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Abstract 

This paper investigates the debate leading up to the joint Danish-Greenlandic decision to 
allow the US to upgrade its radar at Thule Air Base, ensuring its integration in the American 
missile defense. By analyzing how this debate is structured in the Danish Realm, the paper 
argues that the contentious history of the Air Base strengthens the moral position of the 
Greenlanders and provides them with valuable argumentative assets in the debate. This 
debate, the paper concludes, presents the Greenlanders with a window of opportunity 
facilitating negotiations with the Danish Government, the effect of which is further 
Greenlandic independence and increasing Greenlandic influence on security policy. 

Dette working paper undersøger den dansk-grønlandske debat, der ledte op til beslutningen 
om at tillade USA at opgradere den amerikanske radar på Thule, således at den kan indgå i det 
amerikanske missilforsvar. Ved at analysere, hvordan debatten i Rigsfællesskabet er 
struktureret, viser paper’et, hvordan Thule basens historie styrker grønlændernes moralske 
position, og giver dem værdifulde argumenter i debatten. Paper’et konkluderer, at debatten om 
missilforsvar har givet grønlænderne en god mulighed for, igennem forhandlinger med den 
danske regering, at opnå både udvidet indflydelse på sikkerhedspolitikken og således også øget 
selvstændighed i Rigsfællesskabet.
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Introduction  

The increasingly concrete American plans for deployment of a missile defense system have 

internationally been a contentious subject both in political and academic circles, and the 

consequences of missile defense have been widely debated.1 Equally, in both Greenland and 

Denmark there has for some time been interest in the possible role of the US- airbase at Thule 

in north-western Greenland in the American missile defense plans. This interest was by no 

means lessened when on December 18, 2002, US Secretary of State Colin Powell finally made 

a public request to upgrade the radar at Thule Air Base, ensuring that it could be integrated in 

the radar architecture on which the missile defense system depend.2 The issue of missile 

defense thereby became a hot political topic in Denmark. While the formal authority to decide 

in which way to answer the United States is in the hands of the Danish Government, 

politically the issue was not entirely straightforward. 

The large island of Greenland is the home of a small Inuit community, which since 1979 has 

enjoyed extensive independence from the central Danish authorities. Accordingly any answer 

on missile defense to the United States had to be negotiated with the Home Rule Government 

in Nuuk if it was to have any legitimacy.   

These negotiations, however, were not going to be easy. The American presence in 

Greenland, dating back to WWII, is a contentious issue in the Danish-Greenlandic 

relationship. For the Inuit of Greenland, the experiences relating to the American defense 

areas stand out as symbols of past maltreatment by the colonial masters in Denmark. 

Especially the history of Thule Air Base epitomizes the past wrongdoings by the Danish state. 

Consequently the potential role of Thule Air Base in the American missile defense becomes a 

heated subject of debate in the Greenlandic – Danish relationship. 

This debate is the topic of this paper. It is my basic argument that the American request to 

upgrade the radar at Thule presents the Greenlanders with a window of opportunity to further 

their strive towards independence. By referring to the embarrassing colonial past in the debate 

on missile defense, the Greenlanders put the Danish Government in an awkward and  

morally untenable position wherein it has difficulties denying the Greenlanders further  
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self-determination. The Greenlanders make the politics of embarrassment;3 by referring to 

embarrassing historical incidents the Greenlanders pave the way for future political gains. 

As ‘History’ plays an important part in the Greenlanders’ arguments in the debate, the paper 

will begin with a rather detailed account of the historical basis for the current situation. This 

will be followed by the actual empirical analysis of the missile defense debate. In the analysis I 

show how the Greenlandic politicians skillfully apply the history to question and thus 

undermine the morality of the Danish Government in the missile defense debate. Secondly I 

explain how the moral issues in the debate help the Greenlanders advance their own demands. 

The paper will illustrate that although the debate touches upon most of the issues related to 

missile defense, and is to a large extent orientated towards the global aspects of missile 

defense, the fundamental issue is neither the American bases in Greenland nor the 

international consequences of missile defense. These arguments play only an auxiliary role as 

tools with which to attack the opposition on the central issue; how to share authority between 

the Government of Denmark and the Home Rule Government.  

In the end, the Greenlanders were rather successful and on the basis of their argumentative 

strategy negotiate substantial concessions from the Danish Government, changing the internal 

relationship in the Danish Realm and setting the stage for future developments.    



DIIS WORKING PAPER 2004/14 

4

 

The History of Greenland in Danish  
Security Policy: From Bargaining Chip  
to (uneasy) Partnership 

The German occupation of the southern part of Denmark in 1940 marked the beginning of a 

change in Greenland’s geopolitical position from one at the absolute periphery to a more 

central position. As the United States became more involved with the war effort in Europe, 

the need for an American presence in Greenland became more and more apparent. This led to 

the signing of an agreement between the United States and the Danish diplomatic 

representation in Washington in 1941, allowing the United States unlimited rights to establish 

military bases in Greenland.4    

DANISH AND AMERICAN COLD WAR POLICIES  

In the first years after WWII, the gut-feeling in Copenhagen was that Greenland would once 

more move to the periphery of the geopolitical atlas. The issue of immediate concern was thus 

to assert Danish sovereignty, and in due time put an end to – or at least minimize – the 

American presence in Greenland.5  

The geopolitical realities of the Cold War however underscored the strategic importance of 

Greenland. First, the existing bases in the southern part of Greenland would play an 

important role in the case of major conflict between East and West in Europe. Second, the 

importance of the Artic region increased, both as a staging area for retaliatory nuclear attacks 

on the Soviet Union, and as an important early warning site.6 This Artic strategy of the United 

States emphasized the geostrategic importance of especially the northern part of Greenland. 

This new strategy resulted in 1951 in the construction of Thule Air Base, soon to be the most 

important of the United States bases in Greenland.7 Simultaneously, bilateral – though 

formally within the new NATO-framework – negotiations between Denmark and the United 

States were undertaken concerning the future arrangement of the defense of Greenland and a 

renegotiation of the 1941 agreement.  

The result of these negotiations was the new so-called ‘1951 Agreement’.8 It gave the United 

States free movement “for its public vessels and aircrafts and its armed forces and 
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vehicles…between the defense areas through Greenland, including territorial waters, by land, 

air and sea”.9 The only limitation being “that every effort will be made to avoid any contact 

between United States personnel and the local population which the Danish authorities do not 

consider desirable”.10 Concerning the actual defense areas the rights conceded to the United 

States were considerable. The limitations are mostly of symbolic value, but nonetheless 

partake in maintaining formal Danish sovereignty.11 Apart from that, the United States is more 

or less free to act as they see fit in the defense areas.12  

The 1951 agreement is still in effect and outlines the legal framework regulating the United 

States defense activities in Greenland today. Formally speaking, the agreement gives extensive 

rights to the United States. In reality though, a working relationship has developed in which 

consultations and negotiations with Denmark are conducted before any major changes in the 

scope and function of the defense areas take place.13 

The actual purposes of the defense areas have of course changed since 1951, and both their 

number and size have been reduced. This is even true of Thule Air Base, the only remaining 

defense area, which today functions as a radar facility – in essence the same function it would 

fulfill when incorporated in the missile defense. This is not to say that the base is of no 

importance. Thule Air Base has played, and continues to play, an important and integrated 

role in the early warning and space surveillance systems of the United States.14  

Accordingly, Greenland and Thule possess a strategic value for Denmark. There is general 

consensus on the fact that Greenland was an important bargaining chip for Copenhagen in 

the alliance policies of the Cold War, which in principle is still the case.15 By ‘playing the 

Greenland card’ Copenhagen has been able to achieve concessions from the United States in 

areas where the political will in Denmark to follow suit with the rest of NATO has been 

lukewarm at the least.16 

COLONIAL POLITICS: HOME RULE AND ‘DOUBLE POLICIES’ 

During the Cold War, developments in the status of Greenland within the Danish Realm took 

place as well – eventually questioning whether authority concerning foreign and security 

policies are located exclusively in Copenhagen. In fact, the American defense areas became a 

central and controversial issue in the relationship between Nuuk and Copenhagen. These 
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developments make it increasingly difficult for Copenhagen to independently formulate 

security and defense polices for Greenland. 

The intimately intermingled histories of Home Rule and the consequences of the American 

defense areas to the Greenlandic population both take their beginning in the early 1950’s. In 

1953 as a consequence of an enlargement of Thule Air Base, a small community of Inughuit 

(Polar eskimoes) was, against their will, removed from their traditional settlement and hunting 

grounds and relocated further up the coast. No one paid much attention to this at the time, 

but it is an issue that recurrently has come back to haunt the Greenlandic-Danish relationship. 

Simultaneously in 1953, the status of Greenland within the Danish Realm changes. With an 

amendment to the Danish constitution, the colony of Greenland was incorporated into 

Denmark proper by attaining municipal status as a county in line with counties in southern 

Denmark.17 

The change of status on the part of Greenland, also expressed a change in how Denmark 

deals with the indigenous Inuit community, until now living a very isolated and traditional life. 

Great effort was undertaken by the Danish authorities to modernize the Greenlandic society, 

to confer the material benefits of the modern Danish welfare state such as housing, social 

security, education opportunities etc. to the inhabitants of the island. The rationality of the 

Danish Government in effect changed from the one expressed in the 1951 Agreement, 

focusing on protection and isolation from external influences, to instead concentrating on 

accelerated integration and assimilation of the Inuit population into the Danish welfare state.18  

Over time, and partly as a result of the modernization process, an increased political 

consciousness developed in Greenlandic society and together with that consciousness the wish 

for greater self determination. The push for self determination resulted in 1979 in the passing 

of the Home Rule Act, transferring substantial policy areas to the new Greenlandic authorities.  

One of the few major policy areas where authority continued to be entirely located in 

Copenhagen was that of foreign policy. But even in this area an understanding developed that 

the Greenlandic community had a legitimate claim to participate in the formulation of foreign 

policy issues of importance for Greenland, and have their say in matters the Greenlanders 

deem important. In effect this incrementally lead to a generally cooperative relationship 

between the Greenlandic and Danish authorities, where Greenlandic politicians participate in 
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the formulation and execution of, formally speaking, Danish foreign policy. 19 This, however, 

is only the case in ‘soft’ foreign policy areas. In the case of  security policy, the history of the 

relationship is quite different.  

As noted earlier, Greenland’s geopolitical position makes it important for the United States. 

This in turn makes it a valuable bargaining chip in Danish security policy, but nonetheless the 

American engagement in Greenland has sometime been felt as a liability in Copenhagen, 

initially in Denmark’s relationship with other major powers (i.e. the Soviet Union) and in 

relation to the domestic opinion.20 But the political self-awareness in Greenland increasingly 

makes the American presence on the island an issue between Greenland and Denmark.  

During the Cold War, Denmark in effect secretly led two policies regarding nuclear weapons, 

publicly stating that there were no such weapons on Danish territory, including Greenland, 

while tacitly allowing the United States to deploy nuclear weapons in Thule.21 The Danish 

Government had secretly played the ‘Greenland card’, without the knowledge or consent of 

either the Danish Parliament or the Greenlanders. In 1968 this ‘double policy’22 was in effect 

questioned when an American B-52 bomber carrying nuclear weapons crashed near Thule. 

Understandably, this policy did not go well with the emerging Greenlandic political opinion. It 

led to mistrust and suspicion towards the Danish authorities, probably also in part 

contributing to the wish for further self determination. 

Furthermore, in the 1980’s, after the establishment of the Home Rule, the consequences of 

the American presence again were on the agenda. First, political discussions in Denmark 

concerning the possible role of the radar facilities at Thule Air Base in the SDI- project of the 

Regan-administration came to the forefront of the agenda. This debate quickly grew to 

concern itself with the more general role of Thule Air Base in the American war-fighting 

strategy towards the Soviet Union.23 A central issue was whether its role as an early warning 

site would not in fact make it a likely target in an eventual superpower conflict, and thus 

jeopardize the safety of the Greenlandic population, again with neither their implicit nor 

explicit consent. This discussion offered for the first time the Home Rule Government a 

legitimate opportunity to express its demands to be consulted on and integrated into the 

security policy of Denmark, when of importance for Greenland.24 Second, a book published in 

1987 seriously challenged the official version of the story regarding the movement of the 
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Inughuit from Thule in 1953.25 Officially the inhabitants willfully consented to the relocation, as 

a result of a decrease in wildlife and hunting opportunities, caused by activities at the base, 

but, as the book argues, in reality the inhabitants were forced to move by the Danish colonial 

authorities. In addition, persistent efforts have apparently been taken by the Danish 

authorities, both at the time of the relocation, and in the following decades to cover up the 

actual circumstances.26   

UNEASY PARTNERSHIP: THE PAST, POLITICS OF EMBARRASSMENT 
AND SELF DETERMINATION 

The issue of the relocation of the Thule inhabitants has since the mid-80’s been an issue in 

both the Danish political and judicial systems,27 and has been an embarrassing subject for 

consecutive Danish governments. It, together with the other cases, shows how Denmark, 

from a Greenlandic point of view, has maliciously used Greenland as a bargaining chip, 

without the knowledge of the Greenlandic people, to please Denmark’s alliance partners. And 

how this policy has in fact brought the Thule inhabitants unacknowledged hardship, and 

perhaps put the indigenous Greenlandic population as a whole in danger. This of course puts 

strain on the relationship between Nuuk and Copenhagen, as the Greenlanders feel they have 

borne the burden, whereas Denmark has reaped the fruits of the Danish Cold War polices.  

These historical cases do not fit the profile Denmark wishes to present of itself to the world.28 

Therefore they become important tools for the Greenlandic politicians in various negotiations 

with Denmark, especially concerning self determination. Seen from Greenland the only way to 

avoid past incidents being repeated in the future, is to try to achieve the greatest possible 

degree of self determination, thus bringing themselves into a position where it is possible to 

influence or de facto veto Danish policy.  

The politically most effective strategy for achieving this goal is by referring to past injustices, 

to make politics of embarrassment,29 when dealing with Copenhagen. “[T]he use of the media, 

political lobbying and public relations campaigns to highlight the abuses of the state – has 

been effectively applied by…indigenous organizations in order to encourage government 

recognition of indigenous peoples distinct claims”.30 Accordingly, by referring to how 

Denmark acted towards its indigenous population in the past, in a way which presently is 

viewed by all parties as both embarrassing and unjust, and then equating the past with the 

present, the Greenlanders forcefully strengthen their argumentative position in discussions 
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with the Danish Government. This strategy is especially effective in relation to any aspect of 

Thule Air Base. The maltreatment of the Inughuit is indeed widely seen in Denmark as the 

blackest chapter in the history of Danish colonialism. Past maltreatment has been and 

continues to be a weighty argument for future self-determination. By using the history and 

making politics of embarrassment, the Greenlanders effectively use their moral authority31 in 

the negotiations with the Danish Government.  

A lot of changes have thus taken place since 1951 in relation to the American defense areas in 

Greenland. At that time negotiations took place between two parties only; Denmark and the 

United States. The negotiations were in essence straightforward. Both parties had something 

the other wanted, and a workable solution was reached. Only later in the course of events do 

problems arise, mostly for the Danish Government, as the dubious morality of its double 

policy concerning the stationing of nuclear weapons and of its real course of action towards 

the Inughuit showed themselves. These incidents put the Danish state in a morally inferior 

position vis-à-vis the emerging Home Rule Government in Nuuk, who now is in a position to 

apply the Cold War history to achieve further self determination and further concessions from 

the Danish state, among others the right to participate in security policy decisions. 

The negotiations concerning the American defense areas in Greenland, and their possible role 

in a missile defense, are thus not only conducted between Denmark and the USA. A third 

party, Greenland, has now a legitimate claim to participate in the negotiations as well. 

Denmark has to reach an agreement with both the United States and Greenland. The potential 

upgrade of the radar facilities at Thule naturally becomes a very important issue for the 

Greenlandic community.  

In essence it is now no longer exclusively Denmark who has a Greenlandic card to play. 

Instead the Greenlanders, as a consequence of the history and their own political 

empowerment, are in possession of the Greenlandic card. And this is a card they can easily 

play in a negotiation situation where their opponent is in an ambivalent position. Denmark is 

interested in maintaining a working relationship with the Home Rule, but the government also 

has a strong wish to maintain its close relationship with the United States. These potentially 

conflicting goals create room for the Greenlanders to pursue the politics of embarrassment. 

How this is concretely done by the Greenlandic politicians, and with what purpose, the 

following analysis will show in detail. 
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The Upgrade Debate 

The potential role of the radar facilities at Thule Air Base in relation to missile defense has 

been on the agenda, both in Denmark and in Greenland since 1999 when President Clinton 

decided to “deploy as soon as technologically possible.”32 The debate has often been rather 

speculative, as a formal request only arrived on December 18, 2002. And even after the 

request has actually been made, it was not entirely clear what role the airbase in Thule was 

going to play in the missile defense system, or indeed how the final missile defense system as 

such would look. It is certain, that at the moment at least, the physical consequences will be 

minor, in essence only a change of software.33 Even though important international events 

have taken place since 1999,34 the general structure of the debate in and between Denmark 

and Greenland has not fundamentally changed. The upgrade debate, or so my argument goes, 

is not about missile defense as such, nor is it about the role of the American presence in 

Greenland. It is essentially about the Danish – Greenlandic relationship. The public debate 

and subsequent negotiations give the Greenlanders an opportunity to forcefully state their 

claim for further self determination. 

THE AMERICAN AND DANISH POSITIONS  

Before the debate is analyzed in detail from the Greenlandic perspective, the following will 

shortly present the overall positions of the United States and Denmark. The United States 

followed the cooperative and consensual principles that have developed on how to interpret 

the 1951 Agreement, and the US formally asked permission from the Danish Government to 

make the necessary upgrades. The request was made public, and although the United States 

did not try to hide the fact that the sooner the answer (in anticipation of a positive one) would 

be given the better, the US fully appreciated the wish for a thorough public and democratic 

debate in Denmark and Greenland before any answer could be given.35 The United States thus 

effectively withdrew from the debate, in essence making the issue a domestic one that had to 

be solved within the Danish Realm. 

The Danish Government opened the debate by stating that any decision concerning the 

upgrade of radar facilities would be taken only after a thorough and public debate, and in full 

cooperation with the Home Rule Authorities, thus following the practice of other foreign 

policy areas.36 To form the point of departure for the debate, the government produced a so-
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called White Paper.37 The stated purpose of the White Paper was to inform, in an impartial 

way, both the public and the decision makers about issues of importance in relation to missile 

defense and the possible consequences of an upgrade of the radar facilities at Thule.38  

The Danish Government argued on the basis of the White Paper that there were no costs 

associated with a positive reply. The White Paper in large parts follows the American 

arguments for missile defense. It states that both WMD and missile technology are indeed 

proliferating into the hands of actors against whom traditional diplomacy and deterrence are 

not viable political strategies – the magnitude of the threat is increasing – and a possible 

countermeasure is missile defense. The threat stems exclusively from irrational rogue states, 

with only a few missiles at their disposal, thus not threatening the inhabitants near Thule Air 

Base.39 The actual architecture of the system will of course reflect the threat, and the system 

will thereby not in it self pose a threat to the strategic stability of the deterrence-based 

relationship between the major powers, indeed Russia even to some extent participates.40 

Missile defense accordingly makes sense from the American point of view.  

The threat is, however, not exclusively directed towards the United States. Europe and 

Denmark are also potential targets, and therefore missile defense is in time supposed to cover 

‘friends and allies’ as well. It is thus obviously, according to the White Paper, in Denmark’s 

narrow self interest to facilitate the construction of the defense system. Missile defense 

accordingly makes sense from the Danish point of view as well.41     

These arguments were, however, not allowed to stand unopposed. Several elements of the 

White Paper were criticized or questioned: Will a missile defense lead to an arms race? Will an 

upgrade of Thule Air Base make it a likely bomb target? Will the US missile defense system 

work? These and other questions are not easily answered. But that is exactly the point, as the 

White Paper laid the foundation for the government’s arguments, and as the White Paper did 

not give an adequate explanation on the above-mentioned issues, that in turn made the 

government position open for attacks. Especially from Greenland, whose acceptance was 

publicly made an a priori condition for an acceptance of the American proposal by the Danish 

Government.  
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The Greenlandic Arguments  
and the Danish-Greenlandic debate 

The government position on missile defense was indeed questioned by the Greenlandic 

politicians. The Greenlandic arguments in the debate, I will argue, can in fact be analyzed 

from two distinct but overlapping and mutually reinforcing dimensions, which together 

forcefully question and undermine the position of the Danish Government. The arguments of 

both dimensions draw upon the past by employing politics of embarrassment.   

Analytically separating the arguments of the Greenlanders in the debate into these two 

dimensions serves a number of purposes and structures the actual empirical analysis. First, 

what I call the moral dimension show how the Greenlanders aptly apply and try to 

monopolize morally imbued concepts as ‘world peace’ and ‘democracy’ in their arguments. By 

monopolizing these concepts they attain the moral high ground in the debate. Second, the 

other dimension of the debate; the political dimension, contain the concrete political demands 

of the Greenlanders: Renegotiation of the 1951 Agreement, increased political influence on 

foreign and security issues in general, and financial compensation. 

The strength of this approach is that, in addition to show what was important in the debate, it 

helps conceptualize how the end result came to be. Actually the Greenlanders got a fairly good 

result in the negotiations with the Danish state. The basic claim of the analysis is that this 

result became possible because the moralistic and historically based Greenlandic arguments 

succeeded in gaining them a speech-position in the debate from where a number of their more 

mundane political demands were difficult to turn down.42 How that came to be is the subject 

of the following. 

A fundamental and initial concern in Greenland in relation to the possible integration of Thule 

Air Base into a missile defense system is to avoid a reenactment of the past in the form of 

double policy, secrecy and colonialism on the part of Copenhagen. It is an absolute 

conditionality for an upgrade of the radar facilities that the process leading up to any decision 

reflects Greenland’s status as a partner in the Danish Realm. Greenland wants to participate in 

the negotiations, and these negotiations are to be preceded by a thorough democratic debate – 

the only way to reach a decision that reflects the wishes of the Greenlandic people.43 Both 
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parties thus agree that any decision only should be reached after a thorough democratic 

debate. By analyzing this debate, it is possible to find the major Greenlandic concerns in 

relation to the upgrade of the radar and to explore how they simultaneously play a role in the 

ongoing struggle for self-determination.  

THE MORAL DIMENSION 

The moral dimension of the Greenlandic arguments takes its point of departure by portraying 

the distinct identity and history of the Greenlandic indigenous population. The Inuit of 

Greenland have always lived an isolated life on the periphery of the political atlas, and 

consequently have neither participated in nor witnessed armed conflict on their territory. War 

and armed conflict are, it is argued, as such alien to the Inuit identity.44 But now, suddenly, the 

Greenlandic community has to take part in a decision that very much has to do with war and 

armed conflict. It is a decision that they would rather not have to take, but as missile defense 

involves and affects the security of Greenland, and as history shows the Greenlanders that the 

government in Copenhagen can not always be trusted to manage the security of Greenland, 

the Greenlanders have to participate in the decision making process and tackle the issue of 

missile defense themselves.45  

With reference to this pacifist Inuit culture, a central demand from the Greenlandic politicians 

is, in the words of Hans Enoksen, Home Rule Chairman, that “the upgrade of the radar in no 

way may threaten world peace, nor initiate a new arms race”.46 This view is also reflected by 

the Chairman for the Home Rule Committee on Foreign and Security Policy, Jensine 

Bertelsen, who states that Greenland will not allow the use of Greenlandic territory for any 

activity that might result in heightened military tension.47 Greenland accordingly does not 

make the upgrade dependent upon its eventual narrow consequences for Greenland and 

Greenlandic security; instead, what is deemed important is “World Peace”. Thus, the 

Greenlanders take the moral high ground, they “assume our responsibility – not only towards 

ourselves, but also towards the rest of the world, a responsibility that commits us to seek the 

best possible answers.”48 Bluntly put, the politicians argue that Greenland has to play its part 

in making the world safe and help avoid conflict and confrontation. If that includes opposing 

the American request for the use of the radar at Thule, then it will be opposed. Now the 

question is, how does this collide with the Danish position in the debate? At first glance there 

should to a large extent be symmetry between the Danish position, as for example expressed 

in the White Paper, and the concerns of the Greenlandic politicians. 
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In the first case the central question is of course, what will in fact be the consequences for 

“world peace” if the American missile defense plans becomes reality? As we have seen, the 

position of the Danish Government is clear, missile defense will have no negative 

consequences, and in fact the Danish Prime Minister has been quoted calling the American 

missile defense plans “a Project for Peace”.49 But as stated earlier, during the debate, both in 

Denmark and in Greenland, the question whether the American missile defense plans can in 

fact be characterized as a peaceful project is raised. Both the intentions behind missile defense 

and the possible consequences are to a great length debated and discussed.  

By the Danish Government, the missile defense project is pictured as a purely defensive 

system, focused on countering the threat from proliferation of both missile technology and 

WMD into the hands of unpredictable actors. Consequently missile defense will contribute to 

both peace and stability.50 Some commentators, however, present the American missile 

defense plans as less benign, seeing them as part of a more or less hegemonic strategy aimed at 

maximizing American freedom of action,51 and thus not necessarily promoting neither peace 

nor stability. Others see the missile defense plans as only the first step towards a more 

comprehensive system entailing the militarization of space.52 Furthermore, the United States 

are currently testing a range of missile defense technologies, and together these technologies 

could potentially provide substantial protection against many more missiles than just the few 

presently contained in the arsenals of any given rogue state. If that is the case, it is argued that 

especially China and maybe also Russia would have to upgrade their strategic capability to 

ensure the continued credibility of their deterrence.53 Following this logic, missile defense, 

instead of promoting peace, facilitates an arms race, either directly between the ‘old’ nuclear 

powers or indirectly a regional arms race in South-east Asia. 

Whether these critical arguments are more in line with reality than the ones presented by the 

Danish Government is not the issue at stake here. What is important is that these arguments 

challenge the case made by the government: It is not certain that missile defense will not lead 

to a new arms race, neither is it certain that it will not threaten world peace. What, on the 

contrary, is certain is the fact that the information and the arguments presented by the Danish 

Government are easily questioned. This in turn opens up room for questioning the 

truthfulness of the Danish Government by the Greenlandic politicians.  
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The Greenlandic politicians are very unsatisfied with the information they receive from the 

Danish Government. A Greenlandic member of the Danish parliament calls, on the basis of 

the above-mentioned criticisms, the White Paper “feeble propaganda…without 

documentation, but filled with assertions”.54 The criticism is furthermore aimed at the Danish 

civil service, who are accused of filtering information to the Home Rule Authorities and even 

passing on untrue information.55 The dissatisfaction with the honesty of the Danish 

Government makes it a more central issue in the debate than that of missile defense proper, 

and thus how to respond to the American request.  

To turn the debate from the issue of missile defense to the issue of honesty in the Danish 

administration and government is a powerful argumentative move by the Greenlandic 

politicians. First of all it questions whether the Danish Government truly intended to reach a 

decision in cooperation with the Home Rule Authorities on the basis of a genuine democratic 

debate.56 This further strengthens the moral dimension of the Greenlandic position in the 

debate vis-à-vis the Danish Government by picturing the Greenlandic politicians as the only 

part actually seeking democratically to reach a decision. The Greenlanders come to stand out 

as being concerned with world peace and democracy, whereas the Danish Government is 

presented as immoral, only seeking to please the United States by securing an affirmative 

answer to the American request. 

Secondly, this representation of the Danish Government fits very well with how the Danish 

Government is seen to have acted in the past. As stated earlier, the issue of Thule Air Base 

during the Cold War is still a sensitive issue. Accordingly, by presenting the actions of the 

present Danish Government as comparable with the actions of past governments, the 

Greenlanders have further reinforced their moral superiority. As argued by President of the 

ICC(Inuit Circumpolar Conference) and former member of the Home Rule Parliament, 

Aqqaluk Lynge: “We should not go back to the conditions Greenland experienced during 

Hans Hedtoft and H.C. Hansen.57 On the contrary, in the case of information, the 

Greenlandic politicians should be on equal terms with Danish politicians, which is not the 

case today”.58 This is what the politics of embarrassment is about. By apparently not giving the 

Greenlandic politicians adequate information, the Danish Government is pictured as 

obstructing the democratic debate, and thus continuing the unjust policies of the Cold War. 

And precisely by equating the embarrassing past with the present, the morality of the Danish 

Government is undermined. The past was undemocratic and thus unjust: “It is widely known, 
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that in 1953 [the] people [of Thule] were moved, in 1957 nuclear weapons were deposited, in 

1968 an airplane crashed if not on them then around them and polluted the area. So it is these 

people that face the risk.”59 And as it is already known that they faced the risk without being 

asked, Lars Emil Johansen can forcefully ask “Do they have something to say in this?”, 

implying that by not taking careful notice of the Greenlandic concerns in general and of the 

Inughuit in particular, the Danish Government is actually again practicing its unjust, 

undemocratic and embarrassing Cold War policies. 

In sum, the Greenlandic politicians forcefully engage the Danish Government by employing 

moral arguments circling around the concepts of world peace, democratic debate, and unjust 

past, which each strengthen and complement each other, together making up the moral 

dimension of the Greenlandic position in the missile defense debate. What characterizes these 

concepts is that they all contribute to undermine morally both the arguments and the 

procedure of the Danish Government in the missile defense debate. By challenging the 

truthfulness of the Danish Government statements about world peace, the democratic 

character of the debate in general can be questioned, which in turn makes it possible for the 

Greenlanders to frame the debate as parallel to the unjust – and for the Danish Government 

embarrassing – past. The Danish Government is pictured as immoral, whereas the 

Greenlanders emerge as the only moral actor. Thus their position in the debate is 

strengthened.  

This moral dimension is, however, complemented by a political dimension, comprised of 

some very down-to-earth political arguments. The central effect of the moral argumentation is 

thus to strengthen the moral authority and thus the argumentative power of the Greenlanders 

in the political dimension.  

THE POLITICAL DIMENSION 

Whereas the positions of the Greenlandic politicians in the above referred to some abstract 

concepts like world peace and genuine democracy, the issues at stake in the political 

dimension are more concrete. This dimension contains unambiguous political goals, as 

demanded by the Greenlanders in the negotiations with the Danish Government in relation to 

the American request. However, these issues attain their validity and legitimacy through the 

moral arguments and are thus to a large degree dependent on the moral dimension. 
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Parallel to the development of the moral dimension, the most central issues are not missile 

defense as such, or whether permission for upgrading the radar facilities should be given, but 

rather how the decision is reached, who is involved, and in what way. Again the relationship 

between Greenland and Denmark is what is important. The missile defense debate works as a 

window of opportunity for the Greenlandic politicians to discuss and debate more general 

issues within the Danish Realm. Issues that for some time have been on the mind of the 

Greenlanders, but not on the political agenda in the rest of the Realm. This is an opportunity 

to discuss the role of the Home Rule Authorities in the foreign and security political 

arrangement within the Danish Realm, and in particular in relation to the American presence 

in Greenland. 

Of paramount importance for the Greenlandic politicians is the renegotiation of the 1951 

Defense Agreement. During the whole of the debate, it has been a demand from the entire 

political spectrum in Greenland, that the agreement “should reflect the real conditions”, the 

real conditions being that things have changed since 1951.60 Accordingly, a condition for a 

Greenlandic consent to the upgrade initially depends on “a denouncement of the Defense 

Agreement of 1951 between Denmark and the USA and the signing of a new agreement in 

which the Greenlandic Home Rule Authorities participate as an equal partner”.61  

There are two general motives behind this strong wish for a renegotiation of the 1951 Defense 

Agreement. First, Greenland plays absolutely no role in the text of the treaty; it dates back to 

when Greenland was still a colony. Thus participation in the formulation of security policy in 

general, and specifically in the 1951 Agreement, is seen as a big leap forward in the push for 

increased self determination and even independence. Secondly, the 1951 Defense Agreement 

carries a huge symbolic value. It marks the beginning of the American Cold War presence on 

the island, and is thus seen as the foundation for the Danish Cold War policies. For these 

reasons, a renegotiation of the agreement would, in the perspective of the Greenlandic 

politicians, definitely mark the end of both Greenland’s status as a colony, and the end of 

possible secret Danish security policies in Greenland. 

The Greenlandic strategies for attaining this goal in the negotiations with the Danish 

Government work well within the concepts already outlined in the moral dimension. Again 

Lars Emil Johansen presents the Greenlandic position well: “Today we write 2002 and 

Denmark works to introduce free parliamentarian conditions around the world. It is due time 
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that Denmark begins work on this issue inside its own borders by democratizing the foreign 

and security policy in relation to Greenland. The 1951 Agreement does not concern the rest of 

Denmark, only Greenland”.62 In the quote, democracy is equaled with Home Rule. Therefore 

it follows that Denmark is acting undemocratically when not agreeing with the Greenlandic 

demands. The only way for the Danish Government to act democratically is thus to let the 

Home Rule Authorities participate fully, requiring a renegotiation of the 1951 Defense 

Agreement. Again the argument gains its power by questioning the democratic intentions of 

the Danish Government. This argument presenting the Danish policies as undemocratic is 

further underlined by accusing the government of not supplying all relevant information.63 In 

short, to be genuinely democratic, the Danish Government has to renegotiate the 1951 

Defense Agreement, thereby making Greenland an equal partner. 

In addition, as long as Denmark does not recognize the legitimacy of the Greenlandic demand 

to be an equal partner in issues concerning security policy, nothing has, it is argued essentially 

changed since 1951. Seen from Greenland, Denmark is still in principle in a position to decide 

single-handedly how to handle important issues such as missile defense, without either the 

knowledge or the consent of the Greenlanders: “We do not have full knowledge of the 

agreements Denmark has made, concerning us and our country…It is due time that we 

require full insight into all agreements instantly”, further: “The case of the Defense 

Agreement…is about the fact that we are still a colony, and that is the core of the problem”.64 

Precisely by equating the conditions during the Cold War with the present, nothing guarantees 

that episodes similar to the ones of the Cold War could not happen again. Denmark could in 

principle have played the Greenlandic card in relation to missile defense without the 

knowledge of the Greenlanders. Therefore it is of vital importance for the Greenlanders to 

participate in the negotiations concerning the upgrade of Thule Air Base. It is the only way 

they can be certain that the future will not be a reenactment of the past. Thus, by arguing that 

nothing has changed since 1951, the Greenlandic politicians present the Greenlandic-Danish 

relationship as one still characterized by colonialism. An argument that again fit into the 

general political strategy of embarrassment.  

A further political aspect concerning the possible upgrade is the risk associated with the 

upgrade. Will Thule Air Base become a likely bomb target in the future, as a result of its role 

in the missile defense architecture, and thus also make the Greenlanders a target? The position 

of the Danish Government is clear. As the potential aggressors are rogue states, only in 
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possession of a very limited number of missiles, it would make no sense to target the radar 

facilities at Thule. Their purpose is to terrorize the American population, and they would 

accordingly not waste one of their missiles on Thule Air Base.65 This argument is however 

challenged as well. It builds upon the assumption that missile defense is only a reply to the 

threat from rogue states, and that these states will continue to be in possession of a limited 

number of missiles only. This is by no means certain, and an actor with a larger number of 

missiles, it is argued, would indeed target Thule to circumvent the defense system, potentially 

making Thule a likely target.66 Again the information presented by the Danish Government is 

questioned. This makes it possible for the Greenlandic politicians to question the intentions of 

the government. Is the Danish Government in fact trying to fool the Greenlanders by 

supplying biased or not entirely true information? The fact that it is possible to question the 

intentions of the Danish Government is enough to draw a parallel between the present and 

the Cold War practices of the past. The fact that it is the Greenlanders who face the risk make 

it imperative that it is them who in some way are compensated, not southern Denmark. 67 A 

central demand, in addition to the renegotiation of the 1951 Agreement, is thus that the 

Greenlanders should be compensated for the risk they run by allowing the upgrade of the 

Thule radar.68 

Summing up, the political dimension of the Greenlandic missile defense debate is comprised 

of three demands: Further independence in issues of security policy, further influence in the 

actual negotiations and increased compensation for the risk associated with the radar facilities. 

These demands are primarily to be reached by a renegotiation of the 1951 Defense 

Agreement, with the explicit goal of making Greenland an equal partner with the state of 

Denmark. The argumentative strategies for attaining this goal depend upon the strategies of 

the moral dimension. The actions of the Danish Government are framed as immoral and 

undemocratic, in line with the embarrassing colonial past. This in turn pictures the 

Greenlanders as illegitimately denied their democratic right to participate in decisions with 

important consequences to them. Presented this way, it accordingly becomes a political 

imperative and a moral necessity for Greenland to increase its independence and influence, if 

the Greenlandic politicians are to consent to the radar upgrade. Further, in case of an 

affirmative answer, it is the Greenlanders who morally are entitled to any political side 

payments, not the Danish state. It is the Greenlanders who should decide how and when to 

play the Greenlandic card and for what price.  
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THE END RESULT 

In the debate, the Greenlandic politicians skillfully employ both the moral and political 

dimensions, their argument in practice follow these general lines: First, the moral superiority 

of the Greenlanders is established. This is achieved by monopolizing value- laden concepts, in 

particular ‘world peace’ and ‘democracy’. By successfully describing one’s own position as 

democratic and concerned with world peace, it follows that the same cannot be true of the 

opponent – the Danish Government. On the contrary, the Danish Government is framed as 

undemocratic and interested in cheap political trade-offs by playing the Greenlandic card. The 

immorality of the Danish Government is then further underlined by embarrassing accusations 

against the Government, implying that its present actions are more in line with how it acted as 

a colonial power during the Cold War than with what could be expected of a modern 

democratic state.  

Second, this superior moral position becomes the point of departure for the negotiations with 

the Danish state. By presenting their claims as a way to rectify the situation, and giving the 

Danish Government an opportunity to act democratically, to once and for all “kill an old 

ghost from the colonial past”,69 it becomes very difficult for the Danish Government not to 

concede to the Greenlandic demands.  

Hence, the Greenlandic requests for increased influence, independence and financial 

reimbursements are demands not easily dishonored by the Danish Government, which the 

negotiations indeed reflect. Even though a genuine renegotiation of the 1951 Defense 

Agreement was not achieved,70 Greenland got several concessions from the Danish state. 

Most importantly the two sides agreed upon a Declaration of Principle, wherein Denmark 

agrees to work for the realization of most of the Greenlandic demands. The declaration 

stipulates that in issues of foreign and security policy of importance to Greenland, “it is 

considered natural that Greenland be co-involved and maintain a contributory influence”, 

further, this influence is “intended to attribute equality to both parts of the Realm”. In 

addition to this, the agreement secures Greenlandic participation in international negotiations 

of interest for the Home Rule Authorities. Finally the declaration states that, where consistent 

with international law, Greenland can be co- signatory with the Danish Government with 

binding effect.71 
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Additionally, a statement by the Danish Minister for Foreign Affairs and the Premier of the 

Greenland Home Rule Government at the announcement of the Declaration states that the 

two sides agree on a joint proposal to be negotiated with the United States including a wish 

for the “renewal of the Defense Treaty of 1951” and the signing of an “agreement on 

economic and technical cooperation intended to meet Greenland’s wishes to increase its 

relations with the US”. Furthermore it is stated that “The intention is of course to make the 

Greenland Home Rule Government a co-signatory of these agreements”.72 

The statement and the Declaration to a large degree meet the Greenlandic demands. First of 

all they state that Greenland is to be treated as an equal partner in the areas of foreign and 

security policy when of importance to Greenland, and bestow the Home Rule Government 

the right to be co-signatory on international agreements, thus increasing Greenland’s formal 

independence from Copenhagen. In addition they show the political will in Copenhagen to 

increase the influence of the Greenlanders in general, and in relation to the American defense 

areas in particular. Finally a path is opened, whereby the Greenlanders themselves can 

negotiate an “agreement on economic and technical cooperation”, in effect meaning that it is 

up to the Greenlanders bilaterally, but with Danish support, to negotiate with the United 

States any eventual side payments for the upgrade of the radar at Thule.    

The stage was thus set for a new round of negotiations. This time between Greenland and the 

United States, giving the Greenlanders an immediate opportunity to test their new rights to 

participate in international negotiations. The ultimate realization of the Greenlandic demands 

is up to the Greenlanders themselves – they have become recognized as a legitimate actor. 

The value of this actor-hood was to be tested in direct negotiations with the Americans. Only 

after a year of long and hard negotiations was an agreement reached. On May 26, 2004 the 

parties were able to publicize a number of agreements setting the stage for the future 

Greenlandic-American relationship.73 The agreements to a large extent fulfill the Greenlandic 

demands. Most importantly an amendment to the 1951 Agreement was signed that gives the 

Greenlanders increased influence on matters concerning Thule Air Base; and further, 

Greenland figures as a cosignatory on the amendment, formally guaranteeing future 

Greenlandic influence on the base. Second, an agreement on economic and technical 

cooperation between Greenland and the United States was signed. What tangible benefits this 

agreement will entail for the Greenlanders is still to be seen, but it nevertheless holds the 

promise of reducing the Greenlandic economic dependency on Denmark.  
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Taken together the agreements are easily seen as a victory for the Greenlanders. First they 

hold the promise of reducing dependency on Denmark. Second, and more importantly, the 

Greenlanders are now guaranteed influence on the regulations guiding the activities at Thule. 

Thus a reenactment of past Danish colonial secrecy and double policy in the future is made 

impossible. Greenland has now become an actor in security policy that has to be taken into 

account by both Denmark and the United States.       
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Conclusion  

The missile defense debate in Denmark was thus not about the general consequences of 

missile defense, neither was it about the American presence on Danish territory. In essence 

these were not the important questions. The US is an important ally of the Danish State, thus 

it would have been almost inconceivable that Denmark would not have accepted the 

American request. The same can be said about Greenland; if the Americans were to leave 

Thule it would arguably be a catastrophe for the Greenlanders. Economically, Thule Air Base 

contributes substantially to the budget of the Home Rule Government. But equally important 

the American base is maybe the best asset of the Greenlanders in the ongoing political effort 

vis-à-vis the Danish State for further Greenlandic self determination, which is exactly what the 

debate was about.  

The history associated with the American presence on Greenland, and Thule Air Base 

especially, gives the Greenlanders powerful arguments legitimizing the wish for an 

independent Greenlandic role also in matters of security policy. When the American presence 

becomes a subject of public debate in Denmark, it gives the Greenlanders a window of 

opportunity to forcefully make the politics of embarrassment. Not towards the Americans – 

and the American wishes to use Greenlandic territory in what is by many seen as a dubious 

military project with potentially destabilizing effects – but towards the Danish Government.  

The central topic thus becomes the Danish handling of the American request for upgrading 

the radar. Because of the history associated with Danish action towards the indigenous 

population of Greenland during the Cold War, any aspect relating to the American defense 

areas immediately becomes a subject suited for the politics of embarrassment. As the analysis 

has shown the history makes it easy for the Greenlanders to undermine the morality of the 

Danish Government. By referring to the unjust past and comparing the present activities with 

past government action, it becomes very difficult for the Danish Government not to give in to 

the Greenlandic demands.  

In sum, the missile defense debate in Denmark/Greenland was not about missile defense, it 

was about Greenlandic self-determination. Every argument concerning missile defense was 

not only applied on its merit in relation to missile defense, a much more important aspect was 
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what part it played in the Danish-Greenlandic relationship. For example, will missile defense 

lead to an arms race? Will Thule become a bomb target? Both are in themselves important 

questions in relation to missile defense proper. However, in the Danish – Greenlandic debate, 

the primary function of these subjects was to provide ammunition in the fight about the moral 

high ground and the credibility of the Danish Government, turning the politics of 

embarrassment into an effective strategy. Thule Air Base, when on the political agenda, 

functions as a perfect window of opportunity for furthering the wish for self-setermination. 

But as the subsequent negotiations with the United States have shown, there are limits to the 

effectiveness of the politics of embarrassment. The American role in the history of Greenland 

is perceived much more ambiguously by the Greenlanders.74 Consequently, the Greenlandic 

strategy does not hold the same promise in these negotiations. The value of the Greenlandic 

card is not the same in relation to the US as it is in relation to Denmark. 

Nevertheless, as the preceding analysis has shown, the window of opportunity presented to 

the Greenlanders by the upgrade debate and the following negotiations strengthen their 

political position vis-à-vis the Danish State in matters of security policy. This is an important 

development internally in the Danish Realm. On the one hand, the Danish Government has 

transferred or shared sovereignty in this traditionally important policy area with the Home 

Rule Government, thus greatly increasing its autonomy. On the other hand however, this 

sharing of authority on security policy might make things easier in the future between the 

Danish Government and the Home Rule Government. The 25 year old agreements regulating 

the autonomy of Greenland are soon to undergo substantial revisions. Perhaps by “killing an 

old ghost from the colonial past” the Danish Government has indeed made this process 

easier. In any case, by alleviating the Greenlanders concerns regarding Thule, and by giving 

them the right to negotiate bilaterally with the United States, making the politics of 

embarrassment will not be as easy in the future.  
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