done so even though parliament had stated its intensions to meet this request in 1985. 

In 1988-9 Iceland’s contribution to international development aid was ‘just’ 0,05% of the 

GNP, the smallest amount of all the OECD states (Hannibalsson 1990). It is clear from the 

Foreign Minister’s statement that he sees Iceland as a small state with the ability to contribute 

international aid. His statement is the most explicit indication of increased international 

participation made by an Icelandic Foreign Minister for forty years when he literally says that 

it is time for Icelanders to take seriously its international obligations and act as it has 

promised to do (Hannibalsson 1990). It is interesting that this statement coincides with the 

end of the Cold War and the new security and economic situation in Europe. One can only 

speculate if the Minister foresees that in the future more international activity will be 

anticipated of Iceland.  

Palsson (1990) the leader of the opposition and political leader of the Independence Party 

considers the fall of socialism in Eastern Europe and the fall of the Berlin Wall91 to be historic 

events and a turning point in the battle for democracy and human rights in Eastern Europe. In 

his opinion these events open up new possibilities for international cooperation. Palsson 

argues that the powers that fought for liberty, freedom and market economy have now won a 

great victory while those that have supported socialism now witness the fall of their ideology.  

It is clear from this statement that Palsson believes that NATO should be thanked for ending 

the Cold War. Palsson also argues that it is safe to say that Iceland’s participation92 in NATO 

was an important factor in this victory. 

Palsson also believes that the turmoil in Europe will influence Iceland´s security position. 

The events will influence Iceland’s position in Europe – Iceland has to revaluate its position 

in Europe in light of the changes happening there. Iceland has to look at the role of the 

defence force in Iceland in light of the changes. Iceland must in this new climate revalue its 

current contract with the EEC, Palsson (1990) argues.  

In stark contrast Guttormsson93 (1990) sees no need for Iceland to change the arguments 

already in place with the EEC.  He disagrees with Palsson on how and why the Cold War 

ended. He maintains that the Soviet Union took the lead in disarmament and that Glasnost and 

Perestroika have done much to change the Soviet Union. He maintains that the two policies 

produced substantial results for the states in Eastern Europe.  

                                                        
91 The wall did fall on  9 November 1989.  
92 I.e. contribution of land. 
93 The People’s Alliance  
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     The Prime Minister of Iceland Hermansson (1990) is of the opinion that NATO will 

change after the dramatic events in Europe. What Iceland must do now, Hermansson argues, 

is take the lead in analysing Iceland’s security position. Icelanders are to have the final say in 

their role in the new security situation. Even though Iceland is a small nation ‘we must do 

what we’ can internationally. Iceland must understand what is going on and be active both 

with words and in deeds (Hermansson 1990).  

 Three issues dominate the parliamentarian debate.  They are future relations with Europe, 

relations with NATO and the Unites States and the recent political turmoil in Eastern Europe 

and the uncertainty it brings. In general there is an understanding that Iceland needs to 

revaluate its international security position even though supporters of NATO continue to see 

it as the cornerstone of Icelandic security policy. Yet, there is no serious attempt to define 

security in broader terms. Those who support NATO argue that little has changed. The 

political uncertainty in Europe has not diminished the need for the defence agreement with the 

Unites States. When debating European integration, the Social Democrats – the strongest 

supporters of entering into new dialog with the EEC –   believe that Iceland should seriously 

consider the integration process in order to safeguard Icelandic interests. Other than that, there 

is no reference to European integration as an economic security matter. This is an interesting 

fact because the discourse in 1989 demonstrated stronger security arguments for and against 

the EEC and the EEA agreement. The reason is probably the political uncertainty in Europe 

and what the future will bring for Iceland and its allies. Only one speaker uses the concept of 

smallness to explain Iceland’s position in Europe and in world affairs. His gist is that Iceland 

must participate even though it is a small state. In that way smallness is connected to 

international activity.  

One can argue that size of state became less important in the discourse and there is no 

mention of the broadening out of the security concept. One cannot argue that it sets Iceland 

free from the constraints of the Cold War. In this period, size of state is not connect to 

vulnerability in security matters. The Icelandic security position is one of strength, at least in 

the minds of the political elite that base their security policy on membership in NATO. For 

the time being, a ‘status quo’ is the official security policy of Iceland and Iceland remains 

more active in words than in deeds.   
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The debate in 1992 

In 1992, Iceland had been negotiating with the EEC about the EEA agreement for the past 

three years. In that time period the political landscape in the world had changed dramatically. 

In central and Eastern Europe, nations are free from the political dominance of Moscow, the 

Warsaw Pact is no more and the Baltic states are free and independent. Germany is now one 

state again94 and last but not least, the Soviet Union has collapsed and been divided into new 

independent states. In Iceland, the government of the Independence Party and the Social 

Democratic Party is now in power and in general terms, the security policy continues to be 

based on similar issues already established by previous governments. Jon Baldvinn 

Hannibalsson, who continues as Foreign Minister, responds to the new international situation 

in Europe by drawing up a picture of Europe that demands that Iceland takes all the necessary 

steps to secure the nation’s place in Europe and in international affairs. He actively supports 

closer ties to Europe arguing for the EEA agreement but stressing that NATO and the defence 

agreement with the U.S. continue to be vital for Iceland’s security and defence. Speakers from 

the other political parties hesitate to agree with the Minister.  The majority does not agree 

with the statement that Iceland should understand the European integration process as a means 

to strengthen Icelandic economic security. The security debate in 1992 is more or less centred 

on two pillars – the NATO membership and the defence agreement with the U.S. –  and how 

to address the new security situation in Europe including the integration process, as the 

following analysis will demonstrate.  

Hannibalsson (1992) introduces the foreign policy report for the year 1992 as being 

both bigger and longer than ever before. The reason for this according to the Minister is 

reflected by the ‘unbelievable’ political changes taking place in Europe and in international 

relations. Icelanders, like all other nations, increasingly depend on cooperation with other 

nations in order to secure their wellbeing and economic prosperity (Hannibalsson 1992).  

Hannibalsson (1992) says to parliament that many of the newly free states in Europe 

(free from Communism) have declared that they aim to join the EEC and three of them have 

also said that they wish to join NATO. In the Minister’s opinion this development means both 

problems and opportunities for Europe. For the first time there is an opportunity to stop the 

arms race on the continent, which means less threat of war with more security. On the other 

hand, the Eastern European states face a serious economic backlash. This danger is real as 

well as the danger of ethnic conflicts. If all goes wrong, a conflict could begin, even a war 

                                                        
94 It had been divided into two states since the end of the Second World War. 
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close to the borders of Western Europe. This could be dangerous for Europe. Especially if the 

U.S., which has been so important for security and peace in Western Europe, distances itself 

from the continent. The foreign minister argues that the U.S. might even focus entirely on 

domestic issues because the EEC is becoming a stronger international actor (Hannibalsson 

1992). 

 The gist of Hannibalsson’s argument is that even though the military threat is 

diminishing there remains an uncertainty about what could happen in Eastern Europe. In his 

opinion it is likely that Iceland’s traditional allies in Northern Europe will begin to focus less 

on security in the Nordic region. In Norway, for example, the debate about security and 

defence matters ‘is changing’ the Norwegian government as it is evaluating its status and 

position towards the EEC and the Western European Union (WEU)95 (Hannibalsson 1992).  

 

What is interesting with this development is that it focuses less on military security, much more on the 
political aspect and more on cooperation in international affairs, focusing equally on economic, 
environmental and even on social issues, as these issues are becoming more important in international 
relations (Hannibalsson 1992).    

 

What is clear from this quotation is that the minister is linking security to more than military 

security, a different approach than seen before in the Icelandic security debate even though he 

does not use a broader security definition. Icelandic security is more than hard security; 

included are political, social, environmental and economic issues. It is clear that Hannibalsson 

is thinking of European integration as an economic and political security matter. His gist is 

that the EEA agreement, even a full membership of the EEC, would make Iceland more 

secure. A European integration process is in his opinion a security issue. The Minister 

maintains that the aim of the Icelandic policy is to strengthen relations with the European 

states in matters of security but “without damaging our cooperation with the U.S. We should 

at all cost avoid to choose between the U.S. and Europe in matters of security (Hannibalsson 

1992)”. The minister stresses that associate membership of the Western European Union will 

strengthen the security of Iceland. The minister is perhaps laying the groundwork for the 

future when Iceland, in his opinion, might need to look increasingly to Europe for security as 

the continent gradually becomes more integrated (Kristjansson 2010).  

                                                        
95 The Western European Union (WEU) was an international organization formed to implement the Modified Treaty of 
Brussels (1954), an amended version of the original 1948 Treaty of Brussels. It was terminated on 31 March 2010. Since the 
end of the Cold War, WEU tasks and institutions had been transferred to the European Common Security and Defence 
Policy. On 30 June 2011 the WEU was officially declared defunct. Associate membership was created to include the 
European countries that were members of NATO but not of the European Union. Iceland and Norway became associate 
members in 1992. Denmark is an exception, being member of both NATO and the EU. It has an opt-out from the Treaty of 
Maastricht (1992), so that it does not participate in the CSDP of the European Union.  
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The minister is, also, a strong supporter of NATO and Hannibalsson calls it the foundation 

of Icelandic security policy, arguing that the decision to join NATO did more to secure 

Icelandic interests on the international scene when necessary, for example in the Cod Wars, 

than participating in all other international organizations. Through the membership of NATO, 

the political elite had accesses to the most powerful leaders of the neighbouring states 

whenever it was necessary (Hannibalsson 1992).  

 The argument is that Icelandic security policy is based on three pillars. The first one is 

the membership of NATO and the defence agreement with the U.S. The second pillar is 

Nordic cooperation which is important for Iceland historically, culturally and commercially 

and because the Nordic states act as a one unit on the international scene. The third pillar is 

the foreign and security policy and the cooperation in Europe. Based on NATO cooperation 

and the agreement made with the European states in order to protect Icelandic economic 

interests with the EFTA treaty, free trade agreements with the EEC and the negotiations about 

the European Economic Area.  

 Finally the foreign minister discusses Icelandic development aid and the state’s 

commitments to the developing countries in 1992. Iceland’s contribution was the lowest 

among the Western states. Iceland ‘has the duty’ to contribute more and take part in 

supporting the developing nations, Hanniblasson (1992) argued.  

 The Foreign Minister’s speech demonstrates that Iceland needs to revalue its relations 

with the outside world after the political turmoil in Europe. Iceland should continue to base its 

security policy on the relationship with the U.S. but at the same time begin to broaden out its 

perspective of security. Iceland should look towards Europe not only for commercial reasons 

but also for economic security as Iceland needs to prepare for the possibility that the U.S. 

could leave the continent. In sum, more is at stake than just hard military security. Iceland 

should participate in international cooperation and become more active internationally. Not 

because Iceland is a small state, a term Hannibalsson does not use, but rather because it is 

Iceland’s duty.  

David Oddsson (1992) from the Independence Party and the Prime Minister of 

Iceland, mentions environmental issues and connects them with security. Oddsson addresses 

Nordic cooperation and the un-going political changes in Europe. The Prime Minister is of the 

opinion that both Iceland and NATO will have to notice the political changes that are taking 

place in Europe. The Prime Minister uses Icelandic history to explain the state’s security 

situation. He argues that that the two great World Wars demonstrated to Icelanders that their 
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interests in security and defence are connected to European stability. Iceland’s security is 

achieved if the state cooperates with the North Atlantic nations, the UK and in particular the 

U.S. For Iceland this is vital, Oddsson (1992) argues, because Iceland’s most important long 

time ally the U.S. has military bases and participates directly in European security affairs. 

This is a possible reference to the importance of the base in Iceland for NATO – Iceland’s 

contribution was land – and the possibility that the U.S. might leave Iceland now that the Cold 

War is over.   

 Oddsson agrees with Hannibalsson, the Icelandic Foreign Minister, that the political 

changes on the European continent and the European integration process could mean that 

NATO will not remain as important as before. If that turns out to be the case, then the U.S. 

could lose interest in NATO, the organization that matters the most for Icelandic security. In 

Oddsson’s opinion nothing replaces this relationship. To prove his point, Oddsson argues that 

even though the Russian military build up in the North Atlantic will not continue, it remains 

necessary to secure the shipping lanes across the North Atlantic. Oddsson is of the opinion 

that environmental issues are a priority for Icelandic foreign policy. Oddsson maintains that 

environmental issues like pollution and disasters can lead to tensions between states and 

groups of states and endanger international security. Environmental questions will therefore 

only be solved with international cooperation. Like his predecessors, Oddsson deems the 

fishing grounds to be vital for Icelandic prosperity and a national security issue. Oddsson’s 

view on security is, however, for the most part based on traditional definitions of security: 

military alliances and hard security.  

 Oddsson (1992) disagrees somewhat with the Foreign Minister on the political 

changes in Europe and what they mean for Iceland and European integration.  

Oddsson does acknowledge that Nordic cooperation is changing and the four Nordic states are 

becoming more interested in cooperating with Southern Europe and take part in the 

integration process. Oddsson believes that changes in the Nordic cooperation will not change 

Iceland’s position in Europe. Iceland will not join the EEC. Oddsson states that he considers 

the issue of European integration, the EEA and EEC memberships as internal affairs rather 

than a foreign policy issue. The decision to consider signing the EEA agreement is shaped by 

an internal debate about economic affairs in broad terms, tax issues, fisheries, agriculture and 

based on industrial and commercial decisions. When Iceland entered into discussions with the 

EEC it became a foreign policy issue. In principle, the decisions taken when debating these 

issues were based on a domestic opinion (Oddsson 1992). It is clear from this argument by the 
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Prime Minister that the first aim of the negotiations with the EEC is to secure Icelandic 

interests. What he is primarily taking about is economic security even though he avoids using 

the term deliberately. The most likely reason for not using the term ‘economic security’ is that 

membership of the EEC is not on the agenda. The EEA agreement is sufficient for political 

reasons (Oddsson 1992).   

 Olafur Ragnar Grimsson (1992), the political leader of The People’s Alliance, 

disagrees strongly with the Icelandic Foreign Minister’s opinion that the new political 

situation in Europe is so important that it means that Iceland must consider becoming a 

member of the EEC. The leader of the People’s Alliance is of the opinion: That Iceland’s 

‘special status’, ‘geographical position’, ‘independence’, ‘skill of the nation’ and ‘smallness’ 

creates for ‘us’ a stronger position, for economic progress and political influence outside the 

EU.  

     Grimsson’s argument is more or less that Iceland’s position in the world is beneficial for 

Iceland as the super powers need to have places in the world that are safe, ‘places that are a 

shelter from their own power game’. “Small states have always been able to prosper on their 

own. Iceland’s geographical position offers us this shelter. The political independence of the 

nation gives us this shelter” (Grimsson 1992). The argument is that Iceland should use its 

geographical position and deal both with the East and the West. In that sense the statement is 

similar to the Olgeirsson argument from 1948 that maintained that Iceland could and should 

sell its products both in the West and in the East and not tie Icelandic economic interests to 

any one partner. In Grimsson’s opinion Iceland is a ‘small state’ that has an opportunity to act 

and to be heard on the international scene. The geographical position gives Iceland an edge 

that a membership of the EEC or even the European Economic Area does not. Icelandic 

sovereignty will be lost and Iceland will have no shelter or security depending on which 

concept is used. In essence, his argument is similar to the debate in 1949 used by the political 

elite that spoke against membership of NATO. 

 Grimsson maintains that the UN is the new hope for international security and he 

supports the UN plan to establish a new international security system. Grimsson does regret 

that UN’s plans have not been debated in Iceland as they will be important for Iceland in the 

future and bring peace and security to both small and big states based on international law. 

Grimsson agrees with the previous two speakers that the world is changing. Grimsson adds 

that they are changing for good and that most of these changes do strengthen the international 
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status of smalls states, their independence, security, their right to self-determination, their 

democratic institutions, human rights and economic freedom.  

 

It is a huge misunderstanding to argue that the political changes in Europe and in the world make small 
states weaker. The last decade of the 20th century is in fact a successful time for small states in the 
world. This is demonstrated by the fact we are no longer the smallest nation in the UN. It is also 
demonstrated by the fact that small states are on their own merit debating and taking part in discussion 
all around the world. Supported by the recognition [of the international community] that self-
determination, human rights and democratic governance are essential in the world today. We should 
instead recognize that the political changes happening signify a new period of prosperity for small 
states. If we have the intelligence as a rich state with a long tradition of autonomy, a sound economy 
and noteworthy culture to utilize the opportunities this new time offers, then we have a long future 
ahead of us (Grimsson 1992).  

 

Thus, Iceland is in a special position as a small state that can have influence and take part, if it 

is true to the notion of sovereignty.  Smallness is connected to international activity and 

Grimsson supports the UN’s role in international security. The Icelandic identity is important 

in Grimsson’s discourse as he sees Iceland as a unique state based on a historic tradition, 

which is now threatened by the European integration process.  

 A couple of facts are interesting so far in the analysis from 1992. To begin with, it 

should be noted that all three speakers had an important, even controversial, impact on 

Icelandic foreign and security policy. Hannibalsson took the political decision to lead Iceland 

into the EEA. As a result Iceland adopted European regulations a step that brought Iceland 

into closer relations with the outside world than ever before. Oddsson would continue as 

Prime Minister of Iceland for fifteen years and in that time period Neo-liberal economics were 

introduced into Icelandic society. A policy that has been blamed for the economic crash in 

2008. His foreign policy and to some extent his security policy was based on a status quo in 

matters of security and defence relying on the defence treaty with the U.S. and the EEA 

agreement being sufficient for Icelandic economic security. Grimsson on the other hand 

became the president of Iceland in 1996 and would take centre stage in the financial crises 

and in Iceland’s international relations after the economic disaster of 2008 and in process 

change the role and position of the presidency of Iceland based on the same argument he had 

used in 1992.  

 In addition, several themes that have and continue to dominate Icelandic security, 

defence and foreign policy are visible in the discourse. They are the geographical position of 

Iceland; the strategic value of Iceland for NATO; sovereignty and the Icelandic identity; 

control over the fishing grounds; size of state and where and how Iceland should seek 

security; and finally proposed international activity being more often visible in words rather 
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than in actual deeds. Nonetheless, the discourse about the size of state, associated with 

vulnerability and capability in security matters has changed. Iceland’s status in matters of 

security, however defined, is obviously not as vulnerable as it was in the Cold War. 

Traditional military security has finally ceased to dominate the discourse. More pressing is 

how to secure Icelandic interests in the post Cold War era. Economic security and what kind 

of relations Iceland should have with the integrating European states has centre stage. The 

Icelandic security policy is influenced by international developments. The politicians disagree 

on the security policy but in essence they see Iceland as a more capable state than before.  

This ‘new’ capability has as not yet influenced Iceland’s international activity.  

 Similar security priorities are found in the discourse that follows the first three 

analysis from 1992. Same priorities are repeated in the section below. What the analysis does 

establish is that the elite consider Iceland to be a small state and that smallness affects how 

Iceland should behave internationally and react to international change. This section begins 

with a statement from a spokesperson from The Women's List, followed by a People’s 

Alliance Party member and finally two more speeches by spokespersons from the 

Independence Party are examined.   

  Kristin Astgeirsdottir’s (The Women's List) discourse is different than the ones 

already described. Astgeirsdottir (1992) maintains that for the past 100 years Icelanders have 

first and foremost had a one vision, which is to sell fish. Icelandic history from 1945-1951 

demonstrates that the crucial decisions taken in the period where based on how to use our 

security interests to export fish. Astgeirsdottir maintains that Iceland used the defence treaty 

form 1951 and membership of ‘NATO to sell fish to the UK at an exorbitant price’. 

Astgeirsdottir (1992) sees the future of Iceland based on the principles of human rights and 

the Nordic welfare system. She supports the idea that the UN becomes more active 

internationally and takes the lead in securing peace in the world. (Astgeirsdottir 1992).  

Steingrimur J. Sigfusson (1992) agrees the UN should play a role in matters of 

international security and participate in negotiations on international disarmament. He 

believes that one of the main roles of the UN is to support poorer countries in the future and 

distribute human wealth more equally. It is true that ‘you’ cannot separate stability and peace 

from the different opportunities that exists between rich and poor countries. Equal 

opportunities must exist, everything must be done so the world can solve hunger and poverty 

in the world and work for disarmament – ‘in essence that is security’ (Sigfusson 1992). This 

is clearly a hint of a broader security agenda; the term is broadened out.  
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Bjorn Bjarnason (1992) from The Independence Party maintains that security 

cooperation between Europe and North America will protect Icelandic security interests. The 

worst security scenario for Iceland and Icelanders would be if they had to choose between 

cooperating either with the U.S. or Europe. In Bjarnason’s opinion the democratic states in 

the West built a determined policy to confront the aggressive nature of communism. This 

policy demanded that Iceland participates. Iceland’s geographical position was vital and this 

policy was successful (Bjarnason 1992). Iceland’s participation in NATO is thus considered 

to be international activity. The Iceland contribution is land for a military base.  

The debate in 1992 concentrates mostly on military security. The reason could be that 

if Iceland had to rethink its policy towards Europe and European integration, economic 

security had to be included. The majority of the political elite was not ready to speak about 

the EEA agreement as a security issue. Yet, after the Agreement was signed in May 1992, 

Iceland could define its security interests based on a broader security concept and published a 

report that did just that in 1993.  

 

The debate in Iceland 1993-1999 

In 1992, Hannibalsson, the Foreign Minister of Iceland formed a committee to evaluate 

Iceland’s ‘standings in the new security and defence climate’ (Report of Committee 

Appointed by the Government 1993, p. 5).96 The findings of the committee are published in 

1993; a broader definition of security is specified.  

 

During the Cold War, the concept of security carried primarily a military connotation. This 
situation has changed substantially. Within the past few years, economic and commercial 
considerations have assumed a far greater importance in international relations. The ideological 
struggle of the past has yielded to competition between nations which all adhere to some form of 
market economy. As a consequence, security must to a degree be based on extensive economic and 
commercial cooperation; also, environmental considerations, social affairs, ethnic freedom and 
human rights have assumed greater importance. What were previously seen as internal affairs have 
in many cases assumed the status of international problems, giving rise to dispute and conflict. The 
concept of security is more complex than ever before, being interwoven with multifarious aspects 
of national and international affairs. Nevertheless ‘security’ in the traditional sense is far from 
being an obsolete notion… ensuring the security of the citizens by adequate defense must still be 
viewed as a fundamental duty of any government (Report of Committee Appointed by the 
Government, 1993, p. 7).  

 

 It is clear from the discourse analysis already presented and in the wording of the report that 

the Icelandic security policy is changing. However, the majority of the Icelandic political elite 

demonstrate little interest in a broader security definition and almost prefer a status quo in 

                                                        
96 The committee was composed of representatives of the political parties in government, the Social Democratic Party and 
Independence Party and officials.  
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security matters. This evident in the statement by Steingrimur Hermannsson (1993) now 

speaking from the opposition benches. Hermannsson (1993) continues to support NATO and 

Iceland’s membership. He is, however, against Iceland becoming an associate member of the 

West-European Union. He is of the opinion that it will not live long and it is dangerous for 

Iceland (Hermannsson 1993). Most likely because it will draw Iceland into a closer 

relationship with the EU. The gist of the MP’s argument is basically that he is against the 

Europeanization trend that ‘is dominating’ Icelandic foreign policy. Iceland should not be 

drawn into big economic blocs but continue to have strong bilateral relations with them. 

Gisladottir (The Women’s List) is not impressed with the report from 1993. In her 

opinion it is all about how Icelandic security interests are defined based on the needs of 

others. She says that it is very noble to want to be active internationally but in Gisladottir’s 

opinion it should be done in cooperation with the UN and under the banner of CSCE. Also, 

Gisladottir disagrees with the statement in the report that the military airport in Keflavik 

continues to be important even though the threat from Russia has diminished. Gisladottir 

criticises this approach by the committee and argues that it is an opinion based on the wishes 

of the U.S. that are purely their own interest and not Icelandic interests.  

From another perspective and in response to the new European security environment 

Hannibalsson (1993), the Foreign Minister of Iceland, endorses the committee’s report  and 

broadens out the security concept. “Foreign affairs are not as clear cut as before, security 

issues, for example, are now more intertwined with economics, international trade, human 

rights and the environment than ever before” (Jón Baldvin Hannibalsson, 1993). Both the 

committee’s report and the Foreign Minister state that the international situation is changing 

and that it influences Icelandic security, which now needs to be based on a broader security 

definition. The committee’s report reaffirms this and explains Icelandic security interests in a 

section called: The Main Security Interests of Iceland. 
 

The foremost objective of Iceland’s foreign policy has always been to ensure the nation’s security in 
order to enable it to lead a free and prosperous life. This has been accomplished during the period since 
the nation regained its independence. Iceland’s basic industries are relatively undiversified, and the nation 
is heavily dependent on foreign trade. Communications with the outside world, by sea and air, therefore 
certainly constitute an aspect of the nation’s security interests in times of peace and war alike. These 
interests can only be secured if Iceland has access to the best export markets. Consequently, marketing 
and trade, in addition to defence, have been aspects of the Republic’s foreign policy requiring the most 
careful consideration. This still applies, no less than before (Report of Committee Appointed by the 
Government, 1993, p. 7). 

 
 
The authors of the report combine Icelandic security with American security interest in the 

report and say that both Iceland and the U.S. have decided to involve themselves directly in 
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the security affairs of Europe. The authors write that this was the logical step in 1949 for both 

states and their ‘enduring security interests’ even though this policy was a break with the 

security policy of the past. “These security interests remain unaffected after the end of the 

Cold war” (Report of Committee Appointed by the Government, 1993, p. 34).  

In the report, it is stated that Iceland is adopting a security policy in response to the 

new international scene, particularly the developments in Europe. The military threat Iceland 

and its NATO alliance where faced with during the Cold War has disappeared…“and is 

[replaced] by new risks of a different nature” (Report of Committee Appointed by the 

Government, 1993, p. 34). This is a reference to a broader security concept. In the report form 

1993, fish continues to be defined as a national security priority and it is not a surprise that 

international participation is judged to be important for Iceland’s status as a small state. This 

policy is to be based on the rule of law. In order to be accepted as participants in multilateral 

organizations where Icelanders particularly want to be active, the state must be more active 

and participate in international cooperation and in humanitarian work in areas of warfare or 

destitution. In order to be accepted as participants in multilateral fora where Icelanders 

particularly want to be active (Report of Committee Appointed by the Government, 1993). It 

can be argued that the broadening out of the security concept influences the security policy of 

Iceland as presented in the report. As the following graph shows, do Icelandic international 

humanitarian activities increase in number after the end of the Cold War and after the report 

in 1993 is published. 

 

Fig. 5 Comparison: Icelandic development aid from 1980 to 200097  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
97 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
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The graph shows the financial commitments of Icelandic aid in the period from 1980 to 2000. In the first ten 
years, Icelandic aid was mainly in the form of assistance or help with special projects. The first direct financial 
contribution is in 1990 in the amount of 14,424 dollars. Note the 3,154,433 contribution in 1995, the second 
highest amount in the space of ten years. The highest donation is in 2000 in the amount of  6,135,071 dollars.  
 

 

The other international activity of special interest for this dissertation is peacekeeping 

operations. Iceland finally decides to participate in peace operations after having repeatedly 

disregarded the opportunity to take part in operations after having been asked to do so. The 

supposed reason for Iceland’s lack of interest was that Iceland did not have an army. The post 

Cold War era of Icelandic peacekeeping operations began in 1994 when NATO in 

cooperation with the UN took the lead in peacekeeping in Bosnia-Herzegovina after NATO 

stressed that all member states should contribute to the operation. From 1994 to 1996, three 

Icelandic health workers were assigned to the Norwegian field hospital in Tulsa, Bosnia. 

From 1996 till 1999, they worked at the British field hospital in Bosnia and later on with 

NATO forces in Kosovo. This arrangement was possible because NATO was ready to accept 

civilian personnel to assist in the operations (Baldvinsson 2008). In 1997, Iceland also 

decided to send three police officers to Bosnia-Herzegovina working with a Danish policy 

force under UN command (Report on Security and Defence at the Turn of the Century 1999). 

 This new emphasis on participation in NATO-led operations cannot only be 

understood as a response to requests from NATO. Maybe the reason for deciding to take part 

in operations in former Yugoslavia was also tied to change in the security relationship with 

the U.S. and the possible withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iceland as the military threat had 

disappeared. In 1995, Halldor Asgrimsson, the new foreign minister from the Progressive 

Party, which was in a coalition government with the Independence Party at the time, reiterates 

the value of the defence treaty and NATO membership for Iceland. Asgrimsson (1995), also 

emphasizes that Europe is at a crossroads and security is no longer limited to military issues.   

 
Security is now a combination of many different issues; military, political, economic, societal and 
human concerns. There will be no peace unless economic wellbeing, mutual understanding and 
respect for human rights are guaranteed (Asgrimsson, 1995). 

 

Asgrimsson argues that all democratic nations have the duty to contribute to a new security 

system for the European continent. “We have the responsibility to act” (Asgrimsson 1995).  
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In the Icelandic discourse, smallness is not as prominent in the security debate in the 

1990s as could be imagined. Size of state is both used as an example to argue that Iceland is 

too small to join economic unions and to argue that because of smallness Iceland must join 

them. Size of state is also used to express the opinion that with smallness comes the 

opportunity to use the geographical position of Iceland to Icelandic national interests. It 

cannot be argued that the discourse about size of state, associated with vulnerability and 

capability in security matters, has influenced the state’s international activities. The reason 

being that the political elite does not feel threatened by outside forces and only the minority of 

the Icelandic political leadership is willing to consider European integration as a security 

matter, even though the majority had, with some hesitation, voted for the EEA agreement and 

secured exports of Icelandic goods to the European market. At the same time, the membership 

of NATO gives Iceland a status as a successful small state, at least in the eyes of those who 

support the organisation. On the other hand, those who do not support Iceland’s participation 

in NATO see an opportunity for Iceland based on a broader security role for the UN. This 

opinion is supported by a portion of the politic elite that does not favour closer economic ties 

or security relations with the EU and somewhat hope that the role of NATO will diminish.  

It can be argued that the Icelandic political elite considers size to be to their advantage 

in security matters when presenting their case internationally as they do not pose a threat to 

other states. They think that because of size they must be more active internationally not so 

much in order to gain international recognition but rather to secure Icelandic interests. The 

policy is based on realism and the opinion that states are the main actors in the international 

system – they join and seek alliances in order to have security. How the political elite defines 

security is, however, not based on what they consciously think the concept means but how 

they implicitly use it [security] in some ways and not others. The same can be said about size 

of state and of its usage in the discourse. What can also be concluded from the discourse, so 

far, is that it is more internationally focused than before.  

The Icelandic debate demonstrates that the concept of security has been ‘politicized’ as 

the narrow definition of security – the threat of the use of force – is beginning to be 

challenged by a broader understanding of the term. In essence, the meaning of security is 

broadened out in the Icelandic discourse referring to new security threats such as social 

security, environmental security and economic security – even though the political elite has 

different political, domestic and international reasons for doing so. The statement made by 

Asgrimsson in 1995 in which Iceland has a responsibility to act does correlate with the new 
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international system and the notion that security is now a combination of many different 

issues; military, political, economic, societal and human concerns. The gist is that there will 

be no peace unless economic wellbeing, mutual understanding and respect for human rights 

are guaranteed. It is a reference to the 1994 United Nations Development Program report that 

introduced the concept of human security. The report reads that the concept of security has so 

far been defined to narrowly. It should be broadened beyond security of territory and external 

aggression. The meaning of security should include the concerns of ordinary people. It is no 

coincidence that the Icelandic Foreign Minster echoes this UN statement and that at the same 

time Icelandic humanitarian assistance increases (see fig 6). Iceland is becoming more active. 

Even so, in 1998, Iceland contributes only 0.1% of the states gross national product to 

international aid, the lowest amount of all the OECD countries.98 

 It is also stated in the same report from 1998 that the defence treaty with the U.S. and 

membership of NATO are the cornerstones of European security and stability and continue to 

be the pillars of Icelandic security. The goal is as before: 1) to secure the independence and 

sovereignty of Iceland in the air and on land as stipulated in the constitution; 2) to secure safe 

transport from and to Iceland at all times; 3) to the defend Iceland from possible threats or 

attack with the bilateral defence agreement with the U.S. and membership of NATO; 4) make 

necessary arrangements so the Icelandic authorities can work safely in times of danger and of 

war. The argument of the report is basically that the geographical position of Iceland 

continues to mean that Iceland is an important part of NATO’s defence plans. Iceland’s 

contribution of land continues to be important for securing the transport routes across the 

Atlantic Ocean.  The military base in Iceland is vital for potential movements of troops and 

military supplies across the ocean.99 

The Icelandic Foreign Ministers in the 1990s, Asgrimsson and Hannibalsson, believe 

that Icelandic security is secured with active participation in international affairs. The clearest 

example of this new activity was when Iceland decided to apply for a seat on the UN Security 

Council in the autumn of 1998 for the years 2009-2010. The government took this decision 

believing that Icelandic perceptions of international cooperation were changing the Icelandic 

state, which now operated more internationally. Participation in the Security Council called 

for greater responsibilities in international affairs in the future; that was one of the foreign 

policy aims of the government. This decision was made after Sweden was elected to the 

council for the period of 1997-98. After that, the five Nordic states decided to campaign as a 

                                                        
98 See: Report on Security and Defence at the Turn of the Century 1999. 
99 See: Report on Security and Defence at the Turn of the Century 1999. 
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group for one seat on the Security Council every second year (Asgrimsson 1998). The 

Foreign Minister acknowledged that although membership of the UN had been one of the 

cornerstones of Icelandic foreign policy, Iceland had never fully participated as a sovereign 

state in the UN. The reason being that Iceland had not applied for and worked on the Security 

Council, which the Icelandic government felt was the most important contribution that a 

member state could offer the organization in its efforts to promote peace and security in the 

world (Asgrimsson 1998). 

The ‘Report on Security and Defence at the Turn of the Century 1999’ focuses on 

Icelandic security and defence interests, acknowledging the changes in the international 

system that need to be addressed for Iceland’s security policy. What is interesting about the 

report is the fact that it does not state that control over national resources is a matter of 

national security as was done in the report on security and defence in 1993 and argued by all 

Foreign Ministers and MPs in the past. In 1998, Asgrimsson repeated this argument in 

Sweden and said that to protect its interests Iceland had chosen to work “through relevant 

organisations not least the United Nations. Traditionally… we have regarded the rule of law, 

including the law of the sea as a major element of our foreign policy” (Asgrimsson 1998).  

In the same speech the foreign minister stresses that there is an increasing need for 

regional and international organisations and that they need to ‘pool their resources’ in order to 

develop a new security architecture in Europe and “in order to secure the peace and stability 

in Europe. There is a need for the expertise of the OSCE, the U.N., NATO, the Council of 

Europe and others” (Asgrimsson 1998). He mentions that Icelandic defence policy is based on 

two pillars: NATO and the bilateral defence agreement with the United States. The minister 

explains Iceland’s contribution to NATO by presenting Iceland as a small state that continues 

to be important for the alliance. Once again the contribution of land to NATO’s defences is 

seen as activity and the minister connects it to size.  

Perhaps the most significant step for Icelandic security policy in the 1990s is the 

already mentioned report about the Icelandic defence and security policy at the turn of the 

century. The aim of the report from 1999 is to set out a new security policy for Iceland and 

the report can be seen a continuation of the debate that has already been described. What is 

new is that in the report the committee stresses the fact that the concepts of international 

security and defence are now being redefined. It is one of the most important changes in 

international affairs after the Cold War. During the Cold War the security concept was mostly 

defined in military terms with a focus on the arms race and the strained relationship between 
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the East and the West (Report on Security and Defence at the Turn of the Century 1999). 

Now, after the war, the report argues that military matters are no longer as important.  

 

 

The term security is now interpreted in a more deeper and complex way than before. Steps taken to protect 
security of states are now more than ever tied in with general issues of foreign affairs and participation in the 
international community. Cooperation to strengthen peace and stability are not separated from attempts that 
try to stop new conflicts from breaking out.  Economic affairs and trade, politics, human rights, technical 
cooperation and disarmament are all concerns that are of importance for security more or less. At the same 
time active participation in international organisations has become more important than ever  before…This 
broadening out of the security concept is not to be understood as practical defence arrangements are [not 
important] (Report on Security and Defence at the Turn of the Century 1999). 

 

Thus an official committee on behalf of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs broadens out the 

security concept, implying that because of a broader security concept Iceland needs to revalue 

its security policy and become more active. The Icelandic Foreign Minister confirms this 

opinion in 1999 when he also broadens out the security concept and explains the impact it is 

having on Icelandic security policy. He argues that the changes made in definitions of the 

security concept and the new political reality in Europe are the ‘reasons’ why the challenges 

are becoming more and more demanding. Asgrimsson (1999) argues that Iceland has reacted 

to this new situation, both in NATO headquarters and in NATO operations. Iceland’s 

permanent mission in NATO is being strengthened and Iceland has continued to take part in 

operations in Bosnia-Herzegovina and is formulating how it could participate in the peace 

process in Kosovo.  

 Thus, the broadening out the security concept after the end of the Cold War influences 

Iceland’s international activities. Asgrimsson (1999) continues his statement by reiterating the 

value of NATO for Iceland and connecting it to a broader security concept. Iceland defended 

Icelandic security with the membership of NATO and with the bilateral defence agreement 

with the U.S. The Foreign Minister argues that both NATO and the defence treaty are the 

cornerstones of the Icelandic defence policy, Iceland’s contribution of land to NATO is 

Iceland’s most significant contribution to the organisation.  

 

Security is now defined broader than before. That fact is reflected by the changes that are now 
happening in NATO. Participation in NATO makes it possible for Iceland to influence the development 
of a new security system in Europe, something that states outside the alliance will not have (Asgrimsson 
1999).   

If Iceland chooses isolation in either defence or economic affairs it turns Iceland into a state with little 
or no influence internationally. Iceland’s foreign and defence policy should be evaluated with a broad 
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perspective: because security, economics and politics are interwoven like never before in international 
relations (Asgrimsson 1999).  

The gist is that to be recognised Iceland must participate and this participation means 

cooperation with other nations. International organisations are best suited for this purpose. A 

broader security concept is important in this new security policy. Neither the report from 1999 

nor the Foreign Minster discourse once refers to size of state. It is implied but not stated 

directly, as if smallness has become less important in the discourse. It should however be 

noted that in the 2000s size of state returns to the Icelandic debate linked to neo-liberalism 

and the notion that Iceland is a small state with much to offer internationally. For example 

when Asgrimsson (2004b), by now the Prime Minister of Iceland, challenged the traditional 

theory of international relations that small states have few and small interests. He said, when 

arguing that Iceland should contribute more to international affairs, that it was wrong to 

assume that small states have limited political options and must concentrate all their efforts on 

one single issue and their nearest surroundings. Referring to Iceland and the Cold War, he 

argued that this might have been true once, but not anymore. His reasoning was that Iceland 

had become a remarkably developed small state thanks to growing international trade. 

5.4.1 Summary 

Icelandic security policy from 1988 to 1999 is connected to NATO and the defence agreement 

with the USA. The membership of NATO continues to be important for Icelandic security 

policy. The broader definition of security finds its way into the security policy as the Cold 

War ends. International affairs and definitions of security play a role in how the Icelandic 

security policy changes. International cooperation and human rights appear frequently in the 

security policy as security definitions become broader in the 1990s. The broadening of 

security is linked to the security policy report form 1993 but is included in the report from 

1999. This is evident in the statements by the Foreign Ministers in 1993 and 1995. Thus, the 

broader definitions of security influence the security policy of the Icelandic state as Icelandic 

policy makers decide to become more active internationally. Size of state is not used as often 

in the discourse as one expects; smallness is more in the background connected to 

international activity and the notion that Iceland has much to offer internationally. The 

statement by the Foreign Minister in 1999 that Iceland cannot choose isolation, if it does it 

turns Iceland into a state with little or no influence internationally. It is interesting as the same 

argument is made both in Denmark and Norway as the following analysis demonstrates.  
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5.5 The Danish debate from1990 to 1999 

After a decade of footnote policy Danish politicians began to rebuild Denmark’s international 

reputation. One of the first steps is a foreign policy report from 1990 that identifies several 

new international policy trends that Denmark must consider, including the shift from a bipolar 

to a multipolar world (Rieker 2006). Denmark now faces new threats and challenges such as 

terrorism, drugs, pollution, human rights, chemical weapons, missile technology and the need 

to integrate the Third World into the world economy. Riker (2006) argues that Denmark was 

taking steps to pursue a more active foreign policy. An important milestone in that respect 

was the decision to participate in international sanctions against Iraq in 1990 after the 

invasion of Kuwait.  

In 1990, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq invaded Kuwait and soon faced international 

sanctions and condemnation culminating with UN’s resolution 660 demanding an 

unconditional withdrawal of all forces. When international forces headed to the Persian Gulf 

to implement the UN’s resolution, the Danish naval corvette Olfert Fischer soon followed. 

The decision to send the corvette to the Middle East generated a heated debate in the 

parliament. In order to be able to send the corvette to the Persian Gulf, the government struck 

a deal with the Social Democrats and the Social Liberal Party. The agreement had ‘serious 

limitations’ as the ship was only to participate in blockading the Iraqi ports not in any 

hostilities. The Social Democrats and the Social Liberal Party also blocked all attempts to 

allow Olfert Fischer to take part in the UN authorized military action against Iraq in 1991 and 

the Social Democrats refused to allow Danish participation in humanitarian invention to save 

the Kurds in April 1991 (Olesen 2012; Jakobsen 2006).  

The Social Democrat Hækkerup (1990) believed that the time had come for the UN to 

become more active internationally and he supported the decision to partake in the operation. 

This was not the first time the Danish parliament debated if and how Denmark could help the 

United Nations to keep the peace. Denmark decided to send the hospital ship Jutlandia to 

Korea during the Korean War. Yet, the decision to send military forces to the Persian Gulf 

was not an easy one for the Danish politicians. “For a small state this is a difficult 

situation...Small states have always been an easy prey…to a powerful neighbour. In order to 

prevent occupation we joined the UN now the UN is acting to save a small member state from 

occupation”  (Per Stig Møller 1990 p.11396).   
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Bjørn Elmqvist (The Left, Liberal Party of Denmark) stresses that it is important for a 

small state to be active.  

 
The world community has [finally] managed to have all the major powers agree to help a member state 
and liberate it from occupation it would harm us as a small country if we do not support the UN action. 
Moreover, if small states…hesitate to participate in this operation? What will then happen in the future 
if one of superpowers…acts alone [then we can only blame ourselves for not participating with the 
UN], we must act now (Elmqvist 1990, p. 11405). 

 

Peter Klaus Duetoft100 (1990) believed that finally  ‘the UN has begun to work’ as it was 
supposed to do’.  
 

It is important that NATO also begins to discuss possible activity in the region close to Europe. By 
deploying the Danish corvette to the Persian Gulf Denmark is signalling to its friends that Denmark 
participates when it matters and that Denmark helps to defend freedom and the sovereignty of nations 
(Duetoft 1990 p. 11412).  

 

The Foreign Minister Uffe Ellemann Jensen has the last word in this analysis. In the debate he 

stresses that Denmark’s contribution is meaningful and is not just symbolic. Denmark has 

always supported the UN and now is the time to act with responsibility. “Denmark has always 

maintained that international problems should be solved in solidarity between all 

states…[Denmark] must live up to its political commitment and be active and participate” 

(Jensen 1990, p. 11344 - 11345).  

 In his opening statement to parliament in 1991, Poul Schlüter, the Danish Prime 

Minister, says that NATO is the cornerstone of the Danish security policy (Schlüter 1991, p. 

6). The Prime Minister acknowledges that the new situation in Europe will be influenced by 

EEC political cooperation. “The EC is the lynchpin in the whole European evolution” 

(Schlüter 1991, p. 7). Holger K. Nielsen (The Socialist People’s Party) does not agree with 

the Prime Minister even though he is of the opinion that the political changes in Europe are 

important for Denmark. He believes that there is a need to build a Europe that is based on 

cooperation and a broad consensus not on a ‘new European super state’ (Nielsen 1991, p. 

194). Marianne Jelved (1991) (Danish Social Liberal Party) stresses that her party continues 

to see the UN as an important organization for distributing international aid. ‘Starvation, 

social problems and support for women’ cannot, in her opinion, be solved with bilateral 

methods, multilateral cooperation and international support is needed. “Security policy is 

trade and cooperation across borders, answers to social problems and ethnic disputes are 

needed to secure human rights” (Jelved 1991, p. 228).  

                                                        
100 Centre Democratic Party. 
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The Danish discourse in 1990 and 1991 demonstrates active internationalism based on 

wider role for the UN and with focus on Denmark’s strategy towards Europe. Already in 

1989, the Danish Defence Commission reported that in the 1980s European political 

cooperation increasingly focused on ‘broader’ security questions and the commission 

concluded that European cooperation is developing fast. European states will integrate more 

and institutionalize their cooperation. At the same time, in the report and in the 

parliamentarians’ debate the value of NATO is reiterated for Danish security. Security is 

defined in a broader language and in combination with more international activity. This 

debate shows that in the early 1990s, Danish policymakers began to adjust their security 

policy to the changing international situation, including the end of the Cold War, the 

unification of Germany and European integration. They assumed that the new era offered 

opportunities that should not be missed. Denmark as a small state should live up to its 

political commitment and be more active and participate internationally.  

 
The debate in 1992  

In June 1992, Denmark held a national referendum on the Maastricht Treaty. The referendum 

was about Denmark's accession to the Maastricht Treaty (Treaty of Maastricht on European 

Union). The Treaty on European Union (TEU) represented a new stage in European 

integration, marking the way to political integration. It created a European Union consisting 

of three pillars: the European Communities, Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), 

and police and judicial cooperation in criminal matters (JHA). The Treaty introduces the 

concept of European citizenship, reinforces the powers of the European Parliament and 

launches the economic and monetary union (EMU). Besides, the EEC becomes the European 

Community (EC). In support of the agreement, the Foreign Minister Uffe- Elleman Jensen 

(1992) argued that a small state like Denmark had the greatest interest in maintaining a 

binding international legal commitment as included in the treaty. An agreement was reached 

in 1992 in order to accommodate the Danish no vote This agreement was called the 

Edinburgh Agreement or the Edinburgh Decision and granted Denmark four exceptions to the 

Maastricht Treaty enabling it to be ratified by Denmark. This was necessary because, without 

all member states of the European Union ratifying it, it could not come into effect. Denmark 

was granted four exceptions. The most important for this work is Section C of the treaty. In 

the Western European Union (WEU), Denmark is an observer to the WEU and nothing in the 

Treaty on the European Union commits Denmark to become a member of the WEU. 
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Accordingly, Denmark needed not participate in the elaboration and the implementation of 

decisions and actions of the Union that have defence implications, but will not prevent the 

development of closer cooperation between member states in this area. A referendum on the 

Edinburgh Agreement was held on 18 May 1993, which resulted in a Danish ‘yes’ vote.  

In sum, the Danish discourse in the first years of the 1990s demonstrates that the 

Danish authorities are prepared to become more active internationally. The report of the 

Defence Commission in 1989 represented both a rather traditional security discourse even 

though a changing security environment and a broader security concept are mentioned. A year 

later the Danish government emphasises more Danish international activity. Denmark became 

one of the first countries in Europe to move beyond a traditional security discourse to a 

broader conception of threats and security with the focus on economic affairs, ethnic conflicts 

and social and ecological challenges. This policy resulted in increased support for the UN and 

made Denmark one of the first and ‘most dedicated’ states in post-Cold War peacekeeping 

operations, interventions missions and other forms of peacekeeping operations (Riker 2006). 

The active internationalism policy that had been introduced in 1989 would compensate for the 

Danish no vote to the Maastricht Treaty.  

The debate in 1992, to Bosnia or not 

In 1992, the Danish parliament debated whether  to send soldiers to Bosnia Herzegovina or 

not and contribute to UN forces being established there with the mandate to use force beyond 

self-defence. The decision to participate was not controversial. The problem that the 

parliament faced was whether international service should be mandatory or voluntary for 

personnel in the armed forces. After a heated debate and negotiations, a compromise was 

reached in which regular forces could say no to international service (Jakobsen 2006). Helge 

Adam Møller (1992101) argued that the decision to send soldiers to Bosnia Herzegovina is not 

an easy task but it is the right decision. Denmark participates because the UN has asked 

Denmark and other countries to support the operation. The military operation will save 

thousands of lives and Denmark supports the idea that the UN takes part in remaking the 

world order into ‘the new world order’. “We say yes because Denmark has a moral duty to act 

in order for Europe to develop” (Helge Adam Møller p. 11302).  

 Sønderby102 talks about how active ‘small’ Denmark has been in the UN peacekeeping 

operations. “Over 30.000 Danish soldiers have participated in UN peacekeeping operations. 

                                                        
101 The Conservative Party. 
102 Left, Liberal Party of Denmark. 
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My party, the Liberal Party, is of the opinion that the UN has an important role to play in 

keeping the peace” (Sønderby 1992, p. 11318).  

 
We cannot let other people and states solve this problem for us. The U.S. did so during the First and 
Second World War and in Kuwait in 1991. We believe that the Danish parliament cannot ignore the 
request made by the UN… today we can support the UN in its efforts and …fulfil our responsibilities in 
the UN (Sønderby 1992, p. 11320).  

 

Previous statements analysed in the text and the statements by Sønderby and Møllershow 

indicate that the UN is again –hin the post-Cold War era – becoming more important for 

world security in the eyes of the Danish parliamentarians. After the debate in 1992, Danish 

international engagements have had strong political support.103 The political parties from the 

centre104105of the Danish political landscape have had a large majority in the parliament. They 

support Danish involvement in international peacekeeping and military missions between 

1992 and 2003. The foreign policy report by the Danish government in 1993, “Principles and 

Perspectives in Danish Foreign Policy”, was Crucial in implementing this active security 

policy. It stated that the international landscape had changed dramatically and that Denmark 

must participate internationally as it is what is expected of the state.   

 

The Debate in 1993  

A new government was formed in Denmark in January 1993. The cabinet consisted of the 

Social Democrats, the Social Liberal Party, the Centre Democrats and the Christian People's 

Party. The Social Democrat Poul Nyrup Rasmussen became Prime Minister and maintained a 

parliamentary majority during the period from 1993 to 2001 by virtue of the support from the 

Socialist People's Party and the Red-Green Alliance. In 1993, the government of Denmark 

published and introduced its new priorities and principles for Danish foreign policy for the 

next seven years. Petersen (1993), the Danish Foreign Minister, introduced the policy to the 

parliament in June. The report distributed to parliament was called  “Principles and 

Perspectives in Danish Foreign Policy” and maintained that the end of the Cold War had 

fundamentally changed the international system. In the report, and from a liberal perspective, 

the new world order is said to be dominated by the combination of democratic governance, 

respect for human rights, ecological issues, economy that is based on principles of market 

                                                        
103 And for that matter also public support; see Jakobsen 2006.  
104 The Centre Democratic Party, the Christian People’s Party, the Conservative Peoples, Party, The Liberal Party, the Social 
Democratic Party and the Social Liberal Party (see; Jakobsen 2006). 
105 The Parties on the left, the Red-Green Alliance and the Social People’s Party voted no on most of the bills and two parties 
on the right, the Progress Party and the Danish People’s Party (a breakaway party from the Progress Party), voted yes to all 
deployments except one (see; Jakobsen 2006). 
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economy. It claims that it is necessary to lay the foundation for positive social development - 

both nationally and internationally. The argument is that the world is going through a period 

of transition that is changing the security situation as demonstrated with the next important 

statement from the report (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. II).   

 

The security concept is broadened out as other issues/relationships than military security become more 
important for security. This is especially true for economic, political, environmental, religion and ethnic 
relationships (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. II).  

 

The above text shows that the Danish authorities see a connection between the end of the 

Cold War and the broadening out of the security concept. The concept of security has been 

politicized, included are issues such as poverty, environmental degradation, and migration; 

economic growth and employment must be addressed, international action is needed (Foreign 

Policy Report 1993).  

The suggestion made is that international activity is needed in order to benefit from 

the changes after the Cold War and as demonstrated before the meaning of the broader 

security concept is connected to the new international landscape. For the government this 

means that Danish Foreign Policy after the end of the Cold War is faced with ‘new 

challenges, requirements and opportunities’. This entails international activity as the 

following paraphrasing of the text from the report stresses. Denmark is faced with new 

foreign and security policy challenges that have more to do with, political, economic, social, 

environmental, religious and ethnic issues than with military security. The emphasis in the 

report is on economic and political stability in Eastern Europe, democracy, human rights and 

environmental sustainability, responses to migration and preventing proliferation of weapons 

of mass destruction (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. II; III).  

In order to meet the ‘new challenges’ the Danish authorities stress that Denmark is an 

active participant in international cooperation. To reiterate this point it is stated that Denmark 

has already begun adapting to the new challenges after the end of the Cold War, this 

adjustment to the new political landscape should ‘continue’; in the report this implies that in 

the future a special effort will be made to: “promote common security; to secure democracy 

and human rights; to create global economic and social development; to secure sustainable 

environmental development” (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. IV).  

Thus, the security discourse is used in a certain way to justify and explain 

international activities. Importantly, the report from 1993 names two issues as essential for 

Danish foreign policy: ‘size’ and ‘geographical location’. It is stated that Denmark is a small 



  

196 

state in international politics and that Denmark is dependent on how the international politics, 

economy and technology develop: “our size and natural conditions are of particular 

importance in the economic field” (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. 16). The report continues; 

the geographical location of Denmark is a crossroad between East and West, between North 

and Central Europe. The Trans-Atlantic relationship continues to be important and the 

geographical location of Denmark has an impact militarily, strategically, politically, 

economically, and culturally for Denmark, as the Danish straits and passage are important for 

the great powers and their interest.106 

 

While talking about a basic condition for Danish foreign policy it must be emphasized that the 
importance of the geographical location and small size [of Denmark] is not given once and for all. It 
depends largely on the power politics and economic and cultural conditions [at that moment in time] 
(Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. 17).  
 

As a small state Denmark is faced with new threats and security risks; broader security 

interests are connected to new conflicts in Central and East Europe and political turmoil in 

some parts of Europe and the growing economic gap between rich and poor states. This 

requires a shift to a new security policy with NATO as the irreplaceable guaranty for Danish 

territorial integrity. Security is to be based on strengthening the United Nations, wide-scale 

European cooperation, on humanitarian assistance in developing countries and by building 

common security, both globally and regionally. A key challenge for the Danish security police 

is to strengthen the international community opportunities to assist in the peaceful settlement 

of conflicts, conflict prevention and in ‘peace- keeping activities’.  

The gist in the report is that more and different international activity is expected from 

small states; both size of state and a broader security concept play a role in this report and 

how Denmark should prioritize its policy. The role of Denmark as a more active small state is 

underlined in order to argue for international cooperation as the problems Denmark is faced 

with can only be solved by joint efforts of the international community. Denmark is in a good 

position to implement a committed foreign policy; the end of the Cold War, has strengthened 

Denmark’s international position in the policy areas that Denmark has traditionally attached 

great importance to, these issues ‘have come to the fore’ (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. X). 

 Many of the issues mentioned in the report are connected to the broader security 

concept. A number of new challenges are identified in the report, several of them are 

                                                        
106 During the two World Wars, Denmark was important for the defence of Germany. After the end of the Cold War the 
Danish security policy significantly changed. For the first time since 1920, there was no security pressure on Denmark as the 
dividing line between the leading powers in the Baltic Sea Germany and Russia had moved away from central Europe back to 
Eastern Europe after the fall of the Soviet Union. 
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characterized as being cross-border in nature as they can only be solved jointly or globally 

and regionally. It is stated in the report that during the Cold War, security was above all a 

matter of maintaining a sufficient military consensus among allies with negotiations aimed at 

détente, arms control and disarmament. “Today, [the concept of] security is [broader] than 

before” (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p.  8). In sum, the meaning of security is broader, 

referring to new and perhaps more ’important’ threats. It is stated that to meet these new 

threats or risks, a wider range of activity is needed beyond just military activity, including 

peacekeeping operations, preventive and peace-making operations and military support for 

humanitarian action (The Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. 7 – 8). 

 

Denmark has been involved in more than half of all UN peacekeeping operations. Denmark’s global 
responsibility must of course be based on our economic resources, which may warrant a natural 
prioritization of the areas where Denmark has historical and cultural ties (Foreign Policy Report 1993, 
p. 39).  

 

In the report, size of state is not directly linked to vulnerability in security matters. Yet, size 

remains important in the discourse and in the report from 1993.  The end of the Cold War and 

the security discourse has influenced Denmark’s security policy. The discourse about the size 

of state, associated with capability in security matters, has influenced Denmark’s international 

activities. This is the case when Denmark constructed its international activities after the end 

of the Cold War.   

 As demonstrated Denmark decided to become more active internationally in the 

1990s. Danish politicians felt that Denmark had to maximize its international influence and 

adjust its policy to the changing international situation and the unification of Germany and 

European integration. The transformation of the Danish foreign policy from reactive 

pragmatism in the late 1980s to active internationalism in the early 1990s is manifested in the 

report from 1993. The value of the transatlantic relationship is reiterated. At the same time it 

is argued that the role of the UN as a security actor should be reinforced as was the intention 

with the foundation of the organisation back in 1945. To support this new role for the UN, 

Denmark is ready to establish a Danish brigade of 4500 men that can take part in 

peacekeeping, peace-making, humanitarian operations and similar operations by the UN and 

CSCE and by other organisations (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. 53). This decision was 

presented to the Danish parliament on October 6th, 1993 when the Defence Minister from the 

Social Democratic Party Hans Hækkerup put forward a proposal for a parliamentary 

resolution about the establishment of the Danish brigade. In the proposal, it is repeated that 
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the brigade is to participate in UN and CSCE operations but now it is added that it is available 

at the same time to NATO primarily for NATO’s Allied Rapid Reaction Corps (Hækkerup 

1993, p. 290). In the comments that follow the proposal, arguments are presented that support 

the establishment of the brigade. The new international system (after the end of the Cold War) 

in Europe has changed the military elements of the security concept. The broader security 

concept is used in a certain way to support increased international activity, international 

involvement in preventive measures, peacekeeping, and peace-making and humanitarian 

operations. Most likely with UN support, either as actual UN operations or authorized by the 

UN Security Council, sometimes in cooperation with regional organizations. NATO is 

expected to have an increasingly instrumental role as a contractor for the United Nations and 

the CSCE.  

  The findings of the 1993 Foreign Policy Report, which were used as a basis for the 

argument of creating a Danish Brigade, are thus linked with the broadening out of the security 

concept, which in turn is used to justify and explain Danish international activities. This is 

demonstrated by the discourse in the parliamentary debate about the proposal to establish 

Danish brigade.   

 

The security debate in 1993 

Helge Adam Møller (1993)107 maintained that a small country like Denmark does not have 

enemies and is respected around the world and, therefore, a good example internationally: the 

gist is that the state does not pose a threat to other states. Echoing the report from 1993, 

Møller continues by saying that Denmark must support human rights, the protection of 

minorities and be ready to assist people in need (Møller 1993, p. 390; 2446).  

Svend Aage Jensby108 (1993, p. 406) argued that the objectives of Danish defences 

structure are directly determined by law and the fact that the description of military tasks is 

now based on the ‘broad concept of security’. Therefore the Danish participation in operations 

led by the United Nations and the CSCE is essential to prevent local conflicts from escalating. 

Duetoft (1993) emphasizes that the narrow national self-interest and the dream that after 1864 

Denmark could be a neutral or a hesitant ally are gone. The time has come to assume 

responsibility for intentional development in the world; Denmark must act (Duetoft 1993, p. 

226).  

Now we are ready to work together with the World community - not just with fine words and fine 
resolutions, but also with practical help, manpower and equipment. For me it is incredibly important 

                                                        
107 The Conservative People’s Party. 
108 Social Democrats. 
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that we stop being inactive and recognize that Danish security policy is international, it is an 
international responsibility that we have, and international solutions are needed [for the world] (Duetoft 
1993, p. 422).  

 

Denmark, thus, has an international responsibility. Denmark is a capable small state that has 

to take active steps on the international scene. The Danish Defense Minister Hækkerup (1993) 

argues for this when he maintains that it is primarily important for Denmark to recognize that 

it is important for ‘us’ to act and that Denmark is able to contribute to the UN  (Hans 

Hækkerup 1993, p. 2454).  

 

The Danish discourse so far in sum 

It is safe to argue that Danish policy makers believe that multilateral organizations are 

important for their security policy and foreign policy goals. The UN becomes more important 

as a security actor for the Danish political elite. The reason could be that in order to justify 

Danish international activity they had to increase their role in the UN. In 1949 and during the 

Cold War, the discourse about the size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in 

security matters, influenced Denmark’s international activity from the perspective of the bi-

polar world system, military build up and détente policy. After the Cold War, Denmark is a 

small state that must become active both internationally and in Europe. The membership of 

NATO and the transatlantic relationship continues to be important for Danish security and 

defence. The end of the Cold War created a new political landscape in Europe; European 

integration and the democratic process in Eastern Europe influenced the security situation. 

The introduction of the broader security concept into the Danish discourse means more 

responsibility. The end of the Cold War means more international cooperation. Denmark must 

therefore become more active internationally as it can and must participate. The reason being 

that security is no longer just hard military security but also a wide range of issues that affect 

all states big or small. As stated in the report form 1993: “Denmark is well placed to lead an 

engaged foreign policy. And after the end of the Cold War, the possibilities are even better 

because many of the issues that Denmark has traditionally attached great importance to have 

come to the fore” (Foreign Policy Report 1993, p. 220). The end of the Cold War and the 

broadening out of the security concept set Denmark free from the constraints of the Cold War. 

Size of state continues to be important in the discourse but in a different way than 

before. The concept has become more beneficial for Denmark because it is a rich, small state 

with international responsibilities. Policy makers in Denmark consider size to be to their 

advantage in security matters when presenting their case internationally. Denmark does not 
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pose a threat to other states and because of size Denmark can be more active internationally. 

The discourse on size of state and security is used in certain ways to justify and explain 

international activities, involvement in peacekeeping, humanitarian aid, democracy and 

military operations.  

 

 

Danish activity in the 1990s in numbers  

Table. 2 Budget and Expenditures by the Danish Ministry of Defence for peace operations 
(prices are from 2006) 109 
 
1996     1997       1998        1999            2000 
 
UN, OSCE            700.5     662.2       594.3       979.8         1, 137.7 
and NATO 
operations 
 
EU and                    13.9       15.8         15.1       18.3            11.2 
OSCE  
observers   
 
Total                      714.4       638         609.4       998.1       1,145.9  
expenditures 
 
 
Table. 3 The Ministry of Defence budgets have grown since 1989 when they amounted to 
DKK 91 million. 
 
                            1996          1997         1998     1999             2000 
 
Budgets                 581           545            557       552              586 
 
 
What is interesting with the tables above is that the expenditures exceeded the amounts 
allocated for international operations in every single year since 1996.  
 
Table. 4 Danish military personnel in peace operations 1948-99110 
 
 
                               1948-89                           1990s                     Total 
 
Army                     34,100                              17,700                      51,800 
Navy                      0                                         1,200                        1,200 
Air force                0                                            500                           500 
 

                                                        
109 Source Jakobsen 2006, p. 91.      
110 Source Jakobsen 2006, p. 85.        
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Total                      34,100                               19,400                      53,500 
 
The table above shows that Denmark’s annual average contribution doubled since the Cold 
War, from an average of 831 during the Cold War jumping to 1,940 in the 1990s.  
 
 
Fig. 6 Humanitarian missions or support aid projects by the Danish authorities from 
1111989 to 1993. 
 
 

 
 

The graph shows the number of humanitarian missions or support aid projects by the Danish authorities from 
1989 to 1993. A total of 1,290 projects. Amounts are in millions of dollars.  
 
 
Fig. 7 Humanitarian missions or support aid projects by the Danish authorities from 
1994 to 2000112 
 

 

 

 

The graph shows the number of humanitarian missions or support aid projects by the Danish authorities from 
1994 to 2000, after the publication of the foreign policy report Principles and Perspectives in Danish Foreign 
Policy in 1993. A total of 1,919 projects. Amounts are in millions of dollars. Not only are there more missions 
supported than before but also there is an increase in the amounts allocated to humanitarian aid.    
 

 

 
                                                        

111 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
112 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
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The debate from 1997 to 1999 

The next important milestone in Danish security policy and for this dissertation is the report 

from The Danish Defence Commission in 1997. The commission foresaw a global order with 

a global power structure that was either unipolar or multipolar, characterized by extensive 

superpower cooperation and prioritization of economic objectives. The commission believed 

that the cooperation would be based on a broader security concept and be about refugees, 

disasters, pollution and international crime. The actual military security would emanate from 

the threat of ‘state terrorism’ and from states characterized as ‘rogue states’, i.e. problematic 

states. Peacekeeping would remain a central issue on the security agenda and not only take 

place regionally. In order to maintain the international order it could become necessary to 

intervene in remote areas (Danish Defence Commission 1997, p. 69). This is an interesting 

prediction in light of the fact that in the 2000s Denmark participated in the ‘War Against 

Terror” after 9/11 2001 in Afghanistan and later in the war and regime change in Iraq in 2003.  

Denmark is supposed to contribute, as participation in international affairs would help 

to create the conditions for a global order, which Denmark should be ready to support. “It 

must in any case be assumed that Denmark will seek to contribute to the development of the 

multilateral organizations to ensure that the international system functions” (Danish Defence 

Commission 1997, p. 80). This is in stark contrast with how ‘Denmark behaved as small state’ 

during the Cold War, where Denmark did not want to be too visible internationally. The 

experience after the Cold War indicates that ‘smaller countries’ can have self-interest and 

promote themselves (Danish Defence Commission 1997, p. 80). Thus the new security 

situation influences the security policy of the small Danish state after the Cold War.  

 The report maintains that small states have had to prioritize and survive by adopting 

special small state strategies; a strategy that the commission maintains is still relevant in some 

contexts. Small states not only need a strategy in relation to the great powers, but also in 

relation to international regimes and organizations. The gist is that when small states become 

more integrated into the new organisations, they must also formulate policies in relation to the 

policies of the organisation. The establishment of strong regimes will generally be in the 

interest of small states. The general picture, as seen by the commission, is that small states 

have greater opportunities to choose their position in international cooperation and thus have 

more influence (Danish Defence Commission 1997, p.72).113 

                                                        
113 The consequence for Denmark’s foreign and security policy is that Denmark is not dominated by the Cold War question 
of how Denmark should relate to the great power and that may pose the greatest threat. A key question now is whether, to 
what extent, and how Denmark should or will integrate into a new international cooperation. This question is said to 
specifically relate to Denmark's policy towards the EU (Danish Defence Commission 1997, p.72). Furthermore, Denmark’s 
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 The findings of the commission and the Danish political elite discourse demonstrate 

that size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters have 

influenced the state’s international activities; Denmark is a capable small state after the Cold 

War. International activity increases in peacekeeping and enforcing missions, military 

operations, peace negotiations and humanitarian operations and as an aid donor state. The 

Danish political elite defines Denmark as a small state. The end of the Cold War offers new 

opportunities brought about by Denmark’s prestige in the world community as expressed by 

Poul Nyrup Rasmussen, the Prime Minister of Denmark in 1997. He is proud of the role 

Denmark has played in recent years, that in the big international picture Denmark has shown 

that a small country – ‘our country’ – can assert itself. Rassmussen believes that Denmark is a 

state that makes a difference. Denmark’s struggle for human rights has created a lot of respect 

for Denmark in the world. The prime minister continues by saying the world needs a strong 

and effective UN and Denmark supports the UN Secretary General in his quest to reform the 

organisation. Rasmussen does as before believe that NATO has an important role to play in 

Europe and in his address to parliament he argues that the: NATO summit in Madrid 1997 

was a historic turning point, a turning point for the organization’s contribution to securing 

peace in Europe. Rasmussen is of the opinion that the situation in the former Yugoslavia 

continues to be the greatest threat to peace in Europe. He stresses that Danish soldiers make a 

great and commendable effort in the former Yugoslavia and that the Danish government is in 

favour of them remaining there even longer than previously planned, if they are needed 

(Rasmussen 1997). The minister is thus not only reiterating how important Denmark’s 

international activity is for Danish policy as was done in the report from 1993 but he also 

stresses that the small Denmark is able to influence the international system and is recognised 

for that by other states.  

 In the Defence Commissions report from 1997, the period form 1990-1997 is seen as 

an era that allowed Denmark to conduct a more active Danish security policy through the 

major international organizations, in particular in NATO, EU and OSCE114. The report 

maintains that a more comprehensive international agenda has increased the requirements for 

the Danish foreign and security policy. The commission maintains that the security agenda is 

now broader and more varied than it was during the Cold War. First, there is now a need to 

see military issues in a larger context, including in relation to political, economic and cultural 

                                                                                                                                                                             
European integration process and participation in NATO becomes a significant security policy issues. The commission 
believes that Denmark must address the key security issues in these organizations. 
114 The organization (OSCE) works on the basis of a broad security concept and OSCE has played an active role in 
confidence building and preventive diplomacy” (Danish Defence Commission 1997, p. 76). 
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aspects. This is different from the situation during the Cold War, when the military-strategic 

issues dominated international security for the most part (Danish Defence Commission 1997, 

p.65). Thus, is the concept of security is again politicized.  

  The following text of this analysis shows the meaning of a broader security concept, 

international activity and cooperation after the Cold War in Denmark in correlation with size 

of state. In the commission’s report form 1997, new security issues are not carelessly 

classified as being important to security, it is deemed ‘desirable to operate with a concept of 

security’, which means that threats could challenge the survival of a state, community, nation 

or the environment, and that it is possible that such threats can take a form other than a 

military one. The commission also believes that many of these new threats have limited 

impact on defence planning, the military is not of great importance when ‘problems’ like the 

welfare state or long-term environmental problems need to be solved. Denmark has a 

fundamental interest in the stability of the world order that arose after the Cold War. The role 

of the UN could increase when emphasising certain international standards, a role that a 

‘small state like’ Denmark has significant security interest in maintaining (Danish Defence 

Commission 1997, p. 66).  

From this perspective, the commission sees Denmark’s defence role as being based on 

a broader security concept and international activity.   

 

After the Cold War…an analysis of future requirements for the Danish defence must be based on a 
broader security concept. With distinction between: a national and an international security strategy; 
between direct and indirect security. Any defence alliance has elements of international or indirect 
security in the same way as collective security has under the banner of the UN and the OSCE (Danish 
Defence Commission 1997, p. 83).  
 

Danish defence objectives and tasks should be based on a broad concept of security. After the end of the 
Cold War, there is no direct military threat to Denmark’s integrity and sovereignty. However, a number 
of current and possible conflicts could threaten Danish security policy interests such as; interstate 
conflicts, respect for human rights, the development of democratic governance and sustainable social 
economic and ecological development. Thus, conflicts could in the long run threaten the stability of 
Europe and thereby Denmark’s security. Thus the return of a direct military threat in the long term 
cannot be excluded (Danish Defence Commission 1997, p. 107).  
 

Denmark is now an international active small state based on the end of the Cold War, the 

security concept and on the notion that Denmark is a small state that has much to offer 

internationally. As expressed by Jacob Buksti115 in 1998 in parliament, Denmark is in a strong 

position and active internationally in the United Nations and in peacekeeping, for example in 

Bosnia. Denmark’s commitment to human rights and international development in the world 

                                                        
115 The Social Democratic Party. 
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shows that small states can have a positive impact on international development. The Danish 

political discourse in 1999 about the decision made by NATO to begin military action against 

Serbia in Kosovo confirms this activity.  

 Danish politicians often point to the end of the Cold War and the impact it had on the 

international system in the 1990s. Rasmussen (1999), the Danish Prime Minister of Denmark, 

is of the opinion that with the end of war and the fall of the Berlin Wall, Europe began the 

process of building an enormous project for unified Europe – for a more secure and free 

Europe (Rasmussen 1999). The gist of Rasmussen’s argument is that it is possible to have 

peace and freedom in Europe including in Kosovo; Europe in cooperation with the U.S. did 

decide to act in the Balkans and help ordinary people “because we knew if we betray them 

then we would also be betraying us” (Rasmussen 1999).  

Rasmussen (1999) declares to parliament that small Denmark has historically 

supported basic human rights and these values have throughout the century been the 

foundation that allowed Denmark to evolve into the society it is now.  “The Prime Minister is 

of the opinion that Denmark should be judged by the principles of humanity and solidarity. 

History has demonstrated to Denmark that it can make a difference, if ‘we’ agree, if ‘we’ 

decide so. Now is the time to act and remember that 50 years ago the Danish people said 

never again to mass deportations and unimaginable suffering that is happening in Kosovo” 

(Rasmussen 1999).  

 Pia Christmas Møller116 (1999) speaks for the Conservative Party and in her opinion 

Denmark has an obligation to act and support the operation in Kosovo. Both her and 

Rasmussen’s statement demonstrate how important international activity has become for 

Denmark, a small state that becomes more active not only as a  peacekeeping nation but also a 

nation that is willing to use ‘force’ to defend and support democracy and human rights. 

 
Ten years after the Iron Curtain fell and 54 years after the Second World War, there is again a war, 
ethnic cleansing and oppression in Europe. NATO has taken the necessary steps… 
We have a moral obligation to support the fight against a despot like Milosevic. We have a duty…with 
other civilized democratic countries that fight for freedom, human rights and democracy and to protect 
the oppressed and persecuted…the hundreds of thousands of refugees, who have been displaced from 
Kosovo, also need to know that we will help… Denmark will do its job, and we can be happy with that 
(Møller 1999). 

 

5.5.1 Summary  

Poul Nyrup Rasmussen the Prime Minister of Denmark in 1997 and 1999 does believe that 

Denmark has become a small state that has influence. His opinion is based on the role and 

                                                        
116 Conservative People's Party. 
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position Denmark has acquired within the international community. The discourse that began 

in the late 1980s and introduced international activity began with describing the end of the 

Cold War and the opportunities and obligations that followed. Size of state is important in the 

debate and in the reports from 1993 and 1997. The end of the Cold War means more activity 

linked to a broader security concept and size of state. Denmark is not a vulnerable small state; 

it has become a small state that has much to offer internationally. Denmark is free from the 

constrains of the Cold War and can take on a more active role. This decision is based on size 

of state, a broader security concept and the new international landscape. It is Denmark’s turn 

to be active and bring security to Europe. The membership of NATO and of the UN, as well 

as the peacekeeping and humanitarian relief operations mean international activity, which is a 

moral duty. Size of state is important when Denmark constructs its security matters and 

international activities. The political discourse on security and the broadening out of the 

security concept are important when Denmark constructs its international activities. The 

Danish political elite’s discourse demonstrates that size of state, associated with vulnerability 

and capability in security matters, has influenced the state’s international activities. In 1949, 

Denmark could not defend itself alone as it was a small state that relied on security from its 

allies; fifty years later Denmark is a small state that ‘exports’ security to other states, even 

with a military force, based on a broader security concept, for bad or worse, it is international 

activity. 

 

5.6 The Norwegian security debate from 1991 to 1999 

In 1991, the Norwegian Labour Party returns to power after the Centre Party and the 

Conservatives disagreed on Norwegian EU membership policy. Gro Harlem Brundtland is the 

Prime Minister again and becomes the most influential Norwegian politician in the 1990s 

both at home and abroad, arguing for more international cooperation and Norwegian security 

activity. Norway supports a new role for the UN in peace-making and as peacekeeping body 

to meet the international challenges. The aim is a better organized world with a ‘collective 

security’. Norway is ready to meet these international challenges: “based on a broader 

security concept” (Stoltenberg 1991 p. 3658). Norway is facing new security challenges. Even 

though military issues continue to play an important role in Europe they are less important 

(Norwegian Defence Ministry 1991). A broader security concept is therefore influencing how 

Norway is to cooperate internationally. 
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The end of the Cold War means that a military threat to Western Europe, including 

Norway, no longer exists, even though the security situation in Europe is unstable. Thus, 

Norwegian security-policy is to be seen with a long-term perspective, where the security 

policy is on the one hand about how to positively influence international developments and on 

the other hand how to guard against any negative events or processes that Norway does not 

have control over (Norwegian Defence Ministry 1991). The Norwegian report stresses that 

Norway is located in an area that is strategically important. Norway’s military strategy is thus 

characterized by Norway’s geographical position. The strategic position is the basis for the 

national security policy (Norwegian Defence Ministry 1991). 

 Thus international activity is advised. The success of the UN depends on continued 

cooperation between the superpowers. The cooperation enables the UN to develop a notion of 

collective security and this notion will help to strengthen the role and purpose of the smaller 

states (Stoltenberg 1991). In order to achieve a role for Norway internationally Stoltenberg 

believes that Norway should prioritise in order not to overreach and misuse its resources. 

Norway must be active in humanitarian aid where it can play a significant role and at the same 

time be prepared to help politically, economically and militarily if faced with the question of 

humanitarian intervention. Security cannot only be guaranteed by military means: the 

‘broader concept of security’ is a basis for practical politics in Europe and beyond 

(Stoltenberg 1991 p. 3658; 3659; 3660; 3661). Thus a broader security concept has already 

become a part of Norwegian international security policy in 1991 as stated by the foreign 

minister.  

Grete Faremo (1991) the Minister of international aid for The Norwegian Labour 

Party agrees with the Foreign Minister and says that it is ‘important’ to note that Norway is 

dependent on a better and more organized world. Faremo believes that for the future two 

issues are important: security and the environment. Faremo (1991) maintained that ‘our’ 

security in the broadest sense and in the long term is threatened by global environmental 

problems and the absence of sustainability of development; therefore there is a need for the 

broader concept of security. She adds that the ‘broader concept of security’ means that ‘we’ 

must do something to prevent [human] disasters, wars and conflicts in other continents than 

‘our own’, but ‘we’ also need to do something with the more underlying causes of conflict. 

Conflicts, national disasters, poverty and underdevelopment constitute real threats to global 

security and democratization. Therefore, according to Faremo (1991) there is a need for a 

practical international policy. In her opinion ‘we’ (the Norwegian people and the international 

community) need to prevent war and address international problems. The main contribution 
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will be to facilitate better conditions for ‘poor countries’ in the world. What is needed from 

‘us’ is development and assistance. Norway has a long tradition in humanitarian aid and 

enjoys an international reputation. Norway should act based on the broader security concept. 

Norway has a role in preventing and settling conflicts, not just in the Nordic and Norwegian 

area but internationally as well. Norwegian responsibility is international and the aim is to 

protect the global environment. 

Thus one can say that the broadening out of the security concept has already begun to 

influence Norwegian international security discourse. Both in 1990 and in 1991, size of state 

is used in the discourse to stress the Norwegian position internationally. The discourse on size 

of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters, influences the state’s 

international activities, i.e. it is clear that Norway is to participate in rebuilding the 

international community after the end of the Cold War. At the same time political changes in 

Europe including the European integration process do influence the Norwegian security 

discourse. The representative from the Conservative Party Kari Kullmann Five (1991 p. 3862; 

3863) defines Norway as small state and argues that Norway is a country that depends on 

interaction with the outside world. Norwegian welfare is not created in isolation but in 

collaboration with other states. She is of the opinion that the EEC has changed dramatically. 

Now there are twelve countries in the EEC and most of Norway’s EFTA partners are to 

discuss whether they should apply for EC membership. The gist here is that Norway will be 

left out of the decision making process in Europe and therefore the time is right to consider 

membership again. European integration combined with Norwegian security issues shape the 

discourse in the next couple of years and link to a broader security concept. This will be 

demonstrated next.  

 
The debate in 1992 
 
The labour government that had returned to power in 1990 signed the EEA (European 

Economic Area) agreement with the EEC in 1992 and the EEA agreement was approved in 

1993 in the ‘Storting’ with a clear majority. After both Finland and Sweden applied for 

membership in 1991, Norway submitted a new application for membership of the EEC (now 

the EC) in November 1992, only six months after signing the EEA agreement.  

In the debate about whether to apply for membership of the EC, the Prime Minister of 

Norway Gro Harlem Bruntland (1992) stresses that the states in Europe are facing a new 

security situation that increases the need for a closer political unity with ‘our European allies’. 
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Norway and Europe are no longer facing common enemies, but common dangers and new 

threats such as national, social and ethnic conflicts. Brundtland argues that all of Europe, 

including countries in the West must work together to protect the environment, rebuild 

democracy, the economy and industry in Eastern Europe. The Prime Minister believes that 

Europe will gradually take greater responsibility for its own security even though NATO 

membership and cooperation between North America and Europe continue to be essential for 

Norwegian security. 

Brundtland (1992) believes that this situation creates problems for Norway, as it does 

not participate in all the forums where European foreign and security policy issues are 

debated. For ‘us’ it is of utmost importance to be able to speak on ‘our’ behalf when the states 

closest to Norway define their common security interests.117 Thus, for security reasons, 

Norway must apply for membership of the EC as it is the best way forward for Norway to 

influence European foreign and security policy (Brundtland 1992). 

 European integration is not only a matter of economic wellbeing for the Norwegian 

people, it is also a vital security issue that needs the Norwegian input and voice. Similar 

arguments are made in the debate about Norwegian foreign policy in 1992.  

Thorvald Stoltenberg (1992, p. 2401) argued that direct military threats against 

Norway have disappeared, however, there is an uncertainty about the future in Eastern 

Europe. Norwegian foreign and security policy must take into account this new reality. The 

security environment is about to be expanded from the military matters to include ecological 

and economic conditions, poverty, environmental degradation and migration. Norwegian 

security interests are based on several pillars, they are: NATO, EU and the Western union, the 

Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe and the North Atlantic Council. Each will 

in its own way help to secure the foundation that ‘our’ common security must build on 

(Stoltenberg 1992, p. 2401).  

 Stoltenberg (1992, p. 2405) continued his statement to parliament by stating that 

NATO was and is the key organisation for Norwegian foreign security policy. “This has been 

a good arrangement for Norway. We will work to continue it” (Stoltenberg 1992, p. 2405).  

 

The broader foreign and security policy cooperation in Europe will be defined within European 
organizations…as a small country, we depend on multilateral work…Norway cannot only safeguard its 
interests with bilateral contacts (Stoltenberg 1992, p. 2405). 

 

                                                        
117 This is the same reason Lange, the Norwegian Foreign Minister, gave for joining NATO in 1949  
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Thus the broader security concept linked with size of state and the new security situation in 

Europe has influenced Norwegian security policy when it applies for EC membership in 1992. 

If Norway remains outside the organization it will not have the ability to influence the 

international system and because of ‘size’ Norway must be more active internationally in 

order to gain international recognition based on multilateral cooperation. In Stoltenberg’s 

discourse a link can be made with the notion that size of state, associated with vulnerability 

and capability in security matters, has influenced the state’s international activities. As 

demonstrated next, he connected the Maastricht treaty to Norwegian interests and a broader 

security concept, which he and Brundtland describe as important for Norwegian security 

policy. Stoltenberg argued that the Maastricht treaty confirms that there is no alternative to the 

European integration process when implementing the broader security concept in Europe. The 

summit in Maastricht confirms that the member states  see themselves as the primary agents 

of freedom and stability on the European continent to an even greater extent than they have so 

far when creating the new Europe (Stoltenberg 1992, p. 2407).  

 

Maastricht has made it clearer, the future of Norwegian foreign and security policy is either as EC 
member-state influencing the policy: or adapt to the policy without even having participated in the 
process (Stoltenberg 1992, p. 2408). 

 

Stoltenberg is of the opinion that the integration process is beneficial for small states as it 

binds the bigger states in cooperation with the smaller states that base their security policy on 

international agreements and international cooperation  (Stoltenberg 1992, pp. 24087; 2408; 

2409).  

Paul Chaffey from the Socialist Left Party (1992) does not agree with the foreign 

minister and questions the argument made that Norway should join the EC for security 

reasons or face isolation as a non-member state. The MP believes that after the end of the 

Cold War and with the collapse of the Soviet Union there is an historic opportunity to build a 

pan-European security system. ‘A foreign policy that assumes that the most important thing 

happening in Europe is in Brussels is a dangerous policy for Norway’. Norway’s geographical 

location in Europe is in itself an important reason to warn against a new European 

organization like the EC because it will isolate and push away the states Norway has close 

political and economic ties with (Chaffey 1992, p. 2503).   

Fridjof Frank Gundersen (1992, p. 2495) from the Progress Party was of the opinion 

that the strategic balance of the Cold War that existed between the Soviet Union and the 
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United States and influenced European and Third World politics is over. The UN was 

generally powerless and generally only served in cases where the United States and the Soviet 

Union had similar interests. All this has changed, Gundersen maintains, in the three years that 

have passed after the Cold War period and the future is more positive internationally now that 

the UN can act. 

Gro Harlem Brundtland (1992, p. 2514) agrees with her Foreign Minister’s statement 

and emphasizes that the broader security concept is used by states worldwide when they 

define security. Poverty, environmental degradation, population growth and other social and 

political factors are crucial issues for states and nations when building as security policy. 

Norway can now hope that the bigger states will support the United Nations as the global 

security-organization (Brundtland 1992, p. 2514).  The notion of security is thus politicised.  

 Norwegian politicians were faced with a situation where the North became less 

important for the NATO allies and had to react to the changing security situation in Europe 

and to European integration. When the EC began to create its own foreign and security policy 

Norwegian politicians feared that they would not have a say in the future European security 

policy as a non-member state.  

 

The security discourse in 1993 

In his report to parliament, Stoltenberg (1993) addresses the serious situation and civil war in 

the former Yugoslavia. His previous reports have emphasized the promising developments in 

Europe after the Cold War, now there are serious setbacks. Brutal violence against individuals 

and groups of people are a daily reality in Europe. The positive road to democracy, human 

rights and economic reforms proved to be more dangerous than ‘we’ thought. The Norwegian 

government supported resolutions by the UN’s Security Council and participated in peace 

operations in the former Yugoslavia. Stoltenberg adds that it is the Government's view that a 

lasting solution to the conflict can only be found at the negotiating table. The Foreign 

Minister informs parliament of the Norwegian contribution to international efforts in the 

Balkans.   

 
This past year Norway spent about 600 million [Norwegian kronor] on peacekeeping, operations…and 
supporting refugees and asylum seekers from the former Yugoslavia (Stoltenberg 1993 p. 2410). 

 
Our European reality has increasingly become part of the global reality. With the fall of the communist 
governments, with global challenges…is part of our everyday lives (Stoltenberg 1993 p. 2410). 

 
Norway can only as part of a broader international cooperation provide the most effective contribution 
to international issues and challenges. In issue after issue, we see the need for stronger yet often 



  

212 

different efforts. To stop conflicts between countries or within a country; to meet urgent humanitarian 
needs world society needs more than traditional peacekeeping operations (Stoltenberg 1993 p. 2410; 
2011). 
 

 
Thus, and as stated by the Foreign Minister, Norway has always been one of the nations that 

have contributed the most to UN’s traditional peacekeeping operations. Norway is in principle 

prepared to participate in operations that restore peace based on a UN mandate, with the use 

of military force if necessary. Therefore, the Norwegian government presented a proposal for 

Norway’s future military UN engagement and role of the UN in resolving conflicts to the 

‘Storting’ and proposed to extend Norway’s UN emergency force of about 1330 to about 

2000 individuals (Stoltenberg 1993 p. 2010; 2011; 2412; St meld nr 46 1993-4). Stoltenberg 

is therefore arguing for more Norwegian international activity and in his previous statements 

in parliament he had already said that a broader security concept is the basis for practical 

politics in Europe and beyond; Norway must participate even though it is a ‘small state’. This 

is the reason way Norway increases the total number of Norwegian UN peacekeepers from 

1,300 (unchanged since 1963) to 2000 in the early 1990s (Riker 2006). Norwegian 

participation in international operations increased in the 1990s with Norwegian forces taking 

part in operations in Lebanon, Macedonia, Somalia, the Gulf War, Bosnia and Kosovo (Riker 

2006). 

Norwegian international activity is linked to a broader security concept and size of 

state in a report from the Parliamentarian Defence Committee in 1993. The report states that 

the end of the Cold War and the development of a security system in Europe based on 

dialogue and cooperation has clearly helped to make nations more secure. Norway is however 

faced with several security challenges linked to developments in Russia and to the future 

relationship between Russia and the rest of Europe. Ethnic, national, religious and social 

challenges and conflicts undermine stability in Europe and have a direct impact on Norway. 

Developments in Europe since 1989, the report reads, have made it even clearer that the 

Norwegian security cannot be achieved without security in Europe. Consequently, 

international cooperation is vital and five key international organizations and institutional 

frameworks are listed in the report as important for Norwegian security. They are: the UN, 

CSCE, NATO, EU and WEU. The commission argues that a broad national security policy 

consensus has intrinsic political value, particularly for small states that are in an exposed and 

vulnerable position (Defence Committee 1993).  

NATO's new strategic concept is seen as the basis for the alliance’s security policy in 

the ‘new Europe’ and NATO’s new security policy challenges require a broad approach to the 
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security concept. This is reflected in the Alliance’s security strategy, where dialogue and 

cooperation are important. Active Norwegian participation in international institutions and 

organizations that have an impact on Norway’s security is important to ensure that Norway 

has a voice in decision making processes that can both have direct and indirect consequences 

for Norwegian security (Defence Committee 1993). 

 The statements of the Defence Committee correlate with the Norwegian Prime 

Minister Brundtland’s (1993) opinion. In the debate about foreign affairs she says that  ‘no 

country’ alone is large enough and independent enough to solve all problems. When the larger 

states have difficulties they need help from the smaller states ‘whether we want it or not’. The 

Prime Minister argues that Norway is experiencing a new political reality where the 

difference between foreign policy and domestic policy are unclear. The issues Norway 

previously treated as mere domestic matters, for example industrial policy, law and order or 

education, have currently become an important part of ‘our’ extensive relations with other 

countries and an internal matter is also an external matter (Brundtland 1993, p. 2522). The 

Prime Minister adds, ‘the partnership across the Atlantic can best be addressed based on a 

broader security approach rather than just military defence’ (Brundtland 1993, p. 2523). Once 

again size of state and a broader security concept are linked to international activity and the 

security situation in Europe. NATO is important for Norwegian defence and security as 

mentioned in the report by the commission and emphasized by the Foreign Minister when he 

reiterates that Norway cannot escape from its geographical location and strategic reality as the 

uncertain political situation in Russia makes it necessary to strengthen the transatlantic 

relationship. It is the government’s view that in the foreseeable future, only NATO can 

provide for ‘our’ military security (Stoltenberg 1993 P. 2413).  

 In the report (St.meld. 40 1993-94) on the proposal to join the EU, the profound 

changes in the international landscape in the last couple of years are once again reiterated. 

Norway and the international community are facing major economic and social challenges of 

poverty, underdevelopment, debt problems, population growth and environmental 

degradation. It is suggested that the EU plays an increasingly central role in global 

cooperation to resolve these issues. Security and stability in Europe are not just a military 

challenge, political and economic instruments have become increasingly important. Thus, the 

European countries play a leading role in the efforts to strengthen the reform process in 

Central and Eastern Europe. The report mentioned that EU membership is a goal of almost all 

countries in Europe, including in the East. For Norway it is vital to have a voice in the 
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European forum even though NATO membership and cooperation between North America 

and Europe remain fundamental to Norwegian security. In 1993, the government supports the 

development of a European security and defence identity and claims that it is important that 

Norway can take full part in the European security cooperation. Norway must avoid the 

situation when decisions about ‘our’ security are taken without Norwegian participation. The 

gist here is that international security cooperation both in NATO and the EU serves broader 

Norwegian security interests already mentioned in official reports and in the Storting’s 

discourse. The Government argues that participation in the European common foreign and 

security policy will be a continuation of Norwegian foreign policy and will strengthen 

Norway’s ability to safeguard Norwegian interests. Security and stability in Europe are not 

just a military challenge (St.meld. 40 1993-94).  

 In 1994, the Norwegian government put forward its proposal for a EU membership to 

a referendum. In elections in 1993, the opponents had already flocked to the Centre Party, 

which led the opposition to Norwegian membership. The argument against membership 

stressed ‘sovereignty’, ‘self-determination’, ‘grass-roots democracy’ and economic support 

for the ‘livelihood’ of people in the countryside (Riste 2005). Reading the reasons against 

membership one notices the absence of security; maybe it suggests that the public did not 

connect the EU with security in the same way as the government did. One can only speculate 

if it had a bearing on the conclusion and that Norwegian’s would have voted differently for 

security reasons and said yes to the EU instead of no in November, 1994. The fact remains 

that Norway, a small state, now had to deal with European and international security outside 

the EU.   

 

The debate in 1994 – 2000 

After the Norwegian no vote in 1994, Norwegian politicians took steps aimed at strengthening 

security relations between Norway and the EU; firstly they established a dialogue with EU 

about the common foreign and security policy (CFSP) and secondly established closer ties to 

the EU on the issue of justice and home affairs. The agreement in 1996 between Iceland and 

Norway and the Schengen countries started the process with the aim of co-cooperation and 

control of common borders; the agreement was necessary because of the Nordic passport 

union. In many ways Norway was compensating for non-membership of the European Union 

(Riker 2006, p. 161).  At the same time, Norwegian NATO security policy continues to be the 

cornerstone of Norwegian security policy; with Norwegian security policy defined from the 

perspective of small state theory and a broader security concept.  
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The broader security concept is emphasized by members from the Socialist Left Party 

when they stress that the end of the Cold War has changed the threats and the security policy 

framework of Norway’s defence policy (Innst. S. Nr. 121,1994). Efforts should be made to 

adapt and meet the challenges of the broader security concept. The new Foreign Minister form 

the Labour Party, Bjørn Tore Godal (1995), does reiterate that Norway is a small state and if a 

state like Norway is to have an impact internationally then the policy must be based on the 

broadest possible national unity (Godal 1995 p. 1924). The foreign minister continues from 

the perspective of a small state and defines Norwegian security policy and international 

cooperation, linking Norway’s position and status in international affairs with a broader 

security concept.  

 
Our overall foreign and security policy task is to help build a solid foundation for lasting peace and 
security in Europe. A stable social system in East-Europe strengthens Norwegian and European 
security. It so important that democracy, human rights and economic reforms continue to take hold in 
Europe; to safeguard the basic terms of employment and welfare. Our foreign and security policy is 
currently focused on finding remedies against poverty, unemployment, environmental degradation, and 
ethnic, social and religious conflicts (Godal 1995, p. 1926). 

 

The new security challenges and the new broader concept of security cannot be handled [only] by 
NATO…[even if] NATO continues to be important for Norwegian military security. For Norway it is 
important to act with responsibility in NATO [our] European allies take on a greater share of the 
responsibility for security in Europe. This underlines how important it is for Norway to have good 
relations with the EU countries and our North American ally (Godal 1995, p. 1927). 

 

In one of her last statements to parliament, Bruntland (1995) agrees with the foreign minister 

and adds that in international cooperation the battle for ‘attention’ is quite central. Those 

states that do not participate might have to enter through the back door. Norway is dependent 

on other states time and priorities. Norway cannot ignore that being outside the EU is 

becoming more demanding. Norway cannot neglect the European foreign policy debate or 

political debate in general.  

 Thus, as before in the discourse, international cooperation is strongly advised and 

Norway must actively support international aids missions as demonstrated by the statement 

from the Aid Minister, Kari Nordheim-Larsen (1996). Norway is faced with global 

challenges, among them poverty and the environment, and it is in Norwegian interest to 

secure peace and promote human rights. Norway continues to strengthen its international 

commitment, support conflict resolution, democracy, human rights and humanitarian 

assistance in the late 1990s. Peace efforts and conflict prevention in 1990s become an 

increasingly important part of Norway's foreign policy; as demonstrated in the graph below, 
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Norway became increasingly more active in international development aid and in its support 

for the developing countries in the 1990s.  

 

 

 

Fig. 8 Norwegian international aid from 1988 to 1999.118  

 

 

The graph shows the number of humanitarian missions or support aid projects by the Norwegian authorities from 
19988 to 1999. A total of 9632 missions or supported projects. Amounts are in millions of dollars. Not only are 
there more missions supported than before but also there is an increase in the amounts allocated to humanitarian 
aid.    
 

In sum, the Norwegian political elite believes that Norway’s security position has been 

strengthened with political events that have taken place in Europe in recent years. In a report 

from 1995, the geostrategic changes in Europe are regarded as irreversible; Norway’s 

strategic situation was to be reconsidered and constructive efforts made to achieve common 

security across former boundaries (NOU 1995: 31). At the same time, a broad-based and 

unified security policy became significantly greater. “Security policy today is not only just 

military issues”(NOU 1995: 31). The report from 1995 does highlight NATO’s new Strategic 

Concept adopted at the Rome Summit in November 1991, which added a broad approach to 

the many new security challenges in Europe; the Strategic Concept became important in how 

to deal with these new security challenges.  

The Norwegian report from 1995 recognizes that the historical upheavals in Europe in 

recent years have resulted in a gradual shift of the centre of gravity within NATO, in the 

direction of the European countries. This is embodied in broad agreement among the NATO 

countries to strengthen the European security identity and defence role, in a way that is 

                                                        
118 Source Aiddata Datasetts. 
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consistent with the Alliance’s role. Maybe to compensate for the increased security role of the 

EU, the associate membership of the WEU is said to be an opportunity for Norway, but no 

obligation. Norwegian participation in WEU is linked to humanitarian operations, and various 

forms of peace operations, which are appropriate operations for WEU (NOU 1995: 31).  The 

WEU became an important channel for Norwegian policy and influence even though Norway 

did not have the right to vote. The Norwegian government responded by expressing the wish 

to retain similar status in any future EU arrangements. The Amsterdam Treaty also introduced 

changes to the Schengen cooperation when the EU countries decided to include an 

‘intergovernmental Schengen co-operative scheme into the EU structure’. Schengen would 

now be handled within EU institutions. The agreement that was signed in 1996 with Norway 

and Iceland had to be renegotiated. The new agreement was signed in 1999 with the 

establishment of the ‘Mixed committee for consultation’ and in 2001 Norway joined the 

Schengen Area together with the other four Nordic states. Norway (Iceland and Denmark 

also) became a part of the European free passport zone and obtained associate membership 

within Schengen (Iceland also) and thus began to participate in common broader control and 

to some degree in police co-operation (Riker 2006, p. 161).  

The policy Norway pursues in the late 1990s compensates for non-EU membership yet 

continues to stress how important NATO is for Norwegian security. One can even speculate 

that in some sense the Nordic balance, in the case of Norway, now meant balancing between 

the EU on the one hand and the U.S. and NATO on the other hand.  In reports from 1997 and 

1998 about the cooperation in NATO and the future activities and development of Norwegian 

armed forces one detects a security position that demonstrates this balancing. In the report 

from 1997 it is described how the ‘new’ security situation has made it possible to build a safe 

and stable Europe, characterized by a broad and binding cooperation across old dividing lines. 

NATO must continue to have an important role in safeguarding the political part of this 

process and NATO is the cornerstone for Norwegian security policy. NATO must adapt to the 

new security-political situation in Europe and Norway should be active and take part in 

NATO’s efforts to create a new more secure and stable Europe (St.meld. nr. 59, 1996-97).  

In a parliamentarian proposal by the Defence Ministry (1997) suggestions are made 

for Norwegian military participation in the NATO-led IFOR119 force in Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

In the proposal, it is stated that the force will have broad support from NATO countries and 

from a variety of non-NATO countries. The main task of a new military force is to create a 

                                                        
119 The Implementation Force (IFOR) was a NATO-led multinational peacekeeping force in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 
1995 to 1996.  
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secure and stable framework for a future peace process by preventing a resumption of 

hostilities and militarily support by the Dayton agreement. Supported by a mandate under UN 

Charter VII, allowing robust rules of engagement, about 1000 Norwegian peacekeepers are in 

the IFOR force in Bosnia- Herzegovina  in 1996. The proposed continued Norwegian 

contribution in 1997 is slightly above 700 personnel. The Norwegian contribution is to be 

continued in the Nordic-Polish brigade of around 2500 personnel. Norwegian participation in 

a post-IFOR force in 1997 is estimated at 610 million Norwegian kronor (St.prp nr. 1,1996-

97). The report continues that for Norway it is important to contribute to the peace process in 

Bosnia as a part of efforts to maintain peace and stability in Europe. Norwegian participation 

in IFOR and in any NATO-led post-IFOR operation, signals active support for NATO’s new 

role in European security policy. The Norwegian Defence Ministry sees the deployment of the 

IFOR force as an expression of the new security reality and the changes that have taken place 

in the European security structures. IFOR is in many ways a milestone for Norwegian efforts 

to find new solutions to new security challenges as the multinational military cooperation of 

the peacekeeping force in the former Yugoslavia could have consequences for the relationship 

and further development of NATO, the future expansion of NATO, NATO’s relations with 

Russia and Nordic military cooperation. In this context it is important that Norway is active 

(St.prp nr. 1, 1996-97). 

Fig. 9 the number of Norwegian military personnel in international operations from 

1992 to 1998.  

 

The graph (St.meld. nr. 38 1999) correlates with the decision to increase the total number of 

Norwegian UN peacekeepers from 1300 to 2000 in the early 1990s and most likely to both 

UN and NATO operations in the former Yugoslavia. The increase in personnel also links with 
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the parliamentarian discourse in the early 1990s about Norway’s responsibility to act 

internationally. The discourse focused on the notion of a broader security concept as a basis 

for practical politics in Europe (which included the application for EU membership) and 

beyond and that Norway must participate even though it is a small state. Based on the broader 

security approach and the new international situation after the Cold War (Brundtland 1993; 

Godal 1995; Vollebæk 1998), Norwegian government’s believed that the new security 

situation was of fundamental importance to Norwegian security and that Norway must 

strengthen its ability to engage actively in international peace and military operations 

(St.meld. nr. 38 1999). Thus, as both Jakobsen (2006) and Riker (2006) have coined, 

Norway’s military pattern changed in the 1990s. ‘National security’, ‘military relevance’ and 

‘personal security’ and the broader security concept as has been demonstrated in this analysis 

influenced Norwegian troops deployment in the 1990s and the “result was that the UN lost 

out to NATO, EU and US-led operations” (Jakobsen 2006, p. 158120). The fear of Norwegian 

‘marginalization’ (Riker 2006) in Europe did influence Norway to become more active in EU 

and NATO operations and as described in this analysis the broader concept of security (in 

correlation with size of state) is linked to the discourse about international activity and EU 

membership. Based on the notion that: “Security policy today is not only military issues” 

(NOU 1995: 31; St.meld. nr. 38 1999; Bruntland 1993).  Thus, Norwegian authorities increase 

the expenditures to international operations both from the Ministry of Defence and the 

Foreign Office.  

Table. 5 Norwegian Ministry of Defence121 expenditures on international operations 

1995 – 2000.122 

1995      1996     1997      1998        1999      2000     

Expenditure:   856.8     1, 257    985. 7    1,180.6   2000      2, 041.4 

Table. 6 The expenditures made by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs on peace, 

democracy and human rights 1991 – 2001.123 

            1991      1993       1995       1997      1999      2001 

Expenditure:   58.3       217.3      521        573.4      1,234     1,407,6 

                                                        
120 For example in 1998 Norway pulled-out form an UN led operation UNIFILL since then have ‘symbolic 
operations been the first to go when money was needed for more ‘urgent’ operations elsewhere (Jakobsen 2006). 
121 During the Cold War Norwegian military defence effort was dominant’ in the small state’s contribution to NATO’s overall 
defence strategy. In spite of this Norway was able to contribute actively in a number of international operations under the 
auspices of the UN; and 55.000 Norwegians took part in UN peacekeeping operations from 1947 until 1999 (St.meld. nr. 22 
1998).   
122 Prices in NOK million from 2006: source Jakobsen 2006, p. 152.  
123 Prices in NOK million from 2006: source Jakobsen 2006, p. 153. 
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The two graphs above demonstrate the increasing priority in international peace operations 

and in the international activity of the Norwegian state. They correlate with the opinion of the 

Norwegian Foreign minister Knut Vollebæk in 1998. He describes Norwegian security policy 

as more complex than ever before. Now the Foreign Minister must consider if security is 

more than just military threats. Even though NATO remains the main basis for European 

security, the distinction between domestic policy and foreign policy is not the same as before 

and affects how ‘security is defined’.  

Norway does as a small state have strong interest in international stability. A better world order requires 
that the [international] community make an effort to change the political, economic and social 
imbalances that prevail. This is so far nothing new. What is new is that this…will require increased 
commitment and efforts in new areas. Our contribution to [peace] negotiation and preventive 
diplomacy, disaster relief, military peace operations, civil reconstruction, democratization and human 
rights, among other things, aims to strengthen the international norms, institutions, democracy and 
security (Vollebæk 1998). 

 

There is a link between the discourse about size of state, the security concept and international 

activity. In the Norwegian security reports from 1995 to 1999 it is stated again and again that 

the international situation has changed dramatically and a security systems based on dialogue, 

cooperation and the international community has helped to improve ‘our’ security. Norway is 

facing new security and defence challenges and this new era also provides new opportunities 

for participation and influence. The main goal of the Norwegian security policy is peaceful 

international relations, national freedom and sovereignty, and to safeguard Norwegian 

interests. “Security cannot be achieved by one state alone” (St.meld. nr. 22 1998). Norway is 

to participate in European, transatlantic and global security organizations. NATO is the most 

important organisation but both the WEU and the OSCE as well as the UN play an important 

role in an overall European security picture. Norwegian participation, both political and 

international military involvement, is deemed to be essential in safeguarding Norwegian 

national security interests in the broadest sense. Thus, Norway will continue to be dependent 

on political and military cooperation within NATO but, because of the changing international 

situation the ‘North’ has less attention from ‘our allies’ than before (St.meld. nr. 22 1998; 

St.meld. nr. 38 1999). 

 Both reports in 1998 and 1999 (St.meld. nr. 22 1998; St.meld. nr. 38 1999) consider it 

important that Norway will be able to actively contribute if and when the international 

community asks, for example if the UN or NATO begin military operations. The Norwegian 
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participation in international military operations is linked with the purpose and principles of 

the UN Charter by contributing to international peace and stability and respect for human 

rights, at the same time it is important for Norwegian security that the contacts between 

Trans-Atlantic security ‘organizations must’ become stronger without diminishing the 

influence of small states (Vollebæk 1998). In sum, one can say that official Norwegian 

security policy in the 1990s focused on contributing to international stability and peaceful 

development particularly in the Euro-Atlantic region. The main goal is international peace and 

stability and compliance with international law (St.meld. nr. 38 1999). Small state behaviour 

became somewhat the norm for Norwegian security policy in the post- Cold War era. 

Norwegian security relations with NATO and the EU demonstrate that Norway tries to 

compensate for not being a EU member state. It is perhaps even a return to the bridge-

building period of the last five years of the 1940s. 

I think there is a majority [in Norway] to become active bridge-builders, in conflict resolution and to 
advocate a role as a small state with no strategic interests. This is the reason why we said no to the EU, 
because it has strategic interests. [We] wish to speak with one voice in international forums…bridge-
building role [policy is] my dream [for Norwegian policy] outside the European Union (Giske 1999, p. 
1755).  

 
As a small country in the world, experience has shown [us] that we can still play an important role in 
the international community as a peace mediator and bridge-builder. We have influence, and we are 
listened to. When it comes to security and defence policy cooperation in Europe, it is important that 
Norway maintains the transatlantic partnership and ensures that northern areas receive the necessary 
attention and priorities in the NATO context. We need European coordination, we need strong 
European cooperation (Steensnæs 1999, p. 1711). 

 

5.6.1 Summary  

What emerges from the analysis of the Norwegian discourse is that the Norwegian political 

elite believes that as a small state Norway has interest in organizing and maintaining 

international stability. Brundtland believes that Norway is in the position to lead as Norway 

has a long tradition of foreign policy based on international cooperation. Size of state is an 

advantage for Norway when the small state must be more active internationally. The gist of 

the discourse is that Norway has responsibility and needs to play a role in strengthening 

international cooperation. This assumption is linked to a broader security concept, for 

example in 1991 when Faremo argues that there is a need for the broader concept of security. 

A broader concept of security means that Norway must be ready to take part in solving 

disputes and human disasters. The broadening out of the security concept began to influence 

Norwegian international activity discourse in 1990. The security discourse is linked both in 

1990 and in 1991 to size of state and both concepts are used in the discourse to stress the 
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Norwegian position internationally and the discourse on size of state, associated with 

vulnerability and capability in security matters, influence the states international activities. It 

is clear that Norway is to participate in rebuilding the international community after the end of 

the Cold War. At the same time, European integration influences the Norwegian security 

discourse and the integration process is linked to the broader security concept. Norwegian 

political leadership deems that if Norway does not participate in the development of a 

European security and defence identity it could mean less influence in the European security 

discourse. After the no vote in 1994, Norway began to compensate for not being a part of the 

European security framework. The response was to strengthen the security ties with Europe 

and keep the United States interested in European and Nordic security. It was a balancing act. 

At the same time Norway continued to participate in UN operations even though NATO, EU 

and U.S.-led operations became ‘more’ important due to the new security situation in Europe 

and the Norwegian balance between the EU and NATO.   

 

Part IV 

7. Conclusion  

In this dissertation three Nordic states are defined as small. The premise and the central 

elements of this dissertation, as stated in the introduction, are: 1) That size of state is 

important when the three states construct their security matters and international activities. 2) 

The political discourse on security and the broadening out of the concept is important when 

the states construct their international activities. 3) International activities have played out 

differently in the three states, even though the policies are based on similar discourse on the 

size of state and broadening of the security concept. 

 The answer to the first two premises is yes, i.e. size of state is important for the states’ 

security and international activity. Also, political discourse on security and the broadening out 

of the concept is important for the states’ international activities. The answer to the third 

premise is not as strait forward international activities of the three states play out differently at 

least in the case of Iceland at the same time there are similarities in the states activities for 

example in the Cold War and after it.  

 

Iceland and the security debate in 1949 and during the Cold War  

Iceland was one of the poorest European states and one of the most isolated country’ in 
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Europe at the start of the Second World. The war ended Iceland’s geographical isolation 

economically, diplomatically and in security matters. Iceland joined the UN and accepted 

Marshall plan after facing economic problems in the late 1940s. When Western nations began 

to discuss a defence union Iceland did not partake in the discussions at first but followed with 

interest the progress of the discussions about the Nordic Defence Union. When Norway and 

later Denmark decided to begin talking to the US about the possibility to join what would 

become NATO Iceland followed suit. The Icelandic discussions with American official in 

1949 demonstrate that Iceland is defined as a small state by both countries. The debate in the 

Icelandic parliament demonstrates that the main argument for membership is security and 

smallness. Iceland is too small and vulnerable; Iceland should cooperate with likeminded 

states and join NATO because Iceland can’t defend itself. The political elite that supported 

membership of NATO believed that neutrality was no longer an option.   

For example, the Foreign and Justice minister of Iceland Benediktsson (1949) 

supported NATO membership and said that all reasonable men recognized the geographical 

position of Iceland. Benediktsson argued that Icelandic economic interests and security would 

be achieved if Iceland cooperated with other democratic nations in the Western hemisphere. 

Olgeirsson disagreed with Benediktsson the geographical position of Iceland did not mean 

that Iceland should join NATO. He stated that Iceland could and should find markets for its 

products, i.e. fish, in as many countries as possible, regardless of the political situation in 

them. Olgeirsson was arguing that Iceland could and should sell its products both in the West 

and in the East and not tie Icelandic economic interests to any one partner the gist was that 

Iceland should continue to be a neutral state. It is clear that both political leaders recognized 

that Iceland was in a strong geographical position.  

The main goal of the Icelandic foreign policy in the post World War era and in the 

Cold War was to secure and extend the fishing zone around the island. In reports by Icelandic 

Foreign Ministers in the 1970s and the 1980s this policy goal is described as most important 

for Icelandic interests. The British ambassador in Iceland observed this and said in 1976 that 

the protection of the fishing zone had been the ‘only’ foreign policy goal of Iceland. Here it is 

argued based on the assumption that small states should prioritize their security policy that 

Iceland was somewhat an active state in the Cold War when it used its geographical and 

strategic position to secure its mots vital national interest.  

The parliamentarian’s that support NATO membership believed that Iceland had an 

opportunity to influence or have a voice in international affairs and activities. Isolation is not 
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an option. Iceland must become more active in order to achieve security. This activity is 

though only linked to NATO’s military security, Iceland is to small and vulnerable the gist is 

Iceland joins international organizations to prevent conflict (Thors 1949; Jonsson E 1949; 

Benediktsson 1949). Even those that are against NATO membership do recognize the 

geographical and strategic location of Iceland for the U.S. (Olgerisson 1949; Gislason 1949; 

Valdimarsson 1949). Iceland’s strategic position and the fact that Iceland became one of the 

most important military bases in the world for the US allowed Iceland to have an active voice 

internationally and pursue its main foreign policy goal the protection of the fishing zone.  

In the Icelandic discourse in 1949 neutrality is linked to size of state to explain why 

Iceland needs to join forces with other states in forming this new military alliance. The 

discourse echo’s small state theory and liberalism when the parliamentarian’s stresses 

freedom, democracy and international law as a means for small states to have a voice in 

international affairs yet at the same time form the perspective of realism the Icelandic state is 

the key actor defending Icelandic interests laying the ground work for the foreign policy in the 

Cold War.  

Iceland was a free rider state when it came to ‘hard military security’. Iceland was 

active when Iceland’s interests were of vital national importance – perhaps because the US 

oversaw the military defence of Iceland, therefore, the policy of the fishing grounds was 

easier to pursue and Iceland was an ‘active’ state in the UN speaking for international law of 

the sea. The Icelandic political elite waged the Cod Wars because they believed that 

international law was on their side they believed that Iceland’s strategic location in the North 

Atlantic offered an opportunity to secure the nations most important asset. The Icelandic 

political elite saw the fishing ground as the most vital aspect of Icelandic foreign- and security 

policy it was the key to the survival of the nation - the safeguarding of the fishery resources 

was vital for national security. Iceland’s ‘aggressive’ policy would most likely not have been 

possible if Iceland had not joined NATO.  

The discourse about the size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in 

security matters, influenced Iceland’s international activity. Iceland defined itself as a small 

state that was important for its allies. The Icelandic political elite made use of Iceland’s 

vulnerability and capability in security matters when defending the fishing grounds and 

threatened to leave NATO if Iceland could not extend the fishing zone around the Island. This 

was the result of the decisions to join NATO when Iceland constructed its international 

activities in the Cold War and during the Cod Wars. After the final victory in the Cod Wars 
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the security policy of Iceland gradually changed, more security issues are introduced into the 

political discourse then just military security. However, in the 1980s size of state is not as 

important when the political elite describes Iceland’s security policy, maybe because of the 

‘victory’ in the Cod Wars.   

 

Norway and the security debate in 1949 and during the Cold War  

Norway became an active member of the UN and advocated multinational cooperation 

under the leadership of the UN. Even though Norway had continued to state publically that 

Norway was a neutral state influential politicians believed that neutrality meant little or no 

security. Norway preferred strong relations with the U.K. as the Norwegian independence 

from 1905 was based on the protection of the British sea power. Norway based its security 

policy after the Second World War on the so called’ bridge-building policy the British 

Foreign Office considered this to be a ridiculous policy a small state (like Norway) was too 

weak to act as bridge-builder between the super powers. The British officials told the 

Norwegians that the U.S. was important for Norwegian future defence problems’ Britain 

could no longer play its traditional role in the North- Atlantic. With the deteriorating 

relationship between the two super powers and the inability of the UN to fulfil its 

international security role Norwegian politician’s turn their attention first to the possibility of 

a Nordic Defence Union and then to NATO. Pro Western Norwegian politicians believed that 

Norway was faced with two possibilities isolated neutrality or a binding international 

cooperation. As a small state Norway had not done what it should have done to prevent the 

Second World War. Now Norway must choose between becoming more active internationally 

or else risk occupation if another war begins. NATO membership was therefore advised but 

with preconditions no foreign troops would be based on Norwegian soil in peacetime.  

For example, the Foreign Minister of Norway Lange believed that Norway must seek 

protection from other states or organizations. He and many other politicians were of the 

opinion that the UN was not able to bring security to the world and the region Norway is 

located in. Norway could not defend alone. This is the key argument made in conversation 

between Norwegian and Danish official in the Nordic capitals and with American officials in 

Washington. Influential politicians argued that the Norwegian small state had to participate in 

international security affairs in order to have security. Supporters of NATO believed that 

Norway could not turn a blind eye to the European security situation (Lange 1949; 

Gerhardsen 1949; Hambro 1949). The gist is that as a vulnerable small state Norway cannot 
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standalone in order to have security membership of NATO and international activity is the 

way forward for Norwegian security. In stark contrast did Hansteen (1949) for example argue 

that there is only one form of security ‘a global collective security system’ based on the UN 

framework. The same argument is found in the discourse in the 1990s when Norwegian 

politicians argue for a security system based on the principals of the UN charter.  

The Norwegian political elite in 1949 defines Norway as a small state that cannot 

achieve security on its own. The high hopes the majority of the political elite had in the UN 

has disappeared and size of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security 

matters, influence the states’ international activity i.e. the decision to join NATO. The 

political elite that supports Norway’s membership of NATO maintains that the Scandinavian 

(Nordic) states have been forced to reconsider their security situation. This correlates with the 

notion that Norway is a small state that has learned form the experience of the Second World 

War neutrality is no longer an option. Norway is a small state - a state that does not have the 

capability to obtain security alone it must rely on the aid of other states, institutions, processes 

or developments to do so. 

The proximity to the USSR and the military threat from the USSR influenced the 

Norwegian security decision in the late 1940s. NATO membership made it possible for 

Norway to pursue two foreign policies during the Cold War. Norway favoured strong 

transatlantic relations and looked after its position in NATO but had a low ‘hard’ security 

profile. At the same time Norway was able to compensate for this policy with a foreign policy 

that was high profiled ‘un-securitized’ foreign policy in the UN focusing on humanitarian aid 

and development assistance and conflict resolution. The Norwegian security policy was, on 

the other hand, more concerned with the balancing between the Soviets and the Americans on 

issues such as nuclear arms race and the debate about a Nordic nuclear free zone. The 

Norwegian government during the Cold War was interested in regional cooperation including 

in NATO working both to bring security and détente in international relations and Norwegian 

foreign policy actively sought to project soft power beyond Europe.  

Norwegian Foreign Ministers continued to refer to Norway as a small state in the 

1970s and 1980s they maintain that Norway can be active and play constructive role in the 

world. Foreign policy arenas were institutionally and thematically separated, priorities and 

strategies were identified. Thus Norwegian policy balanced between realism (NATO and hard 

power) and idealism (humanitarian aid and development assistance soft power) between the 

military alliance and international activism. Norwegian politicians argued Norway could be 
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active internationally. International activity is a means to strengthen the international position 

of Norway. The argument is as follows with membership of NATO Norway could be more 

active internationally membership of NATO brought security and stability to Norwegian 

society and made it possible to be a proactive international actor.  The discourse about the size 

of state, associated with vulnerability and capability in security matters, influenced 

Norwegian’ international activities.  

 

Denmark and the security debate in 1949 and during the Cold War  

When Denmark lost Schleswig-Holstein to Prussia in 1864 it had an impact on ‘Danish 

security identity’ unified Germany became the main threat ‘to Denmark’s national security’. 

After the occupation of the Second World War Denmark’s security situation changed. 

Denmark hoped that the UN would keep Denmark safe and Denmark returned back to its 

neutrality policy from the period between the two world wars. The aim was to keep Denmark 

out of any military alliance. Denmark accepted the Marshall plan after deliberating the issue 

the Danish government came to the conclusion that Marshall plan did not conflict with the 

states security policy of neutrality based on the creation of a non-aligned Nordic defence 

union. After the negotiations about a Nordic Defence Union came to nothing and Norway 

decided’ on NATO membership and Sweden lost interest in the Nordic Defence Union – the 

ruling Danish political elite came to the conclusions that Denmark should become a NATO 

member state.  

 The Danish Prime Minister told the Foreign Affairs committee about the American 

opinion that the Scandinavian states are small and cannot stand-alone or as a group. No 

Nordic state was strong enough to build up their military the Norwegians believed that a 

Nordic Defence Union was unrealistic and the Americans were of the same opinion. 

Denmark, thus, had two options according to the Danish Foreign Minster join the Atlantic 

Pact or be neutral and isolated with no military ties with other military powers.  

 Danish parliamentarians say in the discourse that a Scandinavian defence alliance and 

a strong UN would be the best solution for Denmark and the other Nordic states. But, 

international developments had made it clear that the UN could not guarantee the security of 

small states like Denmark (Rasmussen 1949; Hedtoft 1949; Bomholt 1949; Kraft 1949). In 

the Danish discourse Denmark is defined as a small state that can use its smallness as an 

opportunity to strengthen Denmark’s international position both inside and out side NATO.  
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Size of state is used in the discourse not only to argue for Denmark participation in the 

Atlantic Pact but also to show that because of the smallness the future of the Danish state is 

not in the military alliance. The future for small Denmark is in the UN, security is not found 

in a military alliance (Andersen 1949; Larsen 1949). Hedtoft the Danish Prime Minister does 

not agree he maintains that geographically Denmark is very exposed if another war begins.  

The Danish political elite that supported the decision to join NATO believed that the 

UN is not fulfilling its role and no land in Europe can stand-alone. Thus, Denmark must agree 

to join NATO and cooperate with other likeminded democratic states. It is argued that NATO 

membership will bring peace, help economically, socially and culturally. This opinion 

correlates with one of the main arguments of small state theory that small states join 

international organisations in order to protect their interests. 

Denmark became a reluctant NATO ally during the Cold War, as old traditions of 

neutrality, opposition to military build-up and superpower dominance continued to play a 

part. Denmark became engaged in ‘Ostpolitk’ multilateral contacts were made between some 

NATO states, including Denmark, a number of Warsaw pact countries and nonaligned states 

like Finland and Sweden. The idea was to promote European security and establish a nuclear- 

free zone and support the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe. Denmark’s 

Atlantic security identity was modified to some extent by the country’s active engagement in 

the CSCE process. Denmark allowed the U.S. to have military bases in Greenland but forbid 

the U.S from having bases in Denmark during peacetime and refused to follow the 

nuclearisation doctrine of NATO from 1958. Denmark’s foreign security policy from 1949 to 

1962 can been described, as the ‘required strategy’ because NATO membership protected 

Denmark from the Soviet Union. Thus Denmark, in the same way as Norway could 

demonstrate ‘soft power’ and participated in aid projects and peacekeeping operations during 

the Cold War. When NATO in the 1960 began to focus more on conventional armed forces 

and cooperation among the allies, arms control and détente policy towards the East gained 

support, Denmark’s policy changed from the ‘required strategy’ to a strategy of balancing and 

containment. Danish territory was strategically important for NATO and Denmark became a 

‘active’ member of NATO partly because the Danish authorities never found a ‘satisfactory 

alternative’ way of solving Denmark’s security’ needs. In the 1970s when military 

cooperation became the key NATO policy Denmark supported the policy as it was a 

favourable strategy for the small states. At the same time Denmark was able to become 

interested in other ‘softer’ security issues then those connected to the alliance and began to 
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take notice of a broader the security concept. Denmark found a way to use its, smallness, 

vulnerability and capability in security matters to construct its international activities. This 

activity was possible because membership of NATO protected Denmark from the Soviet 

military threat.   

In the 1980s, the security policy of Denmark changed. This period is described as the 

‘footnote period’ in Danish foreign relations. This period began when the Social alliance, of 

the Social Democrats, Socialist Peoples Party and the anti- defence Social-Liberal Party 

formed the ‘alternative majority’ in foreign and security matters, and succeeded to have 20 

motions passed in the parliament most of which were sympathetic to Soviet positions and 

critical of NATO policies. Denmark became a free rider in NATO not wishing to take full part 

in the alliance yet having full protection from it. Denmark behaved negatively towards the 

new American security policy of nuclear armament and the abandonment of arms control. The 

footnote period and the ‘alternative majority’ is combination of the last expression of the 1864 

syndrome’, and a period of tactical use of foreign and security policy in a domestic political 

power play by a small state that was strategically important for NATO and the United States.  

In sum, the discourse in 1949 demonstrates that all three states are vulnerable small 

states and size of state in correlation with vulnerability in security matters explain the states 

decisions and influence their international activity. They could as ‘free rider state’ or a 

‘reluctant ally’ depending on definition be’ active in matters that were essential for their 

national security or demonstrate a softer security agenda.  

 

After the Cold War 

The end of the Cold War changed the security position in the three Nordic states. The 

discourse on size of state and security is used to argue for more international activity. In the 

late in 1980s when the Cold War was cooling down Norwegian politicians begin to argue for 

a more active international policy based on the broader security concept were size of state 

does play an important part in this argument. The political elite does stress that as a viable, 

rich Nordic state Norway has the obligation to participate internationally. The argument in 

Denmark and particularly in Iceland is not as definite in the late 1980s but it is clear that all 

three states deem that the international situation will change the security position of the states. 

The responses to the new international security landscape are different and link to how states 

see their role in the new Europe. Both Denmark and Norway balance between Europe, NATO 

and the U.S. Iceland prefers a status quo but understands that more international activity is 
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expected from Iceland. The foreign security policy in the three Nordic states in the 1990s is 

less about handling threats or geopolitical challenges directly than about seeking influence 

through international institutions. All states see a new role for the UN after the Cold War now 

the organization can finally begin to operate as it was meant to do. This new role is clearly 

linked to a broader security concept, whereas, NATO continues to be important for hard 

military security based on NATO’s strategic concept from 1991 and a broader security 

concept. In the early 1990s the role of the UN in peacekeeping operations becomes more and 

more important for all three states. When the conflict in the former Yugoslavia proves to be 

difficult to solve Denmark first then Norway and Iceland last begin to support and participate 

in NATO led operations based on a broader security concept and the notion that as a small 

developed states they have the obligation to participate. The discourse about size of state and 

the security concept influences international activity.   

 

Comparing the discourse in 1949 and after the Cold War 

The three Nordic states are forced to react to the international security situation in 1949 

and in the late 1980s and the 1990s. The political elite uses the terms, security, vulnerability 

and smallness for or against membership. When arguing for a new international security 

system after the Cold War the political elite uses the terms broader security concept, size of 

state and activity. The analysis demonstrates that vulnerability in security matters is not as 

important when the Cold War ends the reason being that the states do not see themselves as 

vulnerable states in the same way as in 1949.  With the new international system in the late 

1980s and in the 1990s there is an opportunity for the three small states to become more 

active. It is also their duty what is expected from them and what they expect themselves. 

Based on the notion that security is a universal concept, a broader security concept, small 

states like Iceland, Denmark, and Norway should admit that disasters, wars and conflicts, 

migration, human rights and economic and environmental issues could have security 

implications for the three small states.  

There is a difference in size as security factor discourse between Iceland and Denmark and 

Norway in the 1990s. Policy makers in Norway and Denmark do much more clearly then in 

Iceland consider that size is an advantage in security matters when presenting their case 

internationally as they do not pose a threat to other states. They deem that because of size they 

must be more active internationally in order to gain international recognition. The variable 

size of state is also used more frequently in Denmark and Norway then in Iceland after 1990 
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and in a more definite manner linked to a broader security concept and international activity. 

In comparison there is not a difference in size as security factor discourse between Iceland, 

Denmark and Norway in 1949. The discourse about the size of state associated with 

vulnerability and capability in security matters influences the states international activity.   

In 1949 Denmark, Norway and Iceland could not defend alone they are small state that 

relied on security form NATO allies. Fifty years later all three states are in one way or another 

participating in international operations to bring security and peace too other states. This 

change is brought about by the end of the Cold War a broader security concept and the notion 

that small states must become more active states.  

The discourse in 1949 does not provide clear evidence that supports the hypothesis 

that they must because of size be more active internationally in order to gain international 

recognition. Security is clearly both in 1949 and after 1990 connected to smallness the 

discourse underlines that the states need to participate in order to be protected or to have 

security and is connected to size of state. When the Cold War ends and in the 1990s it is clear 

that the states do because of size become more active in order to achieve’ international 

recognition and status.  International activity increases in peacekeeping- and enforcing 

missions, military operations, peace negotiations and humanitarian operations and as aid 

donor states. Size of state is not as important in Iceland as in Norway and Denmark  

During the Cold War the ruling political elite believes’ that Norway must be active 

even though it is small and sometimes must base its policy on decisions take by others. The 

gist is if Norway participates Norway’s voice will be heard regardless of size of state. The 

political elite in Denmark after the footnote period in the 1980s decided to restore broad 

support and trust in Danish foreign and security policy. The end of the Cold War created a 

new political landscape in Europe and meant more international cooperation. Denmark must, 

therefore, become more active internationally security is no longer just hard military security 

the security concept is broader and affects all states big or small. The political elite believes 

that Denmark can and must participate and become an active international actor. It is stated 

that Denmark can lead an engaged’ foreign and security policy. The possibilities for an 

engaged policy after the end of the Cold War are even better then before as many of the issues 

that Denmark traditionally had attached great importance to had’ become more important. 

Denmark and Norway are free from the constraints of the Cold War. 

Iceland’s special geographical position during the Cold War made it an important ally 

for United States of America and NATO. During that period, Iceland benefited from its 
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strategic location and the political elite used the island’s geopolitical location to secure its 

most vital asset – the fishing grounds around the island. This explains to some extent why 

many Icelandic politicians hesitated or where against closer European economic ties and did 

not consider the ‘integration process’ as a security matter. Iceland did not balance between the 

EU and NATO and the US in the same way as Norway did in the 1990s. If Iceland would 

integrate more then it would fall under European sphere of influence and economic security 

support. In sum, gone would be the American century of economic and political favoritism.  

The aim was have the best of both worlds security from the US and access to European 

markets for Icelandic goods. It was a status quo, even though Iceland began to participate in 

international peacekeeping operations and support more humanitarian relief operations.  

This dissertation demonstrates that size of state and security influences the 

international activities of the three small states. The discourse also shows that small states 

react to international events and change in the international system. Furthermore, does the 

analysis demonstrate that size of state in correlation with security explains to large extent the 

security behaviour of the three small states both in 1949 during the Cold War and after the 

war’. There is not a difference in size as security factor discourse between Iceland and 

Denmark and Norway in 1949 but in the 1990s is the size factor not as prominent in Iceland 

as in the two other states. In 1949 do few policy makers in the three states consider that size is 

an advantage in security matters when presenting their case internationally as the states do not 

pose a threat to other state’s. After the Cold War policy makers are more inclined to believe 

that size is to their advantage in security matters they do not pose a threat to other states the 

idea is that as capable small Nordic states they have much to offer internationally.  

During the Cold War the three states pursue a somewhat independent security policy 

often balancing between the two super powers or using their strategic location to further their 

interests both domestically and internationally.  In the 1990s international activity increases in 

peacekeeping- and enforcing missions, military operations, and humanitarian operations and 

as aid donor states. Size of state does not become less important with end of the Cold War but 

the broadening out of the security concept sets them free from the constraints of the Cold 

War. In the Cold War period the three Nordic small states could act as free or reluctant riders 

in matters of security because the term was defined narrowly thus less was expected of them. 

After the Cold War, with globalization, multi-polarity and broader definitions of security 

more was at stake both for the ‘big states’ and for ‘small states’. The concept of security got 
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‘politicized’ it was ‘freed’ from the Cold War mentality and super power military dominance. 

Denmark, Norway and Iceland had an responsibility to be active.  

Basically to join international organizations, cooperate with other states, participate in 

international operations and integrate with other states is a matter of security however 

defined’. The security shift after the Cold War made it more possible for the three small states 

to become more active internationally. The discourse about size of state and security is the 

key to their international activity it explains their security situation before the Cold War 

during and after it.  
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