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COURSE OUTLINE  
  Introduction to the Arctic 
 Recent changes in the 

state of the Arctic 
 Key themes in the social 

sciences of the Arctic 
 Key Questions 
 Politics of Visibility 
  ‘Arcticality’ 
  Images and Icons 
 Historic Visual Cultures 
 Polar Bear politics 

 Energy Politics 
 Cold War to Hot War 
  International Polar Year 
 Polar Histories 
  International Geophysical 

Year 
  Ice Archives 
 Polar Field Stations 
 Relational Geographies 
  Inuit Politics 
 Arctic Futures 



INTRODUCTION TO:  
THE ARCTIC 



RECENT CHANGES IN THE STATE OF 
THE ARCTIC 

 2007: The opening of the NORTH WEST PASSAGE 
(first navigated by in Roald Amundsen 1903-1905) 

 Rapid changes in the Arctic sea-ice and glacial 
environments due to CLIMATE CHANGE 

 The Arctic’s geopolitical, cultural and physical 
geography changing faster than anywhere else on 
earth 

 “Climate change in polar regions is expected to be among the largest 
and most rapid of any region on the Earth, and will cause major physical, 
ecological, sociological, and economic impacts, especially in the Arctic, 
Antarctic Peninsular, and Southern Ocean” 

  
 IPCC. Climate Change 2001: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.  

Summary for policymakers, p.17.  http://www.ipcc.ch/pub/
wg2SPMfinal.pdf 





RECENT CHANGES IN THE STATE OF 
THE ARCTIC CONT. 
 Polar amplification of global temperature increases 
 Increased toxicity of polar fauna and flora due to 

polar atmospheric sinks 
 Increased tourism in all areas of the Arctic  
 Increased exploration for diamonds, minerals and 

oil and gas 
 Increased Inuit activism and demands for 

Sovereignty  



KEY THEMES IN THE SOCIAL 
SCIENCES OF THE ARCTIC 

 There are five broad areas in Arctic Geopolitics: 

 CLIMATE CHANGE POLITICS  
 POLAR BEAR POLITICS  
 INUIT POLITICS 
 PETROPOLITICS 
 TOURISM 



KEY QUESTIONS INCLUDE: 

  Contested visions of “Arcticality” within climate change 
discourses. As the Arctic is not a state, how do we understand 
the Arctic in terms of politics, culture, geography and 
sovereignty? Who speaks for the Arctic?  

  Historical geographies of science in the polar regions. How 
has science played a role (historically and contemporaneously) 
in Arctic politics? How has science in the polar regions shaped 
both climate change and petropolitical discourses? 

  Socio-ecological questions posed by the fast changing 
environmental conditions in the polar regions. How are 
changes in the Arctic effecting human and non-human 
inhabitants of the Arctic?  



POLITICS OF VISIBILITY 
 POLAR REGIONS AS A KEY “SITE” OF CLIMATE 

CHANGE 
 Coming in from the historic periphery of global 

geopolitics, the Polar Regions are at the centre of 
debates about climate change; designated as key 
environments in which to regard and regulate 
change. Similarly, polar science has moved from the 
periphery of geographic exploration to the forefront 
of climate change science, reconfiguring the Polar 
Regions as central to geographic imaginaries that 
speak directly to how and where climate change is 
happening.  



“ARCTICALITY” - ARCTIC IMAGED 
AND IMAGINED AS A HOMOGENOUS 
GEOGRAPHIC REGION  

 Polar historian Sverker Sorlin suggests the term 
Arctic is limited as a key to understanding human 
societies and experience in the North; “The Arctic 
might even be a concept that works precisely in the 
opposite direction: it relates to the southern visitor, it 
singularizes the region into something manageable 
and governable, while the pluralism that is often 
officially acknowledged is lost somewhere between 
the local realities and the global television set.”  



WHAT ARE THE DOMINATE IMAGES OF THE 
POLAR REGIONS? & HOW DO THESE IMAGES 
MATTER IN GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
POLITICS?  

 We hear of the Arctic referred to as the “canary in 
the coal mine” “the front line in climate change” and 
a key space in which to “witness” the warning signs 
of climate change. Yet, increasingly geographers 
have been asking alongside the inhabitants of the 
arctic, how useful are these imaginaries of the 
Arctic and Arcticality, and what is the history of 
these geographies? And what are the interlocking 
geographies of power that produce the Arctic from 
both within and outside?  



WHAT IS THE 
ICONOGRAPY OF  
CLIMATE CHANGE? 



HISTORIC VISUAL CULTURES 

  During the colonial era of exploration, 
the Arctic was often portrayed as an 
empty or vacant land; a space of heroic 
exploration and stage for white 
masculinities to perform their fortitude. 
This picturing of the Arctic as a barren 
wasteland for Western audiences often 
negated the rights and visibility of its 
indigenous peoples. 

  During the Cold War the Arctic was 
depicted as a space of experimentation 
and testing of cold war technologies 
(predominately missiles and various 
forms of missile sensing technologies), 
and for training troops (preparing for 
potential Arctic conflict between the 
U.S. and the U.S.S.R.).   

Rocket testing at Churchill, Manitoba 
(Source: Kathryn Yusoff)  



 This erasures of Circumpolar peoples from the landscape 
can be seen today in the colonial present by those with 
interests in oil and gas, such as former Alaskan 
Governor, Frank H. Murkowski’s opinion of the Alaskan 
Arctic in the Prudhoe oil debate.  

 We can also see this erasure being enacted  by artists 
and writers that continue to reproduce a “pure” 
“uninhabited” landscape.  

 Geographic images can actively “enframe” territories they 
encounter as empty or peripheral to western societies. 

                                                                                         (Source from Oil on Ice 2006 www.oilonice.org) 



POLAR BEAR POLITICS 
 Polar bears are one of the most visible icons of 

climate change. 

 In the realm of the geopolitics, both Canada and the 
US have been involved in contentious votes on 
admitting polar bears to the endangered species list 
(Canada decided against).  

 In conservation efforts, such as the WWF, polar bears 
top the charismatic mega fauna index.  

 In the indigenous politics, members of the Inuit 
Circumpolar Council have protested the listing of 
polar bears on the endangered list as it endangers 
community revenue, and obscures, they argue the 
issue of stopping emissions.  

 In the energy politics, oil and gas development in the 
Barents and Chuchki Sea oil have been plagued by 
polar bear politics at a micro and macroscale. The 
polar bear, then, is the figure through which this 
entanglement of the loss and flourishing of the 
biophysical world turns.  

 Oxfam remind delegates that it is not just charismatic 
mega fauna that needs protection, but people too. 

Oxfam protestor at the United Nations 
Climate Change Conference in Bali, 2007. 
(Source: Oxfam)  



ENERGY POLITICS AND RESOURCE 
CONFLICTS  
KEY ISSUES: 
  ‘SCRAMBLE FOR THE ARCTIC’ 
  INCREASING MILITARISATION 
  INTENSIFICATION OF RESEARCH INTO GEOLOGY 

OF THE CONTINENTIAL SHELF 
  INCREASED LICENSES FOR OIL & GAS 

PROSPECTING  
 CONFLICTS OVER OIL/GAS PRODUCTION 

EXPANSION 
 POLITICS OF SOVERIGNTY (who ‘owns’ the Arctic and 

has rights to its material wealth?) 



BBC News Front Page !
Arctic neigbours draw up battle 
lines….!

11 August 2007 01.41GMT!

THE SCRAMBLE FOR 
ARCTIC WEALTH 
Global warming and, ironically, its main cause – fossil 
fuels – explain the intensifying squabble to claim rights 
over the Arctic seabed 

Middle East Times, August 2, 2007  

Global Warming opens 
Arctic seabed to the search 
for oil and gas���
International Herald Tribute���
July 2007���

TIMESONLINE 
Huge Shell Drilling programme heralds scramble for 
the Arctic 

July 6 2007 

Russia ahead in Arctic ‘gold rush’ 
The Russians are heading a new ‘gold rush’ in the 
high north, with a bold attempt to assert a claim 
to oil, gas and mineral rights over large parts 
of the Arctic Ocean up to the North Pole. 

         BBC 11 August 2007 01.41GMT 



RUSSIAN 
FLAG ON 
LOMONOSOV 
RIDGE 
AUGUST 2007 

The Guardian
Canada uses military might in 
the Arctic scramble

• Building programme is response to Russian 
move
• UN to decide on seabed claims to huge oil 
deposits

11 August 2007



THE GEOPOLITICS OF THE LOMONOSOV 
RIDGE 
   PERFORMATIVE GEOPOLITICS: Russia plants a flag on the sea bed at the 

the North Pole. In response, Denmark initiates Danish Continental Shelf 
Project. Canada announces plans for new scientific base, deep sea port and 
eight new icebreakers 

   EARTH SCIENCES ARE KEY TO GEOPOLITICAL/TERRITORY CLAIMS 
BEING MADE IN THE ARCTIC: 2001 Russian submission to United Nations 
Commission on the Limits to the Continental Shelf (CLCS); 2008 Canada and 
Denmark present findings on Lomonosov Ridge 

   EARTH SCIENCES ARE KEY TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF RESOURCE 
EXTRACTION IN THE ARCTIC 

   THESE GEOPOLITICAL/TERRITORY STRATEGIES INCREASE 
INVESTMENT IN EARTH SCIENCES (This kind of research funding is a 
legacy of the cold war investments in the Earth Sciences, seismic work, 
coring and other meteorological sciences).   



THE ROLE OF SCIENCE IN ARCTIC 
GEOPOLITICS 

  While the scientific focus of the IPY was on climate change, the 
geopolitical context was a focus on the North as a site for 
exploration and exploitation.  

  This is not merely a question of states squabbling over resources, 
while scientists maintained an independent space of inquiry. Most 
of the claims made to Arctic resources involve the geosciences 
through geological claims over the sea beds of the Arctic ocean. 
Thus the sciences are very much involved in contributing to 
national/international energy security agendas and exploitation.  

  The focus on geophysics of climate and the “hard” geopolitics of 
national claims over sea beds, often continues to exclude the 
people of the circumpolar north from ‘big’ science and ‘big’ 
economics.  As Shelia Watt-Coutier—former president of the Inuit 
Circumpolar Council –comments; ‘“We do not wish to become a 
footnote in the history of globalization.” 



FROM COLD WAR TO HOT WAR 

  “In many ways, the Arctic is linked to the 
rest of planet, and energy is one of 
those ways.  So unless, and until, global 
society changes the way it obtains and 
uses energy, exploitation of Arctic oil 
and gas will continue”  

  

 (John Calder, Chair of the Arctic 
Monitoring and Assessment Programme 
of the Arctic Council, Arctic Oil and Gas 
Assessment 2007, 2008) 

Arctic Oil and Gas 2007, 
Arctic Monitoring and 
Assessment Programme, 
Arctic Council, 2008 



FROM HOT WAR TO PEAK OIL 
  “More than five percent of the world’s known oil 

reserves and over 20 percent of its known gas 
reserves are in the arctic, the vast majority of both in 
arctic Russia.  There are estimates that as much as a 
quarter of the world’s undiscovered oil and gas lies in 
the Arctic”  

  
 (Arctic Oil and Gas 2007, 2008: 32) 



INTERNATIONAL POLAR YEAR 
2007-2008   IPY 2007-8 involved the participation of 

thousands of scientists from 60 nations in 
international collaborations in the sciences.  

  The IPY 2007-2009 was of great importance is 
the public engagement with polar science. 

  There have been three previous IPYs in 
1882-3, 1932-3 and most recently in the IGY 
1957-1958 

  Legacies of the IGY include satellite 
communications, modern weather forecasting 
and modern natural disaster prediction and 
management, from volcanic eruptions to El 
Nino. IGY included the launching of the first 
artificial satellites, Sputnik and Vanguard, 
founding the space age itself.  



POLAR ARCHIVES: ICE CORES 

  The polar archives of ice 
cores from Greenland and 
Antarctica are among the 
most challenging archives 
discovered in recent times.  

  How do these new 
archives bring compelling 
new histories of the earth 
to light? How do they differ 
from other kinds of 

historical archives?  (Source: Kathryn Yusoff)  



“We live with familiar 
weather – ski areas are 
snowy, deserts are 
parched, rain forests 
drip. But what if our 
climate jumped to 
something totally 
unexpected?”  
(Alley 2000: 3)

“To read the record of past 
climate shifts, we have to 
find the right history book. 
Humans hadn’t yet 
mastered writing the last 
time the climate jumped, 
so we can’t look up the 
answer in the library. 
Fortunately, there is a sort 
of “library” in ice sheets… 
“ 
(Alley 2000: 11) “Interpretation of ice 

cores, and of many 
other climate records, 
has recently 
revolutionized our 
view of the earth”  
(Alley 2000: 13). 

RICHARD B. ALLEY 
ICE CORES, 
ABRUPT 
CLIMATE 
CHANGE, 
AND OUR 
FUTURE  



IGY: INTERNATIONAL 
GEOPHYSICAL YEAR 
(1957-8)  

 Many of the historic records we now used in climate 
change research as baseline data had their origins in the 
IGY 

 Long term weather monitoring and the establishment of 
polar field stations during the IGY provided the global 
infrastructure for understanding climate.  

Arctic field stations established during the IGY 



  “Records made during the I.G.Y. will ... facilitate the 
detection of changes in the long-term character of the 
earth's climate which might for instance indicate 
tendencies towards desert formation in new areas; they 
will contribute directly or indirectly to studies in pure and 
applied meteorology. A more complete knowledge of the 
properties of the atmosphere cannot but throw much-
needed light on these matters.”  

 (As stated in the aspirations of the Royal Society of 
London’s contribution to the IGY, RSL, 1957, 22).  

  Importantly, when this weather data was consolidated 
with world-wide maps, scientists were in a position to 
study the effects of cold air masses on atmospheric 
circulation, both north and south of the equator; and 
attend to the theory of polar warming that was a key part 
of the geosciences research agenda    

IGY: INTERNATIONAL 
GEOPHYSICAL YEAR 
(1957-8)  



ICE CORE HISTORIES 

 How do these archival repository 
define our understanding of the role of 
ice in earth history? 

 How do these archival spaces and 
curatorial practices of ice core 
scientists shape our understanding of 
the polar regions and climate change? 

 What kinds of geographies does an ice 
core contain? 

 Where are these cores produced? In 
the field, in the lab? 

 How are field stations are inseparable 
from polar research? 

 What is the history of polar field 
stations? 



POLAR FIELD STATIONS 
    Weather data collection during the 

International Geophysical Year (1957-59) 
instigated the first continuous sphere of data 
exchange from Pole to Pole, and thereby 
created the first-ever meteorological model of 
global climate circulation. Integral to this 
process of gathering global data was the role 
of weather stations located along the line of 
70-80˚W or at the poles.  

    Data from these global weather stations were 
synchronised and calibrated through the so 
called “World Days” and World Meteorology 
Intervals that designated specific times for the 
collection of atmospheric data and relayed to 
the International Data Centre, Geneva.  



POLAR FIELD STATIONS CONT. 

 In the polar regions, the centralisation of systematic 
synoptic weather and atmospheric observations at 
polar field stations also rationalised the production, 
synchronisation and distribution of weather data 
from Pole to Pole. 

   Equally important, the legacy of this weather work 
during the IGY was to provide baseline data for 
contemporary climate models and the phenomena 
of climate change, ozone depletion and albedo 
through measurements of atmospheric ozone, CO2, 
and ice cores.   



ONE OF THE KEY RESEARCH AGENDAS OF 
THE IGY WAS THE POSSIBILITIES OF 
GLOBAL WARMING…  

 “Glaciology—One effect of the warming up of the entire Earth would be 
the gradual melting of the world’s supply of frozen water, the great glaciers 
and polar ice caps; if continued over a long period of time, this would have 
tremendous effects on the economic and political events in the world: 
opening of presently ice-locked ports in the far north; submersion of 
important coastal cities and low lying coastal lands; alterations in the 
distribution of vast arid and verdant areas; Glaciers are extremely 
sensitive to meteorological factors, and in their variations indicate climatic 
changes of the past which, in some instances, can be dated by geologists 
and botanists. The stratigraphy and thermal regimen of a glacier also 
reveal evidence of present and past climate. In turn, glaciers, particularly 
the two existing ice sheets in Greenland and Antarctica, exert an 
appreciable effect on the weather of the planet.”  (Kaplan, IGY, 1956: 3-4) 



THINKING RELATIONALLY ABOUT OIL AND ICE 

 The geographies of mobility—those enabled by sea 
ice, and those propelled by the economies of oil—are 
relational geographies in which the questions of the 
centralisation of power are crucial to how the 
inhabitants of the arctic are displaced, politically, 
economically and physically (with rising sea levels).  



 “Thinking space relationally” as geographer Doreen 
Massey articulates (Massey, 2004) is also about 
thinking about the geographies of responsibility 
that those relations and non-relations (such as the 
bypass of oil pipelines that cut through places) 
produce. 

 These interlocking geographies require us to 
reconceived of not just how the inhabitants of the 
Arctic are situated, but how our needs for oil and 
gas continue to reinforce unequal positions of 
power. 



ICE AS A FORM OF MOBILITY 

 Consider this quote from Sheila 
Shelia Watt-Coutier, Former chair 
of the Inuit Circumpolar Council 
(ICC)  

 “Nowhere else in the world really 
does ice and snow represent 
transportation, mobility and life for 
a peoples. And ice and snow, in 
fact, are our highways that bring us 
out to the supermarkets, which is 
the environment, and links us to 
each other, to other communities.” 



 What kinds of mobility are 
afforded by sea ice for 
circumpolar peoples and how are 
these mobilities being effected by 
the desire for Western 
automobilities? 

 Aqqaluk Lygne, PRESIDENT OF 
ICC GREENLAND suggests, via 
the reports from hunters to the 
Inuit Circumpolar Council, that 
disappearing ice equates to a 
disappearance of the usefulness 
of traditional knowledge.  



INUIT ACTIVISM 

  Inuit leaders and leaders from small island states have a joint 
project called “Many Small Voices” (MSV) to collaborate and build 
capacity in the Arctic and SIDS so that people in these vulnerable 
regions have a stronger voice. Sheila Watt-Cloutier says: 

  “The Arctic and SIDS are barometers of global environmental 
change and are considered critical testing grounds for the ideas 
and programmers that will strengthen the adaptive capacities of 
human societies confronting climate change. Lessons learned 
through MSV will support policy development at local, regional and 
international levels, and will provide decision-makers in the two 
regions with the knowledge to safeguard and strengthen 
vulnerable social, economic and natural systems. In this respect, 
the Arctic and SIDS are also moral barometers. How the world acts 
when the barometer is read will say much about the future we 
envision. MSV partners are working to help shape that future.”  





“CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE ARCTIC IS A HUMAN ISSUE, A 
FAMILY ISSUE, A COMMUNITY ISSUE, AND AN ISSUE OF 
CULTURAL SURVIVAL. THE JOINING OF CIRCUMPOLAR 
PEOPLES WITH PACIFIC ISLAND AND CARIBBEAN STATES IS 
SURELY PART OF THE ANSWER IN ADDRESSING THESE 
ISSUES. MANY SMALL VOICES CAN MAKE A LOUD NOISE. AS 
WE MELT, THE SMALL DEVELOPING ISLAND STATES SINK.” 

SHELIA WATT-CLOUTIER, 2007, NOBEL PEACE PRICE NOMINEE.  



‘RIGHT TO BE COLD’ 
HUMAN RIGHTS CLAIMS 



  Inuit activists say greenhouse gas emissions are 
destroying the Inuit way of life and therefore must be 
considered a human rights violation. Speaking at the 
United Nations climate change conference in Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, Shelia Watt-Cloutier (representing 
150,000 Inuit living in the Arctic regions of Alaska, 
Canada, Greenland and Russia) announced the Inuit 
Circumpolar Council will petition the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Right, seeking a human rights 
declaration against the United States. 

 While polar bears are being considered for endangered 
species protection, the media often refers to the 
resilience and adaptive capacity of circumpolar people, 
as if that was the only space left for Inuit people to 
inhabit, as responsive to, rather than participative in, the 
making of the politics and science of climate change. 



    The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights has 
recognized indigenous peoples’ right to a healthy and safe 
environment as integral to their right to life, and indicated that 
the Inuit will petition the Commission concerning the impacts 
of climate change 



 As Aqqaluk Lygne, head of the Inuit Circumpolar 
Council, Greenland defined the problem when he 
came to talk at the British Library (2008) on climate 
change and human rights, there also needs to be 
urgent strategies for dealing with the ways in which 
business and national interest are “adapting” to a 
warmer Arctic and pursuing new commercial 
opportunities there.  





NEW FORMS OF INDIGENOUS GOVERNANCE IN THE 
ARCTIC  

INUIT CIRCUMPOLAR 
COUNCIL (ICC) 
www.inuit.org 

ALASKA NATIVE SCIENCE 
COMMISION 
www.nativescience.org 

UNITED NATIONS 
PERMANENT 
FORUM ON 
INDIGENOUS 
ISSUES 
www.un.org/esa/
socdev/unpfii/ 



ARCTIC FUTURES?  
o  Temperature increases in the 
Arctic will transform the cultural, 
physical and economic 
landscape. 
o  By the time of the next 
International Polar Year in 2050, 
will there be a region that we can 
call the Arctic? 
o  The Arctic Climate Impact 
Assessment (ACIA) asserts that 
the Arctic is a place where the 
effects of climate change are 
already very visible, and 
scenarios suggests that this will 
be one of the regions were the 
effects will be at its strongest. 


