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Nations of the Modern World: Europe edited by W. Rand Smith and Robin Remington

This series examines the nations of Europe as they adjust to the changing world order and move into the twenty-first century Each volume is a detailed analytical country case study of the political, economic, and social dynamics of a European state facing the challenges of the post-Cold War era. These challenges include changing values and rising expectations, the search for new political identities and avenues of participation, and growing opportunities for economic and political cooperation in the new Europe. Emerging policy issues such as the environment, immigration, refugees, and reordered national security priorities are evolving in contexts still strongly influenced by history, geography, and culture.

The former East European nations must cope with the legacies of communism as they attempt to make the transition to multiparty democracy and market economies amid intensifying national, ethnic, religious, and class divisions. West European nations confront the challenge of pursuing economic and political integration within the European Union while contending with problems of economic insecurity, budgetary stress, and voter alienation.

How European nations respond to these challenges individually and collectively will shape domestic and international politics in Europe for generations to come. By considering such common themes as political institutions, public policy, political movements, political economy, and domestic-foreign policy linkages, we believe the books in this series contribute to our understanding of the threads that bind this vital and rapidly evolving region.
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Preface

Curiosity is crucial in science in general and in comparative politics in particular. Having spent several years as both a student and a researcher in the United States and in Britain, I believe that an inquisitive mind is indispensable as a force for experience and learning. My hope is that readers will approach this book with their heads full of questions: What makes politics tick in a small country like Norway? Why is it a peaceful, quiet, and—now—rich country? And why is this country not a member of the European Union?

This book has been underway for a long time. There have been many interruptions—some of them quite fruitful—but during 1999 I finally got down to the writing and rewriting necessary to finish. Many people have helped along the way. Colleague and friend W. M. Lafferty got me started. The series editor Rand Smith provided encouragement at critical junctures. Another colleague and friend—Øyvind Østerud—gave me much valuable advice, most of which is reflected in the text. Fellow “party watcher” Jo Saglie also offered detailed and constructive advice.

I also received solid institutional and financial support. The department of political science at the University of Oslo provided support for my research, and I received a grant from the Association of Norwegian Nonfiction Writers and Translators to get started. Four institutions, in particular, were instrumental in shaping my perspectives on Norwegian politics as seen from abroad. In chronological order, these include Brandeis University, the London School of Economics, the University of Warwick, and Denver University. In the autumn of 1998, I visited the political science department at Denver University with the support of the Fulbright Foundation. Exploring Coloradan life gave me the opportunity to discover even more similarities and differences between Norway and the United States. Also the “Starbruck seminars” with Spencer Wellhofer deepened—I believe—my comparative perspectives. Numerous discussions with colleagues in Oslo and Bergen have also found their way into these pages. But, of course, the final responsibility for the text rests with me alone.

Finally, my thanks go to my family: to Kari who accompanied me on—or tolerated—most of my travels and to my three children who helped keep my curiosity alive.
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 Small-Scaled, Egalitarian, and Territorially Based


But it still lies there. Huge Norway,
 sea washed and grand, with business and peaks.
 If you seek them—the round views and the sky light—
 don’t stay up there, or let dreams carry you away.
 There is a time of need and we are part of the world,
 But from a different country
 that the noblemen did not quite conquer
 So we don’t bow as deep as the neighbors do,
 it was too steep up here.


—Rolf Jacobsen, from the poem “Annerledeslandet” (“Different Country”), translated by the author

 



 



 



 



 



 



On May 1, 1960, the U.S. Air Force pilot Francis Gary Powers was shot down in a U-2 spy plane over Sverdlovsk in the Soviet Union. His destination was Bodø, Norway. Global cold war logistics had placed Norway centrally on the United States—Soviet Union axis, as Norway bordered some of the most sensitive U.S.S.R. military areas on the Kola Peninsula. Membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) has been the main pillar of Norwegian security policy since 1949. Within the NATO alliance, however, Norway has been both at the center and at the periphery: It was centrally located on the global map of cold-war nuclear missile strategies, but it has resided on the geographic flank of the “European theater.” Among its continental allies, Norway’s Atlantic, Anglo-American leanings placed the country at the periphery—at least in political terms. The feelings have to some extent been mutual: Twice Norwegian voters have rejected membership in the European Union (in  1972 and in 1994). After heated debates, including stern warnings about isolationism, economic failures, and loss of political influence from the Norwegian “establishment,” the voters nevertheless decided (like the Swiss) that Brussels was too far away.

Norway has been a quiet corner in postwar European developments with few dramatic appearances in the international arena. During the 1990s, its presence was only sporadically noted in the global media, for example, at the height of the Middle East peace process, during the 1994 Winter Olympics, and when resuming commercial whaling. “The Oslo channel” hit the international headlines in August 1993. Secret as well as semiprivate diplomacy had produced an agreement between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) about a gradual development toward mutual recognition and peace. The accord was signed at a White House ceremony in September of the same year. During the Lillehammer Olympic Winter Games in 1994, Norway was again in the media; these were, according to the chairman of the International Olympic Committee, Mr. Samaranch, “the best winter Olympic games ever.” The praise was greeted with immense pride. With less pride, however, but with all the more stubbornness, the Norwegian government made international news in the early 1990s—especially in the United States—with its decision to resume whale hunting, defying the ban imposed by the International Whaling Commission. Norway argued that the whale population was not threatened and that responsible hunting was a question of biologically sound harvesting—a decision that no doubt reinforced a view of the cruelty of Norwegian huntsmen.




A Small Country 

Size matters when it comes to visibility on the world stage. It will be argued in this book that it also matters in shaping political systems. This is both a question of what external dependency does to shape internal political processes and of what population size—combined with geography—does to mold the structure of internal politics.

Norway is undoubtedly a small country. With a population of just over four million, it is about the size of Minnesota, incidentally a U.S. state hosting many inhabitants of Scandinavian descent. Geography is also important. Norway is situated at the European flank. It is sparely populated and has a very long coastline and a mountainous inland terrain, making it difficult to establish and maintain lines of communications. The country faces the Atlantic Ocean, and Norwegians have historically been very dependent on the sea for communication and commerce. The logistic “stretch” of the country made strong local government a political  necessity. The periphery remained strong throughout the process of nation-building. The center was a necessity, not a national pride.

Norway is both an old and a young nation. The old Norse kingdom was founded during the age of the Vikings in the eighth to the tenth century but vanished under Danish rule during the “national decline” in the fourteen and fifteenth centuries. National revival came in the century between 1814 and the declaration of independence in 1905. In 1814, Norway, in the post-Napoleonic turmoil, broke free from the union with Denmark, then saw its notables create the nominally still effective Constitution, and finally was forced into a union with Sweden.

Norway is by history and culture very much a Scandinavian nation. Not only is Norway historically bound to both Denmark and Sweden, but the culture and society of all three countries have been shaped by similar forces: a Protestant state religion and languages that are mutually understandable.


Historical Background 

State power and political processes have played a crucial role in shaping the sociocultural fabric of Norwegian social life. This is illustrated by Norway’s birth as a modern nation. The Constitution of 1814 was the operative instrument by which Norwegian independence from Denmark was sought. The Constitution—celebrated by Norwegian school children on May 17—was based on principles borrowed from the American constitution, British political practices, and French Enlightenment thought. It is still operative, although with numerous amendments, and plays an important role in government (though not as important as in the United States). One example is the rule that makes representation to Parliament from peripheral districts disproportionately strong. Norway has no commission to adjust constituency size or its number of representatives according to population changes. In this respect the Constitution violates the “one vote, one weight” principle.

In Chapter 2, I briefly present the historical background of nearly four centuries of Danish rule and the confederate union with Sweden from 1814 to 1905. In 1905 Norway gained full independence and shipped in a new monarchy from Denmark (prince) and the United Kingdom (princess) to secure international credibility and support. Prince Carl of Denmark was renamed Haakon VII. There had been six previous kings named Haakon in the old Norse kingdom, and it was hoped that the renaming of the new king would lend credibility to the new state. The forces of nationalism and the late independence were important factors in shaping Norwegian political culture in the twentieth century.

Since 1814 successive waves of peripheral political movements have captured state power. First, the liberal peasant movement of the late nineteenth century toppled the “public official’s state” in 1884. They forced parliamentarism on a belligerent ancien regime. The second wave came with the workers’ movement when the Labor Party entered government in 1935. Both peasants and workers were political armies of the periphery—in social as well as geographical terms. The political turbulence of the interwar period reflected not only the international economic crises but also a fundamental change within Norway from an agrarian to an industrial society. One might also include a third peripheral rebellion against the political center—the issue of membership in the European Union, which was debated in the 1970s and again in the 1990s. On both occasions, a broad alliance of central elites were voted down in a national referendum.


Current Setting 

World War II changed important parameters in Norwegian politics. From the interwar policy of neutrality, Norway in the late 1940s became fully integrated in the Western bloc. The implicit reliance on British military forces before the war was changed into an explicit military alliance with the United Kingdom and, more importantly, with the United States through NATO membership in 1949. The economy was strongly dependent on shipping services and on the export of raw materials and semifinished products to other OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) countries. This made Norway’s economy vulnerable to fluctuations in world markets. Norway, however, evolved from one of the poorest nations of Western Europe in the early nineteenth century to one of the riches countries in the world in the late twentieth. Discoveries of large oil and gas reservoirs in the North Sea in the 1970s only partially explain this development.

Politically, Norway is, in comparative terms, a very stable country by any indicator. The Labor Party (which controlled government in 1945-1965, 1971—1972, 1973—1981, 1986-1989, 1990—1997, and again from 2000) created, during its first twenty years in power after 1945, the institutional, economic, and cultural infrastructure for what has been labeled the “social democratic state” or more broadly the “social democratic order.” The major pillars of this order were strong state presence in the economy, state redistribution of wealth to the benefit of the social as well as geographical peripheries, a welfare state caring for citizens from cradle to grave, and a uniform and almost universal state educational system. The culture of egalitarianism surviving from the old Lutheran peasant society was reinforced in this period.

During the decade of the 1970s, with its oil shock and the political “earthquake” triggered by the first European Union referendum, this social democratic order was challenged. The politics of the 1980s and 1990s have in general been variations over the battle between domestic “tradition” and international “modernity,” between social democratic egalitarianism and the new liberalism. The center-right parties took over government from 1981 to 1986 and placed—in a modified form—elements from Thatcherism and Reaganomics on the political agenda. This government’s major goals were to create a more “open society” and to “roll back the frontiers of the state.” The inertia of Norwegian politics moved toward the liberal right during the 1980s, but the referendum over EU membership in 1994 also showed that at least some of the new winds had affected the center more than the periphery. In the referendum of November 1994 in which 89 percent of the electorate participated, 52 percent voted “No” to the European Union. Geographically, the strongholds against EU membership were astonishingly similar to the “No” areas in the 1972 referendum. The situation after 1994, however, was different from 1972, as Norway now was part of the European Economic Area (EEA), which opened the EU “single market” to the EFTA (European Free Trade Association) countries. (See Chapters 4 and 5 for more on the European Union issue.)




Three Themes and One Proposition 

Government in Norway shares many characteristics with that in other small West European countries, particularly, Norway’s Scandinavian neighbors: It is a stable parliamentary, multiparty system with a strong social democratic tradition. But Norwegian politics has its own profile, which is brought out by three central and persistent themes: Norway is a small and young state in the European periphery; its politics operates within an egalitarian social structure; and it is marked by the political strength of the periphery.

The first theme developed throughout this book is that the politics of Norway is characterized by Norway being a small state in the European periphery. Norway’s history as a sovereign state has to a large degree been decided by European developments in war and diplomacy—in 1814, 1905, and 1940—1945. As a small country in the Nordic region, Norway has been an object rather than an initiator of change. This goes for the economic, cultural, and political matters alike, although there clearly are significant national adaptations to international trends. Openness and dependency have long characterized Norwegian society and politics, and this dependency has become even stronger since the 1970s due to the oil economy, the general liberalization of world markets,  and the impact of the European Union’s single market. This openness has in important respects made an impact on the political process, as reflected in Norway’s strong corporatist structures and sensitivity in matters of national security.

The second theme is focused on the egalitarian culture. In a European as well as a Scandinavian context, Norway was unique in not having a viable aristocracy and in keeping a free peasantry all through the Middle Ages. The political mobilization of the peasantry in the nineteenth century as well as the socialist workers’ movement in the twentieth both emphasized egalitarian values and goals. A Protestant state religion coexisted with a strong Christian lay movement that reinforced egalitarian cultural traits. Until the late nineteenth century, Norway was also—as argued above—a comparatively poor European country with an economy that did not provide a foundation for a substantial upper class.

The third theme characterizing Norwegian politics is the struggle between the center and the periphery. The issues related to this theme have two dimensions, the first stemming from Norway’s position as a nation of the European periphery. These issues are reflected in domestic politics like the European Union issue. Another cluster of issues is generated by the topographical/cultural nature of a country with a long coastline, difficult communications, varied regional economies, and a strong egalitarian culture. The decisionmaking elites at the center of the country have regularly provoked peripheral reactions based on mixed feelings of resentment and dependence. Opposition toward the center, the Oslo elites, has indeed been crucial in shaping institutional structures and practices, giving Norway’s polity and politics their character. It is not surprising that two of Norway’s best-known political scientists/sociologists abroad, Stein Rokkan and Johan Galtung, both made the “center-periphery” analysis the cornerstones of their analyses.

In addition to these three themes, I am putting forth a proposition for further discussion: the primacy of politics. Historically, politics and policies have been crucial in developing Norwegian society. As a theme to characterize contemporary Norwegian politics—in contrast to the politics of other countries—it is perhaps dubious. But in part as a consequence of the three themes characterizing Norwegian politics, social and economic change has often been initiated within the political sphere.

One of Norway’s “good kings” was Magnus the Lawmaker (1263-1280). During his reign, the laws were improved and extended to benefit the whole society. Similarly, the state has played a decisive role throughout Norway’s modern history in shaping society. During the period historians label “the public official’s state” (1814-1884), public officials vigorously advocated and put in place the vital institutions of a modern capitalist economy, such as banks and credit institutions. Bureaucrats  and politicians, not entrepreneurs, created the foundations for private enterprise in Norway. Arguably, there is a link between this state-driven capitalism in the nineteenth century and the state-driven welfare state of the successive social democratic governments in the post-1945 era.

The primacy of politics does not mean “command politics,” where absolutist rulers decide what is in the best interests of the country.1 Rather my proposition emphasizes the importance of negotiated settlements between the various political forces in explaining change, possibly more important in Norway than in countries with a broader-based, more robust civil society.

However, as an early recipient of U.S. Marshall aid (1948-1952) and a founding member of the OECD (1961), postwar Norway developed an economy with a “balanced” public-private mix. Elections were free and human rights respected. The even greater integration of Norway into the world economy since the 1970s and the growing complexity of Norwegian society make the primacy of politics argument less convincing. The proposition assumes that the state/society mix of Norway is somewhat more “state biased” than most other West European countries. Norway’s policy of “state feminism,” that is, rules and practices established by the state in order to improve the position of women in society, illustrates this bias. In 1981, the Labor Party established binding rules that set gender quotas for party officials requiring a minimum of 40 percent of either sex in all elected bodies of the party. This decision had a strong impact on the recruitment of politicians and later on important aspects of public policy.




Approach 

The general approach guiding this book is that of political sociology. This means that politics is not a game played in virtual reality but the struggle between diverging material and ideal interests—anchored in society and promoted by social actors. Political interests, political movements, politicians, institutions, and policies are at the same time products of social processes and producers of change in society. It does not imply a “sociology of politics” perspective in which politics merely mirrors class structures. The dynamics of politics certainly does not rely only on social structure; political processes are also triggered by forces integrative of the political sphere itself—by ideas, institutions, personalities, and organizational and persuasive qualities. Political analysis will always have to cope with indeterminate processes, including the occurrence of unexpected and random events.

The discussion is also based on the premise that politicians are rational beings. Their policies and actions are means to achieve particular goals.  The means may not always turn out to be the best ones, but they are striving, like everybody else, to find the best way. And politicians certainly have goals. Some are open and declared, presented in statements and programs; others are covert and implicit, to be sought behind closed doors and through hidden agendas. Politicians are certainly human in the sense that they sometimes promote conflicting goals and that they have goals with varying priorities. One goal may be to redistribute wealth in society, another to do this while adhering to democratic norms. Which goal is given the highest priority can vary over time and within the same political movement. In the European socialist parties, the turnof-the-century debate about reform versus revolution focused on this. The social democrats chose democratic norms over redistribution, the communists reversed the priority. The general point is that modeling that choice of goals a priori on behalf of the actors and being closed to the dynamics of change impairs description as well as understanding.

The third general comment is that institutions as well as ideas matter. Undoubtedly, institutions establish a setting for the political forces and the political game. How does one make legitimate decisions about law and the employment of public resources? Most democratic actors go by the book (often broadly interpreted, of course) in competing for power and implementing policies. It tells one a great deal about the politics in a country if one know whether they have a presidential separation of powers system or a parliamentary government. But I are talking here about both the producers and the products.

Political institutions certainly shape the political process, but they are also shaped by it. The standard argument against the view that majority electoral systems create two-party systems is that causality is the reverse: Two-party systems create majority electoral systems in order to reproduce themselves. Institutions are indeed important, and institution making is part of the political strategy for the winner to perpetuate his interests. In the same way, ideas are Janus-faced: They may both rationalize material interests and be autonomous movers in their own right.




Structure of the Book 

In Chapter 2, the basic information on social and historical background is presented. This is very selectively done, and the criteria for selection are to make the basic cleavages intelligible to the reader not familiar with Norwegian history and society. The political parties and the process of democratization is discussed as an integral part of this historic evolution of the major political forces. Politics and institutional arrangements are both cause and effect in historic evolutions, and Chapter 3 focuses on the background and current operation of basic political institutions, such as  elections, the parliament, the government, the civil service, and major institutions in international cooperation. In Chapter 4, the theme is life within these institutions. The political parties are discussed in some detail—both in terms of organization and ideology. The process of selecting candidates for parliamentary positions is described along with the process of forming governments. This chapter also deals with the major channels of influencing policies and the level and type of participation found among Norwegian citizens. The economy and economic policies are taken up in Chapter 5. This is the basis of the “left-right dimension” so central to Norwegian politics. The role of the state in economic activities is at the core of much political debate. But the strong district dimension that permeates Norwegian politics in general also marks discussions on economic policies. This multidimensionality of the political “space” is evident in the chapter that follows dealing with several public policy areas. Chapter 6 looks into three such areas in particular, namely the policies making up the welfare state, the green policies, and the policies on gender equality. Changes in Norwegian foreign policies are discussed in Chapter 7. This chapter also presents the major structure of decisionmaking in this field. Finally, Chapter 8 summarizes the various discussions on the themes and the proposition on Norwegian politics presented in this introduction.




Notes 


1   During the merger discussions between the state-owned Norwegian and the Swedish telecommunications companies in 1999, the Swedish minister in charge claimed Norway to be the last Soviet state. His outburst came in frustration over what he considered to be improper political interference in market issues.
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People, Society, and History

The political restoration of Norway in 1814 was not simply a coincidence, even if the forces initiating it came from abroad. Freedom was not simply found. Freedom and independence can by their very nature never be won by finding them or receiving them as gifts—it can only happen by work and struggle.

—Ernst Sars

 



 



 



 



 



 



The population of Norway today is about 4.4 million. In Western Europe only Iceland and Ireland are smaller-disregarding geographical mini-countries like Luxembourg, Malta, and San Marino. The land area belonging to Norway (324,000 square kilometers) is larger than both Italy’s and Great Britain’s, making the country one of the most sparsely populated in Europe. At the time of American independence, Norway had about 750,000 inhabitants, about one-quarter of the population in the thirteen former British colonies. The population reached 1 million in the 1820s, doubled in the following seventy years and passed 4 million in 1975.

Decreased rates of infant mortality in the nineteenth century contributed much to population increase. However, this increase was tempered by Norway’s high rate of emigration in the latter half of the century. Only Ireland had more emigrants than Norway relative to population size. Close to 1 million Norwegians went overseas between 1825 and 1930, and about 850,000 moved to the United States alone between 1820 and 1981.1 The Nordic countries and the United States dominated Norway’s statistics on emigration and immigration after 1945. Until the late 1960s, more people moved out of Norway than entered. But in the 1960s, immigration increased from Southern Europe and later from countries in Asia (for example, Pakistan). In the beginning, these immigrants were mostly people in search of work; refugees and asylum applicants came later. In the 1990s, a large contingent of Bosnians sought  refuge in Norway, fleeing from the war in the former Yugoslavia. Immigrants—without any Norwegian background by way of parents or grandparents—in 1995 made up 5 percent of the population. About half came from countries outside of Western Europe and North America. As a result the Norwegian population is, in ethnic terms, still comparatively very homogeneous.

There are, however, several small ethnic minorities within Norwegian society: Sami (Lapps), Kvener (of Finnish origin), Romanis, and Jews. The largest group, and the only one with official status as an indigenous people, is the Sami population (see Chapter 3). The last census to include the Sami as a particular category (1930) registered 20,000 persons, and they were mainly living in North Norway. Today there is no reliable estimate, and with the Sami’s high degree of assimilation, the number will very much depend on the definition employed. The most common estimates, however, range from 20,000 to 30,000. Only about 10 percent of these, however, are still active in the traditional reindeer trade. Compared to this, in 1995 there were more than 80,000 immigrants from Asian countries living in Norway. Although the numbers of these so-called long-distance immigrants are small, both in absolute and relative terms, compared to those emigrating from neighboring Sweden and other West European countries, these Asian and African immigrants are very visible in some of the major cities, particularly in the capital of Oslo.




Social Change, Civil Life, and Cultural Background 

Social change in Norway parallels the familiar story from throughout Western Europe: In less than 150 years, Norway has been transformed first from an agricultural to an industrial society and then from an industrial to a service society. Norway was basically an agricultural society throughout the nineteenth century. In contrast to most countries at the time, however, the rural social structure was relatively egalitarian and the share of freeholders large. Relatively little land belonged to the few large estates, and the minute aristocracy had their titles abolished in 1821. Norway went through a period of rapid industrialization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century This happened comparatively late and accelerated after national independence had been won in 1905 (see below). Finally, the service sector gradually came to dominate the occupational lives of the economically active population during the last part of the twentieth century Simultaneously women more frequently sought employment outside the home. Whereas less than 10 percent of married women were economically active in the 1950s, over 70 percent of married women were employed in 1990.2


Agriculture and fisheries dominated the old society. The census of 1900 showed that 41 out of 100 employed persons worked in the primary sector. Of these, 33 were in agriculture, 6 in fishing, and the rest in forestry and hunting. Fifty years later, the primary sector had dropped to 26 persons out of 100 and in the late 1990s to 5 out of 100. In economic life, agriculture had now become a marginal factor, even though it took its share of the state budget. Even fewer people were occupied in the fisheries, but fish remained an important and profitable export commodity. “Modernity” was for the first sixty years of the twentieth century identified with industrialization—with black smoke from chimneys and, increasingly, the white heat of electricity. In 1900, 26 percent were active in the industrial sector, a figure rising to 37 percent in 1950. In the next two decades, the rate of those employed in industry remained about the same before starting to drop around 1970. In 1994, 23 percent of the workforce was active in industry Finally, the rise of the service sector has been substantial throughout the second half of the twentieth century. In 1900, the service sector employed 33 percent of the workforce. This increased to 37 percent in 1950, and by 1994, 71 percent of the workforce had an occupation classified within the service sector.

The great transformation toward a market economy was particularly noticeable in the years when the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth, especially in the countryside. From the 1870s onward, cheap grain flooded the European markets from the opening up of the American Midwest, and this caused changes in the agricultural production among Norwegian farmers, for example, toward more livestock husbandry. During this period there was also increased commercialization of landed property, and the market intrusion was an important factor behind the huge emigration to the United States. The increased presence of the outside world lowered the threshold for individuals and groups to break out of their traditional place in society. The first large-scale wave of emigration peaked around 1870, the second in the early 1880s.

However, the impact of international markets was nothing new to the main actors in the Norwegian economy. Trade and shipping had for centuries been integrated in European markets in fish and timber. In the late Middle Ages, the Hanseatic League was strongly involved in the fish trade on the west coast, and the demand for timber from Dutch and British consumers expanded during the sixteenth century. Mining, traditionally the prerogative of the crown, became increasingly important in the seventeenth century. Demands for metals were, of course, also much affected by international demands, and the mining industry in Norway was, in addition, very dependent on international, particularly German, expertise. After the British opened their trading routes to ships from other nations around 1850, Norwegian shipping grew in size and economic  importance. The merchant marine became a crucial sector in generating capital for further industrial investment.

After the end of World War II in 1945, it was a common goal for all political parties in Norway to rebuild and to expand industry. The success of this strategy, however, reinforced at the same time the ongoing processes of internal migration leading to increased centralization and urbanization. During the years from 1875 to 1990, the share of the population living in the capital and the surrounding county (Akershus) rose from 10 to 21 percent.3 Since 1950, the share living in North Norway has decreased. Also within regions and counties, there has been an increased concentration of people in urban areas. In the 1870s, 24 percent of the population lived in cities and urbanized areas; this share increased to 52 percent in 1950 and to 72 percent in the early 1990s.4



Family and Leisure 

During the latter half of the twentieth century, enormous changes took place in how Norwegians live. Family patterns are very different today compared to thirty years ago. During the 1970s and 1980s, the two-income family became common, although the share of single-parent families also rose considerably. It became clear that marriage was not the only way to start a family, as the number of cohabitant couples increased. Statistically, the share of children born “outside marriage” was 41 percent in 1991, but it is such an integral part of cultural change that the term today is practically devoid of any connotation of social stigma.5 Rates of divorce have increased. In the early 1970s, 5 of 1,000 existing marriages broke up every year; in 1991 that figure had more than doubled.

It is much more common to acquire higher education today than in the early postwar period. The great expansion in higher education came about when the huge postwar baby boom cohorts entered universities in the late 1960s. In 1952, 14 percent of the total population was registered in some form of education; this had increased to 21 percent by 1991.6 The number of students registered in 1991 was twelve times larger than the number registered in 1952. Close to one in five (over the age of sixteen) had completed some form of university education in the mid-1990s. And in 1991 about one-third of those finishing high school went on to universities or colleges. During these years, there was also a near revolution in female education. Today women are a clear majority among students, whereas in the early 1950s they made up only 15 percent of this group. The choices of subjects, however, are still very different for women and men, very much reflecting the traditional sex roles.

Work and leisure have changed considerably over the past fifty years. In 1950, the standard work week was 48 hours, and employees had been  granted three weeks vacation with pay (by law). In the 1960s, this was extended to four weeks, and the work week was gradually reduced to 37.5 hours by 1987. It follows that the opportunities for leisure activities have increased and that the pattern of vacationing has changed considerably. For example, people travel abroad much more frequently.


Religion and Culture 

Norway has a Protestant state church, protected by the Constitution. However, although about 94 percent of the population nominally are members, only a minority of members practice their religion.7 Less than half the population attends church at all, and surveys find that around one in four claim a personal belief. Obviously these are difficult things to measure.8 The largest organization of religious beliefs or “life philosophies” outside the state church is the Norwegian Humanist Association, followed by the Islamic congregation. Historically, the Norwegian State Church has been torn between “high” and “low” tendencies. The Christian lay movement worked mostly inside the church, but often in opposition to the theologically educated clergy. They have built their own religious meetinghouses and organized campaigns for religious awakenings and for missionary activities. In the late 1970s, these organizations financed about 2,000 missionaries in forty-five countries.9


Three cultural movements operating at the grassroots level have traditionally been extremely important in confronting the dominant high culture in Norwegian politics. The Christian lay movement is one of the so-called countercultures and has support predominantly in peripheral regions of the west and along the southern coastline of Norway. This “low church milieu” challenged the official church and the cultural liberalism of the urban elites. Close to these groups, but organizationally separate, was the Norwegian temperance movement. Politically, this was most important at the time of Prohibition (1919–1926), but it continued to have an impact on public policies, in spite of declining membership in the postwar period. Also in decline, but still important, are the organizations supporting what in Norway is called the “New Norwegian” language. This alternative Norwegian language grew out of the cultural awakening, coinciding with European romanticism and the 1848 “springtime of the peoples.” In Norway this movement expressed itself in the rediscovery of the original Norwegian, which had been distorted by the four-centuries-long Danish “occupation.” The new language was a construction of the mid-nineteenth century, based exclusively on West Norwegian dialects. The claim was that these dialects were less diluted by Danish influences than those found in Eastern Norway. The language was sufficiently close to the eastern “standard” language for people to  understand both without difficulty. The New Norwegian was made an official language on equal terms with the “standard” language (bokmål) spoken by the traditional elites in the capital. This was done in the 1880s as part of the political victory of the Liberal Party when the peripherybased opposition captured state power. The post-1945 decline in the use of New Norwegian has been marked. The share of pupils taught in New Norwegian has been about halved from 1950 to 1990. Today around 17 percent of parents choose this as the primary language for their children. 10 But part of the development has also to some extent been a reciprocal influence of the two languages on each other.




Political History and the Struggle for National Independence 

“Norway” literally means “the way to the north” and was possibly coined by people living further south in Europe. The future Norwegians were outside the direct impact of the Roman Empire, and Christianity took root in as late as the eleventh century Earlier, the Scandinavian tribesmen had been part of “the hordes” attacking the regions left by the Roman legions some centuries earlier. The attack on the Lindisfarne monastery at the east coast of (now) northern England in 793 is usually taken as the beginning of the Viking Age. Less than one hundred years later, the Kingdom of Norway was created by Harald Fairhair, based on the small coastal fiefdoms of the West and the Southwest. The kingdom was consolidated and extended to the inland areas, particularly during the first part of the eleventh century under the reign of St. Olav, when it came to cover the Norway we broadly know today, including some parts of today’s Sweden. The efforts of King Olav II to christen the country—and his later martyr death in 1030 and subsequent canonization—made the Christian church an important contributor to the consolidation of national rule. The country grew to its largest size during the thirteenth century, comprising not only Iceland and Greenland but also possessions on the British Isles. In the late Middle Ages, however, the country went into decline and eventually fell under Danish rule in the fourteenth century.


Under Danish Rule 

Norway was the subordinate part in the Danish-Norwegian union and eventually came, especially after the Reformation in 1537, close to extinction as a separate country. The king lived in Copenhagen, and Denmark was the stronger country in all fields-militarily, economically, and culturally. All state officials were educated in Denmark, and most officials sent north to administer and to preach were Danes. Norwegian historians, particularly in the nineteenth century, have presented this period as the  four-hundred-years-long “Danish Night” in Norwegian history. Danish wars against Sweden also became Norwegian wars, and during the seventeenth century, significant old Norwegian territories were lost to Swedish kings. Later historians have emphasized, however, that the Danish rule also was a period of growth in Norwegian history. And in practice Norway kept some of its old autonomy within the union. Even after absolutist rule was introduced in 1660, Norway had some special treatment within the twin kingdoms, at least during periods of war when communications were difficult or completely cut off.

Following the Reformation in 1537, monasteries were closed and church lands were confiscated on behalf of the monarch. Old loyalty to the Catholic Church and the pope was broken, and the new Protestant state church became an active partner in securing internal peace, centralizing power, and, later, building a nation. The importance of Latin as the language of the selected few declined, and Danish-Norwegian became the language of the authorities, secular as well as clerical. Control over education was centralized and served the needs of the state, creating over time a relatively unitary culture. Economically, there was slow but steady growth, and during the eighteenth century an increasingly selfconfident urban bourgeoisie—basing their position on increasing trade and shipping—grew in number and wealth.

In 1814 a group of representatives came together to make a constitution for an independent Norway. They also elected the Danish crown prince to be Norway’s new king. The political background was that the defeat of Napoleon had forced his ally, the Danish king, to surrender Norway to Sweden and to accept as new king of Norway the Swedish King Karl XIV Johan, a former French general. The European turmoil had created a “window of opportunity” for the growing class of officials and bourgeois who wanted to create an independent Norway. This almost succeeded, but in the end the Norwegians were forced to accept the reign of the Swedish monarch. They had, however, won the right to home rule as well as to keep most of the new constitution. According to the “nation-building” historians of the nineteenth century—such as Ernst Sars—Norwegian freedom was not “found” but won by “work and struggle.”11



Nation-Building and Independence, 1814-1905 

“Nation-building” describes a policy to create a common identity for the population living within the territory controlled by the state. In practice this generally takes place through the twin processes of the penetration of state power into society, on the one hand, and the integration of society into the realm of state decisionmaking, on the other.12 The short century from 1814, when Norway achieved home rule, to when it won full  national independence in 1905 was marked, first, by an effort to build a unitary, mass-based culture and, second, by a stepwise broadening of political participation.

The first university in Norway was founded in Oslo in 1811. Prior to that Norwegians had to go to Copenhagen to get higher education. In all fields of Norwegian culture, the “national awakening,” alternatively “the construction of a national past,” was a distinctive effort on the part of the national movement, and this became particularly important during the second part of the nineteenth century. The claim to a national continuity from the Old Norse Empire in the High Middle Ages throughout the period of Danish domination to the semisovereign status of the nineteenth century was crucial to nationalist historians. Many artists of this period, inspired by romanticism, sought the original, unspoiled, and partly hidden Norwegian culture in the peasant communities. Edward Grieg collected old folk music and used it as a basis for his compositions, and the painters took the natural scenery and the old, “unspoiled” peasant way of life as motifs for their images of Norwegian society. Cloth designers used the rural clothing as models for the new “folk costumes,” and Danish influence on the language was played down in the construction of the New Norwegian language. The aim was to present and recreate Norway as an old nation and to point out that the four hundred years under Danish rule was a breach in continuity—a parenthesis—not an integrated part of Norwegian history. The movement toward national resurrection gained additional strength from the resentment created by the union with Sweden, where Norway was subordinated in, for example, matters of foreign policy. During the nineteenth century Norway became a nation, but not a sovereign nation.
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