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Sensorveiledning MITRA4421  

What role, if any, did the Nobel Peace Prize play in the Cold War? Give examples of ways the 

award addressed, or failed to address, issues of relevance to the East-West rivalry, and 

discuss the assumption of the Soviet leadership that the Nobel Peace Prize was strongly 

biased in favour of the West. 

Relevant parts of the curriculum: Mazower 191-249, 305-317; Westad 19-421, 449-629; Searls 139-

159, 183-189; Njølstad; Njølstad (2001); Nehring and Pharo; Lundestad 67-85, 96-100, 105-116, 132-

147; Abrams 145-148, 187-190, 273-276, 196-199, 250-256, 263-266, plus the individual candidates’ 

pick of Nobel Peace Prize laureates from the digital version of Stenersen, Libæk & Sveen’s book on 

the Nobel Peace Prize 1901-2001. In addition, some of the perspectives and arguments presented in 

the articles by Alford and Krebs, respectively, would seem relevant and useful.   

Other sources: Njølstad’s lectures 5 and 6 (“The Cold War and the Nobel Peace Prize: Part I & II”) as 

well as relevant parts of lectures 7 and 8 (“The Nobel Peace Prize and the quest for freedom, human 

rights and democracy after the Second World War”; “From Hiroshima to the Nuclear Weapons Ban 

Treaty: the Nobel Peace Prize and the Bomb”). 

The candidates are expected to define and characterize the Cold War. The stronger candidates will 

probably also say a few words about what the Cold War was all about, who were the main players, 

and when and why did it start and end. However, this is not an assignment on the history of the Cold 

War as such, so going too deeply into these kinds of questions would be a diversion. Instead, the 

focus should be on the Nobel Peace Prize Awards (NPPA) of the Cold War era. To what extent did 

they reflect and address the main issues and developments of the Cold War? 

Some students may choose a chronological approach here, and identify Cold War-relevant NPPAs as 

the pop up on the time line of the Cold War. This approach could invite a number of observations, 

such as the absence of any clear-cut Cold War-related NPPAs in the early stage of the conflict (1947-

1950) and the rather limited number of such NPPAs in the next two decades (1951, 1953, 1959, 

1962, 1969). The two last decades of the Cold War saw a one hundred percent increase in the 

number of Cold War-related awards (1971, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1982x2, 1983, 1985, 1989 and 1990). A 

possible explanation for this development may be that whereas the members of Norwegian Nobel 

Committee (NNC) in the first decades of the Cold War preferred not to be dragged into the 

ideological, political and military struggle between the superpowers, they became less reluctant to 

address Cold War issues from the end of the 1960s onwards as the key players themselves took 

initiatives aimed at solving their differences by diplomatic and other non-military means. 

An alternative, and probably preferable, approach would be to look at different key aspects and 

developments of the Cold War and see whether they were addressed, directly or indirectly, by the 

decisions of the NNC. In arbitrary order the following topics would seem natural to bring up: 

The ideological contest between the West and the East. Here, one may argue that in the 1950s and 

60s, the NNC only addressed this aspect of the Cold War indirectly, by the awards of 1951, 1953 and 

1969 for work in favour of the Western-world model for economic growth and prosperity, whereas 

the human rights-related awards of 1975, 1983 and 1989 had in common a more outspoken 

ideological criticism of Communism. This observation is supported indirectly also by the fact that in 

the 1950s and 60s, the NNC decided not to award the Peace Prize to the two Czechoslovak leaders 

Eduard Benes and Alexander Dubček, who had been nominated for their effort to save democracy 
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from a Communist take-over in 1947-48 and turn the Communist Republic of Czechoslovakia into a 

democratic state in 1968, respectively.  

The nuclear arms race: It is striking how long it took before the NNC addressed the dangers of 

nuclear weapons and the struggle for nuclear disarmament. Again, this may reflect a silent wish to 

keep itself out of the Cold War conflict. The first NPPAs within this field, namely the 1959, 1962 and 

1974 awards, confirms this pattern as they were rather uncontroversial in a Cold War perspective. 

Linus Pauling was for sure not a favourite among US decisionmakers at the time, but when he was 

finally awarded the postponed prize for 1962 in 1963, both superpowers had signed on to the 

Limited Test ban Treaty which he had been advocating for since the mid-1950s. When the nuclear 

arms race intensified again in the 1980s, the NNC came out more strongly in favour of nuclear 

disarmament, as illustrated by the NPPWs of 1982, 1985 and 1990. 

Cold War-related peace-making and reconciliation efforts: The NPPA of 1973 to Henry Kissinger and 

Le Duc Tho was meant as a recognition of their effort to negotiate an armistice agreement between 

North and South Vietnam as a first step to end the Vietnam War, but also as an encouragement to 

the superpowers to wind down the Cold War by other diplomatic initiatives aimed at stabilizing and, 

eventually, ending the Cold War by peaceful means. The NPPA of 1974 to Willy Brandt was first and 

foremost a recognition of the achievements of his “Ost Politik” but should probably be seen as a 

broader and more general support of the détente policies of the Nixon-Brezhnev era as well. The 

1990 award to Mikhail Gorbachev could be seen as the culmination of the Committees recognition of 

efforts in favour of East-West reconciliation. 

Turning to the question of whether the Soviet leaders were right in their criticism that the NNC was 

strongly biased in favour of the West, it is probably fair to say that most of the Cold War-related 

NPPAs reflected a pro-Western sympathy. The ideologically motivated awards to Sakharov, Walesa 

and Dalai Lama (endorsing the central Western values of democracy and human rights) were the 

most clear-cut examples of that. Moreover, the failure of the NNC to give the Prize to any leading 

representatives of the Soviet Union and its allies reported to have been nominated for the Nobel 

Peace Prize, was seen by the Kremlin as evidence of the Committee’s strong anti-Soviet and 

“reactionary” sentiment. That may well have been the case but the Committee steered away from 

giving the Prize to leading representatives of the Western great powers as well; that is, unless they 

had played a prominent role in peace-making or reconciliation efforts (like Kissinger and Brandt). The 

only exception was the award to George Marshall in 1953 but that prize was motivated primarily as a 

recognition of his humanitarian effort and was bestowed upon him only after he had left office. The 

“coldwarization” of the Nobel Peace Prize was part of the reason why the Kremlin, in 1949-1950, 

decided to establish The Stalin International Peace Prize (later renamed to The Lenin IPP). 

The more of these elements the candidate is familiar with and able to reflect upon, the better. 

Candidates who is able also to make use of the key analytical concepts offered by Alford (for 

example, “international norm entrepreneurs”) and Krebs (“aspirational” prizes vs. prizes awarded in 

recognition of past achievements, as well as prizes with “perverse consequences”) should be 

rewarded.   
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