
 
 

 1 

Nansen, Norway and Peace 

by  

Ms Inga M. W. Nyhamar 

Norwegian Ambassador to Japan 

 

This essay is loosely built on a lecture held at the International Christian University in Tokyo 

in December 2022, upon kind invitation from Professor Arakaki Osamu. Professor Arakaki 

recently published the first original biography about Fridtjof Nansen in Japanese.  

 

Paving the Way as a Scientist and an Explorer 

 

Fridtjof Nansen was truly one of the most interesting people ever to come from 

Norway, and he had a huge impact even beyond the time and space he lived in.  

 

He was born in 1861, in what is today Oslo, at a time when Norway enjoyed 

rapid growth both economically and culturally. The country had been in a 

political union with Sweden since the end of the Napoleonic wars, but now 

moved rapidly towards complete independence, which was achieved in 1905.  

 

Fridtjof Nansen was part of all of this. He came from a respectable family as son 

of a lawyer in the nation’s capital; his mother was even of aristocratic 

background. However, Fridtjof Nansen was very much a master of his own 

destiny. To begin with, he was a brilliant scientist. He made the original choice 

to move to Bergen on the Norwegian west coast, to study biology. 26 years old, 
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he became a doctor of zoology and Norway’s first neuroscientist. He might still 

be a household name, in very specific circles, had he left it at that. 

 

But microscopes and books were not enough to stimulate Fridtjof Nansen’s 

great curiosity for life. Rather the contrary – Nansen was in fact an early 

promotor of hiking and skiing in the woods and mountains as suitable activities 

for the up and coming. Among his very first exploits were the crossing of the 

mountains of southern Norway in wintertime, on skis. According to his own 

account, which he published afterwards, the plan was simply to get to Oslo in 

time to participate in a ski race there, without having to take a boat all along the 

coast, before returning to his books in Bergen.  

 

Next, he became a polar expedition leader. He and his companions were the first 

ever to cross the entire, enormous Greenland glacier, from the island’s 

uninhabited eastern shore to the small settlements on the western side. This 

daring enterprise brought him fame and immense popularity in Norway, which 

in turn made it possible for him to finance further expeditions. His most 

important expedition from a scientific point of view was no doubt the bold 

attempt to reach the North Pole. He started from a ship that was designed and 

built with a very round hull, so as not to be broken down by the sea ice that 

surrounded it. The plan was to let the ship drift, trapped in the sea ice, right 

across the Arctic Ocean. When it turned out that the drift passed too far south of 

the pole itself, he left the ship to ski across the ice instead, along with a trusted 

companion. They did not quite make it, and pure luck played a very big part in 

their survival. However, this and other expeditions did contribute greatly to the 

research and understanding of oceanography in the Arctic region.  
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He became a national hero. Thanks in part to his training as a biologist, Fridtjof 

Nansen was very good at drawing. His creativity and temperament also helped 

to make him a striking artist and a talented writer, almost journalistic in 

approach. The books about his travels in the Arctic became bestsellers, making 

these distant and forbidding regions come alive as exciting places. Fridtjof 

Nansen took hold of people’s imagination, and his expeditions and adventures 

became testaments to the true mettle of real Norwegians. His education and 

social standing let him move effortlessly everywhere, in Norway and abroad.  

 

Making Effort in International Politics and Humanitarian Assistance 

 

In short, Fridtjof Nansen became one of the most respected and well-connected 

people of the land. It seemed unavoidable that he was also drawn into politics, 

more precisely into the greatest political challenge of this time, that of achieving 

Norway’s independence from Sweden, preferably peacefully. The role the 

Norwegian government chose to give him, was that of a discreet go-between to 

Prince Carl of Denmark. The task was to make the prince accept the offer to 

become independent Norway’s monarch. Prince Carl became King Haakon. On 

his own account, Nansen subsequently became the new King’s adviser and 

trusted friend as the royal family settled in their new homeland.  

 

After this, Nansen’s esteemed position on the world stage made him a natural 

choice to become Norway’s first ambassador to London, a crucial position at a 

time when Norway sought to gain acceptance among the great powers of the 

time as an independent state. However, the job of being an ambassador was not 

one that Nansen particularly enjoyed. There was way too much pomp and 

circumstance in Edwardian London to suit his temperament, and he soon retired.    
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The story could have ended there. But being a profiled Norwegian hero, 

scientist, and diplomat was not all there was about him. Indeed, some of his 

greatest and more lasting contributions to a Norwegian diplomatic tradition are 

of a quite different nature. 

 

It may be difficult for a reader today to imagine what Europe was like a hundred 

years ago, in the aftermath of the First World War. In addition to being 

exhausted by war, revolution, and the terrible pandemic (quite inappropriately) 

called the Spanish flu, Europe in those years faced a refugee problem of a 

magnitude never seen before.  

 

This is the context when Nansen, from 1920, became a member of the 

Norwegian delegation to the League of Nations, the international organization 

that preceded the UN, and from the following year the first High Commissioner 

for Refugees, an office that eventually became the UNHCR of today.  

 

Nansen felt he could not refuse this task, considering it an obvious humanitarian 

responsibility to secure the human rights of Europe’s hundreds of thousands of 

prisoners of war and millions of refugees and protect them from becoming 

political pawns in a most volatile political landscape. To compound the problem, 

in 1922, Soviet authorities decided to strip Russian refugees of their citizenship, 

leaving many without valid passports and thus unable to cross national borders. 

This led to the creation of the Nansen passport, a certificate issued by the 

Nansen International Office for Refugees to stateless people and refugees who 

needed travel documents but could not obtain one from a national authority. 

Most of the holders of Nansen passports between the two world wars were 
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Russian and Armenian refugees who were not recognized as citizens of the 

USSR and the Republic of Turkey, respectively. In all, about 450 000 people 

were issued these documents. 

 

Fridtjof Nansen was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1922 for his leading role 

in the repatriation of prisoners of war after the First World War and his immense 

contribution to international relief work as the League of Nations' High 

Commissioner for Refugees. 

 

But the challenge was even broader. Between 1921-1923, Nansen managed 

efforts to alleviate the great famine that affected 30 million people, in central 

Russia, in Ukraine and in the North Caucasus. Nansen negotiated, mediated and 

built an effective administrative apparatus, coordinating the operations of the 

large humanitarian organizations. He raised money and credit long before 

humanitarian budget lines existed, in addition to the tasks of gathering, 

transporting and distributing food, clothing and medicines, directing ships, 

trains, lorries and wagons – the list goes on. 

 

After Nansen’s death in 1930, the Nansen International Office for Refugees 

continued to issue Nansen passports up until the office was dissolved in 1938, 

and the office itself received the Nobel Peace Prize that year. In fact, Nansen’s 

innovative arrangements, born out of a desperate international humanitarian 

situation, still constitute the foundation of all modern international refugee 

legislation. 
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A Natural Facilitator 

 

For all these achievements, Nansen is rightly revered, and Norwegians then, as 

now, take pride in remembering him as a skier, heroic explorer, writer, and 

scientist, and also as a great statesman, diplomat, and pioneering international 

humanitarian.  

 

We do understand between the lines of his biography, however, that he must 

have been quite a character to deal with, too. There is enough for the less pious 

researcher to dig into, from his intimate friendships with a number of women, 

married and not, via his very absent parenting, to his rather 19th century 

leadership style. A favourite Norwegian anecdote in this regard, is from when 

Nansen decided to transition, after careful consideration, from the Norwegian 

formal to informal mode of address with his closest collaborator Hjalmar 

Johansen on New Year’s Eve of 1895. The date is the point, implying that this 

daring move into colloquial pronouns took place in the midst of a very long, 

very cold and very dark winter the two spent together, even sharing a sleeping 

bag for months, at the wild and desolate St. Josephs land off the Russian coast, 

after having unsuccessfully tried to reach the North Pole skiing, and not 

knowing if they would ever see another human being again.  

 

In brief, even if Fridtjof Nansen could by all accounts be irresistibly charming, 

he must also have been quite obnoxious at times. It still stands that he was 

certainly not all boast and charisma. Nansen must have been a natural facilitator, 

inspiring confidence everywhere, and very able to negotiate and coordinate 

cooperation between governments and a vast array of organizations and 

personalities. Among his most important efforts in this regard were the attempts 
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to build a working relationship between the isolated government of the brand-

new Soviet Union and the countries in the West. It did not last, but in the early 

1920s, this necessary minimum of established trust was vital to create the 

humanitarian space needed to assist the millions of people that Nansen sought to 

help. 

  

Literally as well as ideologically, Nansen was also a pioneer of Norwegian 

diplomacy. Indeed, a number of Nansen’s approaches from the early 1900s are 

still reflected in Norwegian foreign policy today. Most of all this is valid for the 

way he set up humanitarianism, not as a “nice to have” political quality, but 

rather a basis for achieving efficient results.  

 

Norwegian Foreign Policy and International Peace 

 

Norwegian foreign policy is still based on the conviction that democracy and 

human rights are prerequisites for peace, stability, and development. It is true 

that Norway’s unique position in international peace mediation and 

reconciliation work is helped by the fact that we are a small country with no 

colonial history to speak of. But the lack of a powerful past is not a sufficient 

qualification for anything.  

 

Instead, we firmly believe that consistent adherence to basic principles of 

humanitarian and international law is confidence-inspiring and a political 

strength. These beliefs guide Norwegian engagement in conflict resolution, as 

well as our continued efforts to build strong international legal and 

organisational structures.   
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For several decades, Norway has pursued a strong engagement in conflict 

resolution, provided that there is a will to find solutions among the parties 

involved. And we ourselves are willing to try, even if the chances of success are 

slim, as they indeed often are when we apply our efforts to some of the world’s 

most protracted conflicts. I would say that this is very much in Nansen’s spirit. 

He had no illusions as to the conflicts he engaged in. Indeed, some of them 

persist to this day. But he believed in trying to help the civilian victims of these 

conflicts and tried to improve political relationships where he could.  

 

Another basic feature of Norwegian peace diplomacy is that we are willing to 

talk to all parties that seek a political solution, including actors that few would 

want to meet. We do this not only to build trust, but also to enhance 

understanding of underlying interests. We are also willing to provide necessary 

resources to support negotiation processes and the peace settlements that result 

from them. Over the years, Norway has accumulated valuable experience and 

knowledge, and this is certainly an important part of Norway’s conflict 

resolution toolbox. At the same time, it is important to recognize that all 

conflicts are unique, and knowledge of the specific conflict and the region in 

question is vital.  

 

Being impartial does not mean that we are neutral when it comes to values. In 

peace processes in which Norway is engaged, we work actively to promote the 

principles of international law and human rights – even in cases where this 

meets resistance from the parties. Worth noting is also that we always seek to 

design inclusive peace processes. In particular, our experience clearly shows that 

bringing women in early on, ensures that peace agreements are better adapted to 
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the perceived needs of the civilian population in question and are more likely to 

actually be implemented. 

 

Another prominent feature of Norwegian foreign policy where it is easy to draw 

lines back to Nansen’s life and work, is that Norway works hard to steadily 

improve the international legal order and resist efforts to weaken it. It is 

important to promote participation in multilateral decision-making bodies, and 

to equip them with rules and principles that can stand the test of time, beyond 

the conditions of any single conflict.  

 

Nansen of course worked within the limits posed by the existing international 

law in the 1920s, and on the fledgling multilateral structures of the League of 

Nations. This was not a very solid foundation for his work. Indeed, he signed the 

so called “Nansen passports” mentioned above with his own name, for lack of 

more solid authority. International organizations and international law have 

come far since then, even if the shortcomings of our multilateral structures are as 

obvious as ever, together with the challenges we meet when we seek to 

strengthen them.  

 

Amid these frustrations, it is often overlooked that international and multilateral 

organizations are in fact often our most efficient tools in efforts to reduce 

poverty and give humanitarian aid and protection to people in need and to set the 

legal norms countries should live by. The press tends to notice only efforts that 

fail. In reality, the UN and the legal order that the UN upholds, are of crucial 

importance to advance the human condition. This is so even in an age where 

critical security challenges present themselves in many parts of the world. As a 

founding member, Norway has been an unwavering and consistent supporter of 



 
 

 10 

the United Nations and the rules-based international system ever since its 

foundation in 1945.  

 

The importance of the international system, the United Nations, and multilateral 

institutions is further reflected in Norway’s efforts to ensure a credible national 

defence. Many see a contradiction here. However, Nansen himself, who also 

lived in dangerous times, believed that only by having a strong defence would 

any country be in a position to prevent a greater power from invading its 

territory. Norway’s defence and security policy of today, as then, aims to ensure 

peace, stability and predictability in the areas surrounding our country.  

 

Being a part of the military alliance NATO (North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization), an organization that did not exist in Nansen’s time, forms the 

backbone of Norway’s defence strategy today. Norway was a founding member 

of NATO in 1949, after having experienced Nazi Germany’s invasion and 

occupation for five years. Today, NATO consists of 30 states and has extensive 

cooperation with like-minded countries that are not part of the alliance itself, 

such as Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and South Korea here in East Asia and 

Oceania. Being part of this alliance is an integral part of our policy to actively 

use international organizations to promote peacekeeping, disarmament, arms 

control, and conflict prevention, in addition to credibly secure the defence of our 

country’s peace and security.  

 

Norway has also been an active contributor to international operations, ever 

since the United Nations set up the first peace keeping operations shortly after 

the Second World War. In total, Norway has contributed to 102 international 

operations, ranging from unarmed observers to robust combat units. There are 
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currently around 50 Norwegian military personnel serving in three UN missions: 

MINUSMA in Mali, UNMISS in South Sudan and UNTSO in the Middle East.  

 

Norway was a member of the UN Security Council (UNSC) as recently as 2021-

2022. In addition to handling the immediate challenges of the world, we used 

these two years in the Security Council to systematically promote peace 

diplomacy, women’s participation and rights, and the protection of civilians. We 

also highlighted the links between security and sustainable development, 

including security concerns related to climate change. Norway’s engagement in 

the UNSC sprang from policy lines that are long-standing and well-established 

principles of Norwegian foreign policy.  

 

Ukraine, where Nansen did so much of his pioneering humanitarian work, is 

today suffering under Russia’s war of aggression, with countless civilian victims 

of violence and destruction. After a year of strong mobilisation of public and 

private resources supporting Ukraine, the Norwegian government this week 

presented a 5-year assistance programme for Ukraine, 75 billion NOK in all (7,4 

billion USD). The programme will consist of military support (weapons and 

equipment) for Ukraine’s legitimate self-defence, humanitarian assistance and 

long-term assistance for reconstruction. The different elements will change over 

time, according to the evolving needs identified by Ukraine’s government. The 

programme is named the “Nansen programme”. 

 

Norway will, like Nansen did, continue to base actions and policy on careful 

analysis of the world as it presents itself, on clear and consistent principles, and 

on a willingness to engage. It’s worth the effort. 
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Ms Inga M. W. Nyhamar Norwegian Ambassador to Japan 

 

Ms Inga M. W. Nyhamar has been Norway’s ambassador to Japan since September 2019. She 

has a varied foreign policy background in the Norwegian Foreign Service, which she joined in 

1991, mainly in security politics and bilateral affairs. 

From August 2017 until her present appointment, she served as Director for East Asia and 

Oceania in the Regional Department of the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Previous postings abroad include Deputy Chief of Mission at the Norwegian embassy in Paris 

(2013 – 2017) and Deputy Chief of Mission at the Norwegian embassy in Tokyo (2004 – 

2009), as well as Washington D.C. (1996 - 1999) and Prague (1993 – 1996). 

In the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, she has also served as Director of the Section for 

Disarmament and Non-proliferation affairs in the Department for Security Policy and the 

High North (2009 – 2013), senior adviser on global health issues in the UN department (2008 

– 2009), and dep. head of the Section for Security Policy and North America (2001 to 2004). 

Ms Nyhamar was born in Trondheim, Norway, 7 July 1964. She is a political scientist from 

the University of Oslo. 

 

l This essay is the original version of that published at < 

https://www.editus.jp/archives/11034>. Our Center appreciates for permission given by 

Tarojiro-Sha Editus and author of the essay to produce the original version. 


