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INTRODUCTION 

In January 2014, a committee of thirteen researchers from Copenhagen 
University and Ilisimatusarfik (University of Greenland) published the 
report To the Benefit of Greenland, summarizing the state of Greenlandic 
mineral resource industries. It included background papers on 
environmental impacts, historical experiences, and an outline of possible 
future scenarios.1 The committee’s mandate was defined as strengthening 
the “Greenlandic society’s opportunity to benefit directly from the 
investment in exploitation of Greenland’s natural resources, particularly in 
terms of job creation, while opening up for a more active role for the Danish 
business community and Danish investments.”2 In Danish, as well as 
Greenlandic media the report’s somewhat dampened enthusiasm regarding 
an Arctic gold rush was viewed as a surprise – only one year after the lifted 
ban on uranium mining had produced a number of both dazzling and 
contested visions of riches under the melting ice.3  

As the professor of Polar Law and member of the committee, Gudmundur 
Alfredsson remarked in the report’s section Dissenting Opinion, the 
unquestioned role of Danish involvement “seems rooted in the colonial past” 
rather than being the result of an open discussion in the course of the 
committee’s work.4 A few months later, in the summer of 2014, the 
Greenland Reconciliation Commission was established to identify the legacy 
of colonialism in today’s “internal sociological problems, [and] the historical 
development and cultural interaction between Greenland and Denmark.”5 
The Danish Prime Minister had refused any financial support or involvement 
from Danish public authorities. Today, the Government of Greenland is 
responsible for a wide range of decisions although the former dependency 
still is a part of Denmark’s sovereign territory. The reference to the South 

                                                             
1 To the Benefit of Greenland. The Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the Benefit 
of Society, Ilisimatusarfik (University of Greenland) and Copenhagen University, January 2014 
(English version). At the time of writing, the follow-up project called “Greenland Perspective” 
initiated by the same universities is under way and brings together a wider range of actors to 
discuss future possibilities for employment in Greenland. Glacial rock flour and algae may now 
take on the lead in visions of a prosperous future. University of Copenhagen, 
http://greenlandperspective.ku.dk/. 
2 To the Benefit of Greenland, 47. 
3 James T. Areddy, “Race for Resources: Warm to Investors, Greenland Opens Up,” The Wall 
Street Journal, August 22, 2013; Adam Hannestad, “13 eksperter skyder Grønlands drøm om 
selvstændighed i sænk,” Politiken, January 23, 2014.  
4 To the Benefit of Greenland, 48. 
5 Ministeriet for Børn, Undervisning og Ligestilling, EMU Danmarks læringsportal, “Grønlands 
forsoningskommission – en vigtig debat,” http://www.emu.dk/modul/gr%C3%B8nlands-
forsoningskommission-en-vigtig-debat#. 
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African reconciliation process sparked a debate in the media that is ongoing 
and steadily fueled by the wish of many to reach full economic and, 
subsequently, political independence in the future. However, how to 
maintain current living standards is a question even more pressing. In this 
context, scholars of various disciplines have formulated a surprisingly broad 
set of opinions concerning Denmark’s colonial legacy and responsibility for 
present-day problems in Greenlandic society.6 

The notion of humane Scandinavian empires is persisting in large parts of 
academia. Only in the last years do researchers frankly identify patterns of 
the scholarly blind spot and the “consistent understatement in even the most 
recent Scandinavian and Nordic university textbooks.”7 Greenland’s colonial 
past is commonly defined as the time between the mid-18th century and 1953 
when the island’s status as a subordinated dependency officially ended with 
its integration into the Danish kingdom on par with other municipalities. It 
seems, however, that the relicts of this supposedly bygone era are powerful 
enough to stir up Danish-Greenlandic relations today, causing dissent 
among academics, politicians, and not least Greenland’s inhabitants when it 
comes to deciding on the future of natural resources industries on the 
Arctic’s largest island. 

Since Greenland’s colonization by Danish-Norwegian traders and 
missionaries in the 18th century, natural resources were at the center of 
debates about the country’s future. Yet, it was not before around 1900 that 
administrators, scientists, and private entrepreneurs alike brought forward 
comprehensive visions of a new dimension that challenged the traditional 
colonial approach of isolating Greenland’s hunting culture. Natural 
resources industries, imagined as large-scale ventures, were at the core of 
their ideas of how to govern the dependency in the future. 

The effective use of resources modeled after Danish standards became the 
pivot on which the modernization of Greenland revolved, especially 
regarding the development of industrial fisheries in the first half of the 20th 

                                                             
6 Dennis Nørmark, “Danskerne begriber ikke, at vi var en brutal kolonimagt,” Politiken, March 
28, 2015; Klaus Georg Hansen, “Danmarks forestilling om sin rolle i Grønland er dybt forældet,” 
Information, July 25, 2014; Thorkild Kjærgaard, “Forsoningskommissionen. En grønlandsk 
folkekomedie,” Kamikposten, December 25, 2014; Michelle Arrouas, “Den danske stat og det 
lille naturfolk,” Information, October 7, 2016. 
7 Audrey Horning, “Insinuations. Framing a New Understanding of Colonialism,” in 
Scandinavian Colonialism and the Rise of Modernity, eds. Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. 
Nordin (New York: Springer Science and Business Media, 2013), 304. Ongoing projects in 2017 
are, for instance, the collaborative international research projects associated with “Arctic 
Encounters” headquartered at the University of Leeds, the project “Greenland as a case of 
Postcolonialism” at Aalborg University (ended April 2017), and Astrid Nonbo Andersen’s 
Postdoc project at the Danish Institute for International Studies.  
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century. This notion was profoundly different from the idea that had guided 
conservative colonial governance for almost two centuries. At times 
hesitantly, sometimes decisively, actors with a stake in Greenland’s future 
refrained from seeing themselves as preservers of a pristine, vulnerable 
Greenlandic culture. As a consequence, colonial authorities put the 
traditional isolation of the Greenlandic hunters’ society increasingly into 
question and ultimately dismissed it. The rationalities that emerged during 
this phase, I argue, laid the grounds for visions of a modern Greenland 
throughout the 2oth century, until this day. 

Generally, Greenland’s modernization is understood as the period of state-
led development initiatives since the 1950s seeking to promote 
industrialization, urbanization, and social reforms. Since 1900, however, 
these trends were already discernible as goals of a colonial policy that 
reoriented itself in a changing world.8 Both the rhetoric and narratives in 
accounts of actors in positions of power in the colonial system reflected the 
modernization discourse that took hold of the Western world during these 
decades. Productivity and rationalization became key concepts in the 
colonial visions of Greenland’s future. Yet, they were continuously debated 
and questioned within the administration.  

The ideas revolving around making natural resource use in the colony 
industrial and productive catered to the colonial power hierarchy and the 
phenomenon that is recognized as “colonial mimicry” within postcolonial 
studies.9 After more than a century of efforts to conserve the (allegedly) 
primal Greenlandic society (and profiting from trade with seal and whale 
products), the Danish colonial project openly aimed at altering the 
indigenous culture towards the perceived standards of Denmark’s society 
and economy, especially in regard to norms of productivity in natural 
resource exploitation. A “modern Greenland” meant, primarily, a productive 
land and productive workers. In this doctoral thesis, the term 
“modernization” points to these notions rather than being limited to the 
state-led initiatives of the mid-20th century.  

Until today, the persisting nature of colonial definitions of modernity in 
Greenland is vindicated by the widespread scholarly reservation when it 
comes to exploring how the modernization period is remembered, retold, 
and continued in the political setting of the 21st century. Modernization in 
                                                             
8 Poul Peter Sveistrup, Economic Principles of the Greenland Administration before 1947, 
Meddelelser om Grønland 150, vol. 1 (Copenhagen; Kommissionen for Videnskabelige 
Undersøgelser i Grønland: Reitzel, 1949), 50 ff.  
9 Ricardo Roque, “Mimesis and Colonialism: Emerging Perspectives on a Shared History,” 
History Compass 13, no. 4 (2015): 201-11, 202.  



 

4 

Greenland is not only a historical period. The idea of rational progression 
towards modernity under Danish auspices also constitutes the master 
narrative of Greenland’s 20th-century historiography. Thus, it is crucial to 
take a closer look at historical ideas of the future of natural resources 
industries that emerged, circulated, and came to persist in notions of a 
modern Greenland throughout the century. 

Aim and Outline of the Dissertation 
This doctoral thesis aims at identifying and analyzing narratives of natural 
resource development as they emerged in the context of modernization 
efforts in Greenland in, roughly, the first half of the 20th century. 

The empirical material analyzed in the papers of this doctoral thesis stems 
from Danish actors with a prominent role in debates concerning Greenland’s 
future during this time. These included, for instance, scientists, 
businessmen, administrators, and media outlets, articulating their visions of 
natural resource industries on the Arctic island. Taking cues from the 
historical arguments, this thesis seeks to answer the following questions: 
Which role did these actors assign to the exploitation of natural resources in 
the perspective of Denmark’s rule over Greenland? What were the key 
aspects of their visions of future natural resources use? How did their 
rationalities shape the principles of a modern Greenland that set the stage 
for the state-led postwar modernization policies?  

These questions were relevant to Danish-Greenlandic relations throughout 
the 20th century and up to this day, as natural resource industries are the 
linchpin for the country’s political development. The recent efforts to 
identify the legacies of colonial power are witness to the need for exploring 
how ideas of modern natural resources use emerged in the colonial setting, 
and how they shape the future of Greenland today.10 

The introductory section of this thesis gives a general introduction to the 
overarching aim and the historical background of the cases studied in each 
paper. Since every paper is either published or submitted to an academic 
publisher, their respective aims and research questions are formulated in 
line with the requirements set during the editing process or the journal’s 
scope (see section “Method and Scope”).  

                                                             
10 David C. Engerman and Corinna R. Unger, “Towards a Global History of Modernization,” 
Diplomatic History 33, no. 3 (2009): 375-85. 
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Historical Background 
This section provides a brief overview of Greenland’s history with the focus 
on Danish governance regarding the island’s natural resources in the first 
half of the 20th century. It is the common historical context that binds the 
individual studies in this doctoral thesis together. Since the establishment of 
trading stations and missions in the mid-18th century until 1953, Greenland 
was governed by Denmark under a strict trade monopoly.11 Denmark’s early 
colonization of Greenland was marked by the efforts of the Danish-
Norwegian priest Hans Egede in 1721 to find descendants of the Norse 
settlers who emigrated from Iceland to Greenland in the tenth century. The 
priority was to reestablish the ties and to prove Danish sovereignty over 
Greenland. Although it turned out that these hopes were futile, the Arctic 
island was imagined to remain under Denmark’s responsibility, especially in 
terms of bringing the Christian gospel to the indigenous people who 
inhabited the coasts. Driven by the idea of the evangelical burden, 
Greenland’s inhabitants were perceived as naive children who had to be 
taken care of by their masters. Colonial authorities aimed at isolating them 
to (to use a common contemporary term) protect the authentic Greenlandic 
lifestyle of seal hunting from harmful influences. This approach remained 
mostly unchallenged until the late 19th century.12 

Since then, however, whether the mercantile isolation policy and the trade 
relying almost exclusively on seal products should be continued was debated 
in various forums in Denmark, becoming known as the Greenland question. 
Colonial authorities increasingly adopted the view that the development of a 
modern Greenlandic society, modeled on Danish standards of productivity 
and based on the effective exploitation of the land’s natural resources was in 
the Greenlanders’ best interest. Furthermore, to what extent the indigenous 
hunting society should be restructured to serve new industries was a matter 
of discussion throughout the following decades. In the 1910s and 1920s, the 
introduction of commercial fisheries was in its early stages, but it laid the 
groundwork for the major change in Greenland’s economic governance. 
During this time, a debate arose in Greenlandic forums that linked 
Greenlandic identity to occupation and language. Hunting began to be 
challenged as a criterion for being Greenlandic. 

                                                             
11 Technically, the areas around the trading stations were colonies, while Greenland (as well as 
the Faroe Islands and Iceland) was a dependency of the Danish kingdom. In historiography, 
however, the term “colony” is widely used for the whole of Greenland, highlighting the 
administrative form of Danish rule over the island and its governance led by the metropolitan 
center. Robert Petersen, “Colonialism as Seen from a Former Colonized Area,” Arctic 
Anthropology 32, no. 2 (1995): 118-26. 
12 Axel Kjær Sørensen, Denmark-Greenland in the Twentieth Century, Meddelelser om 
Grønland (Man & Society) vol. 34 (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2007), 20.  
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Map of Greenland, 1888, with courtesy to the Danish Arctic Institute, Copenhagen. 
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This development provided the grounds for the emergence of the notion of 
“Danish thinking” as “efficient” and, in contrast to that, the “Greenlandic 
way” as being humane but incompetent in relation to industrial work – an 
idea traceable to Danish colonial civil servants, yet deeply imbuing 
Greenlandic self-perception during the following decades.13 During the 
Second World War, civil servants renounced control by German-occupied 
Copenhagen and governed Greenland by means of an independent central 
administration. The colony’s sudden opening to world politics and (primarily 
U.S.) trade led the Danish administrators and the Greenlandic elite to 
demand wide-ranging reforms after the war. As they saw it, a return to the 
earlier protectionist, remote control by Copenhagen was not an option. 
Despite the common understanding of foreign threats during the early Cold 
War, the massive presence of U.S. military in the 1950s and 1960s 
increasingly became a concern in the view of Danish sovereignty over the 
island.14 Among other developments, the complex basis for negotiations with 
the U.S. led Denmark to present itself as a committed and loyal member of 
the United Nations to improve its position.15 The United Nation’s Charter of 
1945 built the normative basis for Danish decolonization policy in the 
following decades and was a major reason for wanting to shrug off the label 
as a colonial power. While seeking to lift Greenlandic living standards, 
Greenland was integrated as an equal part into the Kingdom of Denmark in 
1953.16 

In 1950, a government-appointed expert commission presented an elaborate 
plan for Greenland’s social and economic development. It was realized in 
legislation shortly after, commonly known as the G50 Commission and 
Report. The successive commission of 1960, known as G60, slightly modified 
the developments initiated by the G50 reforms. After the awaited interest of 
private capital failed to materialize, the Danish state continued to take an 
active role in shaping the society and economy with the goals formulated in 
the G60 Report: the concentration of settlements, further industrialization of 

                                                             
13 Robert Petersen, “The Role of Research in the Construction of Greenlandic Identity,” in 
“Greenland. Nationalism and Cultural Identity in Comparative Perspective,” eds. Synne 
Dybbroe and Poul Brøbech Møller, special issue, North Atlantic Studies 1, no. 2 (1991): 17-22, 
19.  
14 Matthias Heymann, Henrik Knudsen, Maiken L. Lolck et al., “Exploring Greenland: Science 
and Technology in Cold War Settings,” Comparative Issues in the History of Circumpolar 
Science and Technology 33, no. 2 (2010): 11-42, 40. 
15 Frede P. Jensen, Erik Beukel, and Jens Elo Rytter, Phasing out the Colonial Status of 
Greenland, 1945-54: A Historical Study (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2010), 68. 
16 Different options concerning the formal association with Denmark were not presented to and, 
as has been shown in a close analysis of documents related to the proceedings, deliberately 
withheld from the Greenlandic representatives and the Greenlandic public. Ibid., 33 ff. 
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the fisheries sector, and attraction of Danish private capital and vocational 
training of the Greenlandic workforce for the fishing industry.17  

In many cases, this massive effort to introduce Danish standards in 
economic terms ended in forced resettlement. The “modernization of 
Greenland,” as the developments in the 1950s and 1960s are commonly 
referred to, saw the social uprooting and disruption of communities. Suicide 
and alcohol abuse rates, which were among the highest in the world for the 
last 30 years, are seen today as one of the lingering consequences of the 
urbanization policy.18 Yet, viewing the aftermath as universal crisis tends to 
neglect the cultural diversity within the Greenlandic communities. The 
changes also facilitated the emergence of Greenlandic identity discourses in 
a setting that brought together members of dispersed settlements, forming 
new urban communities where they created new futures for themselves. 

Greenland was granted Home Rule in 1979, which allowed Greenlandic 
representations to decide over domestic issues while leaving foreign relations 
and defense to the Danish authorities. Since 2008, when a public self-
government referendum for political independence passed, Greenland’s Self-
Government replaced the Home Rule administration, aiming at complete 
political autonomy in the future. The image Greenland promotes of itself 
today features a combination of tradition and modern cosmopolitism. The 
official tourist council’s webpage Visit Greenland, which is owned and 
managed by the Government of Greenland, presents a picture that unites 
“aboriginal identity” with innovation, urbanity, and industry.19 The 
webpage’s opening banner shows young women in traditional Greenlandic 
costumes playing on their smartphones. The orientation towards the world, 
not Denmark, is central to the overall representation and policies in the 21st 
century.20 

                                                             
17 Sørensen, Denmark-Greenland, 111; 116.  
18 Markus J. Leineweber, “Modernization and Mental Health: Suicide among the Inuit in 
Greenland” (dissertation, University of Nijmegen, 2000). 
19 Greenland Tourist Council, “Det moderne Grønland,” http://www.greenland.com/da/om-
groenland/kultur-sjael/historie/det-moderne-groenland. 
20 Kirsten Thisted, “Pioneering Nation. New Narratives about Greenland and Greenlanders 
Launched Through Arts and Branding,” in The New Arctic, eds. Birgitta Evengård, Joan 
Nymand Larsen, and Øyvind Paasche (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2015), 23-38.  
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SUMMARY OF THE PAPERS 

I. “The Arctic Scramble Revisited. The Greenland Consortium and 
the Imagined Future of Fisheries in 1905”  

In 1905, a private stakeholder group, the Greenland consortium, submitted 
an extensive application to the Danish Home Office. Belonging to 
Copenhagen’s commercial elite, the members applied for a concession to 
access Greenland as a private, for-profit venture, and to enter the market for 
trade with Greenland’s living resources. Christian F. Drechsel, a renowned 
Danish biologist and at the time a governmental consultant for fisheries, 
supported the group’s chief arguments. By taking on a narrative perspective, 
this paper analyzes the consortium’s arguments for weakening the state 
monopoly as advocated in its application documents. The notion of seizing 
opportunities in the face of growing international rivalry was central to their 
argumentation as to why Denmark had to step up its exploitation efforts in 
Greenland, especially regarding fisheries. While Denmark was accused of 
letting Greenland’s riches lay waste, the consortium emphasized an urgency 
to act in view of increasing competition by foreign trawlers in Greenlandic 
waters. This paper discusses how the narrative motif of a scramble for the 
Arctic was constructed through the authority of science. It contextualizes the 
dynamics of this concept in the topical debate on rare earth mining in 
present-day Greenland.  

 

II. “From Siam to Greenland. Danish Economic Imperialism at 
the Turn of the 20th Century” 

The Greenland consortium, which is at the center of the first paper as part of 
this dissertation, consisted of stakeholders closely involved as business 
partners for several years. The group included and was supported by the 
leaders of the East Asiatic Company (Det Østasiatiske Kompagni) and the 
Danish Farmers’ Bank (Den Danske Landmandsbank, Hypothek- og 
Vexelbank) in Copenhagen. Since private capital did not have any 
noteworthy influence on Greenland’s economy before the 1950s from a 
macro perspective, this episode is commonly understood as one of the few 
and unfortunate attempts to open the Greenlandic market at the turn of the 
20th century. The consortium members shaped the discourse on natural 
resources use in the colony to a large extent and limited the authorities’ 
room for maneuver for years to come. This paper is a close analysis of 
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documents related to the consortium members’ enterprises in the years 
leading up to their sudden interest in Greenland. It presents their 
entanglements in various businesses in other regions of the world. The group 
experienced severe crises in, for instance, gold mining and teak logging in 
Siam around 1900. I argue this was a major contribution to fueling their 
fueled their vision for Greenland that was brought forward in 1905. The 
stakeholders’ push towards the modernization of Greenland’s economy 
illustrates how developments and events on a wide and geographical scale 
were relevant for key actors to get involved in the debate that criticized the 
colony’s conservative governance. The consortium’s critique of Denmark’s 
colonial administration, as this paper argues, can be read as a part of a 
transnational history of economic imperialism.  

 

III. “Science, Markets, and Power. Adolf Severin Jensen in the 
Debate over Greenland’s Fisheries Development During the Early 
20th Century” 

Adolf Severin Jensen was a fisheries scientist and consultant to the Danish 
colonial administration. Early in his career, Jensen initiated the first 
scientific trials in preparation for developing large-scale commercial 
fisheries on Greenland’s West coast in 1908 and 1909. In Greenlandic 
communities, fishing was conducted at subsistence level at this point. Over 
the following decades, Jensen’s results and suggestions were the basis for the 
extension and modernization of Greenland’s fishing sector. It became the 
pivot of colonial economic policy in the 1920s and was since then praised as 
the pillar of an urban and industrialized Greenland in the future. Cod 
fisheries, established during this time, remained the economy’s primary 
focus until the stocks’ massive decline since the late 1970s. This paper puts 
Jensen’s involvement in the debate over the development of industrial 
fisheries in the context of the emerging discipline of fisheries biology, 
emphasizing the subtle interplay of knowledge production, economic goals, 
and political power that characterized this emerging scientific field. Since it 
developed from zoology and oceanography as a distinctive discipline since 
about 1900, the methods and goals of fisheries science were geared towards 
generating policy implications and modernizing industries. Although Jensen 
became actively engaged in the debate on the future of the state monopoly, 
he seemed unaware of the political preconceptions his research implicated. 
Jensen’s contributions are an example of how fisheries science, carried out 
under an imperial agenda, connected scientific research with political goals 
and turned Western science into a tool for manifesting power.  
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IV. “A Modern Mine? Greenlandic Media Coverage on the 
Qullissat Coal Mine in Greenland, 1942-1968” 

The closure of the Qullissat coal mine in Western Greenland and the 
resettlement of Qullissat’s inhabitants in 1972 are today a symbol of the 
Danish neglect of the Greenlanders’ self-determination and their subjection 
under Danish power. Under the leadership of Danish and foreign experts, 
the mineworkers were exclusively Greenlandic, being the first indigenous 
industrial workforce in the colony. This article explores how Qullissat’s 
future was represented in the major Greenlandic news outlets, the Danish 
Grønlandsposten (in press 1942-1952) and the bilingual 
Atuagagdliutit/Grønlandsposten (A/G) between 1952 and 1968 when the 
decision to close the mine was finalized. The news media outlets analyzed in 
this paper can be described as predominantly pro-reform, favoring a 
modernized industrial sector and (partial) privatization in the dependency 
during these decades. Whether Qullissat was presented as a modern mine, 
and thus with a rightful position in Greenland’s future, was central to the 
narratives that entered the media discourse. While the coal mine was praised 
as Greenland’s major energy supply during wartime, the radically changed 
policy of modernization in the postwar period produced narratives of 
economic decline. During different phases of Denmark’s governance, 
Qullissat was presented either as Greenland’s coal chamber guaranteeing its 
sovereign future, or, in contrast to that, as wartime relict and obsolete 
burden. First in the 1960s, however, did the notion of Qullissat as a 
notoriously unproductive mine and the image of Greenlandic workers as 
victims of unfortunate circumstances enter the coverage of A/G. Lingering 
since the mine’s closure, this narrative came to be central to public and 
scholarly discourses. While the mine was viewed as a showcase of successful 
Danish modernization efforts when Qullissat was central to its governance of 
the dependency, it was framed as an uneconomic Greenlandic project in its 
final phase.  
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RELEVANT RESEARCH FIELDS 

There are major strands of research that have laid the basis for the overall 
perspective taken on in the individual studies of this thesis. The works 
discussed in the following have both inspired the outline of this thesis and 
delineated the research fields it seeks to contribute to: Scandinavian 
(postcolonial) history, the historiography of Greenland’s early 
modernization, as well as narrative approaches to Arctic history, 
environmental history, and the history of science. 

Postcolonial Perspectives 
After Greenland reached a new stage of political independence with the Act 
on Self-Government in 2009, it seems, academics and the public are in a new 
phase of engaging in a common debate on postcolonial legacies. This debate, 
fueled by the Greenland Reconciliation Commission in 2014, reveals 
different strains of opinion regarding Greenlandic-Danish relations. It lays 
bare the master narrative that largely represents Greenland’s past in the 
scholarly and public discourse, which is, however, becoming increasingly 
contested. A major inspiration for this thesis has come from the critical turn 
in Scandinavian historiography (at times referred to as the postcolonial turn) 
that is rooted in these developments. The works mentioned in this section 
are not exclusively related to Greenland or the temporal scope of this thesis. 
Yet, they illustrate how the interplay of colonial rationalities can be critically 
assessed instead of remaining the unquestioned coordinate system of the 
historiographical narrative.  

To a large extent, the narrative lines in Scandinavian historiography are 
constructed on the basic assumption of Scandinavian “innocence in 
confrontations with Europe’s colonial past,” as for instance the historians 
Gunlög Fur and Pernille Ipsen state in the introduction to the journal 
Itinerario’s special issue on Scandinavian colonialism in 2009.21 The 
political scientists Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Ulrik Pram Gad have identified 
a specific northern approach to Scandinavia’s imperial history. What makes 
this approach unique is how the countries’ “imperial legacy flies under the 
radar of both public and academic debates.”22  

                                                             
21 Pernille Ipsen and Gunlög Fur, “Introduction,” in “Scandinavian Colonialism,” eds. Niels 
Brimnes, Pernille Ipsen, and Gunvor Simonsen, special issue, Itinerario 33, no. 2 (July 2009): 
7-16, 7. 
22 Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Ulrik Pram Gad, “Postimperial Sovereignty Games in the Nordic 
Region,” Cooperation and Conflict 49, no. 1 (2014): 3-32, 24. 
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The cultural historian Lars Jensen stresses the “Danish inability to accept its 
history of repression in Greenland” which is, as Jensen shows, especially 
rooted in the disbelief that the Danish state itself, its most central structure, 
is responsible for this.23 Today’s reluctance to besmirch the image of 
Denmark as benevolent motherland and humane empire presents itself not 
only in historiography but also in the public discourse in both Denmark and 
Greenland.24 This “colonial relation remains an inescapable reference for 
society” in present-day Greenland, too, as Gad points out.25  

The recent years, however, have seen an increasing number of academic 
researchers from various disciplines, like political science, anthropology, 
comparative literature, and the historical disciplines, challenging the 
historiographical dogma. Key works of this field referred to in the individual 
papers of this thesis are, among others, Kirsten Thisted’s works “‘Where once 
Dannebrog waved for more than 200 years’” (2009) and “The Power to 
Represent” (2002), Karen Fog Olwig’s article “Narrating Deglobalization” 
(2003), Ulrik Pram Gad’s article “Post-Colonial Identity in Greenland? 
When the Empire Dichotomizes Back - Bring Politics Back in” (2009), Søren 
Rud’s articles “Governance and Tradition in Nineteenth-Century Greenland” 
(2013) and “Hvad er kolonialisme?” (2016), as well as the edited volume 
“The Archaelogy of Capitalism in Colonial Contexts” (2013), edited by Sarah 
K. Croucher and Lindsay Weiss, and the contributions to Whiteness and 
Postcolonialism in the Nordic Region (2012), edited by Kristín Loftsdóttir 
and Lars Jensen. 

Economic development and modernization of indigenous societies has been 
a vital part of Scandinavian ventures where natural resources use was closely 
connected to establishing sovereignty over land, but was paired with a 
paternal self-image. The Swedish interest in extending and rationalizing its 
exploitation of natural resources in the land’s North, for instance, bears 
striking similarities to the Danish governance in Greenland during the same 
time period, at the turn to the 20th century. The modernization of industries 
in Sápmi, the cultural region traditionally inhabited by the Sámi, was since 

                                                             
23 Lars Jensen, “Greenland, Arctic Orientalism and the Search for Defining Contemporary 
Postcolonial Geography,” KULT Postkolonial Temaserie 12 (2015): 139-53, 149.  
24 Kirsten Thisted, “‘Where once Dannebrog waved for more than 200 years’: Banal 
Nationalism, Narrative Templates and Post-Colonial Melancholia,” Review of Development and 
Change XIV, no. 1/2 (2009): 147-72.  
25 Ulrik Pram Gad, “Post-Colonial Identity in Greenland? When the Empire Dichotomizes Back 
– Bring Politics Back in,” Journal of Language and Politics 8, no. 1 (2009): 136-58, 137.  
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oftentimes narrated as a paternal act to help.26 In an attempt to expand 
effective sovereignty when its premodern era of grandeur was over, Sweden’s 
North, comprising parts of the land of Sápmi, became the center of visions of 
the nation’s modernity and wealth. The industrialization of the mining sector 
and the establishment of its urban centers were essential parts of this project 
and came to shape the ways this region’s history is told. Major works on this 
aspect in a wider Scandinavian context include, for instance, Sverker Sörlin’s 
Framtidslandet (1988), Håkan Forsell’s article “Modernizing the Economic 
Landscape of the North” (2015), and the edited volume by Graham Huggan, 
Postcolonial Perspectives on the European High North (2016). 

Perspectives on Greenland’s 20th-Century History 
The following paragraphs are not meant to give an exhaustive summary of 
scholarly research on Greenland’s 20th-century history. The state of research 
on subjects relevant to this thesis is commented on in the papers of this 
thesis. Instead, the works referred to in the following are selected with the 
purpose to give an overview of central lines of narration in historiographical 
accounts that deal particularly with the developments subject of this doctoral 
thesis. 

Accounts on the history of 20th-century Greenland are commonly structured 
according to the two major turning points that changed the country’s socio-
economic landscape fundamentally. First, there is the transition from the 
hunting society to an economy based on a fishing industry. The early 
commercialization of fisheries began in the 1910s and 1920s, while the 
expansion towards large-scale offshore fisheries first took off in the late 
1940s.27 Subsequently, with the Second World War, the formerly isolated 
Greenland was opened to international (and primarily U.S.) trade and 
communication, becoming an integral part of Cold War strategies. The way 
these events are narrated is an outstanding example of how prevailing 
understandings of modernization and colonialism shape the 
historiographical discourse. 

                                                             
26 Sverker Sörlin, Framtidslandet. Debatten om Norrland och naturresurserna under det 
industriella genombrottet, Acta Regiæ Societatis Skytteanæ, vol. 33 (Malmö: Carlsson 
Bokförlag, 1988); Håkan Forsell, “Modernizing the Economic Landscapes of the North,” 
International Journal for History, Culture and Modernity 3, no. 2 (2015): 195-211, 199; 
Graham Huggan, “Introduction: Unscrambling the Arctic,” in Postcolonial Perspectives on the 
European High North. Unscrambling the Arctic, eds. Graham Huggan and Lars Jensen 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 16. 
27 Rasmus Ole Rasmussen, “Small, Medium and Large-Scale Strategies: Cases of Social 
Response and Change in Greenland,” Arctic Research Journal 1 (2005): 56-72. 
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The underlying intentions of Denmark’s colonial policy until the late 19th 
century set the stage for future developments throughout the 20th century. 
They also formed the background of the critique of traditional views that 
gained weight around 1900, gradually preparing the grounds for 
administrative and economic reforms. The historian Søren Rud identifies 
two historiographical interpretations of this change of priorities. One line of 
analysis, according to Rud, maintains the idea of the benevolent empire that 
truly meant to safeguard Greenlandic culture, and the other, in contrast, 
focuses on the state monopoly’s profits made by the exclusive trade with 
sealskin.28  

The Greenlandic historian Daniel Thorleifsen, for instance, emphasizes that 
the “commercial monopoly’s purchasing policy in Greenland, and the prices 
offered Greenlanders, were not determined by what the goods in question 
could attain on the world market but by the state’s wish to further or limit 
the development of a particular industrial/-occupational area.”29 With this 
interpretation, Thorleifsen falls into the latter category identified by Rud 
because he points to the manipulative policy employed by the authorities. 
The contested image of the Greenlandic hunter led to diverging opinions for 
future economic planning in the beginning of the 1900s. The growing 
critique of the state monopoly came with the suggestion to introduce a 
fishing industry as a basis of a fundamentally changed colonial economy.  

Thorleifsen offers a brief assessment of how Greenland’s early commercial 
fisheries have been described in historiographical accounts, highlighting that 
the interpretative paradigm seems to have changed – at least marginally – to 
include the consideration of ideological factors when it comes to the 
transition from hunting to commercial fishing. The term “transition” is 
commonly used in research to describe the changes in the marine 
environment (warmer water and cod influx) and economic framework 
(decreasing demand for traditional products like blubber and seal skin). Yet, 
it also semantically links these developments to a likewise natural necessity 
for change in Greenlandic society – assisted by the Danish authorities.30 
Thorleifsen provides one of the more critical views on this historiographical 

                                                             
28 Søren Rud, “Governance and Tradition in Nineteenth-Century Greenland,” Interventions. 
International Journal of Postcolonial Studies 16, no. 4 (2014): 551-71, 552.  
29 Daniel Thorleifsen, “The Prelude to Greenland’s Commercial Fishery,” in From Sealing to 
Fishing: Social Economic Change in Greenland 1850-1940, eds. Poul Holm, David J. Starkey, 
and Ole Marquart (Esbjerg: Fiskeri- og Søfartsmuseets Forlag, 1999), 73. 
30 See, for instance, Lawrence Hamilton, Per Lyster, and Oddmund Otterstad, “Social Change, 
Ecology and Climate in 20th-Century Greenland,” Climate Change 47 (2000): 193-211; Erik L. B. 
Smidt, “Om overgangen fra fangst til fiskeri i Vestgrønland,” Tidsskriftet Grønland 5 (1983): 
125-44.  
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narrative.31 As the biologist William G. Mattox points out in his elaborate 
account on Greenland’s fishing industry between 1910 and 1966, it “is widely 
believed that the modern Greenland fishing industry began with an influx of 
cod in a period of climate amelioration. This was not so.”32 Other historians, 
however, have criticized the methodology of accounts Thorleifsen presents as 
examples to include an ideological explanation.33 I do not oppose the idea 
that ecological variations had a profound impact and it is not the intention of 
this thesis to question causes and effects of socio-economic changes 
researchers have analyzed accurately in detail.34 Instead, I want to call 
attention to the way these developments are narrated and positioned in the 
modernization discourse, subtlety introducing them as a prelude to the mid-
20th century modernization of Greenland on Danish terms.  

As the former Prime Minister Hans Hedtoft put it in 1953: “The break 
between old and new will require making sacrifices […]. It is our 
responsibility to help in these hard times.”35 Setting apart Danish 
colonialism and promoting it as a humane effort was carefully implemented 
throughout colonial times and beyond. The introduction of industrial 
fisheries was narrated as a chapter in Denmark’s vision to develop Greenland 
from “Stone Age culture to our modern technical civilization” in the 
contemporary view of the 1950s; yet, it is also strangely similar to today’s 
narration of the modernization period.36  

The notion that Danish authorities assisted Greenland in times of inevitable 
change, suffering, and privation (especially during the shift towards the 
fishing industry and during the postwar years) is clearly visible. In 2003, the 
report Democracy and Power in Greenland (Demokrati og Magt i 
Grønland) was published as the result of a research project initiated by the 
Danish parliament in order to illuminate the conditions for self-government 
in the future in view of sociological and economic circumstances in present-
day Greenland. In the book’s chapter on the historical background, Jes 
Adolphsen presents the introduction of commercial fisheries as Denmark’s 
                                                             
31 Thorleifsen, “Prelude to Greenland’s Commercial Fishery,” 81.  
32 William G. Mattox, Fishing in West Greenland, 1910-1966: The Development of a New 
Native Industry (Copenhagen: Reitzel, 1973), 105.  
33 Pia Boisen and Bue Nielsen, “Årsager til Erhvervsskiftet fra Fangst til Fiskeri i Vestgrønland,” 
Tidsskriftet Grønland 4 (1982): 125-39. See, for instance, Axel Kjær Sørensen’s critique in “Fra 
fangst til Fiskeri i Vestgrønland (Julianehåbdistriktet),” Tidsskriftet Grønland 10, 1982: 343-46.  
34 See appendix III, note 7.  
35 “Brydningen mellem gammelt og nyt vil koste ofre. […] det er for os en pligt at hjælpe i denne 
vanskelige tid,” Hans Hedtoft, ”Baggrunden for Nedsættelsen af den store 
Grønlandskommission,” Tidsskriftet Grønland 1 (1953): 13-17, 16-17.  
36 Kjeld Rask Therkilsen, “From Kayak to Cutter. Greenland Industries and Occupations,” in 
Greenland, ed. Kristjan Bure (The Royal Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs) (Ringkjøbing, DK: 
A. Rasmussens Bogtrykkeri, 1956), 99-112, 104. 
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effort to modernize the Greenlandic lifestyle that was once carefully 
“protected” by the colonial authorities. The seal hunt, as Adolphsen states, 
“became insufficient for subsistence.”37 The question why this might have 
been the case is not raised, which could have led to a critical assessment of 
Danish colonial policy up to that point in regard to one-sided incentives for 
hunters. Adolphsen explains, “[s]ubsequently, the Danes took in their hands 
to create the conditions for a new livelihood, fisheries, and they initiated a 
plan for restructuring the society.”38 Adolphsen’s account follows the 
historiographical narrative of the protecting, benevolent empire. Yet, 
another perspective surfaces in this account, too, which reflects a wider 
tendency in the historiography of Greenland’s modernization. The (initially 
slow-moving) introduction of large-scale industrial fisheries since the 1910s 
often serves, narratively, as a pre-phase to the Danish development plans of 
the 1950s and 1960s which aimed at reforming Greenland’s society and 
economy as a whole. The overarching narrative theme in these accounts is 
how Denmark sought to transform Greenlandic society and economy in the 
following decades in order to (first) adapt living conditions to a changing 
environment and dwindling market demand for animal blubber, and 
(secondly) to integrate the island in the modern postwar world and into the 
Danish kingdom. 

The general lines of more recent history writing seem to have absorbed this 
discourse at least to some extent. In his book Denmark-Greenland in the 
20th Century of 2007, which is a valuable key reference for historical 
overviews, the historian Axel Kjær Sørensen summarizes: “The Danish effort 
to improve almost all aspects of Greenland’s society characterized its history 
in the years following the 1950-reform […]. In contrast to some other 
examples of colonization, this was not meant to create opportunities for the 
population of the mother country but to improve the life of the colonial 
population.”39 Another example for this line of narration is Tupaarnaq 
Rosing Olsen’s description of the G50 reforms in I skyggen af kajakkerne of 
2005.40 The transition from seal hunting to fishing in the early 20th century 
lives on as a narrative preamble not only for the modernization plans in the 
1950s but, paradoxically, also for the process towards Greenlandic self-
government half a century later. With a focus on the continuing annual block 

                                                             
37 “… blev det imidlertid klart, at dette erhvervsgrundlag var utilstrækkeligt,” Jes Adolphsen, 
”Chapter 3: Hvad er magt – i Grønland?” in Demokrati og magt i Grønland, ed. Gorm Winther 
(Aarhus: Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2003), 31-38, 33.  
38 “Danskerne påtog sig derefter at skabe betingelserne for et nyt livsgrundlag, nemlig fiskeriet, 
og man satte gang i en samfundsplanlæggning,” ibid., 33.  
39 Sørensen, Denmark-Greenland, 111.  
40 Tupaarnaq Rosing Olsen, I skyggen af kajakkerne. Grønlands politiske historie 1939-79 
(Nuuk: Forlaget Atuagkat, 2005), 31-33. 
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grant paid by the Danish state, the impression of Greenland as a financial 
burden becomes overwhelming, as for instance in Jørgen Taagholt’s and 
Kent Brook’s article “Mineral Riches” (2016).41 By presenting Greenland’s 
geopolitical importance as largely being confined to Cold War years, this 
account is an example of how Greenland as a major part of Denmark’s 
symbolic capital in the international arena is oftentimes underestimated in 
works with a focus on the natural resources, as for instance the cultural 
studies scholar and ethnologist Klaus Georg Hansen points out.42 Hansen’s 
work, however, shows that Greenlandic agency, indigenous knowledge, and 
active participation is increasingly coming into focus of research in times of 
yet another tuning point for society and economy, marked by expanded 
political self-governance, a warming global climate, and visions of a mining 
industry in the face of international corporate interest.43 

Arctic Studies  
In recent years, several works have been published in the fields of political 
and historical geography, anthropology, history of science, and 
environmental history that assess the particularities of colonial and post-
colonial settings in the Artic region. They can be subsumed under the 
multidisciplinary field of Arctic Studies. Many of these works highlight the 
relevance of the colonial past as a parameter for today’s challenges in a 
circumpolar and global context. The focus on narratives is particularly 
prominent in the works that have inspired the approach taken in this thesis. 
Other works that were published in the later stages of the dissertation 
process are not referred to in the individual papers, yet they are an 
important part of ongoing research in the field this thesis seeks to contribute 
to. 

Within the humanities, Arctic Discourses (2010), edited by Anka Ryall, 
Johan Schimanski, and Henning Howlid Wærp, offers different perspectives 
on visions of the Arctic. The contributions are an example of how narrative 
approaches towards Arctic topics has developed considerably over the last 
years, especially in regard to taking indigenous perspectives into 
consideration. Other recent works that are concerned with narratives of a 
modern Arctic and industrial/urban visions of the North are Arctic 

                                                             
41 Jørgen Taagholt and Kent Brooks, “Mineral Riches: A Route to Greenland’s Independence?” 
Polar Record 52, no. 264 (2016): 360-71, 362. 
42 Klaus Georg Hansen, Fra passiv iagttager til aktiv deltager, INUSSUK Arktiskt 
Forskningsjournal 1 (Nuuk: Forlaget Atuagkat ApS; Grønlands Selvstyre, 2017), 34. 
43 See also Frank Sejersen, “Chapter 7: Indigenous Knowledge and Indigenous Future-Makers,” 
in Rethinking Greenland and the Arctic in the Era of Climate Change. New Northern Horizons 
(New York: Routledge, 2015). 
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Environmental Modernities (2017), edited by Lill-Ann Körber, Scott 
MacKanzie, and Anna Westerståhl Stenport, and Rethinking Greenland and 
the Arctic in the Era of Climate Change by Frank Sejersen (2015). In his very 
thorough analysis of the view on Greenland and the North in the context of 
global climate warming, the anthropologist Sejersen identifies changing 
perceptions and self-perceptions concerning knowledge and societal 
organization in the Arctic. He shows that natural resource industries in 
Greenland are bound to the structure established on Danish premises over 
the past centuries, making it the point of departure for imaging new futures 
in the 21st century. 

Although they have been given a varying weight in the individual papers, the 
use of narrative analysis in the following works has shaped the 
methodological approach in this thesis to a great extent. For instance, 
Michael T. Bravo in “Voices from the Sea Ice” (2009), and Dag Avango et al. 
in “Assessing Arctic Futures” (2013) put narratives in the focus of their 
analysis in order to determine how different actors enter the scene claiming 
authority over Arctic issues. In a similar way, in “The Politics of the ‘New 
North’” (2013) the environmental historian Andrew Stuhl calls attention to 
recurring motifs in Arctic discourses over the 20th century that have since 
been employed to argue for (and warn of) certain future scenarios. How 
narratives mirror competing perceptions of the Arctic environment and, in 
particular, future visions of natural resource industries in Greenland, has 
also been the focus in Mark Nuttall’s works.44 

History of Science and Environmental History  
The works referred to in the previous paragraph illustrate how research that 
analyzes narratives is often also aiming at identifying competing claims for 
power. The authority of (Western) science plays a key role in this respect, 
especially in an imperial context. Several researchers have focused on the 
linkages between power and science, and the narratives produced at their 
interface. The following works, among others, have guided the direction of 
research for this thesis. While some works are referred to as a basis for 
developing research questions in the individual papers, others are examples 
of research that has inspired the overall approach and delineated the 
research field this thesis seeks to contribute to. 

As academic researchers have shown for many geographical and temporal 
settings, science facilitated the manifestation of political power and control 
                                                             
44 See, for instance, Mark Nuttall, “Imagining and Governing the Greenlandic Resource 
Frontier,” The Polar Journal 2, no. 1 (2012): 113-24 and ibid., “Zero-Tolerance, Uranium and 
Greenland’s Mining Future,” The Polar Journal 3, no. 2 (2013): 368-83. 
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in various imperial settings. While some authors have identified how 
imperial science, paradoxically, also contributed to undermining imperial 
ventures, the majority of works focuses on how Western science built up the 
colonial hierarchy.45 Science, in this case, allowed for the management of 
both the colonial subjects and the environment. Western science acquired a 
superior role in debates on the environment since the Scientific Revolution 
and the Enlightenment. The political ecologist and geographer William M. 
Adams describes rationalization both as a necessary condition for and an 
ideal vision of the colonial project in this respect. He traces the aspects of 
administrative, legal, and scientific rationality to the beginnings of colonial 
endeavors.46 By providing inventories of species and efficient methods to 
exploit resources, scientists were at the forefront to rationalize the use of 
colonized lands, as the historian Richard Drayton has shown for the British 
Empire.47 These ideas laid the ground for introducing the rationality of 
science even as a social ideal, taking over social spheres, and as general 
legitimacy for imperial control. In Seeing Like a State (1998), the political 
scientist and anthropologist James C. Scott describes how rational planning 
to enhance productivity was particularly facilitated by the power structures 
of the colonial state (as well as the revolutionary state). Scott’s 
understanding of high modernism as an ideology claiming to improve the 
“human condition with the authority of science” resonates in several parts of 
this thesis.48 

With a focus on 20th-century developments, several works discuss the 
interface of science and power and identify how science became a source of 
social credibility and legitimacy for political agendas in other contexts, too. 
For instance, academic researchers have highlighted how science took on the 
leading role in interpreting the environment. The historian of science 
Matthias Heymann gives an example of how science acquired interpretative 
dominion over natural phenomena. His research on changing 
understandings of climate shows how such interpretations changed over 
time and depended on the cultural communities these interpretations 

                                                             
45 See, for instance, Helen Tilley, Africa as Living Laboratory. Empire, Development, and the 
Problem of Scientific Knowledge, 1870-1950 (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 
2011). 
46 William M. Adams, “Nature and the Colonial Mind,” in Decolonizing Nature: Strategies for 
Conservation in a Post-Colonial Era, eds. William M. Adams and Martin Mulligan (London; 
Sterling, VA: Earthscan Publications Ltd, 2003), 16-78. 
47 Richard Drayton, Nature’s Government. Science, Imperial Britain, and the ‘Improvement’ of 
the World (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2000). 
48 James C. Scott, Seeing like a State. How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 93. 
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emerged from.49 Heymann’s work on environmental science and technology 
in Greenland in the Cold War setting illustrates, moreover, the special 
relation between knowledge and power, playing out both locally and 
globally.50 In his article “Reconfiguring Environmental Expertise” (2013), 
the environmental historian Sverker Sörlin discusses how scientific methods 
to predict future availability of resources was a major reason for science to 
manifest its position in policy discussions outside the scientific realm since 
the 1920s.  

One of the consequences of this entanglement was that, vice versa, the 
relevance of science was increasingly assessed with standards of other fields, 
for instance, against economic rationalities. The science studies scholar Aant 
Elzinga introduces the concept of epistemic drift to describe this 
phenomenon.51 Overlapping interests of economy, science, and politics have 
become especially problematic in the modern-day context of climate change. 
In the face of global warming, the political scientist Roger Pielke Jr. warns of 
the effects when scientific and political debate become indistinguishable as 
scientists give political recommendations based on their findings. Scientists 
become (or are made) the “leading members of advertising campaigns” for 
political agendas.52 Both Elzinga and Pielke draw attention to the dynamics 
evolving from intertwining economic, political, and scientific rationalities. 
These developments are the backdrop of the historical episodes analyzed in 
this thesis. They also reflect the relevance of these issues in current-day 
debates on the relation between science and political power.  

                                                             
49 Matthias Heymann, “The Evolution of Climate Ideas and Knowledge,” Wiley 
Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change 1, no. 4 (2010): 581-97. 
50 See, for instance, Heymann et al., “Exploring Greenland.” 
51 Aant Elzinga, “The Science-Society Contract in Historical Transformation: With Special 
Reference to ‘Epistemic Drift’,” Social Science Information 36, no. 3 (1997): 411-45. 
52 Roger A. Pielke Jr., “When Scientists Politicize Science,” Regulation 29, no. 1 (2006): 28-34, 
28. 
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THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

This section introduces a set of concepts that play a central role in the 
research papers of this doctoral thesis. Depending on the context, each has 
been given a different weight in the articles’ outline.  

Narrative 
Narratives can be understood as the basic unit to produce, communicate, 
and understand ideas and language as their representation. It is the ordering 
of single events into one story that connects them in a meaningful way. For 
instance, single events are explained as consequences of certain actions, or 
developments are narrated as the result of a failure to act. Narratives are the 
building blocks of discourses. Both concepts, narrative and discourse, are 
tools to grasp the dynamics of ideas that merge into powerful, prevailing 
stories and imagined realities. In a broader sense, the concept of discourse 
comprises conversation and communication as social practice. The practice 
of discourse, in other words, is the way phenomena (or things) are described 
and shared. The focus on narrative puts “discourse and symbolism and the 
role these concepts play in persuading, manipulating, and generating 
meaning” in the center of a study.53 This raises questions of power and 
domination because meaning and value are assigned within the discourse, 
and some voices are silenced. This applies both to historical discourses and 
the wider perspective on narratives in present-day historiography of the past. 
These are the two analytical levels that are relevant to the papers of this 
thesis. The following paragraphs deal with the historiographical narrative, 
i.e. the narrative created by the historian. 

The historiographical narrative as defined by the historian Hayden White, or 
emplotment in history-writing, as the anthropologist David Scott has termed 
it, are the entry-point to argue for the relevance of the case studies in this 
thesis.54 This perspective allows for reassessing historical episodes from 
another historiographical angle, such as the early industrialization of 
fisheries Greenland. Is there a master narrative in historiography that has 
dominated the interpretation of these developments or events? Is there 
another perspective on the role of certain actors? These are the questions 
that have motivated the point of departure in the studies of this thesis.  
                                                             
53 Michael D. Jones and Mark K. McBeth, “A Narrative Policy Framework: Clear Enough to Be 
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54 Hayden White, “The Politics of Historical Interpretation: Discipline and De-Sublimation,” 
Critical Inquiry 9, no. 1 (1982): 113-37, 116; David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy 
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Not least since the 1970s have scholars discussed the function of narrative in 
historiography, i.e. the way a historical development is narrated.55 As a result 
of favoring one master-narrative, the dominant way of telling history may 
shape not only the understanding of the past but also of present-day 
situations. Certain emplotments, that is the mode of how certain events and 
developments are narratively connected, do not provide a more or less true 
version of what has happened than others. In his book Conscripts of 
Modernity (2004), Scott calls for critical emplotments “that attempt to open 
conceptual space, to make it possible to see what has hitherto been 
obscured.”56 Which narrative mode serves as an appropriate emplotment for 
a historical account is to a large extent defined by the context the historian 
writes in. It is shaped by the questions of today’s societies.  

As Scott put it, the present may oblige us to fashion a narrative other than 
which earlier generation of historians have chosen.57 He uses the concepts 
developed by White as a basis for his argument to reassess the prevailing 
master-narrative of a historical period. White has laid out in his text “Politics 
of Historical Interpretation” (1982) how the history of an event is also a story 
of a certain mode, such as romance, tragedy, or satire. The chronological 
order alone does not give any meaning to the past. Narration, White 
suggests, “is both the way in which historical interpretation is achieved and 
the mode of discourse in which understanding of historical matters is 
represented.”58 In this view, the object of study in the historical disciplines is 
described in the form of narrative. This is the method that needs to be 
critically assessed, just as in any other scientific discipline.59 The 
environmental historian William Cronon identifies the historiographical 
narrative in his article “A Place of Stories” (1992) and gives an example of 
how this concept can be used in the analysis. Cronon’s work is a key 
reference for research at the intersection of history of science and ideas, and 
environmental history. After comparing accounts of the Dust Bowl storms in 
the 1930s, Cronon concludes that there are numerous potential narratives 
that weave together singular empirical facts, like past events. Historians 
choose to tell one story that connects these dots in a meaningful way from 
their point of view, thereby silencing other opinions and necessarily being an 
advocate of one perspective.  

                                                             
55 William H. Dray, “On the Nature and Role of Narrative in Historiography,” History and 
Theory 10, no. 2 (1971): 153-71. 
56 Scott, Conscripts of Modernity, 50.  
57 Ibid., 96. 
58 Hayden White, “The Politics of Historical Interpretation: Discipline and De-Sublimation,” 
Critical Inquiry 9, no. 1 (1982): 113-37, 116.  
59 White, “The Question of Narrative,” 1. 



 

24 

For 20th-century Greenland, there are two terms that are common 
vocabulary in historiography. Their meanings, however, are all the more 
contested and vague: “colonialism” and “modernization.” The following 
paragraphs explore these concepts and seek to identify their role in 
historiographical narratives. The use of these concepts in the analysis of 
historical sources is dealt with in section “Narrative as an Analytical Tool.” 

Modernization 
Concepts of “modernization” strike chords of both an economic and moral 
overhaul of society. In histories of empire, this overhaul is often naturalized 
as an inevitable transition period connecting the colonized and (Western) 
modernity.60 The idea of modernity in the colonial context easily evokes 
point-blank dichotomies that describe the social life and economy of the 
colonized in relation to the colonizers, such as irrational versus rational, 
backward versus developed, wasteful versus efficient. As Kirsten Thisted 
points out, this dichotomy that is deeply rooted in today’s discourses, has 
paired “Greenlandic” and “traditional” in such a way that Greenlandic 
identity in the modern context is often perceived as being an inconsistent 
construct.61 The unwillingness to perceive indigenous peoples as 
“contemporary modern subjects” is, as the ethnographer Stephen Muecke 
shows, a common feature of Western modernities.62  

In the following, the term “modernization” is used to delineate the process 
towards the ideal state of the modern society and economy governed by the 
principles of rationalization, the pivot of modernity. This understanding is 
closely related to Scott’s concept of high modernity, which is the ideology of 
social (and environmental) management according to the laws of Western 
science.63 The case studies in this thesis revolve around colonial ideas of how 
to develop the colonized society and economy by the means of modern 
resource industries that make use of technological advancements and 
scientific knowledge. As mentioned earlier, the modernization period in 
Greenland is generally understood as the time of state-led development 
policies since the end of the Second World War throughout the 1950s and 
1960s. When referring to modernization in Greenland, however, I also allude 
to the general ideas of improvement and increased productivity in natural 
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61 Kirsten Thisted, “Kolonialisme og forsoning. Dansk-grønlandske relationer i en selvstyretid,” 
Tidsskriftet Grønland 3 (2014): 161-71, 169. 
62 Stephen Muecke, Ancient & Modern. Time, Culture and Indigenous Philosophy (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2004), 132.  
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resource industries that circulated and were implemented following the turn 
to the 20th century. These ideas were closely tied to the imperial discourse of 
the time and paved the way for the mid-century state-led initiatives.64  

While education, industrialization, and urbanization are related 
developments within a society and generally associated with modernization, 
I oppose the assumption of linear progression and teleology that adherents 
of modernization theory imply. In this view, modernization is oftentimes 
either viewed a ladder of development, or it is seen as an inevitable 
adaptation to dominant industrial societies in discourses on the past and 
future of indigenous peoples. Analytical frameworks of sociological 
modernization theories, footing on deterministic models of linear progress, 
are today largely proofed to be outdated in various respects.65 In either way, 
as the scholar of human geography Céline Germont-Duret states, 
deterministic understandings of modernization manifest the dichotomies in 
the “collective imaginaries on Indigenous peoples.”66 Through creating 
persisting stereotypes, modernity becomes a demarcation that strengthens 
the notion of a Western, enlightened, and rational civilization.  

While it is a flawed model for explaining certain dynamics in society, 
modernity is nevertheless a focal point in colonial visions across continents 
and times. In these visions, modernity presents itself as stereotype both of an 
ideal world and as dystopia. At the same time, the model of modernity 
reveals its own chaotic nature on closer inspection. I agree with the political 
scientist Jane Benett who describes modernity as “an inconsistent and 
paradoxical combination of claims about nature and culture, [which] passes 
itself off as the clean, enlightened alternative to a messy, primitivistic 
cosmology.”67 Ideas revolving around the imagined progress towards 
modernity were the product of complex political and social dynamics, 
feeding on the rational outer appearance. Rationality, or rather the pretense 
to it, was central to the debates about the modernization of Greenland’s 
natural resource industries since the early 20th century.  
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Colonialism 
As critics of postcolonial studies have argued, centering on the position of 
the colonial masters and neglecting the voice of the colonized is symptomatic 
of the well-intentioned approach. As this doctoral thesis focuses on actors 
and voices solely from circles of power, the postcolonial perspective is a 
reminder to reflect on the preconditions of studying these historical sources 
(see section “Scope and Limitations”). 

Analyzing the colonial discourse means (at least to some extent) reproducing 
its language and reasoning. Therefore, the academic analysis of such sources 
has to critically assess linguistic categories for describing and categorizing 
the colonized. This is what Edward Saïd called the problem of representation 
that he identified in the traditional oriental studies. The sociologist 
Gurminder K. Bhambra states that when reproducing the colonizers’ 
categories, the scholarly discourse becomes an “imperial institution.”68 The 
Other is removed from history and the negation of indigenous agency is 
reproduced in the present.  

Present-day historiographies from various geographical and cultural 
contexts are still tainted by the colonial hierarchy and displace indigenous 
agency in two ways: By narrating the colonial history from the colonizer’s 
standpoint and by controlling how the past is remembered. Thereby, history 
is removed, or rather hijacked, as a part of indigenous cultural identity, too. 
Narratives of the past shape the identity discourses of today. The way history 
is told is crucial for shaping identities as it was and still is a powerful way to 
exert power. In his book The Colonial Present of 2004, the British 
geographer Derek Gregory gives an account of the present repercussions of 
colonial rule in the Middle East. Gregory describes how colonial 
imaginations continue to shape the geographies through war and violence. 
Gregory puts into words the most crucial and drastic effect of colonialism in 
the present: “[C]olonialism was always as much about making other people’s 
geographies as it was about making other people’s histories.”69  

In many respects, this thesis seems present the shortcomings of postcolonial 
studies that the Indian literary theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, for 
instance, identifies in her renowned text “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” first 
published in 1988. Spivak criticizes the postcolonial discourse as being 
constructed by the privileged male, and functioning in the same way as the 
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condemned counterpart its name is directly derived from – colonialism. The 
colonized are, once again, the “silent, silenced center” that is marked out by 
the post-colonial intellectual who neglects their heterogeneity by declaring 
them a uniform victim.70 

In this doctoral thesis, the term “colonialism” outlines, rather broadly, the 
efforts to establish administrative and formal structures that mirror the 
cultural hierarchy promoted by the dominating power. This concept 
subsumes, according to this view, also any actions or attitudes that aim at 
maintaining this cultural hierarchy beyond direct political or military power. 
The historian Jürgen Osterhammel describes this facet of colonialism as 
“ethnocentric arrogance” which brings the dominated culture under a 
“spiritual yoke.”71 This aspect of Osterhammel’s definition of colonialism 
captures the “range of more ambiguous if undeniably asymmetrical power 
relations” that is characteristic of both past and present situations of former 
colonized areas and is increasingly adopted in research on Scandinavian 
imperial ventures.72 Especially in the Arctic context, where direct military 
suppression of the colonized was less relevant, this understanding of 
colonialism offers valuable perspectives. For instance, the postcolonial 
studies scholar Graham Huggan uses this definition of colonialism to bring 
clarity into Arctic power relations.73 

“Arctic Orientalism” (or less frequently also referred to as Arcticism), in 
reference to Edward Saïd’s “Orientalism”, introduces the problem of 
representation in regard to the histories of the North.74 Researchers have 
recently begun to identify how literary and scholarly works on Arctic regions 
often manifest (rather than deconstruct) the colonial idea of the exotic, 
primitive, and uniform Other.75 When it comes to the definition of the Arctic, 
for example, the term is oftentimes used to subsume a variety of cultures, 
geographies, and histories under one label manageable for the scholar, most 
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usually her- or himself being in a privileged position.76 The specific character 
of colonialism and postcolonial societies in the Arctic region is a major 
reason why consciousness of the colonial past is underrepresented in 
discourses of the past (see section “Relevant Research Fields”).  

In the most common definitions of colonialism, there are many aspects that 
overlap with definitions of imperialism, such as the establishment of 
hierarchical relations to the governing power. While imperialism as an 
analytical and descriptive term is mostly confined to the period between 
1500 and 1800 in the context of Scandinavian history, it is largely absent 
from the analytical canon in research on later periods in the history of 
Scandinavia. I agree with the sociologist Martin Shaw who argues for a more 
flexible definition of the term “empire” because of the concept’s present 
relevance in international politics and the space it opens for discussing more 
generally dynamics of expansion. 

Colonialism and imperialism, both terms commonly associated with 
asymmetrical and oppressive power, are central to the analyses in the 
articles of this thesis. Both terms point to different nuances this thesis seeks 
to highlight, rather than pointing out sharply defined differences in their 
meaning. Shaw’s definition of empire sketches out three main 
conceptualizations which have been fundamental to analyses in international 
relations scholarship of the 20th century: First, the empire as a “large-scale, 
hierarchically coordinated system of political authority”; secondly, the 
behavioral definition of the “systematic domination of one society over 
others” either with or without formal mechanisms of control; and thirdly, the 
empire built on “economic drivers of domination,” which is not, as Shaw 
stresses, an exclusively Marxist idea.77 For instance, the paper “Science, 
Markets, and Power” (appendix III) analyzes a scientist’s imperial rhetoric; 
the paper “From Siam to Greenland” (appendix II) contextualizes the 
critique of the state monopoly in Greenland, for instance, through 
highlighting the role of private entrepreneurs for promoting images of 
national grandeur. Economic thinking was both a driver of and the 
justification for colonial expansion throughout history and was the backbone 
of imperial visions. The principles of profit translated into the principles of 
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“natural law, which stipulated universal rights to trade, travel, explore, and 
settle,” as Magdalena Naum and Jonas M. Nordin have shown.78  

In the papers of this dissertation, the concept of imperialism encompasses 
the striving to secure or expand political authority and economic dominance 
in conjunction with cultural domination. It accentuates dynamics that 
exceed the systematic administrative control that is commonly associated 
with colonialism. This broader meaning of authority, rather than a narrow 
understanding of formal territorial sovereignty, is central to the studies in 
this thesis. It Denmark’s self-perception of an empire the historical actors 
who are subject of this thesis were able to call upon: This self-perception was 
visible in the notions of technological and cultural superiority and not least 
in the sense of pursuing a civilizing mission. 79  

In the present-day public discourse on Greenland’s 20th-century history the 
meaning of colonialism is at times debated, culminating in the assertation 
that Greenland never was a colony, which is grounded in the narrow 
definitions of conservative scholarship on oversea empires.80 At the core, 
however, is the important question which character Denmark’s power over 
Greenland has and had, especially in the years leading up to and during the 
state-led modernization program in the 1950s and 1960s after Greenland 
became an integral and formally equal part of the Danish kingdom in 1953.  
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METHOD AND SCOPE 

Form of the Dissertation 
This doctoral thesis was outlined as a monograph in the beginning of the 
research process. The ideas for the articles emerged successively during the 
research for the initially planned project. The point of departure was a 
macro-perspective on North Atlantic fisheries management in the first half 
of the 20th century, with a perspective on changing ideas of natural resource 
management. Gradually, single aspects and historical episodes gained 
importance during the archival research and developed into individual 
publications. The order of publication (and the order of the appendices) 
reflects my education and personal development as an academic researcher. 
The form of a compilation doctoral thesis gave me the opportunity to enter 
an ongoing scholarly debate at time when research in the direction of my 
research interest multiplied within a couple of years (see section “Relevant 
Research Fields”).  

In the case studies of this thesis, it seems, the most important argument for 
doing academic research despite it largely excludes a Greenlandic 
perspective is twofold: First, these case studies, I argue, cover an empirical 
gap by providing a detailed analysis of archival material that has not received 
attention to this extent (see section “Results”). Secondly, as a historian 
relying on archival sources (which generally tend to reflect unbalanced 
power relations) another perspective on these historical episodes can offer 
an important contribution to understanding rationalities of natural resource 
governance in Greenland in the 20th century and beyond, and call attention 
both to the lack of certain sources and the legacies of the colonial discourse 
in these realms.  

The aims and scopes of the academic journals the papers were submitted to, 
as well as the perspectives developed during the peer-review process have 
contributed to joining different disciplinary approaches in this dissertation 
and taking new angles in the analyses.81 Each paper’s research questions, for 
example, are formulated in view of the knowledge base and interests of the 
journals’ academic audiences. Rather than being a constraint, this process 
was enriching as it allowed for a broader view on the relevance of my 
research in other fields. It gave me a better understanding of different 
disciplinary perspectives.  
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The first paper of this doctoral thesis is published in a special issue of the 
Journal of Northern Studies that resulted from the workshop “Northern 
Nations, Northern Natures. An international workshop on transnational 
Northern Environmental History” at KTH (Royal Institute of Technology) in 
Stockholm, November 2013. This paper illustrates the state of research at the 
beginning of my doctoral project. The second paper is published in the 
Journal of World History, which promotes historical research on topics and 
phenomena crossing national and cultural borders on a global scale. The 
scope of this journal has contributed to articulating the transnational 
perspective in the article more explicitly. The third paper is accepted for 
publication in the journal Environment & History. The journal’s aim is to 
bring humanities and science in a closer discussion on the environment. This 
article has thus a pronounced focus on the development of fisheries science. 
The fourth paper was submitted to The Polar Journal, which publishes 
multidisciplinary research on Arctic and Antarctic environments, and is 
currently under review. Its aim and scope are specifically directed towards 
policy-relevant approaches.  

Sources 
The majority of the primary source material analyzed in this thesis is located 
in the Danish National Archives in Copenhagen, and the National Business 
Archives in Aarhus, Denmark.  

The first two papers (appendices I and II) are based primarily on company 
directives, and telegram and letter correspondence belonging to the Danish 
East Asiatic Company (EAC, Det Østasiatiske Kompagni) and the Farmers’ 
Bank (Den Danske Landmandsbank, Hypothek- og Vexelbank). A 
stakeholder group involving influential figures of both institutes is at the 
center of these articles. Their application to the Home Office in 1905 for a 
concession to manage large parts of Greenland’s living resources is a key 
empirical source for the analyses in these papers. The documents submitted 
with the application include, for instance, a commissioned scientific 
assessment of the commercial value of fisheries in the region, a letter of 
support by well-known financiers at the time, and a detailed business plan 
on the different types of fisheries the group intended to set up. These 
documents are copied letters addressed to the Danish Home Office and 
belong to the Farmers’ Bank’s archival estate, located in the National 
Business Archives in Aarhus.  

The second article (appendix II) focuses on the analysis of documents related 
to this group’s business relations. The selection of sources followed the 
interests of the individual actors and their financial engagements in order to 
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provide a more nuanced picture of their background at the time when they 
entered into the scene as stakeholders in the future of Greenland’s economic 
governance. This article analyzes, for instance, telegrams sent to EAC and 
the Farmers’ Bank’s headquarter in Copenhagen, as well as company 
directives sent back to the branch offices. Letter correspondence between the 
bank’s directors to the company leadership is a central source and provides, 
partly in retrospect, an insight into the stakeholders’ reasoning. Yet another 
perspective on the relations between the business partners evolves from the 
analysis of bank obligations and shareholder certificates as they reveal the 
financial dependencies among them. The main temporal scope of these 
sources covers the years from approx. 1890 until 1912. Printed primary 
sources include, among others, the memoirs and personal accounts of one of 
the main figures in this paper, the entrepreneur and founder of the East 
Asiatic Company, Hans Niels Andersen (Tilbageblik, 1914, 
Landmandsbanken og Det Østasiatiske Kompagni, 1928).  

Central sources for the third article (appendix III) are the popular scientific 
publications by the fisheries scientist Jensen. These works include, among 
others, debate articles and accounts of his fishing trials written for a wider, 
Greenland-interested audience. The members’ journal of the Danish Atlantic 
Ocean Islands (De Danske Atlanterhavsøer) association, The Atlantic, for 
instance, was a platform for the dissemination of Jensen’s research and his 
general view on the future of a Greenlandic fishing industry. Likewise, the 
annual member journal of the Greenland Society (Grønlandske Selskabets 
Aarsskrift) was such a platform for Jensen. Both associations were lobby 
groups that had formed in first years after the turn to the 20th century as a 
reaction to the reorientation of colonial aims. The Danish Atlantic Ocean 
Islands association consisted of influential figures of the agricultural sector 
and private economy, as well as intellectuals who favored colonial free trade. 
The Greenland Society, in contrast, had been founded by former civil 
servants of the administration in 1906 and, generally, supported a 
conservative standpoint. To a great extent, these privileged and rather 
exclusive audiences stand for the circles where the debate on Greenland’s 
future took place and to whom it was relevant in Denmark. As Erik Beukel et 
al. states, Greenland did not command the attention of the general public 
during these years, “Greenland was never a dominant topic, and votes were 
not won or lost over Greenland policy.”82 

The analysis in this article also takes unpublished documents from Jensen’s 
estate as a professor of zoology at the University of Copenhagen (National 
Archives in Copenhagen) into account. These include, for instance, letter 
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correspondence addressed to Jensen as a fisheries consultant to the colonial 
administration. Another essential source are the reports sent by Jensen to 
the Danish Home Office that informed the authorities of the progress of his 
first commissioned research project, the fishing trials of 1908 and 1909 on 
the Greenlandic West coast.  

The major part of archival material analyzed in this paper was produced 
between 1907 and the late 1920s, including selected sources from the 1930s 
and 1940s, when Jensen was active as a fisheries scientist and involved with 
Greenland’s colonial governance. Apart from the published papers, the 
documents are located at the Danish National Archives in Copenhagen. The 
temporal scope of this study is largely defined by Jensen being active as a 
fisheries scientist – a time frame that covers both the initial, local and small-
scale support of commercial fisheries since the 1910s and also the gradual 
extension and large-scale fishing activities (by other nations) near 
Greenlandic waters in the 1930s.  

The fourth article (appendix IV) relies on Greenland’s major national 
newspapers Grønlandsposten and AG between 1942 and 1968 as primary 
sources. These newspapers have been digitized and are available on the 
collaborative website Timarit run by the national libraries of the Faroe 
Islands, Greenland, and Iceland.83 In 1942, the Danish-language 
Grønlandsposten first appeared as a news channel for Danes in Greenland, 
cut-off from Denmark during the German occupation in the Second World 
War. In 1952, the newspaper was merged with Atuagagdliutit, a Greenlandic 
newspaper that had been founded in 1861. Since 1952, the bilingual AG was 
Greenland’s major national news outlet. The main analysis in this paper ends 
with the year 1968 when the decision to close the Qullissat coal mine was 
finalized and communicated by the authorities. 

In the first years of Grønlandsposten’s publication the paper was mainly 
produced by the editor alone. The newspaper functioned as an organ for 
Greenland’s central administration in exile that had declared the island to be 
self-ruling when German forces occupied Copenhagen in 1940. After 
Grønlandsposten was merged with Atuagagdliutit in 1952, the successor 
A/G generally maintained pro-reform positions in questions of Greenland’s 
governance, for instance, supporting a central government and an opening of 
the colonial economy.84 
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Scope and Limitations 
The historical perspectives assessed in this thesis are the product of a source 
situation that reflects the asymmetrical power relations within the colonial 
setting of the time. A small elite of powerful male actors produced these 
sources in a complex colonial system. These were preserved and are 
accessible today. The colonial system featured many other actors who 
remain generally underrepresented in research, due to the lack of analyzable 
sources they left behind. It is thus essential to remind oneself of how the 
persisting narratives entered the picture. Adams, for instance, stresses in his 
work Decolonizing Nature: “Place, period, race, class, caste and gender all 
offer distinct (although inter-linked) circuits for the formation and exchange 
of ideas about nature in the colonial world.”85 These criteria determined, to a 
great extent, which ideas circulated in circles of power and which came to 
persist in discourses on the historical period they were produced in. Complex 
hierarchies unfolded within the colonial system. As a consequence, many 
views and perspectives never came to the surface. 

The majority of sources analyzed in the papers of this thesis were produced 
in the context of a strict hierarchy within the colonial system, for instance, as 
correspondence with public authorities, as communication within a 
hierarchical business structure, or as edited newspaper contributions. Texts 
produced in these settings necessarily reflect power constellations and 
intentions. Descriptions of situations should be read with these parameters 
in mind because they shaped both the content and language of the accounts. 
Furthermore, the major part of the empirical material studied in this thesis 
is originally in Danish, with other parts being in English and German. 
Translation bears the risk of altering original connotations. 

The intention of the actors producing the sources analyzed in this thesis was, 
for most parts, the promotion of certain particular ideas and aspirations that 
catered to their vision of a modern Greenland. These actors both imagined 
and evoked foreign threats to Danish sovereignty over Greenland that 
triggered new narratives that would urge the authorities to act. The main 
sources of this thesis were written sources produced by actors who, in 
different ways, had control or a power over public and political discourses to 
some extent. For instance, scientists had unique access to Greenland’s 
remote regions, and they lent credibility to their statements through the 
authority of Western science. The Greenlandic media outlets, 
Grønlandsposten and later A/G, were responsible for the beginning of a 
wider distribution of information relevant beyond the community level 
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(where local newspapers or regular written information began being 
available since the mid-19th century). These provided the foundation, at least 
to some degree, for a Greenlandic national identity that was mostly an 
abstract idea in the early 20th century.  

To a great extent, the formulation of the research aims in this thesis 
homogenizes indigenous identities just like the past colonizers’ view. 
“Greenlander” refers to Greenlandic Inuit in the first place but subsumes any 
person who experienced some form of institutionalized discriminating 
treatment in the colonial system. It is also the direct translation of the term 
for the indigenous inhabitants used in the historical sources analyzed in the 
studies of this thesis. This labeling should not be mistaken for reflecting a 
homogeneous group. Greenland was (and is), like other Arctic regions, a 
place with a mixed-ethnic community whose various groups did not 
straightforwardly fit into colonial categories.  

Today, about 90% of its approx. 60 000 inhabitants self-identify as Inuit, 
related to the indigenous population in parts of Alaska and Canada, and 
sharing a common language group. Since the establishment of trading 
stations and religious missions in the mid-18th century, Greenland’s 
population became increasingly of mixed Greenlandic and Danish descent. 
As researchers have shown, the ethnic differentiation between Greenlanders 
and Danes was a serious concern for the Administration as it blurred the 
lines of colonial governance ever since. Intermarriages had a profound 
impact on colonial governance as they provided the grounds both for cultural 
mediation and challenges to the colonial divide.86 These developments were, 
for instance, also crucial for how an indigenous elite, mostly having some 
degree of Danish family background, came to thrive in the colonial 
administrative system and produced internal disagreement with other 
Greenlandic social groups. 

In 1901, just under two-thirds in North Greenland, and almost one-third of 
the population in South Greenland were of mixed Danish and Greenlandic 
descent. Aspects involving questions of Greenlandic identity were also 
directly related and relevant to the colonial discourse on natural resource 
industries since the turn of the 20th century. During the modernization 
period, these saw manifestation in, for instance, unequal wages and 
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privileges in workplaces that remained even after the formal end of the 
colonial status in 1953.87 

With the commercialization of fisheries, and later on, the employment of a 
Greenlandic workforce in mining projects, Greenlandic identity was 
challenged as category beyond ethnic criteria, which, as the historian Ole 
Marquardt shows, was not considered to be decisive.88 Instead, the 
importance of language and occupation for Greenlandic identity was vividly 
discussed in Greenlandic forums, especially as structural changes since the 
1910s and 1920s called into question the central role of hunting in colonial 
economic policy.89 Moreover, scholars have identified that ambiguous 
relations to nature on a spiritual level resulted to a great extent from the 
cultural symbiosis that brought together elements of Christianity 
(introduced by the Danish-Norwegian missionaries since the early 18th 
century) and traditional Inuit animism.90  

Regarding aspects of Greenlandic identity, the key archival sources, for 
instance, administration records, accounts of missionaries, and 
contemporary anthropological studies, reflect the unbalanced narrative on 
nature and identity, which Adams has identified as a common feature of 
colonial settings. Including these sources in the assessment of colonial 
discourses on the future of natural resources industries in Greenland, 
especially in the course of the 20th century, could produce an interesting 
angle on the subject and is indeed a field worthy of further research. 

Narrative as an Analytical Tool 
While understanding discourse and narrative from a History of Ideas 
perspective, each research paper has benefitted from developing approaches 
borrowed from other (historical) disciplines. Science and technology studies, 
environmental history, postcolonial studies, as well as economic and global 
history have informed the outline of the studies in this thesis. Narrative 
analysis has provided a tool to manage the crossings between these fields.  
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The focus on narrative highlights how an actor provides the setting and 
defines the context for his arguments. It conveys not only singular 
information but specifies the way it should be understood in a broader 
context that exceeds this one storyline. As the environmental historians 
Michael Bravo and Sörlin define in the edited volume Narrating the Arctic, 
narrative is story-telling by certain actors (in this case by travelers) who 
thereby contextualize themselves, and legitimize power hierarchies and 
practices.91 

With the interpretative (or linguistic) turn in the 1980s and 1990s, narrative 
became a central study object in various disciplines and opened a wide field 
of research. The policy analyst Thomas J. Kaplan stated in the late 1980s 
that narrative could be used interchangeably with the term “story” to grasp a 
situation where different actors give different accounts of an event or 
development. The narrative (or story) is a rearranged group of incidents 
according to relevance in a specific context by one particular actor. In this 
regard, the narration explains cause and effect by ordering events in a 
particular order.92 Furthermore, the semantic meaning of narrative and 
argument overlap. How does a historical actor describe a situation, how does 
he express his standpoint regarding a certain policy? On the analytical level, 
however, I prefer to use the term “narrative” because it emphasizes the 
importance of the argument’s building blocks: When it comes to a critique of 
policy decisions, for instance, how is the present situation described? What is 
identified as a challenge? And what is suggested as a solution? The term 
“argument” mostly summarizes these aspects but tends to obscure the 
importance of its precise construction and is confined to a smaller scale of 
analysis.  

The social dimension of knowledge construction and legitimation of policies 
is of central importance in the critical reading of the historical sources in this 
thesis.93 Several works have called attention to how narratives of natural 
resource use are connected to manifesting power. Narratives are especially 
relevant in the context of polar environments due to that these regions are 
less prone to traditional practices of claiming power over the land.94 As 
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Bravo has pointed out, discourse and narrative are persuasive because they 
define epistemological assumptions that mark out both questions and 
answers in the realm of the development of natural resources in the Arctic.95 
Narratives that lend credibility to knowledge and legitimize power are at the 
center of the analyses in each paper of this thesis. The following paragraphs 
introduce a narrative analysis of historical sources in this context.  

The analyses of the historical sources in the papers of this thesis focus on the 
following questions: What is the story told in the sources? What do the 
actors establish as the beginning of their story, their role in the story, and 
what is the outcome they project? Most commonly, the narrative does not 
appear as one coherent text in the historical sources but instead presents 
itself in single statements, in parts of a report, and in sentences in a letter. 
The narrative, or story, is the picture that evolves from these segments and 
that produces the context for information contained in the sources. The 
“beginning” of the story may portray a situation in proportions that support 
the narrator’s claims rather than it is kept in perspective of past realities. The 
narrative analysis must thus also identify the role these actors see for 
themselves in the story they tell.  

The article “The Arctic Scramble Revisited” (appendix I) centers on how the 
future of Greenland’s economy was imagined and communicated by private 
entrepreneurs in 1905. The point of departure for their story was the 
assumption that the current state-led monopoly management was 
unsustainable in economic terms, and that it did not react to the recent 
environmental challenges like declining seal stocks in specific areas. The 
monopoly appeared as being detrimental to the Danish mission of protecting 
the vulnerable Greenlandic society. The stakeholder group supported their 
claim with various examples, for instance, by pointing to the inefficient 
trading scheme with fish products, and the financial loss resulting from this. 
They also referred to the overhunting of seals and retreat of the stocks 
further north, which made the continuation of the same policy impossible in 
the long run as it destroyed the Greenlanders’ livelihood according to their 
account.96 These arguments supported the legitimacy of the stakeholders’ 
story as a whole: Not only were these statements meant to prove the truth of 
their basic assumption (that the monopoly was economically unsustainable). 
Moreover, they built up the legitimacy of the group’s claims and suggestions 
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of how to improve the situation. These (perceived) circumstances are the 
starting point from where the narrative in the sources unravels. In this case, 
the stakeholder group presented their business plan for a (partially) private 
venture for resource management as the solution to the problems they 
outlined. For instance, the group offered to introduce industrial fisheries as a 
new basis for Greenlandic subsistence, and as a new source of revenue. 
Scientific reports and references to cases of successful privatization, such as 
the cryolite mine at Ivigtut, added to the credibility of their narrative.97 The 
narrative, in other words, first identified the problem and then provided the 
solution. 

The second article “From Siam to Greenland” (appendix II) illuminates the 
parameters of the narrative in the group’s application of 1905 by focusing on 
the business relations between the stakeholders involved. This article 
assesses a broad range of empirical material, such as personal letters, 
proceeding reports, telegrams, and contracts. As in the paper “The Arctic 
Scramble Revisited,” the narrative of these source centers on the 
introduction of the private venture as a carrier of national pride and essential 
contributor to the colonial mission. Guiding questions for the narrative 
analysis are, for instance: How was the future of the group’s projects 
perceived, what contributed to threatening these plans, and how did the 
actors present their potential? To illuminate the elements of the key 
narrative in the sources beyond rhetoric aspects and to add another 
dimension to the picture, the analysis in this paper includes another set of 
empirical material. Personal letters, for instance, and documents shedding 
light on financial dependencies offer an insight into the business 
relationships of the stakeholder group and the dynamics steering their 
projects at the time they turned to Greenland. In the assessment of these 
sources, representation is in the focus, which, as is argued in this paper, was 
a crucial factor for the operations of large multi-national stockholder 
companies.  

The analysis in the third article, “Science, Markets and Power” (appendix 
III), focuses on how the fisheries scientist Jensen weaved his scientific 
findings together with his assumptions about the future of commercial 
fisheries in Greenland. The starting point of Jensen’s narrative was the 
situation of insufficiently explored and underexploited fish stocks near the 
Greenlandic West coast. In this paper, this assumption is placed in the 
context of the emerging discipline of fisheries biology as applied science with 
economic goals. (Another context this narrative could be placed in, for 
instance, would be Jensen’s biography.)  
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Jensen himself articulated his narrative’s pivot, and it centered on the view 
of Denmark’s rule over Greenland: “The day when Denmark has gotten the 
Greenlanders to subdue Earth and Sea, her mission in Greenland is 
completed.”98 Jensen’s recommendations, for instance in his reports to the 
Home Office, were suggestions of how to achieve this goal. The solution he 
presented was the training of the Greenlanders in Danish fishing methods in 
order to promote efficient, productive, and sustainable large-scale fisheries. 
Modern fisheries would eventually, in Jensen’s argumentation, contribute to 
fulfilling the ultimate goal of the colonial project, as the Danish authorities 
understood it.99 The majority of Jensen’s texts analyzed in this paper were 
not written for the scientific community, but rather for colonial authorities 
and an audience interested in Greenland-related topics. In addition to 
explaining his scientific methods to experts, Jensen’s narrative is thus aimed 
primarily at legitimizing and highlighting the relevance of his research for a 
broader audience. 

The fourth article, “A Modern Mine?” (appendix IV) analyzes the news 
coverage of Greenland’s national news outlets over the course of more than 
two decades and focuses on representations of the Qullissat coal mine. The 
main narrative analysis in this paper includes, among other sources, 
background articles and brief notices from the news outlets 
Grønlandsposten and A/G that refer to Qullissat (in common spellings of the 
time) in the context of the coal mine’s or the town’s future in the wider 
perspective of Greenland’s governance. The analysis of the relevant texts was 
guided by a similar set of questions as in the analyses described above: What 
was formulated as basic assumptions about the mine? What was presented 
as a challenge for the mine’s production in the future? Who or what 
appeared as solution to this problem in the media’s representation of 
Qullissat? Different narratives can be identified in different phases of the 
mine’s existence as a result of the changing parameters of Greenland’s 
governance. Major lines of the media discourse are identifiable in the 
coverage during the Second World War, in the immediate postwar years, the 
1950s, and after the early 1960s. Each period featured a specific narrative of 
Qullissat. For instance, the coal mine was presented as a pillar of a modern, 
autonomous Greenlandic economy or, since the mid-1960s, as an 
unproductive and unprofitable venture. Certain types of arguments within 
these narratives, for instance, those built on the direct reference to scientific 
expertise, developed specific dynamics. These are the subject of a wider 
discussion in the last section of this thesis (“Concluding Discussion”).  
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RESULTS 

This section summarizes the results of the papers and their contribution to 
the relevant fields of research in this context.  

The first paper (appendix I) centers on the continuity of narratives that 
involve the notion of an Arctic scramble. It identifies how this motif is 
constructed by an increasing variety of experts claiming knowledge about 
Greenland’s future. More than a hundred years ago, the scramble for Arctic 
resources, which regularly surfaces in present-day discourses on the future 
of Northern environments, served as a powerful umbrella theme to include 
narratives of national pride and foreign threats. It obscured the dynamics 
evolving between business interests, science, and politics. 

The entrepreneurs’ ambitious plan for Greenland of 1905, which is subject of 
the first two papers in this dissertation (appendices I and II), is generally 
explained in terms of the general dissatisfaction with the state monopoly in 
Greenland at the time and placed in the debate related to the reorienting of 
Denmark’s colonial governance. Historical research has contained this 
episode in a Danish debate on the future of the state monopoly in its Arctic 
colony and paid little attention to the global network of interests Greenland 
was part of. The group’s vision is mostly categorized as yet another plan of 
“how to best help the Greenlanders.” In research on this period, the 
transnational perspective highlighted in the second paper of this dissertation 
thus stands for a largely underrepresented approach in the scholarly canon.  

The fact that the group’s application for a concession was eventually turned 
down has resulted in the neglect of its relevance in a broader historical 
context. Yet, the ideas of these private stakeholders characterized the essence 
of the visions that circulated at the time. These ideas would become (at least 
to some extent) reality in the following decades: large-scale and competitive 
fishing operations with modern trawlers, Danish training of a Greenlandic 
workforce, and the integration of Greenlandic products into the free market. 
The stakeholders’ arguments for these measures mirrored the changing 
axiom of the colonial rationality of the time. The preservation of the 
Greenlandic hunting culture was no longer the highest priority. Instead, it 
was the promotion of a “cultural upswing” and the “improvement” of the 
indigenous culture by introducing economic profitability as societal value, 
just as it was in Denmark.100 
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The third paper (appendix III) focuses on the fisheries scientist Jensen. He 
was a central figure in the debate that accompanied the early phase of the 
commercialization of Greenland’s fisheries. He had an outstanding role as an 
official advisor at the crossroads of science and politics. Jensen’s view on the 
role of Greenlanders in the future industry and his rhetoric in expressing the 
potential of a modern Greenlandic industry provide an insight into the past 
contemporary discourse in circles of power. This paper sheds light on the 
general role of science in the modernization of fisheries as a colonial project. 
It does not aim at singling out one particular scientist’s attitude towards the 
colonized nor identifying an individual’s responsibility for certain measures. 
Instead, it highlights the entanglement of fisheries science (as a policy-
directed discipline) with politics and the implications of this interplay for the 
colonial agenda. 

Jensen’s accounts mirrored the perceived scramble for the living resources of 
the sea that also the first two papers of this thesis identified. While exploring 
unknown aspects of North Atlantic fish stocks, the paradigm of fisheries 
science was to use the resources of the sea in the most efficient way. 
Reflecting the Western discourse of efficiency that dominated both social 
and political spheres at the time, this development took place in a broader 
context of North Atlantic power struggles. The efficient use of resources was 
a substitute for the effective manifestation of political sovereignty. In this 
setting, the production of natural resource industries in Greenland was 
perceived to reflect the success of the Danish colonial project. To a great 
extent, historiographical accounts of the commercialization of fisheries 
emphasize the technological progress within the industry, “from kayak to 
cutter,” and retell the contemporary historical accounts by colonial sources 
of how Danish authorities modernized Greenland’s economy to provide a 
new livelihood. In this perspective, the introduction of commercial fisheries 
stands for the successful adaption of colonial policy to retreating seal stocks 
and it is narrated as the beginning of Denmark’s modernization of 
Greenland. This paper argues, however, the early commercialization of 
fisheries can also be read as an instance of the crossroads of science and 
politics within a colonial project. The arguments identified in Jensen’s 
accounts illustrate the systematic integration of the colonial hierarchy into 
science, forming the basis for feeding this asymmetry into the reality created 
by those possessing the power over knowledge paradigms.101  

In the fourth paper, “A Modern Mine?” (appendix IV), the analysis of media 
accounts casts a light on how reform supporters presented the 
modernization of natural resources industries and, in particular, the role of 
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the Qullissat coal mine in the wider public discourse. The closure of Qullissat 
in 1972 has since produced narratives of crisis and economic deficit, 
manifesting the notion of the coal mine as an unfortunate Greenlandic 
venture. This paper reminds of the different stories the mine was once part 
of and how, for instance, it once symbolized the pillar of a modern 
Greenland. In particular, this paper seeks to draw attention to the question 
of agency that is mostly underrepresented in accounts of the mine’s history. 
How did the newspapers narrate the mine’s fate to the (mostly Greenlandic) 
readership? As the analysis of the Greenland-based media outlets suggests, 
modernization was presented as an exclusively Danish project. The 
Greenlandic mine workers were invisible in the news coverage when 
increasing production rates, new equipment, and scientific prognoses were 
the main concern. Only in the last years before the decision to close the mine 
was finalized did the workers appear as victims of poor working conditions. 
This paper highlights the asymmetry in the historical sources and 
contributes to a more nuanced picture of the mine’s history. 

The papers in this thesis question the position of key episodes in Greenland’s 
20th-century history in the master narrative of the country’s modernization. 
Research in this field is important as it changes the parameters of the 
present-day debate on Greenland’s future. Through providing new 
perspectives on the past and identifying colonial legacies, for instance, in the 
discourses that have been allowed to emerge. The asymmetry in the way 
Denmark’s relationship with its (former) dependency is narrated is 
especially palpable in narratives of the modernization period. By lifting the 
importance narratives emerging during the development of Greenland’s 
natural resource industries since the 1900s, this thesis seeks to contribute to 
opening discursive space that allows for new perspectives on Greenland’s 
past and future.  

The analyses in the papers of this thesis suggest three prominent themes in 
narratives of Greenland’s future and natural resources industries that 
emerged and circulated since the 1900s and well into the state-led 
modernization period of the 1950s and 1960s. They would embody the pivot 
of Danish modernization policies and, moreover, shape the ways in which 
Greenland’s future was imagined throughout the century: science, markets, 
and power. These concepts are discussed in depth in the following section 
(“Concluding Discussion”). 
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CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

This doctoral thesis set out to identify how different actors presented natural 
resources industries in Greenland as an integral part of Denmark’s rule over 
the island. The narratives and arguments identified in all four papers of this 
thesis feature three dimensions of rationality, each playing out in different 
ways: Science, the expanding economy, and political power can be seen as 
different yet inseparable dimensions of rationality, which are, according to 
Adams, put into practice by colonialism.102 Rather than using these 
dimensions as rigid categories, the following discussion highlights the 
reciprocity of these concepts and their shared spaces as they surface in the 
arguments and narratives analyzed in this thesis. 

The last section in this chapter discusses the dynamic of future projections 
for Greenland’s natural resource industries emerging at the intersection of 
science, markets, and power. While this aspect is of topical importance for 
today’s debates it was just as prominent in the historical sources and vital to 
the historical actors’ arguments that are at the center of this thesis.  

Science 
Since the Enlightenment, systematic knowledge of the environment was the 
premise of colonialism, as it allowed for the effective utilization and control 
of both natural resources and people. The colonial context was in many 
respects a showcase for the implementation of scientific rationality.103 
Science and scientists have thus a central role in the studies of this thesis.  

In his analysis of the present-day climate change debate, Roger Pielke Jr. 
concludes that scientists are put in the position of providing political 
recommendations. In this way, scientists become integral parts of political 
agendas because their findings provide a rational or suggest certain courses 
of action. Yet, they have different options how to deal with their position, for 
instance, as advocates or information brokers.104 According to Pielke, 
“science has become used increasingly as a tool in politics.”105 The process 
Pielke describes, I argue, has already been visible since the 1900s. The 
debate that involved fisheries scientists as policy advisors to North Atlantic 
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states in the early 20th century resonated with motifs like an international 
rivalry for dominion over the Arctic sphere and a scramble for resources. The 
political-economic question of managing Greenland’s natural resources 
through state monopoly or (partial) privatization was presented as a pressing 
issue from various sides within limited, but leading circles of administration 
and economy. There had been a number of attempts to establish private 
enterprises in the isolated dependency, especially within fisheries, since the 
late 19th century.106 However, it was not until the 1900s, however, that 
science would attain a central role in arguing for a new approach, supported 
by a broader social development that connected scientific methods with an 
increased scientific understanding of the environment. 

This was essential for how the industrialization of fisheries in Greenland was 
pursued in the following decades. Scientists and politicians alike took a stand 
in the hybrid debates that developed in this context. The role of scientists in 
the monopoly debate displayed a range of dynamics Pielke identifies in 
today’s global warming discourse when it comes to the political implications 
of scientific advice: Scientists acted as advocators and opponents of a 
political solution to a problem that was exacerbated by a lack of knowledge of 
environmental factors. Possible solutions, however, were marked out by 
political ideologies and economic necessities. 

In the context of the historical case studies in this thesis, scientists were 
more than a tool that passively formed the basis for establishing a certain 
political agenda. Scientists took on an active role in the constant 
transformation of the colonial system. The motivation of the scientist and 
the formulation of his conclusions, rather than the pure scientific results 
were crucial for the prospects of the resource industry they assessed. As it is 
only marginally discussed in the papers of this thesis, this aspect is further 
explored in the following paragraphs.  

The first paper, “The Arctic Scramble Revisited” (appendix I), assesses how 
the Greenland consortium, a group of entrepreneurs and financiers of the 
Danish commercial elite, tried to persuade the government to open 
Greenland to partial privatization by arguing that they could exploit the 
land’s resources more effectively than the state could manage under the 
monopoly. The key evidence to prove that claim came from well-known 
marine biologists who gave undisguised policy suggestions in the group’s 
favor. The scientists’ reputation lent authority and credibility to the 
arguments brought forward, even when their statement referred to other 
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realms than science. The scientists’ reports were, to use Pielke’s wording, a 
tool for the consortium to argue for their vision of natural resource 
industries in Greenland. 

In contrast to this, science appeared as an independent authority that 
seemed to both nurture and shatter the hopes for the stakeholders’ global 
ventures in the second paper of this thesis, “From Siam to Greenland” 
(appendix II). A geologist was hired by EAC in order to determine the 
commercial value of the gold deposit the company had acquired in Siam. He 
was a scientist commissioned and financed by those with authority over the 
land. When the geologist advised against the commercial exploitation of the 
gold deposits, EAC’s financiers pulled back and left the company with no 
financial aid for their explorative venture in Siam.107 Among other 
developments, this loss contributed to shaping the group’s ventures in the 
future.  

The fisheries scientist Jensen, who is at the center of the third paper 
(appendix III), gave clear recommendations as to which fishing methods 
should be applied to build up a productive fisheries sector, and how these 
could be introduced to the indigenous population. Jensen provided also 
detailed instructions as to where inhabitants could be resettled so that a 
workforce was available in settlements in regions where the fish stocks 
appeared closer to the coast. In view of Pielke’s account, Jensen is an 
example of a scientist who actively engaged in political decisions – however, 
I suggest, rather as a consequence of his profession as a fisheries scientist 
and the distinct nature of this applied discipline than on personal grounds. 
Similar to EAC’s hired geologist, Jensen, too, was commissioned by an 
(official) authority in order to determine the commercial value of a resource. 
His task was to determine the commercial value of Greenland’s coastal 
fisheries on behalf of the Danish state. His initial fishing trials in 1908 and 
1909 were far from promising. Yet, he suggested that more research and 
other methods were necessary to determine the future of commercial 
fisheries. Within decades, Greenland’s economy came to rely heavily on cod 
fisheries until the 1980s.108  

In the fourth paper, “A Modern Mine?” (appendix IV), scientists appeared in 
the media coverage more prominently and featured as interview partners 
first since the 1950s. Scientists were presented as key figures in the process 
of negotiating the coal mine’s future. In the larger narrative perspective on 
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A/G’s accounts, scientists and scientific reports became central as they were 
able to determine the mine’s coal reserves and analyze the coal’s quality. In 
view of my research, however, it becomes clear that science did not simply 
uncover the direct answer to whether a specific project of natural resource 
exploitation should be pursued or not. Instead, the scientists chose to 
communicate their results in a certain way, since the findings themselves did 
not favor a specific approach. In contrast to earlier accounts advising against 
a continuation of mining activities, for instance, the British mining expert 
Dinsdale praised the quality of the Qullissat coal in the newspaper in 1955. 
As a consequence, the unfavorable design of the Greenlandic ovens that led 
to suboptimal heating values was criticized rather than the quality of the 
coal. During this phase, the future of the mine was defined as being 
determined solely within the scientific realm. 

It is not my intention to question the findings of analyses regarding the coal 
reserves and my research did not produce sufficient knowledge for me to be 
able to assess the financial necessities involved to their full extent. The 
process towards the closure of the mine since the 1960s was complex and 
involved an interplay of social and political considerations on various sides 
that still needs to be assessed in its entirety. The remarkable aspect in how 
the media represented the future of the Qullissat coal mine, I argue, was the 
framing of the problem – which shifted between scientific estimations of coal 
reserves, quality assessments, and the identification of problems in other 
areas such as the town’s supply or the workers’ wages. 

The overlapping realms of science and politics produce convoluted 
narratives. As knowledge of the environment increased, they developed a 
dynamic of their own at least since the 1920s, according to Sörlin. In the 
context of the case studies in this thesis, scientists and those who 
commissioned them benefitted from the moral justification of science that 
stemmed from the widely spread but idealized image of the scientist as 
“detached aloof observer whose very ethos is to not judge” that gained 
importance during these decades.109 In this thesis, a stronger focus on the 
politization of science would have contributed to a more nuanced perspective 
on the early colonial visions of modern natural resource industries, 
especially fisheries, than is generally taken on in research on this matter. The 
historiography of this period is still dominated by traditional history of 
technology approaches.  
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The interface of science and politics underwent a fundamental change as 
those in power increasingly questioned the traditional approach to 
Greenland’s resources since the early 20th century. Science and politics were 
paired in an unprecedented way during the modernization period in the 
1950s and 1960s. It is thus an outstanding historical period to study the 
relation between science, policy, and politics that has become one of the 
most critical issues of the present time. 

Markets 
The interplay of science and commercial expansion determined colonial 
endeavors throughout history. It manifested the colonizers’ idea of a 
civilizing mission as it made the superiority of Western rationality 
measurable in economic terms. Botany, agriculture, and fisheries science 
were major applied disciplines where scientists themselves often perceived it 
as their duty “to enlighten the world of commerce.”110 The market, 
understood in its broadest sense as a network of economic relations, became 
the arena where rationality was realized. The nebulous entity of the market is 
central to all studies in this thesis. The scientific valuation of a resource’s 
commercial potential is a recurring theme. While it is a similarly vague idea 
in each paper, the market is the pivot of the narratives at the focus of each 
study. It stands, however, for very different hopes and fears when it comes to 
the ideas of a modern Greenland that the actors in these studies promoted. 

Throughout the early modernization of Greenland’s natural resource 
industries, those in power defined economic thinking that adhered to 
Western notions of rationalization as literacy of the modern world. 
Embodying rationality and pure logic, the free market had found its ally in 
science – and vice versa. In many ways, a commercial elite constructed the 
free market as a counter model to the colonial authorities’ mismanagement 
since the turn to the 20th century, although with negligible immediate effect 
on economic governance. Principally, however, rationality was the counter 
model to what both reformers and conservatives viewed as irrational, 
superstitious Greenlandic culture. This broader aspect was an integral part 
of the modernization policies that followed in the mid-20th century. 

In the first paper “The Arctic Scramble Revisited” (appendix I), the market 
appeared as an enlightened space, free of misguided ideologies according to 
the historical accounts by the stakeholder group of Copenhagen’s private 
economy. While the trade monopoly was described as the continuation of 
politics by other means, the free market was viewed as part of the natural 
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world. It adhered to the natural laws and rational logic. According to the 
consortium’s critique, the politically motivated monopoly was responsible 
not only for poor economic results, but for Greenland’s cultural 
deterioration.111 In the entrepreneurs’ narrative, the free market was free of 
political interests, and thus belonged rather, as their arguments and 
reference to scientific accounts suggested, under the authority of science. 
Two marine biologists, Christian Frederik Drechsel and C. G. Johannes 
Petersen, contributed scientific reports that assessed the consortium’s plan 
to introduce (besides livestock farming of several species) industrial 
fisheries. Science produced the knowledge necessary to establish these 
fisheries as a productive economic sector. Moreover, it functioned as moral 
backing for the group’s vision. The free market provided the space for 
science to realize the full potential of the natural resources industries. It was 
constructed as the objective counterpart to politically tinged 
mismanagement by the colonial authorities.112 The consortium’s narrative 
presented the conservative approach to the colony’s natural resources as 
wasteful, inefficient, and inherently irrational. 

The sharp distinction between rational and irrational is also the leading 
motif in the accounts of the scientist Jensen (appendix III). Both in his 
public scientific and official accounts, however, the dichotomy contrasts the 
Greenlanders’ fishing practices with the industrial methods Jensen intended 
to introduce. For instance, in a report the Danish Home Office of 1908, 
Jensen lamented the practice of Greenlanders to feed their dogs with halibut 
that he identified as a valuable commercial species. According to Jensen, it 
was clearly a questionable practice, “seen from a national economic 
viewpoint.”113 This rationality was rooted in the commitment of fisheries 
science to economic goals. In this perspective, rationality determined the 
moral dimension of human behavior – an idea that dominated social and 
political spheres since the late 19th century.  

The overbearing rationality of the market is also a central aspect in the 
media narratives analyzed in the fourth paper, “A Modern Mine?” (appendix 
IV). In the media representations of the future of the Qullissat coal mine, the 
market possessed an agency of its own. In the end, it appeared as a superior 
agent that dictated the authorities’ room for maneuver. Generally, the 
reformers’ position, as the newspapers ascribed to in general terms, was a 
(stepwise and partial) integration of the postcolonial industries into the 
world market. The argument of economic necessity was brought forward 
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whenever changing market prices resulted in the mine’s unprofitable 
operation because the coal could be imported more cheaply from other 
places. Even though scientists had “predicted” the coal reserves would last 
for at least 25 years of operation and assured the media’s audience of the 
mine’s future in the late 1950s, their assessment was overruled eventually by 
the rationality of the market.  

In the media narratives of the mine’s future, the market attained an 
independent authority and thus removed responsibility from the colonial 
administration as it was portrayed in the media. During the 1960s, the news 
coverage reflected the image of the idle Greenlandic worker that entered the 
wider public discourse around this time. As a reaction, the workers’ accounts 
that criticized the poor working conditions and, primarily, the ignorance of 
the management, give an impression of the immense frustration felt by the 
mineworkers. Yet, as statements by officials in the newspaper suggest, the 
notion of Qullissat – and the Qullissat workers – as not being able to meet 
the production demands of a modern economy left traces in the public and 
political discourse for decades to come.114 

In the second paper, “From Siam to Greenland” (appendix II), the meaning 
of commercial relations is yet another one. In contrast to being viewed as the 
extension of natural laws, the market entered the historical actors’ narratives 
as a scene for human fears and hopeful visions. The consortium called upon 
patriotic narratives to persuade the authorities of its plan to privatize parts of 
Greenland’s natural resource industries. It constructed global trade as the 
field to realize visions of empire when Denmark had lost the grip of its 
possessions overseas. The letters by Andersen to his business partners point 
to that royalty to the nation also translated into reputation in the commercial 
sphere. The mechanisms of the market and political power certainly 
overlapped in this respect.  

The analysis in this paper touches only briefly upon the central role of 
shareholders’ expectations and importance of narratives for stock market 
companies. Exploring this aspect in depth would provide a valuable insight 
into the ways private stakeholders construct their role in the Arctic 
environment. Narratives of future prospects are even more important in this 
context as the region is removed from the everyday experience of (almost) 
any decision-maker involved.  
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Power 
The administrative and legal manifestation of colonial power through a 
bureaucratic system is another dimension of rationality according to Adams. 
This aspect highlights the consolidation of power from within. In this thesis, 
however, the focus is set on political power in the sense of effective 
demarcation and manifestation of sovereignty against foreign claims under 
the impression of a crumbling Danish empire. Science had a key role in this 
context, not just as an instrument to strengthen territory claims but also as 
(at times only) gateway to knowledge of the distant environment in the 
North. As a consequence, scientists actively shaped the narratives of power 
over a country that largely defied more traditional ways of securing 
sovereignty.  

The both-way relation between science and markets comes full circle when 
including the domain of power. In postwar science, as Aant Elzinga has 
highlighted, there are “strong linkages to utilization domains, be they 
economic, administrative, environmentally regulatory, and so on, [that] 
could affect criteria of assessment.”115 The dynamics resulting from these 
linkages, I argue, were present in Greenland’s governance well before the 
World Wars and, to a certain extent, were magnified in the colonial setting. 

Recent research has pointed out that natural resource exploration in the 
Arctic before the Second World War was largely a matter of uncoordinated 
operations pursued by only a handful of scientists with one-time state 
funding for their projects (except in the Soviet Union).116 In Greenland, a 
number of states supported expeditions, mostly with scientific and 
cartographic purposes, that produced icons of Arctic explorers.117 Although 
he did not become as iconic in an international context, the early fishing 
trials in 1908 led by the fisheries scientist Jensen exemplify this practice, 
too. 

Private actors took on a similar role by funding exploration projects on their 
own initiative. They usually took a holding in the subsequent commercial 
exploitation of the resource if the venture was successful. Since the late 
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1850s, for instance, Carl Frederik Tietgen, an industrialist and the director of 
a major Danish bank, Privatbanken, financed the first larger commercial 
cryolite mining operations at Ivigtut after the monopoly-holding Royal Trade 
Department had kept exploitation to minor quantities.118 The Danish 
Farmers’ Bank (Landmandsbanken) funded the geological exploration that 
laid the ground for Julius Bernburg’s concession for copper and lead mining 
in western Greenland granted in 1904.119 The scientists kept close contact 
with industrialists in order to get their work funded. At this intersection of 
interests, I suggest, narratives of empire and national grandeur developed a 
particular dynamic that built up in the course of the early decades of the 20th 
century.  

Gradually, the Arctic, the scene of prestige scientist-explorers around 1900, 
changed its character as modern technologies became available. They 
created unprecedented conditions for industry and science in the polar 
environments in the following decades. As the historian Ronald E. Doel et al. 
put it, these “changes transformed polar exploration and research from a feat 
of individual endurance to a matter of access to capital investment and 
advanced technology.”120 Making knowledge of Arctic environments a matter 
of access to capital and modern technology increasingly turned these regions 
into a (figurative) battleground of state interests as the region was not easily 
accessible for traditional tools to secure sovereignty. At the same time, 
however, this development facilitated international scientific cooperation in 
an era of growing political tensions.  

As the analyses in the papers of this thesis suggest, the impression of 
international rivalry and the (perceived) threat of Danish sovereignty over 
Greenland were key themes in the narratives constructed by scientists and 
private actors. As the at times belligerent rhetoric of their arguments reveals, 
the leading motif in their accounts was the idea of natural resource 
industries as a field of states’ power struggles.  

In the paper “The Arctic Scramble Revisited” (appendix I), a quote taken 
from the consortium’s application documents illustrates the confrontational 
atmosphere the private consortium sought to evoke when warning of the 
near future of Greenlandic fisheries if no action was taken to secure 
Denmark’s sovereignty over its colony’s resources: “’It will hardly be long 
before American fishermen will, again, initiate an attack on the Greenlandic 
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fishing grounds […] especially if vessels under Danish flag have not occupied 
these territories.”121 The motif of an Arctic scramble cannot be reduced to a 
rush for resources. It was a proxy for power struggles that easily overlapped 
with anxieties of resource supply – and it was brought forward by an alliance 
of entrepreneurs and scientists.  

That the group called upon these fears was the result of a common 
rationality that is also at the center of the second paper, “From Siam to 
Greenland” (appendix II): The vision of empire, I argue, was a driving idea 
both behind formal colonialism and the expansion of private enterprises. 
The idea itself was well established. At least since the 17th century, the 
symbiosis of state power and private capital was illustrated by the 
“shareholder-rich maritime trading companies backed by state legislation 
and assistance.”122  

The first two papers of this thesis focus on how private stakeholders 
introduced themselves as carriers and promoters of national pride. The 
vision for Greenland’s natural resource industries presented by the private 
consortium was not realized. Yet, why and how they produced narratives of 
an Arctic scramble that framed the effective exploitation of resources as a 
matter of national pride was crucial in view of 20th-century ideas of a 
modern Greenland: The group’s narrative strategy, rather than their 
unsuccessful application, mirrored the changing rationalities at the time and 
illustrated the new alliances of science, economy, and political power.  

In the third paper on the debate over Greenland’s fisheries development in 
the early 20th century (appendix III), the accounts of a fisheries scientist – 
even regarding the initial trials conducted in 1908 – already display what 
Elzinga describes as science under the utilization domain of the market, i.e. 
science with the sole purpose to determine the commercial value of a 
resource.123 The idea of science steered by market mechanisms, however, 
does not address the issue in its entirety. The particular dynamic developed 
with the scientist’s appeal to visions of power and the manifestation of 
political sovereignty. As is illustrated by Jensen’s accounts, he was aware of 
and called directly upon the ultimate (declared) goal of Denmark’s colonial 
project in Greenland to teach the Greenlanders how to “subdue the Earth” 
following the Christian gospel.124 In the context of describing his recent 
research project, Jensen’s allusion is primarily a way to highlight the 
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relevance of his findings in the dominant colonial discourse rather than 
necessarily his personal opinion. Together with the rationality of the market, 
it was a cross-fertilization of ideas and narratives between the domains of 
science, politics, and economy: When the Danish government was reluctant 
to opt for a radical opening of the monopoly in the early 20th century, it was 
the alliance of entrepreneurs and scientists who called upon narratives of 
colonial power.  

The fourth paper of this thesis, “A Modern Mine?” (appendix IV), illuminates 
another facet of power as part of the triangular construct of science, markets, 
and power. During the Second World War and under the central 
administration in exile, Greenland’s integration into the world market and 
access to international trade fundamentally altered the conditions for the 
exertion of colonial power in the postwar years. In fact, it made a return to 
the old system of isolation and strict state monopoly impossible. When the 
war on the Korean Peninsula led to new priorities of U.S. foreign policy, the 
vulnerability of Greenland’s supplies was once more exposed. Autonomy 
from imports to the greatest possible extent was viewed as directly 
decreasing the foreign powers’ influence over the island. In this case, it was 
independence from the market that generated power (and securing Danish 
sovereignty over Greenland). When the media accounts praised Qullissat as 
Greenland’s coal chamber in the 1950s, autonomy from the market and self-
sufficiency were interpreted as manifesting Danish sovereignty over the 
dependency that was perceived as being threatened both from outside and 
within. Through predictions of future availability of coal reserves, scientific 
experts presented exploitation rates and scopes that extended this 
sovereignty into the future. In 1955, for instance, the British mining expert 
Dinsdale predicted that the coal reserves at Qullissat were large enough to 
operate the mine for decades with the capacity to cover Greenland’s 
household energy demand.125 Scientists not only reported their findings of, 
for instance, the size of accessible coal reserves. In this moment, scientists 
were the only actors to actively create means of power through their 
guaranty of future independence from foreign imports and powers. 

The analysis in this paper uses a macro perspective on power, following 
largely the narratives in the historical sources that are analyzed. There was 
also, however, the internal power hierarchy of the mine, realized through the 
creation of a racial, hierarchical workforce and society. This structure laid 
the basis for the discursive construction of the mine as a “Greenlandic 
failure” which was, I argue, one of the most persisting legacies of the mine’s 
closure. In this paper, this aspect of power is not elaborated on in depth 
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although it certainly could have added aspects in the analysis of how power 
played out in this context. In the end, the public-political discourse 
presented the rationality of the market as an overpowering instance that 
eventually decided over the mine’s future and, as the media representations 
suggest, constructed the Greenlandic worker as not being capable of fitting 
into it. 

The Future 
As the title of this thesis suggests, the idea and articulation of “Greenland’s 
Future,” either as hopeful vision or feared scenario, is the pivot in the 
historical arguments analyzed in this thesis. The sociologist Barbara Adam 
and the philosopher Chris Groves argue that “futures are not merely 
imagined but they are also made.”126 While possible outcomes can be 
imagined with their various consequences, the future is, as Adam and Groves 
point out, also a concrete asset in the present. The future imagined and made 
for Greenland in the first half of the 20th century – a period of particularly 
divergent perspectives and expectations – were powerful in the 
contemporary present, and they were indeed an asset as will be discussed in 
the following. The means by which this future was constructed reemerge in 
the present-day discourse, and they resonate even more strikingly in today’s 
setting.  

As the figure of global uranium reserves from the portfolio of Greenland 
Energy and Mining Ltd. in the paper “The Arctic Scramble Revisited” 
(appendix I) suggests, the visualization of the market is to date one of the 
most important practices in a modern economy. The scientific practice of 
predicting, and more so its visualization in rising or falling graphs, boosts 
the (figurative) pull of the last reserves in a so-called underdeveloped land, 
known as the resource frontier. The anthropologist Mark Nuttall describes 
the emergence of the resource frontier in present-day Greenland in the 
following words: “Ambitious for industrial development within the context of 
its new form of self-government, Greenland is experiencing greater interest 
from multinational corporations engaged in a search for oil, gas, and 
minerals. These companies imagine, approach and represent Greenland as a 
new resource frontier and make promises of great economic benefit and job 
opportunities for local people.”127 It is, after all, future expectations that 
create value in the present, rather than the actual outcome. The trade with 
futures on stock markets is an example of this paradox dynamic that is fed 
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through the visualization and stakeholder representation of future 
predictions with a scientific appearance, as for instance in diagrams. The 
resource frontier, and especially its implication for how the future was 
imagined and narrated, can be used as a lens to decipher the dynamics in the 
relations between economy and politics in relation to Greenland’s future in 
the historical sources analyzed in this thesis. 

Using the appeal of the predictive authority of science was crucial to the early 
plans of the Greenland consortium to establish industrial fisheries in 1905. 
This was before the species the group targeted were part of the colonial trade 
scheme, let alone was their commercial potential determined through up-to-
date experiments at this point. Yet, the consortium relied on scientists to 
support their plan.128 Paradoxically, the scientific report confirmed the lack 
of proven knowledge in this respect. It emphasized, however, the generally 
positive outlook and bright prospects of Greenlandic fisheries if investments 
in scientific exploration were made. There is a similar pattern recognizable in 
the historical records of Jensen’s early fishing trials in 1908 and 1909, which 
are analyzed in the third paper of this thesis (appendix III). Jensen, too, 
provided only limited scientific prove (at this point) for the commercial value 
of, for instance, halibut fisheries and another trial shortly before was “a 
disappointment” in the words of a contemporary observer.129 It was instead 
the commitment to scientific methods that set Jensen’s trials apart from 
earlier attempts by (mainly) fishermen.  

Sörlin identifies the scientist’s ability to assess a resource’s future availability 
as the “predictive authority of science.”130 Is it appropriate to refer to 
scientific prediction as described by Sörlin to interpret the dynamics in these 
historical sources? In the cases described above, I argue, it was rather the 
“prediction by the scientist” than the “scientific prediction” that was central 
to the stakeholders’ arguments. This aspect is largely overlooked in the 
papers published as part of this thesis and further research could provide a 
deeper insight. The authority of science has already been mentioned in the 
previous section in terms of lending credibility and supporting the claim to 
be acting on rational principles of efficiency. In the end, however, it was the 
prediction (or rather, the promises made) by scientists that created authority 
even over the unknown future and was, moreover, suggestive of the 
“promethean power of producing futures.”131 
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In the early years of the 20th century, too, the appeal of the frontier was the 
result of a changing political climate, severe challenges in other sectors of the 
market, and was spurred by changing environmental conditions in the North 
Atlantic. Even though it was largely confined to an elite circle at this point, 
the idea of Greenland as a resource frontier developed an extraordinary 
dynamic among central figures of the private economy as well as scientists. 
The concept of the resource frontier was not employed in the papers of this 
thesis. Yet, paying attention to its construction and the dynamics of Arctic 
discourses in general could have contributed to the argumentation in the 
studies of this thesis and would have added valuable references to scholarly 
debates in this field. Recent research has contributed constructive insights in 
this respect.132  

The fourth paper of this thesis, “A Modern Mine?” (appendix IV), is based on 
media sources. Yet, it does not address a number of issues that are relevant 
to how media representation in general related to the future that was drawn 
up for Greenland in the 1940s until the 1960s. (This field has not been 
studied in detail yet and further research could add important perspectives 
regarding, more generally, the representation and framing of the discourse 
in the popular sphere during these decades.) As researchers have shown for 
present-day coverage on Greenland’s natural resource industries at the 
“climate change frontier,” media accounts are essentially setting the tone and 
expectations, and “form the frames of understanding people construct about 
the material world.”133 What was the frame that was formed for ideas of 
Qullissat’s future more than half a century ago? As has been mentioned 
above, newspaper coverage that included scientists’ predictions of the future 
availability and exploitation rates of coal in the 1950s effectively extended 
Danish power (i.e. energy autonomy and independence of other foreign 
powers) over Greenland into the future in its narrative. As the newspaper 
A/G at this point had a majority of Greenlandic readers, this assurance was 
primarily directed towards Greenland’s (Greenlandic-reading) inhabitants 
rather than towards an audience outside. The newspaper introduced the 
scientist’s authoritative statements on the mine’s productivity into the public 
imagination where it easily morphed into a common frame of understanding 
the political situation, becoming common knowledge and certainty. It 
remains to be shown, for instance, if the optimistic coverage of the coal 
mine’s future prospects in Greenlandic newspapers (especially including 
scientific experts) contributed to creating fundamentally different 
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perceptions regarding the economic necessity of the mine’s closure and 
views on the mine’s potential later on.134  

In recent years, especially since the 2010s, a considerable number of large-
scale projects for mining and mineral processing in Greenland emerged on 
the drawing boards, as Sejersen has shown. Although none has been fully 
realized until this day, their potential consequences for the communities are 
imagined and can thus already be discussed and negotiated.135 After there 
had not been one active mine in Greenland since 2013, the only operating 
mine is currently the Aappaluttoq ruby mine, taken over by a Norway-based 
company in May 2017 after the bankruptcy of its Canadian predecessor.136 
Calculations suggest that Greenland needed about 20 large-scale mines in 
operation to be economically viable.137 The lack of a workforce trained in the 
highly specialized sector and poor transportation infrastructure outside 
settlements are commonly identified as factors impeding the realization of 
this vision for an indefinite time. Yet, what corporate stakeholders in 
Greenland’s future emphasize is that “Greenland is a highly prospective yet 
underexplored emerging mining destination, with prolific areas of 
mineralisation now accessible as a result of climate changes.”138 This 
expression is an example of the common (by some anticipated, by some 
rejected) idea of Greenland as a resource frontier. Obviously, the image of 
Greenland created by stakeholders, constantly fed into the public discourse 
by, for instance, company presentations taken up in the media coverage, is 
crucial for the notion of a resource frontier and a scramble for resources to 
gain thrust in today’s discourse (see section “Introduction”). As this thesis 
shows, the first half of the 20th century saw a radically new way in how the 
intersection of science, markets, and power marked out the territory for 
imagining and making Greenland’s future. It has not lost its appeal. 
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EPILOGUE 

As a consequence of the initiative taken by the Greenland Reconciliation 
Committee in 2014, multidisciplinary research groups are increasingly 
taking on the task of understanding the implications of discourses that are 
the legacy of colonial rule, especially regarding the future of Arctic tourism 
and indigenous identities. There is a lot left to understand in terms of 
colonial narratives being transferred into a postcolonial setting.139 
Reflections on the legacy of these colonial rationalities are essential to come 
to terms with the colonial past that has reproduced the Western dichotomy 
of modern versus indigenous that still dominates public discourse and 
shapes the self-perception of generations on both sides in many regions of 
the world.140 

The discourses inherited from the colonial past, taken over by indigenous 
elites or emerging as counter-narrative opposing it, develop a unique 
dynamic in the face of 21st-century challenges. The different meanings of 
postcolonialism all play a role in this. First, there is postcolonialism as 
honorable attempt to identify the cultural and sociopolitical legacy of 
colonialism in present-day society. Secondly, there is the sense of a 
community overcoming the colonial structure, entering a time after 
colonialism. Now, it appears, global climate change – besides being an 
undisputable reality – entices the international community to declare the 
Arctic indigenous societies a collective victim. The former Prime Minister of 
Greenland in 2014, Aleqa Hammond, spoke for many when she said: “I 
simply refuse to be the victimised people of climate change […]. This time we 
have other options than just hunting. We have the right now to our own 
underground.”141  

The desire to be free from postcolonial commiseration is strong. As the 
Greenlandic intellectual Robert Petersen has pointed out, the colonial civil 
servants’ attitude of “helping the Greenlanders” was adopted, primarily, by 
the educated Greenlanders who were “thankful for having been colonized, 
for being Christianized, educated, and for having a subordinate job.”142 
During the proceedings for ending Greenland’s status as a colony in the late 
1940s, it was this elite who desired “a closer association of Greenland with 

                                                             
139 Horning, “Insinuations,” 298.  
140 See, for instance, Muecke, Ancient & Modern, 5 ff.  
141 Antony Lowenstein, “Australian Uranium Mining in Greenland is Tearing the Country in 
Half,” The Guardian, May 15, 2014. 
142 Petersen, “Colonialism,” 122.  
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Denmark” – a public referendum was not seriously considered.143  The role 
of Greenlandic elites in the colonial project is a topic that lingers on as an 
unresolved legacy, too. Though increasingly a topic in research, indigenous 
agency is still underrepresented in postcolonial accounts, and, as a result, 
indirectly emphasizes “indigenous passivity” in the debate. The Greenlandic 
writer Niviaq Korneliussen, born in 1990, writes in her debut novel Homo 
Sapienne, published in Greenlandic in 2014: “Enough of that post-colonial 
piece of shit.”144 This phrase is, to no surprise, cited by many advocates of a 
“no-apologies-needed”-position in the debate that followed the 
establishment of the Greenland Reconciliation Commission. The tendency of 
postcolonial perspectives to assign the victim role to the colonized is, 
understandably so, a reason for many to want to put an end to debating 
colonial history, and especially the modernization period of the 20th century. 

As of today, the dominant version of the past provides the lens through 
which history is viewed, often also by the colonized themselves – at times 
developing a similarly tainted counter-narrative as a direct response. In 
these counter-narratives, the scramble for Greenland’s resources, once 
constructed as a race for national pride and prosperity by the crumbling 
colonial power, is transformed into the promise of indigenous independency. 
Many, however, suggest that political independence from Denmark does not 
mean liberation from foreign powers if Australian and Chinese mining 
companies are invited to dictate the conditions for the sustenance of the 
Greenlandic society and economy.145 This issue is now dividing the people, 
creating cleavages and friction in society. In today’s world, the legacy of 
colonialism continues to disrupt and create identities. How the relics of 
colonial discourses, emerging from the complex interplay of science, 
markets, and power, produce and engage with postcolonial visions of 
independence in resource-abundant countries is a field that is relevant not 
only for Danish-Greenlandic relations but all societies with a history of 
colonial encounters. 

                                                             
143 Beukel et al., Phasing out the Colonial Status of Greenland, 119.  
144 Niviaq Korneliussen, Homo Sapienne (Nuuk: Milik Publishing, 2015), 62 [original quote in 
English].   
145 Taagholt and Brooks, “Mineral Riches,” 366. 



 

61 

SAMMANFATTNING PÅ SVENSKA 

I dagens debatt beskrivs Grönlands framtid som präglad av ökande 
internationella affärsintressen i utvinning av arktisk energi och mineraler 
samt av klimatförändringarna. Frågan om ett framtida politiskt oberoende 
för Grönland är i detta sammanhang högst kontroversiell. 
Självständighetsanspråken hänger nära samman med frågan om ett 
potentiellt utnyttjande av  naturresurser och de vinster detta anses kunna 
generera. I synnerhet gruvdrift ger upphov till både hopp och rädslor, stärkt 
av idén om att det finns gömda rikedomar under den smältande isen. 

Från mitten av 1700-talet, då handelsstationer etablerades och kristen 
mission påbörjades, och fram till 1953, var Grönland formellt en dansk 
besittning som integrerades alltmer som en del av det danska riket. Kring 
sekelskiftet 1900 höjde en grupp danska ämbetsmän, forskare och 
entreprenörer sina röster för att få till stånd en förändring av det 
traditionella danska koloniala styret. Efter nära två århundraden av kolonialt 
välde, medförde de följande årtiondena genomgripande sociala och 
ekonomiska förändringar. Den säljakt som tidigare hade omhuldats av 
staten, ersattes av ett kommersiellt fiske som i sig förkroppsligade en ny 
kolonial inställning till modernisering. På 1950- och 1960-talen resulterade 
danska moderniseringsinitiativ till att bosättningar koncentrerades till vissa 
områden för att underlätta industrialiseringen av fiskerisektorn i det 
postkoloniala Grönland. 

Syftet med denna avhandling är att identifiera och analysera de berättelser 
om Grönlands framtid och modernisering som uppstod i samband med 
försöken att utveckla landets naturresursbaserade industrier från början av 
1900-talet fram till 1960-talet. Avhandlingens delstudier undersöker olika 
fall, där Grönlands framtid, industrialisering och styrning debatterades av 
tongivande danska aktörer i den offentliga och politiska diskussionen. 

Sammanfattning av artiklarna  

Den första artikeln är publicerad i tidskriften Journal of Northern Studies. 
Här analyseras en ansökan som en grupp privata intressenter, i huvudsak 
hemmahörande i Köpenhamns ekonomiska elit, lämnade in till den danska 
regeringen 1905 för att få tillgång till Grönlands naturresurser. Avsikten var 
att möjliggöra uppbyggnaden av vinstdrivande affärsverksamheter. I artikeln 
analyseras hur en berättelse om en arktisk kapplöpning konstruerades och 
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understöddes vetenskapligt, samt hur denna föreställning i dagens debatt 
om grönländsk gruvbrytning fortfarande fungerar som ett ledmotiv. 

Den andra artikeln är publicerad i tidskriften Journal of World History. I 
den granskas affärskopplingar som fanns mellan aktörerna i ovanstående 
intressegrupp, relationer som inbegrep danska finansinstitut och privata 
ekonomiska intressen kring sekelskiftet 1900. Gruppens framstöt för att 
modernisera Grönlands ekonomi illustrerar hur händelser och skeenden på 
en större geografisk skala hängde samman. Det var misslyckade 
affärsverksamheter i Siam (nuvarande Thailand) som motiverade dessa 
aktörer att kritiserade den danska statens konservativa styre av Grönland för 
att öppna upp för mer kommersiella och industriella lösningar. 

Den tredje artikeln har accepterats för publicering i tidskriften Environment 
and History. Artikeln fokuserar på kommersialiseringen av fisket på 1910- 
och 1920-talet. Mer precist analyseras de utsagor om fisket och dess 
potentialer som gjordes av Adolf Severin Jensen (1866-1953). Jensen var en 
vetenskaplig expert på fiske som blev en nyckelfigur för den industriella 
omvandlingen av denna sektor. Hans insatser exemplifierar hur vetenskaplig 
kunskap om fiskenäringen, utförd i ett kolonialt sammanhang, blev 
sammanvävd med politiska målsättningar. Därmed kom vetenskapliga 
berättelser att legitimera en ökad politisk styrning och kommersialisering för 
att modernisera fiskenäringen i en bestämd riktning. 

Den fjärde artikeln befinner sig i nuläget under bedömning av referenter för 
tidskriften The Polar Journal. Artikeln undersöker (danskspråkiga) 
grönländska nyheter om kolgruvan Qullissat med tillhörande bosättningar 
på Grönlands västkust under perioden 1942-1968. Genom en narrativanalys 
granskas mediala representationer av gruvans framtid. Medan kolgruvan 
inledningsvis presenterades som en lyckad dansk satsning på 
energioberoende och modernisering, blev gruvans mediala inramning efter 
att den lades ner 1972 en symbol för ett grönländskt misslyckande att 
anpassa sig till den moderna tidens krav.  

Slutsatser 

Idéerna om modernisering, framställda som visioner om – med danska mått 
mätt – ökad produktivitet och kulturella framsteg, blev en viktig del av det 
tidiga 1900-talets offentliga samtal om Grönlands framtid. Tre 
återkommande narrativa ledmotiv kan identifieras i det empiriska materialet 
som delstudierna i denna avhandling bygger på: vetenskap, marknad och 
makt. Tillsammans gav dessa sammanlänkade berättelser visionerna om 
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Grönlands framtid en ny förståelseram och riktning, som fortsatt att forma 
den politiska diskursen ända fram till våra dagar.  

Vetenskapen och forskarna spelade en central roll i argumenteringen för ett 
nytt förhållningssätt till Grönlands naturresurser, särskilt vad det gäller 
kommersialiseringen av fisket. Fiskeriforskare som Jensen utgjorde 
nyckelaktörer i utvecklingen av denna ekonomiska sektor (se appendix III). 
För att skapa ett mer effektivt resursutnyttjande, uppträdde forskare som 
förespråkare av en (delvis) privatisering av Grönlands ekonomi (se appendix 
I och II). Även mediabevakningen av kolgruvan Qullissat visar att 
vetenskapliga beräkningar av framtida tillgångar av kolreserver var centrala 
för hur myndigheternas gruvplaner kommunicerades till allmänheten (se 
appendix IV). 

Miljöhistorisk forskning har visat att gränssnittet mellan politik och 
vetenskap genomgick en radikal förskjutning under tidigt 1900-tal. 
Delstudierna ger också exempel på hur vetenskapsmän agerade både som 
politiska och ekonomiska rådgivare, och hur de översatte vetenskaplig 
kunskap om naturresurser och miljö till praktiska råd. Kunskapsanspråk 
rörande framtiden var här avgörande både för vetenskapliga och ekonomiska 
intressenter, det som inom vetenskapsstudier refereras till som ”predictive 
authority” – trovärdig förutsägelseförmåga. 

Samspelet mellan forskning och kommersiella intressen var avgörande för 
kolonialmakternas agerande och för den västerländska formen av 
modernisering. Vetenskapliga värderingar av naturresursers kommersiella 
potential är ett återkommande tema i avhandlingen. I källorna presenterades 
det effektiva utnyttjandet av Grönlands resurser som något som bidrog till 
att manifestera dansk territoriell suveränitet i förhållande till andra 
nationers fiskefartyg i grönländska vatten och andra upplevda hot mot den 
danska överhögheten. ”Marknaden” omfattade emellertid även utländska 
intressen, inte minst under andra världskriget då den avgörande politiska 
frågan för att säkerställa dansk suveränitet i framtiden var Grönlands 
naturtillgångar.  

Med makt avses i denna avhandling främst politisk makt på den 
internationella arenan. Som delstudierna visar, var föreställningen om 
territoriell överhöghet genom effektivt resursutnyttjande, nära 
sammankopplad med vetenskapen. Vetenskapen var en källa till kunskap om 
avlägsna regioner. 
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