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Sensor guideline MITRA4421: “Discuss the relevance and possible impact of the 
Nobel Peace Prize for international peace and security during the inter-war 
period. Use specific prizes to support your arguments.” 
 

The syllabus contains several works of relevance for this assignment, first of all the 

monographies of Stearns (pp. 121-136), Mazower (pp. 116-188), Lundestad 2019 (pp. 43-65), 

and selected parts of Carr 2016, as well as the articles by Alford, Krebs, and Nehring & Pharo, 

respectively. Also my 5th and 6th MITRA4421 lectures this fall, uploaded in Canvas, cover 

peace, security and the Nobel Peace Prize in the inter-war period. 

 The historical context is the WW I experience of 1914-1918 and the defeat of the 

Central Powers which, inter alia, led to the dissolution of both the German Empire and the 

Dual Monarchy of Hungary-Austria as part of the harsh peace settlement with Germany (the 

Versailles Treaty of June 1919). The outbreak of war in 1914 had been an immense setback 

for the international peace movement. In this perspective, the aftermath of the war 

represented an unexpected revival of many of its ideals and visions. The establishment of 

the League of Nations (1920) and the Permanent International Court of Justice (1922) made 

some of the unfulfilled ambitions of the international peace movement in the pre-war years 

come true. 

 The Nobel Committee clearly welcomed this historical breakthrough for liberal 

internationalism, as can be seen from the decision to award the Nobel Peace Prize for 1919 

to “the political father” of the League of Nations, US President Woodrow Wilson, who was 

then fighting an up-hill battle in favour of US membership in the League against the 

Republican opposition. In fact, all the prizes awarded from 1919 through 1926 were 

supportive of the League in one way or the other. By rewarding efforts in favour of the 

Dawes plan of 1924 and the Locarno Agreements of 1925 the Nobel Committee clearly 

wanted to strengthen the position of those who tried to preserve the peace by building 

support for the League and its associated institutions.  

 At the time, the Dawes Plan and the Locarno Agreements were also seen as crucial 

instruments in solving the German problem. The former by establishing a set of legal and 

financial mechanisms for Germany to handle its foreign debt and pay its war reparation bills 

without destroying its precarious economy. The latter by alleviating French fears of German 

revanchism and paving the way for Germany’s entrance into the League of Nations in 1926.

 In the wake of WW I many people saw French-German reconciliation as a 

prerequisite for lasting peace in Europe. The decision to award the Peace prize for 1927 to 

Ferdinand Buisson of France and Ludwig Quidde of Germany indicates that the Nobel 

Committee shared this view and wanted to back those who were trying to do something 

about it. 

 Another widespread notion was that human misery and suffering could trigger social 

tensions and political unrest that, in their turn, could trigger a socialist revolution or civil 

war. Moreover, the huge numbers of prisoners of war, refugees and other displaced persons 

in post-1918 Europe were commonly seen as a threat to order and stability, both within and 
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between nations. The awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize for 1922 to Norwegian 

humanitarian Fridtjof Nansen can be seen as a recognition of his personal effort aimed at 

combatting famine and hunger in Russia and Ukraine as well an example of norm 

entrepreneurship with respect to mobilizing support for a firm international commitment to 

help and protect refugees. 

 Another international norm that gained considerable momentum in the late 1920s 

was the initiative by French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand and US Secretary of State Frank 

B. Kellogg to outlaw offensive war itself. The Briand-Kellogg Pact of August 1928 was a 

convention renouncing war as an instrument of national policy and providing for the 

peaceful settlement of disputes by arbitration and other legal-political instruments. Briand 

had already been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his central role in the Locarno 

Agreements, something which probably explains why the Nobel Committee in 1929 decided 

to bestow the award upon Kellogg alone. Also, the award to Nicholas Murray Butler in 1931 

was partly motivated by his consistent promotion of the Briand-Kellogg Pact, especially in 

the USA. 

 In the wake of the First World War many peace advocates, including important 

segments of the political elites in France, Great Britain and other democratic countries, 

embraced the popular belief that the arms race, and international arms traders – the 

notorious “merchants of death” – carried a heavy responsibility for the outbreak of war in 

1914. Out of this conviction emerged another strong and influential belief; namely, that 

disarmament would in and by itself reduce international tension and pave the ground for 

lasting peace. In the early 1920s the quest for disarmament and arms control obtained some 

notable successes, especially in the maritime sphere, with the Washington Naval Treaties of 

1922 as the foremost example. None of these early achievements were rewarded with a 

Nobel Peace Prize, however, even if both US President Warren G. Harding and his Secretary 

of State Charles Evans Hughes, commonly seen as the initiators of the Washington 

Conference of 1921-22, appeared on the Committee’s short list both in 1922 and 1923. It 

was only after the rise of Hitler and Nazi-Germany’s retreat from the general disarmament 

conference in Geneva a decade later that the Nobel Committee addressed the issue of 

disarmament. First, in 1934, by awarding the Peace Prize to Arthur Henderson for “his work 

for the League, particularly its efforts in disarmament”. And next, in 1936, by awarding the 

postponed Peace Prize for 1935 to the imprisoned German journalist and anti-Nazi activist 

Carl von Ossietzky, partly for “his struggle against Germany’s rearmament”. 

 At this stage, the League of Nations was in deep crisis, and the world drifted – or 

speeded – rapidly towards another major war. The Norwegian Nobel Committee responded 

to these developments by supporting advocates of international liberalism as an alternative 

path to the increasingly confrontational power politics of the discontent powers of the day, 

Germany, Italy and Japan. Thus, in 1933 British journalist Norman Angell, the author of The 

Great Illusion, a seminal book first published in 1910 which main argument was that modern 

warfare had become utterly irrational, both for economic, military, and political reasons, and 

as soon as this was universally understood, war would become obsolete. The resolution of 
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inter-state conflict by peaceful means, such as mediation and arbitration, was lauded by the 

Committee through the Nobel Peace Prize for 1936 to Carlos Saavedra Lamas, the Foreign 

Minister of Argentina. In 1937 and 1938 the Nobel Committee reconfirmed its strong and 

unwavering support of the League through the awards to Lord Cecil and the Nansen 

International Office, respectively. In September 1939, war broke out, and there would be no 

more Peace Prizes awarded until after the Second World War had ended in 1945. 

 As shown above, it would be difficult to argue that the Nobel Peace Prizes of the 

interwar period of 1919-1938 was of no or little relevance to international peace and 

security. On the contrary, the Nobel Committee consistently addressed many of the most 

urgent issues on the current political agenda, both by rewarding political achievements 

aimed at strengthening the League of Nations and the emerging liberal internationalist order 

envisioned by Wilson, Bourgeois, Briand, Angell, Henderson, Lord Cecil, and others, and by 

encouraging the spread and internalisation of new international norms with respect to 

refugees’ rights, peaceful resolution of inter-state conflicts and the abolition of offensive 

war. As far as the discussion of relevance is concerned, students may draw upon the works 

and arguments of Alford, Lundestad, Mazower, and Stearns.  

 Whether the Prize also had an impact on international peace and security, is another 

matter entirely. Here, opinions will differ from constructivists and idealists, like Alford, who 

think the Nobel Committee and the Peace Prize laureates served as international norm 

entrepreneurs with substantial impact on the discourse on peace and stability, if not on 

peace and stability itself, to realists, like Krebs, who find the influence of the Nobel Peace 

Prize on international peace to be negligible or even negative (as it may have helped 

upholding dangerous illusions and false hopes in a world characterized, not by order and 

cooperation, but by anarchy and competition). Students may also find useful observations 

and reflections in Carr, The twenty years’ crisis, 1919-1939. While this seminal book, which 

introduced the school of realism into the study of international affairs, does not address the 

possible impact of the Nobel Peace Prize as such, students may well want to refer to its 

realist critique of the League, the Locarno Treaties, the Briand-Kellogg Pact, Norman Angell’s 

The illusion of war, etc. 

 The stronger candidates should be expected also to discuss and reflect upon the 

relevance and possible impact of the Nobel Peace Prize in the inter-war period in light of 

Krebs’ differentiation between prizes recognizing past achievements and prizes encouraging 

ongoing but inconclusive efforts and processes, the so-called aspirational prizes. The same 

goes for Krebs’ argument that some Nobel Peace Prizes may have had “perverse 

consequences” for the laureates and their causes. This argument seems particular relevant 

with respect to the Ossietzky award, which according to this line of reasoning not only failed 

to help Ossietzky personally (he remained in captivity until his premature death in 1938) but 

arguably made the Nazi regime even more, rather than less, intolerant, brutal and 

oppressive. The counter-argument would be that the award helped mobilize democratic 

opposition against Nazism, both within and outside Germany, and that this opposition was 

further galvanized by Ossietzky’s death in imprisonment. He thus became a powerful symbol 
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for the fight against Nazism and militarism, which many will see as the main threats to 

international peace in the late 1930s. 
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