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Preface 
The Arctic as a region has been spoken, written and imagined into existence by academics, politicians, 

journalists, Indigenous organizations, NGO’s and military strategists during the past 30-40 years 

(Keskitalo 2004, 2007; Steinberg et al. 2015). In Denmark, circumpolar politics is still a fairly new 

discovery, both in the wider public and within more elitist spheres. While this recent change has been 

essential for determining that the present dissertation is first and foremost about Greenland’s and 

Denmark’s foreign policy identities in relation to the Arctic, the motivation, however, is rooted 

further back in a few memorable events which have guided my curiosity towards the very North and 

most intensively formed my research interests throughout the past seven years. Here I will take the 

opportunity to present a few of those main events. 
 

During my first week as a university student, a submarine planted a Russian titanium flag on the 

geographic North Pole, 4,300 meters below sea level. In times when the so-called Global War on 

Terror, the rise of China and the long-standing Israel-Palestine conflict occupied most of the 

international news landscape, this symbolic act represented something refreshingly new, sowing a 

seed for future investigation. Meanwhile, the Arctic slowly emerged as a new region of interest to 

both Danish foreign policy professionals and the man in the street, encouraged by two central 

publications targeted at each audience; an official Arctic strategy was published following Denmark’s 

Arctic Council chairmanship in 2009-2011, and shortly after the book When the ice disappears: 

Denmark as a great power in the Arctic, Greenland’s riches and the quest for the North Pole (Breum 

2011) hit the booksellers’ bestseller list. As a master’s student in London searching for a topic for my 

MA thesis in International Relations, these two publications presented welcoming materializations of 

the, until then, rather sporadic remarks regarding the Arctic in a Danish context. With the Russian 

flag-planting still clear in mind, the topic of my MA thesis became the development of the regional 

security discourse as seen through the concepts of securitization and sectors as coined by the 

Copenhagen School. 

 

In May 2013, during the final stages of writing my MA thesis, I became more aware of the 

Government of Greenland’s international aspirations, and of the postcolonial relationship that 

preconditions Denmark’s role in the Arctic. The defining event was when Greenland’s then newly 

elected Premier, Aleqa Hammond, boycotted the Arctic Council ministerial meeting in Kiruna, 

Sweden, in discontent with Greenland’s subordinated role. Her decision was widely criticized, but it 
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successfully positioned Greenland as a more autonomous international actor and drew attention to 

the unequal postcolonial relationship with Denmark. The same meeting was also a proof of the 

increased internationalization of the region as China, Italy, India, Japan, South Korea and Singapore 

were all approved as observers to the Arctic Council, while the EU’s application was rejected due to 

its ban on seal product import. Hence, the event both demonstrated a more detailed deepening into 

the vertical relations within the Arctic states, and a widening beyond the region where non-Arctic 

states accelerated their attempts to seek influence. Following this event, my primary research interest 

became Greenland’s foreign policy, and in the pursue of becoming a PhD student, I wrote another1 

master’s thesis about how alleged threats to Greenland’s societal security had been used to enhance 

Greenland’s foreign policy autonomy. 

In May 2016, three months into my PhD studies, a Danish foreign and security policy review 

recommended that Denmark “shall take advantage of the position as an Arctic great power to 

influence the development in the Arctic to the benefit of the Kingdom, the region and the Greenlandic 

and Faroese peoples” (Taksøe-Jensen 2016:ix). Unlike Canada, Norway, Iceland and Russia, the 

Arctic is not part of the prevailing tale about Danish national identity, and nor is ‘great power’ a 

commonly used adjective when describing Denmark’s place in world politics. Reactions were 

therefore mixed and since the review had been requested by the then Danish government, it was 

widely received as a piece of special pleading. Whether the review had a decisive effect on policy or 

not is a reasonable question, but notwithstanding it did succeed at drawing attention towards the new 

opportunities in the Arctic in the aim to gain public acceptance of the new northbound initiatives 

financed by taxpayers’ money. As such, the number of employees working with Arctic affairs within 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was subsequently doubled in times when the ministry was compelled 

to lower its total number of employees. Moreover, the Arctic Command received an additional 120 

million DKK, and 3 million DKK were allocated to an Arctic research hub in Nuuk, while Denmark 

began to host and actively participate in agenda-setting Arctic events. All of which the review had 

listed as concrete recommendations for how to enhance Denmark’s Arctic presence. At the same time, 

the Arctic also became yet a more common point of reference in the Danish foreign policy discourse. 

1 In Denmark, it is required to have a two-year master to become a PhD student in the 5+3 program. As my British 
master was only one year - and since I then already had finished 1½ years of my master in Political Communication & 
Management – I wrote this second thesis. 
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Following the launch of the review, the main person in charge, ambassador Peter Taksøe-Jensen, 

stated in an interview that “[t]he biggest threat to our interests in the Arctic is not the Russians, but 

the prospect of a weakened cohesion within the Danish Realm” (Breum 2016). In that respect, the 

review itself did not contribute to stronger a cohesion as Greenland’s then Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

Vittus Qujaukitsoq, strongly criticized it for not taking Greenlandic interests into consideration, while 

it further fuelled a debate over whether the Government of Greenland should write its own Arctic 

strategy. This exchange of views convinced me to delve deeper into the nooks and corners of the 

Danish-Greenlandic foreign policy identities in relation to the Arctic, as the contours of how the 

international attention affects their postcolonial relationship seemed to appear. Motivated by this 

development in the spring of 2016, I decided to write this dissertation about how foreign policy 

representatives use the global Arctic attention to position Greenland and Denmark internationally. 
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