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In this paper, in order to shed light on some of  the factors behind the change in the security environment in the Arctic 
region, we examine the history and the points of  dispute concerning military bases, by taking up the US military 
base in Greenland (Thule Air Base) as the case study. We incorporate as explanatory variables the politics of  the 
host country, i.e., the relationship between the local political actor of  Greenland and the Danish central government, 
and the politics of  the base provider (the United States) and Russia, which is intensifying its military activities in 
the Arctic region. Concretely, we first clarify the scope of  the paper by pointing to the bargaining between central 
governments and local political actors about military bases - to the elements that constitute the vulnerability of  central 
governments (the substitutability, urgency and specificity of  bases), the form of  bargaining that brings it under 
control (integration, institutionalization, distribution), and its balance with the effect of  hold-up by local political 
actors wishing to reverse the asymmetrical power relationship. We then examine the validity of  that approach through 
an actual case: the bargaining regarding the inclusion of  Thule Air Base into the US missile defense shield.  

 
 
 
Foreword 

The objective of  this paper is to make visible the quality of  the influence of  local political actors 
(or sub-state actors: here the term refers to local political entities encompassed by a sovereign 
state) on national security and identify its extent. Movements in which local political subjects are 
trying, with certain intentions, to get involved in international relations as a whole have been 
explained in the past in terms of  paradiplomacy and second-track diplomacy (Heininen, 2014). 
However, from these past discussions it is impossible to deduce, particularly in the field of  national 
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security, to what extent local political entities are able to independently regulate their own behavior 
and express their intentions through concrete actions. This has to do with the fact that local 
political actors have been regarded as entities that have a secondary role, that is, that do not 
participate in international negotiations between states (governments) but only ask questions about 
the level at which agreements concluded through international negotiations should (or should not) 
be accepted (Putnam, 1988). In particular, the sphere of  national security has been perceived as an 
exclusive prerogative of  the state, and a tendency has existed to reduce issues regarding the 
exercising of  influence on that sphere to the logic focusing on state leadership, in which the master-
servant relationship between the centre and periphery easily emerges and local actors are 
subordinated to the internal code of  the state. 

For example, the case of  the tripartite council for talks between Okinawa, Tokyo and Washington 
about US bases on the island of  Okinawa, which was held periodically during the term of  the 
governor of  Okinawa Prefecture Masahide Ota in the 1990s, illustrates this point clearly. Okinawa, 
which is a Japanese local political entity, hoped to have its voice heard at these tripartite talks and 
to use the venue as a political leverage for having that voice incorporated in Japanese diplomatic 
policy. However, in practice, the venue could only function as a receptacle of  the Special Action 
Committee with Okinawa (SACO), which was established by the Japanese and American 
governments in 1995 with the purpose of  discussing various issues concerning the US military 
installations and zones in Okinawa. 

What the case of  Okinawa shows is that the influence of  the local political subject was perceived 
as having the nature of  something that should be exercised within the state, and that the internal 
constituent was not expected to influence (while maintaining its own position) the domain of  inter-
state relations as a negotiator. At least not at the level of  actual international negotiations, that is, 
in what belongs to the sphere of  external autonomy. This is in line with the common interpretation, 
according to which the local political actor’s power of  influence in an assumed situation in which 
it is wielded outside of  the state, would resemble the right to self-determination in foreign affairs 
(i.e., the right to independence). This is because in the study of  international relations there has 
been a silent premise that when a certain phenomenon is being discussed, the questions asked are 
first and foremost about the problem of  the state. 

However, as can be seen from the discussions on the relative decrease in the supremacy of  the 
state in relation to global financial systems, in problems concerning the Earth’s environment and 
the failure of  humanism (the global increase of  inequality) (Brown, 2003), and as shown in the 
way that the perception of  a decrease in the substance of  the supremacy of  the state is being 
shared as a self-evident fact, the assessment that the state has the capability to solve a shared 
problem solely on its own is sub-optimal. Within such developments, it is appropriate that the role 
carried out by actors other than the state should be taken up as the subject of  theoretical and empirical 
discussions of  state security. However, as is the case with past arguments regarding paradiplomacy, 
debates have often been limited to the level of, so to speak, “soft paradiplomacy equals low 
politics”, which is why it cannot be said that arguments with sufficient theoretical and empirical 
grounds have been made. In contrast with such past tendencies to sharply separate areas of  policy, 
in this paper, while examining the power of  influence of  local political actors in high politics, we 
would like to, as a case study, focus on US military bases deployed abroad, especially on the politics 
surrounding the US air base in Greenland. We will also attempt to present arguments that are in 
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opposition with previous theories by building a bridge between the inductive and deductive 
approaches. 

First, we will theoretically extrapolate how the policy choice of  local political actors can influence 
their negotiations with central governments. While doing so, we will endeavor to shed light on the 
environment which generates the differences between those local political actors who have 
influence on the government and those who do not, and through that, try to assess the extent of  
the local political actors’ influence. Second, we will examine the validity of  the explanatory 
framework of  this paper developed through the above procedure against the case of  the United 
States military (air force) base in Thule, in Denmark’s territory of  Greenland, which is treated as 
the main case study of  this paper. The reason we chose Thule is that it is, strategically, an extremely 
important US military base that has a multifaceted role, not only as a radar post in the American 
missile defense shield, but also as a part of  the air force network for satellite control, as a scientific 
outpost and a part of  the infrastructure for the US space program. At the same time, the local 
political actor, Greenland, is an entity which has the power to express its stance regarding the 
operation of  the base on the international stage on an equal footing with Denmark. Moreover, we 
will include as explanatory variables the national security strategies of  the United States, the 
provider of  the base, and Russia, which has been intensifying its military activities in the Arctic 
region, and also examine the preconditions that make possible the formation of  the above 
analytical perspective. 

The explanatory framework 

Transactions regarding military bases come into existence thanks to bilateral agreements between 
the governments of  the country establishing the base and the country hosting it. But what sets 
bargaining regarding military bases apart from other political fields is that they are not confined 
only to those two sides. Rather, they are open for a trilateral relationship that may potentially 
include relations between the country establishing the base (in this case the US) and the local 
political actor belonging to the sub-national level who is actually hosting the base. Of  course, the 
way in which a transaction is “opened” will especially depend on the relationship between the 
country establishing the base, the US (the highest-ranking entity), and the local political actor 
hosting the base (the lowest-ranking entity). The important thing here is whether a direct 
communication exists between the two. In case there are direct contacts between the two, in 
comparison with the situation in which there are not, the possibility that the influence of  the 
lowest-ranking entity will become more effective, especially on the mid-ranking entity (the central 
government of  the host country), will increase. This is because fluctuations in the power relations 
between actors occur more easily in trilateral than in bilateral relationships. 

How can the security environment that creates the difference between local political actors that 
have influence on the state, and those that cannot, be identified, and how does it inform the ability 
of  local political actors to influence national security? As representative past studies dealing with 
this problem, we may bring up the work of  Alexander Cooley (2008) and Kent E. Calder (2007). 
They address these questions by focusing on the influence of  the political system of  the host 
country on the stability of  military bases and, in particular, on the affinity between bases and 
democracy. Cooley advocates the idea that if  the host country is a mature democracy, then the 
credibility of  the base contract will be high, and the base will be politically stable. In contrast, 
Calder argues that it is exactly because of  democracy that a plurality of  voices can be heard, and 
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the base will on every occasion be affected by different internal factors and prone to instability. 
These two hypotheses, while mutually conflicting, are rich in suggestions. Nonetheless, the former 
does not allow us to differentiate between Japan and South Korea, which have both adopted the 
democratic system and rely on the US for their national security. On the other hand, the latter does 
not clearly specify when and under what conditions the internal factors Calder brings up as 
independent variables influence the stability of  bases. Moreover, as with Robert Putnam’s two-
level game, the greatest insufficiency of  both of  those arguments can be found in that they depict 
local political actors simply as (level 2) entities which question at what level agreements concluded 
in international negotiations (level 1) should be accepted or not accepted. 

Therefore, in this paper, with the above problems in previous studies in mind, we examine the 
conditions in which a local political actor can exert influence on the central government in base 
politics conducted in times of  peace in democratic countries. What is important is that in the 
bargaining regarding military bases, at least three political factors participate including the country 
using the base, the amount of  political resources which the three sides possess constitutes the 
dynamics of  base politics, and the host country’s government needs to obtain the consent of  the 
local political entity regarding the existence of  the base both in form and substance. Of  course, it 
does not necessarily mean that the voice of  such a local political actor will be effective in the 
context of  base politics. For example, even if  a local entity wishes to remove a military base, 
achieving that with its political resources alone is not easy. Particularly in countries where the 
consensus within the government regarding the security relationship with the US is strong, it is 
difficult for the words and actions of  local political actors to influence the government’s decisions. 
However, even if  it does not have a direct influence (i.e. does not participate in the actual 
negotiations about the base as one of  the players), such a local actor can send negative signals to 
the US by obstructing the functioning of  the base and by opting for various forms of  political 
nonfeasance. In such conditions, the central government (the mid-ranking entity) may be forced 
to address its relationship with the local political actor (the low-ranking entity) with more care than 
before so as not to offend the US. 

The concept of  vulnerability may be useful for understanding such a relationship between the host 
country government and the local political actor. What is referred to as “vulnerability” here is the 
cost suffered for effectively adapting to the changing environment. Below are the three elements 
that affect the measure of  vulnerability of  the host country’s government in relation to military 
bases. The three are not mutually exclusive and should be understood as variables that influence 
each other. 

• Substitutability: whether or not a possibility exists for the central government to, in case the 
bargaining regarding a military base has been discontinued, procure as a replacement another 
military base of  equal value elsewhere in the country. 

• Urgency: is the base in question regarded as indispensable for the survival and prosperity of  
the host country and is it highly valued for its strategic importance by the country which 
establishes it? 

• Specificity: is the base a specific asset with a distinctive character, whereby its value becomes 
extremely high in a particular situation or due to a certain relationship, or not? 

For example, this means that the higher the cost that actor B must sustain in order to adapt to the 
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newly created environment after actor A has taken a certain action, the higher the vulnerability of  
actor B to actor A. If  there is a difference in the relative size of  vulnerability between two actors, 
that means that between them exists an asymmetric relationship. In that sense, in essence, the 
question is not about whether it is the central government or the local political actor who is weaker, 
but, rather, who is the side with the greater vulnerability, since that side is in a weaker position. If  
we assume the existence of  a military base with low substitutability and high urgency and specificity, 
then the local political subject hosting it becomes actor A, and consequently, the vulnerability of  
the central government, actor B, becomes overall high. And, if  the local political actor taking part 
in the politics regarding the base is a rational subject trying to secure better benefits than it had in 
the past through the acceptance of  the base, then the central government will find itself  in a 
relationship with the local political actor that correlates with the size of  the risk of  hold-up (the 
risk that the local actor may reverse its asymmetrical relationship with the central government). 

But what is the hold-up we just mentioned? The term denotes the situation in which the side with 
lesser vulnerability is demanding the change of  the conditions of  the initial contract for the 
purpose of  increasing own gains. For example, if  a host country is given security guarantees by 
the US in return for offering a base, and if  it cannot ensure its own security without the US, then 
the host country is dependent not only on the US, but also on the local political entity that has 
accepted the base. In such a case, the local political actor has a higher potential for holding up the 
central government in various situations during the internal political process concerning the base. 
In other words, the vulnerability of  the government in a democracy is informed by the asymmetry 
in the degree of  dependence that stems from the process of  bargaining with local political actors 
about military bases. 

Of  course, the central government can predict such opportunistic behaviour by the local political 
actor. Thus, it can come up with forms of  bargaining regarding the base that make the control of  
such behaviour possible - that is, it can conduct an integration of  transactions, institutionalization, 
or take measures for distribution in order to limit its vulnerability. Here is what we mean by these 
terms: 

• Integration is a means for reducing (the government’s) own vulnerability by stripping the 
other side (the local political actor) of  its residual control rights. 

• Institutionalization means building with a local political actor a recurring exchange 
relationship that brings mutual benefit. Grants and subsidies given to the local actor, the 
establishment of  special economic zones, preferential tax treatment, etc., all fall into this 
category. 

• Distribution refers to the option that the government has in case the internal bargaining 
regarding a military base has broken off  to transfer the bargaining onto some other local 
government. 

Greenland and US military bases 

So, to what extent can the perspective that looks at the mutual relationship between vulnerability 
and hold up explain the actual politics of  a host country? In this section we would like to trace 
back the process of  internal negotiations between Denmark and Greenland regsarding the 
American military base in Greenland (Thule Air Force Base), while looking at political and military 
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trends in the United States. 

First, we need to note that Greenland’s security for a long time correlated with the degree of  
United States’ interest in the island. The origins of  this interest can be found in the American 
policy of  non-interference in other countries’ internal political affairs from the first half  of  the 
19th century as represented by the Monroe doctrine, when, based on it, Greenland was only placed 
within the sphere of  American influence. However, when it comes to direct intervention in 
Greenland by the US, the first occasion for that was the Second World War, when American bases 
and meteorological stations were built throughout the island. At that time Greenland was a Danish 
colony (The island had that status from 1721 to 1953). Denmark, which chose to build a security 
relationship with the US, (or more precisely, the Danish Plenipotentiary Ambassador to the US 
Henrik Kauffman) concluded the “Agreement relating to the Defense of  Greenland / Agreement 
between the Secretary of  State, acting on behalf  of  the Government of  the United States of  
America, and the Danish Minister, Henrik de Kauffmann, acting on behalf  of  His Majesty the 
King of  Denmark in his capacity as sovereign of  Greenland (9 April 1941)”. The political 
atmosphere was such that the premise of  the agreement was the defense of  Greenland, so military 
bases were constructed in a way that did not involve the capability for attack. From around 1950 
in Thule, which until then only had a meteorological station, the construction of  the largest air 
force base in the Arctic region took place. For the purpose of  building (maintaining and 
continuing) a base for the NATO military, on 27 April 1951, “Defense of  Greenland: Agreement 
Between the United States and the Kingdom of  Denmark” was signed (which came into effect on 
8 June of  the same year), and from that point the construction work began in full swing (the 
construction of  the air base had actually started in March of  1951, before the agreement was 
concluded). 

From the second half  of  the 1950s, the Distant Early Warning Line (DEW Line) was established 
with the intention of  securing early detection of  bombers flying from the Soviet Union, and the 
Ballistic Early Warning System (BMEWS) was introduced to counter the strengthening of  the 
Soviet ICBM force. These two have been an important part of  the military value of  the Thule 
base until the present (Petersen, 2011). Thule today, as already mentioned, is a very strategically 
important base with multiple roles since it functions as a US missile defense shield hub, as part of  
the air force network for operating satellites, as infrastructure for the US space program, and also 
for scientific research (The White House, 2010; Department of  Defense, 2011). 

Now we wish to, in line with the focus of  this paper, turn attention to the fact that around the end 
of  the Cold War, thanks to journalistic reporting and the disclosure of  secret documents, various 
incidents and accidents that had occurred during the Cold War era in the vicinity of  Thule Air 
Base were brought to light. For details, we would like to refer the reader to Takahashi (2019), but 
to summarize the events that came to light - from the forced resettlement of  local inhabitants due 
to the base construction in 1953, the 1957 Danish non-nuclear policy and the deployment of  
nuclear weapons in violation of  it during the 1950s and 60s, to the crash of  an American military 
aircraft carrying hydrogen bombs in 1968, the aggravation of  the plutonium contamination (that 
has not necessarily been admitted on the state and international levels) and the problem of  the 
exposure to radiation of  the workers sent to do the clean-up in the aftermath of  the accident 
(Project Crested Ice) - have all influenced Greenland to a significant extent. It was in particular in 
the 1980s, when studies by researchers and journalists made headway, and in the 1990s, when the 
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disclosure of  secret documents gained momentum, that the above chain of  events became known 
under the overall term “the Thule problem” (or “Thule-sagen”), and became a critical issue in the 
internal politics of  Denmark. Therein emerged the tendency to focus on the subordinacy of  
Greenland, shaped by the trilateral power relationship between the US, Denmark and the island. 

On the other hand, after the Cold War, the Thule Air Base became an important element in the 
new US defense concept when in 1998-99 the application of  the National Missile Defense (NMD) 
plan was laid out during the Clinton administration. In Greenland at that time, in light of  the 
aforementioned Thule problem and with an eye on the then course of  events, possible ways in 
which Greenlanders could influence the sphere of  security was discussed in its parliament and 
elsewhere. For example, on 18 November 1999 a proposal was put forward in the Greenlandic 
parliament to approach Denmark and ask that Greenland be given an opportunity to directly 
participate in the negotiations if  the US request for the inclusion of  Thule in the missile defense 
shield was accepted by Copenhagen (Inatsisartut, 2002, 2003). The official request by the US 
regarding the inclusion of  the base in the missile defense shield was made in December 2002, and 
from that point onwards, debates were conducted in the Greenlandic parliament and elsewhere on 
how the island should deal with the request and in what way it should be involved in the missile 
defense. 

What is of  interest to us is the 2003 joint declaration of  the Danish government and the Home-
Rule Government of  Greenland regarding the participation of  Greenland in the fields of  
diplomacy and national security, known widely as the Itilleq Declaration. That document was the 
result of  a series of  debates and sought to guarantee anew (reaffirm), de jure, the commitment of  
Greenland to Danish national security. We say, “guarantee anew”, because Greenland had already 
had the experience of  involvement in matters of  national security (Udenrigsministeriet, 2000). 
Namely, opinions have been put forth that Greenland at the beginning of  the 1990s managed to 
exercise influence on the decision processes regarding the agreements for the use of  the 
Sondrestrom Aviation Facility (Søndre Strømfjords Luftfartsanlæg) and Kulusuk airfield (Kulusuk 
flyveplads) that concluded on 3 March 1991. 

The 2003 declaration is seen as a precondition for the negotiations regarding the inclusion of  
Thule in the missile defense shield. In the declaration, Greenland is referred to as an actor that can 
“demand international negotiations” “regarding issues of  special importance to it” and can 
“participate” in them, and “influence” them “on an equal footing” (Folketinget, 2004). This meant 
that it became possible for Greenland to exercise a certain influence on the international 
negotiations regarding the Thule military base. 

Of  course, Greenland is an autonomous territory of  the Danish state, and as such, according to 
Article 19 of  the Danish constitution, does not have the right to make decisions concerning foreign 
affairs. Thus, we have to bear in mind that whether Greenland can actually exercise the rights 
mentioned in the above declaration depends on the political situation and Denmark’s judgement. 
On the other hand, based on the assumption that the declaration was formulated with a view to 
negotiations about the inclusion into the missile defense shield, the influence Greenland acquired 
was judged relatively positively (Folketinget, 2003a). That being said, in light of  the example of  
SACO and the trilateral talks mentioned in the opening section of  the paper, it is necessary to 
examine whether that influence can actually be realized in practice. Nonetheless, even if  it cannot 
be involved in the outcome, it is possible to think that the very existence of  the option to influence 
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the political process has given Greenland an increased possibility to get involved in national security, 
a domain that is a prerogative of  the state, as a subject who has its own will and can express it 
through concrete action and not just as a constituent of  the state that simply repeatedly accepts or 
rejects its decisions. In fact, in August of  the following year (2004), Greenland managed to 
conclude a complex agreement known as the “Igaliku Agreement” with the US and Denmark. 

An inductive understanding of  substitutability, urgency and specificity 

So, why was the autonomous territory of  Greenland, which was acquiring a certain amount of  
influence in the sphere of  national security, able to occupy a position from which it can influence 
it? In this paper, while attempting to understand the Itilleq Declaration and the Igaliku Agreement, 
with a focus on the dynamics of  base politics, we will examine their nature from the 
aforementioned perspective, which looks at the mutual relationship between vulnerability and 
hold-up. 

For a start, we want to assess the extent of  Denmark’s vulnerability by grasping the basic character 
of  Thule Air Base. First, if  we follow the provisions of  the 1951 defense agreement that 
guaranteed the existence of  US military bases in Greenland from the time the base was established, 
as well as its successor the Igaliku Agreement of  2004 (officially: “The Agreement to Amend and 
Supplement the 1951 Agreement on the Defense of  Greenland”, Article 1: “Defense Areas”), we 
can see that the areas of  the Danish state in which deal making regarding US military bases is 
possible are limited to Greenland. In other words, under the present framework, there is no option 
for transferring deal making regarding military bases to Denmark. In that sense we may say that 
the substitutability of  military bases in the Danish state is low, as they can be established only in 
Greenland (strictly speaking, under the current framework, the possibility that a base can be 
transferred to Denmark in the future is zero). 

Regarding this, in the case of  American bases in Okinawa substitutability was, in theory, secured. 
In the case of  Okinawa, in the status agreement with the US (in its Article 3), no limits are specified 
regarding the geographical scope of  base areas, so in terms of  the legal system, an option exists 
that other bases of  equal value may be acquired elsewhere in Japan as replacements if  the current 
transactions regarding the bases in Okinawa are discontinued. Of  course, what becomes clear 
when one consults the case of  Okinawa is that, when the distinctive character of  the base in 
question, that is, its quality as a specific asset is taken take into account, the existence of  the option 
of  procuring other bases of  the same value and the degree of  the possibility that the transactions 
regarding the base will be transferred onto other actors cannot be automatically connected. 

Second, for Denmark, which sees itself  as a “small country”, the maintenance and strengthening 
of  the relationship with the United States, which guarantees Denmark’s security in a stable manner, 
has been a political choice of  extremely high priority consistently from the Cold War era until 
today. Denmark’s understanding has been that using Thule as a bargaining piece with the US, and 
by extension Greenland, as a diplomatic card, contributes to the stabilization of  security for the 
entire Danish state. It can be even said that Greenland is perceived as indispensable for the survival 
and prosperity of  the host country’s government, i.e., Denmark itself. In that sense, we may 
evaluate the urgency of  the base in Thule as high. 

Third, since the base in Thule is literally just that, a military base, it possesses specificity as a facility. 
However, at the same time, with the changes in the environment brought about by the melting of  
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ice sheet in Greenland in recent years, the possibilities for the exploitation of  resources and the 
commercial use of  sea lanes in the Arctic are growing. Because of  that, it is expected that various 
facilities capable of  dealing with extreme cold which exist in and around the Thule base, such as 
the port, tanks and oil storage facilities, factories, hospitals and accommodation facilities, could 
serve as a hub or a platform for intensifying economic cooperation in the region 
(Udenrigsministeriet et al, 2011: 53). After the end of  the Cold War, due to climate change, the 
specificity of  Thule Air Base has become subject to variability. That is, the incentives to limit the 
role of  the base only to military purposes are weakening and at the same time its value is 
diversifying, so its specificity is fluctuating, although at high levels. This is also clearly stated in the 
Danish national strategy towards the Arctic formulated in 2011. 

Thus, the security of  the Danish Realm cannot be discussed without referring to the presence of  
Thule, i.e., Greenland. To go even further, for Denmark, Thule is almost the only asset that it can 
offer to the US or NATO (an asset2 that can be exchanged for membership in NATO). If  we look 
back at the past in which Denmark obtained qualifications for an early membership in NATO in 
exchange for providing Thule (Duke, 1989), we can even say that Denmark, in terms of  national 
security, depends on Greenland. This does sound paradoxical if  we assume a clear power 
relationship between the ruler (the central government) and the subordinate (local political actor), 
where the former receives much larger benefits than the latter (and is exploiting it). But what it 
means is that a dependence of  the ruler on the subordinate has been created and that the 
phenomenon of  power reversal may occur between Denmark and Greenland. Denmark’s 
vulnerability towards Greenland is overall high, and that, at least from a theoretical viewpoint, 
points to Greenland as an entity that holds up (or can hold up) Denmark in various situations. 
This perspective which looks at the correlation between vulnerability and hold-up, we believe, is a 
highly effective explanatory framework also in the sense that it does not just provide a snapshot 
of  Thule, but through a historical observation sheds light on the motivation of  both sides 
concerning the stable operation of  the base and also makes possible a quantitative 
operationalization of  the base’s value. 

An inductive understanding of  integration, institutionalization and distribution 

Well, how can Denmark counter the hold-up risk by Greenland, generated as described above? A 
choice that would be effective for the Danish government, which is trying to achieve a stable 
functioning of  the base, would be to limit the relationship with Greenland to a certain scope, so 
as to, in advance, avoid getting held up. In the present paper, such rational behavior by the host 
country will be explained in terms of  integration, institutionalization and distribution. This means 
that from hereon we will be thinking about the actions of  the mid-ranking actor (Denmark), who 
is, in the context of  base politics latently premised on a trilateral relationship, trying to control the 
low-ranking actor while at the same time being conscious of  the high-ranking actor. 

As stated above, Denmark’s vulnerability towards Greenland is high. This means that the extent 
to which it can be held up by Greenland is comparatively high. That is why Denmark needs to 
design the transactions regarding Thule Air Base in such a way that it can limit the instability to a 
certain scope (i.e., reduce the room for opportunistic behavior of  the local political actor). We may 
conclude that that is why, after World War II, at the time the base construction was being expanded 
and the base was starting to operate, Denmark integrated Greenland into its territory and 
conferred on it limited autonomy rights. That is, from our theoretical viewpoint, we may offer the 
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interpretation that Denmark integrated Greenland, which had until then been a colony, to limit as 
much as possible its own vulnerability with regard to the military base problem, i.e., to limit the 
cost it had to pay for effectively adapting to the change in the political environment. In a package 
with that went the grants and subsidies donated by Denmark to Greenland, as well as the 
implementation of  side payments and positive sanctions, such as financial support by the 
government, including block grants. It may be said that carrying out integration in package with 
such measures of  institutionalization is, as a policy for invalidating the voice of  a local political 
actor, even more effective. When we look back at events like that from a deductive point of  view, 
it seems that a framework for limiting the extent of  Denmark’s vulnerability and for restricting 
Greenland’s opportunistic behavior has been established and that it works. 

However, when we endeavor to understand the bargaining between Denmark (mid-rank actor) 
and Greenland (low-rank actor) inductively, we encounter the significant possibility that the 
outcomes suggested by the three variables that serve to curb the vulnerability of  a government 
(integration, institutionalization and distribution) may be in discord with the above theoretical 
prediction. For example, theoretically (or deductively), an interpretation is possible that Denmark, in 
order to limit or deprive Greenland of  the residual control rights regarding the base, 
simultaneously with the conclusion of  defense agreements with the US during and after the war, 
institutionalized side payment measures such as block grants, and thus dealt with its vulnerability. 
However, if  we address the negotiation process inductively, we can see that Denmark, in the 
circumstances where it had the option of  integration and institutionalization, chose the options 
of  flexibility, compromise, consideration and talks, and from the 1970s onwards, granting 
autonomy rights (Folketinget, 2003b; Broholt, n.d.). Not only did it not deprive Greenland of  its 
residual control rights, but it worked out a plan for their substantial enhancement, which is why it 
is clear that one-sided integration and institutionalization were not Denmark’s political choice. 

Just what logic was behind such a choice? A part of  the explanation can be found, as the project 
“Democracy and Power” (Winther, 2003) demonstrated, in Denmark’s “culture of  democracy”, 
developed through the trial and error regarding what strategy to take within a strained relationship 
between the ideal and reality. Of  course, this was not simply a revival of  an old perception, of  the 
old layer of  democratic culture in Scandinavia, which went from value nihilism to an understanding 
that transcends ideology. Rather, we should take the view that bargaining regarding the military 
base in Thule functioned as the venue for rebuilding and expressing Denmark’s culture of  
democracy. That culture emerged as a consequence of  a plurality of  democracies: political 
democracy by political parties (the consensus type of  democracy), social democracy as the 
foundation of  the society, and civil democracy in the relationship between the state and civil society. 

Of  course, the above inductive understanding does not suggest that the deductively derived 
explanatory framework of  the paper is invalid. The problem is that we cannot pinpoint in advance 
the scope of  actors’ interests and the character of  the judgement criteria necessary for the 
construction of  a framework for explaining the politics of  military bases. That, however, does not 
mean that constructing a deductive theory is inappropriate for these types of  issues. It is exactly 
because we have a theory as a base with elements which seem irregular, such as the culture of  
democracy, the consideration for the other side and compromise, stand out. Needless to point out, 
if  we are to empirically examine the subtleties of  the dynamics of  internal politics of  Denmark, 
then we need to include as variables the points of  argument peculiar to the host state (the 
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government) and the host region (the local political actor), as well as the local idiosyncrasies and 
political variations. That the presence of  a political culture unique to the area, which cannot be 
grasped sufficiently using only a rationalist approach, is an important element constituting the 
dynamics of  the politics of  military bases, has already been pointed out by researchers who are 
trying to understand the security environment in Denmark and Greenland from within. That is 
why in the “Project for Comparative Analysis of  US Military Bases”, which has already started as 
the successor of  this paper (and the book which is its parent body), we, for the purpose of  
shedding light on the mechanism of  politics surrounding US overseas bases, aim to grasp the 
developmental path of  each individual base, their relationships with the US, as well as the 
distinctive features of  the cultural and religious background in which they were established. 

The US and Russian factors relating to Thule 

Incidentally, if  we are to shed light on the substance of  the negotiations between the host country’s 
government and the local political actor using the explanatory framework of  vulnerability and 
hold-up, we cannot holistically elucidate the political dynamics if  we limit our investigation only 
to the bargaining regarding the base between Denmark and Greenland. This is because there would 
have been no bargaining between the host country government and the local entity at all if  the US, 
the country which established the base, had not continued to see certain value in Greenland (and 
Thule Air Base). For, if  we assume that the base has effectively functioned as a bargaining asset 
within the hold-up structure, the prerequisite for that had to be a continued interest for it and 
Greenland by the side that established it - the US. It is this broader view that includes the US that 
is, as we have noted in the introductory part, the very precondition that makes possible the 
explanatory framework of  this paper. 

Thule was expected to serve not only as a post in the missile defense shield but also as a scientific 
hub in the polar region. Also worth noting is that Thule was suffering from restrictions imposed 
by the times. For example, during the Cold War era, Thule was caught in the interstice at the 
frontline, where the nuclear strategies of  the US and Soviet Union interlocked. As different from 
that, after the end of  the Cold War when the Soviet threat receded, the base found itself  in a 
situation where the US financial strain was strongly felt, and where the withdrawal of  the US 
military from Thule was discussed in the US Arctic Research Commission in the context of  the 
rationalization of  base operations (U.S. Arctic Research Commission, 1990: 10). However, since 
the mid-1990s, as the common perception of  the concerned countries such as North Korea and 
Iran regarding missile development became clearer and the construction of  the missile defense 
shield became a determined policy line through research development and legislature, the 
importance of  the base increased again, although in a different way from the Cold War era. Namely, 
according to the 2011 Pentagon report to Congress, Thule Air Base, aside from the role in the 
missile defense shield, has also come to play a part in the Air Force Satellite Control Network and 
bears an important role in space missions (Department of  Defense, 2011). 

However, it should be noted that the US is not the only one that determines the value of  Greenland 
and Thule. Russia has repeatedly protested against the American missile defense shield and has 
especially strongly criticized US activities concerning it in Europe. Official explanations of  the 
deployment of  the missile defense shield refer to possible attacks from the Middle East, but in the 
committee report by the US Secretary of  Defense Donald Rumsfeld, which was one of  the factors 
that accelerated the deployment, the threat by missiles launched from Russia was clearly mentioned 
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(United States Congress, 1998). Whatever America’s intent, the deployment of  the missile defense 
shield, from the standpoint of  capability, to say the least, may have a large impact on Russia’s 
strategy, so Russia’s negative response is not without reason. Within the US too there are voices 
that, in consideration of  Russia’s reaction, are emphasizing the importance of  transparency and 
predictability of  the missile defense shield. The friction between the US and Russia brought about 
by the missile defense shield may affect the political position of  Greenland, which is caught 
between them, so constant attention should be paid to Russia’s activities as one of  the 
environmental factors. 

In fact, in mid-2000s Russia defined the Arctic region as a key area in terms of  strategic resources 
and has since discovered national interests in the strengthening of  its presence in it (The Russian 
Government, 2009). This led to a rise in Russia’s perception of  the threat concerning the Arctic. 
Of  course, the threat is not limited to the sphere of  security but stretches to various other fields, 
such as access to the natural resources market or the control over important transport routes. 
Factors shaping Russia’s threat perception in this period were NATO and the US. The inclusion 
of  Thule into the US missile defense shield was one of  the factors stimulating Russia’s wariness. 
In a simulation by the General Staff  of  the Russian Armed Forces, ballistic missiles fired from 
central Russia are first detected by US missile warning satellites and then also tracked by early 
warning radars deployed in the North Atlantic and Greenland’s Thule (Ministry of  Defense of  the 
Russian Federation, 2012). Russia continues to maintain a critical stance on the operational 
functioning of  the base in Thule, including its inclusion in the missile defense shield. 

Furthermore, in the waters of  the Arctic Ocean in recent years, military activities, such as the 
dispatch and deployment of  submarines and the establishment of  naval bases by Russia, are 
intensifying. In what seems as a response to that, reshuffling and increases in the US military 
budget have also been observed. That is, the budget intended for guaranteeing Europe’s security 
(the European Reassurance Initiative/European Deterrence Initiative) has been reorganized and 
expanded (Department of  Defense, 2018), and activities aimed at strengthening the cooperation 
between the United States and Europe, i.e., the unity of  the North Atlantic alliance, are visible. Of  
course, it is hard to think that such activities by Russia and the U.S. will instantly lead to an armed 
conflict. Nonetheless, it is undeniable that in the Arctic waters of  today, due to the fears of  
militarization, a “security dilemma” can be seen, embodied in the race by the two sides to 
strengthen their military assets and defense capabilities. This security environment developing right 
before our eyes, it seems, has a Cold War like appearance. Such a reality not only generates tensions, 
such as the aforementioned security dilemma, but, as the locals become increasingly aware of  it, 
also functions to problematize the security in the Arctic, or in other words, leads to securitization. 

The United States continues to recognize a certain value in Thule. However, at the same time, in 
the inclusion of  Thule in the American missile defense shield there is an element that functions as 
a driving factor that exacerbates activities such as the boosting of  military preparedness and 
defense capability by the US and Russia. That is also something we should take note of. 

Closing words 

The purpose of  this paper was to make visible the substance of  the influence of  local political 
actors on national security and, upon demonstrating the mutual relationship between vulnerability 
and hold-up, which informs the politics of  military bases in democratic states, to theoretically and 
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empirically examine the validity of  that explanatory framework using the case of  Thule Air Base. 

American military bases in Greenland, and in particular the Thule Air Base, consistently had a high 
strategic value throughout the Cold War era. The base was almost the only security asset that the 
Danish government could offer to the US and NATO. This was an important factor that increased 
Denmark’s vulnerability to Greenland. This is because Denmark practically earned the 
qualifications for early membership in NATO in exchange for offering the base. Denmark has 
since then depended on Greenland for its security. In addition, the fact that the relationship 
between Greenland and Denmark has changed, from Greenland’s being a colony (up to 1953) and 
an administrative region (from 1953 to 1979), to its being a territory with broad autonomy rights 
(from 1979 onwards and from 2009 onwards), has, theoretically, increased Greenland’s residual 
rights. Needless to say, that expansion of  Greenland’s rights was also a choice that increased the 
risk of  hold up for the Danish government. Furthermore, in terms of  the legal system, Denmark 
did not have at its disposal the option to turn over transactions regarding military bases to local 
political actors other than Greenland. In other words, the defense agreements of  1951 and 2004 
made the control of  Denmark’s vulnerability difficult since they allowed for the deployment of  
bases only within designated areas in Greenland. While attention should be paid to the usefulness 
of  the institutionalization (measures for financial support given by the government of  Denmark 
to the government of  Greenland, such as block grants), used alone, without a combination with 
integration and distribution, it was bound to have a limited effect. 

On the other hand, through the mutual relationship between vulnerability and hold-up, although 
this is paradoxical, it has become clear that understanding the developmental path and the 
relationship with the US of  each military base, as well as the cultural idiosyncrasies lying in the 
background of  the establishment of  bases, is important. That is, thanks to implementing an 
inductive approach, we have seen that it is necessary to grasp micro problems in each country or 
region, that is, achieve an understanding of  the local base issues, by, for example, paying attention 
to regions’ distinctive characteristics and the political variation. Individual factors accumulated 
through the inductive approach need to be understood parallel with power politics, the specialty 
of  the conventional theory of  national security. That is, they need to be digested through a 
discipline of  thought that is not limited solely to the theory of  state. 

The very motive for writing this paper lies in the author’s slight uneasiness with the discipline of  
thought in the field of  international relations which could not free itself  from thinking about the 
state and local political actors in terms of  a vertical relationship, despite the fact that we were already 
beginning to witness a situation in which activities known as paradiplomacy were much talked 
about. Paradiplomacy has been understood as international activities of  local political actors that 
unfold parallel with diplomacy but are not visible from the viewpoint of  diplomacy, which strongly 
tends to be confined to mutual relationships between states. On the other hand, such activities by 
local political actors have been often interpreted as a result of  the policy attitude of  the state, 
which strives to, by creating an atmosphere of  cooperation with sub-state entities, lower the 
political costs and achieve a soft landing in longstanding problems. In opposition to such a state-
centric view, in this paper we have not taken for granted the landscape painted by the center, but 
have cut into it and, relying on the explanatory framework of  the mutual relationship between 
vulnerability and hold-up, prepared, as a first step, the grounds for shedding light from the level 
of  national security, not on the bargaining between states, but on the policy choices of  local 
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political actors. 

Of  course, that does not necessarily imply a preferential treatment for local political actors. What 
we have been trying to elucidate in this paper is not a zero-sum world in which perceiving a local 
political actor as superior means that the state (central government) is viewed as inferior. Rather, 
the significance of  our endeavor was in exploring a new discipline of  thought in which both 
entities exist parallel as subjects of  equal value. Therefore, the meaning of  our effort lies in 
pointing to a mutual relationship between the local political actor and the state that is not based 
on the old logic of  inclusion and exclusion in which the state is the nucleus. 

 

 

Notes 

1. This paper is based on discussions in the chapters of  Takahashi (2019) and has been 
composed by rearranging the discussions into a single, new paper. For a more detailed 
argument, please consult the book. 

2. “Asset” here means property and does not refer to human resources. 
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