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BACKGROUND
’

DuringthenineteenseventiestherehasoccurredinGreenlandanupsurgein
politicalparticipation,demonstratedintheresults
of generalelections,which
indicates that the Greenlandic population has gained new
a faith in the possibility
of influencingthecourse of futureevents,and so gainingcontrol of its own
destiny, through the electoral machinery. In 1973, Moses Olsen, a Greenlandic
formermember of theDanishparliamentlikenedthe
new developmenttoa
spring thaw.
In seeking to understand these unfolding events, one needs to be aware that
from the time Greenland became part of Denmark by a change in that country’s
constitution in 1953, right up until the late nineteen sixties, political discussion
remained based on the conviction that the equality
of Danes and Greenlanders
wasa fact that could not bequestioned(Kleivan 1969-70). It was,therefore,
veryobjectionabletomanypeople,whenthecriterion
of place of birthwas
introduced by legislation in1964, as the action caused a sharp economic boundary
to bedrawnbetweenGreenlandersandDanesinGreenland.
A newpolitical
party, known as the Inuit Party was formed to combat the alleged discrimination
- and, curiously enough, a Dane was to become its first and only representative
in the Landsr2d (see Note 1). This party and a few organizations formed earlier
with the object of promoting the idea of equality as the only popular basis for
political thought have
all died off.
It wasincreasingDanishimmigrationandeconomicdominanceduringthe
nineteen sixties that caused the political scene in Greenland to change. In 1965,
52% of the income of the province went to the group
of just over 11% of the
population born outside it, and the disproportion has been growing ever since.
The conflictof interest representedby these figures is reflected in a debate between
Greenlandic conservatives, who accept the assumptions of equal status for Greenlanders and Danes, and Greenlandic radicals, who oppose the way the
idea of
equality was put into practice. The radicals are not opposed to the objective of
equality between the ethnic groups, but they stress that equal rights cannot be
obtained by granting identical rightsto Danes and Greenlanders.
The conservatives tendto work in favourof a danification, to be brought about
byextending to Greenland the laws and standards in force in Denmark. The
radicals, in contrast, work for a greenlandization, regarding the natural environ1Adapted from a presentation at the XLZI Congrb International des Amkricanistes, Paris,
September 1976.
2EthnographicalDepartment, Danish NationalMuseum, Ny Vestergade 10, Copenhagen
K, Denmark.

RECENT POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT OF GREENLAND

77

ment and cultural heritageof the Greenlanders as basic factors in the development
of an acceptable society. Paradoxically, therefore, the radicals lean to the traditionalvalues of Greenlandicsociety,while the conservativesseekineffectto
revolutionize it. This polarization, and the terms used
to describe it, are not readily
reconcilable with Danish political groupings, the names of which are therefore,
in the interests of avoidance of confusion, not referred to in the present paper.
It is against this background that one should view the question of the Greenlandicidentity.The“meltingpot”approachhasneverbecomeacceptablein
Greenland,andwhateversympathytherehadbeen
for the Danishmodelof
society diminished to very small proportions when it was realized that the degree
of theDanishdominancewasininverserelationship
to therelative size of
the Danish part of the population of Greenland, in spite of the constitutionally
guaranteed equal rights.
The radical politicians’therefore advocate
that the natural and cultural identities
of each of thethreeethnicgroupswithinthestate
of Denmark,i.e.,Danes,
Faroese, and Greenlanders, be recognized through their being accorded “parallel
status”. Under this, equalization of material conditions would not be achieved at
the cost of disrespect to true national identities.
The renewed interest of the Greenlanders in their own identity and heritage
can be seenin the lightof their changed attitude towards the Greenlandic C!r@inal
of the attitude of traditional Greenlandic
Code. This was built up on the basis
society towards deviators, and
its aims at rehabilitation of the offender rather
than long term imprisonment. When the Code was adopted in the mid-nineteenBties, the great concern of the most influential members of Greenlandic society
wasvoicedby
A tuagagdliutit/Grgnlandsposten, thebilingualnewspaper
with
Greenland-widecirculation,edited by JgrgenFleischer. The latter considered
that the Code might be appropriate
t0 a primitive hunting society, but in a modern
industrialized community the great leniencyof the laws comprising it would only
result in a marked increase in crime. The Code remained, however, and within
the last couple of years Fleischer has changed his mind; formerly one
of the
keenest critics of the law, he now considers it very suitable because it is based
on ideasnatural to Greenlandicsociety(ChemnitzandGoldschmidt
1973;
Fleischer 1974).
It is difficult to establish exactly when political discussion in Greenland began
to be Greenlandicin terms of reference. Moses Olsen must, however, be regarded
as a catalyst of the “spring thaw”. In 1969, while chairman of the Young Greenlanders’CouncilinCopenhagen,hedescribed
“the generationalchangein
Greenland politics”, and the same year
he examined the subject “Greenland Denmark, uniformityor equality?” (Olsen 1969a,. 1969b).
VOTING PATTERNS

In 1971, there took place two electionsthat came to be decisivefor the development of alternative Greenlandic politics.In the electionto the Lands&, a 24-yearold, hitherto-unknown school teacher,Lars Emil Johansen, became representative
forGodthab;JonathanMotzfeldt,aministerfrom
JulianehAb,defeatedthe
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former chairmanof the Landsrdd, Erling Hgiegh, in that municipality - the home
town of the latter;while Moses Olsen, runningin his own home townof Holsteinsborg, came a very close second to Jgirgen Olsen, who had served four terms as
itsrepresentative. In theensuinggeneralelectionfortheDanishparliament,
MosesOlsenunexpectedlydefeatedNikolajRosing,whohadrepresentedthe
South district of Greenlandsince 1959; whileKnudHertling,thefirstGreenlander to take office asMinisterforGreenland,waselectedinano-contest
election in the North district (see 1).
Fig.
The results of these elections of 1971 provoked many comments. Among the
more thoughtful were those of Frederik Nielsen, a Greenlander and former head
of Radio Greenland. He considered that three factors
were decisive in the election
of Lars Emil Johansen: the considerable number of young voters wishing to see
new and young blood; the presence of many in-migrants (see Note 2) with an
insufficient knowledge of the candidates; and the inclination of the large proportion of Danesinthepopulation
(ofGodthHb) to give support to newideas.
Discussing the surprising election of Moses Olsen, Nielsen was of the opinion
that either Nikolaj Rosing or Erling Hgegh could have won,
had they joined
forces. In hisreview of theevents of 1971,Nielsenconcludedthat,although
someyoungnewcomers had beenelectedboth for the Landmid and for the
Danish parliament, the fact that they did not have any established political party
or similar organizationto support them would makeit easier for other new candidates to displacethem;fortobealone
or independent was notconducive to
politicallongevityinGreenland(Nielsen1972).Thisobservationissurprising
in view of the fact that lack of ideological platform has been the principal reason
for the failure of political parties to survive for long in Greenland (see Kleivan
1969-70). The real significance of the results of the elections in 1971 was that it
had become possibleto formulate a definite political programme; and Moses Olsen
and Lars Emil Johansen started a fruitful cooperation to that end (Gullgv 1971).
The fruits of this cooperation were harvested one year later (1972). in the
form of the emphatic (over 70%) vote by the population of Greenland against
membership in the European Common Market; though since the inhabitants of
in favour of membershipinthe
GreenlandandDenmarkvotedcollectively
referendum, Greenland was drawn in willy-nilly. Membership had been opposed
by the Association of the Hunters and Fishermen in 'Greenland (KNAPP) and,
somewhathesitatingly, by the Landsriid (its chairman, Lars Chemnitz, wasin
.favour of membership); Knud Hertling, representative for the North District in the
Danish parliament and Minister for Greenland, supported membership. The result
of the referendum served to emphasize the degree of support for the natural and
cultural bases of Greenlandic society and constituted, in effect, a strong rejection
of Danish formalism (GullgvandHeilmann 1973).
In 1973, for the third year in succession, the people of Greenland were able
to express themselves through their votes. In the election for the Danish parliament in December of that year, there were two candidates in each
of the two
voting districts. Moses Olsen and Lars Emil Johansen, running in the South and
North districts respectively, had
the same radical programme, while Knud Hertling
(North) and Nikolaj Rosing (South), thoughof opposite political views in Danish
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Votingdistricts in Greenland. For elections to the Danishparliament: A (South
district) covered West Greenland, and B (North district) covered North Greenland and East
Greenland; but since 1975 Greenland has been one combined voting district. For elections
to the Landsriid: 1. Nanortalik; 2. Julianehib; 3. Narssaq; 4. Frederikshib; 5. GodthAb;
6. Sukkertoppen; 7. Holsteinsborg; 8. Kangatsiaq; 9. Egedesminde; 10. Godhavn; 11. Diskobugten (Christianshib and Jakobshavn); 12. Umanak; 13. Upernavik; L.4. Thnle; 15.
Angmagssalik; 16. Scoresbysund. In addition, since 1975 one representative of the Union of
Greenlandic Workers has sat in the Landsriid.
FIG. 1.
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terms, figured together on a one-page political advertisement in
Atuugugdliutit/
Grplnlundsposten (no. 26, 1973) paidfor by theAssociation of Greenlandic
Employers and the Association of Businessmen in Greenland.
The results not only served
to confirm the polarization of political views in
Greenland,butalsoamounted
to avote of confidence in thoseadvocated by
Moses Olsen, though he himself was not re-elected. He and Johansen, who was
successful, obtained 8,074 votes together against the
7,022 of Rosing and Hertling.
Almost 71 % of the eligible voters cast their votes in the South district and 62%
in the North district (average for both combined
67.6%). This degree of participation was the highest since the first election for the Danish parliament in Greenland
in 1953, whenthepercentageswere
70.4% and 66.8% respectively,witha
combined average of 68.6%. The average for both districts combined increased
to 68.7% at the general election in 1975, when Johansen and Rosing (who died
in August 1976) were both re-elected. Percentages of eligible voters participating
in Greenland in all elections to the Danish parliament from 1953 to 1975 are
indicated in Fig. 2..The results of the general election of February 1977 are
discussed briefly in the Appendix.
An analysis of election returns for 1973 from the South district reveals that
Olsen received the majority of votes in the villages, while Rosing was dominant
inthe towns. Thiscircumstancegaverise
to speculationsin Atuugugdliutit/
Grplnlundsposten (no. 28,1973) as to whether the influenceof the Danish minority
of the total electorate might have been decisive, a possibility that Rosing himself,
writing in the same issue of the paper, did not exclude.
If it can be proved beyond
all doubt, then it may well work to the joint benefit of Johansen and Olsen in
their political cooperation (see Janussen
1974).
FIG. 2. Percentage
participation of eligible
voters in Greenland in
elections to theDanish
parliament. The absolute
numbers of eligible voters
were: 9,356 in 1953;
5,194 in 1957; 13,005 in
1960; 17,238 in 1964;
11,289 in 1966; 20,766in
1968; 14,104 in 1971;
24,215 in 1973; 24,838 in
1975. In 1957,1966 and
1971, contested elections
took place in one voting
district only. For the 1977
election, see Appendix.
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In his maiden speech in the Danish parliament
Lars Emil Johansen made it
clear that he would continue to advocate the policies supported by a majority
of the voters of Greenland, and expressed the hope that his hearers would not
try to hinder in any way the political development and awakening of Greenland
thathadgivenrise
to thosepolicies,includingsupportforhomerule(see
Folketingstidende 1974).
During the period when he was a member of the Lundsrlid, Johansen started
a political discussion group, now being continued
by Moses Olsen who is becoming
well known in the municipalities. Such initiatives, previously unknown in Greenland may serve to allay the notion that it is the Danish part of the population
which tends to interest itself in novel ideas. As the discussion group consolidated
into the Sujumut (Forward) movement, a bilingual publication of the same name
was launched, in the spring of 1975, in order to further expand the political base
of the group. Finally, in the spring of 1976, it was announced that the formation
of a politicalpartywasunderway.
It maybeexpected
to haveaprofound
influence on the course of politics in Greenland in the future.
CURRENT ISSUES

Home rule
Following a request from the Landsrdid, a Home Rule Committee was set up
by the Minister for Greenland in January 1973. It was something new that the
persons appointed to it were all native Greenlanders: the two Greenlandic representatives in the Danish parliament, five members of the LanukrU and, later, a
representative from the League of Greenlandic Municipalities.
In its preliminary report, published in February 1975, and considered to
be
the basis for further negotiations, the Committee recommended that the internal
administration of Greenland should be the responsibility of the Lundrrdid and
that the latter should be granted the power to legislate for Greenland previously
vested in the Danish parliament, instead of having a purely advisory function.
In their discussion of the needto obtain some kindof home rule, the Committee
members brought out the vast differences between the native Greenlandic populationandtheDanishpopulation.Furthermore,theCommitteementionedthe
great length of the line of communication between Greenland and Denmark and
the difficulties created by the language gap. “This easily gives the Greenlandic
politician a feeling of lack of influence, a feeling of standing outside the door,
when decisions are made” (Committee 1975).
The members of the Committee did not suggest total independence for Greenland. That must be up to the next generation, as Johansen stated in a comment.
According to the report, certain areas, particularly foreign relations and defence,
but also some internal affairs such as police, the Greenlandic court system, communications, and health care are to be exercised jointly in the future, and funded
by the Danish state.
As its general recommendation the Home Rule Committee suggested
to the
Danish parliament that a legislative framework be drafted
whit& wouldallow
a gradual take overof authority by the Lan&rU in the areas of.ecanomic policy
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and development, education and cultural affairs, hunting and fishing within territorial waters, tourism, certain areas of civil law, criminal law, and finally control
of mineral and oil resources.
The Committee envisaged that the internal government
of Greenland would
be fmanced through revenues already controlled by the Lundsriid, namely a tax
oncertainluxuryitemsandincometaxation(thelatterwasintroduced
on
1 January 1975). Such revenues being, however, insufficient
to sustain the present
level of activity, the subsidy from Denmark should be continued
- though transformed into a general grant to be administered by theLandsrid.
In response to the preliminary reportof the Committee, a Home Rule Commission was set up in the summerof 1975. Its principal task is to examine all existing
administrative functions in Greenland and Denmark in order
to determine how
they can be reorganized in conjunction with the transfer
of new powers to Greenland in such a way as to give the greatest measure of influence and authority
tothe Landsrid. The Commissionconsists of achairmanfromoutsidethe
political arena, seven Danish members of parliament and, as in the case of the
1973 Committee, two Greenlandic representatives in the Danish parliament and
five members of the Landsrid. The Commission has publicized some preliminary
recommendations in a pamphlet intended to further public discussion as to the
kind of home rule to be introduced on 1 April 1979 (Commission 1976); and
apicture of thebasicworkingconditions
of theCommissionisbeginningto
emerge @rested and Gullev1976).
Mineral andoil resources
Many Greenlandic politicians have, in recent years, pointed out ifthat,
revenues
derived from the exploitation of the oil and other mineral resourcesof Greenland
were at the disposal of the Landsrid, the latter would be far less dependent on
the Danish state. However, this attitude is one
of non-commitment and ambiguity,
fortheharvest of Greenland’srenewableresourcesinthetraditionalhunting
and fishing occupations is also considered to be the future economic basis of the
island, and the two might not be compatible. For both these reasons, the Landsrid‘s control in this area is believed tobe of critical importance.
Exactly because of the importance attributed to this area, it might also prove
critical to the political ability of the Greenlanders to exercise home rule. There
exists no private ownership of land in Greenland where land is considered to be
vestedinthe“communityyy,though it is not clear what the latter constitutes.
The state makes a claimof ultimate ownership which may, however, be disputed.
At present the right to issue permits for home owners or businesses is vested
inthemunicipalcouncils.
It isunlikely,however,onthebasisof
indiiidual
decisions taken to date, that the Danish parliament will be willing to approve of
the devolution of other rights in the land and thereby transfer
to Greenlandic
control potential sourcesof income that might serve to overcome a good number
of the heavy economic problemsthat have beset the Danish state for many years.
Thus itis worth mentioning that neitherof the two Greenlandic representatives
in the Danish parliament have been given a seaton the parliamentary committee
which considers concessions for the exploration and exploitation
of Greenland’s
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mineralwealth.Likewiseitwasonlyrecently
that the Landsrdd was granted
funding to add to itssecretariatoneexpertinthemultitude
of complicated
problems surrounding the exploitation of natural, non-renewable resources, and
this took place only after the Ministry for Greenland had doneall the basic work
towards the development of a legal and political framework for the granting of
concessions and approval of operating procedures. Parallel to this, however, the
Ministry for Greenland has established a division
for coordination and regulaso, createdwithinitselfapattern
of doubleloyalties.
tionand,indoing
An unusually sharp reminder of thiscircumstancewasgiveninthespringof
1976, when in the course of a research project concerning the socio-economic
impact of the mining project at Marmorilik in northern Greenland, it was demonstrated that the Ministry for Greenland hadfailed,to sufficiently protect the rights
of the local population. The project, sponsored
by the Ministry for Greenland,
was prematurely stopped when this failure was publicized, even though the bargaining position of the local population was enhanced as a result.
This was not the first time the conflict became manifest; even more fundamental conflicts evolved during 1975, when the new Danish government, formed
after the general electionof January 1975, approved the grantingof some thirteen
oil concessions off thecoast of WestGreenland. The concessionnaireswere
seven groups of nineteen foreign companies, and one consortium of eight larger
Danish corporations (see Watt 1975 and maps issued by the Geological Survey
of the
of Greenland in 1975). The concessions were granted with the approval
all-Greenlandic executive committee of the Landsrid, though opposed strongly
by other’representatives of theGreenlandicinterestwhorequested,astay
of
action. This wasnotgranted,andthefirstexploratorydrillingcommencedin
the summerof 1976.
The Lundsriid did, however, pass unanimously in the fall of 1975 a resolution
claimingownership of all subsurface resources in Greenland on behalf of the
population permanently resident in Greenland.
It is ironic that home rule is coming to Greenland at a time when the stakes
are so high because of the existence of oil and mineral resources there that the
Danish state is not inclinedto relinquish ‘controlof them.
NOTE 1. Greenland’shighestelectedbodywill
continue to be known as the Lmdsrdd
until the formal introduction of home rule, planned for April 1979, when it will become
the Lundstfng. “Provincial Council” has inthe course of time become the term most genetally
used as an equivalent for LundsrAd in English-languagetexts;but,inanticipation
of the
change in 1979, “National Council“ has recently been used by some branches of the government and public service in Denmark and Greenland.
NOTE 2. Theterm “in-migrants” has beenused hereforthe
Danish-Cireenlandic term
tilflytier, which refers mostly to Greenlanders moving fromthe smaller“outports”and
of
smallertowns into the citiesdesignated by planners to bear the impactofthepolicy
populationconcentration. Theterm in-migrant,then,is
in contradistinction to another
new population element in Greenland: the Danes and other foreigners immigrating to Greenland. An impression of the relative importance of the two population groups’ role in the
growth of GodWb can be gained from the figures below:
1971

Greenlanders
Danes
and
other foreigners

1951
1965

5,401 1,189
3,585
2,573 2001,280

1960
2,537
642
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APPENDIX

At the general election for the Danish parliament of February 1977, the trends both of
increased polarization in political views and of growing voter participation were maintained.
Before the election, however, a series of political events had occurredwhich had greatly
influenced both Danish-Greenlandic relations and politicalorganization in Greenland. In
the fall of 1976, the question of aboriginal land title in Greenland had come to a head in the
course of the negotiations toward home rule, and culminated -after debates in the Danish
parliament -in the threat of the prime minister to seek a severance in Danish-Greenlandic
relations, should Greenland persevere in the claim to ownership asexprdsed in the resolution
passed by the LandsrM in the fall of 1975. As a reaction to these events, a new political
group Atassut (Mutual Connection) wasformed by Lars Chemnitz, chairman of the Landsra,
Otto Steenholdt, a member of the Landsra, and Ole Berglund, who acted as substitute for
Nikolaj Rosins in the Danish parliament after the latter's death. Atassut proceeded to stress
the positive elements in DanishLGreenlandic relations, playing down the importance of the
Greenlandic land claims.
In the 1977 election, Lars Emil Johansen, representing the Sujumut interest, was reelected,
while Otto Steenholdt became the representative for Atassut. Altogether, 8,383 Atassut votes
were cast (47.6% of valid votes) and 9,215 Sujumut votes (52.4%). Of the 25,691 eligible
voters, 70.0% participated in the election (information based on preliminary returns).

