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Power positions: theorising Arctic 
hierarchies

International relations scholars of the twentieth century operated pri-
marily with a conception of states’ interrelations as little more than 
billiard balls bouncing and crashing in trade, war and other forms of 
encounter. They posited anarchy as the only option in the absence of 
formal authority at the international level (Milner, 1991). In more recent 
history, IR scholars have sought to envision the international order as 
something more than anarchic and explain structured, repeated modes 
of interaction. Theorising dominance of key states –  in empires, as great 
powers or as ‘hegemons’  –  has been an important analytical avenue 
for understanding how stability is secured in the international system. 
These dominant states frequently do not rely solely on force or the threat 
thereof. Rather, singly or as groups of states, they take responsibility for 
the provision of ‘public goods’ in the international system, from security 
alliances, stable trade regimes, normative frameworks or leadership, cur-
rency stability or financial structures.

During the Cold War, many of these kinds of public goods were 
provided by the United States and the Soviet Union in their respective 
spheres of influence. In the post- Cold War period, the question of 
whether the USA can act as a fully global hegemon in delivering global 
public goods is actively debated. At the same time, US dominance in the 
international system has not been replaced by another power, however 
unevenly enacted or contested this American hegemonic position has 
become. This incomplete/ partial hegemony thus ties back into broader 
debates discussed in the introduction to this volume about the changing 
nature of the post- Cold War international system (multipolar, concen-
tric, anarchic) and the jumbled and untidy geopolitical imaginings of a 
new, arguably more chaotic, world order.

As discussed in Chapter 1, Arctic governance is marked by a number 
of initiatives that have been initially promoted by ‘non- great- power’ 
states in the international system (or indeed by indigenous peoples’ 
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organisations, NGOs and other sectors of civil society). These include 
‘the Finnish Initiative’, which became the AEPS (Keskitalo, 2004). Canada 
and the ICC drove forward the AEPS successor  –  the Arctic Council 
(English, 2013). At the same time, as we shall see below, it is the regional 
‘great powers’  –  the Soviet Union and the United States  –  that have 
been instrumental in clearing the political space for such initiatives. For 
example, Gorbachev’s Murmansk speech was critical to reframing the 
Arctic as a location where former Cold War foes and all the countries in 
between them could meet to address shared environmental challenges 
(Åtland, 2008).

In this chapter, I  suggest that hierarchy is a useful analytic for 
understanding Arctic governance. While the broader global- governance 
and security picture surrounding Arctic governance is indeed marked 
by some of the structuring aspects of (incomplete) hegemonic politics, 
I suggest that hegemony does not take us far enough in understanding the 
regional politics of the Arctic. Instead, hierarchy is a useful conceptual 
choice, as it does indeed allow us to acknowledge the presence of leading 
actors, while explicitly directing attention to many other important, flex-
ible and dynamic roles available within a policy field. While hegemony 
is frequently tied to world- order thinking, hierarchies can differ across 
global policy fields and can change without disrupting broader stability 
in world politics. The literature on hierarchy directs us to the following 
questions. Who is seen to lead in circumpolar politics? What are the 
functions and benefits of different roles at different places on the hier-
archy? How are hierarchies tied to more deeply held identities? These 
questions allow us to explore a second proposition about power: namely 
that as policy fields come together and endure, some actors will find them-
selves in occupation of a more advantageous position. This position is a 
result of prior effort and success in defining what matters in the policy 
field, and brings again advantage in shaping further developments.

The chapter proceeds as follows. After reviewing and taking cues 
from the literature on hierarchies in IR scholarship, ‘circumpolar- wide’ 
expressions of hierarchy are analysed, including the leading ‘club status’ 
of Arctic Council member states vis- à- vis the rest of the world. I  also 
argue that Russia and the USA can be best understood as ‘resting great 
powers’ in cooperative Arctic governance. These resting powers struc-
ture only in broad strokes the room for manoeuvre in the region at key 
junctures, but their preferences (articulated or guessed at) are difficult 
to ignore because of their regional and global prominence. Secondly, we 
look at more transactional approaches to hierarchy, meaning how certain 
positions may provide certain privileges (and responsibilities). The exist-
ence and importance of hierarchy, I argue, are also demonstrated when 
policy field participants seek to change their position, using Norway and 
its seeking of Arctic leadership status as an example. Finally, turning 
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away from states and towards the people- to- people relations in the 
Arctic, I  suggest that it can be analytically significant to be attuned to 
potential manifestations of hierarchy in the more day- to- day dynamics 
of Arctic cooperation as well. Looking back to the 1990s and early 2000s 
at two projects directed towards transition and change in the Russian 
Arctic, we can see how hierarchical identities of students and teachers 
were intrinsic to these projects –  and protested by the target audiences 
in northern Russia.

Why hierarchy?

The recent scholarship on hierarchies and status- seeking has three 
insights that I wish to bring into conversation with the dynamics of Arctic 
governance. First, the literature documents how relations of hierarchy 
have long been important in structuring world politics, from the age of 
the Greeks through imperial politics and through to the present (Cooley, 
2005; Lake, 2009; Nexon and Wright, 2007; Hobson and Sharman, 2005; 
MacDonald, 2018). The presence of hierarchy, however, has long been 
analytically overlooked because of the IR discipline’s commitment to 
anarchy as the fundamental feature of the global system (for an early 
corrective, see Luard, 1976). It was, therefore, difficult to clear the ana-
lytical space for understanding how certain relations between states 
were structured on enduring, if unequal, interactive relations. The now 
documented ubiquitousness of hierarchy in global politics makes it a rea-
sonable assumption that it is worthwhile to explore how hierarchy may 
account for and structure some of the more systemic aspects of Arctic 
international relations.

So, hierarchies are ubiquitous in international relations, but, import-
antly, can vary over space and by policy field. In other words, hierarchies 
can, but do not necessarily, reflect broader positioning in global pol-
itics or in other policy fields. Hierarchies may rely upon resources and 
relations of power unique to particular policy fields and different from 
those realised in other bilateral or multilateral settings. For example, 
in climate negotiations under the auspices of the United Nations, small 
island states occupy a special position  –  and are invited to be at the 
table when major economies meet to discuss mitigating climate change. 
This has to do with the particular moral status conferred on them as the 
most immediately affected by rising sea levels in a changing global cli-
mate (Lahn and Wilson Rowe, 2014). To take another example from cli-
mate negotiations, forested countries, such as Brazil, have gained a new   
climate leadership standing since their vast tracts of rainforest were 
assigned a concrete carbon mitigation value as ‘carbon sponges’. 
Likewise, Norway has gained status beyond its size or economic value in 
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contributing to bringing about this framing of the world’s rainforests (and 
then becoming one of the largest donors to this climate mitigation effort). 
By contrast, the Philippines’ negotiators have established themselves as 
institutional memory repositories on the land- use related negotiations 
themselves, thereby acquiring a status as key negotiators by gaining a cap-
ital intrinsic to the land- use policy field itself (Wilson Rowe, 2015).

This brings us to the second point of usefulness of hierarchy thinking 
for understanding Arctic governance:  interplay between different 
positions and the politics of status- seeking. Hierarchy allows us to think 
about enduring relations and expectations (privileges, responsibilities, 
norms of behaviour) between actors in global governance without losing 
sight of power relations and the attendant production of advantage and 
disadvantage. The literature on hierarchies systematically examines how 
specific forms of power are at play in maintaining these superior and sub-
ordinate positions in international relations (Zarakol, 2017). Importantly, 
this literature also theorises and directs analytical attention to the 
function of roles below the ‘top’ –  exploring the question of how other 
positions within a hierarchy (such as intermediaries between different 
kinds of actors, brokers between great powers) matter for upholding 
power relations within a policy field (MacDonald, 2018).

Seeking ‘status’ in international relations is a good indication that actors 
recognise themselves as engaged in policy fields structured by hierarchy. 
In other words, one indication of hierarchy mattering in a governance 
field is seeing involved actors actively seeking to change their position 
vis- à- vis other policy field participants (Larson and Shevchenko, 2010; 
Wolf, 2011; Wohlforth and Kang, 2009). Within hierarchies, participants 
may actively seek to change or maintain their status and draw upon a 
variety of resources, if those resources are recognised by other field 
participants as valuable. As we will see below in the cases of Norway’s 
status- seeking in Arctic international relations, different resources can 
be creatively applied in seeking a circumpolar leadership position.

On a related note, and of critical importance to understanding Arctic 
governance, hierarchies can be held open conceptually in terms of the 
kinds of actors involved in shaping outcomes. The analytical openness to 
the kinds of actors that may matter is important for applying hierarchy 
to Arctic governance. As discussed in Chapter 1, the actors of import-
ance to shaping Arctic cross- border relations have been multitudinous. 
There is also nothing intrinsically predictive or limiting to the concept 
of hierarchy when it comes to what types of resources (political, social, 
economic, cultural/ moral capital and so on) matter for maintaining a 
certain position. An important extension of the analysis below would be 
to theorise in the positions of other actors prominent in Arctic cooper-
ation, such as indigenous peoples’ organisations, NGOs and the semi- 
independent working groups, for example.
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Thirdly, the literature on hierarchies makes a useful distinction between 
two kinds of hierarchies that reflect and serve to uphold relations of 
power in different ways –  transactional and structuring. These two main 
categories are not at odds with each other, but rather distinguish between 
how superficially or how ‘deeply’ a hierarchy is entrenched (Mattern and 
Zarakol, 2016). In the transactional category, we see how hierarchies 
are not about direct coercion or dominance, but about relations that are 
seen as mutually beneficial or where the perceived costs of hierarchy 
are outweighed by perceived benefits (Lake, 2017). Actors will support 
and participate in hierarchies where positive consequences of subordin-
ation (or leadership) can be produced. In the Arctic context, the fact that 
Norway seeks, for example, status as an Arctic leader –  and must invest 
significant resources in order to maintain this role –  dovetails with a desire 
to shape international regimes around principles and practices enshrined 
in Norwegian political discourse and practical regulation (see below).

Alternatively, hierarchies may be expressions of more embedded 
forms of power in which actor identities are so structured by longstanding 
forms of hierarchy that hierarchy becomes difficult to identify and, by 
extension, difficult to contest: for example, arguments that illustrate how 
discourses make superior and inferior spaces of politics and mark actors 
as superior and inferior (OECD countries vs the ‘developing world’; ‘tran-
sitional countries’) (Mattern and Zarakol, 2016). Below, we will explore 
such dichotomous hierarchies in looking at Arctic/ non- Arctic states in 
the discussion of circumpolar governance dynamics and western/ post- 
Soviet states in people- to- people cross- border politics. One could also 
argue that the Arctic/ non- Arctic dichotomous framing, explored in 
Chapter 2 and in the next section here, is illustrative of an increasingly 
strong form of structuring hierarchy, anchored deeply in the politics and 
experiences of identity and geographical representation.

Circumpolar hierarchy in a satellite view: club status and resting 
great powers

The ‘Arctic 5’ and ‘Arctic 8’ can be seen as a ‘club status’ (Wohlforth and 
Kang, 2009) position at the top of a hierarchy, conferring upon all Arctic 
states a shared, privileged position in relation to non- Arctic states. Today 
the idea of the Arctic 8 is so naturalised in our understanding of regional 
politics that it is almost banal to point out that this is an important 
expression of hierarchy. One must remember that, in the early days of 
negotiating the AEPS, ideas of who belonged in Arctic politics were more 
open and fluid. For example, Canada had been concerned that the AEPS 
structure should be open to all interested and affected parties, given 
the global nature of the Arctic (English, 2013: 19). Likewise, the United 
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States had long sought to include major environmental organisations 
involved in southern polar issues at the table in Arctic coordination as 
well (English, 2013: 266).

The significance of this club status is often expressed in the friction 
between global and regional framings of Arctic governance. For example, 
as discussed in Chapter  2, it was difficult to ascertain from the actual 
observer applications and the circumscribed role of observers in the 
Arctic Council why the issue would become the topic of unusual late- 
night, high- level negotiations. Among other concerns, including a 
non- regional state of global importance, such as China, was probably 
perceived by some states as having potential to weaken the Arctic 8 club 
status. It is telling that a key aspect of the revised rules on application 
for observer status and aspects of the Observer Manual produced in 
2013 were acknowledgement by the applicant of the pre- eminence of the 
Arctic coastal states under UNCLOS and the unchallenged position of 
the Arctic Council (for an extended discussion, see Graczyk et al., 2017).

Here we see that of key importance is being on the ‘inside’ of the Arctic 
8 club and ensuring that this privileged position in a hierarchy of states is 
recognised. But what about within that club? Does position matter? Are 
there leaders and followers in Arctic cooperative governance?

Leading in the Arctic

A look at self- definition of Arctic countries in their national policies gives 
insight into the kind of role they expect to play in Arctic politics. Several 
countries do indeed underline ‘power’ status or leadership in their strat-
egies. Canada’s strategy discusses how the Arctic  –  which makes up   
40 per cent of Canada –  is ‘fundamental to Canada’s national identity’. 
The strategy also underlines that how the region evolves has implications 
for Canada’s status as an ‘Arctic power’ and the country’s intention to 
play a ‘robust leadership role’ (Government of Canada, 2010:  4– 5; see 
also Burke, 2017). Russia’s short- format Arctic strategy paper from 2008 
identified Russia as a ‘leading Arctic power’ (derzhava) and emphasised 
Russia’s interest in an active international role in Arctic cooperation 
(Security Council, 2008:  5). Norway, as will be discussed below, has 
long sought to be a ‘leader’ by generating knowledge and practices rele-
vant to handling Arctic challenges (MFA, Norway, 2011: 19). However, 
the claims to leadership in an international setting in the most recently 
released policy document of that country are more focused on specific 
goals, rather than a particular position, and status as an ‘agenda- setter’ 
(Government of Norway, 2017: 14).

For other countries, the statements are not about seeking a particular 
leadership position, but rather firming up their status and visibility as 
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Arctic countries. Iceland underlines its identity not only as an Arctic state 
(because of a location ‘by the Arctic Circle’) but also as a coastal state, 
given the close ecosystemic connections between the North Atlantic and 
the Arctic Ocean: ‘Icelanders, more than other nations, rely on the fra-
gile resources of the Arctic region, for example the industries of fishing, 
tourism and energy production. Therefore, it is of vital importance that 
Iceland secures its position as a coastal State among other coastal States’ 
(Althingi, 2011: 6). Finland’s strategy describes the country as ‘an active 
Arctic actor’ with a key objective to ‘bolster its position as an Arctic 
country’ (Prime Minister’s Office, Finland, 2013: 9, 43). The Kingdom of 
Denmark’s Arctic strategy does not take an explicit stance on the status 
of Denmark, Greenland and the Faroe Islands in the Arctic, although 
modestly and accurately it takes note of the Kingdom’s central location in 
the Arctic (MFA, Denmark, 2011: 7). On a similar note, Sweden’s strategy 
takes as a starting point that Sweden is an Arctic country, but does not 
make any claims to particular forms of status beyond that (Government 
Office of Sweden, 2011). The United States defines itself as an Arctic 
nation yet refrains from making any status claims at all (Bush, 2009; 
Obama, 2013).

Here we see that several Arctic states claim a central role in Arctic 
governance, including the notion of leadership and ‘Arctic power’ (rem-
iniscent of ‘great power’ and the leadership responsibilities and privileges 
that this notion entails). Can there be multiple leaders? What might it 
mean to take leadership in Arctic cross- border governance? Do Arctic 
states that do not claim a leadership status in their key policy texts lead 
in the Arctic anyway?

When it comes to taking on practical leadership roles in the Arctic 
Council, the Arctic Council’s Amarok project overview guide is one 
useful resource to consider (Arctic Council Secretariat, 2016a). This 
document provides an overview of Arctic Council projects and also main 
contact person(s) and their home country, and is now being updated 
regularly, after the practice began in 2016. As those listed as contact per-
sons tend to be from the country providing substantial financing or lead-
ership in supporting the project, the contact lists can be understood as 
a reasonable source of proxy data for engagement in leadership/ coord-
ination activities at the Arctic Council. Working Group secretariats, as 
well as the few projects where indigenous organisations and other inter-
national organisations, such as NEFCO, are given as key contacts, are 
listed under ‘Other’ in Figure 7. Each contact listed was given one ‘point’ 
whether listed as first, second or third contact and, in this way, this ana-
lysis gives a leadership point to countries, regardless of size, ambition 
or number of involved countries in a given project. In reality, some con-
tact points are probably much more heavily involved, both with in- kind 
contributions and financial contributions, than other contact points. 
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This limitation of the data and their interpretation should, of course, be 
kept in mind.

What are held outside this list of ongoing projects are financial or in- 
kind contributions made to supporting the Council’s Task Forces, which 
are often established in areas where the Arctic Council seeks to create 
binding agreement. As we see in Chapter 4, Russia has invested signifi-
cantly in creating binding agreements, including co- chairing all three 
of the binding agreements concluded under the auspices of the Arctic 
Council (see Table 4).

Another key source of financial contribution that is not reflected in 
Figure 7 is direct financial support to the substantial coordination work 
carried out by various WG secretariats (PAME, CAFF, AMAP) and the 
main Arctic Council secretariat in Tromsø. The Arctic Council main 
secretariat was, as of 2016, receiving 42 per cent of its funding directly 
from Norway, with remaining funds coming from other Arctic states. 
Norway and Denmark largely fund the Indigenous Peoples Secretariat, 
with smaller contributions from Finland and Canada. The funding of the 
AMAP secretariat also comes from Norway, while Iceland pays 40– 50 
per cent of CAFF and PAME secretariat costs (Arctic Council Secretariat, 
2016b).

What we can see in Figure  7 is that the Arctic coastal states do 
indeed seem to be leading on more projects under the auspices of the 
Arctic Council. The outsized bar of the United States in Figure 7 should, 
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Figure 7 Graph of Arctic Council project leadership by country.
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however, be partially understood in light of its chairmanship activities in 
2015– 17. It is customary for the chair to have a more active portfolio of 
projects than may be normal at other times.

One can also see the same amplified role for the coastal states in the 
chairmanship of binding agreements under the auspices of/ related to the 
Arctic Council (Table 4). As these binding legal agreements necessitate 
their own forms of negotiation and process, it is incorrect to see them 
as products of the Arctic Council itself. However, much of the idea of 
development, and discussion of policy lacunae and options, took place 
within the Arctic Council, even formally through Arctic Council Task 
Forces. The agreements are also officially unveiled in connection to 
Arctic Council ministerial meetings and mean to be seen as an outcome 
of that forum, even if that is not entirely the case in a legal sense.

The sponsorship of projects and the chairmanship of flagship Arctic 
governance agreements do indeed point to, within the Arctic 8, a lead-
ership position assumed by the Arctic coastal states in recent years, in 
terms of diplomatic and, probably, financial resources. This may indi-
cate a certain hierarchy within the Arctic/ non- Arctic states dichotomy, 
with the Arctic coastal states achieving a kind of additionally privileged 
position given their responsibilities for Arctic Ocean issues. Indeed, the 
coastal states have come together before to send a message about Arctic 
Ocean governance. The 2008 Ilullissat Declaration had a clear policy 
function and intervened successfully to dampen concerns about geopol-
itical rivalry in the Arctic (Wegge, 2010; Wilson Rowe, 2013a; Steinberg 
et al., 2015). Importantly for our discussion here, it was an Arctic govern-
ance vision formulated by the five Arctic coastal states, rather than the 
Arctic Council as a whole.

This new delineation within the Arctic states themselves was contested. 
Problematically, the newly highlighted outsider group included Finland, 
Sweden and Iceland. These countries are members of the Arctic Council, 

Table 4 Countries chairing binding treaties produced in connection to the 
Arctic Council

Agreement on Year concluded Chaired by

Cooperation on Aeronautical 
and Maritime Search and 
Rescue in the Arctic

2011 Russia, USA and Norway

Cooperation on Marine Oil 
Pollution Preparedness and 
Response in the Arctic

2013 Russia, USA and Norway

Enhancing International Arctic 
Scientific Cooperation

2017 Russia, USA
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but not coastal states as defined under international law. Both Russia and 
Canada were keen to promote the ‘Arctic 5’ as a new sub- grouping in 
Arctic politics. Russia was a supporter of the meeting that resulted in 
the Ilullissat Declaration and Canada called in to a follow- up meeting. 
Importantly, however, the USA has not promoted the use of the Arctic 
5 brand. The then State Secretary Hillary Clinton even publicly rejected 
the Arctic 5  ‘club status’ to the chagrin of a Canadian foreign minister 
extolling the concept to his home audience (English, 2013: 2). Thus the 
expanded role of the coastal states is something we can observe in the 
practical politics of Arctic cooperative governance, but not a status pos-
ition celebrated in its own right.

The reluctance of the USA to use the Arctic 5 status widely politic-
ally points us to the role played by ‘great powers’ in the region. Do the 
USA and Russia occupy special positions in the hierarchy beyond their 
Arctic state club status? The analysis of some critical historical junctures 
in Arctic governance below suggests that the USA and Russia occasion-
ally do intervene in the politics of the Arctic as ‘great powers’, with the 
caveat that the performances of global status need to be understood as 
temporally limited ones.

Resting great powers

‘Non- great’ powers have been instrumental in developing a suite of post- 
Cold War Arctic multilateral settings. The predecessor to the Arctic 
Council, the AEPS, was initially known as the ‘Finnish Initiative’, and 
Canada is further acknowledged as being critical to bringing the AEPS 
to life (Keskitalo, 2004). Initially, the United States had been sceptical 
of the initiative, noting that other areas of Soviet– American relations 
had higher priority (English, 2013:  107– 108). The country had to be 
lobbied extensively, by Finland especially, to begin engaging in the 
emerging AEPS. Interestingly, despite the perceived importance at the 
time of involving the United States, the USA was not able to win its 
preferences on all fronts. For example, the involvement of NGOs in the 
AEPS, for whom the USA wanted a larger place at the table and with 
whom it had cooperated extensively on Antarctic- related issues, did not 
come about: this despite the USA having made frequent interventions to 
include large environmental groups at the Arctic table in the days leading 
up to the June 1991 Rovaniemi meeting, to the reported ‘irritation’ of 
other delegates (English, 2013: 134).

Turning to another great power, we see that, despite the extensive 
diplomatic footwork done by Canada and Finland, the trigger for the 
AEPS had been Gorbachev’s Murmansk speech in 1987 (Åtland, 2008). 
The speech provided the opening for new initiatives in the Arctic and 
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highlighted the Arctic as an area where cooperation with the Soviet 
Union could occur. This discursive shift in the landscape of how the 
Arctic mattered because of the status of the Soviet Union as a global 
superpower in charge of a great swath of circumpolar territories –  and 
also the country’s status as source of many of the Arctic transboundary 
pollutants that cooperation would seek to address (Darst, 2001).

As the 1990s progressed, Canada was once again a key driving force in 
seeking to amplify the reach and permanence of the AEPS into a circum-
polar multilateral forum. As before, as Canada was lobbying to transform 
the AEPS into the Arctic Council, its key concern was how to get the 
USA on board. This is especially interesting, given that the Canadian ini-
tiative was initially poorly received by many other Arctic states. Finland 
had been concerned about undermining the AEPS, and Norwegians, 
Danes and Americans were all concerned about how to handle indi-
genous representation in the forum, and about duplication of diplomatic 
efforts (English, 2013).

The perceived importance of winning over the USA provided a plat-
form for American representatives to set many of the ground rules. These 
included that the AEPS WGs be incorporated into the Arctic Council 
(thus eliminating duplication of efforts), that the body be consensus-  
rather than voting- based, and that there be no permanent secretariat 
or work on overarching Arctic treaties (English, 2013: 205). One scholar 
describes the USA’s position as a ‘take it or leave it one’ on the points of 
a looser declaration rather than by a charter or convention document, 
and functioning without a secretariat (Scrivener, 1999). In the same 
negotiations process, the US also insisted on the inclusion of additional 
indigenous peoples’ organisations from Alaska Athabaskan and Aleut 
groups, over the objections of the indigenous peoples’ organisations 
already within AEPS who were concerned about the watering out of their 
positions with added numbers (Scrivener, 1999: 54).

In essence, the USA was able to call many of the shots while other 
countries, such as Canada, did the diplomatic footwork. In his compre-
hensive history of the establishment of the Arctic Council, John English 
also notes that the USA promoted a rather narrow, science- based focus 
on Arctic issues, preferring a tighter format. American diplomats used 
the first US chairmanship to ‘refocus’ the Arctic Council on these kinds 
of questions, rather than the broader mandate envisioned by early 
Canadian activists (English, 2013: 266).

Two decades or so into this new era of post- Cold War diplomacy, it 
seems that the division between globally ‘small’ or medium- status states, 
such as the Nordic countries and Canada, still mattered. In a set of 
interviews carried out between 2007 and 2011 with diplomats from many 
Arctic states, Arctic governance participants (broadly construed) were 
asked who led, who followed and who mattered (Wilson Rowe, 2013b). 
Interviewees from the non- great power states (Norway, Canada and 
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Denmark/ Greenland) were unanimous in underlining the importance of 
the USA and Russia as the regional ‘great powers’. Largely, the interviewees 
shared the aim of working to bring these two states more actively into the 
Arctic cooperative fold rather than seeking to counterbalance their influ-
ence. One North American interviewee noted in 2007 that this was one of 
the motivations for giving these two countries chairmanships so early in 
the life of the Arctic Council organisation to ‘bring these countries further 
into the activities of the Arctic Council’. Another Norwegian interviewee 
urged that Arctic Council participants work hard to angle projects and 
elicit Russian interest, finding ‘ways of making sure Russia stays involved’ 
(Wilson Rowe, 2013b: 76). In fact, one of the accomplishments that one 
Norwegian foreign minister prided himself on was that ‘the High North 
has been put on the map of many more capitols through our active High 
North diplomacy and international cooperation’ (Gahr Støre, 2011a). 
The most trumpeted of these successes had been the participation of 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in the 2010 Arctic Council ministerial 
meeting in Nuuk, Greenland, marking the first time the USA sent such a 
high- ranking official to the Arctic Council.

The Arctic includes two countries –  the USA and Russia –  that can be 
assigned great power status from their historical or current global roles. 
‘Small- state’ policy entrepreneurs focused intently on securing the par-
ticipation of the USA and Russia. And the two countries played critical 
roles in the growth of circumpolar Arctic cooperation. The Soviet Union 
and Mikhail Gorbachev desecuritised Arctic space, and the USA agreed 
to support the AEPS and Arctic Council (in the end, and albeit on spe-
cific terms). This suggests that our understandings of Arctic power pol-
itics should remain attuned to ‘resting great powers’ in the region. They 
may regularly act like all other Arctic states (or at least similarly to the 
coastal states) in terms of their level and type of involvement; however, 
these powers can indeed wake up and play decisive roles in Arctic gov-
ernance –  beyond the roles that can be played by other members of the 
Arctic insider club –  at critical junctures.

In the main, however, the club status of Arctic states keeps the great 
powers in rest mode. But what about the non- great powers  –  are the 
remaining roles and functions homogeneous? As we shall see below, 
Norway’s foreign policy behaviour in the Arctic suggests that there are 
other useful, unique and politically valuable roles that can be pursued in 
this regional context.

Moving up? Norway and status- seeking in a circumpolar hierarchy

Social status is acknowledged as one of the most important drivers of 
human behaviour and research in psychology. Individuals may seek and 
prefer high status, even when they may not derive utility or material gain 
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from a higher status (Wolf, 2011). However, high positions in hierarchies, 
political and otherwise, most often bring some benefits and advanta-
geous power relationships to others. As noted above, the fact that actors 
seek particular positions in international relations is a strong indicator of 
the presence of hierarchy and associated power relations. After all, if all 
positions were equally advantageous to pursuing desired outcomes, the 
terms ‘great powers’ and ‘small states’ would not have entered common-
place political language and academic analysis.

The literature on status- seeking, however, has expanded the set of 
tools and vocabulary that can be applied to understanding different, hier-
archical positioning in global governance. In particular, the research has 
focused around highlighting different techniques that global governance 
actors can apply in seeking better positions within a hierarchy. Social 
mobility implies a mimicking of top- status states’ behaviour in order to 
achieve a higher place in an international hierarchy. Social competition 
may be trying to surpass a dominant group, or alter the criteria upon 
which high status is assigned. Social creativity means reframing a ‘nega-
tive attribute as positive’ or underlining different kinds of achievements 
in new fields (Larson and Shevchenko, 2010: 66– 67).

To understand the role of non- great powers in regional politics, we 
now turn our attention to Norway and the various positions it has sought 
in Arctic politics. I  will argue here that, even though Norway already 
occupies a privileged club status position as an Arctic coastal state, the 
country has additionally sought to increase its status through being a 
‘knowledge power’ and through close association with Russia (until this 
association became too politically challenging after 2014).

The North has long been an area where Norway is an international- 
relations entrepreneur. Norway’s first big post- Soviet foreign policy 
initiative in the Arctic was the Barents cooperation, which was 
established in 1993 between the Nordic countries and Russia. The 
aim was to promote regional peace and encourage economic growth 
through greater regional integration (Hønneland and Rowe, 2010; 
Hønneland, 2017). Although deemed a success in promoting people- 
to- people contact across the former Iron Curtain, Hønneland (2005) 
argues that by the turn of the millennium the Barents initiative had 
lost some of its original sparkle. By 2004, the idea of the ‘High North’ 
as a politically coherent concept emerged, accompanied by a cavalcade 
of policy documents relating to the Arctic published between 2003 and 
2011 and, to a large extent, replacing the Barents focus of the 1990s 
(Jensen and Hønneland, 2011:1; Jensen and Skedsmo, 2010). Key goals 
of the slew of new policy documents published included: continuing 
to develop ‘neighbourliness’ with Russia, sustainable fisheries manage-
ment, development of the Barents as a European energy province while 
balancing these pursuits with concern for the environment, promoting 
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the application of international law to the Arctic, and ensuring the 
quality of life of indigenous and non- indigenous northerners (MFA, 
Norway, 2006, 2009).

While all these points speak to relatively longstanding Norwegian 
foreign policy interests, the strategy documents and surrounding pol-
itical discourse also indicate a few points where Norway launches new 
ambitions –  a desire to be at the ‘forefront’, from established sectors (e.g. 
fisheries) to new fields such as marine bioprospecting. To achieve this 
position, the policymakers who wrote the strategy put their faith in know-
ledge, arguing that ‘knowledge is the heart of the High North policy’ and 
that Norway needed to be at the ‘forefront of knowledge in all of these 
[key] areas’ (MFA, Norway, 2006:  6). In a speech to a home audience 
in southern Norway in 2011, the then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Jonas 
Gahr Støre, reiterated the point that the country should be a ‘leader on 
Arctic knowledge … because through competence and presence we will 
strengthen our ability to influence the development of the entire Arctic’ 
(Gahr Støre, 2011a).

These lines of thinking were addressed further in the 2011 White 
Paper on the High North. The document underlines a number of ways 
in which Norway and its research networks can gain an important pos-
ition. For example, the establishment of the Arctic Council’s secretariat 
in Tromsø was seen to ‘increase the possibility for Norwegian research 
networks to be even more important agenda- setters in international cli-
mate diplomacy’, as well as strengthening ‘Norway’s position in Arctic 
cooperation and policymaking’ and as a ‘central agenda- setter in the 
High North’ (MFA, Norway, 2011: 16, 24, 23). Likewise, it stated that 
‘Norway has an ambition to be leading in knowledge about, for and in 
the North. The High North Strategy defines knowledge as the heart of 
the High North policy’ (MFA, Norway, 2011:  19). On a similar note, 
Norway aims to be ‘leading on central wealth- creation activities in the 
North’ and to be ‘the most forward- looking manager of environment and 
resources in the North’, as well as a ‘driving force for strengthening the 
Arctic Council’ (MFA, Norway, 2011: 20, 24).

The dedicated focus on the North and funding to the social and, espe-
cially, physical sciences have not only increased the expert capacity in 
the research sector, but also resulted in a strong capacity on northern 
issues amongst Norwegian civil servants and politicians. This becomes 
particularly clear if we take the example of Norway’s efforts to influence 
EU policy on the Arctic (Wegge, 2012). After the EU Parliament passed 
a resolution in October 2008 calling, among other things, for an inter-
national treaty to protect the Arctic environment, Norway and Denmark 
immediately mobilised to prevent the EU Commission from supporting 
the Parliament’s resolution. Multiple bilateral talks between EU leaders 
and senior Norwegian MFA officials took place, as well as a final meeting 
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between Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg and Commission 
President José Manuel Barroso. After this meeting, Barroso declared 
that the Arctic was a sea and should be treated as such, implying that 
UNCLOS was on its way to being recognised as a sufficient legal frame-
work –  in line with the adamant position of the Arctic ‘A5’ states. Norway 
had been so active in this process that a senior EU official on Arctic affairs 
reportedly exclaimed that he felt ‘surrounded by Norwegians’ (Wegge, 
2012: 12). Given the Commission’s lack of experience on Arctic issues, 
Norway achieved a high level of influence because of its proactive role, 
and the expertise, information and competence it could contribute to (or 
bring to bear on) the process.

Overall, we see that Norwegian High North politics have placed 
great emphasis on leading through knowledge and science by knowing 
Norway’s slice of the Arctic best. In the case of EU Arctic policy 
presented above, we also see how Norway achieved a high level of influ-
ence through its knowledge resources. Perhaps Norway’s longstanding 
commitment to multilateralism, and its reputation as having a certain 
‘moral authority’ in international politics more broadly (see Neumann 
and De Carvalho, 2015) allowed the country to play this role as a provider 
of ‘information’ to a Commission in need, rather than to be perceived as 
solely defending its national interests. This is what we might describe 
as a kind of status position assumed: that of a privileged yet responsible 
‘knowledge power’. This status allowed Norway credibly to defend a set 
of positions and perspectives without having those positions dismissed 
as driven by national interest.

Seeking a status within a hierarchy, however, only works if that pos-
ition is acknowledged. After one decade of Arctic Council diplomacy, a 
group of interviewees pointed to the leadership role played by Norway in 
Arctic affairs (2007– 2011, extracted from Wilson Rowe, 2013b). Norway 
was perceived as being a strong funder of Arctic activities, particularly 
in comparison to Russia and the USA. An American interviewee noted 
in 2007 that Norway ‘often comes through with solo funding and pushes 
projects … including facilitating the reorganization of the Arctic Council 
to include a secretariat in Tromsø’ (76). North American interviewees 
suggested that Norway has achieved a special status in the Arctic as both 
a key player and as a ‘convenor’ and bridge- builder in Arctic relations. 
One North American interviewee put it this way:

There is no question that Norway advances Norwegian interests first 
in the Arctic. They have been successful in marketing Tromsø as a 
locus for Arctic cooperation and they are definitely a big Arctic player. 
Russia and Canada are the geographically bigger northern states, and 
Norway navigates the waters between these two well. But then if you 
look at Norway’s northern population, economy/ wealth and the size of 
the sea areas that Norway manages, Norway is big too. (76)
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Another North American observer noted that Norway has worked 
hard to:

brand itself in the North and has done so successfully. If you look 
at the northern science locus at Ny Ålesund the role of Norway as a 
‘convenor’ in Arctic relations is evident. Many nations have science 
stations there, under the auspices of Norway. This is like the Arctic 
Council secretariat in Tromsø. Norway has used this role as a con-
venor to good effect in pursuing strategic interests. (76)

The roles of ‘convenor’ or ‘knowledge power’ are somewhere outside the 
traditional status dichotomies of great power/ small state. By creating 
an entirely different status for itself and devoting political and material 
resources to maintaining a unique role not easily filled by others, Norway 
occupied an important niche in the politics of the circumpolar North.

An important aspect of this niche is arguably the country’s historically 
constructive relations with Russia (see Rowe, 2015; Hønneland, 2017). 
An oft- mentioned prerequisite and ambition for achieving Norway’s 
Arctic policies was, at the time the White Paper was published, cooper-
ation with Russia. In 2011, hopes for the potential cooperation were 
high: ‘Norway emphasises the continuation of the development of a close 
and predictable cooperation with Russia in the North. The vision is that 
we are gradually able to develop the neighbourliness to encompass qual-
ities we know from the open and trusting neighbourly relations Norway 
has with its Nordic neighbours’ (MFA, Norway, 2011: 17).

Norway and Russia share a 196 km border in the High North, and 
the idea of being ‘neighbours in the North’ has been an important part 
of post- Cold War relations in this region (Holtsmark, 2015). Russia is 
mentioned as a cooperative partner in every single chapter (covering 
every imaginable sector) of Norway’s northern policy document (MFA, 
Norway, 2011). Shortly after this policy document was released in 2011, 
Norwegian civil servants interviewed were overall very optimistic about 
their efforts and their relationship with their big neighbour, with whom 
they had just recently, and to great fanfare, settled overlapping contin-
ental shelf claims. One Norwegian civil servant noted:  ‘we have a very 
positive dynamic between the two countries … because we work on con-
crete issues of mutual interest … this gives us a platform to take up other 
issues’. Another stated that it ‘is Norway and Russia in the Arctic. We are 
natural partners for cooperation’ (Wilson Rowe, 2013b: 77).

At the same time, Norwegian interviewees underlined that it 
was changes internal to Russia that were critical to precipitating an 
agreement after forty years of intermittent negotiations around the 
delimitation line. One stated ‘the Russians began to see the benefit of a 
settled border and wanted to be modern in the Arctic, taking the lead 
when they can … The Arctic is a dream situation for them –  they are 
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recognised as a great power’ (77). Another Norwegian interviewee put 
it this way:  ‘the Russians became more oriented towards clarity and 
law. For Norway, this was a window of opportunity because the Russian 
regime has legitimacy and the ability to ensure that the agreement went 
through’ (77). Here we see that the power to move the negotiations for-
ward or stall them was seen by Norwegian interviewees as resting pri-
marily in the hands of Russia.

This suggests that Norwegian policymakers and diplomats have had 
few illusions about claiming or achieving a greater status directly in rela-
tion to Russia, despite all the references to neighbourliness. In refer-
ring to the Barents Sea agreement, Norwegian Foreign Minister Gahr 
Støre put it this way:  ‘good neighbours can resolve complex issues by 
means of peaceful negotiations. [It is an example of ] big player– small 
player cooperation through agreed principles and international law. This 
is important for Norway’ (Gahr Støre, 2011b). Here we see reference to 
the neighbourhood idea, but also to small and big states. Another more 
quotidian example of policymakers’ awareness of this asymmetry comes 
from an interviewee with responsibilities in the Norwegian– Russian 
bilateral relationship. This official referred to a conversation with Moscow 
where they were working to plan their bilateral cooperative activities for 
the coming year. Their Russian counterpart put the ball squarely in the 
Norwegians’ court, stating ‘We are the great power [velikaya derzhava]. 
You make the suggestions’ (Wilson Rowe, 2013b: 77).

While Norway retained its ‘small state’ role in relation to Russia, the 
historically strong bilateral relationship gave credibility to Norway’s 
special role in Arctic politics in the eyes of other Arctic countries. As a 
Norwegian interviewee with responsibilities relating to environmental 
cooperation put it: ‘The Canadians are envious of our relationship with 
Russia. How frank we can be with our Russian counterparts and what we 
achieve. They call upon us as bridge builders.’ A North American inter-
viewee echoed this point: ‘Norwegians present themselves as a channel 
to the Russians and help other countries interpret Russian positions and 
messages. They are useful in playing this role and recognised by others as 
useful’ (interview quotes from Wilson Rowe, 2013b: 77).

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the resultant sanctions regime 
triggered a low- point in Russian– western relations not seen since the 
colder days of the Cold War, albeit manifested in uniquely more modern 
ways (Legvold, 2016). Norway is a North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) country –  and significantly reliant for its own security on cooper-
ation with other NATO countries –  and also what could be described as 
an ‘arm’s- length’ EU member (upholding all EU regulations, without for-
mally belonging to the Union). Participating in the sanctions regime and 
demonstrating solidarity with NATO and EU partners has been a top pri-
ority for the country since 2014. This competing set of interests therefore 
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complicated the position Norway could maintain as a key interlocutor 
for other Arctic states vis- à- vis Russia.

In an updated statement on Norwegian northern policy at this new 
low- point in East– West relations, the Conservative Prime Minister Erna 
Solberg put it this way:

[T] he High North is Norway’s most important foreign policy interest 
area. We are driving forces in international Arctic diplomacy and 
cooperate closely with other countries and organisations about how 
we can best develop the region. Our aim is to secure continued sta-
bility, predictability, and a peaceful development. The changing polit-
ical and security picture in Europe of late underlines the importance of 
this approach to manage some of the richest, but also most vulnerable, 
natural areas on Earth.

(MFA, Norway, 2014: 2)

The document later emphasises the choice Norway made in aligning itself 
strongly in its security and political alliances with NATO and the EU:

Norway stands together with the rest of Europe and other allies in 
the defence of international law and norms in response to Russia’s 
actions in Ukraine. Respect for the law of the sea and international 
cooperation contribute to stability and predictability in the North. 
Norway and Russia have many common interests as Arctic coastal 
states, not least defensible management of the environment, natural 
resources and shared fisheries in the Barents Sea. Our ambition is 
therefore to continue cooperation with Russia where we have shared 
interests.

(MFA, Norway, 2014: 16)

This tallies with the broad lines of other statements made by the 
Conservative Coalition Government about how Norway will handle the 
once- again highly complicated relationship with Russia.

However, Norwegian authorities seem to have perhaps overestimated 
their country’s status and the importance of the shared interests in 
the Arctic and the Barents Sea when it comes to holding a dual policy 
in relation to their ‘great power’ neighbour. Spring 2017 witnessed a 
much more assertive line from Russian diplomatic representation to 
Norway. An open letter published by the Russian Ambassador in a 
major Norwegian daily newspaper (Russian Embassy to Norway, 2017) 
challenged Russia’s willingness to continue to allow Norway to pursue 
cooperation in areas of interest, while refusing to engage in high- level 
political dialogue. The absence of a visit from the Foreign Minister 
was one of the specific issues mentioned, and, on the same day the 
Embassy’s letter was published in a major Norwegian daily newspaper, 
it was announced that Foreign Minister Børge Brende would be trav-
elling to Russia to participate in an Arctic conference in spring 2017 
(Norsk Telegrambyrå, 2017).
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Looking at Norwegian foreign policy in the Arctic region, it is evident 
that there is indeed latitude for social creativity and definition of unique 
roles within an Arctic hierarchy. The role of an ‘information provider’ 
(e.g. to the EU), a ‘convenor’ and a ‘bridge to Russia’ that Norway achieved 
in Arctic multilateral settings gave the country an acknowledged status 
outside the more commonplace great power/ small states hierarchy of 
international relations.

That Norway was able to pursue and utilise a creatively designed role in 
the Arctic as a convenor between states has much to say about the political 
climate of the region itself. As one European interviewee argued, ‘it isn’t 
what you are [great power or small state], but what you do and what you 
are interested in doing in the Arctic’ (Wilson Rowe, 2013b: 78). Given the 
Arctic region’s relatively peaceful nature and the emphasis on circumpolar 
cooperation, space has been made for creative approaches to status. Size 
and military or economic greatness can therefore be less decisive factors 
for taking a lead, although they can matter at critical junctures, as described 
above. As Vincent Pouliot argues (2010), status positioning is not solely 
about how much power or influence one country has, but what counts as 
power in a particular political setting in the first place. The challenges faced 
by Norway in navigating its relationship with Russia after 2014 do indeed 
show how certain resources of status –  and options for status positions –  
become scarcer when the broader political picture changes.

It is therefore not surprising that the most changed element from pre-
vious High North strategic statements and a new strategy issued in April 
2017 (MFA, Norway, 2017) is the relationship with Russia. In the 2011 
strategy, hopes for the potential breadth and depth of cooperation with 
Russia were high: ‘Norway emphasises the continuation of the develop-
ment of a close and predictable cooperation with Russia in the North. 
The vision is that we are gradually able to develop the neighbourliness 
to encompass qualities we know from the open and trusting neighbourly 
relations Norway has with its Nordic neighbours’ (MFA, Norway, 2011). 
The 2017 strategy, by contrast, reiterated Norway’s commitment to 
having a good ‘neighbourly’ relationship with Russia and underlined how 
essential a broad suite of cooperative efforts have been for predictability 
and stability in the High North. However, the aspirations for trusting 
relations and the hope to extend the closely intertwined interests and pol-
itical cultural traditions that bind the Nordics together to neighbouring 
Russia are now absent.

Hierarchies in time: positing Arctic ‘pasts’ and Arctic ‘futures’

How might hierarchy –  and its changing political backdrop –  look at the 
level of non- state relations? The growth of people- to- people relations in 
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the circumpolar North has blossomed since the end of the Cold War. The 
Soviet Union broke into fifteen successor states and the largest part of it 
became the Russian Federation –  a new country and the largest Arctic 
state (see Chapter 4 for more on this). An interesting feature of the time 
that marked, in particular, the early days of post- Cold War Arctic cooper-
ation was the expectation that Russia would be a ‘transitional’ country, 
with the end point of that transition being a democracy recognisable 
and pleasantly familiar to its European neighbours (Carothers, 2002). 
In hindsight, one could argue that western policy actors and, to some 
extent, scholars largely undervalued Russia’s long traditions for defining 
itself against the idea of Europe (Neumann, 2017). Structural and geo-
graphical constraints –  as well as the importance and slow evolution of 
political culture –  were also largely overlooked.

I would, against this background, suggest that an important ‘deep’ 
hierarchy of the Arctic exists in privileging the historical approaches 
and current perspectives of the European/ North American Arctic above 
the experience and perspectives of the post- Soviet Arctic space. The 
European/ North American space was seen by Europeans and North 
Americans as the source of teachers and lessons, whereas the post- Soviet 
space and its representatives were cast as the students and learners. 
Historically, this has found interesting expression in people- to- people 
cross- border efforts that can be seen at both the European North scale 
and at a circumpolar scale, as I will illustrate with two examples. These 
examples are not meant to be full assessments of the success or rele-
vance of these particular initiatives, which have been varied, extensive 
and of long duration, or the broader efforts in which they are embedded 
(for example, the Barents cooperation (see Tennberg, 2012) or inter- 
city paradiplomacy in the Arctic (see Joenniemi and Sergunin, 2015). 
Rather, the aim is to illustrate features of deep hierarchy with a few vivid 
examples.

Turning first to the European Arctic, the growth of new regional 
cooperation initiatives –  such as the Barents cooperation and coopera-
tive initiatives around the Council of the Baltic Sea States (CBSS) –  were 
key in the immediate post- Soviet years. The Iron Curtain had been 
pulled aside, and the Nordic countries were keen to build out relations 
on all fronts with their newly accessible Russian neighbours. This was 
both immediately pragmatic –  much of the cooperation was oriented 
around cross- border challenges such as policing and border control; 
managing shared resources; tackling transboundary pollution, health 
and the associated challenge of migration and so on –  and also a way of 
securing a longstanding new peace in the region (Browning, 2003). The 
hope was that cross- border contact would serve to break down enemy 
images and promote a new shared identity as northern Europeans 
(Hønneland, 2013).
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One of these more pragmatically driven cooperative efforts provides 
a vivid illustration of the teachers/ students hierarchy I  am seeking to 
highlight here. Western actors had watched with concern as communic-
able diseases, such as tuberculosis and HIV/ AIDS, rose dramatically in 
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. In 2001– 2004, the CBSS 
sought to address this problem through an international task force on 
health. In coping with the challenge of rising numbers of tuberculosis 
cases, one of the project’s key aspirations was to implement the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) standardised approach to treatment dir-
ectly observed treatment, short- course (DOTS). As its name suggests, 
this was a short- course, directly observed process of tuberculosis 
treatment that stood in contrast to the practices and medications used 
under the Soviet Union’s extensive tuberculosis- control programmes. 
Key differences were mass screening of the population, hospitalisation 
and individually tested cures (the Soviet system) as opposed to the short- 
term, outpatient and standardised protocol of medicine utilised in DOTS 
(Hønneland and Rowe, 2004: 50– 51).

On the whole, many project participants were satisfied and accepted 
the WHO’s approach (and the hefty Nordic funding associated with it), 
while others continued to voice vociferous rejection of being put back 
into a student role with the needed approaches coming from abroad. 
Many respondents reacted to the presentation of DOTS as a ‘magic for-
mula’. Some reported that the project was rooted in a ‘degrading attitude’ 
to Russians, and that there must be a hidden agenda for this increased 
interest (Hønneland and Rowe, 2004:  57). Another high- level Russian 
official reported consternation at seeing the Nordic countries divide 
the regions amongst themselves for interventions –  ‘it is, after all, our 
country!’ (‘eto zhe nasha strana!’) (Hønneland and Rowe, 2004: 57).

A more circumpolar project between the late 1990s and early 2000s 
is also indicative of a hierarchical approach to the Russian Arctic, 
with Russia posited as the target learner of western lessons. Funded 
by Canada, the project sought to bring together northern indigenous 
leaders and key civil servants to exchange ideas. Although the notion 
of exchange was important to how the project was structured, it was 
Canadian experiences in the Arctic –  specifically relating to economic 
development and co- management  –  that contained the lessons to be 
transferred (Wilson Rowe, 2007a).

The project, which operated in Russia in two phases for eight 
years, involved Canadian and Russian governmental and indigenous 
representatives participating in a variety of cross- cultural exchanges 
(travels to northern Canada and northern Russia), targeted training 
sessions and cross- cultural seminars. The specific ethnographic 
moment examined here  –  which I  participated in as a Ph.D.  stu-
dent engaged in fieldwork  –  is a seminar that took place in an 
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oil- rich Siberian district. The aims had been to communicate about 
key experiences in managing the relationships among oil and gas com-
panies, indigenous peoples, and regional government in resource- rich 
Arctic areas. Canadian indigenous and non- indigenous members of 
the delegation gave a variety of lectures, followed by question- and- 
answer sessions; and Russian bureaucrats, indigenous leaders and oil 
company representatives from the region described their own activ-
ities. The goal of the seminar was to explain and promote the Canadian 
practice of co- management (multi- stakeholder management) of nat-
ural resources.

Canadian development workers involved in the co- management 
seminar often conceptualised differences they encountered while trav-
elling and working in Russia through temporal or evolutionary analo-
gies. Several Canadian delegates, in casual conversations and interviews, 
characterised the key difficulty in communicating co- management 
principles to a Russian audience in this way: it was simply too ‘early for 
the messages of co- management and economic development’, as the 
Russian State and society were at a different point in ‘evolution’ than the 
Canadian State. For example, one consultant stated that ‘what’s going 
on here is like Canada twenty years ago or even in the 1960s’ (Wilson, 
2007b:  324). Operating under the assumption that Russia is Canada 
‘in the past’, some in the Canadian delegation made statements along 
the lines that the Russian system ‘could change faster because there 
are role models, like Canada’ (324). Another consultant, while briefing 
two Canadian indigenous representatives over dinner, asserted that the 
Canadian indigenous experience was particularly valuable to the indi-
genous peoples in Russia because

‘not only do these people not have your level of experience, they also 
don’t have the history of the experience that you draw upon, meaning 
the history of indigenous political movements in Canada. No discus-
sion followed about what kind of ‘history of experience’ Russian indi-
genous peoples might have.

In displacing the Russian/ Soviet past and the circumstances of the 
Russian present, Canadians could imagine that political relationships, 
such as the relationship between government, oil companies and 
indigenous peoples that co- management is meant to shape, were 
undecided or in transition. In reality, such relationships have long 
been settled,

and the local participants underlined this strongly when asked outside 
the seminar setting and away from the Canadian guests whom they had 
appreciated (Wilson, 2007b: 324– 325). In the region where the seminar 
took place, to take one example, there were over forty legislative acts 
dealing with indigenous peoples, their culture and land, and subsistence 
issues in relationship to oil and gas extraction (which had begun in that  
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region in the late 1960s). Such a focus on indigenous peoples is not a 
new phenomenon. The Russian tsarist empire, the Soviet Union and 
the  present Russian State all developed policies and legal acts directed 
towards indigenous peoples (Blakkisrud and Øverland, 2006; Krupnik, 
1993; Slezkine, 1994).

Conceptualising the differences between Canada and Russia as based 
in time rather than in different political and historical realities allowed 
them to forgo questioning the extent to which Canadian Arctic know-
ledge actually was applicable to or realisable in Russia’s Arctic. It also 
allowed them to think about the Canadian position as one of a teacher or 
role model –  not out of intrinsic superiority (which would probably have 
been seen by all involved as an unpleasant and problematic assumption), 
but from an advanced position of experience. Imagining that Russia 
would inevitably become more like Canada through a process of polit-
ical evolution, these teachers from a rhetorical ‘Arctic future’ could envi-
sion their task as simply speeding up this process of political ‘evolution’ 
by delivering information. Unsurprisingly, when I travelled back to the 
region to conduct follow- up interviews, many of the participants noted 
that, while they had appreciated the intention of the effort, the lack of 
interest in and consideration of existing local experience, regional and 
national legislation, and the specific petroleum history of the region had 
surprised them (Wilson Rowe, 2007b).

President Putin gave his famous Munich speech in 2007, in which 
he challenged western hegemony in the world order and also gave a 
clear message that Russia was ‘back’ and no longer taking instruc-
tion (Tsygankov, 2016). This message was given at a time of sky- high 
oil prices, a resurgent Russian patriotism and a growing disenchant-
ment with western states, which were framed as having sought to 
profit –  in one way or another –  from the post- Soviet power vacuum 
(Neumann, 2017).

This assertion that Russia would no longer be taking lessons (if it ever 
did) also gained expression in Arctic cooperative forums. Cooperative 
initiatives that faced difficulties tended to be those that were premised on 
the notion of Russia as a developing country that needed to be ‘helped’ 
with its northern challenges. For example, AMEC, which had granted 
unprecedented access for western countries to the military- related 
challenge of nuclear waste on the Kola Peninsula, was spectacularly 
suspended, with Norway’s representative expelled for spying.

The one enduring way in which Russia has been willing to remain 
a ‘client’ of Arctic cross- border politics is in the clean- up of Soviet- era 
contamination under ACAP (see Chapter  4 for a detailed discussion). 
Here, however, to be willing to sit in the ‘student’s chair’ Russian policy 
actors engage in their own kind of temporal distancing. As Khrushcheva 
and Poberezhskaya (2016) have found, the pollution is seen as a ‘Soviet 
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Union’ problem, in which any actor can be involved in amelioration, 
without threatening Russia’s Arctic power status today.

Hierarchy and change

This chapter has shown some of the different ways that hierarchy 
structures relationships of power in Arctic governance. A  hierarchical 
approach, in my opinion, is useful for Arctic governance. Identifying 
hierarchy is not about ‘testing’ whether Arctic politics looks most like 
different ideal- type conceptualisations (realist, liberal, interdependent) 
of international relations. Rather, it is a sensitising concept of an enduring 
structural feature that marks many, if not all, social relations. Hierarchy 
is also a useful analytic lens, in that it stays open to all kinds of actors 
and forms of power. In other words, it explores how structured positions 
figure in power relations, without specifying what performances or 
resources constitute power in that hierarchical setting.

We have seen how two kinds of club status seem to matter in Arctic 
international relations as constituted among states –  namely the ‘Arctic 
5’ coastal states, and Arctic states in general versus the rest of the globe 
(the non- Arctic states). Furthermore, we have seen how internationally 
significant ‘great powers’, such as the USA and Russia, are best under-
stood as ‘resting powers’ in an Arctic context. In the quotidian flow of 
Arctic diplomacy, they act very much like other Arctic coastal states in 
their preferences and contributions. However, at critical, agenda- setting 
junctures, their participation is seen by other states as essential and, 
indeed, the course- setting gestures of the regional great powers have had 
longlasting significance in the development of Arctic multilateralism.

However, as the case of Norway illustrates, there are other status 
positions within a hierarchy that can be sought. The country has shown 
significant creativity around status- seeking in positioning itself as a 
‘knowledge power’ at the leading edge of Arctic politics. One key source 
of its status was its knowledge of how to cooperate bilaterally with Russia. 
This gave status vis- à- vis other Arctic states, some of which struggled to 
maintain effective bilateral relations even in the more positive political 
climate of the early 2000s. However, as the post- 2014 years have shown, 
this source of status was no longer an available option when the pol-
itical backdrop changed dramatically and positive East– West relations 
were not feasible in light of Norway’s centrally important alliances to 
Europe and the United States. An important takeaway about hierarchies 
illustrated by this case is that, while hierarchies are enduring and dur-
able, they are not impervious to change.

We see also in cross- border people- to- people relations that hier-
archies can be contested and also evoke deeply embedded ideas about 
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identity (of self and other). In both Nordic- run projects and one run by 
Canada in the early 2000s, we see the ways in which an assumption is 
made by western actors about the fundamental identity of the Russian 
Arctic. It is ‘of the past’, and the people there must then, logically, be eager 
to learn the lessons of teachers from the various European and North 
American Arctic ‘futures’. We see, however, that while this hierarchy 
could be assumed by one part (the ‘teachers’) it could be contested or 
rejected by the counterpart (the putative ‘students’).

However, the broad lines of the spatialising identity assumed in the 
hierarchy still colour how other actors think of and approach Russia 
today, although to a significantly lesser degree than in the heady days 
of the immediate post- Soviet collapse. How this relationship of teacher 
and student has played out in another setting –  the Arctic Council –  is a 
question that the upcoming chapter explores in detail. And with this we 
move from the power of position to the subtle workings of norms and 
diplomatic discipline.
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