
Cold War cultures, pacifism, and anti-militarism 

Norway considers itself to be a peace-loving country, if not a torchbearer of pacifism in the world. 

This self-understanding is certainly not unfounded, for Norway is the home of the prestigious Nobel 

Peace Prize, and the Norwegian government is very active at the international level on security and 

peace-keeping issues. Various studies have been conducted within different academic disciplines on 

Norway’s role in matters of war and peace, yet other topics still have to be researched, including 

peace-keeping as an element of the country’s national identity. Building on previous research 

spearheaded by Helge Pharo in the History Department, I am looking for enthusiastic M.A. students 

who are eager to critically rethink the Norwegian peace tradition and scrutinize its ideological 

underpinnings.   

Possible topics that I may supervise may include but are not limited to: 

 

A pacifist authority? The Church of Norway and the discussion of war and peace after 1945 

We still do not know much about the role of the Church of Norway in post-war discussions on 

matters of peace. This may be attributable to the fact that pacifism is generally considered a project 

of the political left. During the Cold War, older notions of a ‘just war’ continued to influence 

theological debates. However, the threat to the divine creation posed by nuclear annihilation 

appears to have led to a gradual shift in thought about war and peace within the Church. This shift 

bolstered pacifist positions both within and outside the Church. This project will take a closer look at 

the animated theological debates on this issue while also situating them in wider political, social and 

cultural contexts in post-war Norway. Specifically, the research project will analyze both the 

influence that the Church had as a moral authority on wider public and political debates on war and 

peace, and how the Church was influenced by such debate in turn. Special attention will be given to 

prominent international Christian organizations, such as the Lutheran World Federation. Thus, the 

aim is to write a more integrated history of the Church and Norwegian society as it relates to security 

issues.      

 

How to deal with ‘conchies’? Conscientious objectors in post-war Norway 

Norway was one of the first countries to allow conscientious objection to military service. Since 1922, 

young men have been permitted to refuse conscription based on their beliefs. Norway’s liberal 

attitude toward conscription seems to confirm the notion that Norway is a vanguard of pacifism. 

However, a closer looks reveals a more ambiguous picture. While only a few studies on this topic 

have been conducted, they suggest the right to abstain from war has been hotly debated by 

policymakers and the broader public.  Against the backdrop of the Cold War, young men refusing to 

defend their country were often denounced not only as unmanly cowards, but also as traitors and 

Communists. The Vietnam War was a watershed moment in this regard, for it led to massive anti-war 

rallies around the world and to a dramatic rise in conscientious objectors in the United States. This 

study’s aim is to analyze the debate surrounding conscientious objection in greater detail. Particular 

attention will be devoted to the ways international discussions and events influenced domestic 



conflicts. Thus, a general aim of the study is to shed light on the wider international contexts that 

influenced contemporary Norwegian history.  
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