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Abstract 

 
The Arctic region is changing. This is an oft-cited statement researcher, policy-makers and the 

general public say about the Arctic. But who can change the Arctic order? This academic paper 

is interested in determine Greenland’s role and ‘actorness’ in this changeable region. Adopting an 

interpretivist approach, I advocate to embrace the narrative turn in IR as a useful move to 

understand how Greenland, as a sub-state regional entity, can enhance its agency capacity in 

Arctic affairs. Using phronetical case study, govermentality and narrative analysis as main 

methodologies, this study decipher how the Arctic governance has changed and been shaped by 

different narratives and governmental practices. Greenland’s possibilities to exercise more power 

have been analysed through the lenses of ontological security theory because this theory is 

intimately related to human agency. However, this theory presents several challenges that must 

be overcome by doing a revision of the theory. The final results are discusses in a reflexive manner 

adopting four phronetical value-rational questions that policy-makers should take into account 

when planning any relevant strategic action, such as Greenland’s visibility and empowerment in 

Arctic affairs. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

  1.1. Greenland and the Arctic  

 
Greenland and the Arctic region grows in interest for every year to pass. The forces of 

globalization have (apparently) reached this ultimate corner of the World. Certain actors state that 

the Arctic region is changing, which brings concerns about the future of the region and how to 

tackle its challenges and governance. 

This situation can bring some uncertainty for a small and scarce populated country as Greenland. 

This remotely located territory is forced to not only govern and develop its nation internally but 

also to engage in economic and political relations with old and new actors with general interests 

in the Arctic and specific interests in Greenland. 

So, with all this phenomena going on, I am asking, is Greenland willing to shape the Arctic? 

 

 

  1.2. Research problem and motivations  
 

 

The research problem tackled in this study is to understand how a sub-state regional entity can 

enhance or empower its agency capacity in international politics. 

By sub-state regional entity I mean all territorial governmental entities that are not endowed with 

state sovereignty rights. Concretely, Greenland is the sub-state regional entity chosen to study. 

Taking Sejersen’s (2015, p.43) definition of agency as ““the potential to seize, create, develop 

and pursue opportunities as well as change, create, negotiate and develop policy”; inevitably 

raises the question of how to theorize and analyse change: What is change? Can change be actively 

pursued? If so, by what means? 

As this study will show, Greenlanders want to enhance their decision-making capacity in Arctic 

affairs, to the point to have the authority of a sovereign state. Making decisions in the international 

sphere is indeed relatively easy for sovereign states since the international norms and costume 

endows them with “international potestas or authority” (Holsti, 2018, p.187). However, the 

material power to make decisions in foreign affairs is legally construed for sub- state regional 

entities, such as Greenland. 

With that said, my presumption is that Greenland plays in disadvantage compared to other 

sovereign states and international organization with interest in the Arctic. 
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If Greenlanders want to enhance their decision-making capabilities, it may entail to alter some 

practices or make some structural changes in the Arctic governance. 

The problem raises whenever to find satisfactory studies that analyses how sub-state regional 

entities can enhance their agency capacities and make change happen. 

There are plenty of studies about sub-state regional entities’ agency capacity in international 

settings; mostly studies of paradiplomacy. The neologism paradiplomacy appeared in the 1980s 

derived from theories of federalism to explain the international involvement of  American federal 

states (Aguirre, 1999, p.185). Keohane and Nye’s theoretical contributions with notions such as 

‘transnationalism’ and ‘complex interdependency’ laid the foundations to “interpret and analyze 

the increasing international involvement of federated states” (Aguirre, 1999, p.187). 

Paradiplomatic studies deal with notions of sovereignty and international governance that, 

traditionally presumed to be carried by states, are being challenged by the rising power of 

subnational governments in the globalized and interconnected world we live in. 

The first case studies of paradiplomacy presented research limitations, weak theorization and 

conceptualization (Kuznetsov, 2015, p.36). Although the quality of paradiplomatic studies 

enhanced with the pioneering contribution of political scientist scholars during the 1980s, the 

majority of paradiplomatic studies are descriptive case studies (Kuznetsov, 2015, p.37) that try to 

answer what are the “causes and consequences of constituent diplomacy” of subnational entities 

(Kuznetsov, 2015, p.43). In other words, we miss the how questions (i.e. how can sub- national 

units gain or uphold agency capacity), I am interested to answer that. 

As previously said, Greenland is the case to study. According to Kristensen and Rahbek- 

Clemmensen (2018, p.3) there is a general lack in the literature about Greenland’s role and 

practices in the governance of the Arctic region. This study is motivated to make a contribution 

to the literature. 

Moreover, little information is to be found in official documents. The Greenlandic Government 

and Parliament have very few (if none) documents explaining the strategies or guidelines of 

Greenland’s foreign affairs. This is, however, understandable since security, defence and  foreign 

affairs are competences still in the hands of Denmark, leaving room for the Government of 

Greenland (henceforth GovGr) to engage in external relations when decisions will interfere with 

Greenland’s competences (such as fisheries and mineral extractions). 

However, Greenland has been studied in more vivacity in areas of cultural identity, the Danish 

colonial practices and the independence process per se (Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, 

p.3). 
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Additionally, studying Greenland could improve the general studies of modern paradiplomacy. 

Paradiplomatic studies have “mainly focused on regions within developed countries” both of 

federal states (United States of America, Belgium, Germany) or states with full-pledge 

autonomous governments (Canadian provinces or the Spanish autonomías) “whose main relations 

to foreign entities revolve around low politics issues” (Kristensen & Rahbek- Clemmensen, 2018, 

p.2). However, the GovGr deals with ‘high politics’ being next to or behind the Danish delegates 

in international forums of the Arctic. 

 

 
  1.3. Aim of the study and research questions  

 
 

Concretely, the aim of the study is to: 
 

- (1st) Identify the main narratives of the Arctic and understand how they contribute to 

maintain or change the practices of governmentality in the Arctic region. 

- (2nd) Determine Greenland’s positioning towards the main narratives and practices of 

governmentality, by knowing who they are and what do they desire for the Arctic. 

- (3rd) Explain by what mechanisms of power Greenland, as a non-state actor, can 

influence in the Arctic. 

 

 
The research questions will be as follow: 

 

1. What explains the emergence of the current form of governance in the Arctic? 
 

2. What is Greenland’s role in Arctic affairs? 
 

3. How can Greenland make changes in the Arctic governance? 
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Chapter II. Research design and methodology 
 

 

This chapter outlines the research design by exploring the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions as well as the methodologies and methods selected to analyse the collection of data. 

Lastly it enumerates the limitations and challenges this academic paper faces. 

 

 
  2.1. Ontological and empistemological assumptions  

 
 

The aim of the study clearly recognize the importance of narratives as a key element to understand 

the governmental practices and political changes in the Arctic region. Thus, this study adopts what 

Della Porta and Keating (2008, p.24-25) call a more interpretivist approach  as opposed to a 

positivist approach. 

Interpretivism emphasize the important role of the social researcher as a reflexive actor that 

interpret the meanings “people within society give of [the phenomena]” (Della Porta & Keating, 

2008, p.25). 

Concretely, this study embrace the narrative turn in social research as an acceptable and 

alternative way of knowing for the purpose to widen the “acceptance of alternative 

epistemologies” (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007, p.7). Interpretivist approaches emphasizes the role of 

case studies in delivering holistic data that, in most cases, are presented in form of narratives 

(Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.30). 

Narrative inquiry can equally be conducted as a method or as a phenomena of study (Pinnegar & 

Daynes, 2007, p.5). As a method, narrative inquiry is not a novelty in IR studies. On the contrary, 

vast studies undertake narrative or discourse analysis as legitimate methods and/or methodologies 

in IR. However, this thesis does not only do narrative analysis but also tries to identify the 

narratives of the Arctic and use them as unit of analysis “to unearth underlying assumptions” as 

well as to “better understand the ever-present value dimension in policy conflict” (Jones & 

McBeth, 2010, p.337). In this academic paper narrative inquiry is conducted as a phenomena of 

study. This approach, thus, rely on to a great extent in previous studies that have undertaken 

narrative and discursive analysis of Greenland and the Arctic. 

This study tries to demonstrate “the usefulness of narrative techniques not only as academic study 

but also for applied policy analysis” (Jones & McBeth, 2010, p.336). Narrative inquiry as 

phenomena of study could eventually help policy-makers tackle the research problem of 

understanding how Greenland could enhance its agency capacity. For this, the researcher needs 

to adopt a reflexive turn and discuss the “values and interests aimed at praxis, that is, to 
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contribute to the realization of a better society” (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.32). Moreover, 

phronesis endows case studies with the reflexive turn that is needed in interpretivist analysis 

(Brown, 2012, p.445). 

I argue that phronetical case study articulated by Bent Flyvbjerg is a well-suited methodology; 

the ‘missing tool’ to conduct narrative inquiry in IR. 

 

 
  2.2. Phronetical case study  

 
 

Case study is a methodology used to acquire context-dependent knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2006, 

p.221) by investigating a particular phenomenon in its real life context, as oppose to experiments 

that isolate the investigation from the external world. 

Although case studies have contributed to great part of what we know today about the social  and 

political world, there is a craving to find out how case studies can be empirically performed 

(Vennesson, 2008, p.223-224). Generally, case studies are underrated and underappreciated in 

social sciences. It is of common understanding that case studies do not fit into the general 

epistemological framework focused on data collection, testing, reliability, verification and 

generalization (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p.221; Venesson, 2008, p.224). That is the reason why multiple 

scholars such as Vennesson (2008) try to identify a design that empirically accommodates case 

studies. 

Flyvbjerg (2006) advocates to set aside the empirical connotations of case studies, proper of 

positivist approaches, to instead embrace a phronetical turn. This is a problematic move since 

phronesis goes beyond episteme (scientific knowledge) and techne (know-how or technical 

knowledge) (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.2). Episteme (in Aristotelian notions) is non-reflexive acquisition 

of knowledge, which is imperative for positivist studies (Brown, 2012, p.445), but phronesis is 

unavoidably reflexive making it a good ‘virtue of thought’ in interpretivist studies that highlight 

the importance of the researcher’s reflexivity to make interpretations of the social phenomena 

(Brown, 2012, p.445). 

Since this study dwells with notions of change, how critical events make the actors involve to act 

differently and how to enhance one’s agency capacity, I think that a phronetical discussion of the 

empirical analysis is needed in order to interpret and reflex upon a specific political situation –in 

this case, Greenland’s actorness in Arctic affairs. 

Phronesis is an Aristotelian concept that means prudence or practical wisdom (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 

p.2). As Aristotle puts it (cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.2) phronesis is a “true state, reasoned, and 

capable of action with regard to things that are good or bad for man” (emphasis added). In sum, 
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phronesis has an agentic component, concretely the art of making judgements and decisions as a 

virtuous (political) actor. Phronesis is the study of the particular over the general (Flyvbjerg, 2004, 

p.288), making it suitable for case studies. 

The aim of phronetical studies is to “clarify values, interests, and power relations in planning as 

a basis for praxis” (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p.289). However, classical studies of phronesis do not 

incorporate the notion of power (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.3; Flyvbjerg, 2004, p.284). I share Flyvbjerg’s 

opinion (2001, p.88; 2004, p.284) that the concept of power is central in contemporary studies of 

social science, especially in IR. 

Flyvbjerg (2001, 2004) argues that a good phronetical case study should bring answers to the 

following value-rational questions: 

(1) Where are we going? 
 

(2) Who gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?1
 

 

(3) Is this development desirable? 
 

(4) What, if anything, should we do about it?2
 

 

Because phronesis planning research is problem-driven rather than method-driven (Flyvbjerg, 

2004, p.291), the grounding problem with a phronetic case studies is the lack of methodological 

guidance. To the extent that Flyvbjerg considers that 

the primary issue for phronetic planning research is to arrive at research that effectively 

answers the four value-rational questions as a basis for action. The method employed to 

provide such answers is of secondary importance, in the sense that the method will be 

decided by the specific research problems at hand (2004, p.291). 

To use ‘softer’ methods in social research should not necessarily derive in a poorer design 

research, especially in interpretivist studies because the researcher is prone to “modify the design 

while the research is in progress” as the implementation and research design are “interlinked with 

continuous feedbacks” (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.29). 

 

 
 

 

1 Just for the sake of clarification Flyvbjerg (2004, p.290) point out the “question (2), the power question, 

is what distinguishes, in particular, contemporary from classical phronesis, and phronetic planning research 

from other types of such research”. 

2 Just for the sake of clarity Flyvbjerg (2004, p.290 points out: “the ‘we’ referred to in questions (1) and 

(4) consists of those planning researchers asking the questions and those who share the concerns of the 

researchers, including people in the community or planning organization under study. Thus the ‘we’ will 

always be situated in relation to a specific context. Furthermore, when there is a ‘we’ there is also usually 

a ‘they’, especially when issues get constructed in adversarial terms, which often happens in the planning 

conflicts planning researchers examine. Phronetic planning research takes into account both the ‘we’ and 

the ‘they’”. 
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Nonetheless, Flyvbjerg shares some methodological guidance (Flyvbjerg, 2004, pp.290-302). 

However, these guidelines should not be taken as imperative conditions: there are other ways to 

practice phronetic planning research (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p.290). 

After reading important works of Aristotle, Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, Clifford Geertz, 

Alasdair MacIntyre, and Richard Rorty; Flyvbjerg (2004, p.291) concludes that the phronetic 

researcher has to pay attention to the following matters: 

(1) Focus on values 
 

(2) Place power at the core of analysis 
 

(3) Get close to reality 
 

(4) Emphasize “little things” 

 

(5) Look at practice before discourse 
 

(6) Study cases and contexts 
 

(7) Ask “How?”, do narrative 
 

(8) Move beyond agency and structure 
 

(9) Do dialog with a polyphony of voices 
 

I will try to follow Flyvbjerg’s guiding points3. For this, I need to incorporate other 

methodological elements. Concretely, I find Foucault’s definition of power and his studies of 

governmentality as fitted methodologies. This selection is not arbitrary, Flyvbjerg (2001) makes 

use of Foucault’s thinking in his phronetical study. 

 

 
  2.3. Governmentality and Power: A Foucauldian approach  

 
 

It is not until recently that some Foucauldian scholars (Larner & Walters 2004; Perry & Maurer, 

2003; Walters & Haahr, 2005) have shown interest to employ a governmentality analytics in their 

research within the domain of international, supranational and transnational organisations. 

Governmentality is the study of the activities of the government. The government is a cluster of 

entities that tries to rationally shape, control or regulate human conduct (Dean, 2010, p.18). In 

Dean’s words: 

 

 
 

3 For a more detailed information about the nine guiding points, consult: Flyvbjerg, B., 2004. Phronetical 

planning research: Theoretical and methodological reflections. Planning Theory and Practice, vol. 5, no. 

3, pp. 291-300. 
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Government is any more or less calculated and rational activity4, undertaken by any 

multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques and forms of 

knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct by working through the desires, aspirations, 

interests and beliefs of various actors, for definite but shifting ends and with a diverse set 

of relatively unpredictable consequences, effects and outcomes (2010, p.18, emphasis 

added). 

The end of governmentality is to maintain ordered and happy subject(s). The number of subjects 

can vary from oneself up to the whole planet. Governments of states in modern times want to 

control (at least) the populations within their borders. 

In summary, governmentality is the art of government. It is the linkage of gouverner, as the 

conducts to control; and mentalité, as the modes of thought (i.e. the set of values/beliefs/desires 

that legitimatize your way of reason). According to Lemke (2000, p.2) this linkage of gouverner 

and mentalité proves that the technologies of power cannot be studied “without an analysis of the 

political rationality underpinning them”. 

It is interesting to read how Dean links rationality with the question of values, as understood in 

phronesis. He states “[t]he rational attempt to shape conduct implies […] the attempt to make 

oneself accountable for one’s own actions” (Dean, 2010, p.19). Thus, governments examine 

whether their actions are “good, virtuous or appropriate” according to their rationalities “so that 

he or she may be better able to govern” (Dean, 2010, p.19). 

In other words, there are different ways of systematic and rational thinking depending on the 

(multiple) formal bodies of knowledge different cluster of actors in a shared space have 

experienced. The conclusion is that an actor’s governmental practices reflects the values of the 

community the actor represent (mentalité); on top of that I argue that biographical narratives are 

the verbal expression of this rationality/mentality. The practices undertaking (gouverner) in other 

to shape, change or improve ourselves is what we call the ‘practices of government’. The 

governmental practices are, thus, the outcome of agency (i.e. actor’s making action) that, in certain 

occasions, is used to make change happen. 

When in a shared space (such as the Arctic region) the actors involved have different rational- 

value understandings (i.e. different visions of how to shape the conducts in the Arctic regions) 

they will sooner or later turn out in different political games of power (i.e. who has the legitimacy 

to decide how the Arctic region will be shaped). 

 

 

 
 

4 Rationality is “any form of thinking which strives to be relatively clear and explicit about aspects of 

‘external’ or ‘internal’ existence, about how things are or how they ought to be” (Dean, 2010, pp.18-19). 
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By thinking of power, Foucault emphasises strategies over sovereignty, domination and law 

(Flyvbjerg 2001, p.118,120). 

This conceptualization of power brings a new analytical approach. Among other things, what is 

on focus is power relations rather than power per se, this power is embedded in discourses and 

practices; as a consequence power is depersonalized and de-essentialized (Epstein, 2008, p.3). 

Thus, the aim of this study is not to answer the traditional questions of ‘Who’, ‘What’ or ‘Where’, 

but instead ‘How’. The question of ‘How’ is concrete and context-dependent, it focuses on the 

processes instead of the structures (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.118). Foucault’s intention, however, is not 

to diminish the importance of the ‘what’, ‘who’ a ‘where’ questions (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.118-119). 

He just try to incorporate a, until then, forgotten sphere of the issue. 

Flyvbjerg names several traditional authors concerned with power5. Although these authors 

differs in their understanding of power, they “do all share a concern with power in terms of 

possession, sovereignty, and control” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p.116). They conceptualize power as an 

entity, something you possess. 

However, Foucault’s conception of power involves exercise rather than possession (Flyvbjerg 

2001, p.117). Power drifts apart from the conventional realist or sovereign rationality as an entity, 

a property, a ‘thing’ that can be possessed and wielded (Epstein, 2008, p.3). As Foucault states 

(cited in Epstein, 2008, p.3) “power passes through individuals. It is not applied to them”. 

Foucault’s definition of power is as follows: “power is not an institution, and not a structure; 

neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex 

strategical situation in a particular society” (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.117). He understands power as a 

cluster of relations (Livholts & Tamboukou, 2015, p.14). As Gordon depicts it: 

Power is only power […] when addressed to individuals who are free to act in one way 

or another […] it presupposes rather than annuls their capacity as agents; it acts upon, and 

through, an open set of practical and ethical possibilities. […] [P]ower in a society is 

never a fixed and closed regime, but rather an endless and open strategic game (1991, 

p.5). 

A key question is “how is power exercised?” (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.118). Power “induces pleasure, 

forms knowledge, produces discourse” therefore power is a source of legitimacy and not only a 

negative force of prohibition (Foucault, 1980, p.119, emphasis added). If we appreciate 

inequalities in power relations, we must trace them back “to their actual material functioning” 

 

 
 

5 Concretely, these authors are: Robert Dahl, Floyd Hunter, G. William Domhoff, Peter Bachrach, Morton 

Baratz, Steven Lukes and Nicolas Poulantzas. 



19  

(Flyvbjerg 2001, p.121). In other words, top-down domination or hegemony shall be taken as an 

effect and not as the point of departure of empirical analysis of power (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.121). 

 

 
  2.4. Methods  

 
 

Both primary and secondary sources of data are used in this study. 

 

Concretely, these sources compound anterior studies of IR or political scholars published in 

scientific journals or academic books; documents released by governments or international 

institutions; newspapers; international declarations, interviews and legislation. 

Most of the data collected stem from secondary sources. Thus, the primarily method used to 

analyze the qualitative data is by conducting secondary analysis of qualitative data. This method 

allows the researcher “to mine data that were not examined by the primary investigators or that 

new interpretations may be possible” (Bryman, 2012, p.586). In this thesis, the collected data has 

been used to give a new interpretation framed within the theoretical and methodological design 

of the study because, as constructionism and interpretivist approaches advocate, “knowledge is 

filtered through the theory the researcher adopts” (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.24). 

Several advantages go with undertaking secondary analysis of qualitative data. Firstly, a master 

student does not have the same possibilities as a reputable researcher to produce a good set of 

primary data of high quality (Bryman, 2012, p.312). Secondary, using secondary data save time 

and costs (Bryman, 2012, p.312). 

However, a limited number of data is collected directly by the researcher through two methods: 

semi-structured interviews and self-completion questionnaire. These two methods are very similar 

being the main distinction that in the letter method the interviewer is absent because the 

interviewee answer to the questions alone in written form previously handed by the interviewer 

by e-mail (Bryman, 2012, p.233). 

The 5 July 2018, I invited seven key persons in relation to Greenland’s foreign affairs to 

participate in a semi-structured interview by either telephone or skype. Of these, Mr. Dhal and 

Mrs. Chemnitz Larsen accepted my invitation, and Mrs. Motzfeldt accepted to be interviewed by 

answering written questions by e-mail. 

In a semi-structured interview, the interviewer prepares a set of questions as a guideline, however 

conversation shall be flexible, having its own flow, by centering the attention to how the 

interviewee “frames and understands issues and events” (Bryman, 2012, p.471). 
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The conversations were recorded and transcribed. The data reflected in the transcription was 

analyzed following a narrative analysis in order to develop empirical knowledge that was 

impossible to find by other means to answer the research questions (Bryman, 2012, p.473). 

Concretely, to answer the 4 value-rational questions of phronetical case study. In orther words, 

the questions asked in the interviews had the purpose to construct the Greenlandic biographical 

narrative of what is the Arctic and how it should we governed. In other words, what do 

Greenlanders tell about the Arctic and what is their impression of the current practices of policy-

decision and policy-making. 

A clear limitation in conducting a limited number of interviews is the fact of how valid are the 

narratives extracted in the interviews in representing the whole Greenlandic society. Indeed, the 

three interviewers do not faithfully represent the ‘polyphony of stories’ of the Greenlandic 

community (compound of almost 60.000 individuals). However, Mrs. Motzfeldt and Mrs. 

Chemnitz Larsen are each a politician of the two biggest parties in Greenland, and Mr. Dahl 

compile the purely indigenous perspective. 

Almost non relevant documentation are available (Greenlandic authorities have almost nothing 

published about their foreign relations). This is one of the reasons that led me to do interviews, 

i.e. to have some primary data in order to analyze Greenland’s narratives of the Arctic and 

biographical narratives of who they are. 

 

 
  2.5. Limitations  

 
 

This study addresses an extremely broad and complex phenomena in a construed space. The 

analysis and results shed in this academic paper cannot deliver a complete and in-depth 

understanding of the phenomena. Instead, the significance of this study relies on the  researcher’s 

(limited) reflexive analysis of the complex phenomena. 

This analytical approach might raise questions about the reliability and validity of the study. 

However, this sort of studies are not primarily concerned over the repeatability of the results 

(undermining the importance of being reliable) instead reliability can best be overcome in form 

of respondent validation (Bryman, 2012, p.390-391). Unfortunately, and due to spatial and 

temporal limitations, the results of this study has not passed the scrutiny and revision of the actors 

involved (Greenlandic policy-makers, politicians, etc.). However, this study make use of an array 

of different methodologies and undergoes a theoretical discussions as ways to increase the 

reliability of the results (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.37). This technique is called triangulation 

(Bryman, 2012, p.390,392). 
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In addition, this study present limitations in term of establishing clear-cutting boundaries of the 

scope of study. Firstly, it is not my purpose to delimit the boundaries of the Arctic region, when 

adopting a narrative turn the researcher should let the different narratives tell what is the Arctic 

(and then interpret the extension of it) rather than pre-establishing the boundaries of the Arctic 

region. Secondly, the notion of Arctic governance shall remain diffused and general in scope since 

the aim of the study is to keep a holistic and macro-level analysis of the international political 

activities in the Arctic region. However, the study gravitates toward Greenland’s actorness in the 

region meaning that certain institutions or activities in which Greenland does not have an 

important participation (such as the Barents Euro-Arctic Cooperation) will be ignored. Thirdly, it 

is a tedious work to delimit the boundaries of Greenland’s foreign affairs capacities in the Arctic. 

Although Denmark and Greenland have a clear-cut division of competences on paper, in practice 

one matter of Arctic governance could be interpreted as belonging to both Denmark and 

Greenland. Therefore, when studying Greenland’s actorness the researcher cannot cut off 

Denmark’s role and solely focus on Greenland’s actions in Arctic affairs. 

Another limitation is the novelty of using phronetical case studies in IR. According to Flyvbjerg 

(2004) phronetical case study is a methodology suited to analyse micro-level phenomena. Instead, 

this academic paper challenges the presumed inadequacy of conducting phronetical case studies 

in macro-level phenomena, such as the current forms of Arctic governance and Greenland’s 

actorness in the region. 

Lastly, this academic paper uses Foucault’s studies about power and governmentality that, most 

of the times, are difficult to grasp, awake criticism, scepticism and uncertainty (Fimyar, 2008, 

p.4). His methodologies and methods are conspicuous by its absence and his concept are not well 

defined or suspect of changing meaning over time (Livholts & Tamboukou, 2015, p.4). Thus, this 

study may awake the same scientific scepticism. 
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Chapter III. Theoretical discussion 
 

 

This chapter explores the theory of ontological security. But first it undergoes a theoretical 

discussion around the notion of change by criticizing the narrowness of the agent-structure 

dichotomy and advocating to include narratives as a unit of analysis to explain the phenomenology 

of change. 

In the second section, I will present the theory of ontological security. The main reason to choose 

this theory is because ontological security is intimately related to human agency (Krahmann, 

2018, p.358). The bottom line is that when the level of ontological security decreases, it will be 

difficult –if not impossible– for the actor to exercise its agency in a proper manner. Moreover, 

OST is a promising theory that encompasses the phenomena of change, narratives and uncertainty. 

Furthermore, Flockhart (2016, p.801) preaches that OST could help to overcome the constructivist 

codetermination. 

However, OST presents some challenges. Firstly, the key concepts are generally poorly 

conceptualized which bring confusion, especially when different authors make use of the same 

concepts while giving different meanings. It is not my purpose to do a revision of all the key 

concepts, but I find indispensable to review and make clear what we understand by narratives and 

self-identity. 

 

 
  3.1. What is Change?  

 
 

The majority of IR studies (and theories) stress continuity above change (Flockhart, 2016, p.799). 

However, after the end of the Cold War, several IR scholars published studies “on how to 

understand change and power transitions”6 (Sinha, 2016, p.195). As Holsti (1998, p.2) argues, IR 

theory is “in the throes of a major theoretical reorganization precisely because change, whether 

in speed, organizational types, or processes, seems to be ubiquitous in the contemporary world”. 

However, IR scholars neither agree on what is change nor how to identify it (Holsti, 1998, p.2). 

I share Sinha’s (2016, pp.195-196) argument that realism and power transition theories do not 

adequately explain the mechanism of slow-moving change; instead the attention is drawn to 

“radical, discontinuous, violent” as well as “revolutionary and large-scale systemic factors”. As 

 

 

6 Some of them are Barry Buzan, R. J. Barry Jones, Robert Jervis, T. V. Paul, Robert Gilpin, Ole Holsti, 

Randolph Silverson, Alexander George, John Ruggie, James N. Rosenau, Jonathan M. DiCicco, Jack S. 

Levy (Sinha, 2016, p.195). 
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opposed, this thesis focuses on a different approach of change in accordance with Foucault’s 

notion of power. According to Foucault, what is dominant in power relations are not the big 

radical breaks such as revolutions but instead the conglomeration of multiple mobile and 

temporarily point of resistance that, ultimately, “produce changeable fragmentations and 

regroupings” (Flyvbjerg 2001, p.122). 

My point of departure lays on the constructivism thinking. In addition, constructivism has an 

inherent normative aspiration to explain change and the premise is that “change is possible 

through the mutually constitutive relationship between structure and agency” (Flockhart, 2016, 

p.800). 

Constructivism is a grand theory with several different approaches. However, one core 

assumption is that agent and structure are mutually constituted and influence each other (Reus- 

Smit, 2005, p.197). 

In theory, the agent’s practices can eventually change the structure; and through structural change, 

agents may change their identities (Flockhart, 2016, p.800). Finally, agent’s interests may also 

change through “social processes of interaction” among them (Flockhart,  2016, p.800). 

Despite of this, constructivism is better at “explaining stability than change” (Finnemore & 

Sikkink, 1998, p.888). I argue that one of the reasons is that the narrowed ontology of agent- 

structure dichotomy is unsatisfying and insufficient when studying change (Suganami, 1999, 

p.373). 

The agent-structure dichotomy means that “while everything in the human-created world is an 

effect of agency and action these effects create social structures – institutions, rules, roles, 

practices, identities and patterns of social interaction – which in turn contextualise, influence, 

constrain and enable action” (Roberts, 2006, pp.710-711). 

Generally speaking, in all theories of IR, the agency-structure dichotomy are kept in their 

theoretical assumption (Roberts, 2006, p.710). The origins of this thinking stem from 

‘structurationists’ and ‘critical realist’ such as Anthony Giddens, Margaret Archer, and Roy 

Baskher “who have striven to develop a non-reductionist and non-deterministic account of the 

autonomy of social structures” (Roberts, 2006, p.710). 

However, as Flockhart (2016, p.801) argues, constructivist theory suffers of ‘codetermination’. 

This means that “concepts are seen simultaneously as sources of stability and sources of change, 

yet without it being clear what motivates agents to switch from one to the other”. 

Therefore I criticize the agent-structure dichotomy and advocate for the incorporation of 

narratives as a key element to theorize over the phenomena of change. As Suganami states, 
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what we have here then is a modified form of structurationism, with agents, structures 

and narratives shaping one another in a complex relationship, where narratives, in turn, 

will encompass the ‘remarkable trinity’ of mechanistic processes, chance factors and 

deliberate actions (1999, p.379). 

Flockhart (2016, p.801) preaches that OST could help to overcome the constructivist 

codetermination. But, before entering in the discussion of the theory, we need to define the 

concept of change. 

The conceptualization of change in this study is two-folded. On the one hand we find passive 

change, and on the other hand, active change. This categorization of change is inspired by 

Flockhart’s (2016, p.806) differentiation of external and internal sources of change. 

Passive change is prompted by sources that are external to the agent. Adopting Suganami’s 

understanding of the social world, change is accompanied by deterministic or stochastic factors 

that leads to the “transformation of the existing milieu” (Flockhart, 2016, p.810). Deterministic 

factors of change are the disruption of a given ‘order’ by the transformation of material and/or 

ideal structures such as the outbreak of war, the dissolution or creation of an international 

organization, a normative change, a new hegemonic discourse or narrative. Stochastic factors of 

change are random, coinciding or ‘out of control’ with no clear causal relation and difficult (if not 

impossible) to trace the source of origin. Stochastic factors of change become relevant when 

communities pay extra attention to certain events and give them a special meaning (usually 

producing negative or shocking feelings) resulting in disruptive events. Thus, ‘dislocatory events’ 

can be important stochastic sources of change because they interrupt the ongoing, routinized 

practices of agents (Flockhart, 2016, p.809). 

Steele (2008, p.12) states that a critical event can be identified when: 1) it affect a “substantial 

number of individuals”; 2) they are largely unpredicted, and, 3) these situations “threaten identity 

because agents perceive that something can begin it be done to eliminate them”. 

Active change is prompted by internal sources of the agent. Adopting Suganami’s understanding 

of the social world, change is accompanied by voluntaristic factors. Agents do things, we usually 

call this ‘doing of things’ practices or actions. Some of the actions are intended to “transform the 

existing milieu” to “bring […] the desired change” (Flockhart, 2016, p.810,811). Voluntaristic 

factors of change are the agent’s reflexive and intentional actions aimed to make change happen. 

In other words, it is the “desirable ‘strategic’ change” (Flockhart, 2016, p.809) so close related to 

Foucault’s notion of power. 

I define active change in IR as one (or several) actor(s)’s (mainly states) desire to craft or 

manipulate the political structure (materially or ideationally) at the supra-national level. 
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Source(s)  

Characteristics   

Result  

I wrote in parenthesis ‘mainly states’ because the current international governmental practices 

and international norms do not endow any actor but sovereign states of “international potestas or 

authority” (Holsti, 2018, p.187). So, as realists would argue, sub-national entities (such as the 

GovGr) do not have the same material power to make decisions in foreign affairs. 

I define passive change in IR as the array of external factors (deterministic and stochastic) that 

prompt material and/or normative change(s) in an international setting. 

 

 
Figure 1. Display of the differentiation of active and passive change. 

 

  Active Change Passive Change  

 
Inside the Agent 

Voluntaristic factors 

Outside the Agent 

Deterministic factors 

Stochastic factors 

Planned and desirable change 

Reflexive-driven (voluntaristic) 

Emergent change 
 

Structural-driven (deterministic) 

Event-driven (stochastic) 

Interpreted as a positive and 

strategic change. 

The transformation benefit the 

agent’s interest and/or reaffirm its 

ontological security. 

Interpreted as a negative, disruptive 

and out-of-control change when it 

does not benefit the agent’s interest 

or supposed a threat to its 

ontological security. 

Interpreted as a positive change 

when the transformation benefit the 

agent’s interests or reaffirm its 

ontological security. 

Source: of own creation. 

 

 

  3.2. Ontological Security Theory  
 
 

This section is devoted to undertake a critical review of OST by clarifying the meaning of three 

key concepts: narratives, uncertainty and self-identity. 



26 
 

But first, a quick overview of what ontological security is all about. 

 

Ontological security has its roots in the field of psychoanalysis when Doctor R. D. Laing 

developed this concept back in the 1950s. Anthony Giddens brought the concept into the field  of 

social science back in the 1980s. Ultimately, this concept was introduced to the field of IR by the 

separate works of Brent Steele and Jennifer Mitzen a couple of years after the 09/11 event. 

However, before Mitzen and Steele, several IR scholars already had used the concept of 

ontological security: Jeffrey Huysmans (1998), McSweeney (1999), Manners (2002) and Katarina 

Kinnvall (2004). 

For Laing (Laing, 1990, p.39) an ontologically secure person is the one that “have a sense of his 

presence in the world as a real, alive, whole, and, in a temporal sense, a continuous person”. 

His study partly gravitates towards how ontological insecurity causes incapacity, in the sense of 

not being able to take action. Thus, ontological insecurity undermines the actor’s agency- 

capacity. 

In IR, ontological security is understood as the ‘security of the self’ or ‘security of being’ instead 

of the classical definition of ‘security as survival’ (Flockhart, 2016, p.802; Kinnvall and Mitzen, 

2017, p.4). 

In a nutshell, OST studies how actors make sense of themselves and the world around them by 

situating the Self in a spatio-temporal continuum (Johansson-Nogués, 2018, p.530). This 

situatedness is articulated through narratives (Johansson-Nogués, 2018, p.530). 

Most ontological security scholars, including Mitzen and Steele, have focused on the 

securitization of identities as a way to reach ontological security. I argue that the theory needs a 

revision to move it away from the identity-based securitization approach stem from the 

Copenhagen School, and instead gear the theory towards a more governmental-based approach 

that focus on the anxieties of the Self when encountering situations of uncertainty derivate of 

passive changes. 

What I mean is that in certain occasions ontological security is about the actor’s certainty or 

insecurity of using its agency capacity to make active change(s) when facing stochastic (or 

deterministic) factors of change. In this sense, OST would be better suited both in Foucault’s 

thinking of power and governmentality as well as bestowing phronetical case studies on IR studies 

of macro-level phenomena. 

Returning to Laing’s theoretical thinking, an ontologically secure person is the one that is 

connected (or better said, to feel he/she is connected) with others and the world itself. Anthony 

Giddens (1991, p.5) introduced the idea that (biographical) narratives are the “reflexive project of 

the self” making “sense of ourselves and understand the world around us” (Livholts & 



27 
 

Tamboukou, 2015, p.194). In essence, a narrative is a “cognitive process by which the subject 

constructs meaningful realities” (Livholts & Tamboukou, 2015, p.41). It is the most important 

tool for actors to support their identities (Giddens, 1991, p.54), which will enhance the levels of 

the actor ontological security. 

Another way to put it, narratives act as a mechanism to control anxiety by providing ontological 

security to individuals by giving them meaning as part of a certain community (Berenskoetter, 

2014, p.270). 

When it comes to narratives, it is difficult to shed a definition7. One of the reasons is that the 

concept is re-conceptualized every time it is adapted to a new discipline (Livholts & Tamboukou, 

2015, p.6). An additional difficulty is the lack of strict or settled methodological frameworks for 

narrative analysis (Livholts & Tamboukou, 2015, p.7). 

However, it is of importance to make clear that the concept of narratives will be used at two level 

of analysis. 

Firstly, a narrative is understood in the broad sense as a story of something (place, event, other 

subject…). In this study we focus on the stories of the Arctic region stem from asking ‘what is 

the Arctic?’ My suggestion is that these narratives shape the governmental practices of the region 

and contribute to make change happen. Specifically, these narratives will be studied and analysed 

in Chapter V and Chapter VI. 

Secondly, a narrative is understood in a limited scope as a story of the Self, meaning that it is the 

story somebody (one person, a local community, a nation, etc.) tell about it/themselves. In this 

study we focus on the stories Greenlanders tell about themselves as Greenlanders and Arctic 

people stem from asking ‘what is Greenland? What is it to be a Greenlander? What is the Arctic?’ 

My suggestion is that these narratives of the community help to understand the Self- identity (or 

personal identity) framed in OST. I will call these narratives of the community as biographical 

narratives. 

I find Felix Berenskoetter’s conceptualization of biographical narratives an interesting 

interpretation that suits well with the phronetical approach of the study. Felix Berenskoetter’s 

(2014) article ‘Parameters of a National Biography’ studies the nation-state through the lenses of 

biographical narratives adopting a phenomenological approach8. Phenomenological scholars 

 

 

 

7 For a more detailed information, consult: Hyvärinen, M., 2010. Revisiting the narrative turns. Life 

Writing, 7(1), pp.69–8. 

 

8 Berenskoetter (2014, p.268) explains that “phenomenology is a branch of continental philosophy 

developed by Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, which starts from the premise that one comes to 

know things, including the Self, through experience.” 
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argue that “the evolving ontological structure of being in the world is usefully captured through 

narrative” (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.269). 

Berenskoetter (2014, p.262) contends that people’s sense of community in a specific spatio- 

temporal situation is often ignored in IR studies. Indeed, the “community9 defines the existence 

[of the political entity]” be it a nation, a state, a town, a classroom, a family, a sport club, etc. 

(Berenskoetter, 2014, p.263). 

So, in line with Laing’s and Giddens’ thinking, Berenskoetter (2014, p.264) affirms that political 

entities are also “constituted through narratives”. However, he argues that these biographical 

narratives are products of subjective identity formation, a sort of private  knowledge from the 

inside of the community, rather than focusing the analysis on how identity is constituted in relation 

to the Other/s (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.264). 

Berenskoetter’s perspective take distance of the constructivist ‘Othering’ approach. This new 

perspective “reconciles a postmodern view of communities as contingent and unfinished entities 

with the notion that they are nevertheless situated, ordered and bound” instead of  the assumption 

that social differentiation (us versus them logic) outline the community’s identity (Berenskoetter, 

2014, p.264). 

In social psychology, the processes of identity formation are two-folded; one’s identity has an 

internal or personal dimension and another external or social dimension10 (Berenskoetter, 2014, 

p.266). According to Berenskoetter (2014, p.266) constructivist scholars focuses more in the 

external/social dimension of state’s identity in relation to other states in the international society 

leaving the “internal sources of identity” undertheorized. 

One of the challenges of focusing on the internal/personal dimension of state’s identity is the fact 

of attributing a sort of essentialism which would discard constructivists Durkheimean assumption 

that all construction is socially based –hence identity too (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.267). 

This can easily be overcome because the Self (i.e. identity of oneself) is always unfolding, forever 

changing and never static (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.272; Flockhart, 2016, p.805). Besides, the 

personal identity dimension helps to understand “the structure of private knowledge delineating a 

community” (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.268). 

 

 

 

 

9 Berenskoetter (2014, p.263) understands communities as “products of political processes and carves out 

the parameters along which they form through a phenomenological reading of the concept of a biographical 

narrative” (2014, p.263). 

10 For more detailed information about the distinction between ‘I’ and ‘Me’, consult: (Mead, 1934). Mead 

G.H., 1934. Mind, Self, and Society. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
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As Berenskoetter (2014, p.270) illustrates, philosophers of the Self argue that “personal identity 

forms through reflection over past actions and experiences” and that “the connection between a 

sense of Self and experiences is established through memories”. 

In addition, Giddens did not define ‘self-identity’ as ‘social identity’. For him, self-identity is a 

sort of “reflexive awareness” of the Self (Giddens, 1991, p.52). In sum, self-identity is “the self 

as reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or his biography” (Giddens, 1991, p.53). 

I do not reject nor disregard the importance of the social identity dimension (of Othering). 

Moreover, I think both dimensions are important to bring into the analysis of state identity. 

However, I think state identity is also subjectively formed in “domestic society through internally 

shared structures of meaning” (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.267). However, instead of social identity, 

personal identity is central in this study. I contribute to the IR’s literature of  theory by analyzing 

Greenland’s internal/personal identity dimension. 

Lastly, it is important to note that I will not discuss the essence of the Self (i.e. what is the Self?). 

Certain psychoanalysts, as Jacques Lacan, questions the very notion of the Self as a “coherent, 

rational, self-reflective being”, claiming instead that a unified self is an illusion (Rogers, 2007, 

p.106). This means that the Self do not really exist. 

Now, what is a biographical narrative? Simply put, it is a story of the Self’s place in the world, 

spatial and temporally speaking (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.269). It is a basic social discourse that 

gives national consciousness to the community fed by internal reflection and practical activity 

(Berenskoetter, 2014, p.270). 

However, “biographical narrative is not a record of everything that ever happened to the Self, but 

highlights experiences that matter” (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.269). This experiences are highly 

subjectively selected with inherent biased interpretations of “about where we come from and 

where we are, or could be, going” (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.269). 

In this sense, memory –i.e. what I remember– become the important factor of biographical 

narratives, rather than what history can really tell us –i.e. what, indeed, really happened (Mälksoo, 

2015, p.223). Concretely, “memories serve as ‘temporal orientation devices that make past 

meaningful by providing a sense of where “we” have come from and what “we” have been 

through’” (Mälksoo, 2015, p.223). 

But, what do we collectively remember? According to Berenskoetter (2014, p.271) we do 

remember significant experiences that, might not even being personally experienced by any alive 

individual of the community, but it left an “emotional impression on the Self […] which intrudes 

into the meaning structure the Self has disclosed and allows for, indeed requires, the 

(re)configuration of being-in-the-world”. On the other hand, some significant experiences can 
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be unarticulated, blocked or deliberately not including in the narrative (Berenskoetter, 2014, 

p.271). 

Critical events described in the previous section about stochastic factors of change are example 

of undoubted significant experience. However, narratives are enshrined of glorious/nostalgic as 

well as traumatic/violent experiences (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.271). It is important to keep in mind 

that experience per se does not speak for itself, “meaning must be projected into them” 

(Berenskoetter, 2014, p.272, emphasis added). 

We make meaning not only of past experiences, we do also create meaning of the unknown future 

(Berenskoetter, 2014, p.272). It is the desire to accomplish the community’s visions and utopias 

(Berenskoetter, 2014, p.273). 

Besides the temporal dimension, biographical narratives, also have a spatial dimension that set 

the boundaries of collective identity (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.274). 

Space is not a piece of land per se but rather a place of strong emotional connection from which 

“most experiences were made and which [the Self] knows best” (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.275). It 

is also a place where the Self can orientate itself to create order (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.275). As 

Berenskoetter (2014, p.276) states “ordering space occurs not only on a normative-cognitive but 

also on an emotional plane”. This reflects the similarities with what previously had been said 

about governmentality; governmental studies focuses on how actors control or shape conduct 

seeking to create or maintain order over something (e.g. the Arctic region). 

It is important to note that instead of norms, the researcher should pay attention to the values of 

the community as phronetical scholars would argue. Values “guide orientation through moral 

judgements” to a certain space helping to answer questions such as what is good or worth to do 

and what is bad or not worth to do, as well as what is important and has a meaning and what is 

secondary for the community in that particular space (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.276). Phronesis is 

the “value judgement” determined to identify whether “things are good or bad for man” in a 

specific context (Flyvbjerg, 2001, pp.57-58). 

Different communities have had different experiences within the Arctic. This space, thus, have 

different meanings constructions which are captured in different narratives. Ontological insecurity 

arises when this different ‘Selves’ (i.e. political entities and communities) are telling different 

narratives about the same space. This situation could result in a ‘narrative conflict’ between 

different communities when one’s community utopias become threatened by other’s practices 

and/or narratives. This community starts to craft counter-narratives that, eventually, will reach the 

general public (especially when critical events subjectively prove the ‘thruthness’ of the counter-

discourse). In other words, the political entity will promote active change. 

In sum, the ontology of the Self –or being-in-the-world as Berenskoeter puts it is: 
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[A] narrative told from a particular place which turns past and future into meaningfully 

ordered spaces/places delineated through horizons of experience and of possibility, 

respectively (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.277). 

In this study the political entity that will be analyzed is Greenland. In this sense, this academic 

paper will identify Greenland’s narrative construction designated to the Arctic region (i.e. given 

meaning to the past of this experienced space) intertwined with an envisioned Arctic (i.e. giving 

meaning to the future of the shaping of Arctic governance) (Berenskoetter, 2014, p.264). 

 

Figure 2: Parameters of a national biography. 

Source: Copied from Berenskoetter, 2014, p.278. 

 
 

Both Mitzen and Steele niche the theory of ontological security into the constructivist framework 

by uncritically adopting the same conceptualization of (social) identity instead of (personal) 

identity that fits better with Berenskoetter’s notion of narratives. 

Mitzen and Steele have slightly different approaches of ontological security. Still, both follow 

what Flockhart calls a “strategy of being” approach. It implies that actors thrive to find a balance 

between their identity and narratives; that is, to make sense of their ‘self’ by reaching stability. 

However, I think this argument is dangerous. I argue that OST cannot operationalize identity and 

narrative as two different analytical units, instead we should take identity and narrative as the 

‘same thing’. Indeed, as we have repeatedly stated, the actor’s personal identity (Self-identity) is 

the reflexive activity captured or articulated in a biographical narrative. In short, Greenland’s 

biographical narrative is the expression of its personal identity. I strongly think this is the only 

way we can relinquish the problem of essentialism in personal identity. If we argued that 

Greenland, as an actor, has a particular identity but then, it narrates a story of itself (his/her 
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identity) that differs of his/her personal identity, it ultimately means that Greenland has a pre-

existing inherent, eternal, and unalterable set of attributes, which would condemned us in 

‘essential thinking’. 

I have adopted Charlotte Epstein’s concept ‘interpellation’ as a helping tool to describe when an 

actor is acting according to its biographical narrative. Interpellation is “the ways in which 

discourses carve out subject-positions that ‘‘hail’’ actors in such a manner that they become the 

‘‘subject’’—the ‘‘I’’—of that discourse” (Epstein, 2008, p.94). 

Thus, the conclusion is that an actor finds cognitive stability (i.e. ontologically secure) when 

he/she is acting accordingly to its narratives (and not when he/she has found a balance between 

its identity and narrative). Actors accomplish this ‘ataraxia’ by enrolling in routinized practices 

that reinforces its actions with its narratives (Mitzen, 2006, p.346). It is difficult to prompt active 

change since it brings uncertainty, cognitive dissonance and it is costly and time- consuming 

(Flockhart, 2016, p.818). Ultimately, change can bring ontological insecurity because the routines 

will be interrupted. 

In order to enhance ontological security, the actor in display has to find a coherence in between 

its biographical narrative and its actions, especially in critical events or uncertain situations 

(Flockhart, 2016, p.803). If the actor in display undertakes actions that contradict the inherent 

norms and values in its biographical narratives, the other actors in the social world will grow in 

mistrust towards this actor (Flockhart, 2016, p.803). This situation will lead to an ontological 

insecure actor that will experience shame, frustration or anxiety because it has lost credibility, 

legitimacy and ultimately power (Flockhart, 2016, p.803). 

However, ontological security has another dimension, Flockhart calls it a ‘strategy of doing’. 

Adopting this approach, the theory of ontological security could show how “agents are able to 

utilize their agency” to “fully exercise [it] in a strategic way” (Flockhart, 2016, p.806), which 

would tackle the research problem related with understanding how a sub-state regional entity can 

enhance or empower its agency capacity in international relations. 

Agents tend to not adopt a ‘strategy-of-doing’ because, if bad performed11, the agent will end up 

in an anxious state of mind or in cognitive dissonance (which brings more uncertainty and 

frustration). 

In this sense, to be ontologically secure means to “have the ability to undertake change-making 

action when needed and […] cope with the change it induces and [being] able to continuously 

incorporate change into their narratives and identity constructions” (Flockhart, 2016, p.813). 

 

11 A bad performance can entail entailtnothe situation in which the actor is not being able to achieve change 

because of lack of knowledge or information; not being able to cope with it because of the lack of a good 

strategy or roadmap; not being able to introduced those changes into the ‘Self-identity’ because of internal 

resistance to reshape its identity; etc.
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Being ontologically secure does not mean to have a fixed and well defined (social) identity. Rather, 

is the ability to undertake change in a smart manner, by upholding a good self-esteem. A ‘strategy 

of doing’ focuses on how the agent “undertake change-producing action in reaction to stochastic and 

deterministic factors”, while the ‘strategy of being’ is focused on securing a stable and esteem-

enhancing biographical narrative (Flockhart, 2016, p.816). 

In sum, OST has two dimensions: the ‘security-of-being’ and the ‘security-of-doing’. The ‘security-

of-being’ dimension has two aspect; one is purely subjective in which the actor holds ontological 

security when its actions are in line with its biographical narratives; the other is intersubjective, 

measuring the connectedness the agent feel to be with others and the world around, or as “the 

confidence in an actor’s capacity to manage relations with others” (McSweeney, 1999, p.157). 

The ‘security-of-doing’ dimension assesses the level of agency capacity in terms of enhancing its 

power relations with significant others in order to make strategic change happen. 

Figure 3. The two dimensions of ontological security 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
Source: My own creation. 

 

These two approaches of ontological security are not, however, excluding. As we will see, when 

studying Greenland’s role in Arctic affairs, both side of the coin will be taking into account. 

However, I argue that the ‘security of doing’ has been under -theorized and -analyzed. 

Intersubjectivity 

Security-of-being 
dimension 

Ontological 
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Subjectively 
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Chapter IV. Greenland’s idiosyncratic political system 
 

 

In this chapter the purpose is to gain important background information of Greenland’s historical 

and political features, its competences, its relations with foreign states and lastly analyse its 

personal identity expressed through biographical narratives. 

 

 
  4.1. Historical background and current political situation  

 
 

Greenland become a formal Danish colony in 172112 (Gad, 2013, p.218; Gad, 2014, p.100). 

However, the Danish sovereignty over Greenland have been challenged, especially by the United 

States of America (henceforth the US) in 1916 and after World War Two (henceforth WWII)13, 

and by Norway in 1919. 

During WWII, Denmark lost control over Greenland under the German occupation. Instead, the 

US took factual control over the island and started to open military bases by signing a defence 

agreement between the US and the Danish ambassador in Washington (Ackrén & Jakobsen, 2015, 

p.405). 

At the aftermath of the war, Denmark joined NATO and regained control over Greenland. Since 

then, Greenland is de facto under US military and defence control14. The US military presence in 

Greenland continues until today. 

Greenland was incorporated into the Danish Realm in 1953, formally ending the colonial period 

(Gad, 2014, p.101). 

However, Denmark’s colonial practices continued, prompting the emergence of a new generation 

of politicians with nationalist characteristic during the 1960s and 1970s (Heinrich, 2018, p.34; 

Shadian, 2014, p.78). In sum, this movement wanted a “more Greenlandic Greenland, run by 

Greenlanders in cooperation with Denmark in actual equality” (Heinrich, 2018, p.34). 

 
 

 

12 For more detailed information about Greenland’s history, consult: Gad, F., 1967. Grønlands Historie. 

Copenhagen: Nyt Nordisk Forlag. 

13 For more detailed information, consult: More info: Dodds, K. & Nuttall M., 2018. Materialising 

Greenland within a critical Arctic geopolitics. In K. S. Kristensen & J. Rahbek-Clemmensen (eds). 

Greenland and the international politics of a changing Arctic: postcolonial paradiplomacy between high 

and low politics. Routledge, Abingdon, pp.143-144. 

14 In 1953 the US and Denmark signed a new defence agreement concerning Greenland, and the Thule Air 

Base was created by the US. For more information about Thule Air Base, consult: Nielsen, K.H., 2013. 

‘Transforming Greenland: Imperial Formations in the Cold War', New Global studies, 7(2): 129– 154. 
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Denmark decided to join the European Union (henceforth EU) (back then called the European 

Economic Community) provoking concerns in Greenland since that important policies (such as 

fisheries) would ‘move down’ from Copenhagen to Brussels; to even a more distant and unknown 

authority (Gad, 2013, p.217). 

The Danish Government held a referendum in October 1972. Although the majority of 

Greenlanders voted against joining the EU, the final turnout was jointly counted –i.e. all the votes 

casted in Denmark and Greenland as one circumscription– resulting in the approval of the Danish 

population to join the EU (Shadian, 2014, p.78). In other words, Greenland had to join the EU 

against its will. The Faroese joyed autonomy since 1948, they voted separately and decided not 

to join. This was probably the solution the Greenlanders wanted for themselves. So, after the 

referendum, Greenland’s provincial government created a committee to  study the forms to 

acquire autonomy (also known as ‘Home Rule’) (Shadian, 2014, p.78). 

Greenland achieved autonomy15 in 1979 (Gad, 2014, p.99; Malloy, 2013, p.87; Suksi, 2015, p.15). 

Greenlandic Home Rule authorities held a referendum ongoing the withdrawal of the ECC in 

1982 with 52% of the votes for the withdrawal (Heinrich, 2018, p.35). In 1985 Greenland left the 

ECC and Greenland passed to be an OCT member and continued to have external relations with 

the ECC/EU ever since. 

With the Home Rule regime, Greenland was recognised not only as a separate territory of 

Denmark, but also culturally distinct (Shadian, 2014, p.78-79). 

Greenland’s eagerness to differentiate from Denmark as well as Denmark’s denial to embrace 

multiculturalism in their national identity had developed certain sovereignty games in form of 

legal and linguistic terms in the Danish-Greenlandic post-colonial relations (Gad, 2013, p.219). 

Thus, the word ‘Realm’ or ‘Kingdom’ is a substitute to ‘state’ –the Realm (or Kingdom of 

Denmark) as the Danish state– and ‘Denmark’ is reffered to mainland territory –Denmark as a 

country within the Danish Realm/Kingdom–. Also, Greenland is a country within the Kingdom 

of Denmark. The ‘Community of the Realm’ (Rigsf֯ællesskabet) is compound by three separated 

entities: Denmark, Greenland and the Faroe Islands (Gad, 2013). 

It is important to highlight that, from a political and legal viewpoint, the Realm “cannot be 

conceived of as a hierarchical relation”, being the three ‘countries’ of the ‘Realm’ –Denmark, 

Greenland, Faroe Islands– equals (Gad, 2013, p.219). 

However, the narrative of political equality between the three political entities of the ‘Realm’ can 

be challenged every time Danish politicians and statesmen doubt over Greenland’s 

 

 

15 Called ’Hjemmestyre’ in Danish. The legal document is called: Lov nr.577 af 29 November 1978 om 

Grønlands hjemmestyre. 
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capability to act independently. Denmark still exercises a paternalist attitude (Olesen, 2018, p.74). 

After a period of both internal Greenlandic negotiations and bilateral negotiations in a Danish- 

Greenlandic Commission (Shadian, 2014, p.80-81), Greenland achieved Self-Rule in 2009 

(Malloy, 2013, p.87; Suksi, 2015, p.15), and the Self-rule Act is in force ever since16. 

The Self-Rule regime enshrines the special status of Greenland as an extensive self- governmental 

entity (Ministry of the State of Denmark[a]). Importantly, the Self-rule Act grants the people of 

Greenland the decision to pursue independence (i.e. state sovereignty) (Ministry  of the State of 

Denmark[b]). 

The question is not whether Greenland will be independent, but rather when and under what 

conditions. 

However, Greenland is not a sovereign state yet. Thus, some competences such as defence and 

national security, citizenship and monetary policies cannot be transferred to the Greenlandic 

authorities because it would violate the Danish Constitution17 (Ministry of the State of Denmark 

[b]; Suksi, 2015, p.17, footnote 23). 

The Greenlandic autonomy is not guaranteed by the Danish Constitution. Technically, the Danish 

parliament can just repeal the Act of Self-Government to stop the Greenlandic self-rule or to 

hinder the right to proclaim the independence. But this lack of legal protection is overcome by the 

normative recognition of the colonial past and the Greenlanders right of self- determination as 

indigenous people (Shadian, 2014, p.80; Suksi, 2015, p.18,21), which give normative and 

international legal protection against eventual Danish abuses. 

The Self-rule Act guarantees two important prerogatives. 
 

On the one hand, the Act stipulates that the benefits and revenues of the mineral resource activities 

go directly to the Greenlandic public finance institution. We must remember that Greenland is a 

relatively poor country; Denmark subsidies part of the Greenlandic national 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16 The Act on Self-rule repealed the Act of Home Rule of 1979 and the Act on the conclusion of 

agreements under international law by the Government of Greenland16 of 2005. 

17 Also: The competences that Greenland does not acquire will remain under the Realm’s regulatory 

jurisdiction (Suksi, 2015, p.16). Greenland has the right to claim the competences it will acquire and decide 

the time to do so (Act on Greenland Self-Government, 2009, art.2). 
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budget18 (up to 60% the past year). According to the Economic Council, the current welfare 

system is under pressure with larger deficits in the public finances (Sejersen, 2015, p.31). 

On the other hand, the Act gives the right to the GovGr to conclude international agreements with 

foreign states and international institutions on “behalf of the Realm […] which exclusively 

concern Greenland and entirely relate to fields of responsibility taken over” (Act on Greenland 

Self-Government, 2009, art.12.1). Moreover, agreements under international law that Denmark 

signs and are of particular importance to Greenland, the agreement has to be submitted to the 

GovGr for comment before they are concluded or terminated (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.130). 

This last prerogative, that endows Greenland with independent international agency, is 

problematic. Although the division of competences in the Self-rule Act are very clear-cut, these 

divisions are not so clear in real life political practices. 

One exemplar is the uranium policy. The GovGr regarded the issue as a resource policy, hence, 

of Greenlandic purview (Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.43). The Government of 

Denmark, on the other hand, proclaimed the uranium issue as a foreign and security policy that, 

according to the Act, still remains in the hands of Denmark (Kristensen & Rahbek- Clemmensen, 

2018, p.35). Both parties went through four meetings before they reached an agreement19 (Olsen 

& Shadian, 2018, p.131). 

Thus, the main problem is to determine: 1) which of the Danish international practices has an 

inherent Greenlandic interest; 2) which of the Greenlandic competence strike against the Realm’s 

international responsibility (under Copenhagen’s authority). 

The problem is not strictly solved from a legal perspective. This situation may leave the 

Greenlandic diplomatic delegation in situations of uncertainty regarding their competence to deal 

and conclude international agreements independently of the Danish delegation. 

 

 
  4.2. Greenland’s foreign relations  

 

 

 
 

 

18 The block-grant has been ‘frozen’ at DKK 3.4 billion and is annually adjust “in accordance with 

increases in the general wage and price index, as indicated in the Finance and Appropriation Act for the 

year to concern” (Sejersen, 2015, p.30). The inflation rate is higher in Greenland than in Denmark (Sejersen, 

2015, p.30). If the revenues exceed DKK 75 million, Denmark will automatically reduce the next year’s 

block grant by half the sum that surplus the top of DKK 75 million18. And the bloc-grant will be suspended 

in the event of collecting over DKK7 billion in revenues (Sejersen, 2015, p.32). 

 
19 The solution consisted in a division of responsibilities: Greenland is in charge of “giving permission for 

exploration and explotation licenses” and Denmark will “ensure the compliance of the UN (especially the 

IAEA) conventions and agreements including in areas of safeguard measures, export control, and, non- 

proliferation” (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.131). 
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Greenland’s foreign relations are very outreach and it stretches from low to high politics. 

 

Greenland has been engaged in foreign relations independently from Denmark since the Home 

Rule regime in 1979 (Shadian, 2014, p.80). With the Self-rule Act, these relations can either be 

de facto taking unilaterally (i.e. independent Greenlandic delegation) or within the Realm’s 

delegation (i.e. Greenland assigns Greenlandic members in the Danish delegation). 

Both in the Nordic fora (i.e. Nordic Council and NORA cooperation) and the EU, Greenland acts 

independently from Denmark with its own delegation. Since their withdrawal in 1985, Greenland 

have enrolled in direct negotiations with the EU (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.17). In fact, the 

Association of the Overseas Countries and Territories of the European Union (henceforth OCTA) 

can be regarded as the only international forum in which Greenland acts as a sovereign state of its 

own, assuming a leading role in the Association (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.18). 

Greenland also engages bilaterally with East Asian powers when dealing with economic and 

exploitation of Greenlandic natural resources. Although this relations have ended up with mutual 

diplomatic visits, enhancing Greenland’s presence in the globalized market (Jacobsen & Gad, 

2018, p.18), the relationship remains ambivalent. From Greenland’s part, the foreign relations 

remains confined to economic interests solely. The Asian powers are regarded as the future 

economic developers of Greenland (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.20). 

Greenland has its own representation to the EU since 1992 and to Washington since 2003. 

Probably next representation office will be in Beijing (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.20). It would 

enhance Greenlandic agency capacity (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.21). 

Russia is almost out of Greenland’s foreign affairs practices. 
 

In relation to the US, Greenland had not autonomous agency capacity what so ever prior to 2002. 

Defence and military politics are still areas with high doses of post-colonial discourses into play. 

Denmark has to face shame because of the US military activities in Greenland during the Cold 

War (Olesen, 2018, p.70). This harms the good self-image of Danes as an exemplar colonial 

power, and put Denmark in a vulnerable situation. Former Premier Kuupik Kleist explains that 

the problem with Denmark is not so much the bad treatments in the past but rather the 

contemporary lack of attention of the Danish authorities resulting in not including Greenland in 

the decision-making processes in areas of common interests (Olesen, 2018, p.73). After the 

filtrations of Wikileaks that shows the CIA rendition flight over Greenland prior to 2008, various 

Greenlandic politicians lost the Danish credibility and confidence to handle Greenlandic security 

policy (Olesen, 2018, pp.73-74). In other words, Greenlanders distrust Denmark in military and 

security policies evoking post-colonial narratives. 
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Due to the colonial past, Greenlanders play an active role in the United Nations Permanent Forum 

on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) and United Nations Expert Mechanism on the Rights of 

Indigenous People (EMRIP). The GovGr is represented as part of the Danish delegation in the 

UNPFII and EMRIP. 

The active role of Greenland as a promoter of the global indigenous peoples movement is 

especially important to Inuit Ataqatiggit party (Chemnitz Larsen, 2018, interview, q.9). The 

former Premier Kuupik Kleist described Greenland as a “de facto implementation of the 

declaration of indigenous peoples’ rights” (Government of Greenland cited in Jacobsen & Gad, 

2018, p.13). 

Greenland also practices relevant activities with the authorities in Nunavut, which is a separate 

territorial entity in north-eastern Canada since 1999, with a majority population of Inuit. 

Greenland signed a Memorandum of Intent “with the purpose of generating close cooperation on 

a list of shared key interests […] without involvement from Ottawa and Copenhagen” (Jacobsen 

& Gad, 2018, p.14). 

So, in certain fora, Greenland acts as a full-pledged sovereign state, such as in the West Nordic 

Council or at the OCTA. However, in other institutions Greenland acts through the delegation of 

the Kingdom of Denmark, which means that they do not have an own voice or vote. This is 

especially controversial in the case of the AC. Moreover, Greenland has shown its dissatisfaction 

with Denmark’s performances in the World Trade Organization and the International Whaling 

Commission regarding Greenland’s interests (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.21). 

 

 
  4.3. Greenland’s biographical narratives  

 
 

The stories Greenland tells about itself are very complex. 
 

Traditional ontological security scholars would argue that Greenland is ontologically insecure 

because it is “caught between its identity as a semiautonomous state and as an Inuit actor” 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.12). Indeed, Greenlanders have an internal identity 

clash of alboriginality and modernity (Gad, 2013, p.219), and these two identities are excluding. 

On the one hand we find the old Greenlandic identity based on traditional Inuit culture, in which 

the true Greenlander is the one who speaks Greenlandic and depend on the Arctic environment, 

who needs hunters to provide kalaalimerngit (Greenlandic food), sell sealskin and share ethnical 

bonds with other Inuit spread out in a territory that encompasses almost half of the Arctic region 

(Dahl, 2018, interview, q.4,5; Gerhardt, 2018, p.115; Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.12). On the other 
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hand, the true Greenlander is the one that pursue democracy and a Scandinavian welfare system, 

the technological process in everyday life and the connectiveness of the internet (Chemnitz 

Larsen, 2018, interview, q.7,14; Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.12). This means that Greenlanders have 

interiorized certain Nordic values such as peace20, democracy and the social welfare system (Dahl, 

2018, interview, q.9; Chemnitz Larsen, 2018, interview, q.7). 

In today’s Greenlandic society, both narratives (of indigeneity and modernity) coexist. Aaja 

Chemnitz Larsen (2018, interview, q.3) pointed out the importance to “balance between the 

traditional [lifestyle] but also to develop the Arctic” and that Greenlanders are simultaneously 

aware of their Inuit culture as well as how it is like to be part of the modern society (Chemnitz 

Larsen, 2018, interview, q.5,6). 

The result is that what Greenlander’s envision for their future is to both protect and develop 

Greenland (and the Arctic region by extent). The Arctic environment needs protection because 

the Inuit people are dependent on its actual conditions and features to continue their traditional 

lifestyle (Dahl, 2018, interview, q.1,4). Thus, in environmental matters the subject of protection 

is the local population rather than the protection of the environment for its own sake; all criticism 

towards mining in Greenlandic political fora is respected to local welfare such as damage in the 

nature, health risks for the Greenlanders and the jeopardy of local activities of hunting and fishing 

(Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.47). Due to this special environment, Greenland 

faces different life conditions than the rest of the world, and it needs to develop in order to be a 

full-pledge modern society (especially the youth expect this) (Chemnitz Larsen, 2018, interview, 

q.3,14). On the other hand, sustainable development is extremely important for the survival of the 

indigenous peoples as such (Dahl, 2018, interview, q.10). In this sense, development is both 

important for traditional and modern lifestyles, merging both identities in the same action. 

Though these two identities seem incompatible, I agree with Dahl (2008, interview, q.4) that 

Greenlanders have the right to simultaneously identify themselves as “part of the indigenous 

community, [and] part of the communities of the world”. Moreover, I would suggest that it is not 

ontologically insecure to adopt the two, apparently excluding, identities because both narratives 

convers portraying Denmark as the obstructer of letting “the resurrection of Greenlandic identity 

in the form of an independent nation state” (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.12). 

 
 

 

20 In fact peace is a shared value both Inuit and Nordic people value peace above war and seem themselves 

as peaceful people. The Inuit consider themselves as peaceful, “war and military affairs are not our affairs; 

at most it is a problem imposed upon us from outside” (Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.16). In this sense, the US 

is the big ‘Other’, the assertive and aggressive country that have used Greenland as its playground and do 

not even dear to tidy up after itself (referencing to the military waste). 
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Both identities leads to the eagerness to obtain independence and therefore, internally speaking, 

these identities are not necessarily excluding: it makes sense to be both Inuk and Greenlander, 

they can be two sides of the same coin (Chemnitz Larsen, 2018, interview, q.5). 

Ontological security is not about making sense of oneself, meaning that Greenland is ontologically 

insecure because it does not know whether it is an Inuit actor or a semiautonomous state –they 

are both! So do its biographical narrative show. Rather, to be ontologically secure is the fact of 

feeling to be connected with others and the world itself (Laing, 1990, p.39). 

I suggest that the current political system make the Greenlanders feel they do not really fit in the 

world order. Arguing through the lenses of western IR rationalities, Greenland’s current political 

position is paradoxical: it is not a colony (since 1953) but it is neither part of the Danish 

community (then, what is it?). With this situation, the Greenlandic community may think 

Greenland is ‘empty of sovereignty’ since Denmark is a different political entity they do not 

identify with. 

The result is that Greenland seek to be ontologically secure (to feel connected and be part of the 

world community) by self-portraiting as a sovereign entity, especially when interacting with 

foreign actors (Gad, 2013, p.217). Aaja Chemnitz Larsen (2018, interview, q.4) argues that 

Greenland is to be considered a country (in the Arctic at least) because Denmark is different to 

Greenland. Moreover, Vivian Motzfeldt (2018, interview, q.1) wrote that Greenland was part of 

the Arctic while omitting Denmark. 

This happen especially when Greenland narrates its relations with the EU, removing or 

downplaying the role of Denmark in their stories (Gad, 2013, p.218) which transmit the image of 

Greenland being the active actor and the Danes the passive actor (Gad, 2013, p.222). Gad (2013, 

p.218) coined the term ‘photoshopping out Denmark’ to describe this phenomenon. 

Thus, Greenland is pursuing statehood in the Westphalian sense of independence and sovereignty 

(Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.38). However, by adopting the western rationalities, 

the GovGr is ignoring the indigenous post-colonial rationalities. This  could be a problem. 

Indeed, the Inuit Circumpolar Council (henceforth ICC) and the GovGr are promoting two 

different identity formations (Gerhardt, 2018). The ICC promote the Inuit/indigenous rationalities 

of transnational characteristics by seeking the empowerment of local governance over state-

sovereign rationalities and practices (Gerhardt, 2018, p.115). The GovGR has interiorized the 

Western rationalities of sovereignty, territoriality and statehood while the ICC “questions the 

inherent legitimacy” of these conceptualizations (Gerhardt, 2018, p.115). 
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As Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2018, p.12) picture it, sometimes “Greenland espouses 

a state-centric vision for the Arctic order that is at odds with that of other Inuit entities that 

generally prefer to enhance the importance of non-state actors (including Inuit NGOs)”. 

The ICC can legitimately assure that Nuuk has not only taken the role of Copenhagen but also 

exercise power as a classic Western capital in detriment to the Inuit values. Taking the uranium 

ban lift in 201321 as an example of Greenland’s rationalities towards a sensitive issue,  Kristensen 

& Rahbek-Clemmensen (2018) argue that Greenlandic policy-maker were swept in a Westphalian 

logic for Greenland as an independent and sovereign state. 

My conclusion is that Greenland is facing ontological insecurity. The reason is not because 

Greenland has a ‘double-headed’ agency, as Ulrik Gad (2013, p.218) would argue, but rather that 

the GovGr instead of really subject-positioning in both identities it stands up for the Western 

rationalities in detriment to the indigenous rationalities. 

External actors can find it illogical that Greenland “uses the very same post-Westphalian 

terminology and references to the special rights of the Inuit to further its own cause” since the 

GovGr and the ICC have two different visions of how the Arctic governance should be tackled 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.12). 

Greenlanders also tell stories about the Arctic. 
 

When asking why Greenland should have more decision-making powers in the Arctic, Vivian 

Motzfeldt (2008, interview, q.4) responded that “Greenland is the Arctic” meaning that the Arctic 

is their home; Aaja Chemnitz Larsen (2008, interview, q.7) also experience the Arctic as 

Greenlander’s home when answering that “it’s normal that people want to govern their own 

territories”. 

From an Inuit perspective, the Arctic is the home of Inuit people “since time immemorial” (Dahl, 

2018, interview, q.1). 

What is interesting to see is the characteristics of this home. The Arctic is a cold place with 

extreme conditions in which the Arctic people have adapted to, meaning that the Arctic people 

(have in the past and) in present time live in different living conditions showing high levels of 

resiliency to this extreme environment (Chemnitz Larsen, 2018, interview, q.14; Dahl, 2018, 

interview, q.5; Motzfeldt, 2018, interview, q.1). 

The Arctic is, beyond any geographical definition, the home of those people that have experienced 

different living conditions. This means two things; firstly, that people living in Arctic countries 

but in more southerner parts and have experienced a western/European living 

 

21 Denmark had a decades-long prohibition against mining uranium and rare earth minerals, the 

Government of Greenland decided in 2013 to lift the ban. 
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condition cannot truly be Arctic people. Secondly, which brings back the Greenlandic desire to 

both protect and develop their home (the Arctic), it really means they desire to protect and develop 

their living conditions (which are unique and different). Thus it is normal to affirm that “people 

living in the Arctic should have a more active role in determining the development in the Arctic” 

(Motzfeldt, 2018, interview, q.6). 

In my interviews, none of my participants showed any particular interest or urge to change the 

Arctic governance. Vivian Motzfeldt (2018, interview, q.8,10) shows that Greenland has a “good 

and longstanding [relationship] with our fellow Inuit and the Arctic coastal states” and the 

institutions (the A-5 and AC) and that the most important task for the GovGr is to “taking outset 

in the people living in the Arctic”. Aaja Chemnitz Larsen (2018, interview, q.14)  translate a 

similar idea when stating that “from a Greenlandic perspective I see that there should be a focus 

on how to develop Greenland instead of how Greenland could have a better say in international 

issues”. Hjalmar Dahl (2018, interview, q.6) thinks that Greenland wants “more decision-making 

in regards to what’s happening internationally” especially in politics concerning the Inuit and 

indigenous peoples. 

Once we know that Greenland ultimately want to have more decision-making powers in relation 

to the protection and development of their territory (i.e. the Arctic region), one could cast the 

question, why is it so important that the Arctic people shall decide how to protect and develop the 

Arctic (i.e. govern the Arctic region)? 

I suggest it is important to Greenlanders because of their colonial past; or using psychological 

terms, because of the ‘colonial trauma’ the Greenlandic community has experienced in the past 

(and may still do in certain aspects until they get statehood). Vivian Motzfeldt (2018, interview, 

q.6) expresses her concern of having “experience that some actors have [development] activities 

in the Arctic without involving the people living”. 

Greenland’s post-colonial rationality shows that Greenlanders desire to take care of their own 

businesses, they detest to be interfered by external actors, especially when the colonial/paternalist 

Denmark is intervening for ‘their own sake’, even if the intention are good- hearted as Danes 

proudly preaches (Olesen, 2018, p.74). This is something most westerners do not understand, but 

the colonial past is still present in their biographical narratives22. 

Greenlanders never doubt about their capabilities to handle ‘big/high politics’. If they need help, 

they will ask for it. But they want to decide at the cost of doing it wrong or not so effective as 

 

22 As an example, Sejersen (2015, pp.193-194) interviewed a Greenlandic woman in Maniitsoq, she narrates 

how people (Danish workers) came during the 1950 and 1960s and modernized the village; the Danish 

authorities came and said ‘this is the way things are going to be’. The Greenlandic population were simple 

passive spectators. The woman is not saying the Danes did a bad job. The bad thing is the lack of agency 

of the local population; the Greenlanders were not able to develop themselves. 
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others do. For instance, a long and up-heated debate between the Siumut-lead government and the 

opposition Inuit Ataqatigiit (henceforth IA) about the former’s interest in 2013 to abandon the 

‘zero tolerance policy’23, never put into question the administrative capabilities of Greenland 

(Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.41,44). This shows how questioning the 

Greenlandic maturity is anti-Greenlandic (Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.44). 

The Greenlanders have high-esteem and will not let other actors to remind them they might not 

be capable to take action and be proactive. Moreover, Aaja Chemnitz Larsen (2018, interview, 

q.9) and Vivian Motzfeldt (2018, interview, q.5) do not think Greenland is a powerless actor. 

The same confidence is showed in the economic field. After the economic report of 2013, 

Greenland asked how they could attract foreign investors, it is a conditio sine qua non for a viable 

economy (Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.44). Economy has a big weight in 

Greenlandic politics because “economic security is a precondition for independence” (Kristensen 

& Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.45). The role of the GovGr is of the traditional hunter that 

provide food for the community. 

In this scenario, little talk (if any) questions the fiscal risks of embarking in such a mage-project 

(with the fatality of leading to a situation in which Greenland need to beg for a higher block grant 

and Denmark could oppose to it by negotiating new terms) because it would put into question 

Greenland’s obvious right to be sovereign (Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.46). 

 

 
  4.4. Conclusion  

 
 

Greenland is ontologically insecure because of two reasons: it does not (entirely) act according to 

its biographical narrative, and it does not feel to fit in the current Westphalian world order. 

Taking the OST dimension of ‘security-of-being’, Greenland articulates through its biographical 

narratives that it has a ‘double-headed’ personal identity: Greenland is, at the same time, an Inuit 

actor and a semi-autonomous state. The problem is that the GvGr only act in the last manner. It 

has interpellated (i.e. subject-position itself) as a state-in-the-being following western/westphalian 

rationalities (to the point of acting as a sovereign state while not being it). Its governmental 

practices does not show any traces of Inuit/indigenous rationalities, meaning that the GovGr has 

abandoned its subject-position of being an Inuit actor as well. 

 

 

23 The zero tolerance policy is a ban on the extraction of uranium and its side-products such as rare earth 

deposits (Kristensen & Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.41). The ban is a Danish policy since 1980s and 

Greenland, with the Self-rule regime (2009) has the opportunity to freely decide over its mineral resources. 
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The reason for this is that, in an intersubjective way, Greenland cannot fit in the current world 

order by subject-positioning itself as both an Inuit actor and a semi-autonomous state. Either you 

act as an NGO for the Inuit cause (as the ICC) or you act as a sovereign state (as the Arctic- 8). 
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Chapter V. Narratives shaping the Arctic 
 

 

Firstly I highlight the characteristic of the Arctic governance. 
 

Afterwards, I identify the main narratives that have shaped and changed the cognitive 

understanding of the Arctic. 

Sejersen (2015, p.7) affirms that the process of region-building can eventually follow certain 

dynamics of nation-building, meaning that studies of governmentality can be applied at the supra-

national level. If Sejersen is right, the Arctic regional-building would be an interesting topic of 

gorvernmentality following Larner and Walters (2004) footsteps of studying global 

governmentality. 

This said, we have seeing that biographical narratives uncover the mentalité (values, belief, 

desires, etc.) of the community. Meaning that agents will act accordingly to the rationalities 

derived of the mentalité. This means that certain narratives have, through different rational 

governmental practices, shaped and changed the regional-building of the Arctic. 

In her book ‘Negotiating the Arctic: The Construction of an International Region’ (2004), 

E.C.H. Keskitalo has studied the regional-building of the Arctic region. Undertaking a secondary 

analysis I have identified up to five narratives that have shaped and changed the cognitive 

understanding of the Arctic: 

(1) The Arctic as the last frontier: a terra nullius, a frozen dessert, the untouched wilderness. 
 

(2) The Arctic as a security buffer zone: the backyard of political superpower’s military games. 
 

(3) The Arctic as an environmental significant region: a special climate worth to know and 

preserve, significant for scientific purposes. The Arctic as a “unique ecosystem under threat, 

epicentre of and for climate change” (Dodds & Nuttall, 2018, p.141). 

(4) The Arctic as a rich region to exploit: vast natural resources and trade activities. 
 

(5) The Arctic as a populated area “including more than 30 different indigenous peoples such as 

the Inuit” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark & al., 2011, p.9). 

 

 
  5.1. Arctic governance  

 
 

The Arctic region is special. Undoubtedly, the geographic location in the globe makes it unique, 

but what makes it special is how is this territorially vast and scarce populated area managed? 
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The Arctic region encompasses territories of eight sovereign states and reaches a population of 

about four million inhabitants of which about 10% are identified as indigenous people. However, 

the distribution of indigenous populations is uneven. For instance, the indigenous peoples in the 

Arctic region of Canada make up to half of the total population but in Greenland it constitutes the 

majority around 85% of the total population (Government of Greenland, n.d.; Arctic Council, 

2016). 

Lately, the Arctic gain attractiveness worldwide. Mainly, the interests of ‘external actors’ are 

economic grounded such as the exploitation of natural resources, shipping or use of new travel 

routes as well as tourism, but other implications such as the climate effects and the geopolitical 

positioning have drawn the attention to the Arctic too (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark & 

al., 2011, p.9; Melvin & Berg, 2016, p.6). 

The current Arctic governance is characterised as a myriad of institutions without an overarching 

regional system (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.13, 31). 

The Arctic states’ main activity consist in strengthen their sovereign rights in the region. Namely, 

to consolidate control over their territories, extend the continental shelves limits and to increase 

their influence. 

However, the Arctic-8 sovereign states’ practices in the region enshrine the so called “Arctic 

cooperation spirit” (Melvin & Bergh, 2016, p.1). This implies to work on the basis of multilateral 

ism with a strong advocacy for the rule of international law as the primary and legitimate source 

to regulate the relations and politics in the Arctic. And the two basic institutions to rely on are the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (henceforth UNCLOS) and the AC. Other 

institutions are for example the Barents Euro-Arctic Council (BEAC), EU’s Northern Dimension 

and to a lesser extent the Organization for Security and Co- operation in Europe (which is the 

only security institutions in which all the Arctic-8 are members of). 

As a consequence, the governance is very state-based. The Arctic-8 adopt what in IR could be 

understood as a realist approach. Although multilateralism is currently working well and satisfies 

the Arctic-8, a political ambition to ‘regionalize’24 the Arctic is visibly lacking. 

Military security issues are left aside of the Arctic governance (Bailes, 2016, p.20). An Arctic 

security or defence institution or forum does not exist. The Arctic-8 are, indeed, engaged in 

different military alliances, but those are not Arctic-based. The reason is that the Arctic-8 have 

different foreign and security policies (Bergh & Klimenko, 2016, p.75). 

 

 

24 By ‘regionalization’ I mean the movement towards a political integration with shared sovereignty (such 

as the EU, and others…). 
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The current Arctic order is “characterized by an ongoing debate about who should be included in 

regional decision-making” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.31; emphasis added). 

The development and opening of the region to external actors and globalisation might challenge 

the current state-centric focus, needing a new framework for cooperate governance and 

responsibility. 

Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2018, p.31-32) foresee two different scenarios that could 

challenge the current status quo; one being challenged inwards from the proper Arctic states and 

the other outwards coming from external actors. In the first scenario, the Arctic states may start 

to distrust or systematically disagree on Arctic issues, or the overall tensions between the Western 

countries and Russia get sour and have an effecto contagio to Arctic politics making regional 

diplomacy a hard task. In the second scenario, external non-Arctic actors “could become so 

dissatisfied with the existing order that they start challenging it by creating alternative institutions, 

which might potentially trigger an institutional breakdown” (Rahbek- Clemmensen & Thomasen, 

2018, p.32). 

Both scenarios would be detrimental to both Denmark and Greenland (Rahbek-Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2018, p.32). 

 

 
  5.2. The Arctic as the last frontier  

 
 

In past times, the Arctic was conceived as an “unknown, open and wild place” in which heroic 

explorers challenged the extreme cold climate to explore and exploit the territory under the 

auspices of their nations (Albert & Vasilache, 2018, pp.9-10; Keskitalo, 2004, p.1;26). This era 

of explorations framed the first image of the Arctic (Keskitalo, 2004, p.26) in the eyes of the 

general population in the West. 

This expeditions combined geopolitical and explorative (scientific and commercial) purposes 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.26). The Arctic as such was delimited to “the polar dessert”, which is a smaller 

space of the Arctic as to today’s delimitations and was considered a terra nullius back  in those 

days, this incited other countries, such as the UK, Germany, Italy and Poland to undertake 

expeditions apart of the bordering states (i.e. the Arctic-8) (Keskitalo, 2004, pp.26- 27). 

Besides, in early twentieth century the delimitation of the Arctic was not contemplated in any 

stature or regulation (Keskitalo, 2004, p.27). 

For most of the time, the Arctic was not conceived as a normal place to live; a terra nullius 

“one uses it for something [such as exploration or exploitation] or ignores it” (Keskitalo, 2004, 
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p.1). This imaginary is still prevailing is most of the people’s imaginaries, and, it is usually 

revived. This narrative of what the Arctic is fed the imaginary of the Arctic as an “environmental, 

largely uninhabited entity” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.27). 

Thus, the Arctic did not exist per se as a region in people’s imaginaries. The area was rather 

denominated as the ‘High North’ or the ‘North Pole’ by the most northern countries of the Globe. 

And these countries had different approached towards the Arctic area too (Sejersen, 2015, p.8). 

In this narrative the Arctic and the Antarctic where depicted as territories with similar 

characteristics: extensive uninhabited frozen areas. The understanding was that both territories 

are similar because they are polar. Thus, scientific research of the Poles were jointly conducted 

in a “common polar collaboration perspective” instead of separated research institutions for the 

Arctic in the one hand and the Antarctic in the other hand as we are used to since the creation of 

the AC (Keskitalo, 2004, p.28). 

This rationality feed and mould the practices. For instance, the similar environmental features 

unconsciously biased the members’ judegment of the International Polar Commission (created in 

1879) of the similarities of both spaces without being completely certain or critically reflexive 

about –the ‘truthness’- of it (Keskitalo, 2004, p.29), and today we can see traces of it in modern 

Arctic practices. For instance, in 1959 the Antarctic governance program (the Arctic Treaty) was 

formed and delimited the Antarctic area below the 60º south latitude (Keskitalo, 2004, p.29); the 

AC have taken the Antarctic delimitation and transposed it to the Arctic, being the delimitation 

of the Arctic today the 60º north latitude25 (Keskitalo, 2004, pp.29-30). Another example is the 

proposition of the EU and others to be inspired of the Antarctic institutional governance when 

proposing new mechanism of region-building in the Arctic (Keskitalo, 2004, pp.29-30). To sum, 

the Antarctic and Arctic cooperation systems are imaging to be more or less the same due to the 

long practices. We can find Arctic-Antarctic comparison in the Arctic Environmental Protection 

Strategy (henceforth AEPS) discussions as well as talks about the creation of an Arctic treaty 

based regime as in the Antarctic in one preparatory meeting of the AEPS (Keskitalo, 2004, p.44). 

The Conservation of Arctic Flora and Fauna (henceforth CAFF) 

 
 

25 This delineation was extensively used by North Americans and it influenced in the Arctic Council’s 

own boundary definition of the Arctic (Keskitalo, 2004, p.33). As Keskitalo (2004, p.33) explains “the 

Arctic Council program AMAP (1997, 1998) defines the Arctic as at least the areas above the Arctic Circle 

(for northern Europe) and at most those down to 60° north latitude (in North America)”. These delineations 

are the less geographically motivated criteria according to Keskitalo (2004, p.33). The boundary of the 

Arctic region set up by the Canadians at 60º north latitude is “largely a result of early Canadian mapping 

and an understanding of the “polar regions” as similar” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.33). This boundary does not 

respect geographical features “because it cuts across mountain ranges and river basins. It does not match 

any clear break in weather, vegetation, or animal habitat” (Dacks 1981, p.6, cited in Keskitalo, 2004, p.33). 
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and the Protection of the Arctic Marine Environment programs are Arctic mirrored programs of 

existing Antarctic agreements26 and the “AMAP was to some extent modelled on LRTAP, the 

Europe-focused long-range transboundary air pollution initiative” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.63). 

According to Keskitalo (2004, p.63), the inclusiveness of non-Arctic actors with historically 

relevant Arctic/polar research interests as Observers in the AEPS (and in the AC later on) is a 

clear-cut example of how states had a habit of drawing parallelisms in Arctic and Antarctic 

practices because of the historical knowledgeable lack of differentiating the two areas as separate 

and different regions. 

Figure 4: Differences between the Arctic and Antarctic 

 

Characteristics of the Arctic Characteristics of the Antarctic 

Populated region (ca. 4 million inhabitans) Unpopulated region (no indigenous 

population) 

Mainly water-mass (Arctic Ocean). 
 

Regulated by international conventions (e.g. 

UNCLOS, polar code, etc.) and national law 

upon the lands and coastal waters. 

Mainly land-mass (continent Antarctica). 
 

Regulated by the Antarctic Treaty. No 

sovereign rights are recognized. 

Large history of commercial and military 

activities 

Recent history   of exploration with no 

military activities 

Source: Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.6 

 

 

During the early 1990’s the Arctic-Antarctic comparison did not really overcome (Keskitalo, 

2004, p.72). 

These practices and stories gave birth to the first narrative: the Arctic as the last frontier. This 

narrative is today a myth for most of the people, but it has fed others narratives as we will see. As 

Keskitalo (2004, p.40) reminds us, this narrative and imaginary of the Arctic is still “prevalent in 

the Arctic literature”. 

 

 
  5.3. The Arctic as a buffer zone  

 

 

 

 

26 CAFF was inspired of the 1978 Agreed Measures for the Conservation of the Antarctic Fauna and Flora. 

And PAME: the 1982 Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR). 
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According to Keskitalo (2004, p.34), the view of the Arctic based on environmental features as a 

remote area was predominant until the end of the Cold War. This imaginary is fed by the first 

narrative of the Arctic as the last frontier. The second narrative of the Arctic as a security buffer 

zone was to add the “strategic military component” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.34). Thus, this fed 

geopolitical rationalities in the region that are still patent in today’s narratives of the  Arctic. This 

geopolitical move, changed the view of the North Pole from something remote, barely accessible 

and put in the upper corner of the map, to a territory worth to place in the centre of the map 

creating a kind of ‘Arctic Mediterranean’ which was “suggested by researcher and explorer 

Vilhjalmur Stefansson” in 1944 and became reality with the extensive usage of the concept 

‘Circumpolar North’ that place the North Pole in the center (Keskitalo, 2004, p.34). 

Nevertheless, neither the ‘Arctic Mediterranean’ nor the ‘Circumpolar North’ notions do strictly 

delimit the Arctic region (Keskitalo, 2004, p.34) although the Arctic starts to be seen as a region 

of its own when it comes to mapping the territory. 

The human dimension in the narrative of the Arctic as a populated region was still to be crafted. 

For instance, geopolitical scholars such as Joseph Roucek27, completely ignored that Greenland 

(and the Arctic in overall) is and was a “lively and lived space” (Dodds & Nuttall, 2018, p.139). 

The Arctic governance until the 1970s was merely focused on “exploration, research and strategic 

conflict” with very limited international agreements activities being the polar bear and seal fur 

protection conventions exceptions (Keskitalo, 2004, p.35). During the 1970s and 1980s, the 

World started to experience and be ‘hitted’ by environmental discourses. However, these 

discourses never reached the High North. In the Arctic the environmental issues were completely 

overshadowed by the Cold War rationalities and practices of the Arctic as a military geostrategic 

place (Shadian, 2014, p.104). Nevertheless, the environmental movement prompted some timid 

development of Arctic cooperation based on environmental protection (Keskitalo, 2004, p.35). 

One example is the US-USSR Agreement on Cooperation in Environmental Protection with a 

section covering Arctic and Sub-Arctic ecology in 1972 (Keskitalo, 2004, p.192). 

The geopolitical rationalities stem from the international political context of the time. The Arctic 

was the shortest distance between the borders of the US and the Soviet Union (henceforth USSR). 

The Arctic Ocean and it surroundings became a place of potential conflict. For the 

 

 

 

27 Roucek, J., 1951. The geopolitics of Greenland. Journal of Geography 50(6), pp. 239–246. And: 

Roucek, J., 1983. The geopolitics of the Arctic. The American Journal of Economics and Sociology 

42(4), pp. 463–471. 
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USSR is was the only place to directly access the open oceans and the US, with the limited 

territory of the Alaskan waters, was interested to engage in military and defence agreements with 

Canada, Greenland/Denmark and Iceland to better protect its borders and build up the Distant 

Early Warning (DEW) stations from Alaska to Greenland as the major defence project in the 

North (Keskitalo, 2004, p.35). 

The Nordic countries in Europe were drown to this tensioned play of the Cold War in the Arctic 

by the US and USSR. Norway, Iceland and Denmark/Greenland as NATO countries with access 

to the Arctic Ocean; Sweden and Finland as neutral countries with high diplomatic activities 

between the two blocs were also dragged into Arctic security concerns. These 8 states withholding 

a special role in the Arctic security during the Cold War will become the future Arctic-8, that 

would build up the Arctic region-building cooperation after the Murmansk momentum (Keskitalo, 

2004, p.35). 

During this time, the Arctic went largely polluted because of the military and nuclear maneuvers 

(Shadian, 2014, p.105). For instance, in 1968 one US military jet carrying four nuclear bombs 

crashed in Northwestern Greenland (in a fjord near Thule Air Base), that released radioactive 

substances in the icecap; consequently diplomatic dispute between Denmark and the US arose 

because Denmark had a nuclear free-zone policy within its territory since 195728. 

For the US, Greenland was a strategic territory to surveil the North Atlantic and Arctic Oceans 

both aerial and maritime (Dodds & Nuttall, 2018, p.144). 

In relation to Foucault’s conclusion of knowledge-power; science was used to better understand 

the geostrategic position of Greenland and the Arctic (Dodds & Nuttall, 2018, pp.140,144). This 

knowledge was crucial to get military and strategic position during the Cold War (Dodds & 

Nuttall, 2018, p.144). In other words, the Arctic was not seen “in horizontal terms as a space in 

which to enter, explore, traverse, and map” (Dodds & Nuttall, 2018, p.144). 

Nuclear proliferation was one of the many environmental threats the Inuit faced, and “the ICC 

voted in favour of declaring that the Arctic should be a nuclear-free zone” (Shadian, 2014, p.105). 

 

 

28 Eventually the American and Danish authorities started with the clean up operation. However, 

declassified documentation reveals that the vessel that contains the nuclear fuel of one of the bombs has not 

found. Also, in 1995 Danish official documents showed that the Danish Prime Minister H.C. Hansen (1955-

60) gave tacit permission to the Americans to fly nuclear weapons over Thule Airbase. Consulted in:

 http://theconversation.com/50-years-ago-a-us-military-jet-crashed-in-greenland-with-4-nuclear- 

bombs-on-board-87155 (Accessed 5 August 2018); http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article- 

1084557/Revealed-How-U-S-left-nuclear-warhead-lying-ocean-B52-crash-1968.html (Accessed  8 August 

2018); https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/greenland/3439318/US-left-nuclear- 

weapon-under-ice-in-Greenland.html (Accessed 5 August 2018); and 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/7720049.stm (Accessed 5 August 2018). 

http://theconversation.com/50-years-ago-a-us-military-jet-crashed-in-greenland-with-4-nuclear-bombs-on-board-87155
http://theconversation.com/50-years-ago-a-us-military-jet-crashed-in-greenland-with-4-nuclear-bombs-on-board-87155
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1084557/Revealed-How-U-S-left-nuclear-warhead-lying-ocean-B52-crash-1968.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1084557/Revealed-How-U-S-left-nuclear-warhead-lying-ocean-B52-crash-1968.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/greenland/3439318/US-left-nuclear-weapon-under-ice-in-Greenland.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/greenland/3439318/US-left-nuclear-weapon-under-ice-in-Greenland.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/7720049.stm
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These practices built up a new narrative, namely the Arctic as the backyard of the US and USSR 

military games. In the imaginaries of people the Arctic was a frozen land and sea that underneath 

its surface laid nuclear instalations and military bases covering every corner of the region. 

 

 
  5.4. The Arctic as an environmental significant area  

 
 

According to Keskitalo (2004, p.30) the definition of the Arctic has always been environmental- 

based. 

According to Keskitalo (2004, p.36) during the mid-1980s several authors in the field started to 

write about the Arctic as a region of its own. Taking to account the limited cooperation in the 

Arctic, these authors had to rely on previous and historical cases of Arctic cooperation; those 

where mainly exploration and scientific research of the 19th century and early 20th (Keskitalo, 

2004, p.36). However, the new environmental discourse added a new rationality in the narrative 

of the Arctic, namely that human activities and pollution pose a threat to the region (Keskitalo, 

2004, p.36). 

Different unpredicted and devastated events occurring during the same timeframe such as the 

Chernobyl disaster in 1986, and the Exxon Valdez oil spill in 1989 (Shadian, 2014, p.105), helped 

to re-define the concept of security, being the environment securitizing in the international agenda 

(i.e. authorities and academics started to talk about ‘environmental security’). The Arctic is “now 

re-interpreted as an area at risk” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.36). Environmental pollution and climate 

change posed the main threats to this pristine and wild area. 

Different timid moves started to take place in the Arctic throughout the 1980s. For instance, in 

1982 the Northern Sciences Network (NSN) was established to study the Arctic ecosystem; the 

NSN is an activity under the UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Programme (Shadian, 2014, 

p.105). The US passed the US National Arctic Science Policy Act of 1983 (Shadian, 2014, p.108). 

Before that, Monaco launched in 1979 the Comité Arctique International (CAI) as an 

interdisciplinary scientific body for the protection of the Arctic environment and its industrial 

development (Keskitalo, 2004, p.192). In 1984, the Arctic Ocean Sciences Board had been 

established for environmental and research cooperation (Keskitalo, 2004, p.192). 

 

 
  5.5. The Arctic as a rich region to exploit  
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This narrative flourished thanks to new and sophisticated scientific discoveries, documentation 

and publication. Sejersen (2015, p.8) esteem that already in the 1970s, the industrial development 

possibilities in the Arctic started to emerge. 

However, must of the scientific evidences are rather recent. Albert and Vasilache (2018, p.12) 

state that the cluster of knowledge production of different areas of the Arctic (especially after the 

Cold War) has increased over time in terms of both specialization of areas29 and its in-depth. It 

fostered a process of normalisation in which new rationalities start to take place; contributing to 

relinquish the oldest narrative30/ imaginaries of the Arctic. The knowledge production also 

contributed to remove the picture of the Arctic as a chaotic place into a discursive transformation 

of the Arctic as a predictable space (Albert & Vasilache, 2018, p.12). Some of these rationalities 

are, what Albert and Vasilache (2018, pp.13-16) call the rationalities of economic potential and 

biopolitics (see next narrative of the Arctic as a populated area). 

The United States Geological Survey (USGS) published two major reports. One in year 2000 and 

another called The Circum-Arctic Resource Appraisal (CARA), in year 2007. According to the 

USGS’s Director, Mark Myers, expressed that the Arctic is “environmentally sensitive, 

technologically risky, and of uncertain geology” (Shadian, 2014, p.177). In May 2009  the USGS 

released a new survey that stated that it is “between 40 and 160 million barrels of oil north of the 

Arctic Circle” (Shadian, 2014, pp.177-178). 

Moreover, the Geological Survey of Denmark and Greenland (GEUS) published in 2007 their 

survey of Arctic oil and gas reserves in East Greenland (Shadian, 2014, p.177). 

Scientific knowledge and the international market have shed light over the possibilities, 

conditions and calculations of eventual profit of ship trafficking as well as oil and gas extractions 

offshore. It shows, among other things, that the lack of infrastructure and contingencies and the 

Sea routes make the expectations of ship tracking quite unrealistic, and the steady drop of oil 

prices and the big investments needed due to the extreme conditions,  make the drilling offshore 

another unrealistic business initiative (Albert & Vasilache, 2018, pp. 5-6). 

 

 
  5.6. The Arctic as a populated area  

 
 

Keskitalo (2004, pp.37-38) argues that, in the same time that environmental cooperation started 

to take form in the Arctic, a second feature that she calls the ‘civilian sphere’ also started to 

 

 

29 Such as legal, environmental, political, sociological and security studies. 
30 The authors Albert & Vasilache (2017) do not use the word ‘narrative’, they call it ‘discourse’ instead. 



55 
 

shape the Arctic cooperation. Civilian sphere can be understood as the movements towards the 

internationalization of the cooperation between the people living in the Arctic; mainly the 

indigenous peoples. This emphasis on the social feature of the Arctic prompted by indigenous 

movements and landclaims helped to visualize the indigenous peoples’ narratives of the Arctic as 

an inhabited region since time immemorial (Shadian, 2014, p.2). 

The livelihood of the Arctic people, the rights of indigenous peoples and their role and 

participation in regional institutions have become prominent issues that helped to develop new 

discourses about the role of the Arctic people (Albert & Vasilache, 2018, p.15). This use of 

biopolitical rationalities enhances the knowledge of human conditions in the Arctic. 

Already in 1973, the Arctic indigenous peoples held the (first) Arctic People’s Conference in 

Copenhagen. This was the first big move by indigenous peoples part to start to imagine the Arctic 

as one region (Sejersen, 2015, p.9). But, how we have seen in the previous headline, the Cold War 

hindered indigenous peoples (or any other actor but the way) to change the imaginaries and 

narratives of the Arctic. Now, with the ‘Murmansk momentum’, the international political 

circumstances opened the door to, eventually, make a narrative change. This was the golden 

opportunity the ICC was waiting for; a changing in the discourses of the Arctic so that they could 

help to construct the new narratives of the Arctic, employing a different rationality than during 

the Cold War. 

Among other things, in 1992 the ICC completed its Arctic policy and passed the ‘Principles and 

Elements for the Comprehensive Arctic Policy’ as a guideline for Arctic countries and actors 

when creating their own Arctic environmental policies. Sustainable development is not a new 

phenomenon for Inuit. In fact, the founder of the ICC, Eben Hopson, organized the first all-Inuit 

conference to ensure that the “Arctic’s resources would be developed in a responsible manner” as 

a consequent of the planning to conduct offshore drilling in Alaska (Shadian, 2014, p.3). For the 

ICC, traditional Inuit knowledge31 is essential to consider and make use of in other to conduct a 

sustainable development32 (Shadian, 2014, p.109). 

Concretely, thanks to the indigenous peoples initiatives the Arctic “became defined as a region in 

contrast to earlier views of the area, where the social component had been less emphasized” 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.38). 

Today, the Arctic is imagined as one region. According to Keskitalo (2004, p.2) environmental 

and indigenous movements as well as political cooperation spurred in the late 1970s and early 

 

31 The ICC also created its own ‘Principles and Elements on Northern Scientific Research’ (Shadian, 2014, 

p.154). 
32 In Canada, the Inuit have coined the term ‘Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit’ (IQ) that emcompasses “traditional 

culture including values, worldview, language, social organization, knowledge, life skills, perceptions and 

expectations” (Sejersen, 2015, p.208). 
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1980s helped to shape and frame the Arctic as it is today: one region. Although the demarcation 

of the Arctic region is not clear-cut set, the different demarcations33 make the Arctic region bigger 

in size covering northern mainland, forestry landscapes and a population up to 4 million 

inhabitants (Keskitalo, 2004, p.2). 

 

 
  5.7. Conclusion  

 
 

This chapter shows how power and rationalities “become interwoven” in narratives (Flyvbjerg 

2001, p.123). Meaning that every new narrative reshaped and slightly changed the governmental 

practices of the region. New governmental practices collect new type of knowledge production, 

this, in turn, legitimaze or back up other rationalities. 

Each narrative of the Arctic entails different rationalities of how the Arctic should be governed. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

33 Keskilato (2004, p.4) points out that: “The Arctic is all the territory covered from the North Pole to the 

Arctic Circle or 60º north latitude, defined by temperature (the 10° July isotherm), marine boundary, 

treeline, and sun height (Arctic Circle), Another division is: High Arctic and subartic regions”. 
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Chapter VI. Changes in the Arctic governance 
 

 

In this chapter, we try to uncover how the Arctic governmental practices have changed over time. 

Concretely, we can find two temporal moments that prompt major passive changes in 

governmental practices at a macro-level (one determinist change and another stochastic change). 

The end of the Cold War presented a deterministic factor of structural change in World Politics; 

the Arctic governance did also structurally changed following the Murmansk declaration and 

culminating with the creation of the AC (1987-1996). The second major passive change stem from 

the advent of stochastic critical events that brought global attention and spurred uncertainties over 

the legitimacy of the ongoing Arctic governance (2008-2013). These stochastic changes 

interrupted the Arctic-8 routines and practices. 

The premise is that when the Arctic actors face passive changes, they ought to undertake active 

changes in order to either adapt the Arctic governmental practices to the new empowering 

narrative or to defend the current governmental practices by proving the wrongness of the new 

narratives. As previously said, in order to prompt active change, agents must show high levels of 

ontological security in the dimension of ‘security-of-doing’. 

Moreover, the chapter will underlie the role of narratives when passive change is happening. 
 

Lastly, the chapter will explain Greenland’s role in the current governmental practices in use since 

the Ilulissat Declaration. 

 

 
  6.1. Murmansk momentum and the Finnish initiative  

 
 

The end of the Cold War brought (determinist) changes in the international realm and the USSR 

wanted to change the status quo in the Arctic too. The Murmansk Declaration was a signalling 

action by the USSR to make clear the genuine intentions to change the status quo. 

Gorbachev held a speech in Murmansk, in October 1987. This was the final pushed needed to 

change the current rationalities of the Arctic as the ‘background of a battlefield’ to a zone of 

peace. Gorbachev urged to start multilateral scientific collaboration in order to enhance 

environmental cooperation in the region (Shadian, 2014, p.106, 176). This event represented a 

“fundamental shift in the history of Arctic politics” (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.127). 

The conclusion is that Gorbachev’s administration showed a high degree of ontological security 

in the dimension of security-of-doing. The Arctic was a chaotic military buffer zone and 
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Gorbachev desired a more peaceful Arctic, he wanted, somehow, get some control over it by 

normalization34 (lowering the tensions and make it more peaceful was the only way to have some 

control over the resources and economic exploitation). The USSR undertook this task by re-

shaping the Arctic practices in accordance to its futuristic vision of Arctic governance by 

introducing an ongoing narrative in the global sphere that helped to increase the levels of 

cooperation between states: the discourse of environmental protection. The idea was that 

“conserving the Arctic environment was the key to conserving the world environment” (Shadian, 

2014, p.106). It did work. The world started to view the Arctic as an environmentally unique place 

(Shadian, 2014, p.111). 

Gorbachev’s narrative of the Arctic told that the Arctic is the common shared area of the USSR, 

America and Europe “where the frontiers come close to one another and the interests of states 

belonging to mutually opposed military blocs and nonaligned ones cross” (Gorbachev, 1987, p.3). 

Gorbachev implicitly invited Iceland, Sweden and Finland to be part of the future Arctic 

environmental cooperation when stating the Soviet were “interested in the studies conducted in 

other sub-Arctic and northern countries” (Gorbachev, 1987, p.5, emphasis added). 

With this speech, Gorbachev created the first institution: the Arctic-8. Historically, the USSR had 

been very clear stating that the Arctic cooperation and regulations shall be conducted by the states 

bordering the Arctic Oceans, this would exclude Iceland, Sweden and Finland and other countries 

with strong Arctic research programs (Keskitalo, 2004, p.43;45). But Gorbachev expand the 

region to include this three countries in the Murmansk speech, as seen above. According to 

Keskitalo (2004, p.45), one of the factors that contributed to the solidification of the ‘Arctic-8’ 

institutionalization is the creation of the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) which is 

an international scientific non-governmental organization encompassing the eight states. 

However, the initiative “had been discussed already before Gorbachev’s speech35” (Keskitalo, 

2004, p.45). 

As said, Gorbachev knew that for a normalization the USRR needed “a radical lowering of the 

level of military confrontation in the region” (Gorbachev, 1987, p.4). He knew that the only way 

 

 

34 It is interesting how Gorbachev use the word normalization two times in the speech. Indeed, Gorbachev’s 

aim was to normalize the region (Keskitalo, 2004, p.42). My interpretation is that for Gorbachev the Arctic 

resources (offshore industry in the Barents) and the North East Passage represented a new source of wealth 

the USSR desperate needed to not succumb to economic collapse; for this, the USSR needed technological 

cooperation too (Keskitalo, 2004, p.42). Even in present day “Russia has strong economic interests in 

maintaining peaceful Arctic relations” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.5). But how would he 

ever exploit the Arctic wealth if this area was ‘the backyard for the big powers (US/USSR) military 

operations’? It is impossible, he needed a normalized area first. 
35 For a genealogical summery of the preparation, constitution and motivations for the creation of the IASC, 

and why the Nordic countries where included while others with strong Arctic scientific program (such as 

the UK) where not, consult: Keskitalo, E.C.H., 2004. Negotiating the Arctic: The Construction  of an 

International Region. Routledge, New York & London, pp.45-47. 
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to do this is by proclaiming “[l]et the North of the globe, the Arctic, become a zone of peace. Let 

the North Pole be a pole of peace” (Gorbachev, 1987, p.4). 

Now, in that times it was not realistic to enter in a dialogue about Arctic security. However, the 

year before Regan and Gorbachev met in Reykjavik to discuss for the very first time a credible 

solution for the nuclear threat. Thus, his first suggestion was to make the Arctic a nuclear free 

zone. 

However, the USSR could not have changed the Arctic order solely. Two factors played an 

important role; firstly, the Reagan administration was, at least, willing to listen to the USSR, 

which means that the international environment of the moment was propitious and the Soviet 

signalling was well received (Malinkin, 2011) secondly, Finland took action by responding to 

Gorbachev’s invitation. In other words, Finland indirectly helped the USSR to make change 

happen. 

The day after Gorbachev’s speech, the Finnish president Mauno Koivisto welcomed the initiative 

while the rest of the Arctic states, and especially the US and Canada where sceptic and cautious 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.43-44). Eventually, in December 1987 Reagan and Gorbachev agreed on 

developing bilateral and regional cooperation in the Arctic (Keskitalo, 2004, p.44). The years to 

come after Gorbachev’s speech (1988-1990), the USSR and other Arctic states concluded several 

bilateral agreements on Arctic environmental cooperation36 (Keskitalo, 2004, p.192). 

The Arctic-8 met in Rovaniemi (Finland) to agree on a joint environmental strategy called the 

AEPS (Shadian, 2014, p.111). This process is known as the Finnish initiative. 

In 1991, the AEPS was launched, followed by the celebration of the first AEPS Ministerial 

meeting in which, besides of the Arctic-8, the UK, Germany, Poland and the three indigenous 

organizations –the ICC, the Saami Council and RAIPON– gathered to sign the AEPS and the 

Rovaniemi Declaration37. The AEPS was a narrowed cooperation initiative with no aspiration to 

create a region-building institution per se (Keskitalo, 2004, p.54). This is patent when Esko 

Rajakoski, Finland’s consultative ambassador for environmental, Arctic and Antarctic affairs and 

driving force of the AEPS, made it clear in a hearing about the Arctic issues that narrowing the 

cooperation to the protection of the environment was a prudent move towards a “political 

commitment to do something about the Arctic” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.55). The point was to create a 

mechanism to actually make cooperation between the Arctic-8 viable for the first time in history 

taking a baby step of broad Arctic-oriented protection of the environment. 

 
 

 

36 To see a list of some of these bilateral agreements, consult: Keskitalo (2004, p.191, footnote 24). 
37 Officially called: The Declaration of the Protection of the Arctic Environment. 
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However, disagreements within the Arctic-8 impeded the formation of the legally binding 

document, leaving the AEPS to be a mere ‘strategy’ (Keskitalo, 2004, p.64-65). 

The launch of the AEPS was something ‘quick and dirty’: the initiative was not fully thought- 

out. Keskitalo (2004, p.4) argues that Finland did not have a special region-building plan for the 

Arctic, what happened is that Finland ‘seized the moment’ when the Murmansk Declaration 

occurred due to the country’s special relationship with the USSR38. 

Taking the lead to create a regime-building process in the Arctic, shows Finland’s good sense of 

ontological security (in the dimension of security-of-doing). The situation was uncertain and the 

USSR was opening a door that nobody was sure of the outcome. Finland opted to act when a 

passive change was happening (a new narrative of the Arctic stem from the Murmansk 

momentum) thinking it might be of its interest to act. 

Certainly, Finland wanted a change in the status quo of world politics because of its 

disadvantagenous situation of not being able to establish “relations with the West without 

disturbing the East” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.59). The Murmansk momentum opened the door for 

Finland to expend it foreign policy with the blessing of the USSR (Keskitalo, 2004, p.44). 

The Declaration opened the door for extended “intergovernmental Arctic regional cooperation” 

(Shadian, 2014, p.116). As Keskitalo (2004, p.3) states, the end of the Cold War “yielded the 

possibility [for the Arctic region] to organize on a circumpolar basis and beyond traditional 

security concerns into the eight-state region”. 

 

 
  6.2. The Canadian initiative and the Arctic Council  

 
 

In parallel to the Murmansk momentum and the Finnish initiative, the North Americans had a 

more developed approach to the Arctic. The US-Canadian-chaired Working Group on Arctic 

International Relations that met regularly between 1988 and 1990, described the Arctic as a 

distinct international region with its own political dynamics which created “an awareness  of “the 

Arctic” as a region” (Keskitalo, 2004, p.48). 

Concretely, the ‘Arctic issue’ was a largely developed and institutionalized discourse in Canada’s 

domestic politics, Ottawa had to gear the attention northwards since the indigenous peoples’ land 

claims started to get stronger advocacy in the 1980s (Keskitalo, 2004, p.65). During the Cold War, 

Canada shared the Russian/USSR conceptualization of the Arctic Basin 

 

 

38 According to Keskitalo, the Nordic countries had a looser conception of ‘what is the Arctic’ compared to 

Canada and the US for instance. To know more about the Nordic countries’ Arctic definition and imaginary 

of the region read Keskitalo’s footnote 23 in: Keskitalo (2004, p.191-192). 
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states (Arctic-5) as natural actors to engage in Arctic cooperation (Keskitalo, 2004, p.65). Pharand 

(quoted in Keskitalo, 2004, p.65-66) suggests that Canada traditionally wished to cooperate with 

Denmark, the USSR and Norway besides the US in Arctic matters as a way to downplay the US’ 

pressure and control over the American Arctic region. 

Although Canada has previously suggested to establish an AC, they finally succeeded in 

November 1989 when the Canadian Prime minister Brian Mulroney visited the USSR to conclude 

an Arctic related bilateral agreement39 (Keskitalo, 2004, p.67). In one occasion Mulroney 

suggested to establish a council of the Arctic countries to better coordinate Arctic cooperation 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.67). Right after, Canada set up the Arctic Council Panel “sponsored by the 

Canadian Arctic Resources Committee CARC, the indigenous NGO the Inuit Circumpolar 

Conference ICC and the Canadian Arms Control Center”, the Panel was co-chaired by the 

researcher Franklyn Griffiths and the then Canadian vice president of the ICC Rosemarie Kuptana 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.67). On March 1990, the Panel submitted its preliminary report suggesting 

the establishment of an AC (Keskitalo, 2004, p.67). By November that year, the Canadian 

government did accept the Arctic Council initiative (Keskitalo, 2004, p.67). 

The Arctic Council Panel published its first Framework report in January 1991, in which the Panel 

“proposed inclusion of indigenous and non-state actors as well as consideration of both civilian 

and military issues”; and a second Framework Report in May 1991 (Keskitalo, 2004, p.68). 

Besides, the Canadian Institute of International Affairs (CIIA) published in March that year a 

report in which the Institute instigated the government to establish an Arctic Region Council 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.68). 

All this happen at the same time (in parallel) as the Finnish initiative. Keskitalo (2004, p.62) 

reminds us of the often overlooked role of Canada during the AEPS drafting and meetings. Unlike 

Finland (and the Nordic countries in overall) Canada had a longstanding interest in the Arctic 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.62). Actually, Garth Bangay, Canadian official from the Department of Indian 

and Northern Affairs, was the main drafter of the actual AEPS (and not Rajakoski) (Keskitalo, 

2004, p.62). Among other concerns, the Canadians wanted to  incorporate sustainable 

development programs in the AEPS (which ultimately was rejected, but incorporated in the AC 

later on) and they proposed the CAFF program, in which the traditional ecological knowledge of 

indigenous peoples was taken as an important added value for the program (Keskitalo, 2004, 

p.62). 

 

 
 

39 In that time, the Canadian government looked with favourable eyes the recommendation of the Working 

Group on the North and Canada’s International Relations to establish an Arctic Council (Keskitalo, 2004, 

p.67). According to Keskitalo (2004, p.67) the Working Group may have been inspired by Pharand’s 

suggestion to establish an Arctic Council during a seminar in Tromsø. 
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Canada was an active force to implement the indigenous peoples’ concern on the Strategy 

(Keskitalo, 2004, p.62). According to Keskitalo (2004, p.64) the ICC had political power in 

Canada. Canada brought the ‘indigenous focus’ besides the ‘environmental focus’ brought up  by 

Finland (Keskitalo, 2004, p.64). 

The Canadian initiative ended up with the signing of the Ottawa Declaration in 1996, which 

created the AC. The AC is a clear region-building regime in contrast to the AEPS that was more 

of a single-issued (environmental) regime (Keskitalo, 2004, p.69). 

The AC is the embodiment of the culminated effect of appreciating the Arctic as a distinct region 

per se (Keskitalo, 2004, p.53). However, the AC is “more of a decision-shaping than a decision-

making body” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.9), because it does not have legal 

personality. The AC is a forum with no capacity for law enactment. 

From on this period, the knowledge production of the Arctic has primararly stem from ‘scientific 

institutions’ such as the ACIA, AMAP and the Snow, Water, Ice and Permafrost in the Arctic 

(SWIPA) by developing “graphics, pictures, maps, quotes and tables” (Sejersen, 2015, p.9). All 

this scientific knowledge stems from the AC’s working groups have contributed to spin the third 

narrative of the Arctic as a significant environmental area. 

 

 
  6.3. Greenland’s role in the AC and the Russian flag-plant  

 
 

Greenland has actively participated in the AEPS forum including the discussions of the creation 

of the AC (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.131). Moreover, Greenland is an actor in the working groups 

of the AC including taking leading positions in the Danish delegation (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, 

p.132). Also, Denmark has always recognized the importance of Greenland’s role in the AC 

(Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.132). However, Greenland has not an independent delegation in the 

AC; it is represented through Denmark. For this reason Greenland “cannot speak in its own right 

but only as a representative for Denmark, and only when granted the right to do so by Denmark” 

(Jacobsen & Gad, 2018, p.21). 

After the Cold War, the Arctic was not a priority for the Danish foreign administration (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen, 2018, p.54), leaving room for Greenland to pursue the Realm’s Arctic affairs. 

Actually, it was the former Premier of Greenland, Lars Emil Johansen, who signed the Ottawa 

Declaration (as representative of the Kingdom of Denmark) instead of the Danish minister of 

foreign affairs. 

Until 2013 the Danish delegation to the AC consisted of Denmark, Greenland and the Faroe 

Islands with equal participation and three chairs at the table in both ordinary and executive 
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meetings of the SAO (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.132). Also, the three flags were displayed and 

the country was labelled as ‘Denmark/Faroe Islands/Greenland’ (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.132). 

Olsen and Shadian (2018, p.132) argue that the Danes had this tacit agreement of how the state, 

(Kingdom of Denmark) represented itself and, although it was a strange constellation for the other 

delegations, it become accepted practice. Each state delegation is composed how it internally 

considers the best option; and the Danish delegation in the Arctic is tripartite. 

However, Greenland’s role in the AC was jeopardized when the major stochastic changes in the 

Arctic that spurred the renaissance of old narratives of the Arctic as a buffer zone and insecure 

region prompted. All started with the Russian flag-plant. 

Two Russian mini-submarines (MIR-1 and MIR-2) with Russian and international crew 

descended to the North Pole seabed the 2 August 2007 to collect scientific samples, however, one 

of the submarines planted a titanium Russian flag on the sea bed (Rahbek-Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2018, p.14). The infamous flag plant was a sporadic, unpredicted and internationally 

alarmistic event that shocked, echoed, brought global attention and spurred uncertainties over the 

legitimacy of the ongoing Arctic governance. The Arctic was (involuntarily) facing a globalist 

attention. This attention was very alarmistic: “the planting of the Russian flag merely propelled 

the Arctic into the global spotlight” (Shadian, 2014, p.179). 

At the same time, the Arctic-5 were having unsettled disagreement concerning territorial claims 

of the continental shelf which “strengthened the impression of an ungoverned region and 

impending competition for territory and resources” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, 

p.14). 

In this context, uncertainty means “the indeterminacy of a largely constructed world that lacks 

meaning without norms and identities” (Rathbun, 2007, pp.533-534). In other words, when actors 

are facing uncertainties over the Arctic governance it is because decision-maker cannot attribute 

meaning to the Arctic region because he/she cannot make sense of it anymore (Rathbun, 2007, 

p.545). 

This disruptive stochastic changes cause the re-emergence of the old narratives of the Arctic as  a 

place to conquer or of great geopolitical importance (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, 

p.14). The international community feared “the Arctic was moving towards regional competition 

and conflict” because they perceived it was a “lacking consensus about which institutions should 

govern regional issues” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.5). My suggestion is that 

narratives, as articulations of the experienced past, can be (re)used as cognitive shortcuts that help 

agents to cope with the situation and deal with their levels of confusion about an uncertain 

phenomena prompt by stochastic factors (Rathbun, 2007, p.546). 
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External actors with no familiarity in the Arctic started to turn their attention to the Arctic 

wondering what was going on. The EU and World Wildlife Fund were the first actors to ‘acquire’ 

this narrative by “calling for a better Arctic governance”. The European Parliament, following 

Antarctic scholars, called for the creation for an Arctic Treaty that would guarantee peace in a 

similar manner as the Antarctic (Shadian, 2014, p.176). This would increase the involvement and 

influence of non-Arctic actors in the management and governance of the  Arctic region (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.5). 

Canadian Prime Minister, Stephen Harper, helped to fuel and validate the ongoing narrative of a 

scramble for the Arctic. Canadian authorities argued that Russia where militarily building-up  the 

Arctic posing a threat to Canadian sovereignty (Shadian, 2014, p.176). 

The UN’s former Under-Secretary-General for Legal Affairs and its legal counsel, Hans Corell, 

tried to diminish the alarmist situation by stating that the UNCLOS was a sufficient instrument to 

assure peace in the Arctic (Shadian, 2014, p.176). 

The Arctic actors faced a new situation in which external actors –media, academics, states, 

organizations– start to question who owned the Arctic and who should decide who owned it 

(Shadian, 2014, p.1). 

In other words, the old narratives “came to the light” in new disguise; and in overall, people had 

forgot how the Arctic and its institutions have had governed the Arctic for the last 15 years 

(Shadian, 2014, p.180). 

With the EU’s interference in Arctic affairs, the Arctic states acknowledged the global attention 

of the Russian flag-plant as an event that might “impact the regional order” (Rahbek- Clemmensen 

& Thomasen, 2018, p.16). Norway was the first Arctic state to react by sending representatives 

to convince the European authorities that a melting Arctic did not need a legal instrument similar 

to the Antarctic Treaty (Shadian, 2014, p.176). Also, the Norwegian Government send invitations 

to Arctic civil servants from the Arctic-5, the very month the submarine event occurred, to an 

informal closed meeting that was finally held the 15th and 16th October 2007 (Rahbek-

Clemmensen &Thomasen, 2018, p.16). 

However, Denmark wanted to start its own more ambitious initiative, so it quickly moved together 

with the GovGr to send a joint invitation to the Arctic-5 the 10th September 2007 (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.16). Apparently, Norway had every chance to be the leading 

force for two main reasons: they reacted the first and held the chairmanship of the AC by then. 

However, Denmark eventually overshadowed the Norwegian initiative by presenting the Danish 

initiative as a “follow-up to the Norwegian October meeting” (Rahbek- Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2018, p.16). 
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Both initiatives –Norwegian and Danish– had the mission to signal external actors of the Arctic 

that the region “had a functioning order in place and that there was no need for a fundamental 

change in the status quo” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.16). 

The Danish Foreign Minister Per Stig Møller (2001-2010) thought the infamous plant-flag would 

only keep prompting demonstration of power and “lead to real unrest in the Arctic” (Breum, 

2018). He thought that small countries in the Arctic, such as Denmark, need to take action in order 

to ensure that the law is respected and that neither the Americans nor the Russians would take the 

law into their own hands (Breum, 2018). This is how the Ilulissat Conference come into reality. 

This episode proves that when critical events become very alarmistic it causes the re-emergence 

of old narratives still kept in peoples’ imagineries. This time Denmark showed a high level of 

ontological security (in the sense of security-of-being) by knowing it was time to take action  and 

not to let the calls for a better Arctic governance to take hold. 

As Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen (2008, p.18) inform, the Danish initiative “was originally 

intended to highlight the existence of a sufficient legal framework (UNCLOS) in the Arctic and 

to emphasize common goals regarding sustainable economic development, environmental 

protection, and the conditions for indigenous peoples”. 

The Danish initiative ended up by the celebration of the Ilulissat Declaration. 

 

 

  6.4. The Ilulissat Declaration & Westphalian turn  
 
 

It is of general appraisal that the years around the Ilulissat initiative was a time of rapid (stochastic) 

changes in the Arctic governance (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.13). The Arctic 

was widening its human activities in the mid-2000 and regulations in certain key areas were 

inexistent which led certain actors to esteem there is a gap in the Arctic governance (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.13). Moreover, the existing organizations are mere forums to 

shape the international agenda but lack the ability to make binding decisions or regulations 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.13). This status of ‘governance gap’ did not suppose 

a big issue to the Arctic actors until they were exposed by global audiences and policy-makers 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.14). 

The Ilulissat meeting was held from 27th to 29th May 2008. The parties invited to attend the 

meeting where the Arctic-5: Canada, the US, Denmark/Greenland, Norway and Russia. 

The Ilulissat Declaration has a dual function: it is a way to signal that issues concerning the Arctic 

Ocean are properly handled within the current framework and institutions; and also, it 
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served to reaffirm the spirit of cooperation among the Arctic coastal states (Rahbek- Clemmensen 

& Thomasen, 2018, p.21). 

According to Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen (2018, p.8) the Ilulissat initiative affected the 

Arctic order. This might be true. The Ilulissat Declaration indirectly created a new Arctic 

institution: the so called Arctic-5. Moreover, the Ilulissat Declaration is considered a success of 

the Arctic-5 of relinquishing the uncertainties and anxieties of the array of external Arctic actors 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.5). 

Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2018, p.19-20) identified four main reasons that explains 

the possibility for the Ilulissat process to succeed: (1) Although the Arctic-5 have internal 

differences, those are minimal compared to common interest to “solidify their position in the 

regional order”; (2) The Declaration presented an easy move reify the Arctic governance with 

minimal resistance (being Iceland the main external actor to openly challenge the Ilulissat process 

during 2007-2008); (3) The Danes were lucky and the timing appropriate to reify the Ilulissat 

process into a real high-level declaration; Denmark met skepticism by the other four coastal states 

and, into a great degree, the final success was thanks to the “individual vision and perseverance” 

of the Danish foreign minister, Per Stig Møller; (4) the five costal states place a high level of trust 

in each other due to the already existing sound cooperation of legal officials in Arctic matters as 

well as the good personal relations some of these officials had from previous work experiences 

that helped to overcome the main obstacles and skepticism. 

It is easy to deduct that among the impacts of the Ilulissat Declaration was the fact that non- Arctic 

actors took heed of the Ilulissat Declaration and ended their claims for the drafting of an Arctic 

treaty. However, Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen’s (2008, p.21-23) analytical work have 

shown that these calls for an Arctic treaty did not ceased until 2009-2011. 

Indeed, in October 2008, the European Parliament called for an Arctic treaty in its first issued 

resolution concerning the Arctic governance (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.21). 

And in 2009, the EP voted on a Joint Motion for a Resolution on an International Arctic Treaty 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.21). 

A myriad of routine changes in the governmental practices helped to relinquish the discourse of 

a ‘governance gap’ besides the discourse of the Ilulissat Declaration (Rahbek-Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2008, p.21). 

The post-2009 ministerial meeting in Tromsø (Norway), the first ministerial meeting after the 

Russian flag-plant, marked a reflexive period in which the Arctic-8 and the Indigenous Permanent 

Participants (henceforth IPP) started to question how the AC can and should evolve as well as its 

role in the governance of the region (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.128; Shadian, 2014, p.190). This 

ministerial meeting attracted representatives and authorities of states and 
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organizations beyond the Arctic –representatives of China, South Korea, the EU, the Oil and Gas 

Producers Associations among others– (Shadian, 2014, p.187) 

It can be argued that the Arctic actors faced the inevitably task to adapt the practices within the 

AC to what it is expected of an international organization from a western rationality if they did 

not wanted to feel ontologically insecure (in the dimension of ‘security-of-being’). 

Anyway, the Arctic passed from being a purely regional territory to a region of international 

relevance with stronger Westphalian traits in their governmental practices. Olsen and Shadian 

(2018, p.128) calls this the Westphalian turn (meaning a forum of states to states) of Arctic 

institutions. 

Concretely, the AC was strengthened and underwent internal changes to adapt a more prominent 

role when Norway, Denmark and Sweden40 worked together with a joint ‘umbrella programme’ 

in 2007 for the successive chairmanships to “reinvigorate the Council as the central axis in Arctic 

decision-making” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.21; Swedish Arctic Secretariat, 

2011, p.6). The AC had acquired a new role, namely to be the auspicial institution  or platform 

for the Arctic-8 to negotiate binding agreements; it also established a permanent Secretariat which 

strengthened the institutional capabilities and improved the communication strategy (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.22). 

Besides, the International Maritime Organization (IMO) developed the Polar Code41 between 

2009-2015, which strengthened the “Arctic marine governance” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2008, p.21-22). 

Also, the Arctic state’s active diplomacy helped to inform, shape and learn the EU Commission 

about the Arctic region and the unneeded change of the existing Arctic governance (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.23). Concretely, “Norway and, to a lesser extent, Denmark 

influenced the Commission by providing it with information about the region, while Sweden used 

its EU presidency in the second half of 2009 to shape the Commission’s position” (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.23). 

The result is that the Ilulissat Declaration initiative “enabled the coastal states to use their 

influence to strengthen their positions in the regional order” by empowered the Arctic-5 forum as 

an informal Arctic institution (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.7,28), and by making 

the AC a more conventional intergovernmental political forum; meaning a forum of 

 
 

 

40 These countries held the chairmanship of the AC one after another during the period of 2006 to 2013. 

Norway 2006-2009; Denmark 2009-2011; Sweden 2011-2013. 
41 Concretely, “the Polar Code replaced non-binding guidelines with regulations including rules for ship 

design, emergency and communications equipment, voyage planning, crew training, and rules for the 

discharge of waste and liquids” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.22). 
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states for states (Olsen & Shadian, 20018, p.125). Moreover, according to Wikileaks the American 

delegates expressed to the Norwegians in a bilateral meeting before the Ilulissat meeting that the 

AC was generally speaking very ineffective and that a reduced forum, as the Arctic-5, could end 

up delivering better political decisions (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.25). 

After this new global attention the AC did not make any significant structural changes; for 

instance, the IPP upheld their previous status. However, the internal practices and discourses had 

cchange; now that the AC passed to have a global audience. This shows that the structures and 

institutions did not change while the governmental practices within these structures and 

institutions had to change their routines and roles. This is also an evidence of the urge to control 

of the Arctic-8, they rather use the AC as a platform to reach agreements than letting other treaty-

based organization with power to enact law take the responsibility (as the UN for instance). 

However, this Westphalian turn affected Greenland’s role in the AC because it is not a sovereign 

state. 

Tuesday 15 May 2012 during the SAO’s meeting in Stockholm for a deputy minister’s meeting a 

bomb ticking announcement was about to change Greenland’s position in the AC: neither 

Greenland nor the Faroe Islands would any longer have a seat in the negotiation table alongside 

the Danish SAO (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.125). As a matter of fact, since Sweden took the 

Chairmanship of the AC the Danish delegation encountered in situ that only one chair was 

displayed to represent the Danish delegation, not three as usual, making the Greenlandic and Faroe 

representative look for chairs in other rooms and place themselves behind the Danish 

representative (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.132). 

However, Olsen and Shadian (2018, p.125) explain that this change did not happen from the thin 

air, this alteration was a reflection of the 2009 AC ministerial meeting in Tromsø  (Norway); it 

was the first time that the almost unknown international forum became visible and attracted 

worldwide countries and eminent persona. 

To sum, the AC tried to regulate (and control) how the Danish delegation should be like, when 

nobody had question this practice before. Although the AC was the first regional organization to 

incorporate non-state actors at the discussion table, it started to lean towards a more conventional 

and state-centric intergovernmental organization (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.135), moving apart 

from its original rationality of embracing the indigenous peoples as the best way to govern the 

Arctic region. 

The 15 May 2013, the then Premier of Greenland, Aleqa Hammond, decided to boycott the 

ministerial meeting hosted in Kiruna (Sweden), producing the ‘chair crisis episode’. Aleqa 
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Hammond would not do a comeback until the AC, under the new chairmanship of Canada, would 

allow Greenland to be at the table of negotiations (with voice and vote) as an equal among the 

other eight sovereign state (Krarup, 2013). 

Per Bethelsen, then chairperson of the Greenland Parliament’s Permanent Committee on Foreign 

Policy and Security showed his concern of how Canada would act since the Inuit population is a 

minority there and Canada would face a dilemma if they let the Greenlanders endow direct 

participation in the AC (Mølgaard, 2013). 

However, Denmark/Greenland eventually reached an agreement with Canada the 19 August 

201342. 

All these practices and events demostrate how the Arctic institutions “continue to be 

preconditioned by state power” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.28) by making use 

of the established regional institution in order to enhance their influence and power. 

However, the other side of the matter is that the Arctic-5 gained power at the expenses of Iceland, 

Sweden, Finland and the IPP by making decisions on certain issues (such as the fisheries in the 

Central Arctic Ocean) or having the possibility to have more influence within the regional 

institution by operating as a bloc before negotiations (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, 

p.28). In short, “[t]hese actors felt excluded from regional decision-making and feared that the A5 

would undermine existing regional institutions, most importantly the Arctic Council” (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.24). 

The Arctic-5 forum can expose a threat to the current Arctic order if the forum is used by the 5 

coastal state as a ‘last resort move’ to shift one matter from one regional institution (i.e. the AC) 

to the A-5 format unilaterally when facing challenges by other actors, damaging the current trust 

and spirit of cooperation among the Arctic-8 and the IPP as well as the distrust of external Arctic 

actors (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.28). Besides, the exclusiveness of the Arctic-

5 format could exacerbate the feeling of illegitimacy from not only the excluded Arctic actors –

Iceland, Sweden, Finland and the IPPs– but also “non-Arctic states remain sceptical of such an 

order, as it would keep them in a peripheral position in the region as Arctic Council observers” 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.30). Most of this actors have tacitly 

 

 
 

42 Basically the deal reached is as follows: the three representatives of the Danish delegation shall have full 

participation rights at the AC meetings, when the number of chairs displayed are less than three the person 

to represent the Realm will be the one who has the competence in the matter of discussion. However, the 

three flags kept removed (Olsen & Shadian, 2018, p.134). For more detailed information about the

 negotiations, consult these links: 

https://naalakkersuisut.gl//da/Naalakkersuisut/Nyheder/2013/05/ArktiskRaad   and 

https://naalakkersuisut.gl//da/Naalakkersuisut/Nyheder/2013/08/Arktisk-Raad 

https://naalakkersuisut.gl/da/Naalakkersuisut/Nyheder/2013/05/ArktiskRaad
https://naalakkersuisut.gl/da/Naalakkersuisut/Nyheder/2013/08/Arktisk-Raad
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accepted the new situation, but this does not mean that they cheer it (Rahbek-Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2008, p.30). 

Iceland openly voiced against the Arctic-5 format offering plausible reasons to support the idea 

that this forum presents a move to restrict as much as possible the actors and voices in the 

governance of the Arctic Ocean. 

Iceland was not defiant about the Arctic-5 meeting to discuss issues of mutual and exclusive 

concern as the continental shelf’s delimitation, but some of the topics of discussing and 

cooperation in the Arctic-5 forum are of Icelandic core national interests such as fishery 

arrangements (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.24). 

One of the Arctic-5 main achievements was to negotiate the Central Arctic Ocean fisheries. This 

chunk of maritime territory is what in international law is called High Sea, which means that this 

portion of water does not fall to any sovereign state so, to regulate fisheries in that area, an 

international agreement is needed (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.25). 

This issue had previously been discussed in the AC, but the Arctic-5 did finally take over it 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.25). The negotiations were held in two stages. In the 

first stage the Arctic-5 met to discuss the issue and reached consensus by presenting their 

agreement in The Oslo Declaration of 2005. Sweden, Finland and Iceland were, obviously 

excluded from this first round of negotiations. The two former countries have delegated the 

competence of fishery policy to the EU, which make the exclusion of lesser importance than for 

Iceland –being fisheries a key industry and national income for the country (Rahbek- Clemmensen 

& Thomasen, 2008, p.25-26). At a second stage, the Arctic-5 invited other 5 actors 

–Iceland, the EU, China, Japan and South Korea– to commonly reach an international agreement 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.26). Iceland –as well as Sweden and Finland through 

the EU–was therefore treated as an external actor rather than an Arctic fellow. 

However, the Arctic-5 forum may not be such a strong institution as many say. Firstly, internally 

the Arctic-5 have their differences. Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2018, p.18) mentioned 

the US’ counterpoised role when it comes to directly cite article 234 of the UNCLOS43 and 

objected the mentioning of the wording ‘UNCLOS’ to be substituted by ‘the law of the sea’ –this 

American stance is understandable because the US has not ratified the UNCLOS. Also, both 

Canada and the US were contrary to the wording ‘indigenous peoples’ and was finally replaced 

by ‘local inhabitants and indigenous communities’; this two countries are reluctant to give 

international special rights to indigenous peoples because it could 

 

 

43 Art. 234 of UNCLOS can be favourably used by Canada and Russia “to justify their jurisdiction over 

the Northwest and Northeast Passages” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.18). It is well known 

that the US and Canada contrary views upon the jurisdiction of the waters of the Northwest Passage. 
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undermined the universality of human rights44 (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.18). 

Secondly, the second meeting in Chelsea (Canada) in March 2010 was a fiasco. Canada’s 

proposition to end the meeting with a declaration failed, majorly because the other coastal states 

worried that the new declaration would “undermine the principles agreed upon in Ilulissat” 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.25). According to Rahbek-Clemmensen and 

Thomasen (2008, p.25), the new Obama administration “viewed the Arctic Council as the primary 

regional forum and was sceptical of the A5’s value”. 

As Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2018, p.29) suggest, although the Arctic-5 offers 

effectiveness in the Arctic governance, it may not be the optimal governmental institution. The 

Arctic-5 have not only fragmented even more the Arctic order, but also addresses the same issues 

as other institutions, this situation could lead to overlapping in which nobody is certain about what 

institution is, for instance, the competent forum to address the governance of the Arctic Ocean –

is it the Arctic-5 or the AC through its Task Force on Arctic Marine Cooperation?– (Rahbek-

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.29-30). Indeed, “the exact purpose of the A5 and its 

relationship with the Arctic Council” is still very ambiguous” (Rahbek- Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2008, p.24). 

Lastly, Westphalian turn also affects the internal relations between Greenland and Denmark. 
 

In the years to come, Greenland would also find difficulties with Denmark that is craving more 

attention to Arctic issues, changing from a Greenlandic approach to a more independent (Danish) 

approach. This could eventually overshadow Greenland’s voice and power in case the Realm must 

act as one delegation and the Greenlandic and Danish delegates have different interests and 

opinions. 

In April 2014, the then Danish minister of foreign affairs, Martin Lidegaard, announced in a 

speech for the Danish Foreign Policy Society that the Arctic was one of the four foreign policy 

priorities (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.54). Rahbek-Clemmensen45 (2018, pp.54-69) explains 

that this Arctic awareness in Denmark’s foreign, security and defence policies in 2014 show a 

huge contrast to the Danish minimal and marginal interest in the Arctic back in 2006 (just two 

years before the pivotal momentum when hosting the Ilulissat meeting). During the 2000s 

Denmark had a ‘Greenlandic turn’, namely that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs focused on how 

 

44 Both Canada and the US are one of the few states that have not ratified the UN Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 

45 Rahbek-Clemmensen’s (2018, pp.54-69) study is “based on in-depth analysis of written sources (public 

foreign policy and defence reports, agreements, strategies, and statements) and interviews with current and 

former civil servants and experts […] focuses specifically on foreign and security policy and it consequently 

focuses on the two ministries – the MFA and MoD – where policy changes are most  likely to occur […] 

focuses specifically on the period between 2005 and 2015”. 
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to improve its relations with Greenland “but paid little attention to the wider Arctic” (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen, 2018, p.55). However, the Arctic turn in the governmental agenda started to take 

march in the 2008-2011 period (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.55). As a consequence, 

Greenland’s role as the representative of the Realm in the Arctic drastically decreased and 

Denmark paid less attention to its bilateral relations with Greenland in Arctic affairs (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen, 2018, p.55). 

Greenland tried already in 2006 to draft a joint Danish-Greenlandic Arctic strategy which did not 

fruitfully succeed (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.58). Eventually both parties published a strategy 

draft called The Arctic in Times of Change in May 2008, right before the Ilulissat meeting 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.59). This document, drafted after the Russian flag- plant, does not 

show any signs of an Arctic turn yet in the Danish Foreign Ministry, instead of facing the new 

challenges in the Arctic, the Ministry continued working in the Greenlandic- focused manner 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.59). In other words, they continued with the same routines. 

It was first after the Ilulissat meeting when Denmark changed it strategic thinking46 (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen, 2018, p.59). The 2008 Defence Commission report47 was the first Danish 

governmental document to illustrate the dynamics of Arctic governance as both cooperative and 

competitive48 (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.60). The competitive aspect of the Arctic 

governance is utterly ignored in the 2011 Strategy for the Arctic 2011-2020 (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen, 2018, p.60). This strategy paper marked the Arctic turn since internal Danish- 

Greenlandic relations are completely diluted replacing it “by a vision of a united Kingdom of 

Denmark” (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.60). 

The problem with this move is that Denmark attained a de facto power position as the central box 

in which all internal discussions (Greenlandic and Faroese postures) will be handled internally in 

Denmark and, afterwards, Denmark, as representative of the Realm, will expose the common 

agreed position. This sends a signal to the outside world in the form of, before engaging with 

Greenland, decisions shall pass by the Danish ‘central box’. For instance, the Greenlandic 

independence is not mentioned in the strategy paper (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, 

 
 

47 The first document that showed this shift is the 2008 Defence Commission’s report, published in 2009 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.60). Rahbek-Clemmensen (2008, p.60) points out that “the defence 

commission report identified specific factors (global energy trends and melting sea ice) as the main drivers 

of regional change” instead of highlighting vague and general statements as climate change or globalization. 
48 Cooperative because the Arctic “states had agreed to delimit the region according to international law  in 

the Ilulissat Declaration” and competitive because “it foresaw increased competition as the regional states, 

especially Canada, Norway, and Russia, had “started to position themselves to maximise their starting point 

in relation to the expected development”” (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.60). 
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p.62). This means that Denmark want to control the Realm’s diplomacy in Arctic after the Ilulissat 

Declaration (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2018, p.63), in contrast to the ante-Ilulissat period in which 

Denmark was absent and Greenland took the leading and visible diplomatic position in the Arctic. 

 

 
  6.5. Conclusion  

 
 

This chapter shows that at least four countries (the USSR, Finland, Canada and Denmark) have 

displayed high levels of ontological security in the ‘security-of-doing’ dimension when the Arctic 

was passing through passive changes. 

It means that these countries showed power, in the Foucaldian understanding of the concept, in 

the Arctic order by exercising their strategies in the regional-building. 

The USSR took advantage of the deterministic change on the World Order with the end of the 

Cold war by presenting an alternative governmental system in the Arctic as well. 

Finland used its agency capacity to ‘jump to the Soviet wagon’, which legitimized the USSR 

futuristic vision of the Arctic as appealing and legitimate. 

Canada also showed high levels of ontological security in the ‘security-of-doing’ dimension when 

it reached with the USSR the informal agreement of the creation of the AC. Also, Canada shows 

that actors with longstanding and sound governmental practices and planning in the Arctic region, 

can with more ease shape the Arctic governance according with their visions and proposals. 

Denmark showed a high level of ontological security (in the sense of security-of-being) knowing 

it was time to take action and not to let the calls for a better Arctic governance to take hold. They 

discredited the new narratives and helped non-Arctic actors to cope with their 

uncertainties/anxieties by proving their narrative is wrong. 

Also, this chapter shows that certain stochastic factors (critical events) in the Arctic can create 

very alarmistic situations causing the re-emergence of old narratives still kept in the imaginaries 

of the worried actors. 

These critical events are accompanied by meaning, telling a story about what is happening in the 

Arctic, with the possibility to shake the Arctic order and bringing ontological insecurity. The 

conclusion is that narratives can be portrayed as resting vessels of change that disruptive critical 

events have the possibility to activate, provoking stochastic changes in the Arctic governance. 
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Although the voices in favor of changing the Arctic governance yielded after the jointly 

Danish/Greenlandic actions (with help of Norwegian and Swedish diplomatic tactics) in 2011.; 

the outcome is that the Arctic state have started to adopt and practice westphalian or realist 

rationalities, enhancing the state power within the Arctic region. This situation is not 

advantageous for Greenland. 
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Chapter VII. Discussion of the results: Applying 

phronesis 

 

 

In this chapter I discuss the results by undertaking a phronetical approach. Therefore I will 

structure it by answering the 4 value-rational questions Flyvbjerg proposes. 

I argue that Flyvbjerg’s phronetical value-rational questions present a good strategic methodology 

to, in practical terms, figure out how an actor can enhance its agency capacity. 

It is not my purpose to build a strategy for Greenlanders to enhance their agency capacity. Firstly, 

I am not entitle to do so since I am not a policy-maker. Secondly, I do not have the knowledge 

nor the expertise to undertake such a task. Thirdly, and most importantly, this is not the purpose 

of this thesis. 

Within the theoretical and methodological scope employed in this study, the purpose is to show 

Greenland’s positioning in the current Arctic governance and critically assess what Greenlandic 

politicians and policy-makers may bear in mind if they want to tackle Greenland’s agency 

capacity in the Arctic. 

 

 
  7.1. (Q1) Where are Greenland going with planning?  

 
 

Unfortunately, it is not easy to know what Greenland is planning overall because of the general 

lack of specific policy papers available about Greenland’s role in the Arctic. 

Greenland has not an independent delegation at the AC. It needs to go through the ‘Danish central 

box’. With the current ‘Westphalian turn’ in Arctic governmental practices, Greenland will face 

more difficulties in the future because it is not a sovereign state. 

Greenland is ontologically insecure. It cannot act as a mere Inuit actor neither as a sovereign actor. 

Non of this two justifications are working to enhance Greenland’s actorness in the Arctic 

nowadays. 

My impression is that Greenlanders are too focused on the independence issue (achieving 

sovereign statehood). Instead, when it comes to Arctic affairs, Greenland should work on building 

strategies to enhance its agency capacity within the current state of autonomy. In other words, 

Greenland should examine how it can enhance its security-of-doing dimension of ontological 

security by finding the balance and mergence of both the Inuit and the statehood identities. 
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7.2. (Q2) Who gains and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power? 

 

 

Greenland is both a winner and a loser in the current Arctic governance. 

 

The absolute winners are the Arctic coastal states (Arctic-5): Canada, the US, Denmark, Norway 

and Russia. 

Iceland, Sweden, the IPP and Greenland are both relative winners and relative losers. 

The absolute losers are the non-Arctic actors such as the EU and China. 

The Arctic governance is been managed by state power and legitimate institutions (Rahbek- 

Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.7). The Ilulissat initiative presented a crucial momentum that 

“affected the Arctic order” (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.9) enhancing state power 

(of the Arctic states) and strengthening the Arctic institutions such as the AC, and a new Arctic 

institution has been developing: the Arctic-5 –which is even more restricted than the AC. 

The mechanism of power is the ‘westphalinization’ of the region, rendering realist and 

geopolitical rationalities in the governmental practices, strengthening statehood (state power) and 

the division of the Arctic region in sovereignty terms. 

Greenland, as a coastal ‘state’, is against of letting the decision-making processes of the Arctic 

move ‘further south’ or involve more non-Arctic actors because it could undermine or hinder 

Greenland’s power to influence the region’s policies and regulations (Rahbek-Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2018, p.17). Denmark’s and Greenland’s common interest in strengthening state 

power by halting external actor’s influence in the Arctic has succeeded. In this sense, Greenland 

is a winner. 

However, Greenland should remember that the westphaliazation of the Arctic undermines the 

GovGr’s legitimate role to participate as a non-sovereign government. Greenland is a loser 

because it is not a sovereign state. 

The Ilulissat Declaration strengthened the Danish-Greenlandic relations towards the Arctic 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2018, p.17). However, Greenland has a slightly disadvantage 

in relation with Denmark, firstly because the former is a state, secondly, because Denmark has an 

‘Arctic turn’ which in practice shadows Greenland’s interests in the Danish delegations. 

Indirectly, this situation benefited the three non-coastal Arctic states and the IPP by maintaining 

the status quo (Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.28). Their position could have been 

worsen if the Arctic governance would have been opened to non-Arctic actors. 



77 
 

  7.3. (Q3) Is this development desirable for Greenland?  
 
 

The answer is yes and no. 
 

On the one hand, the current governmental practices are keeping non-Arctic actors out of the 

decision-making and decision-shaping processes in Arctic issues. However, the very same 

governmental practices also downplay non-state entities (including wide autonomous regions as 

Greenland) power-positioning since the Ilulissat Declaration. 

Greenland’s desire is to protect and develop the Arctic region through an Arctic peoples 

perspective. This is not exactly happening because most policy-makers that represent the Arctic 

states live ‘far south’ in different living conditions than the Greenlanders. However, with the 

strengthening of the status quo, the decision-making processes have at least not gone ‘further 

away’ to Brussels or Beijing than underplay (or ignore) even more the role of the Arctic people. 

As said in the first question, Greenland should publish a strategy paper in which they explain what 

an ‘Arctic peoples’ perspective means in theory and in practice. For instance most of non- Arctic 

peoples (those that have other living conditions) are worried about the Arctic vulnerability from 

both an environmental perspective (i.e. the Arctic is the most vulnerable place for climate change) 

and a security perspective (i.e. the Arctic could suffer of a spill-over of the tensions and enmity 

between Russian and the Western countries since the annexation of Crimea). However, from an 

Arctic peoples perspective, I might say that the vulnerability in the Arctic are the people itself, 

that their agency-capacity will be completely disregarded, especially because the Arctic is a very 

vast and scarce populated region. Minimal interference of external actors make a bigger impact 

on the local communities in the Arctic than in other regions of the World. 

 

 
  7.4. (Q4) What, if anything, should Greenlanders do about it?  

 
 

It is important for Greenland to act and try to make the changes in the current Arctic governmental 

practices to reach better platforms, forums, institutions or routines that will fit better to pursue 

their interests and enhance its agency capacity. According to Rahbek- Clemmensen and 

Thomasen (2018, p.7) the ‘Arctic order’ continues today to be debated. 

As Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2008, p.30) indicate, the Ilulissat initiative “solidified 

the coastal states’ grasp on regional decision-making”. Greenland, as a coastal state, should take 

advantage of this situation and plan a roadmap of how to continue the governance of the Arctic 

Ocean especially. As the fisheries agreement have proved, same challenges need to be address 
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together with non-Arctic actors, a more comprehensive regime may be necessarily in the future 

(Rahbek-Clemmensen & Thomasen, 2008, p.30). 

According to Rahbek-Clemmensen and Thomasen (2008, p.31) the coastal states will face a big 

challenge in the future; namely, to maintain the status quo while yielding to other actors sufficient 

influence to uphold the current vision of the Arctic order as a legitimate system of governance. 

Sooner or later more passive changes will occur. Thus, it is important that Greenland not only 

shows ontological security by ‘seizing the moment’ as Finland did, but also to have a sound and 

well-developed Arctic policy both separated and with Denmark, as the Canadians did, in order to 

better shape the new Arctic governance. 

In order to be listened and persuade others, Greenland has to be in constant relation with the Arctic 

actors, identifying friends and foes. For example, are Icelanders ‘Arctic people’? They are not 

indigenous peoples but certainly they have similar living conditions as Greenlanders. 

I think this task be easily done if Greenland reflect over the different interpretation of sovereignty 

in the westphalian and indigenous rationalities. It might not be such a strange idea after all since 

“sovereignty is not a constant, but may shift over time, due to political changes and to large social 

and economic factors” (Malchow, 2016, p.278). 

Greenland should find a ‘third way’ in which, as an Inuit nation, it will protect the living 

conditions of the Arctic peoples, including both indigenous and non-indigenous peoples, since 

ethnicity is not important to the other half of Greenland’s identity (being a sovereign state in the 

making acting according to western statehood rationalities); in order to both develop and protect 

the Arctic region from a ‘human perspective’ that any other actor, except from Greenland, can 

actually pursue since the capitals and policy-making centers in the Arctic states are situated ‘far 

south’, not having the experience and relevant knowledge to best protect and develop the Arctic 

region. 

Greenlandic policy-makers can reflect this by drafting a new strategy for the Arctic that is genially 

Greenlandic in which it collects the Greenlandic visions (utopias) and interests in the Arctic. 

Currently Greenland, the Faroe Islands and Denmark share the same strategy paper. Greenland 

and Denmark do not always share the same views on important issues (Rahbek- Clemmensen & 

Thomasen, 2018, p.11). I interpret it as a Greenlandic disadvantage. 

This move would, from a rationalist viewpoint, dampen the ignorance of external actors about 

Greenland’s political status, it relation within the Realm, it self-identity and interests in the Arctic. 
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For example, Greenland can construct a discourse of being the stewardship of the Arctic people 

for a sustainable protection and development of the region. 

However, as the study has showed, narratives per se cannot achieve change. Greenland must also 

act, from day one, in consistency with its narrative for the Arctic, so that other actors can feel 

appealed to jump into Greenland’s discourse about the Arctic and subject-position themselves, 

adopting the same identity (Epstein, 2008). 
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Chapter VIII. Concluding remarks 
 

 

In this thesis, I undertook a theoretical and analytical journey in order to understand how 

Greenland, as a sub-state regional entity, can enhance its agency capacity in Arctic affairs. 

Adopting an interpretivist approach, I advocate to embrace the notion of narrative in IR as a useful 

phenomena of study to apply in policy analysis and policy-making. In addition I critizice the 

narrowness of the agent-structure dichotomy by including narratives as a unit of analysis to 

explain the phenomenology of change. 

This study adopts a reflexive turn that discusses the values, beliefs, past experiences and 

envisioning future Greenland identifies in relation to the Arctic. In order to comply with this task, 

a phronetical case study, Foucauldian governmentality and narrative analysis have been carried 

as main methodologies. 

I have studied Greenland’s agency capacity in Arctic affairs through the lenses of OST. However, 

I have made a revision of the theory to distance the identity-based securitization approach stem 

from the Copenhagen School, and instead gear the theory towards a more governmental-based 

approach that focus on the uncertainties of the Self when encountering situations of uncertainty 

derivate of passive changes. The result is that OST shall pay attention to the personal identities of 

the actor analyzed as well as its connectedness with others and the World. In addition, in order to 

undertake a proper ontological security assessment, the researcher or policy-maker must take into 

account the two dimensions of ontological security:  as security-of-being and as security-of-doing. 

This thesis tried to display a phronetical discussion by bearing in mind this following research 

questions: 

What explains the emergence of the current form of governance in the Arctic? 
 

The structures and institutions of the Arctic region have changed and evolved when passive 

changes (stem from deterministic or stochastic factors) have prompted the Arctic actors to take 

action shaping the Arctic governance. 

The study shows that narratives enact an important role in the Arctic governmental changes apart 

of the role of agents and structures. Narratives are as resting vessels of change that disruptive 

critical events have the possibility to activate, provoking stochastic changes in the Arctic 

governance. 

Also, narratives are not just stories, they also decipher the hidden governmental rationalities, that 

is, the set of values, beliefs, desires, etc. that holds as true for the actor that have 
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internalized this narrative. Ultimately, different governmental practices have appeared and being 

downplayed when a certain narrative reach a hegemonic position. 

In addition, the study shows that small states (or actors) have good changes to pursue active 

change. Finland was a quasi-insignificant state in the Arctic when they started the Finnish 

initiative; Denmark has very few interest and a little role in the Arctic (being Greenland the 

representant of the Realm in most cases) when it decided to start the Ilulissat initiative. 

What is Greenland’s role in Arctic affairs? 
 

Greenland’s role in Arctic affairs is complicated due to its idiosyncratic political system. Although 

its competences are clear-cut in paper, the ongoing political practices have shown that the same 

issue can be interpreted as belonging to Nuuk or to Copenhagen. 

Greenland has legal capacity to engage in international agreements with external actors. 

Greenland has a longstanding relationship with the EU, through the OCTA, acting independently 

from Denmark. The same happens in the Nordic fora but not in the AC. 

Since the Ilulissat declaration, Denmark has increased its visibility and participation in the Arctic 

fora in detriment to Greenland, producing the ‘chair crisis’ as a demonstration of former Premier 

Aleqa Hammond’s dissatisfaction with the Westphalian turn of the AC practices. 

How can Greenland make changes in the Arctic governance? 
 

It is very difficult. The study shows that it is easier to make active change when passive changes 

is already shaking the Arctic order. 

Greenland must wait until the opportunity shows up and ‘seize the moment’. However, the study 

also shows that Canada was the master shaper of the Arctic during the 1990s because it had a 

lonstanding and sound Arctic policy in domestic politics. 

Thus it is a prerequisite for Greenland to increase its levels of ontological security (in the 

dimension of security-of-being) in order to have a sound strategic power position when the Arctic 

region needs to be reshaped next time. 
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Annexes 

  Annex 1. Interview with Mr. Hjalmar Dahl  
 

Interview No. 1: Telephone conversation with Mr. Hjalmar Dahl, conducted the 10th of July 

2018. 

Interviewee: Mr. Hjalmar Dahl (President of Inuit Circumpolar Council Greenland and 

ICC Vice-Chair). 

Interviewer: Valentin Martínez Strömberg (Master’s student in International and 

European relations, Linköping University, Sweden). 

-- 

A) Preparation 

Please, take into account 2 considerations: 

- This conversation is being recorded so I can do an accurate and faithful transcript of 

the interview. The record will be deleted once the transcript is done and it will never be 

shared or published in any way. I hope this is not an inconvenience. 

- You have the right to be anonymous, in that case please make me know it at the end of 

the interview or whenever after, but before the date I submit my thesis. 

-- 

B) Conversation 

 

 
1. What is the Arctic in a general sense? 

 

Dahl: The Arctic is a vulnerable area in the world map. It is populated by Inuit people for 

time immemorial and all the indigenous peoples in the North. And the Arctic has given Inuit 

the life they have right now and it will hopefully continue in the future to come. And Inuit 

people are dependent on the water, the ice as well as the land we … its resources and … which 

is important to continue a life of Inuit and all Arctic peoples. 

 

 
2. Of course. You mentioned that the area is vulnerable. In what sense? Is it due to the 

climate change? 

 

Dahl: (Ehh) It’s… you know the world is changing regarding the current situation in the sense 

of the current influence… the influence of climate change. You have to be ready to live in the 

future. 

 

 
3. What are the differences, if there are any, in being Greenlandic and Inuit? 

 

Dahl: Identity of Inuit? 
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4. Yes, if it is any difference in being Greenlandic and Inuit or… I’m asking this because 

when I were in Greenland, sometimes I encountered people from Greenland that they 

didn’t consider themselves as indigenous people. 

 

Dahl: You know, Inuit individual have the right to identify in more themselves, that’s a basic 

right for any human. And we are identifying ourselves indigenous, part of the indigenous 

community, part of the communities of the world. And we are very most depending on the 

environment to continue our culture, our life and hopefully we will be  able to continue to live 

as that… Of course we have to be aware of the changes of the environment in the coming 

future and try to adopt in regards to how we are living. 

 

 
5. Of course. Do you think that nowadays people can in Greenland … can have the 

perception that being Inuit is being old-fashioned and therefore they don’t want to call 

themselves as Inuit in that case or is this not true? 

 

Dahl: You know, we have to adopt ourselves what to what our environment is giving as. In 

regards of the differences between the Inuit in certain areas of the Arctic is that we are the 

same culture, we have the same language, we have dialect differences but we are one people 

and there we have to be also to be aware of world around us and not isolate us and also be 

part of the world community and things like that, I think is very important not to isolate. 

 

 
6. Perfect. Thank you so much. Now, my research is more focused on Greenland more 

than the Inuit people itself, so now I have a couple of questions about Greenland. Do 

you know if the Government of Greenland want new models or Arctic governance or a 

change in the current Arctic institutional building? 

 

Dahl: I think also the political developments also in Greenland are more and more open and 

is internationally, what the official government policy is in my understanding is that 

Greenland wants to be more decision-maker in regards to what’s happening internationally 

and in regards of indigenous peoples also Inuit internationally. Greenland Self-Government 

is very much part of that area as well, we are cooperating as indigenous peoples organization 

and it is a very very positive development. We are working with the United Nations protecting 

the indigenous peoples rights as well as in the Arctic Council. We have from the ICC such as 

a… the Arctic should be named as a peace zone in the world map and I hope we will in the 

future could be part of that development, and it would be an exceptional thing.. we can be 

successful of that area because folk need a zone of peace in the world map and I think the 

Arctic is a place to do that also because many nations like United States cannot rush et cetera 

but it’s working within the Arctic and the Arctic zones  as well. I think if we could meter a 

good dialogue in the future it would be good also because within the Arctic council, those 

countries, national governments are cooperating within the Arctic development in life, even 

though we hear so many things through the media on disputes, disagreements, et cetera, within 

those nations but also in regards to all the parts of the world. I think it would be an Arctic 

council in we can… also which we help to those states are working together in certain areas 

such as protection of the environment, rescue and various things. 
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7. Exactly. So, do you think it’s important that we… sorry that Inuit people in 

Greenland, especially having this peace dialogue, is it because you think that some 

tensions could be something that will happen in the near future or is it more that the 

Arctic is a quite peaceful zone right now and you want that the rest of the world 

community know that this is not as other regions. 

 

Dahl: It is exactly. It’s a good, it’s important to me to, it’s very important to start a dialogue, 

which has already started for the Arctic-5, it’s the 10 year anniversary of Ilulissat Declaration 

which you may know, Arctic countries will … arctic cause are very closely cooperating in 

scenarios and have to negotiate peaceful in certain areas as well. 

 

 
8. Yes, but … as far as I understand the Arctic-5 is a platform in which indigenous 

peoples don’t have a voice to raise and we are also seeing that the Arctic Council is 

being use as a platform for different Arctic states to come up with agreements, 

international agreements… 

 

Dahl: Yeah. For instance, Greenland Self-government are working with this governments on 

this areas as well. Also within the Arctic Council. It’s also because we don’t have the authority 

on the international foreign issues but, in regards to the cooperation between Denmark and 

Greenland, Denmark cannot do anything without asking the Queen in certain areas. 

 

 
9. Exactly, eh… and you think the Greenlandic state in that sense will have a close 

relationship with ICC, right? 

 

Dahl: Of course. Any state, any independent state, very democratic states are very more to 

be involving on non-governmental organizations to get advice and to get positive or negative 

reactions as simple as democratic tecnique… That area Greenland has to be very much 

understand people in order to have a close relation with Greenland’s authorities as well as 

hunters and fishermans association, workers union et cetera. My existence in Greenland for 

sure is good democratic model which always will be important to me. 

 

 
10. Yes. Last question. Doing my research I have the impression that sustainable 

development is a concept that can be interpreted differently depending in who you are 

of course. If this sustainable development concept differs from Greenlandic point of 

view than from countries as Denmark or Sweden, or any western countries? 

 

Dahl: I think from Greenland’s side sustainable development is a key in order to survive as 

people and it’s a very important issue for ICC as well. Of course it can be differences, but the 

sustainable development is not only Greenland but also other indigenous areas and countries. 

A key to survive as peoples. So we have to keep that area art and mention that in any time 

approaching to express that. 

-- 
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C) Farewell 

Thank you very much Hjalmar. 

I wish you a pleasant journey to Alaska. And I hope you will have a fruitful time next week 

during the 13th ICC General Assembly in UtUtqiagvik. 
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  Annex 2. Interview with Mrs. Aaja Chemnitz Larsen  
 

Interview No. 2: Telephone conversation with Mrs. Aaja Chemnitz Larsen, conducted the 23rd 

of July 2018. 

Interviewee: Mrs. Aaja Chemnitz Larsen (Member of Parliament at the Folketing, 

Denmark49, for the Inuit Ataqatigiit party) 

Interviewer: Valentin Martínez Strömberg (Master’s student in International and 

European relations, Linköping University, Sweden). 

-- 

A) Preparation 

Please, take into account 3 considerations: 

- This conversation is being recorded so I can do an accurate and faithful transcript of 

the interview. The record will be deleted once the transcript is done and it will never be 

shared or published in any way. I hope this is not an inconvenience… 

- This questionnaire with your answers will be added in my thesis as an annex. 

- You have the right to be anonymous. 

-- 

B) Conversation 

 

 
1. Please tell me, what is the Arctic? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: The Arctic is an area, a region consisting of different countries. And, of 

course it is interesting to define the Arctic especially when it comes to defining what kind of 

common goal do we have in the Arctic, but also what kind of collaboration is needed in the 

Arctic. I think it is very interesting to discuss. 

 

 
2. What actors should have the right to govern the Arctic region? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: I think it should be primarily the countries in the Arctic before we chose 

underlying especially the interests from China for example, who think that the Arctic is a part 

of a (eh, hesitates) the global collaboration. So I think… because if we look at the Arctic 

usually it is scarcely populated and therefore it is difficult to have … is an area of vulnerability 

actually. Because otherwise it would just be huge countries such as China that would like to 

govern, what will happen in the Arctic. 

And with the climate change in the Arctic, I heard a professor once said that, because the 

Arctic is hot, it’s a very cool place; you know we see the climate change is also in other’s 

consciousness of the world, we see it especially in the Arctic. Therefore the Arctic has 

 
 

 

49 Two seats at the Folketing (Danish Parliament) are reserved to representatives from Greenland. 
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gained more focus than it had for example 10 or 20 years ago. So in that sense, I think it is 

important to especially emphasise that the countries in the Arctic should govern what is going 

to happen in the Arctic but of course in collaboration with the rest of the World. 

 

 
3. Of course. If I understand you right, the Arctic is so vulnerable so it’s preferred 

that the countries of the Arctic that have common goals, they can collaboration in 

having the first say in order to protect the region. 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yes, but also to develop the region. We have indigenous peoples in the 

Arctic, we have traditional ways of living in the Arctic, in some places at least. But we also 

have a need for development in many senses, a lot of areas, especially for the youth in the 

Arctic, so they are to be as a young person elsewhere in the world, so I think it’s important 

both to keep this balance between the traditional but also to develop the Arctic. 

 

 
4. Perfect. And when you said ‘countries’, you also name by that sovereign entities or 

regions such as Greenland or would it be just the eight sovereign states in this 

case? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yes, we see Greenland as a country. As a Greenlander, we just don’t see 

it as a region of Denmark because we are totally different and that’s quite important to me to 

underline in my work in the Danish parliament. 

 

 
5. Perfect. Thank you. In your opinion, what are the differences between the 

Greenlandic and Inuit identities? If you can find some. 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: I don’t see any differences actually. I think in many ways and especially 

with young people again… how can you say it… Consciousness about being Inuit but also, 

you know, the same as being a Greenlander. 

 

 
6. That is very interesting. The new consciousness is like a new definition or a new 

idea of being Inuit or a Greenlander for example that (ehh) you know what I 

mean… 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yes, it’s a… for example you see young people with Inuit tattoos. And 

you see, you know, people being aware of (…) But also redefining the old traditions. I think 

it’s a, you know, going back to your roots, but also being part of modern society. That is, you 

know, a lot of young people… of course we have opinions, when you talk to young people 

for example, some people are tired of focusing so much on being Inuit, and in Greenland we 

also have half Greenlandic people, half Danish people or have Dutch or…, you know it’s a 

mixed culture. And that’s also part of it. 



97 
 

7. Very interesting. Thank you. If any person asks you the following, “why should 

Greenland have more decision-making powers in Arctic politics?” What would be 

your answer? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Because I think it’s normal that people want to govern their own 

territories. I think it’s important to develop self-determination in Greenland and not  just wait 

until we are totally independent, but also to make sure that we are given more and  more 

authority and core responsabilities. I guess you can approach it in different areas, which I do 

with the Danish authority today. So, I think it’s a natural development for countries to want 

to be more in autonomy and independent, but to do it in a good manner with the former 

colonies, that’s the right way to do it, and not to say to Denmark “we don’t want to collaborate, 

we want to be independent” in a very aggressive way. I don’t think that’s the way to go. I 

think, you know, it’s important also to have Denmark as a partnership collaboration in the 

future, because I think, we are both part of the Arctic but we are also part of the Nordic 

countries, we have the welfare system in Greenland. We have a lot of people with a Danish 

background, a lot of people with an educational background comes to Greenland to work for 

a couple of years or to stay all their lives and, so you can’t just, you know, pull them back to 

Denmark. 

 

 
8. Do you think that other countries, both in the Arctic and outside of the Arctic, do 

understand this special position of Greenland? Do you think that perhaps you 

need some help from Denmark to make Greenland a bit more visible in all these 

international meetings and forums? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yeah, I think Greenland should gain more… Greenland, Denmark and 

the Faroe Islands should find a way to collaborate and always to develop this method of how 

to make sure that. It might be Denmark who is formally the one representing the Realm but 

at the same time that we have Greenland and the Faroe Islands as a strong partner, someone 

who is also representing Greenland, I think that’s a good way to promote a good partnership. 

It’s the only way to go, because otherwise in Greenland it’s just that once we want even more 

independence in a more aggressive way. 

 

 
9. In your opinion, is Greenland a powerless actor in Arctic affairs? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: No, I don’t think. I think in any ways Greenland… we are talking about 

20 percent of the Arctic and of course it’s important to us to have influence on our own issues, 

and I think in many ways, you know, Denmark despite the reputation, it actually listen to what 

Greenland would like to do. And at the same time we have quite a lot of things to say when 

it comes to, for example the Danish Foreign Affairs Ministry. I would like to see more 

Greenlandic working in the foreign affairs field, for example when it comes to indigenous 

peoples issues. I was working at the UN a couple of years ago on indigenous peoples issues, 

and I think that’s a good example of how Greenland… that Greenlanders need experience and 

the expertise in, you know, taking part on a global process,  for example on indigenous issues 

but also other issues that are influential as for example children’s right or otherwise it would 

be interesting to see, you know, Greenland in a more active way. 
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10. Does the Government of Greenland want new models of Arctic governance or a 

change in the current Arctic institutional building? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Sorry. 

 

11. Like for example a change in how the Arctic Council is working or if the Arctic 

need other institutions perhaps apart of the Arctic Council. 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yeah. It’s always difficult to change the international forums. I think I 

would like to have more influence in the future but it takes time. I think Greenlanders and 

it’s… It has been discussions earlier that it should be more, for example, security issues and 

that’s not part of the Arctic Council as it is today. But I think anyways you can see the 

collaboration in the Arctic is more looking for, than in other international collaborations, at 

keeping a low tension area, an area of good and high collaboration. So I think in many ways, 

you know, the Arctic countries are quite glad with the collaboration how it is today. 

 

 
12. Do you think that other states or authorities that want to see a change in the 

decision-making mechanisms of Arctic politics with whom Greenland can start a 

dialogue with? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: I think other actors perhaps like to see a bigger influence, as I said before, 

in the Arctic. But I don’t think that’s going to happen. For example we have China, we have 

the EU, they have different status when it comes to the council for example, and we see more 

and more countries involved and interested in what is going to happen in the Arctic Council. 

But I think… I find it difficult that things would change. And when it comes to the Arctic 

Council, with a good collaboration I don’t think that the bodies that we have should change. 

The way I see it from a Greenlandic perspective, at least, is much more about how the internal 

coordination is between Greenland and Denmark within the Realm, and how can we develop 

a mode that Greenland can take a role when it comes to foreign affairs. Also, you know, 

holding internal discussions about that but also the external actions on how that it’s going to 

happen. I think that’s the focus for Greenland. 

 

 
13. Interesting. Nevertheless some changes have occurred, we have now this new 

institution called the Arctic-5, that has been quite successful forum for some 

people. Do you think these model should kind of set down and evolve and be 

something new in the Arctic alongside with the Arctic Council for example? 

 

(Long silence) 

 

 
14. Or generally speaking what’s your opinion of this new model of the Arctic-5? 

Chemnitz Larsen: No. I think it is like the Arctic Council, you know, you have this 

international collaborations. From a Greenlandic perspective I see that there should be a 

focus on how to develop Greenland instead of how Greenland could have a better say in 

international issues. I don’t think so much as the international collaboration that in doing 
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anything in their countries, you know, the role that Greenland stand in the Arctic. I don’t see 

that’s the problem, I think it’s good the Arctic-5 and the Arctic Council. I think, especially 

when it comes to the internet, the access, is interesting to talk about how to collaborate further 

and can talk about a collaboration in the Arctic much better because we have been in worse 

conditions, difficult conditions to live under, but also to work and make sure we have this 

huge area with scarce population and… therefore we have different conditions that you may 

have in the rest of the world for example. 

I met a lot of friends to collaborating in Europe for example because … but I don’t see it as a 

thing that should be insisted a lot more of what it is right now. It’s also very different, the 

political conditions that we have for example in Russia compared to Canada, the US … I think 

the internal process it’s more important than the international process. 

 

 
15. The Kingdom of Denmark (which means all the three territories of the Realm: 

Greenland, Denmark and the Faroe Islands) published in 2011 the ‘Strategy for 

the Arctic 2011-2020’. But Greenland may have different interests, priorities and 

visions than Denmark and with a common strategy, external actors might take it 

as Greenland has the same and common interests as Denmark and therefore they 

can ignore Greenland and go straight to the Danish authorities and talk with them. 

My point is that a good way to enhance Greenland’s ‘actorness’ and visibility 

towards other states and actors is to have its own strategy document, do you think 

Greenland should publish its own strategy for the Arctic? 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yes, I think it should be and my party had presented this as a suggestion 

in the Parliament of Greenland but it was rejected because Greenland is a part of the Arctic 

and according to the foreign affairs’ strategy, what we have is Arctic strategy according to 

who was responsible of that process in that time 

So there are different political thoughts on that. I heard about this foreign affairs strategy of 

2011 or something so… I think the world is changing very rapidly when it comes to foreign 

affairs, we have Trump, Brexit, … New foreign affairs issues are being raised and discussed 

and we are not proactive, so there are different political views in Greenland. 

 

 
16. Yes of course, you think that Greenland should be more proactive, it doesn’t 

means that Greenland has to do something differently than Denmark, you have of 

course common things but you have to have your own roadmap let’s say. 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: Yeah, and that’s why, you know, some of the answers I was trying to give 

you, you know, were focusing very much on internal issues. I think, there is also, you know, 

pointing fingers at Denmark and saying they are not doing this and this instead of being 

proactive, having a political vision of our own, but also developing the policies based on 

what’s going on in the rest of the World and for the years to come. And, you know, the Arctic 

and other people of other countries instead of the policy agenda and so. It’s different 

opinions… 

And it’s…. It’s frustrating. 
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17. Yes, I would say that, it’s frustrating since, at the same time the Parliament have 

established the Commission for a Constitution last year and I’m thinking ‘Ok, if 

you have done that then you must have somehow a good roadmap or a good 

strategy for your external relations in the future, right? And you can see that, as 

you say, if the Government is not being so proactive then it could just be empty 

words in the end. 

 

Chemnitz Larsen: That’s it. And we have a lot of empty words. And it’s a bit of a frustration 

because Greenland really needs action, there’s a lot of need for business development, There 

is a need for raising the level of education, business development and so on in order to create 

the needed growth in the Greenlandic society. There’s a lot of challenges, you know, we don’t 

always have the solutions on how to make the public to feel better but everybody is, you 

know, agreeing that we should do something but nothings happens. This is the reality that I 

see. And therefore I think also that, if you ask a Greenlander on the street they wouldn’t say 

that the foreign affairs issues and the Arctic Council are the most important things, you know, 

they are focusing much more on everyday issues that are not working and that are a challenge 

for them that …. You know, this is not the whole picture but it’s just to highlight at least 

politically a lot of issues that we are not dealing with and that we don’t have any political 

issue of how it is right now. 

 

 
-- 

C) Farewell 

Thank you so much Aaja. 

I’m sorry for taking more time than expected. 
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  Annex 3. Interview with Mrs. Vivian Motzfeldt  
 
 

Interview No. 3: E-mail questionnaire to Ms. Vivian Motzfeldt, who answered the 25th of July 

2018. 

Interviewee: Ms. Vivian Motzfeldt (Greenlandic Minister of Education, Culture and 

Foreign Affairs). 

Interviewer: Valentin Martínez Strömberg (Master’s student in International and 

European relations, Linköping University, Sweden). 

 

 
-- 

A) Preparation 

-sent in the body of the e-mail- 

Dear Ms. Motzfeldt, 

Thank you for accepting my questions. I hope you have the time and willingness to answer 

them. 

Questions 1-4 are aimed to help me to construct the Greenlandic vision of what is the Arctic and 

how it should we governed. 

Questions 5-13 are aimed to help me to determine Greenland’s role and ‘actorness’ in the Arctic 

governance and, eventually, figure out what kind of mechanisms, strategies and actions could 

improve Greenland’s power of influence in the Arctic. 

2 considerations: 

- This questionnaire with your answers will be added in my thesis as an annex. 

- You have the right to be anonymous. In that case I would reformulate questions 10 and 12 

(and send it back to you for your approval). 

 

 
-- 

B) Questionnaire 

 

 
1. Please tell me, what is the Arctic? 

 

Motzfeldt: As a term the Arctic is the polar region located at the northernmost part of Earth, 

consisting of the Arctic Ocean, adjacent seas, and parts of United States, Canada, Finland, 

Greenland, Iceland, Norway, Russia and Sweden. Geographically the Arctic is limited by the 

Arctic Circle at approx. 66 degrees northern latitude. The Arctic Council members are also 

determined based on this definition. 

Though, for instance, the Arctic 5 consist only of the 5 coastal states to the Arctic Ocean, 

which can also be a way of determining the Arctic. 
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Features which are typical of the Arctic is a region with seasonally varying snow and ice 

cover, with predominantly treeless permafrost and with seas containing seasonal sea ice. The 

Arctic People’s have adapted to its cold and extreme conditions and their cultures reflect this. 

Based on these features one could question whether countries with small geographical areas 

in the Arctic, and primarily other living conditions, could in the same way be determined as 

the Arctic. So it really depends on the context but there should be no doubt that Greenland is 

in the heart of the Arctic. 

 

 
2. Who should have the right to govern the Arctic region? Please, provide a short 

justification. 

 

Motzfeldt: As explained in my previous response, the Arctic consists of several countries. 

Therefore the countries that have the responsibility of the jurisdiction should have the right 

to govern their own country. 

These countries and People’s also have the right to decide whether they would like to enter 

international cooperation and agreements in governing their area. The high seas are governed 

by the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and I believe that any interference 

in these areas should be based on decisions by the coastal states. 

 

 
3. In your opinion, what are the differences between the Greenlandic and Inuit 

identities? 

 

Motzfeldt: Greenlandic people are people who live in Greenland. These people are mostly 

Inuit, but Inuk (in singular) is a term for all Inuit living in different countries in the Arctic. 

Therefore Greenlandic is a term for the people and Inuit in Greenland, and Inuk is term for 

an indigenous people’s group spreading through Canada, Alaska, Greenland, and Russia. 

 

 
4. If any person asks you “why should Greenland have more decision-making powers in 

Arctic politics?” What would be your answer? 

 

Motzfeldt: My answer is quite simply; because Greenland is the Arctic. It is for me a basic 

right to be able to decide on what happens in your own home. 

 

 
5. In your opinion, is Greenland a powerless actor in Arctic affairs? If so, what are the 

causes and what requires to change this situation? 

 

Motzfeldt: I do not believe that this is the case. The Government of Greenland is involved in 

the Arctic Council, Arctic 5, fisheries agreements in the Arctic, the high seas fisheries 

agreement and many their international relations in the Arctic. I therefore believe that we are 

an active and important partner in international Arctic affairs. 
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6. Does the Government of Greenland want new models of Arctic governance or a 

change in the current Arctic institutional building? 

 

Motzfeldt: In general my Government believes that the people living in the Arctic should 

have a more active role in determining the development in the Arctic. As global interest in 

the Arctic has increased we experience that some actors have activities in the Arctic without 

involving the people living. We cannot support this and we try to articulate this in 

international settings as well. 

 

 
7. In your opinion, should the Arctic actors create, develop or change the current 

institutions of Arctic governance? Or is Greenland satisfied with the current 

situation? 

 

Motzfeldt: Same response as question 6. 

 

 
8. Following the previous question. Do you find any actors (states, authorities, key 

persons, enterprises) that also want to see an “evolution” or change in the Arctic 

governance and decision-making mechanisms with whom Greenland can start a 

dialogue with? 

 

Motzfeldt: The Government of Greenland has a god, and long-standing, with our fellow Inuit 

and the Arctic coastal states. Furthermore, the Arctic 5 and Arctic Council are good platform 

to discuss these issues. I therefore believe that we are linked to the right actors and 

stakeholders in these issues. 

9. The so called ‘Arctic-5’ institutional model has been quite successful, among other 

things, to dismantle the (back then) imperative rhetoric of “a race for the Arctic” or “a 

scramble of the Arctic”. In your opinion, does Greenland have more power or 

influence of decision-making in the Arctic-5 forum than in the Arctic Council? 

 

Motzfeldt: Arctic 5 and Arctic Council are two different bodies with completely different 

formats and purposes. I therefore think it is difficult to compare the level of influence. In 

Arctic 5 you have fewer actors so it could be argued that it is easier to have an influence. On 

the other hand the Arctic Council has many different sub-bodies like working groups and task 

forces so here we participate and have an influence in different areas and topics. 

 

 
10. Ms. Motzfeldt, in May this year, you co-hosted in Ilimanaq the Ilulissat Declaration’s 

10th Anniversary. Although the purpose of this event was not to discuss the future 

governance of the Arctic, from the outside, it looks that Greenland had a good 

opportunity to ‘bring up to the table’ its suggestions for a better Arctic decision- 

making institutions. (Especially when Iceland, Sweden, Finland, the ICC and the 

Saami Council were invited and attended the event and not just the ‘Arctic-5’). Did 

you do have the chance? 
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Motzfeldt: The Government of Greenland has no wish to establish a new decision-making 

for institution for the Arctic so I do not feel that I missed an opportunity. We used the venue 

to once again underline the importance of taking outset in the people living in the Arctic and 

I think that was very successful. 

 

 
11. In your opinion, does the Government of Greenland and the ICC share the same 

vision of the Arctic? Or are there differences? 

 

Motzfeldt: There are many aspects to our vision for the country and the Arctic and there are 

many areas where the Government of Greenland and ICC agrees. In many international 

settings we share the same purpose and messages. I believe we do not always agree on all 

means to reach our goals but we both wish for a prosperous future for Inuit. 

 

 
12. As far as I know, the Constitutional Commission is yet in its preliminary stages, but, 

Ms. Motzfeldt, as Chairperson of the Constitutional Commission, what do you 

personally think is important to include in the eventual Constitution about 

Greenland’s jurisdiction and competences in foreign affairs? 

 

Motzfeldt: After the elections in April 2018 I no longer hold the position as chairperson of 

the Commission. The Commission should have the possibility to freely develop a draft 

constitution for Greenland based on relevant input. Consequently, I will refrain from 

commenting on the content of the future Constitution. 

 

 
13. The Kingdom of Denmark (which means all the three territories of the Realm: 

Greenland, Denmark and the Faroe Islands) published in 2011 the ‘Strategy for the 

Arctic 2011-2020’. But Greenland may have different interests, priorities and visions 

than Denmark and with a common strategy, external actors might take it as 

Greenland has the same and common interests as Denmark and therefore they can 

ignore Greenland and go straight to the Danish authorities and talk with them. My 

point is that a good way to enhance Greenland’s ‘actorness’ and visibility towards 

other states and actors is to have its own strategy document, do you think Greenland 

should publish its own strategy for the Arctic? 

 

Motzfeldt: This issue has been discussed in Inatsisartut, the Parliament of Greenland. It can 

be argued that as Greenland is, by virtue, the Arctic the Governments strategies and visions 

are naturally strategies for the Arctic. How we cooperate with our international partners in 

the Arctic region are also already reflected in the way we conduct foreign affairs with our 

closest partners in the Arctic. I can, however, not reject that there could be a decision to 

develop an Arctic strategy for Greenland in the future. 

 

 
-- 

C) Farewell 
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Ms. Motzfeldt, I am immensely thankful for taking part of your time to participate in my 

research study. 

I wish you a pleasant and fruitful ministerial experience for the years to come. 

Kind regards, 

Valentin Strömberg. 

 

 
------- End item --------- 


