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I            t is the Noah’s Ark for securing biological diversity for future  
generations,” Norway’s Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg told 

a freezing audience of world dignitaries.1 The occasion was the 
opening of the Svalbard Global Seed Vault in February 2008, a 
vault constructed to secure the world’s food crops against climate 
change, wars, and natural disasters. The seed vault was to be 
a safe deposit box for the world’s genetic material, secured in 
eternal permafrost high above the coastline to protect against 
climate-change-induced sea level rise. In this icy Arctic facility, 
national seed banks from all over the world could deposit their 
genetic heritage under Norwegian protection. After unlocking 
the vault, the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize–winner Wangari Maathai 
of Kenya made the first deposit: a box of Kenyan rice seeds. For 
developing countries, it was especially important that deposits in 
the vault could only be accessed by the seeds’ owners, particularly 
since seed industries had a habit of reaping the benefits of their 
nations’ genetic heritage without consent.2 Norway was to be 
on the good side of such conflicts by constructing the vault to 
protect the vulnerable, rather than enrich the strong. In effect, 
Norwegians assumed the role of bank vault executives for the 
economy of nature.

“Doomsday Seed Vault” and “Noah’s Seed Ark” were the nicknames 
suggested to the press by the Norwegian government. They were 
told that Norway had financed and built the vault simply “as a 
service to the world community.”3 The opening ceremony became 
a major news item in media outlets around the world, often as 
front-page news, with Norwegians portrayed as virtuous guardians 
of the world’s biological heritage. These articles had a biblical ring 
to them: the oceans were rising while Stoltenberg was depicted 
as the world’s Noah: securing at least two seeds of every living 
species in his ark. The dramatic architectural design of the seed 
vault’s entrance (by Peter W. Søderman) provided a perfect setting 
for the event, with a large, perpetually glowing crystal window in a 
landscape engulfed in the Arctic dark. 

Norway had an underlying political interest in building a presence 
in the remote archipelago of Svalbard. Since the islands were 
annexed back in 1920 in the context of the nation’s imperial 
ambitions, Norway has done its best to confirm its sovereignty. 
Most countries in the northern hemisphere are signatories to the 
Spitsbergen Treaty of 1920 establishing Norwegian dominion over 
the Svalbard Archipelago; however, many countries of the Global 
South (including Kenya) are yet to sign. The backdrop of building 
the seed vault on Spitsbergen was thus to showcase to the world—
especially to the Global South—the virtue of Norwegian sovereignty 
over these Arctic islands. Be that as it may, it would be too cynical 
to argue that the only purpose of the vault was geopolitical – 
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Stoltenberg genuinely wanted Norway to do something good 
for the world, and the vault was a high profile and relatively 
easy way of achieving just that. It is also a classic example of 
design playing along. 

Norwegians like to think of Norway as being an environmentally 
sound nation; like the Global Seed Vault itself, a beacon of virtue. 
They fashion themselves and their country as a microcosm for 
a better macrocosm. In the United States, Norwegians have 
met a receptive audience, especially among activists on the 
progressive left who tend to admire everything Scandinavian. 
For example, when US Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez promoted a Green New Deal in an interview for 
CBS’s 60 Minutes, she pointed to Scandinavia and Norway 
as exemplars of environmental socialism.4 In doing so, she 
appealed to a deep-seated longing for the politics of this 
region among her audience.

The official foreign policy of Norway is to establish the tiny 
nation as a “humanitarian superpower” and a “peace nation.”5 

This goes back to the Oslo Accord of 1995 between Palestine 
and Israel and is consolidated every year when the world’s 
dignitaries come to Oslo to solemnly witness the ultimate 
peace fest hosted by the Permanent Secretariat of the Nobel 
Peace Prize.6 Similarly, the national policy has been to put the 
country on the diplomatic map by empowering its politicians 
to take the lead in international negotiations and in doing so 
bolster the image of Norway as the world’s environmental 
leader. Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland’s 
1987 Our Common Future report is a prime example. It laid out 
the principles for sustainable development, and by inference, 
if not in fact, established Norway as the gold standard in 
how to reach them.7 This trend continued with Prime Minister 
Stoltenberg who, in his capacity as the United Nations Special 
Envoy on Climate Change, points to Norway as an exemplar 
of sustainability and climate leadership. More generally, 
scholar-activists in Norway have, since the 1970s, presented 
to the world various philosophies of global environmental 
improvement, including deep ecology, biocentrism, eco-
politics, eco-theology, sustainability, carbon emission trading, 
and more. The expression “Scandinavian design” is no 
exception to this trend, as it works to combine the rationality 
of modernism with the vernacular attributes of homegrown 
environmental sensitivity. Famous Norwegian architects and 
firms from Magnus Poulsson, to Arne Korsmo, Sverre Fehn, 
and Snøhetta also share this aspiration. Indeed, environmental 
sensitivity is the common theme in Norwegian architectural 
history and current affairs.

Yet this beneficent environmental gaze on the world did not 
necessarily lead to sound environmental policies at home. 
A leading Norwegian environmental ethicist rightly notes 
that “there is very little to be proud about” with respect to 
environmental protection in Norway.8 The high ideals of 
sustainability may have captured the longings of the nation, 
but they have not so easily transferred into practical politics or 
behaviors of everyday life. The pushback from industrialists and 
the powerful oil lobby has been considerable and many anti-
environmental practices continue unabated. Some examples 
of such practices include the hunting of whales, harp seal pups, 
wolves, bears, and lynx; the dumping of toxic mining waste in 
the fjords; overfishing; pollution caused by salmon aquaculture 
and industrial farming; the construction of hydro-power dams; 
the commercialization of nature reserves; and, more recently, 
the building of wind turbines and electric transmission lines 
in wilderness areas. Not to mention the day-to-day politics 
of pumping as much petroleum as possible from the nation’s 
numerous oil rigs despite knowing that this contributes directly 
to climate change.

To signal a shift in a greener direction, the state’s petroleum 
company, Statoil, recently changed its name to Equinor, 
sold its holdings in Canadian polluting tar-sands, and began 
investing in offshore wind power. Although these initiatives 
have taken center stage in the company’s rebranding, Equinor 
has increased its petroleum production from oil fields in the 
vulnerable Barents Sea in the Arctic, as well as in Algeria, 
Angola, Azerbaijan, Brazil, Canada, Nigeria, and more. Following 
the money of a rich nation on an environmental mission 
of bettering the world is also instructive. Take, for example, 
the significant funds used to purchase Clean Development 
Mechanism certificates, which initiated emission-reduction 
projects in the Global South to be counted as greenhouse gas 
emission reduction in Norway.9 And it is hard to find critical 
literature about the international investments of the nation’s 
prime owner of “green” hydro-electric power, Statkraft (state 
power). Its various developments in the wilderness of countries 
like Nepal, India, Brazil, Chile, and Peru have hardly been 
questioned in Norway. The point is not to insinuate conspiracy 
or even that the truth is hidden from Norwegian citizens, but 
instead to note that the Norwegian self-understanding of being 
environmentally good to the world creates a certain form of 
national self-righteousness and complacency that hinders 
critical investigation into what is actually going on.10

“Climate hypocrites” is how CNN recently portrayed Norway 
by pointing to the paradox of the nation’s petroleum financing 
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environmentalism.11 The environmental activists who make 
up the small Green Party in Norway could not agree more. By 
speaking truth to power, Green Party leaders have made it 
clear that they want to stop the greenwashing. In the words 
of their most well-known representative, they “don’t want 
to support a government that continues to explore new oil. 
That would be hypocrisy.”12 Standing up in this way to the 
nation’s powerful petroleum lobby has led the Parliament to 
decide that the massive Government Pension Fund of Norway 
should divest from fossil fuels and invest more in renewable 
energy. This decision was picked up by major news outlets 
and environmental NGOs around the world, as the fund is the 
world’s largest with over US$1.15 trillion in assets, including 
1.5% of all stocks globally. “Huge, huge, huge win” for the divest 
movement, the founder of 350.org, Bill McKibben, tweeted to a 
largely American audience fed up with then-President Donald 
Trump’s environmental policies.13 As it turns out, the fine print of 
the Norwegian divestment plan was murky. Yet in the divided 
climate politics of the US—which are framed by binaries similar 
to those of the Cold War—it was a beacon of good news and an 
example to admire for Green New Deal advocates. Norwegian 
politicians tapped into a tradition in Norway to seek to shine 
as the world’s green do-gooders, powered by the money from 
the oil.

In the powerful Oslo Municipality, the Green Party is in a power-
broker position and they have sought to take the nation’s 
capital in a more sustainable direction. They have managed 
to enforce an environmental regime which is anything but 
symbolic, leading up to the city being awarded the European 
Green Capital of 2019. They are on track to turn Oslo into the 
first carbon neutral city in the world by 2030. This marks a 
positive shift away from environmentalism only being located 
within the foreign policy domain. Thanks to the Green Party, 
Norway has slowly begun to not only talk the talk but also walk 
the walk.

The question remains, however, how do we explain the 
Norwegian paradox of seeking to be environmentally sensitive 
while continuing to profit from polluting the world? How was 
the greenwashing of an entire nation possible? The answer 
lies in the national character: most Norwegians are perfectly 
comfortable using oil paint to color their nation in various 
shades of green. The way in which Norwegians individually 
learn to reconcile Norway’s split personality is played out across 
the nation’s landscape. For example, vacationing in remote 
mountain and fjord cottages is at the heart of Norwegian social 
life and the very core of Norwegian identity. Ask a Norwegian 

about their life in their cabin and you will be able to build an 
image of their deepest dreams and desires. As they see it, life 
and nature well beyond the city is morally superior and the 
source of everything good. When COVID-19 hit Norway and 
the government-imposed stay-at-home orders that prohibited 
travel to cabins, it was the equivalent of denying coastal 
Californians access to their beaches or American evangelicals 
access to church services. This national longing for nature 
in the remote is the key to understanding the paradoxical 
Norwegian approach to environmental issues: the pristine 
periphery serves in environmental debates as the model for 
the dirty center in need of change. The nation’s psychological 
condition can be mapped along a transect: mountains of virtue 
at one end and the polluted city in a valley at the other. 

Environmentalists, however, would likely readily admit that 
people actually living in Norway’s remote areas are not 
necessarily green idealists. As Kari Marie Norgaard has shown, 
the lives of those in small-town Norway are often far from 
ecologically self-sufficient, with many people living in denial of 
climate change.14 Yet the imagined life of Norway’s fishermen-
peasants still serves as an image of environmental self-
sufficiency. Such identity is constantly reinforced in Norwegian 
popular culture: some of Norway’s bestselling cultural exports 
in recent years include a memoir about catching large sharks in 
the pristine Norwegian Arctic archipelago of Vesterålen; a guide 
on chopping, stacking, and drying firewood the “Scandinavian 
way”; and a six-hour “slow TV” special on how to maintain a 
crackling fireplace.15 The simple life in remote places evokes a 
deep-seated Norwegian nostalgia. The dualism that lies at the 
heart of Norwegian identity is captured perfectly by biologist 
Dag Hessen, who wrote: “Soon Norway will not have any 
farmers and fishermen left, yet we are still a land of farmers 
and fishermen.”16
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The Green Around the Wall

p. 106–107: Aerial image of the Great Green Wall, Senegal © Google Earth and 
Maxar Technologies (2021), permitted use.

p. 108: Map by Jing Cao (2021), used with permission.

p. 110: Fenced Ferlo compound aerial view by Robert Levinthal, used with permission.

p. 113: Aerial image of Ethiopian church forest © Google Earth (2020), permitted use. 

Green Stuff

p. 116–117: The Critical Zone (2021) by Leslie Jingyu Zhang, used with permission.

p. 120–121: Sketches by Leslie Jingyu Zhang (2021), used with permission.

It's Not Easy Bein' Green

p. 37: Garden Color Table image from Carl Ludwig Willdenow, Grundriss der 
Kräuterkunde zu Vorlesungen (Haude und Spener, 1792). Courtesy Max Planck 
Institute for the History of Science Berlin, public domain.

p. 40–41: Color garden row plan and planting plan images from Gertrude Jekyll, 
Colour in the Flower Garden (London: Country Life/George Newnes, 1908), 205, 
210, public domain.

p. 42: “Emerald Green” from Royal Horticultural Society & British Colour Council, 
Horticultural Colour Chart (Printed by Henry Stone and Son, Ltd., 1938–1942). 
Courtesy The Athenaeum of Philadelphia Collections, public domain.

Viridic Disturbance: Reprogramming the Tools of Landscape Maintenance

p. 46: Image by Michael Geffel, used with permission.

p. 48–49: Drawings by Brian Osborn, used with permission.

p. 50–51: Aerial images by Michael Geffel, used with permission.

GOD: Greenspace-Oriented Development

p. 52–56: Images courtesy of Julian Bolleter, used with permission.

In Conversation with Noam Chomsky

p. 60: Image by Jackson Plumlee (2021), used with permission.

Throwing Shade at the Green New Deal

p. 66: 40-99 12th St © Google Maps, permitted use.

p. 69: “Average trends relative to population density of settlement in income, 
tree cover, and racial composition for US cities” by Robert McDonald, used  
with permission.

p. 70: Aerial views of Houston, Texas and Queens, New York © Google Earth, 
permitted use.

In Conversation with Robert D. Bullard

p. 74: Portrait courtesy of Robert D. Bullard, used with permission  
(cropped & altered).

The Green (and Environmentally Just) New Deal

p. 84–93: Images by Jackson Plumlee (2021), used with permission.

In Conversation with Tamara Toles O'Laughlin

p. 95: Portrait by Jackie Harris, courtesy of Tamara Toles O’Laughlin, used with 
permission (cropped & altered).

Greenwashing a Nation

p. 100: Greenwashing (2021) by Leslie Jingyu Zhang, used with permission.

Endpapers

The Hungry Lion Throws Itself on the Antelope (1905) by Henri Rousseau,  
public domain. 

Editorial

p. 4: Green (2020) by Georg Bautz, used with permission.

The Color of Yearning

p. 6: Embroidery Woman (1817) by Georg Friedrich Kersting, public domain.

p. 9: Napoleon in Vines (2021) by Samuel Ridge, used with permission.

Green Screens in Eight Channels

p. 10: Image by Samuel Ridge (2021), used with permission.
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