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Making the Arctic City explores the unwritten history of city-building in the Arctic over the last
100 years. Spanning northern regions of North America, through Greenland, Svalbard to
Russia, this is the first book to provide a truly circumpolar account of historical and
contemporary architecture and urbanism in the Arctic – and it shows how the Arctic city offers
valuable lessons for the post-colonial study of architectural and urban planning history
elsewhere.Examining architects' and planners' designs for Arctic urban futures, it considers the
impact of 20th-century models of urban design and planning in Arctic cities, and reveals how
contemporary architectural approaches continue to this day to essentialize 'extreme' climate
conditions and disregard the agency of Arctic city-dwellers – a critical perspective that is vital
to the formulation of future design and planning practices in the region.
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FIGURESI.1 Map of the urban Arctic with a selection of the most significant cities and towns.
The map shows the Arctic Circle and the 10-¤0 July isotherm2.1 ‘Study of a town in the
antarctic zone. A residential district with four dwelling-circles. Inner diameter of a dwelling-ring:
100 metres; outer diameter: 150 metres. 36 apartments on each floor, viz. 792 apartments in
the whole dwelling-ring (22 floors). About 4000 inhabitants in the dwelling-ring or 16,000 in the
whole residential district. The height of the dwelling-ring is about 90 metres. The business
centre is situated in an inner circle. From each floor a sheltered approach leads from the
dwelling-ring to that business centre with its workshops, schools, cinemas, theatres, library,
hospital, and sportfields.’ Ernst Arnold Egli, Die Neue Stadt in Landschaft Und Klima [Climate
and Town Districts, Consequences and Demands], trans. Ch. Neuenschwander (Erlenbach-
Zürich: Verlag für Architektur, 1951): 542.2 Ernst Egli: Proposal for a city in the arctic zone. ©
Das Werk: Architektur und Kunst 32 (1945)4.1 The Polar Alpine Botanical Garden located in
the Khibiny Mountains 145 kilometres south of Murmansk, was founded in 1931. © Peter
Hemmersam4.2 Map of Arctic Russia with the administrative divisions ‘The Far North’ and
‘Territories Equated to the Far North’4.3 Classical and monumental urban plan for
Monchegorsk near Murmansk by Sergei Brovtsev et al. from 19364.4 ‘Building with cross-
concrete beamed walls and external walls from reinforced concrete double-layered panels.’
Model K-7 was designed by V. P. Lagutenko and built across the Soviet Union in the early
1960s4.5 The 1940 development plan for Norilsk by Vitold Nepokoichitsky4.6 Residential
project for the southwest district of Norilsk by Shipkov and Shipkova (1965). © L’Architecture
d’Aujourd’hui4.7 ‘Norilsk microdistrict (No. 1) with an area of about 24 hectares. It extends
along Lenin Avenue. The sports centre and plazas are located in the centre of the microdistrict.
The layout of a new microdistrict (No. 10) differs from the first in that the designers were not
compelled to take into account the previously existing layout. The principles used for providing
a shelter from wind and snowstorm were particularly successfully applied in this microdistrict.’
S. V. Slavin, The Soviet North: Present Development and Prospects, trans. Don Danemanis
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1972), 884.8 General view of a settlement with artificial
microclimate with residential buildings of elliptical shape (1964). S. P. Odnovalov and M. V.
Tsimbal (LenZNIIEP)4.9 The residential project for 4,500 residents at Udachny. A series of
apartment blocks are connected by an indoor gallery to a central community hub. Map data:
Google, Image © 2020 CNES/Airbus4.10 Nikel is a monumental industrial city in the subarctic
landscape. © Peter Hemmersam4.11 The dense vegetation of the urban spaces of Murmansk.
© Peter Hemmersam4.12 The 200-metre Okhotny Ryad indoor staircase and shopping gallery
connects the hilltop Kamennoye plato district to the main thoroughfare, the Prospekt Kol’skiy.



CC-BY-SA 4.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en. Image © Dim 137/
https://domofoto.ru/photo/213604.13 The monumental city centre of Murmansk and the 1980s
housing development overlooking the city. © Peter Hemmersam4.14 A standard five-storey
walk-up concrete panel housing block and one of the omnipresent garage districts of
Murmansk. © Peter Hemmersam4.15 Housing district in Zapoljarny on the Kola Peninsula. ©
Peter Hemmersam5.1 Map of Arctic Canada with the territorial divisions of the North
suggested by Louis-Edmond Hamelin5.2 Dawson City: ‘Palace Grand Theater – Built in
1899; now houses the Gaslight Follies. It is one of the approximately seventeen buildings
included in the National Historical Site.’ CC-BY-SA 3.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0/deed.en. Image © JERRYE & ROY KLOTZ MD https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:DAWSON_HISTORICAL_COMPLEX_NATIONAL_HISTORIC_SITE.jpg5.3 Inuvik 1961.
Royal Canadian Navy/Department of National Defence5.4 ‘While the maintenance condition
is generally good in NWT, the older rather primitive single-family home areas of Frobisher Bay
make a rather miserable impression.’ Gunnar Lind Pedersen, Gunnar P. Rosendahl, and Hans
Ølgaard, Rejse til The Northwest Territories, juni 1979 og juni 1980 [Travel to the Northwest
Territories, June 1979 and June 1980] (Copenhagen: Grønlands Tekniske Organisation, 1980),
335.5 ‘The town site plan illustrating the various buildings within the scheme. Note the
reasonable areas allowed for park development.’ B. A. Gardner and William Edmund Fancott,
Frobisher Bay: The Design of Accommodation for a Community of 4500 People (Ottawa:
Department of Public Works, 1958)5.6 The Nakasuk Elementary School by Papineau, Gérin-
Lajoie, Le Blanc (1973). CC-BY-SA-2.0-DE https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/de/
deed.en. Image © Ansgar Walk https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Nakasuk_School_Iqaluit_2000.jpg5.7 ‘Section of the center with winter garden, beneath
skylights which thanks to reflectors receive sunlight.’, ‘Resolute Bay New Town, Cornwallis
Island, Canada’, © Bauen + Wohnen, Volume 31 (1977).5.8 The outline and road network of
Erskine’s plan are clearly visible today. When the development was cancelled in 1978, existing
houses were moved from their previous location close to the airfield to the prepared town site.
Only a small section of the wall was built. Map data: Google, Image © 2020 Maxar
Technologies5.9 The original urban plan for the central district of Fermont is well-preserved.
Map data: Google, Image © 2020 Maxar Technologies5.10 Le Mur Écran protects the lower
row-houses from the northern winds. © Peter Hemmersam5.11 The interior street of the
climate wall. © Peter Hemmersam5.12 An entrance to the wall. © Peter Hemmersam5.13 The
wall is the icon of Fermont. © Peter Hemmersam6.1 Map of Greenland with the larger and
other significant settlements6.2 ‘The proposed city is divided into three parts: one, the
outermost, for the government and metropolitan element, the middle one, for trade and the
future business district and a third, the innermost, for industry – for factories and yards …. The
real center of urban life will be around the slipway and the bay …. Here, the bridge between the
capital and the commercial city, the most prominent public buildings, the interesting coastlines
surrounded by the high mountains, the islands, the market bustle, the naval station, the fresh,
salty Atlantic water with the changing impressions and lifestyles will give rise to a real capital
life, which will contribute greatly to the city’s reputation and prosperity.’ Alfred J. Råvad,
‘Grønlands Hovedstad: III. Stedet [The Capital of Greenland: III: The Place]’, Architekten 16 no.
23 (1914), 2396.3 ‘A suggestion for a Greenlandic garden city-system.’ Alfred J. Råvad,
‘Grønlands Hovedstad: VI. Turist-Værdien [The Capital of Greenland: VI: The Turist Value]’,
Architekten 16 no. 30 (1914), 3106.4 The Planning Expedition’s proposal for a urban plan for
Godthaab (Nuuk) for 9,000 inhabitants. Hugo Lund Andersen et al., Byplanforslag i
Vestgrønland, Narssaq, Sukkertoppen, Egedesminde, Godthaab [Proposed Urban Plans in



Western Greenland, Narssaq, Sukkertoppen, Egedesminde, Godthaab] (Copenhagen:
Grønlandsdepartementet, 1951)6.5 The report of the Planning Expedition was illustrated with
plans and illustrations of cityscapes, including a visualization of a modernist urban design for
Maniitsoq (Sukkertoppen). The accompanying text suggests, tongue-in-cheek, that ‘the entire
population of Maniitsoq could be housed in one single high-rise’, while admitting that technical
and economic efficiency was not the entire purpose of the planning exercise. Hugo Lund
Andersen et al., Byplanforslag i Vestgrønland, Narssaq, Sukkertoppen, Egedesminde,
Godthaab [Proposed Urban Plans in Western Greenland, Narssaq, Sukkertoppen,
Egedesminde, Godthaab] (Copenhagen: Grønlandsdepartementet, 1951), 326.6 Gunnar P.
Rosendahl (1919–66). Chief engineer, from 1956 director of the Greenland Technical
Organization. Connie Eriksen (photograph)6.7 Around 500 EN2/Type 16 one-family houses
were built (Design: Einar Nielsen, 1953)6.8 The Radiofjeldet development in Nuuk from 1970
combined grand views with a coherent urban space. (1972–7). © Peter Hemmersam6.9 Blok
10. Painting by Stéfan Baldursson. © Peter Hemmersam6.10 The Imaneq pedestrian street,
Nuuk. © Peter Hemmersam6.11 The Nuussuaq and Quinngorput districts of Nuuk. © Peter
Hemmersam8.1 Ralph Erskine: ‘Arctic City’ (1958). Photo: Matti Östling, the ArkDes
Collection/ARKM.1986–17-0349
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(approx. 1955). Christing McClain papers, Archives and Special Collections, Consortium
Library, University of Alaska Anchorage. U.S. Army Photograph. Approved for release. U.S.
Army Engineer District Alaska. Corps of Engineers. P.O. Box 7002, Anchorage, Alaska8.5 ‘On
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PREFACEVisiting Arctic cities has always involved a slight sense of displacement for me –
even in the northern regions of my residential country, Norway. I am happy to note that the
feeling has become less pronounced as I have become more familiar with the urban settings
and urban life of the communities in question after numerous visits over the years. Still, many
of the Arctic cities and settlements that I have visited first appeared to my Scandinavian
architectural ‘eye’ to be unresponsive to the human condition and the climate. In this book, I try
to understand why that was the case. What were the architects and urban planners thinking?
What societal context they were working in? What narratives and ideologies did they respond



to, and how did these evolve and transform over time?Many academics have studied northern
communities much more extensively than I have. Still, through research in Arctic communities
over several years, I have come to realize that while there are many books about changing
Arctic ecosystems, economies and societies, there were very few books on the urbanism of the
Arctic. At the same time, politicians, planners and architects are scrambling to come up with
rationales for building and planning in a fast-changing region. The title of the book, Making the
Arctic City: The History and Future of Urbanism in the Circumpolar North, encapsulates the
central premise: in order to understand the current state and appreciate the potential future of
Arctic cities, it is necessary to uncover the influence and involvement of ideas and external
forces that dictate their recent development history. In the historical overview of the
development of Arctic cities in this book, I explore the relationship between the planning and
design of everyday urban space, the environment, and the political and economic contexts of
city-building. As a prerequisite to reflections over the possible future of local places, I also
confront the history of Arctic city-building with the experience of being there. To that end, ‘city
images’ that report from fieldwork in Arctic cities in Russia, Canada and Greenland invite the
reader to reflect on the experience, meaning and development potential of urban space in the
North. It is within these three countries that I have found the most well-documented, continuous
and contentious discourses concerning city-building in the North. Similar debates on
development, planning and design also exist in the remaining circumpolar territories, but these
three nations jointly represent, I believe, a circumpolar perspective on urban design, planning
and development in the Arctic.A few notes on the vocabulary in the book: ‘Arctic’ is used in a
broad sense to cover both the climatic and political region, but also to discern a particular
architectural discourse that is specific to the peoples, settlements and environments of the
North. ‘Urbanism’ is the study of urban ways of life, of the relationship between people and the
built environment, and of the planning and built form of the city. It deals with the physical city,
with the practices of planners, architects and social scientists, as well as with the driving forces
and historical and political framing of urban evolution. ‘City’ is used even though most urban
communities in the Arctic are fairly small, and with few qualifying as ‘cities’ in the traditional
meaning of the word. Still, I choose to use ‘city’ to denote the construction of ideas of urban
living in the North, and I apply it to large, medium and smaller settlements when addressing
this conceptual construction, including planners’ and architects’ conceptualizations and urban
designs.This book builds on studies of Arctic territories at the Oslo School of Architecture and
Design (AHO). This work has involved several years of travelling, fieldwork and community
engagement with a multidisciplinary team of international researchers, as well as with students
of architecture and landscape architecture. I want to thank my fellow researchers in the Future
North project team: Janike Kampevold Larsen, Andrew Morrison, Aileen Aseron Espiritu,
Morgan Ip, Kjerstin Uhre and all our associates. My gratitude extends to all our local
collaborators, our advisory board and Lisbet Harboe, who has been my fellow investigator of
Arctic communities together with students at AHO. I would also like to thank Vlad Vyacheslav
Lyakhov, Rune Christensen and the invaluable AHO Library for helping to source research
material for the book, as well as Jonny Aspen, Tom Nielsen, Boris Brorman Jensen, Thomas
Clemmensen and my farther, Karl-Johann Hemmersam, who all helped me with the book
manuscript. Finally, it would not have been possible to write a book without the support and
understanding of my wife, Aasne, and our two children, Signe and Oskar.Peter Hemmersam

IntroductionMillions of people call the Arctic their home, while, to outsiders, the region often
appears as an uninhabited ‘natural’ space. Public perception of the Arctic draws from images of



Indigenous people engaged in traditional activities, while, in fact, industrialization and
urbanization have been taking place in the region for more than a century. The Soviet Union,
the United States, Canada, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Finland subjected Arctic territories
to development policies that introduced resource extraction, city-building and housing schemes
for both existing populations and newcomers. Indigenous peoples were in many places
subjected to paternalistic modernization policies, and settlements and cities in the Arctic were,
in particular periods, planned and designed to ‘soften’ the North for southern workers and
experts. The Arctic was a space of modernity and architects proposed radical designs for
future settlements in the extreme climate. In reality, however, the development of most Arctic
settlements was much more ad hoc, and designers and planners imported urban and
architectural designs from elsewhere. Still, Arctic settlements are not identical to – and do not
function like – ‘developed’ cities elsewhere. Many Arctic cities have short, but extraordinary
development histories, and they now face new challenges in a fast-changing region. Finding
themselves at the forefront of climate change, they increasingly appear to be at the centre of
global political, academic, industrial and popular debate about the future of the planet.Arctic
economies depend on the exploitation and export of natural resources, and what popular
culture once portrayed as an untouched or ‘clean’ environment is threatened by both local
industries and pollution from elsewhere. While Arctic communities are small, peripheral and
often isolated, globalization nevertheless weaves them into transnational flows of people,
energy, information and goods. Despite rapid changes in northern settlements, there have
been few significant attempts at re-conceptualizing Arctic urban form, space and planning in
recent years. Such a re-conceptualization calls for studies of how planners, architects and
decision-makers have imagined urban futures and designed Arctic cities over time in response
to internal and external pressures, as well as national and international ideas of urban planning
and design.The contested ArcticPoliticians, scientists and environmentalists consider the Arctic
to be more important to the world than ever, and in recent years, a growing literature has
portrayed the Arctic as a dynamic but also differentiated region.1 To the outside world, the
region was long associated with heroic polar exploration and imbued with the qualities of
sublime emptiness. In addition, explorers and authors described the Indigenous peoples of the
North in romantic terms as living in an untarnished pre-industrial society in harmony with
nature, a notion that continued to inform public policy in some countries until the 1950s. In the
early twentieth century, concepts of an untouched nature merged with ideas of imperialism and
economic exploitation of resources. For instance, American explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson
insisted that the region was, in fact, full of promise and resources, and portrayed it as a settled
place teeming with life.2 States projected their national futures onto the Arctic and started
colonizing northern territories in response to a growing obsession with the natural riches of the
region. In Russia (then the Soviet Union) and Canada, the idea of the Arctic or the North
became integral to their respective national identities.3During the decades of global
decolonization after the Second World War, the fate and future of the Indigenous peoples of
the North became a significant concern in the national and international debates about the
Arctic. In most of the circumpolar countries, the Arctic regions have developed political
structures that reflect the concerns and agency of local and Indigenous peoples. However,
decolonization has happened in very different ways and at different rates across the region.
Also, re-colonization is now taking place in some territories as a result of geopolitical posturing
and the scramble by states and corporations for minerals and petrochemicals.During the Cold
War, an entirely new political construction of the idea of the Arctic emerged, encapsulated in
the term ‘circumpolar North’ – which suddenly posited the North Pole as a centre rather than a



periphery. Trans-polar air travel and nuclear ballistic missile trajectories helped form this new
perspective. The international identification of a global ‘Arctic’ region gained traction in the
1980s, where the inhabited circumpolar North emerged as a space for international
collaboration and for addressing regional and global environmental concerns.Cultural,
economic and political perspectives on the history, contemporary challenges and future
perspectives shape public perception and northern policies. These perspectives exist side by
side, inside as well as outside the region, and make up a matrix of opportunities for
interpretation and projections of Arctic territories and societies. A survey of contemporary
literature on Arctic futures by Peter Arbo et al. identifies two competing but also interacting
‘storylines’.4 The first storyline deals with climate change and the resulting demographic and
economic changes this will bring to the North. The other storyline centres on the political and
territorial disputes that this development will introduce, exemplified by the ongoing debate over
the control of the North Pole. Carina Keskitalo outlines three dominant narratives: the Arctic as
an uninhabitable wilderness, as a frontier and as an Indigenous homeland.5 Lassi Heininen
and Chris Southcott further propose: the Arctic as a military theatre, a frontier, a frozen
wilderness with no history, a Klondike, a research landscape, a victim of pollution, the frontier
of climate change and an Indigenous homeland.6 Philip Steinberg, Jeremy Tasch and Hannes
Gerhardt suggest that the Arctic is contested between political ‘imaginaries’:7 the Arctic as an
ungoverned non-state space, a resource frontier, a place for replicating existing forms of
governance (such as Indigenous statehood) and an environmentalist imaginary that regards
the region as a ‘nature reserve’. Rather than making the Arctic an exception, Steinberg et al.
argue, these contested imaginaries contribute to making the Arctic a normal place, as all
regions are subject to such competing notions of space.The cities of the contested ArcticAn
‘Arctic city’ is a contradiction in terms if we consider the Arctic to be a barely inhabitable and
barren land. However, the region is home to a substantial number of city dwellers and northern
residents who live modern urbanized lives. Just as there are many competing notions of what
the ‘Arctic’ is, there is no consensus on what defines a city across the region. Individual
countries have different legal regulations on what constitutes a city, a town, a hamlet, etc., and
different languages apply seemingly analogous terms differently. While Arctic cities belong to
different countries and vary when it comes to size, urban planning regimes and economy, most
of them share certain northern characteristics, such as ice and snow cover, winter darkness,
remoteness and the presence of Indigenous peoples. The Arctic narratives and imaginaries
presented above have been manifested in the conceptualization of settlements as ‘frontier’
towns, Indigenous cultural hubs, industrial dystopias, climate change capitals or as sites of
technological development and modernization. Over time, politicians and experts within the
region and in southern urban centres have responded to these conceptualizations and
translated them to urban policies and plans for northern settlements in a variety of ways. At the
same time, architects have explored and disseminated utopian visions for cities in books,
journals and popular media such as magazines and newspapers. The harsh climate of the
Arctic meant that it became an arena for technologically enabled fantasies of human habitation
and a radical modern architecture. Among the speculative urban plans and architectural
proposals of the post-war period, we find the Canadian government’s 1958 project for
Frobisher Bay, Ralph Erskine’s ‘subarctic habitat’, the proposal for the climatized city of
Seward’s Success in Alaska with up to 40,000 inhabitants, as well as the urban projects for the
Far North presented by the architects of the Leningrad Zonal Scientific Research and Planning
Institute (LenZNIIEP) and other Soviet research and design institutes in the 1960s and 1970s.
These visionary projects were the results of projections of international discourses of urbanism



onto the region and were essential in establishing ideas about the Arctic city that have
persisted over time. Few of these radical projects were realized, but they influenced the later
promotion of northern liveable cities by the Winter Cities movement. Ralph Erskine’s evocative
visualizations of Arctic habitats, in particular, inspired a late-Modernist architectural tradition of
micro-climatic adaptation through architectural and urban designs that are referenced by
architects to this day.This book explores the ideas and history behind the formation of the
Arctic City in territories that have a history of twentieth-century urban planning and design. This
critical account of the complex and mostly unwritten history of urban planning and design is
essential to the understanding and re-conceptualization of urbanism that the fast-changing
Arctic necessitates.FIGURE I.1 Map of the urban Arctic with a selection of the most significant
cities and towns. The map shows the Arctic Circle and the 10-¤2� uly isotherm.

PART ONEFraming the Arctic city

CHAPTER ONEIntroducing the ArcticIdeas about ‘the Arctic’ surfaced during the nineteenth
century within various academic disciplines that studied its nature and peoples. While the
natural sciences have researched the North since the first Arctic expeditions in the eighteenth
century, the social sciences and the humanities (including architecture and urbanism) have a
shorter history of engagement with the region.Over time, these northern regions have been
considered peripheral, barren, national treasure troves, Indigenous homelands, fragile
ecosystems or even the embodiment of national identities. In the twentieth century, these
various evolving and successive ideas and narratives have had consequences for southern
governments’ northern colonization and development policies, for how cities were planned and
built across the Arctic, and for the lives that the peoples of the North came to live. What is a
homeland to some, and a territory for scientific study and heroic endeavours to others, has in
recent years become a geopolitical region, the ‘Arctic’, which attracts worldwide attention and
increasingly becomes a home to people from many other places.Delimiting the ArcticRussia
has long been preoccupied with its north, but the discourse on the ‘Arctic’ as a distinct territory
was initially associated with the northern regions of the United States and Canada.1 There are
a number of geographic definitions of the Arctic, and delimitations often refer to how different
academic disciplines study the region.2 Science has played a prominent role in the exploration
and subsequent colonization of the Arctic and the field sciences have had a lasting influence
on outsiders’ perception of the region.3 Two frequently referenced natural science-derived
definitions of the Arctic are demarcated by the taiga-tundra ‘tree line’ boundary and the ‘ten
degrees July isotherm’. These roughly corresponding boundaries cut across Alaska, Canada,
Russia and Iceland. This territorial delimitation of the Arctic includes Greenland in its entirety,
but largely excludes Scandinavia. While not particularly cold when compared to other Arctic
regions, northern Scandinavia nevertheless extends far north of the Arctic Circle and
experiences an extended polar night. In contrast, the mostly treeless terrain and glaciers of
Iceland correspond to images of a barren polar landscape, even though the country is almost
entirely south of this circle of latitude. The picture becomes even more complicated in near-
Arctic territories where small changes in topography and altitude alter the appearance of the
landscape and determine the existence of forests, permafrost and glaciers.Unlike Antarctica,
the Arctic is not a clearly defined landmass and largely consists of the Polar Sea, surrounded
by countries that, with notable exceptions, extend south to more temperate regions. The
existing national and maritime borders were drawn relatively recently and are still unresolved in
several cases. In 1996, the so-called ‘Arctic countries’ – the United States, Canada, Denmark,



Iceland, Norway, Finland, Sweden and Russia – established the collaborative body, the Arctic
Council. This organization reflected the emergence of the Arctic as an international political
region.4The public perception of the Arctic generally includes all of Alaska and Iceland, and
Greenland. In the other circumpolar countries, different formal and administrative definitions of
Northern territories have, over time, determined where governments introduced special
northern policies and regional development programmes. In the Soviet Union, a geographic
index of parameters relating to northern conditions formed the basis for subsidy programmes,
and factors such as the distance to metropolitan regions, the harshness of the climate and the
cost of labour contributed to determining the administrative boundaries of the North.5 In
Canada, long-standing policies distinguished between the western provinces and the territories
north of the sixtieth parallel: Yukon, Northwest Territories and the more recently established
Nunavut. This latitude mirrors the international treaty definition of the Antarctic from 1961, but
does not correspond to any significant separation of population, vegetation or climate, and is
just as arbitrary as the Arctic Circle is to political divisions of the North.6 Based on a similarity
in environments, economies and populations, the Canadian government also includes
Labrador and northern Quebec in its official definition of the North.Beyond administrative
divisions, Terence Armstrong, Georg Rogers and Graham Rowley suggest to ‘think of the
Arctic and sub-Arctic as a group of concepts and attributes, concerned with climates,
vegetation, fauna, presence of ice and snow, sparseness of human habitation, remoteness
from industrial centres, and many other factors, and not having precise boundaries’.7 The
‘Arctic’ has increasingly been disconnected from a pure climate-based definition, and the
concept has branched out to encompass a wide range of overlapping ecological, social and
geopolitical connotations. The interdisciplinary field of Arctic or Northern Studies that emerged
in the 1960s to explore the environment, cultures and communities of the Arctic extended the
definition of the field of study to also include ‘cultural values and associations’.8 The Arctic
exists both inside and outside the region as a range of overlapping ideas, and the region is
continuously being ‘constructed’ according to various needs.9 Canadian sociologist Rob
Shields argues that obsessions with defining the region relate to maintaining a colonial
relationship to northern territories. With reference to Edward Said’s postcolonial theory of
‘orientalism’, he explains how the Arctic has been constructed as a geographical margin where
‘imaginative geographies’ obscure local conditions and imply a will to control through
‘othering’.10 The North is a discursive formation that continuously changes and influences
perceptions and policies, and an imaginative space where futures can be envisioned.11 This
evolving formation informs policy making, and has over the years been essential to the
approaches that architects and planners have taken to building the cities of the North.Defining
NordicityCanadian geographer Luis Edmond Hamelin insisted on looking at the Arctic, beyond
the physical region, as a lived landscape.12 To Hamelin, the North was as much an idea as a
physical space, and he argued that general understandings and definitions of the North often
had little correspondence to reality.13 The North was not a unified object, whether an ‘over-
idealized vision [or] and excessively pessimistic vision’, but rather a composite construct of
cultural perceptions and physical phenomena.14 Hamelin claimed that the Canadian North had
become less ‘northern’ over time because of the development programmes and infrastructures
that infiltrate the North, but also as a consequence of climate change. This scientific, detailed
and dynamic concept of Nordicity had for a long time been paradigmatic within Northern
Studies.15 Hamelin’s overall ambition was to foster a collective idea of northernness or
Nordicity that transcended political territoriality and crossed the boundaries of the academic
disciplines that engaged the region. As an example of the power of the idea of northernness,



Hamelin referenced the exploitative colonial relationship between southern ‘mainland’ and
northern peripheral regions that had dominated Canadian history.16 Complicating this north-
south reading of territory, he suggested a lateral indexing of the North that divided the country
into ‘strips’ of similar northernness. Hamelin built on Soviet predecessors who mapped the
USSR according to the engineering challenges posed by the various northern regions.17
Hamelin’s categorization, like that of his Soviet predecessors, fed into an underlying political
imperative of developing the North and attracting southern workers, something that experience
had shown to be challenging.18‘Nordicity’ is a multi-faceted spatial index of northern
geography that consolidates a range of human and physical signifiers of northern conditions
into ‘polar values’ (VAPO). The VAPO of any given location is a combination of values for
latitude, summer heat, annual cold, types of ice, precipitation, vegetation cover, air services,
transport links, population and economic activities. The system rates the individual
components on a scale from 0 to 100, and only areas with a combined VAPO above 200 are
considered part of the true North, according to Hamelin. The method resulted in a division of
the country into ‘Base Canada’, ‘Near North’, ‘Middle North’, ‘Far North’ and ‘Extreme North’.
The index enabled a range of policies to become targeted to specific locations or
areas.19Hamelin has been a central figure in northern development discourse, something
Douglas West attributes to his unpacking of the discourse on the ‘North’ as a mental
construction in ways similar to Edward Said’s deconstruction of the ‘Orient’.20 Other scholars
think that Hamelin’s method relies on a considerable degree of idiosyncratic assessment and
that he ignored the role of state and policy in shaping place characteristics.21 Rob Shields
claims that Hamelin’s definitions ‘provide not so much a yardstick by which to measure
northern-ness as an indicator of one profession’s fascination with organizing and recoding
popular perceptions in the discourse of empirical rationalism and an indicator of the
seriousness with which the entire northern-ness issue is treated’.22 Also, Lola Sheppard and
Mason White problematize Hamelin’s approach when it comes to urbanism and urban
planning. They point out that changes to specific factors in his ‘nordicity’ index, such as
economic activity, transport or even climatic conditions could result in the ‘de-nordification’ of
settlements over time, and they ask if, according to Hamelin, ‘urbanity and development [is]
antithetical to “Arcticness”?’23Colonizing the NorthPolitical, cultural, social and economic
processes of colonization have been at work in the Arctic for centuries. Southern powers have
claimed, argued over and exchanged northern territories without the consent of local
populations. The timelines and historical forms of colonization vary significantly across the
Arctic. For instance, Danish rule of Greenland, Iceland and the Faroe Islands can be traced
back to the Middle Ages and followed the colonial pattern of other European states in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In contrast, colonization is a much more recent
phenomenon in other parts of the circumpolar North. While Danish rule extended to lands that
were evidently not part of Denmark, governments in most of the other Arctic countries
considered northwards territorial advancement to be ‘internal colonization’. In Sweden, Finland
and Norway, mainstream European cultural expansion to the Arctic also happened initially in
the Middle Ages, and Tsarist Russian expansion to the east and north took place from the
sixteenth century. The Russian annexation of eastern Siberia and Alaska in the eighteenth
century was initiated by commercial actors in alliance with the state. Often, southern interest in
the North and its people in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries also involved missionary
work, which sometimes also took place on behalf of states.Trade in fur and other animal
products generated income for many northern communities for centuries. Early systematic
industrial exploitation of Arctic natural resources included whale hunting in the seventeenth



century, iron mining in the north of Sweden in the eighteenth century, and gold mining in
Canada and Alaska around the turn of the twentieth century. This desire for resources led to
exploration travels and international treatises on the territorial division of the lands and waters
of the North. States built military or police outposts, established new colonies of southern
settlers and relocated Indigenous families and communities in order to reinforce claims to
territorial sovereignty.Following the Russian Civil War, the Soviet Union engaged in extensive
territorial colonization, city-building and industrialization in the north of Russia and Siberia. The
Second World War brought infrastructure development to Iceland, northern Norway and the
North American Arctic, and colonization continued and even increased in many parts of the
region during the Cold War.While industrial exploitation of natural resources was a significant
motive for colonization of the northern ‘resource frontier’, the governments of Denmark and
Canada also sought to maintain a traditional way of life among Arctic Indigenous peoples in the
first part of the twentieth century. This was also economically motivated, and in Greenland, the
export of seal skins from traditional hunting was the primary source of colonial income for the
Crown.24 After the Second World War, colonial governance in these two countries changed to
cultural assimilation of the Inuit. According to American political scientist and anthropologist
James C. Scott, late colonial regimes were particularly prone to conducting social engineering
experiments.25 In some cases, states sought to ‘construct’ an Indigenous industrial workforce.
In the Soviet Union, reindeer herders were forced to collectivize following the first national five-
year plan for the reorganization and industrialization of agriculture. Mostly, however,
industrialization was enabled by a massive influx of southern workers – and in the USSR, a
vast forced labour force. In most countries, formal education played a key role in assimilating
Indigenous peoples by introducing Western formal skills and majority languages to otherwise
traditional communities. Despite these educational efforts, southerners occupied – and in many
cases still hold – key political, administrative and economic positions in Arctic
communities.While Indigenous populations are the majority in some Arctic regions, they are a
small minority in Russia’s Far North. Conversely, in Greenland, the number of Danes is
relatively small and gradually declining. While there was an intention that Greenlandic society
should mirror that of Denmark, the Danish government did not conceive Greenland as a
‘frontier’ that would eventually become settled by Danes.26 Greenland was never an essential
component of the Danish national identity.27 In contrast, the ‘frontier’ myth permeated the
United States’, Canada’s and the Soviet Union’s discourse on northern development; it was a
‘terra nullius’ or resource territory that was open for settlement.Philip Steinberg et al. suggest
that the idea of Arctic exceptionalism frames the region as a remote colony rather than as a
frontier that will eventually become an integral part of the nation state.28 They continue, ‘In
such a situation, the appropriate political response might focus less on adjusting existing laws
to grant distant capitals special powers over their icy domains and more on granting these
domains political independence.’29 The twentieth century has seen significant political
decolonization in the Arctic. Economic decolonization has involved formalizing Indigenous land
rights in Canada and Alaska, and cultural decolonization has included teaching local
languages and adopting them in public administration, as has happened in Nunavut and
Greenland. In Canada, several Indigenous territories, notably Nunavut, have acquired vastly
increased autonomy. Iceland became a sovereign nation in 1918 and Greenland is on a path
towards full independence. However, centre-periphery power relationships are, to an extent,
replicated within independent Indigenous societies. One example is the political centralization
that has taken place in Greenland and the dominance of West Greenlandic language and
culture over smaller populations in the east and the north of the country.30While development



and modernization have brought benefits to Arctic populations, colonial relationships with
southern metropolitan centres remain a feature of the discourse of northern development.
Repeating a dominant narrative, political scientists Oran Young and John Dryzek describe the
central mechanisms of what they label ‘internal colonialism’ asmore than a simple relationship
of conscious exploitation; rather, it is a consequence of the contact between affluent industrial
societies which display a largely uncontrollable need for raw materials and small communities
located in a region that is sparsely populated but unusually rich in natural resources. The
dominant Southern societies (whether capitalist or socialist) cannot control their requirements
for natural resources, and remote communities cannot acquire an effective voice in the
policymaking processes of these societies.31Southern experts and skilled workers are still
imported to fill administrative and industrial jobs in the Arctic. Profits from the large or
multinational corporations that operate in the Arctic still end up in southern capitals, while
northern ecosystems suffer.32 Centralized state control continues to play a significant role in
large parts of the Arctic, and the colonial political, economic, social and cultural imprints on the
region and its communities endure. While many Arctic regions are no longer colonies in a
formal sense, they remain stuck in a post-colonial power imbalance with southern
societies.33As mentioned above, the Arctic can be defined in any number of ways, but in the
following brief history of the colonization and economic development of the region, it makes
sense to include the following territories:Canada’s NorthNorthern communities have existed
and traded with the South for centuries. Around 1900, the Klondike Gold Rush resulted in an
influx of miners to Yukon, which signalled the start of industrial exploitation of resources across
the North. Overall, government intervention in the North remained relatively minimal until the
Second World War, when American and Canadian military installations and bases brought
Indigenous populations into closer contact with Western culture. In the late 1950s, the
government encouraged private corporations to exploit northern natural resources to benefit
the national economy. As a result, the modern economic history of the Canadian North has
been dominated by the initiation and subsequent termination of a series of oil, gas and mining
projects, with consequences for urban and regional development and local communities. The
post-war period also saw new policies for the social development of northern populations, such
as programmes for housing, education, employment and city-building. In the 1970s,
environmental concerns started to dominate the debate about northern development, and
political reforms led to expanded autonomy for Indigenous groups in different regions,
culminating in the establishment of the Inuit-dominated federal territory of Nunavut in 1999 and
the autonomous area of Nunatsiavut within Newfoundland and Labrador in 2005.Russia’s
NorthIn the Soviet Union, ideological convictions led to extensive colonization and city-building
in the Far North from the 1930s. Industrialization took place on an unprecedented scale as a
component of the centrally planned national economy. According to environmental historian
Andy Bruno, ‘the rapid creation of a new industrial civilization north of the polar circle … was
part of a deliberate effort of the Stalinist political system to transform a periphery into a center
of socialist modernity’.34 However, despite enormous efforts by the state, ‘modernization did
not initially lead to a functioning socialist city above the polar circle, but to a profound human
and natural tragedy in which disease, hunger, filth, coldness, de-forestation, pollution, and
disorder raged’.35 The various Indigenous peoples of the Soviet North were subjected to
‘Sovietization’ and ended up as marginal and largely rural minorities in the highly urbanized
North.36 Soviet planners routinely ignored the actual costs of territorial development, and
sometimes built cities in places that made little economic sense.37 After the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, many of these industrial settlements have closed down. Overly large cities have



struggled to survive, and social indicators have plummeted.38 At the same time, the region has
become even more essential to Russia’s geopolitical ambitions and its economy as an oil and
gas producer. In addition to the economic and social difficulties in the post-soviet cities, the
Russian North also suffers from long-term ecological damage as well as continued pollution
from industries and cities.AlaskaVarious Indigenous groups have inhabited Alaska for
millennia, and from the eighteenth century up until it was purchased by the United States in
1867, the territory was appended to the Russian empire. Alaska has long been a ‘resource
frontier’, and its resources have been exploited and exported by corporations based
elsewhere.39 The period around the turn of the twentieth century saw several gold rushes and
sudden population surges, and the modern economic history of Alaska has been turbulent with
various boom-and-bust cycles.40 The Second World War brought large numbers of
servicemen to the territory and led to significant development of cities and infrastructure. The
discovery of oil in the North Slope region in the late-1960s transformed the state’s economy
and increased its economic importance to the United States.41 In 1972, the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act resolved land rights issues relating to oil pipeline construction and
established collectively owned Indigenous corporations that manage significant lands and
resources. Today, large areas of the state are protected wilderness, and Alaska has a
considerable income and number of jobs relating to tourism and fishing. The state benefits
from the presence of the US military, but overall the economy of Alaska relies on mining and
oil.GreenlandGreenland has been settled in continuous waves from North America and Europe
over millennia. The ancestors of the contemporary Inuit population migrated to Greenland from
Alaska around 1,000 years ago and Scandinavians arrived in 986. Danish-Norwegian
missionaries and traders established settlements in the early eighteenth century and
Greenland was a Danish colony until 1953, when it became an integrated part of the Danish
state. This change in status resulted in large-scale government programmes for economic and
social development, and a government organization was set up to direct the construction of
schools, hospitals and housing for the entire population. The Danish state also built
commercial harbours and fish processing plants in new industrial towns. As a result,
Greenlandic society urbanized rapidly, and many smaller settlements were closed down. Today,
Greenland is a self-governing nation within the Kingdom of Denmark. Along with the other
Nordic countries, Greenland is a high-income society.42 The primary income comes from
fishing, but the government budget relies heavily on subsidies from Denmark. Traditional
hunting is still practised in many places, and the government seeks to diversify the economy by
investing in infrastructure and tourism. Despite well-documented mineral deposits, mining
remains marginal to the economy.The Nordic ArcticThe Arctic region of Scandinavia was
colonized by agricultural settlers from the South from the Middle Ages and up to the twentieth
century. This settlement brought new people to the Sámi homeland, Sápmi, which straddles
the northern regions of Sweden, Finland and Norway and extends into Russia. While the Sámi
do not have exclusive land rights or autonomous political decision-making power in any of the
three Nordic countries, the Sámi people (around 100,000) are recognized by their respective
governments as a distinct community and are mostly integrated into the national job markets
and economies.43 Large-scale industrial mining started in the north of Norway, Sweden and
Finland in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including in the Norwegian high Arctic
Svalbard archipelago. Particularly the iron production in northern Sweden has been essential
to the regional economy. The Second World War resulted in territorial losses for Finland in
favour of the Soviet Union, also in the resource-rich North. After the war, a central planning
agency in Norway oversaw the urban reconstruction and industrialization of the devastated



northern parts of the country, a region that is now benefitting from offshore gas drilling.Iceland
and the Faroe Islands were settled by Europeans in the Early Medieval Period, and are today
modern societies with diversified economies and large fishing industries. The regions of
Sweden, Finland and Norway that extend above the Arctic Circle were until relatively recently
considered to be peripheral ‘norths’. However, along with Iceland and the Faroe Islands, these
regions now increasingly self-identify as belonging to the circumpolar Arctic. This means that
Arctic towns and cities in these Nordic countries, for historical reasons, differ only marginally
from cities elsewhere in their respective countries.44

CHAPTER TWOBuilding cities in the ArcticThe Arctic urban development boom from the
1950s to the 1970s coincided with the peak of late or high Modernism in architecture and
urban planning. The construction of modern cities was part of large-scale programmes for the
industrialization and modernization of what governments and experts considered undeveloped
and pre-modern regions. The motivations for city-building included the Arctic states’ desire for
economic development, but also the welfare of the residents of the North. Governments
transformed northern areas and communities to conform with modern society – often with little
regard for local culture, knowledge and concerns. Modernist architects projected architectural
thinking onto a region that was ‘underdeveloped’ and in need of a new architecture of its own.
States and private corporations built cities for particular purposes where no settlements
previously existed, and many of these communities share similar design characteristics. The
realization that unique solutions and design models developed in one part of the Arctic could
be relevant or applicable to other locations within the region was central to the rise of the
concept of the Arctic City.High Modernist developmentAfter the Second World War, Modernist
architects and planners quickly, efficiently and economically rebuilt Europe’s cities. Modernism
had emerged around the turn of the twentieth century, as a cultural and philosophical response
to the industrialism and the rapid urbanization that took place. In the inter-war decades,
Modernist architecture expressed a radical and avant-garde vision of a new and better world
expressed through a contemporary ‘international’ style. The Modernist movement rejected the
decorative and representational aspects of classical architectural culture and argued that
architecture should be unadorned and ‘rationally’ reveal its purpose and mode of construction.
Partition of functions should logically and visually order the city in ways that ensured minimal
ambiguity and friction between urban flows and uses, which resulted in zoning and thereby the
separation of industry, housing and other urban functions. Architects and planners analysed
the functional requirements of buildings and cities and strove for efficiency by optimizing the
individual components using modern technology and construction techniques.As an example
of how architects and planners translated the utopian promises of Modernism to built form,
John R. Gold identifies three dimensions of the architects’ promise of a better world in
Modernist European housing districts: (1) the promotion of social equality through egalitarian
designs, (2) the freeing up of time and space for contact and association by introducing time-
saving technology and shared facilities, and (3) a promise of community-building in new
neighbourhoods.1In the post-war period of Keynesian economics, states invested heavily in
city-building and industrialization for long-term economic growth in ways that echoed the war-
time mobilization of the economy for military purposes. While architectural Modernism already
had a decades-long history, Modernist urban planning blossomed and was embraced by
governments in Europe, North America and the Soviet Union during this period. Modernist
urban planning became essential to the post-war reconstruction of entire cities and
construction of new and better societies in the period that David Harvey and others refer to as



‘high modernism’.2Modernist urban planning involved breaking with the past, and planners
anticipated and even encouraged a degree of social disruption to overcome traditionalism.
Beyond promoting architecture and urban planning as a technological and technocratic
system, high Modernist rationality considered the world to be malleable because its internal
logic could be discovered, measured, calculated and manipulated. The pre-war rise of the
social sciences made it plausible that individuals and society could be optimized towards
desired forms. Governments’ attempts at social engineering to create state subjects in new,
urbanized landscapes in the North reflected such optimization.3 States established centralized
planning organizations with experts in engineering, sociology, architecture, medicine and other
disciplines. These organizations initiated and oversaw large-scale industrial and technological
development projects that included the construction of cities. These modernization
programmes were not restricted to war-damaged Europe but also extended to colonies and
peripheral regions where economic performance was weak and social structures did not
conform to expectations of central agencies and states – places that were not yet
modern.Seeing like a StateDevelopment of society by scientific methods was at the heart of
Modernism. Mid-century models of development that were applied both in the South and in the
North shared an assumption that development problems were similar, that modernization
processes and development stages were comparable, and that solutions were universal.
Government development policies around the world promoted Western market-based ideas of
society.4 Even in the Soviet Union, which was not a capitalist society, economic development
was also the goal. However, the socialist system considered it essential to develop all
economic sectors in parallel, while the capitalist development policies prioritized specific
industries for maximum effect.James C. Scott’s 1998 book, Seeing Like a State: How Certain
Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, details how centralized states initiated
large-scale territorial development projects during the twentieth century.5 Scott identifies a
particular type of landscape-industrial megaproject that seems to align uniquely with states’
concerns and priorities. He refers to the territorial development and planning agency, the
Tennessee Valley Authority from 1933, as overseeing the ‘granddaddy of all regional
development projects’.6 This megaproject was initiated under President Roosevelt’s New Deal
programme to further economic growth and regional job creation. The purpose of the project
was to harness and control nature through hydroelectric dams, flood control, shipping canals
and agricultural development, and the responsible ‘super-agency’ was bestowed with
significant administrative and economic autonomy and authority to carry the project through.
This type of expert-driven industrial megaproject endeavoured to dominate nature. It also
reflected the idea that ‘society became an object that the state might manage and transform
with a view toward perfecting it’.7 High Modernist development projects were utopian and
necessarily conceptual, and abstract citizens became standardized subjects of planning.
Ultimately, Scott argues, ‘state social engineering was inherently authoritarian’, and the failure
to recognize local conditions and include local knowledge led to the collapse of many visionary
large-scale schemes.8The development discourse that Scott and others have identified favours
Western thinking and definitions of what it means to be modern and what defines good
development.9 ‘Development’ continues to reflect the perpetuated power relationships of post-
colonialism. Moreover, geographers Richard Peet and Elaine Hartwick suggest that
development is ‘reflective of the best of human aspirations, and yet, exactly for this reason,
subject to the most intense manipulation, liable to be used for purposes that reverse its original
intent by people who feign good intentions, the more to gain power’.10Development in the
ArcticThe Western discourse of development from primitive to modern and industrialized



societies has dominated policies in the Arctic. Powerful state planning organizations played a
vital role in the large-scale resource development and modernization of the region in the
twentieth century.11 In the Soviet Union, Glavsevmorput (the Main Administration of the
Northern Sea Route) had total control over the modernization and industrialization of the North
in the 1930s. After the Second World War, Grønlands Tekniske Organisation (the Technical
Organization of Greenland) and to a lesser degree the Canadian Department of Indian Affairs
and Northern Development played critical roles in the modernization of Arctic territories in their
respective countries. Southern governments established these organizations for geopolitical
and economic reasons. However, they also worked towards the creation of what historians
Matthew Farish and P. Whitney Lackenbauer call ‘modern individuals in an alien space’.12The
twentieth-century development of Arctic territories by the Soviet Union and other Arctic nations,
and the social engineering involved, aligns with Scott’s description of the components and
strategies of high Modernism.13 Only the Soviet Union was an authoritarian society with direct
government management, which Scott suggests is a precondition for the formulation and
execution of these schemes. However, all Arctic territories and peoples were caught in colonial
power relationships with central governments, and for most of the twentieth century, northern
communities had little influence on policies directed at them. Private corporations also played a
key part in development projects, and sociologist Chris Southcott suggests that because
industrialization of the Arctic was expensive and workers had to be imported at significant cost,
powerful industries were motivated to pursuing stable legal and political conditions by aligning
closely with states’ colonial interests.14In 1976, economic historian Kenneth Rea found that a
similar overall logic of industrialization and development had unfolded all across the Arctic. Still,
he noted differences: the development of Alaska had, to some extent, been guided by
environmental concerns, while the development of Greenland rested on a ‘“peculiar” Danish
preoccupation with the well-being of its predominantly native population’.15 In contrast, Rea
considered the Canadian North to be wide-open to commercial and industrial
exploitation.Development todayOpposition to Modernist planning and development models
surfaced in several of the Arctic countries during the 1970s. This was a result of increased
critical attention to the assimilation policies towards Indigenous peoples that were integral
parts of the social engineering of the high Modernist era. The opposition also coincided with
anti-authoritarian youth movements in Europe and North America and reflected anti-colonial
sentiments around the world. Within urban planning, industrialization and the associated
environmental degradation were increasingly met with scepticism. Northern planners also
started paying more attention to local cultural specificities and preferences, which aligned with
international trends for citizen empowerment and local community building.While the 1970s
signalled the start of the end of the dominant development policies in the Arctic, most northern
regions are still marginal in terms of infrastructure, and income levels are generally low
compared to elsewhere in the relevant countries.16 Nevertheless, the economy of the Arctic
has become globally significant, and large parts of the Arctic are well-developed.17 Iceland,
Arctic Norway and Greenland are high-income territories, while income in Northern Russia is
low in comparison.18 The two major oil-producing Arctic countries, Russia and the United
States, have seen significant profits from northern operations and are home to the largest
cities in the Arctic. While state-controlled and international companies have profitable
operations in the region, local benefits are sometimes marginal.19 Concerns for national
economic growth still shape northern policies in most Arctic countries, but the resource
exploitation projects often do not help local communities become sustainable.20The Arctic has
seen increased Indigenous empowerment and local political agency in recent decades, for



instance in Alaska, Canada and Greenland. The widening global interest in the Arctic has
made the region attractive and ‘marketable’ as a business region that is also increasingly open
to visitors and immigrants from the rest of the world. Nevertheless, while governments and
communities across the Arctic are actively trying to diversify local economies, the economic
future of the North will likely remain reliant on resource extraction and primary industries for the
foreseeable future.The urbanization of the ArcticUrban development in the Arctic was central to
southern states’ colonial policies, and urbanization played a crucial role in assimilating
Indigenous peoples to Western urban life.21 The timelines of urbanization in the Arctic vary
significantly between countries and reflect the colonization history of particular regions. For
instance, the settlement of semi-nomadic groups was largely completed in Greenland around
1850, while this process was only concluded a century later in Canada.22 Also, the
government of the Soviet Union oversaw industrial development and city-building in the Arctic
several decades before Western governments launched comparable programmes.Political
scientist Marlene Laruelle identifies three phases of urbanization in the Arctic that explain the
existence of cities today.23 The first is what she calls the ‘colonial’ wave that consisted of
European encroachment on Indigenous territories throughout the Arctic. This wave started in
the Middle Ages in Russia and Scandinavia, but only commenced in North America in the
nineteenth century. This early phase mostly resulted in the construction of trade, administrative
and missionary posts. Next, Arctic urban development in the twentieth century took place for a
range of reasons, and settlements and cities were constructed as regional administrative
centres, military camps, or to attract southern experts and skilled workers for the industries.
Laruelle identifies this stage of urbanization as a particular Soviet phenomenon that was the
result of hyper-centralized power, a preference for territorial-scale resource exploitation
projects, as well as the state ideology for distributed development across the territory of the
socialist state. This second stage, which started with the first five-year plan in 1928 and
continued to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, included millions of new city-dwellers
and resulted in cities that are still the biggest in the circumpolar region. Canada, Norway and
Greenland also experienced large-scale urbanization as a result of government modernization
and development policies and programmes after the Second World War. Still, these were less
concerned with settling large numbers of southern colonizers. The third significant urbanization
stage identified by Laruelle is the ‘globalization’ wave and the emergence of post-industrial
‘central’ cities in Arctic regions with diversified economies and localized political
administrations. These growing urban and government hubs include Anchorage, Nuuk and
Iqaluit. In the Russian North, however, both the larger and smaller cities are shrinking. Notable
exceptions are military (closed) settlements in certain regions, as well as cities linked to oil and
gas extraction.Military construction of infrastructure (roads, ports and airports) and settlements
in the form of strategic bases have been a significant factor in the development of the Arctic.
These activities were linked to strategic concerns over national sovereignty. The occupation
and inhabitation of northern territories were fundamental drivers in the urbanization of the
Soviet Far North, but also in the establishment of bases and settlements in the Canadian
Arctic. Concerns with upholding sovereignty in demilitarized Svalbard even motivated the
Norwegian state to subsidize mining operations that were at best only marginally profitable.In
2013, there were 4 million people living in the Arctic.24 However, recent estimates by the
Nordic Council of Ministers, according to other criteria, put the population of the Arctic at
around 7 million.25 The most urbanized part of the Arctic is Russia’s Far North, which is home
to the majority of the entire population of the Arctic.26 Overall, the population of the region is
increasingly concentrating in the larger cities.27 This urbanization is accelerated by



industrialization, militarization, and the further development of public services, tourism and
administration.28 Across the circumpolar region, there are five cities with over 100,000
inhabitants. Almost half of the Arctic population live in cities with over 50,000 people, and 74
per cent live in settlements with over 5,000 residents.29 Across the Arctic, around 1 million
people belong to forty Indigenous groups, but the degree of urbanization of Indigenous
populations varies across the region.30 Ninety per cent of the Indigenous population of
Greenland live in towns and cities, 50 per cent in Canada, 60 per cent in Alaska, 45 per cent in
Russia and 36 per cent in Scandinavia.31The rise of the Arctic CityThe technical challenges of
Arctic construction have dominated experts’ and decision-makers’ approach to city-building for
most of the twentieth century. Building on the experiences of Arctic military operations and
infrastructure projects during the Second World War, architects in the post-war period explored
new and revolutionary options for the design of Arctic settlements. In 1945, the Swiss-Austrian
architect Ernst Egli proposed a model of urban design for the Arctic, and in 1951, he published
a further developed proposal, the ‘Unborn Town’, for subarctic Siberia and Alaska.32 This
urban prototype focused exclusively on the intersection of technology and climate adaptation. It
consisted of a mega-building for 16,000 people, which Egli suggested could be combined with
others to form settlements with up to 128,000 inhabitants. He argued that the surface area of
these mega-buildings should be reduced to minimize heat loss, which is the rationale behind
their round shape. Egli also explored design solutions to maximize sun capture and mitigate
the adverse effects of the polar winds. His design exploration based on scientific calculations
descended from the modern German Städtebau (city-building) tradition of urban planning, and
contributed to an emerging literature on urban climatology and climatic architecture in the
1950s. Similar studies on climatological design also came out of Cold War studies of the
challenges of constructing strategic outposts and settlements in the high North.33FIGURE 2.1
‘Study of a town in the antarctic zone. A residential district with four dwelling-circles. Inner
diameter of a dwelling-ring: 100 metres; outer diameter: 150 metres. 36 apartments on each
floor, viz. 792 apartments in the whole dwelling-ring (22 floors). About 4000 inhabitants in the
dwelling-ring or 16,000 in the whole residential district. The height of the dwelling-ring is about
90 metres. The business centre is situated in an inner circle. From each floor a sheltered
approach leads from the dwelling-ring to that business centre with its workshops, schools,
cinemas, theatres, library, hospital, and sportfields.’ Ernst Arnold Egli, Die Neue Stadt in
Landschaft Und Klima [Climate and Town Districts, Consequences and Demands], trans. Ch.
Neuenschwander (Erlenbach-Zürich: Verlag für Architektur, 1951): 54.FIGURE 2.2 Ernst Egli:
Proposal for a city in the arctic zone. © Das Werk: Architektur und Kunst 32 (1945).As indicated
by Egli’s model city, the Arctic functioned as a space for fantastic architectural projections and
context-less exploration of selected architectural design parameters. Over the following
decades, architects in Europe, North America and the Soviet Union published various similarly
radical theoretical architectural and urban design proposals. These projects gave prominence
to technical solutions to the problems associated with building and living in the extreme
environment of the Arctic. Echoing the popular science-fiction genre at the time, as well as the
heroic pathos of nineteenth-century Arctic exploration, the proposed projects had a futuristic
quality that stretched the technological imaginary within architecture to include aircraft-style
construction methods, new materials and nuclear power.During the early phase of urban
development in the Soviet Arctic in the 1930s, there was little evidence of ideas of an Arctic
urbanism and architecture unique to the region. Instead, the emphasis at the time was on
reproducing southern urban models as a manifestation of the dominance of socialist society
over the adversarial northern nature. City-building in Arctic Canada and the Soviet Union after



the Second World War continued to replicate southern urban scenes to attract southerners to
come north, work in its industries and contribute to growing national economies. This period
witnessed a rapid increase in Arctic urban development as part of government programmes for
modernization and development across the circumpolar region, and Modernist urban design
and architecture provided an appealing image of modernity.In the 1960s, Soviet planners and
architects studied northern living conditions and suggested that southern design standards
and norms regulating the number and type of public services had to be adapted to work in the
Far North. Some observers of the execution of the urban development programmes in
Greenland and Arctic Canada were also critical of the import of southern urban design models.
In the 1960s and 1970s, architects responded to a growing appreciation of the uniqueness of
the Arctic by departing from the high Modernist architecture and urbanism and proposing
alternative approaches that were more sensitive to the cultural, social and climatic conditions
of the North. Prominent among these was British-Swedish architect Ralph Erskine. His
enclosed multifunctional town centre in Luleå in northern Sweden from 1955 and the project for
a ‘subarctic habitat’ that he presented in 1959 and partly realized in the Svappavaara mining
community in 1965 attracted international attention as prototypes of Arctic urban design. His
design concept for northern settlements, which will be described in detail later in the book,
inspired architects across the circumpolar North. Erskine’s writings also inspired the
development of the normative urban design theory that was widely disseminated by the North
American Winter Cities movement. The advocates of this movement, including Norman
Pressman, were instrumental in a growing focus on urban liveability in northern cities in the
1980s and 1990s.The powerful state agencies that oversaw territorial development and
modernization programmes in the Soviet Union, Greenland and Canada experimented with
building techniques and explored housing typologies in the North, but they also followed
developments in other Arctic territories. During the 1970s, this evolved into a systematic
international exchange of knowledge about northern construction and urban development.
Experts visited ‘sister organizations’ in other countries, and English and Russian language
literature on northern construction and design was translated. In 1978, the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), which promoted collaboration around regional
development, organized a symposium on ‘Human Settlements, Planning and Development in
the Arctic’. The event took place in Nuuk in 1978 and had delegations from the United States,
Canada, Denmark/Greenland, Norway, Finland, Sweden and the Soviet Union.34 According to
Gunnar Rosendahl, who was the director of the Greenland Technical Organization at the time,
this event was the start of the systematic sharing of technical knowledge about Arctic city-
construction.35 Further exchange took place in 1988 when UNECE organized a follow-up
event, the ‘Research Colloquium on Planning Housing and Construction Problems of Human
Settlements in Harsh Living Conditions’ in Turku, Finland. More recently, the Nordic Council of
Ministers and the Nordregio research institute for regional development and planning
organized ‘The First International Conference on Urbanization in the Arctic’ in Nuuk in 2012.
Events like these reflect a widespread idea that the uniqueness of the North requires the
development of particular models of urbanism and architectural design.Integral to the visionary
architectural projects of the mid-twentieth century and the lasting tradition of northern urban
design was the idea of Arctic exceptionalism. The idea that architects cannot conceptualize
Arctic cities with the help of available urban models also reflects underlying assumptions that
the Arctic is somehow distinct and removed from ordinary politics and general theoretical
frameworks.36 This romantic tradition fixated on the exotic characteristics of the region’s
landscape and promoted the view that the practice of architecture had to be entirely



reconfigured to shelter people from the overwhelming forces of nature. In the architects’
theoretical conceptualization of the architecture and design of Arctic cities, climate and the
environment loomed large, while ordinary and mundane facets of urban daily life received little
attention.Certain ideas continue to pervade contemporary discourses on Arctic cities and
frame the thinking and production of the architecture, urbanism and planning in the region.
There is still a tendency to see Arctic cities as underdeveloped, underperforming or deficient in
terms of city planning. They depend on outside resources, air transport and seasonal supplies
of food and other essentials. At the same time, Arctic towns and cities are concentrated nodes
of urban life in inhospitable landscapes. They are self-sufficient ‘islands’ that are not part of
regional urban networks. They are often sites of Indigenous ways of life, which revolve around
access to nature and adaption to natural forces. Such conceptualizations of the Arctic City
have, with notable exceptions, received little critical attention. There appears to be broad
consensus among architects (mostly located outside the region) about what constitutes
urbanism in the North.The competing logics of Arctic architectureIn an article in Arctic Record,
published in 2016, I mapped the professional and academic discourse on the architecture of
the Arctic through a systematic review of academic and professional literature.37 This review
revealed a set of competing perspectives and notions of architecture in the Arctic that have
evolved and interacted over time. These socially constructed perspectives or ‘logics’ of
architecture trace the development history in the region and continue to condition
contemporary approaches to building and designing in the Arctic today. The study applies a
broad definition of architecture that includes not only the products of professional architectural
practice but also other ways in which buildings and the built environment are produced and
perceived by architects and engineers, as well as by local and Indigenous people. Thus,
‘architecture’ includes designed ‘works’, engineered structures with few aesthetic
considerations, as well as the physical framing of everyday spatial practices. It also includes
narratives and descriptions of the relationship between people and the environment by social
scientists, psychologists, archaeologists and anthropologists. The perspectives or logics of
architecture revealed in the study are:1. The Arctic as Space, in which the Arctic is the
ultimate frontier of civilization. The Arctic is a hostile and uninhabited environment where
architecture provides total life support through advanced technology and engineering.
Examples of this logic include high Arctic research or military bases, such as the United States’
nuclear-powered Camp Century that was buried into the Greenland ice sheet in
1959.2. Polar Extremes. Here, inspired architects propose a visually charged and
technologically uncompromising architecture that responds to extreme environmental
conditions. The severe environment forces designers to challenge dominant architectural
norms and pursue radical designs. The zoomorphic 2013 British Halley Research Station in the
Antarctic by Hugh Broughton Architects, which is raised on legs, is a paradigmatic example of
this logic.3. Psychological Arctic. The third logic stems from environmental psychology and
studies of how the conditions of Arctic habitation challenge individual well-being, such as long
periods of extended isolation, indoor confinement and the constraints imposed by living in
small communities. This logic addresses these concerns through considerations of light, colour
use, distribution of communal and private space, etc., and is expressed in user-centric designs
of Arctic research stations.384. Arctic Engineering. According to this logic, architecture is a
technological system that engineers and designers can optimize towards efficiency and
economy. Specialists in fields such as ‘cold climate design’ have developed solutions for
permafrost construction and built the energy systems and infrastructure that make modern life
in Arctic communities possible.5. Arctic Ethnographic. This logic relates to anthropology and



archaeology. Pre-modern dwellings reflect the culture, societal structure and religious beliefs of
northern communities, and over time Indigenous knowledge has balanced available means
and scare resources with basic climatic functionality. In recent years, this logic has been
activated and re-appropriated by Indigenous peoples as a source of cultural empowerment. For
instance, igloo building has figured in Nunavut school curricula.396. Arctic Regionalism.
Reflecting international post-modern architectural culture, architects map inter-linked physical
and social contextual conditions and design a ‘softened’ Modernist architecture that focuses on
place-making, identity and community-building. According to this logic, architectural form links
directly to the analysis of climatic and functional requirements as well as the social ordering of
space. Ralph Erskine’s urban designs are primary examples of this logic.7. A New
‘Indigenous’ Architecture. Extending ideas about regionality, this logic considers the Arctic an
inhabited region with an emerging architectural design culture of its own. Architecture
expresses regional identities that respond to local landscapes and desires and is designed by
architects that belong to local communities. Examples of this logic are the bird-watching hides
of Norwegian architectural practice Biotope and the landscape-integrated dwellings of Icelandic
Studio Granda.8. Geopolitical North. The emergence of the Arctic as a political and economic
region prompts investigations of its digital, political, economic and geographic ‘architecture’.
Echoing architect and systems theorist Buckminster Fuller’s mapping of global systems,
statistics and remote sensing data are used to support territorial mapping of the North’s mobile
demography and globalized economy. This mapping supports projections of neo-industrial
futures after the melting of the polar sea-ice. A prominent example of this approach is the study
of Arctic territories by Harry Gugger and students at the Ecole Polytechnique Fédéral de
Lausanne.40
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