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Conclusion

In October 2016, a US Arctic governmental advisor suggested  –  at 
one of the Arctic region’s conferences for academics, policymakers 
and business –  that we need to ‘shine a light’ on the success of Arctic 
cooperation as an example of peaceful cooperation in a complicated 
world. Likewise, a high- level representative from Alaska underlined the 
pressing importance of continued cooperation with Russia, noting that 
the two countries at their outermost points are only 2.5 miles (3.8 km) 
apart. To me in the conference audience, this was a striking juxtapos-
ition to the same day’s international news. Headlines were of angry chaos 
in the UN Security Council over Syria and the Obama Administration’s 
decision formally to accuse the Russian Government of stealing and dis-
closing emails from the Democratic National Committee in an attempt 
to influence the 2016 presidential elections.

That the Arctic Council has been largely buffered from an all- time 
post- Cold War low point in Russian– American relations is indeed a 
remarkable and important achievement. That it has been possible to 
keep, by and large, broader conflicts out of the Arctic Council can be 
explained in many ways. The national interests of all Arctic states are 
reasonably well served by existing political arrangements and the inter-
national law provisions of UNCLOS, and few Arctic actors would stand 
to benefit from bringing external strife to such a stable situation. Both 
Russia and the USA are large states with traditions of running complex 
foreign policies that allow for separation of issues and problems, and 
internal contradictions. The indigenous polities that transect the national 
borders of the North advocate for (and attest to) the transnational nature 
of many Arctic concerns, which outstrip the ability of any one geograph-
ically bounded country to address alone. However, we have long needed 
better accounts of the actual diplomatic work –  the performances and 
practices of geopower  –  that have mattered for maintaining and con-
tinuously redefining Arctic cross- border governance in accordance with 
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these broader interests. Hopefully, this book has made a contribution to 
this knowledge gap.

Power in Arctic cross- border cooperation

This book has sought to show how Arctic cross- border cooperation is 
marked by power relations  –  and related norms, representations and 
hierarchies –  that are under constant re- enactment and renegotiation. 
As discussed in the introductory chapter, the Arctic is often envisioned 
as on the precipice of conflict. This may be because many governance 
participants  –  and especially those outside it  –  have difficulty buying 
the notion that a region so valuable and important for many reasons, 
including those security- related and economy- related, can remain a 
low- tension one. States’ coordinated chorus on the peaceful nature 
of the region can quickly sound too good to be true. However, if we 
reveal and understand better the efforts and alliances and inequalities 
and contestations that shore up this state of cross- border cooperation, 
the Arctic ‘peace’ becomes a more recognisable  –  and possibly more 
replicable –  dynamic.

A focus on power is timely. The Arctic lies in an uncertain zone of the 
changing post- Cold War global geopolitical imagination. While fostering 
narratives of circumpolar conflict (and actual conflict in other parts of 
the world), this untidy geopolitical backdrop of the post- Cold War years 
has been largely productive in the Arctic. New initiatives, such as the cir-
cumpolar Arctic Council, the CBSS and formalised structures for cross- 
border contact in the Barents region of the Nordic Arctic (discussed in 
detail in Chapter  1), have been created. Against this dizzyingly posi-
tive backdrop of growing cooperation and despite the many important 
contributions to scholarship from Arctic scholars, power relations as 
manifested in cross- border cooperative practice have yet to be rigorously 
analysed using the wide toolkit of concepts developed through studies 
of global politics elsewhere in the world, as I argued in the introduction.

The growing scholarly interest in bringing to light the performance of 
power within the liberal institutional order and unmarked by military or 
open conflict is an analytical cue from the literature that this book has 
applied to the cooperative politics of the Arctic. Rather than trying to the-
orise what power is in today’s global political landscape (or who has power), 
we have utilised perspectives from IR and geography that direct us to under-
stand the performance of power in practice. This entails understanding 
power as produced through marshalling necessary resources to undergird 
a performance of dominance (or deference) –  and pulling off the perform-
ance in such a way that the audience recognises the performance as one 
of a competent actor. Repeated efforts at this kind of performance –  or a 
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very successful one –  heighten the ability of actors to shape outcomes after 
their preferences (including furnishing a policy site with strongly anchored 
representations, hierarchies, diplomatic norms and scripts of authority, as 
we saw in Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 respectively). Performances of deploying 
detailed knowledge of or representations about the Arctic landscape and 
region can be further understood as manifestations of ‘geopower’, drawing 
strength from privileged relationships to and representations of the Arctic 
environment itself.

The book has also conceptualised the location of the enquiry to be an 
interlinked ecosystem of overlapping fields centred around the Arctic that 
extends to different levels of governance (global, local, national) to differing 
degrees. Global policy fields can be understood as delimited spheres of 
social action, and marked by unequally distributed resources among 
players within this social field. This kind of open definition suits an enquiry 
into Arctic cross- border governance well, as the definition of an ‘Arctic 
issue’ (and where the Arctic is –  and where an issue should be resolved) 
is often an output of power relations and contestation. Furthermore, the 
notion of policy field participant remains open to the broad range of Arctic 
actors engaged in cross- border cooperative work, from people- to- people 
exchanges, through business associations, to top- level meetings of foreign 
ministers. The notion of overlapping or nested Arctic policy fields serves 
to delimit the scope of study in this book, while keeping the sense that 
these cross- border policy fields are intimately connected to both local and 
national settings and other global governance issues.

The attention to unequally distributed resources within a policy field, 
discussed in detail in the Introduction and Chapter 4, also serves to cap-
ture the disciplining effects of discourse and norms, while leaving space 
for the improvisational and instrumental ways in which policy field 
actors navigate and improvise against a policy field’s limitations (or the 
limitations of their own assumed role and position). This is a different sort 
of conceptualisation of what is tying actors together than the important 
scholarship conducted on identity- building taking place alongside region- 
building in the Arctic during the 1990s. Here, cooperation was often seen 
as highly structured by mutually constitutive discourses and group-  and 
individual- level Arctic identities. The idea of fields also draws attention to 
how the field participants are operating in a terrain that does not cater to 
all participants and all kinds of interventions equally well, making it easier 
to understand why an actor in the field may seek to innovate (and possibly 
equipping us better to understand how change happens).

Revisiting the book’s four propositions on power

The case- study chapters explored four propositions distilled from cues 
from the broader literature on power relations in global governance 
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from IR, political geography, and science and technology studies. 
These propositions were designed to shed light on the extent to which 
and how Arctic cross- border cooperation has been marked by power 
relations.

In Chapter 2, the proposition that power relations are manifested in 
and shaped by the definitions and representations of Arctic policy objects 
and the region more broadly was explored. While previous research has 
identified well the key ‘framings’ of Arctic space (specific narratives and 
visual vocabularies), this chapter illustrated how these regional frames 
are actually actively contested and enthusiastically marshalled by actors 
seeking to promote a particular perspective on the region in the everyday 
diplomacy of the region. Reasserting the peaceful Arctic frame in Iqaluit 
in 2015 was an important message about the commitment of the Arctic 
states to governing the region peacefully  –  and primarily amongst 
themselves.

Furthermore, understanding when broader power relations, as 
manifested in regional framings, are at stake renders more understand-
able moments that otherwise seem to be ‘policy storms in a teacup’, 
when the importance of immediate interests or magnitude of possible 
conflicts of interest simply do not match the intensity of the debate. The 
drawn- out consideration of a new batch of observer applications over 
two chairmanship periods, and the late- night, last minute discussions 
of those applications on the eve of the 2013 ministerial meeting are dif-
ficult to understand without taking into account how a broader tension 
between framing the Arctic as global and framing the Arctic as regional 
was at stake. Likewise, the contention around the development of the 
AEC can be understood in a similar way. Commercial actors are one 
of the target audiences of many of the Arctic Council’s policy efforts 
from conservation to economic development, and not newcomers to 
Arctic affairs, as discussed in Chapter  1. Yet the development of the 
AEC in its various early iterations attracted high- level debate from a 
number of key Arctic actors. Chapter  2 illustrated how the AEC was 
tapping into and activated a longstanding tug- of- war or balancing act 
between the two pillars of the Arctic Council (and broader associated 
framings of Arctic space) –  conservation/ environment and sustainable 
development. From the cases selected and empirical insights generated, 
we can see that experienced players in Arctic governance seem highly 
aware of the importance of ‘geopower’  –  anchoring their preferences 
in richly weighted narratives about space –  to realise preferred power 
relations and political outcomes. Contestation and debate arise when 
these narratives are placed under pressure by changing circumstances 
or new considerations.

The proposition explored in Chapter 3 was that as policy fields come 
together and endure, some actors will find themselves in occupation of a 
more advantageous position for securing desired outcomes –  as a result 

 

 

 

 

Elana Wilson Rowe - 9781526131645
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:57:10AM

via free access



128 Arctic governance

of prior effort and success in defining what matters in the policy field. 
Identifying such forms of hierarchy does not necessarily tell us about 
how this became the case, but rather sensitises us to the extent to which 
participants in a given policy field find themselves, in rather enduring 
ways, positioned uniquely. The chapter showed 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 understood as ‘resting 
powers’ in an Arctic context. In the regular 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 signifi-
cance for the development of Arctic multilateralism.

At the same time, there are a number of useful functions and advanta-
geous positions that can be taken below the level of great power. Norway 
has styled itself as a ‘knowledge power’ in Arctic politics –  and as a bridge 
to Russia. However, as the post- 2014 years have shown, this particular 
source of status as ‘bridge to Russia’ was no longer an available option 
when the political backdrop changed dramatically. This is an important 
illustration of how politics external to a more delimited policy field may 
affect the resources available and significant within that narrow policy 
field, resulting in change.

The chapter also explored how ‘deep’ hierarchies have long been 
enacted –  and contested –  in the people- to- people politics of the region 
as well. Such ‘deep’ hierarchies involve identifying peoples or parts of the 
world as superior and inferior, such as ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ world. 
I have argued that many of the circumpolar development efforts of the 
1990s were rooted in such deep hierarchy, envisioning Russia as in tran-
sition and the West as having the relevant lessons to bring. We also saw 
how these spatial framings of teachers and students in an Arctic context 
were contested at the time, and, even more soundly, as Russia resumed a 
place on the global stage in the 2000s, as was explored in Chapter 4.

Chapter  4 looked at the informal workings of power by examining 
what is accepted as a legitimate statement, policy concern or actor in the 
Arctic Council. The proposition about power explored in this chapter 
was that Arctic cross- border cooperation plays out in a social space 
marked by informal norms. These constraints allow for the performance of 
Arctic diplomacy to more and less successful degrees and shape behaviour, 
even of the ‘great powers’, in the region. The chapter sought to illustrate 
some of these key social constraints by examining Russia’s role on the 
Arctic Council, arguing that the country has been disciplined by policy 
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field norm constraints and also sought to transform them. The review 
of Russia’s first decade of participation in the Arctic Council showed 
low levels of participation, albeit some successful cooperation on ‘low- 
political’ cooperation. Russia’s own proposals frequently missed the 
mark, as they were out of step with the emerging norms and procedures 
of the Council (e.g. focused only on Russia as opposed to multilateral). 
It is important to note that Russia during this period rarely succeeded 
in pushing through an unpopular suggestion. This perhaps points to a 
taken- for- granted norm of participation –  the expectation that all Arctic 
countries will participate in circumpolar governance.

In the second decade of the Arctic Council, Russia actively profiled 
itself as an Arctic leader. Being a legally minded, play- by- the- rules Arctic 
actor that fulfils a leadership role was a main pursuit for Russia’s Arctic 
policy actors between 2008 and 2010, and these efforts were warmly 
received by counterparts in other Arctic states. This also suggests that 
a cooperative, coalition- building approach to leadership is seen as the 
regionally appropriate way for expressing leadership. Furthermore, the 
second decade of the Arctic Council differs from the first primarily in 
new efforts directed towards creating binding agreements. This is an 
important development to a procedural norm from the first decade  –  
that of minimising formality and instead working towards soft- law and 
best- practice outcomes only. This change towards formal agreement is 
perhaps an area where Russia has been a norm entrepreneur, turning 
the Arctic Council into a location where also binding, treaty- based 
agreements can be prepared and concluded. This relates to one further 
norm, which was decidedly more pronounced in the Arctic Council’s 
second decade than its first: when the great powers speak, the Council 
listens. How this norm and its enactment will continue to develop is an 
important avenue for further research.

In Chapter 5, we explored how power relations are malleable and con-
stantly refined/ redefined, especially between different ‘kinds’ of actors. To 
get at a sense of the kind of authority that indigenous organisations and 
expert actors have achieved in Arctic governance, the chapter examined 
negotiations across the ‘science– policy’ and ‘peoples– states’ interfaces 
at high- level Arctic Council meetings. These findings of how the lines of 
responsibility were drawn between different kinds of actors were then 
systematised using a ‘civic epistemology’ framework of indicators that 
helps us think comprehensively about different ways in which authority 
can be articulated or challenged.

Utilising a more dynamic, present- oriented framework is also meant 
to deliver a supplement to ‘field- genealogy’- driven forms of analysis as 
a historical unpacking of governance fields. A historical approach lends 
itself well to understanding how actors have gained certain positions 
within a policy field. However, carrying out such a genealogy normally 

 

Elana Wilson Rowe - 9781526131645
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:57:10AM

via free access



130 Arctic governance

involves zooming in on one key actor (see, for example, Shadian, 2014, 
on the emergence of an Inuit polity) or one particular global policy field 
(such as Sending, 2015, on population politics). This can be challenging 
to do given the multitude of actors and issues that are interlinked in 
‘umbrella policy fields’ such as the Arctic Council. Furthermore, tracing 
the long historical lines can sometimes reify contestation over authority 
as a one- time (if uphill) battle and make us fail to notice that authority 
remains constantly contested and renegotiated. As we saw in Chapter 5, 
expert bodies have long been enshrined as central actors in Arctic gov-
ernance, yet when and how they are meant to intercede/ interface with 
the political and diplomatic levels of the Arctic Council remained a 
debated topic, even twenty years in. On the other hand, of course, not all 
is open to reinterpretation: it is indeed difficult to imagine replacing nat-
ural scientists with social scientists, or indigenous peoples’ organisations 
with local government representatives. In any case, the civic epistem-
ology framework gives us a useful tool for understanding contestation 
over authority, even if it does not tell us the full story of why some actors 
are more easily heard than others.

Perhaps the most contentious issue identified in Chapter 5 regarding 
authority relates to the visibility of expert bodies outside the Arctic 
Council in global fora, part of a broader question of who speaks for 
the Arctic Council (or the Arctic more generally). The chapter finds 
that, while science inputs are essential for governing the Arctic, polit-
ical representatives (of indigenous peoples and of states) operate with a 
strong sense that scientists should not speak for the Arctic, particularly in 
connection with non- regional or global audiences. Progress in the Arctic 
Council is highly reliant on agenda- setting and evidence- gathering done 
by the WGs, and their contributions are trusted by other policy field 
participants. However, the political level and the Permanent Participants 
all actively engage in efforts to secure their own authoritative positions 
as the final stop for Arctic policymaking and, especially, global represen-
tation of Arctic issues.

Further research

In the preceding chapters, the emphasis has been on the border- crossing 
activities of Arctic actors. In many ways, the national and local politics 
and communities (and professional milieus) that have ‘produced’ the 
actors and their dispositions and interests have faded to the background 
in the effort to bring the social space of Arctic policy fields into clear 
relief. However, one can hope that Mary Helms’ observation on border- 
crossing holds true: ‘emphasis on boundaries … rather than on the zones 
themselves, may present sharper symbolic contrasts … boundaries can 
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make the edge as important as the center’ (1988:  28). Hopefully, the 
research conducted here also provides some useful input to scholars 
working to understand the national and local dynamics of Arctic politics 
as well.

Furthermore, the boundaries we have focused on have primarily 
been political boundaries, conceived of and realised in the landscape 
through the workings of state power over centuries. With the focus on 
these constructed boundaries (and the crossing of them), the material 
landscape of the Arctic (both its expanses and its depths: see Steinberg 
and Peters, 2015, for a discussion) can easily fade from analytical view. 
However, the Arctic physical environment is far from a blank canvas 
against which the powerful can paint any scene. An additional avenue 
for research would be connecting a study like this book with the agency 
of the full range of mobilising practices of geopower (from cartography 
to representation) and the physical materialities of the Arctic itself.

Additionally, some of the concepts used here have only been applied 
to one actor group or issue area, as this book has sought to go in depth 
into cases that promised to tell us a bit more about regional policy fields 
(which comes at the expense of being comprehensive and covering all 
possible instances that may illustrate similar phenomena). To take one 
example, Chapter  3, on regional hierarchies, focuses on states as an 
empirical delimitation. However, research on global politics elsewhere in 
the world shows that there is indeed also hierarchy amongst civil society 
actors (NGOs, science organisations, business) that affects their capacity 
to shape outcomes. Furthermore, such a study of hierarchy as manifested 
amongst the indigenous polities of the Arctic would be an important 
contribution both to Arctic understanding and to the emerging literature 
on the ‘third space’ of indigenous diplomacy. Likewise, the study of diplo-
matic norms focused on the interventions of Russia to tell us more about 
the broader normative landscape of Arctic policy fields. I would antici-
pate that a similar study of, for example, US interventions may reveal 
similar, if not identical, findings about these broader inter- subjective 
norms in Arctic cross- border governance, but the work of checking this 
assumption remains to be done.

The chapters, taken together, do provide a glimpse into the constant 
work of maintaining cooperation. They show us how peaceful cooperation 
is indeed marked by the ongoing conversion of relevant resources into 
relations of dominance and deference and, ultimately, preferred outcomes. 
Understanding better how the region ‘works’ cooperatively, rather than 
just asserting that it is largely cooperative, has policy implications both 
for securing progress in Arctic governance and for seeking to see what 
lessons can be derived for global politics more generally.

Chapter 2 opened with Saami poet Nils- Aslak Valkeapää’s envisioning 
of the Arctic as a highway of movement and conversation, with its 
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treeless expanses providing the opportunity to roam and the long polar 
nights providing opportunity to talk and listen. This image reminds us 
of an additional factor that explains this Arctic peace: the socio- political 
fabric of Arctic cross- border governance is thick, varied and under con-
stant rework. This book has shown that a lot of what happens in Arctic 
governance requires the efforts and power performances of a wide range 
of actors. New areas of cooperation are driven forward by broader policy 
networks, often involving top- level civil servants who have also dedicated 
their entire professional careers to understanding and achieving progress 
on a few key areas.

These quiet workings of network politics are important, but prob-
ably not enough on their own to manage the magnitude of Arctic 
change under way. To take one key, region- wide example, the recently 
released National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association ‘report card’ on 
the Arctic once again attempts to draw our attention to a persistently 
warming Arctic. Average surface air temperature for 2016 was by far the 
highest since 1900. The sea ice extent at the end of summer 2016 is the 
second lowest since satellite monitoring of sea ice extent began in 1979, 
tied with the shock year of 2007.

As we have seen, high- level political interventions have absolutely 
mattered for big Arctic challenges at many junctures: resolving deadlock 
on global climate- change negotiations between Copenhagen in 2009 and 
Paris in 2015; creating global action on transboundary pollutants; and 
opening up new areas for cooperation, such as the recent Central Arctic 
Ocean fisheries treaty. The continued engagement of the United States 
and Russia in regional politics as both active and ‘resting’ great powers 
is, in other words, essential for maintaining and expanding cooperation.

Global politics today is marked by enduring, seemingly unresolv-
able strife and suffering in regional wars and proxy wars; a growing pre-
occupation with putting domestic politics ‘first’; and a populist backlash 
against expert knowledge, including against the scientific consensus on 
climate change. Thus, the big risk for Arctic regional politics is not cir-
cumpolar military conflict (as one of the oft- repeated Arctic dichotomies 
suggests), but rather the failure to prioritise and expand the purview of 
Arctic cooperation in order to generate solutions scaled to the problems 
at hand.
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