
CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE GREAT POWER RIVALRY IN THE ARCTIC

2022 Sprıng 25

COMMENTARY

Climate Change and the Great 
Power Rivalry in the Arctic

LASSI HEININEN

University of Lapland, Finland

ORCID No: 0000-0003-2623-9063

ABSTRACT The world politics of the 2020s seems to consist of two reali-
ties: People are concerned about an ecological catastrophe, as pollu-
tion kills millions and climate change threatens societies. The focus 
of this article is to discuss climate change, and state politics in the 
Arctic in the context of the two realities. Behind this is the assump-
tion that climate change mitigation is a challenge to state politics and 
national security. The commentary assumes that, although in world 
politics, there is a new (East-West) great power rivalry with its related 
conflicts, no armed conflicts appear in the Arctic, but environmen-
tal degradation and rapid climate change still threaten the people. 
The study firstly analyses how environmental issues came onto the 
political agenda of States, in particular, that of the Arctic states; sec-
ondly, it discusses huge investment packages and great power rivalry 
as substitutes for climate change mitigation, revealing the political in-
ability of states; thirdly, it examines the Arctic from the point of view 
of functional cooperation on environmental protection, and that on 
science; and finally, it concludes what has possibly gone wrong in state 
politics related to the environment, and could be taken as the biggest 
challenge.
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Since the early 21st century, 
the Modern Project has been 
replaced by the Global Age, 

where the present is ‘reality in flux,’ 
as globalization, including the glo-
balized Arctic, “offers both economic 
competition and cosmopolitanism as 
an alternative to the historical con-
struction of the American hyphen-
ated identity.”1 As a part of that real-
ity, the main message of the 2021 UN 
Climate Change Report,2 as an awak-
ening call, reflects the crossing of sev-
eral ‘planetary boundaries.’ A global 
ecological catastrophe –pollution, 
loss of biodiversity, climate change, 
and related impacts combined– puts 
the existence of human life in dan-
ger. Buzan and Hansen foresaw and 
warned that global warming and the 
possibility of a rampant and virulent 
epidemic are “the two most likely en-
vironmental wild cards.”3 Indeed, in 
addition to an ecological catastrophe, 
the world was hit by the COVID-19 
pandemic as an invisible enemy caus-
ing terror among citizens and threat-
ening our modern societies. The pan-
demic is far from over, as there are 
still infections with new waves and 
mutations, deaths, as well as slowness 
in distributing vaccinations globally.

Despite this, and that there is scientific 
evidence and advanced technology to 
demonstrate environmental degrada-
tion, states, in particular, great pow-
ers –i.e., their leaders, elites, and gov-
ernments– (in G7 Summits), on the 
one hand, concentrate on huge infra-
structure investments (e.g., the U.S. 
Global Infra Plan “Build Back Better 
World,” the EU’s investment package 
for economic recovering, infrastruc-

ture and new environmental technol-
ogy) as a part of the COVID-19 exit 
strategy. On the other hand, they are 
involved in great power rivalry, trade 
wars, bloc building (e.g., NATO en-
largement, AUKUS), as well as creat-
ing new conflicts and wars (e.g., the 
Ukrainian war) instead of trying to 
prevent them.

The world politics of the 2020s seems 
to consist of two realities: People are 
concerned about an ecological ca-
tastrophe –pollution killing millions 
annually and climate change threat-
ening societies– in contrast, states 
and their elites concentrate on other 
issues as substitutes for environmen-
tal protection and climate change 
mitigation. They both are global by 
nature and affect the Arctic region, 
too. When talking about their inter-
relations and reflections on Arctic 
security and geopolitics, it is needed 
holistically to analyze the state of 
world politics, as the Arctic is glo-
balized, and the globalized Arctic has 
worldwide implications.4

This commentary assumes that, al-
though in world politics there is a 
new (East-West) great power rivalry 
and the related conflicts, there are 
not, yet, striking changes in Arctic 
security: Neither armed conflict nor 
war appears, nor changes concern-
ing environmental degradation, like 
pollution, loss of biodiversity, rapid 
climate change still affect the region 
and threaten its peoples. Alas, there 
are changes in Arctic geopolitics as 
first-time pan-Arctic cooperation, 
in particular in the context of the 
Arctic Council, has been temporar-
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ily ‘paused’ by seven Arctic states, 
except Russia, which has the Coun-
cil’s chairmanship (in 2021-2023). 
Also, the traffic on the Northern 
Sea Route, along the Russian Arc-
tic coast, to transport LNG from the 
Yamal Peninsula –one of the main 
economic activities of the Arctic– is 
mostly between the Russian Arctic 
and East Asia, less so between Russia 
and Europe or North America. These 
changes are becoming the biggest 
challenges to the high geopolitical 
stability of and pan-Arctic coopera-
tion in the region.

The focus of this commentary is to 
discuss climate change (mitigation), 
representing environmental issues, 
and state politics in the Arctic, in 
particular in the context of the two 
realities of world politics. The com-
mentary does not speculate what fu-
ture security threats and risks might 
develop in the region due to the new 
(East-West) great power rivalry, as 
they are hypothetical. Behind this is 
the assumption that climate change 
has been heavily politicized in world 
politics, in particular in the Arctic 
context, and that climate change mit-
igation is a challenge to state politics 
and national security, including those 
of great powers. States are failing in 
the most important task to secure the 
everyday life of their citizens, in large 
part due to the narrow national, uni-
lateral, competitive security policies 
of the military.5

All this indicates, even manifests, 
that there is an urgent need to go be-
yond the unified state system and to 
do globally what earlier was done na-

tionally, based on the idea of ‘Func-
tionalism.’6 The Arctic region, with 
rich natural resources and geopolit-
ical stability based on constructive 
cooperation (e.g., Reykjavik Decla-
ration 2021),7 is one of the best cases 
to study the divergence of the two re-
alities. The article starts by analyzing 
how environmental issues came onto 
the political agenda of states, in par-
ticular, that of the Arctic states. Sec-
ondly, it discusses huge investment 
packages and great power rivalry as 
substitutes for climate change mitiga-
tion, revealing the political inability to 
face new security challenges. Thirdly, 
the article examines the Arctic from 
the point of view of functional coop-
eration in environmental protection 
and that of science. Finally, it briefly 
concludes by considering what has 
possibly gone wrong in state politics 
related to the environment.

Environment and Climate in the 
Political Agenda of States

Though climate change (mitigation) 
has become politicized, the trend is 
rather recent, as environmental issues 
used to be among the fields of ‘low 

Though climate change 
has become politicized, the 
trend is rather recent, as 
environmental issues used to 
be among the fields of ‘low 
politics’
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politics.’ In the 1960s, people and civil 
societies became concerned about the 
state of the environment –air, land, 
water, fauna, and flora– due to pol-
lution (radioactivity and distribution 
of man-made chemical compounds) 
and ‘environmental awakening’ as a 
peoples’ movement started.8 The first 
UN Conference on the Human En-
vironment (in 1972 in Stockholm) 
gathered state representatives for the 
first time to discuss the environment; 
interestingly, global warming was 
not explicitly discussed at the confer-
ence.9 It was followed by several UN 
reports combining the environment 
and development with war and peace. 
On the global agenda, a concern for 
atmospheric pollution was growing 
“as scientific evidence mounted on 
the scope and consequences of acid 
rain, … and a trend toward global 
warming,”10 which led to negotiations 
to limit climate change by address-
ing acid rain such as the Arctic haze. 
Concerning the Arctic ecosystem, it 
was “anthropogenic pollutants orig-
inating in the heavily industrialized, 
mid-latitude regions of Eurasia which 
are transported in the Arctic region,11 
in particular radioactive leakages 

(from Chornobyl and nuclear sub-
marine accidents in the northern 
seas) that awoke protests from Arctic 
Indigenous peoples and other local 
residents. ‘Nuclear safety’ became the 
trigger for an ‘environment awaken-
ing’ and related movements in the 
European Arctic and North Atlantic 
area.12 This encouraged researchers 
to study the impacts of human activ-
ities on the environment and pushed 
governments to act, and soon envi-
ronmental issues came on the polit-
ical agenda of the Arctic states.13 Al-
ready, before the signing of the Arctic 
Environmental Protection Strategy 
(AEPS) by the eight Arctic states (in 
1991) and the Arctic military envi-
ronmental cooperation between Nor-
way, Russia, and the U.S. (in 1996), 
the Polar Bear Treaty, to protect polar 
bears and their habitats, was agreed 
(in 1973) by the coastal states of the 
Arctic Ocean. As a global phenome-
non, global warming was discovered 
scientifically, though secretly, by the 
two Arctic major (nuclear weapon) 
powers circa 70 years ago: “climate 
change became a U.S. national se-
curity concern even before the Cold 
War became hot.”14 The Soviet sci-
entists concluded in the 1970s that 
“future warming will probably reduce 
precipitation over some regions with 
insufficient moisture in the middle 
latitudes and that the higher tempera-
ture will diminish the area of polar 
sea ice.”15 At the end of the Cold War, 
the environmental awakening was 
strengthened by better consciousness 
and by larger activities to tackle en-
vironmental degradation. There was 
enthusiasm toward ‘greening’ of the 
world, and environmental issues were 

Environmental issues with 
growing concern were now 
on the political agenda of 
states, and due to global 
warming, there were larger 
activities, more meetings, and 
declarations with new goals
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taken onto states’ political agendas as 
fields of ‘low’ politics –here, the UN 
Human Development Programme 
(1994) launched the concept of ‘Hu-
man security,’ which was an import-
ant step.16 There was also skepticism 
about states’ ability to make para-
digm shifts; for example, the former 
Soviet foreign minister Shevardnadze 
doubted whether states were able to 
manage global environmental is-
sues.17 Environmental issues with 
growing concern were now on the 
political agenda of states, and due to 
global warming, there were larger ac-
tivities, more meetings, and declara-
tions with new goals. Climate change 
became interpreted as a relevant fac-
tor of security by the UN Security 
Council in 2007.18 The Paris Agree-
ment was negotiated and adopted by 

196 States under the auspices of the 
United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
at COP21 (in December 2015) and 
entered into force a year later. Ac-
cording to the agreement, which is 
constantly referred to by scholars and 
scientists, policy-makers, and me-
dia, the signatories agreed to “hold-
ing the increase in the global average 
temperature to well below 2 degrees 
C above pre-industrial levels” even 
to limit the increase to 1.5°C, and 
that greenhouse gas emission neu-
trality (net-zero) should be achieved 
globally by 2050.19 Climate change 
is recognized as affecting the finan-
cial system through “transition risks” 
from dirty sectors to cleaner ones, by 
natural hazards, shortages of energy 
and supplies, and exposure to wider 

A map of the 
states found 
within the Artic 
circle.

Encyclopaedia 
Britannica / 
Universal Images 
Group via Getty 
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economic damage. Consequently, the 
shift in energy production markets 
from conventional energy sources to 
renewable ones is growing fast. De-
spite all this, there are hindrances and 
obstacles, such as shortages in supply 
chains, environmental impacts of 
mining the needed minerals, as well 
as lack of investment. The situation 
is becoming worse due to floods, 
droughts, wildfires, extreme weather, 
pandemic, and other related and cu-
mulative uncertainties combined. 
This is particularly why most of the 
signatories hesitate on most import-
ant actions: to tackle climate change, 
if they really try to reach carbon neu-
trality:, instead, they maintain the 
fossil-fuel economy but also define 
substitutes. Here the Arctic will face 
severe circumstances by playing as an 
environmental linchpin and work-
shop for multidisciplinary research, 
as well as its people as frontline vic-
tims of climate change.

All in all, environmental issues have 
been transferred from a field of ‘low 
politics’ onto the political agenda 
of states as humankind lives in the 
middle of multiple global crises. The 
environment –the material basis for 
human existence which is put into 
danger due to human activities– has 
become de facto the most import-
ant field of ‘high politics.’20 Logically 
thinking, the ecological catastrophe 
could and should be an even bigger 
reason to not only study but to find 
solutions to the climate crisis. The 
next step could be that states apply 
‘comprehensive security’21 as the ba-
sic principle to define national se-
curity and interpret climate change 

mitigation together with sustainabil-
ity –globally and locally– as the main 
factors of national security. As well as 
to recognize people and societies as 
owners of their daily security.

Great Power Rivalry as Substitute 
for Climate Change Mitigation

The other reality of world politics is 
materialized by huge infrastructure 
investment packages, which are said 
to be allocated to ‘New Green Deal’ 
projects for climate change mitigation 
by the U.S.-led coalition. They are 
also meant to challenge China’s “One 
Belt One Road” project, an import-
ant part of the U.S.-Sino great power 
rivalry, as well as a part of the East-
West conflict provoked by the eastern 
enlargement of NATO, Russia’s inva-
sion to Ukraine and the related arms 
race, not to forget continuing warfare 
in the Middle East, Middle Asia, and 
Sahelian Africa.

Underlying these issues are, under-
standingly, the divergence of opin-
ions on ideology and politics/politi-
cal system, economics, governance, 
and the related disputes, as well as 
state-centric politics, military and 
economic power, alliances/blocs, as 
well as threats, and enemy profiles. In 
addition, there is a lack of interest to 
negotiate on arms control and disar-
mament agreements, and the proce-
dure of agreeing to disagree by rivals 
dates from the Cold War. As a reflec-
tion of this, mainstream IR/political 
sciences textbooks concentrate on 
state politics and discuss surprisingly 
little about environmental issues 
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and climate change.22 Furthermore, 
there are a few articles on ecological 
modernization, which could be con-
sidered as industrial restructuring 
leading to an environmentally sound 
economy and the development of in-
stitutional capacity for an effective 
environmental policy.23 On the other 
hand, climate change mitigation is 
a challenge to state politics and na-
tional security, as “the fragmented 
system of unified states has become a 
fundamental obstacle to the effective 
and equitable management of… the 
global environment in particular.”24

Before the pandemic exit strategy, 
the ambitious goals of the Paris 
Agreement were taken as a given 
mission by numerous governmen-
tal statements. State leaders pledged, 
before and at the COP26 Summit 
in November 2021, to cut green-
house-gas emissions dramatically 
and reach net-zero in the future (e.g., 
by 2030/2035/2050/2070), promising 
“to push those technologies as hard 
as possible –both to battle rising tem-
peratures and… advance their coun-
tries’ role in a green economy,”25 as 
well as to end deforestation by 2030. 
It is not, however, obvious if the par-
ties will keep the pledges, agree to 
cooperate on tackling climate change 
due to the hegemony competition, or 
whether the current global crisis is 
connected to rapid global warming. 
Already at the final end of the COP26 
negotiations, governmental delega-
tions of the parties did not promise 
to ‘phase out’ coal, and rich countries 
also fell short of their pledge to pro-
vide $100 billion a year in climate 
finance to developing nations. Fur-

thermore, as ‘vaccination national-
ism’ revealed, the G7 failed to act fast 
to inoculate people in developing 
countries against the pandemic.

However, despite environmental is-
sues coming onto the political agenda 
of states, and international agree-
ments on the global environment, 
such as Paris 2015, the situation does 
not look promising from the point of 
view of the Arctic ecosystem, either 
to mean environmental protection, 
maintenance of biodiversity, or cli-
mate change mitigation. Despite mul-
tiply global crises, the Arctic states, as 
well as great powers, have neither ap-
plied a more holistic understanding 
of the environmental point of view 
in their politics nor coordinated in-
ternational programs and activities 
for more strict environmental regula-
tions on the utilization of Arctic re-
sources. This kind of hesitation is also 
seen by the Arctic States, not due to 
the recent great power rivalry but due 
to the Arctic ambivalence or paradox 
between climate change mitigation 
and economic activities.

When taking into consideration the 
main aim of the unified state system, 

Before the Pandemic exit 
strategy, the ambitious goals 
of the Paris Agreement were 
taken as a given mission by 
numerous governmental 
statements
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it is not surprising that states are fail-
ing in their most important task. This 
is due to, among others, the Modern 
Project, which depended on an ex-
pansion of a state using colonialism, 
capitalism, imperialism, violence, 
and warfare, as well as maintaining 
economic growth and promoting sci-
ence and technology based on faith 
in development and progress.26 It also 
included states’ responsibility to se-
cure the everyday life of citizens, and 
maintain the welfare state, less so to 
protect nature and the environment. 
This meant that states were, first of 
all, in charge of national (universal, 
competitive, military) security and 
national borders, as the core of state 
sovereignty. This is supported by the 
security-political elite (of each state), 
who has adopted an idea of superior, 
even exclusive, expertise, quality, and 
the consequent authority on national 
defense and security policy; most of 
them have been trained in special 
courses for elites run by military or-
ganizations. Though less meaningful, 
this is also supported by the main-
stream IR theories, which emphasize 
a unified state as the most important 
international actor and interpret the 

nature of the international system as 
determined to be anarchy.27

Alas, in this situation of world pol-
itics, it would make sense to (re)
think about the importance of the 
environment, the value of mutually 
beneficial functional cooperation on 
environmental protection, and that 
on science. Here the Arctic has the 
potential to play a special role.

The Arctic from the Point of View 
of Functional Cooperation

In humankind’s history, there are a 
few competing discourses and prac-
tices on the development of societ-
ies: according to the world system 
analysis, the globe is becoming one 
social system due to integration and 
globalization. Alternative develop-
ment theories value peripheries with 
a meaningful future, such as the Arc-
tic region, by having posited prin-
cipal orientations of self-reliance, 
eco-development, and basic needs, 
such as cooperation on environmen-
tal issues.28 Indeed, despite which 
discourse or practice to choose, for 
people, ‘cooperation’ is an immate-
rial basis for human existence, and 
among different practices of cooper-
ation, ‘functional cooperation’ is the 
most efficient way. To cooperate in 
the fields of low politics, without a 
need to be integrated deeper or build 
a bloc, and at the same time to build 
confidence between former rivals.29 
Furthermore, being narrowed and 
with flexibility is a way to (re)define 
common interests and interpret them 
as mutually beneficial.30

This focus on international 
(functional) cooperation is 
also seen in the priorities 
of recent national policies/
strategies of the Arctic States 
and the Observer States of the 
Arctic Council
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The efficiency of functional (in-
ternational) cooperation has been 
shown in a few cases in the Arctic 
context. Firstly, cooperation on en-
vironmental protection (e.g., AEPS), 
and that science (e.g., Agreement 
on Arctic scientific cooperation in 
2018), have been the most important 
field when facing global existential 
problems. Secondly, it is a practical 
means for building trust between 
the former rivals of the Cold War 
(the Soviet Union and the U.S.), and 
confidence-building measures were 
important in nuclear arms control 
and disarmament between these 
two major nuclear weapons powers. 
Thirdly, as a concrete outcome, there 
is an exceptional nature of high sta-
bility of Arctic geopolitics, which was 
the ultimate aim of the Arctic states, 
including the Russian Federation 
(originally the Soviet Union) and the 
U.S., to cooperate on environmen-

tal protection, not protection per 
se. This is indicated and revealed by 
increased economic activities in the 
region, which have been accelerated 
by the Arctic states because of the 
rapidly advanced climate change, in 
particular Norway and Russia, and 
the Arctic Council observer states, 
including China.

This focus on international (func-
tional) cooperation is also seen in the 
priorities of recent national policies/
strategies of the Arctic States and the 
Observer States of the Arctic Coun-
cil. A holistic Arctic policies analy-
sis,31 based on 56 coded policy docu-
ments (from 1998 to 2019), examined 
and analyzed policy priorities using 
14 indicators, including international 
cooperation, environmental protec-
tion, pollution, and climate change. 
The most-quoted indicators of the 
Arctic states’ policies are governance, 

Climate activists 
participate in a 
protest action 
in Glasgow on 
November 12, 
2021, during the 
COP26 meeting.

BEN STANSALL /  
AFP via Getty Images
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environmental protection (including 
pollution and climate change), econ-
omy, and international cooperation. 
Economic activities and trade are ex-
plicitly emphasized and prioritized, 
although fields are fragmented, and 
transportation and shipping, mining, 
and tourism are emphasized. A strik-
ing similarity is that climate change is 
defined as the major research driver, 
while pollution is rarely mentioned. 
Interestingly, there are no big differ-
ences between Russia and the U.S. 
and the rest of the Arctic states. Al-
though research is emphasized, ed-
ucation is neglected and mostly as 
attainment for economic reasons. 
Correspondingly, the most-quoted 
indicators of the observer states 
(France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Neth-
erlands, People’s Republic of China 
(PRC), Republic of Korea (ROK), 
Spain, and United Kingdom had ad-
opted an Arctic policy by then) are 
science and education, international 
cooperation, economy, environmen-
tal protection (including pollution 
and climate change). International 
cooperation is emphasized by all, ex-
cept the Netherlands; Environmental 
protection by France, Germany, Italy, 
PRC, and the UK with no big differ-
ences between China and the other 
observers; Economy by France, PRC, 
ROK, UK; and science and education 
by the Netherlands, ROK, Spain.

As a conclusion, the environment 
is not put as the most important 
priority of further development by 
states, with economic activities being 
ranked first, and climate change miti-
gation is hesitance. This is also shown 
by the new and emerging trends of 

Arctic governance and geopolitics 
based on these policies. Among them 
is ‘ambivalence or paradox of Arctic 
development,’ “whenever a balance 
is sought between environmental 
protection and climate change vis-
à-vis an increase in (new) economic 
activities for Arctic (regional) devel-
opment,” much due to ‘political in-
ability’ to make the hard decisions.32 
In particular, as oil and gas, as well 
as coal, seem to be difficult to “be re-
placed as the backbone of industrial 
society.”33 Furthermore, cross-border 
cooperation on environmental pro-
tection between the Arctic states, as 
well as between them and non-Arctic 
states, is a masterpiece of functional 
cooperation. This is also supported 
by non-state Arctic actors, in par-
ticular, the Inuit and the Saami as 
indigenous peoples, who live within 
the territories of several Arctic states 
and greatly value environmental pro-
tection. Cooperation is also a basis 
for high geopolitical stability, which 
has been surprisingly resilient, as 
maintained despite a few challenges, 
such as the interpretation of the Rus-
sian expedition to place a flag on the 
sea bed at the North Pole (in 2007) 
as a provocation, the Ilulissat Min-
isterial meeting by five littoral states 
(in 2008), the Russian annexation 
of Crimea (in 2014) and the related 
Western sanctions.

The latest of them, the decision of 
seven Arctic states to pause the Arc-
tic Council activities due to the new 
(East-West) great power rivalry, is 
not yet, threatening Arctic stability 
and security. It has, however, tempo-
rarily stopped international scientific 
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cooperation on the Arctic ecosystem 
and climate at a time when among 
the new and emerging trends due to 
climate change is, in fact, ‘focus on 
science.’

Conclusions

This article discussed climate change 
(mitigation), major environmental 
issues, state politics in the Arctic, 
and world politics, in particular in 
the context of great power rivalry. It 
shows that climate change mitiga-
tion, which is heavily politicized in 
the Arctic, is a challenge to state pol-
itics and national security, as well as 
to great powers. Therefore, we face 
today a triple global crisis of ecolog-
ical catastrophe –mass extinctions 
of species in nature, pollution, rapid 
global warming combined, pandemic 
and the related economic and sup-
ply problems, and a new (East-West) 
great power rivalry with its related 
conflicts. The Arctic plays here as 
an environmental linchpin for mul-
tidisciplinary research and a victim 
for its people. Alas, the environment, 
i.e., the current environmental crisis, 
“serves as a signifier for everything 
which had gone wrong in society.”34

What has possibly gone wrong (in 
state politics) is that states are fail-
ing to secure the daily life of their 
citizens, as the fragmented system of 
unified states is not capable of effi-
ciently managing the global environ-
mental problems. Underlying this is 
the narrow approach to national se-
curity, guaranteed by the military and 
determined by the national securi-

ty-political elite. By defining national 
security as the ultimate aim of a state, 
the elite does not consider that there 
is an ‘ultimate price’ that will be ac-
cepted to be paid (locally, regionally, 
nationally, globally) if global warm-
ing continues and if the hard deci-
sions will be postponed.

Interestingly, a striking similarity is 
that climate change and exploratory 
research are defined as the major re-
search drivers by the Arctic states, 
and there are no big differences in 
this respect between the Arctic states. 
When it comes to environmental 
protection, there are no big differ-
ences between China and the rest of 
the observer states. From the point 
of view of climate change mitigation 
and Arctic paradox with ‘political 
inability’ has been the most severe 
obstacle for mitigation, as economic 
activities are being prioritized over 
the environment and hard decisions 
on mitigation postponed. Now the 
reflections of the (new) great power 
rivalry are seen in Arctic geopolitics, 
as pan-Arctic cooperation is being 

Arctic cooperation has been 
done inter-regionally and 
globally, what earlier was 
done nationally, and therefore 
could be interpreted as an 
example in world politics if the 
Arctic states and great powers 
value it highly enough
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‘paused’ by seven Arctic states. This is 
a challenge for the region, as well as 
the international community, as it af-
fects longer-run studies on the envi-
ronment and climate, as well as coop-
eration on environmental protection.

Despite digitalization, advanced tech-
nology, and great power rivalry, the 
undesirable truth is that the environ-
ment is the material basis for human 
existence, which is in danger due to 
human activities, and “the environ-
ment cannot be isolated within a spe-
cific policy field,” as it is within soci-
ety.35 Therefore, states are expected to 
be active in multidimensional –insti-
tutional or functional– cross-border 
cooperation for environmental pro-
tection, climate change mitigation, 
and increased knowledge of the envi-
ronment. If so, it would give the legit-
imacy for citizens (in a democracy) 
to make the hard decisions concern-

ing everyday security instead of being 
prisoners of ‘political inability.’

Finally, in world politics, there is an 
urgent need to go beyond the uni-
fied state system and to do globally, 
in a planetary scope, what earlier was 
done nationally, but this is not really 
happening. Functional cooperation 
on environmental protection, and 
that on science, was the main means 
to decrease military tension and the 
Cold War great power rivalry (be-
tween East and West) and increase 
political stability. Correspondingly, 
the ultimate aim of the Arctic states, 
including the Soviet Union (under 
the Gorbachev Administration) and 
the U.S., was to build trust between 
the major rivals of the Cold War. It 
is difficult to think or imagine more 
concrete evidence of the influence 
and importance of functional coop-
eration than the high geopolitical 

For the first time, 
tough sea ice off 
the North coast 

of Greenland 
breaks apart 

due to warming 
temperatures.
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stability of the Arctic based on con-
structive cooperation. However, as 
with any man-made institution, it is 
fragile.

All in all, the post-Cold War Arctic 
is an interesting case to highlight 
the importance of the environment 
and a reminder that high geopoliti-
cal stability and mutually beneficial 
common interests are both outcomes 
of, and preconditions for, successful 
cooperation. From its modest point 
of view, Arctic cooperation has been 
done inter-regionally and globally, 
what earlier was done nationally, and 
therefore could be interpreted as an 
example in world politics if the Arc-
tic states and great powers value it 
highly enough. The new (East-West) 
great power rivalry is so far the big-
gest challenge to the achieved high 
geopolitical stability and continuity 
of functional cooperation. 

Endnotes
1.	 Martin Albrow, The Global Age, (Bodmin, Corn-
wall: Polity Press, 1996), p. 74.

2.	 “Sixth Assessment Report: Climate Change 
2021: The Physical Science Basis,” IPCC, (2021), 
retrieved from https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth- 
assessment-report-working-group-i/. 

3.	 Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen, The Evolution of 
International Security Studies, (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2011).

4.	 Lassi Heininen and Matthias Finger, “The 
‘Global Arctic’ as a New Geopolitical Context and 
Method,” Journal of Borderlands Studies, Vol. 33, 
No. 2 (2018), retrieved December 4, 2017, from 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2017.131560
5, pp. 199-202. 

5.	 Lassi Heininen, “The Age of Climate Change  
a Challenge for States, and Political Sciences: 
Theories – States Failing in Their Most Important 
Task,” in Anastasia Likhacheva (ed.), Arctic Fever: 
Political, Economic and Environmental Aspects of 

New Regional Agendas, Handbook on the Arctic, 
(Palgrave MacMillan, Forthcoming in Summer 
2022). 

6.	 David Mitrany, A Working Peace System, (Chi-
cago: Quadrangle Books, 1966).

7.	 “Reykjavik Declaration 2021,” Arctic Council, 
(May 2021), retrieved from https://oaarchive.arc-
tic-council.org/handle/11374/2600?show=full.

8.	 Lassi Heininen, “’Politicization’ of the Envi-
ronment: Environmental Politics and Security in 
the Circumpolar North,” in B. S. Zellen (ed.), The 
Fast-Changing Arctic: Rethinking Arctic Security for 
a Warmer World, (Calgary: University of Calgary 
Press, 2013), pp. 35-55.	

9.	 Norman Myers, Ultimate Security: The Environ-
mental Basis of Political Stability, (New York: W.W. 
Norton and Company, 1993).

10.	Marvin S. Soroos, “Arctic Haze: A Case Study 
in Regime Formation,” in Oran R. Young and Gail 
Osherenk (eds.), Arctic Cooperation Project, (Dart-
mouth College, August 1990).

11.	Soroos, “Arctic Haze.”

12.	Lassi Heininen, “Before Climate Change, ‘Nu-
clear Safety’ Was There: A Retrospective Study 
and Lessons-Learned of Changing Security Prem-
ises in the Arctic” in Lassi Heininen and Heather 
Exner-Pirot (eds.), Climate Change and Arctic  
Security: Searching for a Paradigm Shift, (Cham: 
Palgrave Macmillan / Palgrave Pivot, 2020), pp. 
107-129.

13.	Heininen, “’Politicization of the Environment,” 
pp. 35-55.

14.	Ronald Edmund Doel, “What’s the Place of the 
Physical Environmental Sciences in Environmen-
tal History?” Revue d’Histoire Modern et Contempo-
raine, Vol. 56, No. 4 (2009), pp. 137-164, p. 17.

15.	M. I. Budyko and Yu. A. Izrael, Anthropogenic 
Climatic Change, (Tucson: The University of Ari-
zona Press, 1991), p. 319.

16.	 “United Nations Human Development 
Programme,” United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994).

17.	Eduard Shevardnadze, “Governments Alone 
Won’t Turn the World Green,” New Scientist, (Au-
gust 31, 1991), pp. 50-51.

18.	Salla Kalliojärvi, “Age of Changes: Threat of 
Climate Change and Its Meaning for Security,” in 
Heininen and Exner-Pirot (eds.), Climate Change 
and Arctic Security, pp. 9-32.

19.	 “Paris Agreement,” United Nations, (2015); “Be-



LASSI HEININENCOMMENTARY

38 Insight Turkey

tween 1.5°C and 2°C: Analyzing the Global Warm-
ing Targets,” IIASA Policy Brief, Vol. 14, (November 
2016).

20.	Yrjö Haila, “Johdanto: Mikä Ympäristö?” in Y. 
Haila and P. Jokinen (eds.), Ympäristöpolitiikka: 
Mikä ympäristö, kenen politiikka? (Jyväskylä: Os-
uuskunta Vastapaino, 2001).

21.	Heininen, “The Age of Climate Change a Chal-
lenge for States, and Political Sciences.”

22.	Heininen, “The Age of Climate Change a Chal-
lenge for States, and Political Sciences.”

23.	Masahiro Tokunaga, “Environmental Gover-
nance in Russia: The ‘Closed’ Pathway to Ecolog-
ical Modernization,” Environment and Planning, 
Vol. 42, (2010), pp. 1686-1704.

24.	Andrew Hurrell, “International Political Theory 
and the Global Environment,” in K. Booth and S. 
Smith (eds.), International Relations Theory Today, 
(Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1995), pp. 129-153.

25.	 “The Bottlenecks Which Could Constrain 
Emission Cuts,” The Economist, (June 2021), re-
trieved from https://www.economist.com/brief-
ing/2021/06/12/the-bottlenecks-which-could-
constrain-emission-cuts.

26.	Martin Albrow, The Global Age, (Bodmin, Corn-
wall: Polity Press, 1996).

27.	Heininen, “The Age of Climate Change a Chal-
lenge for States, and Political Sciences.”

28.	Lassi Heininen, Olli-Pekka Jalonen, and Jyrki 
Käkönen,” Expanding the Northern Dimension,” 
Tampere Peace Research Institute, No. 61 (1995).

29.	Mitrany, A Working Peace System.

30.	Lassi Heininen, “Arctic Geopolitics from Clas-
sical to Critical Approach: Importance of Immate-
rial Factors,” Geography, Environment, Sustainabil-
ity, PEEX, Vol. 11, No. 1 (2018), pp. 171-186. 

31.	Lassi Heininen, Karen Everett, Barbora Padr-
tova, and Nanni Reissell, “Arctic Policies and Strate-
gies: Analysis, Synthesis, and Trends,” International 
Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) and Mi-
nistry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, (2019), retrieved 
from http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/id/eprint/16175/.

32.	Heininen, et al., “Arctic Policies and Strategies,” 
pp. 251-253.

33.	 Jörg Friedrichs, “Peak Energy and Climate 
Change: The double Bind of Post-Normal Science,” 
Futures, (2011), retrieved from doi:10.1016/j.fu-
tures.2010.12.004, p. 9.

34.	Mitrany, A Working Peace System, p. 71

35.	Yrjö Haila and Lassi Heininen, “Ecology: A New 
Discipline for Disciplining?” Social Text, Vol. 42, 
(Spring 1995), pp. 153-171.


