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Abstract 
 
This work aims to provide an analysis of tourism development in Ittoqqortoormiit, East Greenland, 

in the face of climate change and from a postcolonial point of view. The thesis is built on fieldwork 

supported by theoretical review of literature, spanning from tourism studies, geography, anthropol-

ogy, sociology, and natural sciences. The discussion will focus on how tourism development in It-

toqqortoormiit has been facilitated by climate change and its discourse, especially in terms of con-

struction of its image as a tourist destination. The images of Greenland and Scoresby Sund hold an 

important role in the discussion, and will, therefore, be analysed in detail, regarding both the tour-

ism industry and visiting tourists. The colonial history of Scoresby Sund will be addressed as a con-

tinuum with tourist encounters, arguing that the power inequalities and distorted images of place are 

direct consequences of postcolonial heritage. Postcolonial and indigenous tourism studies literature 

will be used to support the observations and the findings of the fieldwork, in order to provide a clear 

picture of the nature of the host/guest encounters and the elements that contribute to maintain or re-

negotiate inequalities. The impacts of tourism in the area will also be addressed and discussed, with 

considerations on the environment, the economy, and the society, with a special focus on marine 

traffic and its impacts on marine mammals and hunting activities. The role of Denmark in creating 

the circumstances for colonialism and postcolonialism in East Greenland is strictly connected to fu-

ture developments and scenarios, both of which will be as discussed as well, although in hypothet-

ical terms.   

 

Útdráttur 
 
Þessi rannsókn miðar að því að greina þróun ferðaþjónustu í Ittoqqortoormiit, Austur- 

Grænlandi, á tímum loftslagsbreytinga og frá sjónarhorni síðnýlendustefnu. Ritgerðin byggirá 

mannfræðilegri vettvangsrannsókn sem studd er athugun fræðilegra rita sem spanna allt frá 

ferðamálafræðirannsóknum, landafræði, mannfræði, samfélagsfræði og náttútuvísindum. Í 

umræðukaflanum verður einblínt á hvernig loftslagsbreytingar og umræðan um þær hafa greitt fyrir 

þróun ferðaþjónustu í Ittoqqortoormiit, sérstaklega hvað varðar uppbyggingu ímyndar byggðarinnar 

sem ferðamannastaðar. Ímynd Grænlands og Scoresbysunds gegnir mikilvægu hlutverki í 

umræðukaflanum og verður því greind í smáatriðum, bæði hvað varðar ferðaþjónustuiðnaðinn og 

heimsóknir ferðamanna. Fjallað verður um nýlendusögu Scoresbysunds samhliða fundum/samtölum 

við ferðamenn, og færð rök fyrir því að valdaójöfnuður og bjöguð staðarímynd séu beinar afleiðingar 
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nýlendutímans. Rannsóknir er varða innlenda ferðaþjónustu verða notaðar til að styðja við athuganir 

og niðurstöður vettvangsrannsóknarinnar til að fá fram skýra mynd af því hvernig eðli sambandsins 

milli gestgjafa og ferðamanna er háttað og þeim þáttum sem stuðla að því að viðhalda ójöfnuði. 

Einnig verður fjallað um hvaða áhrif ferðaþjónusta hefur haft á svæðið með tilliti til 

umhverfismála, efnhagslífs og samfélags, með sérstaka áherslu á sjávarútveg og áhrif á 

sjávarspendýr og veiðar þeirra. Hlutverk Danmerkur í að skapa aðstæður nýlendustefnunnar á Austur-

Grænlandi er beintengt framtíðarþróun svæðisins og mismunandi sviðsmyndum, sem hvoru tveggja 

verður fjallað um í tilgátuformi. 
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1 Introduction 
 

There are no roads to Ittoqqortoormiit. The only way to get there is either by boat, dog sled, snow-

mobile, or by helicopter. As the helicopter raises up, and a cloud of dust flies all around, the 

Scoresbysund bay appears in all its magnificence. Summer is at its peak, the sea ice is melting and 

all around are icebergs, as far as the eye can see. But as you proceed, looking at your east side, one 

by one, the outlet glaciers show their last sparkle of life. What they are leaving behind is a series of 

moraines, dead ice, and deltas. Nonetheless, the results look beautiful. There are three tourists on 

the helicopter, two from South Africa, one from the United States: they all agree it is a beautiful 

view, with the ice melting, the icebergs floating on the fjord and the mountains showing their real – 

glacially eroded – nature. But their main interest lies mainly in narwhals and whales, and kayaks. 

That’s why they have come during this time of the year, now that the ice is melting, And much to 

their surprise, as we fly above the Scoresbysund Fjord, right in front of the Walrus Bay, the pilot 

points to a moving spot on the sea: “Look, there is a whale!”. And that’s when the tourists all go 

nuts, I am not sure though it was a whale, a polar bear perhaps, or just a wave. But it did not mat-

ter, the tourists were happy, they had seen a Greenlandic whale after all. (Extract from fieldnotes) 

 
Tourism in Greenland has been increasing in the last decades (Johnston & Viken, 1997; Kaae, 2002), 

becoming – after the 1991 – one of the “three key issues” (Kaae, 2006, p. 101) in the Greenlandic 

development strategy to develop diversity in the island’s economy. Despite the increasing number of 

visitors, tourism in Greenland still has not been adequately addressed and studied. Tourism in Green-

land is a complex phenomenon that affects many aspects of the economy, the society and the envi-

ronment, therefore, it needs to be addressed from a more “cross-disciplinary approach” (Kaae, 2002). 

Greenland’s geographical location, its narrative and its colonial past, are all determining variables in 

tourism development and its impacts (see for instance Connel 2016).  

 

In order to be able to experience and observe first-hand the situation of tourism in Greenland, I de-

cided to spend two months there, as a tourist worker myself. This opportunity was offered to me 

through my master programme, which allowed me to get a scholarship and be accepted as an intern 

in a company working in East Greenland. I therefore took this opportunity to do my research while 

working in the tourism industry, and this position was fundamental for my research, since I was in 
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constant contact with tourists and I could also understand how tourism is managed and organized 

from within a tourism company.  

 
 
1.1  Research aims, questions, and method 
 
 
The research, despite its limitations of time, was conducted in order to understand the development 

of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit, East Greenland, with a major focus on cruise ship tourism and consid-

ering different environmental, social and economic aspects and impacts. The whole research has been 

carried out under a postcolonial perspective, in order to link the history of the settlement to the present 

developments. The effects of colonialism in the past are considered both as the cause of the present-

day situation in the area, but also as the cause of today’s perception of Greenland and its people as 

exotic. Ittoqqortoormiit is a small village that has been settled in the early 1900s for geopolitical 

reasons and that has seen an increase of tourism in the last decade. Tourism in the area is however 

very limited, both because of logistic issues related to all Arctic areas, but also because of the lack of 

infrastructure and services: the marine traffic is limited during winter because of frozen sea ice, flights 

to and from East Greenland are not very frequent and very expensive, it is necessary to take a heli-

copter to reach Ittoqqortoormiit and there are no roads leading to the village. The nature of its devel-

opment has consequences on the power relations between hosts and guests, together with all the other 

aspects and impacts of tourism that will be discussed. 

 

Given the complexity and the multifaceted nature of the subject at issue, these research questions 

have been formulated in order to provide a wider analysis of an issue that implicates different ap-

proaches. These not only include different theoretical approaches, but also practical fieldwork and 

observation.   

 

1) Is the nature of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit a consequence of the settlement’s colonial past? 

How is this going to influence future developments and impacts in the area? 

2) Are the village and its inhabitants, regarding their tourist encounters, still experiencing asym-

metrical power relations, as a consequence of their image? 

3) How is the advertised image of East Greenland contributing to the idealisation of its nature, 

wildlife and people and how is it reflected through tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit?  
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Most of the research was conducted by collecting empirical qualitative data that was gathered during 

a two months fieldwork in Greenland, and that has been later analysed considering the state-of-the-

art literature. Most of the data was obtained through the use of questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews, photographs, videos, and participant observation. Quantitative data has been used as well, 

but mostly in order to provide some information about the developments of tourism in the region.  

 

 

1.2 Thesis structure  
 
 
In order to put the research into context, the second chapter introduces the theoretical background 

relevant to the study. The chapter is divided into different subchapters, with Arctic Tourism as the 

main starting point, following more specific topics, namely Arctic cruise ship tourism, climate change 

tourism, last chance tourism, tourism and vulnerability in remote Arctic communities and tourism in 

Greenland. The postcolonial discussion in relation to the Arctic is then considered in the final part of 

the chapter.  

The third chapter introduces the methodology that was used during the research, explaining why and 

how certain methods have been used and others had to be substituted. The methodology chapter also 

deals with the limits of the research, which was carried out in a remote place, with a lack of resources 

and in a very remote area.  

The fourth chapter is an analysis of the narrative that has been constructed around Greenland and how 

it has been turned into a tourist destination. The chapter considers different aspects of the narrative – 

both natural and cultural – and deals with different kinds of media which are making its creation 

possible. This paragraph was not included in the theoretical part since it does not really represent a 

theoretical frame but rather an analysis of the construction of a tourist destination. Nonetheless, it is 

a very important part of the research, since it helps one to understand some of the reasons behind 

tourism growth in Greenland in recent years.  

The fifth chapter describes how the methodology has been used in order to conduct the research. It is 

divided into three subchapters, each of them describing the different tools that have been used during 

the research, namely interviews, questionnaires, and participant observation.  

The sixth chapter contains a description and an analysis of the results that have been obtained during 

the fieldwork. The first subchapter describes the main base and venue of the research, namely the 

Nanu Travel Office, with all its products and activities. The second subchapter describes cruise ship 

tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit with all its dynamics and practices. The third subchapter focuses on the 
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different kinds of tourists that visit Ittoqqortoormiit, their perceptions and expectations. The fourth 

subchapter deals with landscape photographers and filmmakers, taking into account their important 

role in creating images that are consumed and reproduced. The fifth subchapter describes tourism 

practices in the village, how they are reproduced and repeated.  

The seventh chapter contains the main discussion in which the research questions are addressed. It is 

divided into three main subchapters: the first draws a rough map of different kinds of tourists, their 

perceptions, and motivations, based on the results obtained from the fieldwork, while linking them 

with the host-guest encounters and the constructed images of Greenland and its people; the second 

subchapter deals with the impacts of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit and its divided into four main sec-

tions: the first regards the economic impacts, the second the impacts on fishing and hunting activities, 

the third the impacts on society and authenticity, and the fourth regards the environmental impacts; 

the third subchapter offers a postcolonial analysis of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit, taking into consid-

eration both the results of the research and the state-of-the-art literature on postcolonialism and tour-

ism.  
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2 Theoretical Context 
 

 
2.1 Tourism in the Arctic 

 

The first Polar Tourism studies publication appeared in the 1970s, with Smith’s Eskimo Tourism 

(Smith, 1977). Works such as Smith’s explored for the first time the phenomenon of Polar Tourism 

from an interdisciplinary perspective. Different areas such as ecology, anthropology, and history were 

combined in order to legitimize Polar Tourism as an important research domain. From this study on, 

a new generation of Polar Tourism researchers started to appear, with a paradigm shift that occurred 

around the 1990s. During those years, scholars started a great deal of research, with an effort to es-

tablish “polar tourism as a legitimate research area with at least some definitions, boundaries, and a 

corpus of key issues to investigate” (Stewart, Draper and Johnston, 2005, p. 58). Polar Tourism: 

Tourism in the Arctic and Antarctic regions, by Hall and Johnston was finally published in 1995, 

providing scholars and researchers with a knowledge base for further developments.  

The research clusters that were identified in the early stages of these academic efforts were basically 

four: tourism patterns, tourism impacts, tourism policy and management issues, and tourism devel-

opment. Antarctica and Arctic Canada were the main areas of interest for researchers, with a special 

focus on environmental impacts and sustainability, and a particular interest in indigenous community 

issues in the Canadian Arctic. In 2010, C. Michael Hall and Jarkko Saarinen publish Tourism and 

Change in Polar Regions, a collection of articles by different authors, Hall and Saarinen included, 

which deal with tourism and its impacts in the Polar Regions. It is probably the best and most com-

prehensive volume available today, since it explores different contexts from different perspectives, 

considering the fact that the Arctic is not a single entity, but a complex and diverse geographic and 

cultural reality. The statement the authors make at the beginning of the book explains well the im-

portance of studying the Polar regions: 

Arguably, along with minerals and fisheries, tourism is the most substantial economic driver in 

high latitudes and, given the current context of change in the region, it demands a comprehensive 

and accessible analysis to contribute better not only to the scientific and academic understanding of 

the region but also the significant policy debates that need to be engaged in with respect to re-

source management, development and adaptation (p. 2) 
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Stewart et al. (2017) suggest a new approach to polar tourism research, which encourages a post-

disciplinary discourse with cross-cutting sub-themes and the building of a network of comparative 

literature of case studies, both at a pan-regional and a regional level. Furthermore, it is important to 

remember –especially regarding the Arctic –that it does not involve the environment alone, but entire 

human communities. There is a certain urgency to frame the phenomenon of tourism at high latitudes 

in order to develop strategies and minimize the social impacts that this might bring to already fragile 

and endangered communities. Scholars should focus on small, rather than big areas, since every ge-

ographical location and every community is different. Polar Tourism Studies should be the research’s 

main focus, especially in this time of both globalisation and climate changes, leaving behind its past 

as a niche research field.  

 

2.2 Cruise Ship Tourism in the Polar Regions 

 

In recent times, a new emphasis on polar tourism studies has been observed, with regards to Last 

Chance Tourism as a consequence of climate change, together with cruise ship tourism, which is 

facilitated by the receding of the sea ice. Data available today shows a record in greenhouse gases in 

the Earth’s atmosphere, which have contributed to climate warming, rising of sea temperatures and 

ice melting, not least in the Arctic. On March 2016 and September 2016 respectively, the lowest 

maximum and second lowest minimum Arctic sea ice extents – in 37 years satellite record – were 

recorded (Blunden and Arndt, 2017). A well-known consequence of climate change in the Arctic 

regions, in terms of tourism, is the tremendous increase of marine traffic due to melting sea ice, in 

areas where ship traffic was almost or non-existent at all (Fay and Karlsdóttir, 2011). This has brought 

new issues and new elements of analysis, not only in the academic world but also within the tourism 

industry, which now seems to be seizing all the opportunities the new niche is providing, together 

with the advantages of unspoiled, unexplored and unregulated territories. It is safe to say that the 

increasing rate of marine traffic due to decreasing sea ice, may lead to a further increase as the sea 

ice continues to melt, unveiling new areas and allowing navigation where it was not possible be-

fore (Eguíluz, Fernández-Gracia, Irigoien and Duarte, 2016). This prediction unveils the importance 

of addressing potential impacts and solutions.  
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As to tourism, some remote areas such as Scoresby Sund are becoming popular amongst tourists 

looking for unusual and remote destinations (Fay and Karlsdóttir, 2011).  

Although many cruise ships companies in the Arctic claim to offer a sustainable product in the form 

of expedition-styles cruise ships, with a scientific and environmental education program – provided 

by qualified tour guides and crew – Lück, Maher and Stewart (2010) in their work claim that there 

are issues and doubts about the credibility of polar cruises as sustainable tourism, especially because 

of their possible – and well known - impacts. Social and environmental impacts are common conse-

quences of cruise ship tourism and are caused both by human interaction with the environment, with 

the communities, but also by environmental problems due to pollution, high greenhouse gas emis-

sions and ships employed. The authors explain how in the last decade or so, cruise ships have in-

creased in size and capacity, so much so that bigger ships are sailing the Arctic every year. Most of 

the times, these ships are designed for harsh conditions, with ice-strengthened hulls, providing some 

protection against ice but that do not always avoid accidents. Brida and Zapata-Aguirre (2009) pro-

vide an analysis of impacts of cruise ship tourism, underlining how bigger ships and greater numbers 

of tourists are increasing the risks of impacts but also how, being mostly an unregulated activity, it is 

hard to really assess and determine its “environmental cost”. Concerning the environmental ones, 

they name a few: loss of habitats and exploitation of local construction due to modification of both 

the natural and the built environment, accidental or deliberate damage to marine ecosystems due to 

operational impacts, impacts of internal migrations, disturbance, and littering due to recreational ac-

tivities.  

Cruise ship lines belong to global corporations, and often do not follow environmental and economic 

standards, posing a threat to communities – through pollution, wildlife disturbances, exploitation of 

the environment, and so on - especially the most vulnerable and whose inhabitants still depend on 

natural resources and cycles. However, they still remain – in many cases – the only way to reach and 

make up for the lack of accommodation and infrastructures in many Arctic locations. (Fay and Karls-

dóttir, 2011). Due to its important presence in the region, cruise ship tourism in the Polar regions 

should be studied more carefully, considering every possible impact and future scenario, both in terms 

of positive and negative outcomes, mitigation and solution strategies where applicable.  
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2.3 Climate Change and Last Chance Tourism 

 

In order to understand the background and settings of the subject of this research, it is fundamental 

to mention the causes, the consequences and the impacts of climate change in the Arctic in the context 

of tourism studies.  

Weaver (2011) denounces a lack of proper and solid literature, underlining the need to produce 

knowledge in order to manage tourism in the face of climate change, although this might prove dif-

ficult because of the unpredictability of climate. He identifies as the main problem the lack of under-

standing of the natural science by tourism researchers, together with what he calls “an apathetic and 

fickle travelling public and a reciprocally uncommitted (or superficially committed) tourism indus-

try” (p.13). Hall and Saarinen (2010) also point out the lack of research and the need to introduce 

climate change science to tourism studies: 

 

There has not only been a gap between those undertaking research in the physical and biological 

sciences in polar regions and those studying tourism, but even between students of tourism and 

other social scientists…there is therefore a need to better integrate tourism into the broader under-

standing of climate and environmental change in polar regions and for greater dialogue of those 

who study tourism with other disciplines (p. 305). 

 

It is thus fundamental, before undertaking any kind of research on tourism in the face of climate 

change, to understand at least the basics of climate change impacts. It is a phenomenon that does not 

only involve rising temperatures and melting glaciers, but it also affects marine traffic, hunting and 

fishing patterns, and many other issues that may have huge impacts on the welfare of entire commu-

nities and global mobilities, allowing more people to explore new routes and get easier access to 

places once hard to reach, with all the consequences that come from increased traffic. It is also im-

portant to understand that climate change is facilitated by tourism itself, especially in terms of mo-

bilities, with consumption of fossil fuels in long haul flights, cruise ship journeys and so on.  
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An important fact to keep in mind is that some of the factors that are opening tourism to the Polar 

Regions are, in fact, accelerating climate change and hastening the global warming processes. Hall 

and Saarinen (2010) make a list of some of these factors directly related to the Polar Regions, citing 

Lenton et al; here only the ones related to Greenland will be mentioned:  

 

• Arctic Summer Ice: sea ice melts, exposing darker ocean which absorbs more heat than ice; 

• Greenland ice sheet: ice melts, ice surface height decreases, and it is thus exposed to warmer 

temperatures at lower altitudes, accelerating melting that leads to ice-sheet breakups.  

 

Climate change does not only affect ice and water but also lands and peoples. It may lead to changes 

in seasons, with all the consequences related to the life cycle of wildlife and local human populations 

dependent on their use. Furthermore, rising sea level may cause erosion and transformation of certain 

areas. 

All these factors contribute, sadly, to the promotion of what has been called “Doom Tourism” 

(Lemelin, H., Dawson, J., Stewart, E. J., Maher, P., and Lueck, M., 2010), a tourism to a region never 

visited before, which is, at the same time, disappearing. This, for many tourists, is advertised at the 

Last Chance to See – namely the last opportunity to visit a destination before it changes irreversibly 

- and unfortunately, it is proving a very effective tool which attracts more and more tourism to the 

Arctic every year.  

 

2.4 Tourism and Vulnerability in Remote Arctic Communities  

 

Tourism is no doubt a major driving force for global social change, bringing with its various impacts 

that should not be underestimated. In every part of the world these are well known, from the biggest 

city to the smallest village. Nickels, Milne and Wenzel (1991) argue that even though not much is 

known about possible positive and negative impacts, tourism might, in fact, be one of the few means 

for small Arctic communities to gain some degree of economic independence. This point will be 
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discussed, underlying its importance in the understanding of nature and the role of tourism in such 

remote areas of the world. 

Very often both goods and services required by the tourism industries cannot be provided by the 

country needing them, and this is especially true for some remote Arctic communities. Therefore, 

small communities such as these need to rely on imported commodities and skills (Nickels, Milne 

and Wenzel, 1991). The economic implications of imported goods and skills are obvious and create 

a vicious circle of inequalities that is hard to mitigate and stop. In some cases, little money is in fact 

distributed to community economy and the local people, and if that happens, it is often to a very 

limited extent. Furthermore, moving goods from countries far away, such as China – which is at the 

moment the biggest exporter of cheap souvenirs – or even Denmark, is far for being carbon-free, 

contributing to pollution and climate change. Here we are dealing with a vicious cycle that starts with 

communities struggling to cope with new environmental and climate scenarios but at the same time 

contributing to the causes of their own problems. Unfortunately, the economic implications at stake, 

the role of growing economies and long haul mobilities are far from the scope of this paper, but should 

nonetheless be addressed, perhaps by governments and institutions.     

Arctic Tourism Studies should put more focus on the relationship between tourism and community-

based adaptations, in order to provide information about climate change impacts on livelihoods and 

potential challenges that lead to negative impacts and vulnerability. It is of paramount importance to 

understand and develop adaptation mechanisms, especially for what concerns nature as a key element 

of tourism development in such areas (Kaján, 2014). Furthermore, the lack of proper legislation and 

governance in such areas is certainly a threat to local ecosystems. If nature and wildlife are disturbed 

and spoiled, how can tourism survive in a place where pristine nature is the main value and attraction?   

In 2017 84 cruise ships sailed around Greenland, stopping along the coasts to visit harbors and natural 

sites (Statistics Greenland, 2018). Most of these cruise ships sailed along the west coast of Greenland, 

an area that is subjected to a higher degree of possible oil spills, although in global terms the risk is 

rather low. Such events could be caused by the structural and design properties of the vessels, most 

of which are not icebreakers and, therefore, not really suitable for Arctic marine environments. 

Elements such as icebergs, bad visibility, and unpredictable weather facilitate accidents and 

concomitant oil spills (Dnv Gl). Oil spills, even in small amounts, can produce irreversible impacts 

on the fragile ecosystems of the Arctic, especially because its compounds are subjected to slow 

weathering in such cold temperatures. Impacts on the ecosystem can, therefore, be irreversible and 
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extremely negative for local people who rely on fishing and hunting marine mammals. In the Arctic, 

petroleum hydrocarbon levels are below the maximum threshold levels, however they are high 

enough to cause considerable contamination and exposure effects, exposing flora and fauna – and 

their key species - to its effects for longer periods of time (AMAP, 2007). Other environmental 

impacts can be caused by trampling – which is highly damaging to such a fragile environment –, 

noise, wildlife disturbance, and garbage and waste pollution (Snyder, 2007).  

Also, the tourism system, especially in remote areas, is heavily subjected to sensitivity influenced by 

factors such as “slow and unplanned tourism development, high seasonality, limited livelihood op-

tions, limited human capital, strong kinship ties, land issues, limited infrastructure, unsustainable use 

of the environment, and poor institutional achievements” (Veeken, Calgaro, Munk Klint, Law, Jiang, 

Lacy and Dominey-Howes 2016, p. 62).  

Obviously, Arctic communities are not only challenged by climate vulnerability but also by many 

socio-economic issues, which might be resolved or at least mitigated if effective adaptation were to 

be developed and carried on (Prno, Bradshaw, Wandel, Pearce, Smit and Tozer, 2011). It is certainly 

hard to provide such requirements to small and remote communities, limited by their geographical 

and social positions. Regulations, education, professional skills and even proper tourism products 

are missing, making communities vulnerable and prone to exploitation. Lundmark (2010) argues 

that socioeconomic processes occurring both at the local or global scale, can change adaptability 

and vulnerability in small communities, and, therefore, affect both the industry and the supply of 

high-skilled labour. It is thus important to understand that vulnerable communities might develop 

adapting strategies but might also fail to do so, while being exploited or irreversibly damaged, 

through modification of their natural and built environment or through the dependence of foreign 

stakeholders.  

 

2.5 Tourism in Greenland 

 

Tourism in Greenland could still be considered a niche phenomenon. This is because of its latitude, 

its limited means of transport, its roughness and the amount of money required to visit it. Because of 

these reasons, tourism in Greenland can be defined as a luxury kind of tourism.  
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Tourism became one of the key issues in the commercial development strategy in Greenland in 1991, 

a decision made in order to diversify the Greenlandic economy and since then Greenland has become 

an emerging tourist destination (Baldacchino, 2006). However, as Shyvens and Momsen (as cited by 

Ren, Bjørst and Dredge, 2016) assert, Greenlandic tourism is still in its germinal and formative stages, 

with many challenges related to its development, such as distance from markets, limited economic 

diversity, lack of expertise, difficulty of attracting investments, high seasonality and highly sensitive 

environments. A tourist destination needs a number of factors to develop and grow, such as skills, 

innovation, political will, determination, and infrastructures (Ren, Bjørst and Dredge, 2016), which 

Greenland, at the moment, mostly lacks.  

Greenland as a tourist destination still needs to be properly addressed and studied, and since Nuuk 

and the rest of West Greenland receive 53% of the number of tourists per year (Lück, Maher and 

Stewart, 2010), it seems obvious that most of the efforts made in researching on tourism in Greenland 

regard the West and not the East. It is also true that most villages are located on the west side of the 

island, with important destinations such as Nuuk and Ilulissat, whereas on the east it is hard to find a 

village and it is mostly wild and unspoiled. There are no settlements north of Ittoqqortoormiit, for 

instance, and going south one needs to travel more than 800km to find the nearest villages, in the 

Ammassalik area. As a consequence, the lack of settlements on the eastern coast makes it more prone 

to nature-based tourism, as opposed to the more culture-based tourism offered in the west.  

During the 2009 Fifteenth Session of the Conference of the Parties (COP15), held in Copenhagen, a 

consensus was reached amongst involved politicians to promote Greenland as a “cool” destination, 

working on a strong political and societal focus on climate change. That was another milestone in the 

creation of Greenland as a tourist destination, together with a series of key symbol narratives that 

depict it as a place with snow, ice, and polar bears but no people or a society. Greenland has, therefore, 

together with its sites, become “symbols, present and centred in the mind of potential tourists” (Bjørst 

and Ren, 2015, p. 95). The point made by Bjørst and Ren is very important for the analysis of tourism 

in Greenland, especially when investigating tourist’s travel motivations and possible impacts. Tour-

ists visit Greenland almost exclusively to see and experience what is proposed by the destination 

discourse, and, therefore, what is expected. Concerning activities, the pattern is basically the same: 

wildlife tours and guided tours in nature are the most popular, in contrast with buying local handicraft 

and going on guided cultural tours which are the least popular options (Visit Greenland 2017). It must 

be underlined here that amongst the limited array of available tours, most of them are nature and not 

culture based, a factor that affects both the demand and the percentages at issue.   
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The image of Greenland is one of the main issues of its tourism developments and this is why it will 

be discussed thoroughly in the next chapter, in an attempt to understand how and why Greenland is 

advertised and perceived as almost a terra nullius, a discourse and image that will be further addressed 

later on in this paper, with a deeper analysis in terms of postcolonialism and western tourist gaze.  

 
 

2.6 A Postcolonial Perspective  
 
 
 

There is indeed a sense of “Terra Nullius” (Howitt, 2012 as cited by Viken and Muller, 2017, p. 26) 

surrounding Scoresbysund, and even Greenland in general. This was perceived as a “nobody’s land”, 

which “gave the colonizers the ‘right to do so’”, namely the right to colonize it. The colonisation of 

Greenland is a process that has never ended, a process which in Scoresbysund started for geopolitical 

reasons and continues with tourism. Gunnarsson (2016) in his account of the history of East Green-

land, traces back the roots of Danish colonialism since the beginning of its relationship with Green-

land and the Greenlandic people. An interesting fact that he reports is the Instruction of 1792, a royal 

ordinance whose function was to regulate the relationship between the coloniser and the colonised 

through the use of prohibitions and limitations. Greenlanders were to be kept away and unaware of 

western customs and goods, not only to be maintained pure and ethnic but also to avoid a possible 

desire of becoming too European, not to mention the benefits that would come from trading with 

peoples accustomed to old ways of life and hunting. The racial and social division served to provide 

Denmark with a position of superiority towards Greenlandic people, throughout the colonial period 

and, to some extent, still today.  

Petterson (2012), explains how race had an important role in Danish politics and attitude towards 

Greenlanders, to the extent to which – in the 1700s - they were considered outside of rights and in 

their state of nature, and not included in the law, which was reserved at the beginning only to Danish 

people and later on to mixed people. The Instruction of the 19th of April 1782 was the document that 

clarified and regulated Greenlanders’ position out of – rather than in – the society as civil subjects. 

Greenlanders were an awkward subject, since Denmark needed them for their own trade, but they 

were – at the same time – considered inferior and needed to be kept away from Danish society. Pet-

terson explains this point very well, quoting Hanne Thomsen: 
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This distinction has profound effects, in that it creates and enforces a view of the non-mixed popu-

lation as belonging to nature, subservient to the laws of nature, and that they should – ideally – be 

left alone to carry on as before. In practice they were left to live their own lives, once these had 

been honed to match the desired of the mission and the Royal Greenland Trading Department 

(KGH), as argued by Hanne Thomsen. In contrast, the mixed Greenlanders were viewed differently. 

Because they belonged to the jurisdiction of the Instruction they were included within a sphere of 

‘civilisation’” (Petterson, 2012, p. 32-33). 

 

Later on, a further distinction was made in terms of law and rights: the employees of the Trade and 

mission would fall under the jurisdiction of the Danish law, whereas the rest of the Greenlanders 

would fall under the Greenlandic jurisdiction. All these laws and perception of those who belonged 

to the “civilised” world and those who belonged to “nature” contributed to build “segregationist prac-

tice functions as a marker of race and class” in a society that “articulated and formalised practices 

which laid the foundations for inequality between Danes and Greenlanders” (Petterson 2012, p. 35).  

It was after the Second World War that Denmark attempted its “modernisation”, to use the words of 

Jensen (2012, p. 108), and to “showcase the rebuilding of Denmark’s image, both as a benevolent 

coloniser and as an internationally conscientious nation state”. There was an attempt to construct a 

new narrative based on a desire for equality for all, and also a need to keep Greenland as part of the 

Danish “empire”, especially since the doom of many colonial dreams after and during the Second 

World War. Denmark then decided that it was necessary to implement the Danish presence on the 

island, together with its modernisation, which, despite its farsighted terms, still held a background of 

exploitative intentions.  

In the case of Greenland, the historical relationship between tourists and locals can be seen under a 

colonialist light. Ween and Riseth (2017), use the term “contact zone” (p. 206) - a term coined by 

Pratt (1992), to refer to the specific travel encounters that have colonial relations. These kinds of 

encounters are often characterised by asymmetrical power relations, which have, however, the chance 

to be revisited and renegotiated. Ittoqqortoormiit can indeed be considered a contact zone, since most 

of the host-guest encounters – both for what concerns tourism and for what concerns other types of 

encounters - still retain a degree of asymmetry when it comes to power relations. The inhabitants of 
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Ittoqqortoormiit, because of their history, location, and social situation are often treated, seen and 

portrayed as a vulnerable minority. But at the same time, being a minority in a remote place is what 

attracts tourism, and this could indeed represent a chance of development. Tourism is a mere reflec-

tion of how the western world sees and treats minorities, but at least in Ittoqqortoormiit it is easier to 

witness this kind of power relations during host-tourists encounters, due to the increasing numbers of 

tourists that certainly exceed the numbers of other visitors such as Danish government officials, doc-

tors, police officers, foreign companies etc. Ween and Riseth (2017), assert that:  

 

Whether a contact zone simply revisits colonial relations or offers opportunities for new kinds of 

engagements depends…upon the context within which these interactions are taking place, such as 

the historical trajectories of engagements between tourists and locals, but also the resources them-

selves (206). 

 

Eidsvik (2012) further argues that “exploring these contact zones, the concepts of metropole and 

periphery (or colony) offers an idea of a spatially and power-divided relation between an imperial 

centre and a periphery” (p. 16). Even though the concept of metropole cannot be applicable to Scan-

dinavian countries, the importance of contact zones in analysing power relations remains the same. 

With these premises, considering contact-zones as places where power relations can be renegotiated 

and revisited, the possibilities are endless. However, they do not only depend on the actors directly 

involved. Places are complex and involve an infinite series of variables and stakeholders. But as of 

now, power relations and encounters in East Greenland hold a strong degree of asymmetry, based on 

the factors of otherness and diversity aforementioned. Sheller (2004) further argues on the postcolo-

nial nature of some kinds of tourism, while analysing the situation in the Caribbean, taking into con-

sideration the cultural background that each tourist carries with his/her moving body. All the cultural 

schemas, the preconceptions, and the inequalities are performed and reinforced, in an asymmetrical 

power relation that reflects the western postcolonial view of certain places and peoples:  
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When bodies move, they carry with them markers of gender, race, class, ethnicity, and nationality. 

When people move…they also carry with them physical baggage, imaginative maps, and cultural 

schemas. Tourism…reinforces and reproduces durable inequalities by reiterating and deepening 

disjunctures. Most importantly, perhaps, tourism is deeply situated in contexts of postcolonial lega-

cies…places to play are continually reinvented, respatialised, and remobilised through the structur-

ing narratives of colonial histories, through the legal frameworks of postcolonial law, and through 

the international frameworks of neo-colonial governance” (Sheller and Urry, 2004, p. 21). 

 

Furthermore, as Sheller makes very clear, certain performances are justified and allowed by the post-

colonial or, to use her words, “neo-colonial” governance of certain sovereign nations, and the ac-

ceptance of this kind of governance by the international community, and by the general public, in a 

forma mentis that still allow the western explorer to explore and exploit the terra nullius, although – 

because of its history and its inhabitants, it has never been an empty place.   
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3 The images of Greenland 

 

First of all, it is important to understand how a tourist destination is portrayed, constructed and imag-

ined, to become what Hall and Saarinen (2010, p. 32) define the “geographical imagination”. They 

describe the Arctic as being mainly differentiated in terms of physical geography (latitude, geomor-

phology, climate, and so on), politics, and governance (for instance the Arctic Council), although it 

is important to understand how it is portrayed and what notion of place people have, in order to be 

able to analyse and study tourism in the region, together with its impacts, especially the social ones 

that affect the locals. They assert that: 

 

For visitors from most of the world, it is this imagined place with its associated images and history 

that acts as a major driver for the desire to travel to the far north and south. Yet, at the same time, 

it must be remembered that, especially in the Arctic and sub-Arctic, we are dealing with places in 

which people live and work and their understanding and sense of place will be different from that of 

the tourist and even the researcher (p. 32). 

 

In general, the Arctic has a history of being advertised and imagined mainly for its remoteness, alt-

hough the great risk brought about by climate change is somehow changing this idea. If once the 

Arctic was only imagined as an eternal remote, uninhabited, and inhospitable place, today it is mostly 

seen as a fragile and vulnerable environment, still remote perhaps, but definitely easier to reach and 

survive in: 

The growing public awareness of the polar regions as being at great risk of climate change is now 

introducing a new set of real and imaged high-latitude geographies in which the Arctic and Antarc-

tic, rather than being portrayed as remote areas of high risk and danger, are being seen as fragile 

environments all too readily affected by what else happened in the world. The place of the Polar 

Regions in the imagination is therefore being inverted. (Hall and Saarinen, 2010, p. 13). 
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Something is therefore happening here, and it is interesting to understand how the perception and the 

imagination of a destination might change, especially because transformations in these kinds of dy-

namics might mean – as in the case of Greenland – an alteration and an increase in tourism.  

Lundmark (2010, p. 135-146) talks about Polar Regions landscapes, certain patterns of elements that 

are expected, as well as something that tourists actually encounter. With some degree of variation 

amongst destinations, these include: “lakes, forests, mountains, sea, and other dramatic environments 

as well as towns and villages. Environmental and climate-related factors important for nature-based 

tourism include snow, ice, and cold in the winter, with short days in terms of sunlight. In summer a 

pleasant climate (albeit with mosquitoes), short nights, reindeer and wildlife such as moose are also 

part of the natural assets” (p. 136). Indeed, the picture she draws concerns the Polar Regions as a 

“whole”, but it is possible to extrapolate some elements that can be applied to Greenland, such as 

snow, wildlife, length of days, and so on.  

An important contribution to the concept of a destination’s image is given by Sheller and Urry (2004) 

and their concept of “playfulness of place”, which is inextricably entangled to the concept of “tourism 

mobilities”: 

 

Places are ‘performed’, often on a kind of global stage, and in these performances, they are put 

into play in relation to other places, becoming more or less desirable, more or less visited (p. 1). 

 

Mobilities play a great role in the image and desirability of Greenland, especially in terms of expedi-

tion cruise ships. Tourists are able to reach destinations which would be otherwise hard to approach, 

and it is the dichotomy adventure and comfort that makes Greenland a very appealing destination, 

still wild and remote, and yet easily reachable on a comfortable vessel. It must also be remembered 

that Greenland is located in a very strategic position, in fact it can easily be reached either from 

Europe or from Northern America. The melting of sea ice during the summer months is also making 

it a rather easy destination to visit. Sheller and Urry (2004) refer to mobilities as a “complex combi-

nation of movement and stillness, realities and fantasies, play and work” (p. 1), a set of elements that 

make the journey not only a mere movement from a destination to another, but something that – 

especially in terms of cruise ship tourism – it is “the materialization of places that become the objects 
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of desire”(p. 2). Going to Greenland means undertaking an unfamiliar and extreme journey to the 

imagined unknown, the wild, the primitive. Big cruise ships usually depart from harbours in the Nor-

dic countries, such as Iceland or Norway (see for instance: gadventure.com; hurtigruten.com), but in 

Kangertittivaq small cruise ships or sailboats pick their passengers at Constable Point Airport, in 

Jameson Land (see for instance: northsailing.is). For many tourists, the airport itself represents a part 

of those objects of desire (field notes), although it is, in fact, only the place where their journey begins. 

For the first time, tourists see the roughness of Greenland, Greenlandic people, and even before land-

ing, from the plane windows they can see snow and icebergs, what remains of the frozen sea ice, and, 

if they are lucky enough, the airplane captain would let them have a sneak peek from the cockpit.  

  

But how is Greenland really portrayed and advertised to the main public? Greenland is the world’s 

largest island and it is an exciting destination in the Arctic for all “adventure minded travellers”, says 

the Visit Greenland website on its “About Greenland” section. There is little doubt the word that 

weights the most in this sentence and that, most likely, fascinates and attracts more travellers to the 

country, is adventure. There is little doubt too about the ways in which Greenland is advertised the 

most: a lot of exciting nature, not much culture. As Kramvig (2017) points out, “the tourism industry 

highlights that culture and adventure are included as increasingly important motivational factors for 

travellers in a market where tourists want a greater degree of tailoring with shorter, more experienced-

based tourism products” (p. 56). In the case of Greenland, and in particular in East Greenland, culture 

does not play a great role, but adventure does, in providing a great experience to be remembered.  

 

Places are made and remade through discourses, cultural images and representations. Greenland is no 

exception, it is advertised and projected into popular imagination as a “landscape of purified nature, 

only populated by people entirely conditioned by nature” (Ren, 2016, p. 445). Ren, in her work about 

the “Possible Greenland” exhibition, unveils the paradox of a place enacted as “serene, virgin and 

pure” (p. 445), which can only be reached and experienced through services, gears and means that 

have nothing to do with nature. However, the image of Greenland as natural and pristine is so rooted 

in the popular imagination that is enough to persuade the tourists, when they come to encounter the 

objects of their desires, whether it is a polar bear, an iceberg or an ice fjord. Cuthill (2004) writes 

about the importance of the “being there” (p. 59) in terms of imagination of a destination. This is a 

very important point to consider, especially for what concerns the outcomes of the trip. She argues 

that: 
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The imagination of a place is not just about images and descriptions, however, but also about en-

actments of being there, forms of eating and drinking there, and the branding of objects that come 

to represent the place…these objects have a global reach and play a key role in the social construc-

tion of a place…’Being there’ and sensuous experiences are central to the distinctive practices of 

performing [a place] (p. 59). 

 

Cuthill’s argument can be easily linked to the branding of Greenland mentioned by Ren (2016). In 

fact, what many tourists want to do in Greenland is to get a piece of it, sending a postcard, buying 

one of those branded objects that can prove they have actually been there, such as polar bears as 

stuffed animals, t-shirt with polar bears, and walruses drawn above the name “Greenland”, polar bear 

fur or claws, and so on. “Being there” is one of the most powerful imaginative and advertising tricks, 

but it is also something that needs to be proven once in the destination, and once back home.  

The Lonely Planet page on Greenland welcomes its visitors with a message of the same nature as 

described above, anticipating the experience with a title that speaks of ice and remoteness:  

 

When you've seen the world there's always Greenland' goes the old travellers' saying. But why wait 

till then? Greenland is not a cheap destination, but few places combine such magnificent scenery, 

such clarity of light and such raw power of nature (lonelyplanet.com/Greenland). 

 

Greenland is presented in the same way by many other important websites and travel agencies (see 

for instance: greenlandtours.com, northsailing.is, polarcruises.com, etc.).  

In many of the websites, especially when advertising the Scoresby Sund fjord system, although pic-

tures of the Ittoqqortoormiit town are shown, no mention of the village or of its population is made. 

This clearly represents a problem and a denial of reality that – no matter the efforts – the tourists will 

soon or later discover.  
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The dichotomy culture-nature in the advertising of Greenland as a destination is analysed by Smed 

(2017), while studying the website of Visit Greenland:  

 

Indigenous tourism…seems to be a somewhat secondary and implicit factor in a Greenlandic con-

text, although it is occasionally emphasised as a feature of Greenlandic identity. Because nature is 

the number one attraction in Greenland, indigeneity is less obviously used as an attraction value, 

although there is an aim to focus on and promote nature and people (p. 137). 

 

She also argues that this kind of dichotomy is a reflection of a Western construct, that separates nature 

from culture, and pervades much of tourism today, a construction that “inadvertently influence[s] 

tourists’ expectations, motivations and preferences” (p. 143). Furthermore, this concept represents a 

paradox in itself, since now tourists have access to places which were not accessible before, wild and 

untouched places, so that in Greenland such places “are becoming increasingly cultured and objects 

of cultural display” (p. 147).  

It is thus clear that Greenland is almost entirely advertised and imagined for its raw and magnificent 

nature, icebergs, and polar bears, not only by foreign tour agencies but also by Greenland itself. There 

is, at least for what concerns Visit Greenland, a will to advertise the culture as well as the nature, 

although it is obscured and put aside by the power of mighty glaciers and northern lights. In Chapter 

6, the power of tourists advertising Greenland as a nature destination will be discussed, taking into 

consideration the importance of landscape photographers and Arctic filmmakers. 
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4 Ittoqqortoormiit 

 

4.1 Geography 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1 – Map of Scoresby Sund.  

 

Ittoqqortoormiit - also called, in Danish, Scoresbysund - is a small village with a population of 368 

(Statistics Greenland, 2018), located in the Scoresby Sund fjord system, at the southernmost tip of 

Liverpool Land, on the coast of East Greenland, at latitude 70°30’N. The Scoresby Sund fjord is the 

largest fjord system in the world (Robert, 1971), it is characterised by cold water and high Arctic 

climatic conditions. Ittoqqortoormiit is part of the Sermersooq kommune, the biggest municipality in 

Greenland, whose headquarters are in Nuuk.  

Liverpool Land, where Ittoqqortoormiit is located, is divided from Jameson Land by the Hurry Fjord 

and the Carlsberg Fjord, but the two also differ in rocks and soil composition. Jameson Land is mostly 

composed of sedimentary rock valleys, with braided rivers enriching the landscape, whereas Liver-

pool land is mostly made of igneous and metamorphic rocks (Uenzelmann-Neben, 1993; Dowdeswell 
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et al. 1994; Robert 1968). Another striking difference between Jameson Land and Liverpool Land is 

the massive presence of mountains and glaciers in the latter, although it is mostly in the inner and 

western part of the fjord, on Milne Land and Ren Land that the tidewater glaciers produce the icebergs 

that make this area of Greenland so scenic and appealing to visitors (Nanu Travel).  

The whole area is very rich in terms of flora and fauna, not least thanks to the almost permanently 

open water (polynia) in the mouth of the fjord, a condition that allows marine mammal life to flourish 

even at such high latitudes and harsh climatic conditions (DMI, 2014). Vegetation varies in terms of 

location and altitude, being sparse on the coasts and lush in the inner fjords. Wildlife is rather rich, 

with birds, seals, narwhales, walruses, Arctic hares, muskoxen, polar wolves and polar bears (Robert, 

1968).  

 

 

4.2 Historical Background  

 
In this Chapter, the history of Ittoqqortoormiit will be briefly described, taking into particular account 

the postcolonial nature of its settlement. To provide an elaborated account of the history of the area 

is beyond the scope of this work, therefore, many details will be omitted in purpose, and only a gen-

eral description will be presented. Although Greenlanders have been inhabiting Greenland for thou-

sands of years – for instance the Dorset and the Thule populations (Moltke I, Fumagalli M, Kor-

neliussen TS, et al., 2015) – the history of Scoresbysund and Ittoqqortoormiit is rather recent. It is the 

mere result of geopolitics and colonisation. The first area in East Greenland to be colonised in recent 

times was the Ammassalik region, in 1894, followed by the creation and the development of a new 

network of small and isolated communities up north, in 1925. The decision to move a dozen families 

from Ammassalik to Scoresbysund was dictated by the threat posed by Norway, which became inter-

ested in the uninhabited north-eastern territories of Greenland. Gunnarsson (2016) gives a compre-

hensive and clear insight about what happened and why during the development of Ittoqqortoormiit, 

starting from the preparations for settlement in 1924:  

 

The decision to conduct the transfer from the Ammassalik district of about a dozen families to ‘re-

populate’ the high-Arctic inlet was thus influenced by geopolitical considerations; that is to say, to 

put an end to the Norwegian territorial claim. From 1925, the population of East Greenland was 
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split into two colonies, some 800 kilometres apart, leaving for the next decade and beyond, the two 

groups substantially isolated from each other (p. 2). 

 

The decision of the Danish government to inhabit those territories, moving people from a place to 

another and condemning them to a life of struggles and isolation, is clearly filled with little consider-

ation for the colonised ones, in a perspective where geopolitical power and supremacy win over small 

and powerless populations, subjected to power inequalities from the very beginning, in a perspective 

that Gunnarsson (2016) calls “a salient feature of the twentieth-century history” (p. 2).   

The habitability of a land and the history of habitation clash with the notion of terra nullius, and yet, 

this is a process legally recognized by the international community. Through a series of expeditions 

between the end of the XIX and the beginning of the XX century, several expeditions found remains 

of human settlements along the coast of Eastern Greenland, proves that the Danish claim was in fact 

recognizable and rightful, since it met the conditions that were established by the international law in 

terms of land claiming, as reported above.  

The people that were moved from the Ammassalik area to Kangertittivaq, were the only “survivors” 

of the big migration that had seen people from East Greenland moving south or elsewhere due to 

famine and poor hunting. It is interesting to understand how Scoresbysund became a Danish colony 

and the reasons the Danish used to justify their claim. The official version was that the previous 

inhabitants of East Greenland had not perished there, but rather migrated because of their “nomad 

nature”. It was thus now possible to move people who were struggling to survive in Ammassalik, 

since there was proof that the Scoresbysund area was in fact inhabitable and could provide enough 

resources for the colony to sustain itself and survive.  

The colony was literally built by scratch in 1924, with material brought directly from Copenhagen 

and carried by Ejnar Mikkelsen and his ship, the s/s Grønland, after a troubled journey. Different 

outposts were built in Scoresbysund, Cape Tobin, Cape Hope, Cape Stewart, and Ferslews Cape, 

where the centre of the colony was going to be. The colony was then occupied by eighty-five people 

– seventy from Ammassalik and fifteen from West Greenland. There was a precise will to keep the 

colony and its outposts dispersed, even though the East Greenlanders tried to oppose this plan chal-

lenging the Danish authority.   
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In 1936, Ejnar Mikkelsen was appointed as Inspector General, with formal jurisdiction over East 

Greenland, for his contribution to the development of the colony. He realised soon that some social 

changes were going on, with people getting attached to their community and homes, less favourable 

to hunting trips far from their known area. He also realised that the government needed to provide 

some aid in order to support the changes that were occurring, to give the Greenlanders what they 

needed – in terms of material, social, cultural, and spiritual support - but with a paradox: they should 

be helped, but also be left alone. In the years that followed the settlement, a society divided by power 

relations, ethnicity, and social status took form, in what Gunnarsson (2016) calls “a crucial point of 

contention in colonial encounters” (p. 66): 

 

The koloni introduced a shared but differentiated space; a transgressive site where agents with dis-
parate cultural background met and tried to come to terms with each other. The ground rules were 
self-sustained, but in the actual encounters, where players were drawn together in an indeterminate 

assemblage of singularities, the rules themselves were being drawn as if for the first time (p. 66). 

 

The Scoresby Sund colony was perfectly designed to represent a dichotomy of coloniser and colo-

nised, even though the reality of facts proved to be completely different. Colonial encounters were 

not fixed and contributed to create what Gunnarsson calls “hybridity” (p. 68) between the coloniser 

and the colonised.  

For what concerns the years right after the settlement of the colony, the work by Robert (1971) will 

be used. Although the work is clearly anachronistic, especially in terms of terminology and thinking 

(it is clearly filled with colonial and racial prejudice), it is nonetheless useful to draw the history of 

the first forty years of Ittoqqortoormiit.  

At the beginning, the colony was inhabited only by Greenlanders, some from the Ammassalik region 

and some from West Greenland. It was only after the Second World War that people from other 

nationalities started settling in Scoresbysund. Among these there were people working in the Weather 

Station at Cape Tobin, or even the first French doctor. Different “ethnic” groups were at the beginning 

separated both in terms of social status and provenance but became eventually merged through mar-

riages and family relations. However, Danish inhabitants and West Greenlanders – even the mixed 

ones – usually still retained a higher social and economic status, compared to the East Greenlanders.  
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The settlement remained isolated for many years, but that is no longer the case for those who can 

afford to travel. Today, although isolation is still a reality, many ships visit the fjord every year, not 

to mention the frequent flights to and from Iceland. Furthermore, even if slowly and with some diffi-

culty, it is now possible to use the Internet in the area, a tool that is very important for opening up to 

the rest of the world, a transformation that is clearly visible especially on the younger generations, 

who can now speak English and have a lot of information about what happens outside their village. 

The transformation is not only clear in the way of life of the inhabitants, in the way they dress and in 

the fact that they have mobile phones and snowmobiles, but also and especially in the shift that is 

affecting the hunting – with new and less traditional techniques – and with many people leaving the 

town for further education or a better future elsewhere.  

However, there is a feeling of uncertainty surrounding the future of Scoresbysund and its inhabitants: 

the possibility that the Danish and the Greenlandic governments could soon decide to “close” the 

town, leaving it die out. To some extent this feeling, together with the hopelessness of many unhappy 

and unemployed people, is already emptying the town, that only in a few years has seen a dramatic 

decreasing in population, from 525 in 2007 to 375 in 2017 and 368 in 2018 (Statistics Greenland, 

2018).   

 

4.3 Society and Economy 

 
It is rather hard to find information about culture in Scoresby Sund, with the exception of hunting 

techniques and traditions. Robert (1971), an anthropologist who studied the inhabitants of 

Scoresbysund and their customs for many years, describes in detail how the culture of the first inhab-

itants of the settlement has shifted with time, creating new ways of dealing with a different environ-

ment, and with different peoples and cultures. Although the culture of Scoresby Sund is now very 

“Europeanised”, some of the inhabitants of Ittoqqortoormiit still choose to dedicate their lives to 

hunting, instead of finding wage labour jobs: as of today, there are a dozen professional hunters in 

the village. The language of Ittoqqortoormiit is perhaps one of the few elements of tradition that has 

not changed much since the settlement (Robert, 1971). Its inhabitants speak Tunumiit (East Green-

landic), a language that is different from Kalaallisut (West Greenlandic), so much so that they are not 

intelligible. However, the language has not remained exactly the same one that the Ammassalimiut 

spoke when they settled in the colony, in fact it has undergone some changes since the settlement, 
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due to contacts with other languages and dialects that were spoken by pastors, the administrative staff, 

the radio and the Brønlund family (Robert, 1971). Other elements of tradition that have remained the 

same are the dog sled trips, the tradition of names reincarnations, and other magical beliefs.  

 

After her study in the 1960s, Robert (1994) came back to Scoresby Sund in the 1990s to study changes 

in the society and found out interesting patterns in terms of natality and mortality. Natality has seen 

a decrease after the introduction of contraceptives and the Malthusian policy – which favoured pop-

ulation control over uncontrolled growth - in the 1960s, with low rates of natality still today: only 

seven births in the year 2015, five in the year 2016 and 9 in 2017 (Statistics Greenland, 2018). Alt-

hough these numbers are reasonable for a population of just over 300, it is still lower compared to the 

first years of the settlements when births rate were very high, and fertility was uncontrolled. On the 

contrary, mortality has seen an escalation, especially due to the occurrence of violent deaths such as 

accidents, homicides, and suicides, the latter of which are very frequent both in Greenland and in 

Ittoqqortoormiit: between November 2017 and March 2018 there were four suicides and one homi-

cide. Another important social issue in the town, is the abusive consumption of alcohol. There is no 

official and comprehensive data regarding alcoholism in the town, but there are many studies on 

alcoholism in Greenland. Studies such as those carried by Aage (2012) identify problems related to 

alcoholism such as cirrhosis hepatitis and mortality, which although have seen a decrease compared 

to the 1980s because of alcohol purchase regulations and higher prices, it still remains an important 

issue in the society.  

 

Since the establishment of the Scoresbysund colony, the major source of livelihood for the commu-

nity has been hunting. Thanks to the variety of wildlife in the region, hunters specialised in different 

kinds of hunting, from seals and walruses, polar bears, to muskoxen, to narwhals, and other species. 

However, in recent times, “technological development and the many local service functions provide 

the basis for paid employment and today only a few have their primary income from hunting” (Sandell 

and Sandell, 1996, p. 79). Despite the technological and economic progresses, hunting still remains 

a fundamental activity for the food security of the community, which cannot entirely rely on the 

scarce supply that the town receives – only twice a year with big shipping from Denmark, and once 

a week with small and very basic supplies from Iceland. 

 

Hunters do not only hunt for meat, but the animals are also used in terms of skins, bones and claws 

to make clothes, tools or artifacts that can be traded. The only products that can legally be exported 
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from Greenland at the moment are muskoxen and reindeer fur and bones. It is possible to export seal 

skin to some countries such as Iceland, but the rest of the products have in fact become difficult to 

sell due to direct and indirect impacts of EU anti-sealing directives and other trading restrictions. Seal 

hunting has been one of the main means of livelihood and trade since the first day of the settlement 

(Robert, 1971). Seal meat and blubber was still is very important today, so much so that not having 

seal meat during certain months of the year would mean “famine” for the inhabitants of Scoresbysund.   

 

Apart from hunting and fishing, services – such as the post office, the local store, the Tele station and 

a few more – and tourism, there is little chance for the inhabitants of Ittoqqortoormiit to make a living. 

Unemployment rates are, in fact, around 20%-30% in the village (Statistics Greenland, 2017).  

The tourism sector is growing every year, however, the people actively involved and with a steady 

income are not many. At this stage, this is not enough to significantly sustain the community and help 

its development. The economic impacts of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit will be addressed later in detail 

in chapter 7.  

 

 
 

4.4 Tourism  
 
 
Amongst the village inhabitants there are hunters, service workers, seasonal workers, and unem-

ployed. Only some twenty people, are actively involved in the tourism industry, a majority of them 

working only occasionally and on a call. These include the Nanu Travel Tourism Office, hunters 

offering boat trips, hunting trips, dog sledding trips, dog feeding demonstrations, two kayaking 

guides, the guest house employees, and those responsible for the church and the museum.  

 

Ittoqqortoormiit was very isolated until the 1990s, when the American Atlantic Richfield Company 

(ARCO) – which was attempting an oil exploration - built the airport of Constable Point at Hurry 

Fjord, 45 km from the village. Later on, ARCO abandoned the search for oil and sold the airstrip to 

Mittarfeqarfiit, the Greenland Civil Aviation Authority (Créquy, 2012) and that is when Nerlerit Inaat 

(in Greenlandic) officially became a commercial airport.  

 

Except for those working at the tourism office and at the museum, the salary is paid in cash at the end 

of each performance. There is a strict differentiation between gender roles in the town when it comes 
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to working in tourism: women are usually the ones who work in the services, either at the office, at 

the museum, in the church, preparing dinners and doing the laundry, whereas men mostly drive boats 

or do “heavy” jobs, with little or no interactions with the cruise tourists. Women are often displayed 

by the tourism industry and the local tourism office wearing traditional East Greenlandic clothes, 

sitting under an Inuit tent with local delicacies, or sitting outside the church waiting to be photo-

graphed.    

To use the terms mentioned by Edensor (2000) Ittoqqortoormiit, as a tourist place, can be defined 

somewhere between an enclave and a heterogeneous one. It is a small village, with only a few explicit 

tourist spots, however, the ways in which it is presented to tourists is very much staged and enclaved. 

When they come ashore, tourists are given a map with a specific path to follow, listing all the attrac-

tions and activities to be seen and photographed. There is very little left to improvisation and sponta-

neity, it is prohibited to leave the village unarmed due to the risk of meeting polar bears, and most 

activities take place during tourist visits. On a normal day, the museum would be closed, together 

with the art shop. The tourist office opens every week day from 10 to 14, unless cruise ships are 

coming to town, in that case, the office works around the clock. Everything is staged and performed, 

and tourists seem to be very comfortable and happy in their role, taking photographs of the Inuits, of 

icebergs and buying stuffed animals and postcards.  

 

What happens in Ittoqqortoormiit when tourists are visiting, is what Sheller and Urry (2004) call 

“places in play” (p. 8), places that are performed, “that involve performances by various kinds of 

‘hosts’ and especially by ‘guests’” (p. 6), places that are “viewed as economically, politically, and 

culturally produced through the multiple networked mobilities of capital, persons, objects, signs, and 

information”(p. 6). Of course, Ittoqqortoormiit is way more than just a destination that is performed, 

it is a community of people who share culture and values, but perhaps it is not so in the eyes of the 

visitors. On the other hand, it is not possible to deny the role of tourism in shaping the town and its 

activities, its developments and most likely its own very future: 

 

“tourist activities are not so separate from the places that are visited. Those places are moreover 

not fixed and unchanging but depend in part upon what happens to be practised within them “(Shel-

ler and Urry, 2004, p. 5). 
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Many activities and practices that take place in Ittoqqortoormiit, both in terms of positive and negative 

outcomes, are increasingly a direct or indirect consequence of performed tourism. Sheller and Urry 

(2004) argue that “places are…brought into being through systems of organised and/or informal tour-

ists’ performances and ‘host’ performances…but if the performances by hosts and guests no longer 

happen then the place stops ‘happening” (p. 7). Tourism is changing the town, which gets lively and 

active during cruise ships landing, however, it also may be changing hunting patterns because of 

marine mammal’s disturbance (Ocean Conservancy, 2017). But the town, very remote and isolated, 

is opening up to the rest of the world, through the host-guests encounters that – sometimes – lead to 

an exchange of knowledge, or even new friendships. In this perspective, Sheller and Urry (2004) 

reject the ontology of places being separate from tourism, although it is perhaps not necessarily the 

case in Ittoqqortoormiit. Indeed, tourism affects the dynamics and the survival of the town, to some 

extent, but it is not yet an integral part of its life. It might become very important for it in the near 

future, this is of course a very realistic possibility, but mostly Ittoqqortoormiit remains a remote and 

isolated town, mostly visited by tourists no more than 5 months a year, with fewer exceptions during 

winter and spring.  

 

Another important element that surrounds tourism in Scoresbysund is the history of the explorers 

who have first visited the area. Roura (2010) mentions the importance of these kinds of sites, which 

he refers to as “cultural heritage” (p. 180). It is interesting because there is little interest in the history 

of the local communities and their migrations or deeds, although it is quite easy to hear stories of 

when they would spend weeks far north on hunting trips, when the Northeast Greenland National 

Park had not yet been founded. However, tourists are more interested in past western explorers, such 

as William Scoresby (from whom the fjord got its name), or Jean-Baptiste Charcot and his “Pourquoi 

Pas?” expeditions (to which a monument in town was dedicated). Of course, tourists are occasionally 

interested in hearing stories about hunting trips undertaken by the locals, both in the present as in the 

past, but these trips are perceived as something that belongs to another era or even another world, 

because of the unusualness of the deeds and the entire discourse and images that surround the Inuit 

people. Here the nature vs culture dichotomy is enacted, and the Inuits are relegated out of this world, 

in their deeds that belong to another “race” and another “time”, reminding us of the segregation en-

acted by colonialism in the past, where the romanticising of the East Greenlanders was in fact an 

expedient to justify class divisions and racism. The fascination for western people surviving through 
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those harsh and cold environments is more appealing to tourists, who can probably imagine them-

selves going through the same experiences, identifying with European explorers, although they do it 

from the comfortable view of their cruise ship cabins, adding that adventurous feeling to it, and mak-

ing them feel like they really are on an Arctic expedition. Marionne Cronin (2013) describes how, 

from the beginning of the XXI Century, a narrative of heroism connected to Polar Expeditions has 

been developed, with tropes that stem from the harshness of the environment to the enactment of a 

more authentic masculinity, to technological successes and so on. Cronin argues that the image of the 

Arctic – that has changed with time, as we have already discussed - has played an important role in 

“securing the expedition’s heroic status” (2013, p. 74), a status that, to some extent, is still attributed 

to polar expeditions which are, in fact, no longer real expeditions, but rather holidays on very com-

fortable vessels.  
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5 Methodology  
 
 
 

Most of the research was conducted in the village of Ittoqqortoormiit, while working at the town’s 

Tourist Office, owned by the Nanu Travel company, in the months of August and September 2017. 

Working at the tourist office was fundamental, since it allowed to gather data and to effectively em-

ploy participant observation as part of the methodology needed for the research. The everyday contact 

with tourists, locals and tour guides was of paramount importance in the understanding of the context 

and the analysis of the phenomenon at hand.  

Qualitative research methods have been used in order to gather data during the fieldwork, following 

those listed in the book Key Methods in Geography (Clifford, Cope, Gillespie, French, 2016), alt-

hough other resources have been considered as well.  

Most of the tourists who took part in the study (in fact, all of them except one) were cruise ship 

tourists. The research was also conducted by interviewing tour guides, ships and sailboats crewmem-

bers and captains, and also tour organisers. Most of the cruise ship tourists came from different na-

tionalities and backgrounds, although the biggest groups were from the United States, Great Britain 

and France. Three different methodologies were used, in order to gather as much data as possible, in 

the shortest amount of time and considering the limits of the location:  

- Interviews: mostly semi-structured interviews, with tourists and tour guides, interviewed out-

side the Nanu Travel Office, at the landing spot and around the town; 

- Questionnaires: mostly tourists, but also tour guides; questionnaires were handed out at the 

Nanu Travel Office desk; 

- Participant observation (photographs, videos, field notes): both tourists and tour guides, zodi-

acs and ships were involved in the observation; photographs and videos were taken all around 

the town, but especially in front of the Nanu Travel Office and at the landing spot; fieldnotes 

were taken all around the area.  
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5.1 Interviews 

Interviews were used in the first part of the research, in order to find some motivational pattern and 

understanding the degree of tourists’ awareness about climate change and the environment around 

them.  

 Most of the interviews conducted were semi-structured. These kinds of interviews, according to 

Longhurst (2016), allow the interviewees a certain degree of freedom, which encourage a more pro-

found level of interaction and expression of their own opinions and ideas. Tourists were randomly 

picked from each group while they were visiting the village of Ittoqqortoormiit, often in the proximity 

of the Tourist Office or while doing their souvenir shopping. They were selected in order to provide 

a solid sample representing different ages, genders, and nationalities.  

A group of questions were always asked (Appendix A) although the content of the conversation might 

often change according to the answers provided and the will of the interviewee. Most of the inter-

viewees represented the tourists, whereas a few samples were provided by tour guides and expedition 

leaders. 

 The expedition leaders and the tour guides that were interviewed provided very useful information 

about the cruise trips, their passenger types and motivations, together with explanations about their 

activities and interpretation techniques used on board.  

Usually, interviews with tourists were rather short, never longer that 10 minutes – mostly because 

they wanted to do their shopping, to explore the town or to return to the ship and they were not keen 

to stop and talk. They were often conducted outside the Nanu Travel Office, sometimes – but not 

often – around the town or close to the pier. On the other hand, interviews with tour guides and crew 

members were always longer, some of them lasted more than half an hour.  

The answers were always written down as notes, often lacking the whole emotional and environmen-

tal variables. Due to the limited number of tourists, the time available and the place in which the 

interviews were conducted, this method did not prove feasible and, therefore, it was substituted with 

another one, more efficient and easier to apply, the questionnaire.  
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5.2 Questionnaires 

 

Questionnaires were only used during the very last period of the research, mostly during the month 

of September, which is why only 25 of them were collected. The scope of the questionnaires was 

mainly to identify types of tourists and motivations behind their choices of travel. The questionnaires 

were purposely structured in order to get as much information as possible in terms of the respondents’ 

expectations and that is why not only they were asked why they decided to visit East Greenland but 

also what exactly they expected to see and experience. 

McGuirk and O’Neill (2016) provide a detailed analysis of the use of questionnaires in human geog-

raphy, highlighting their ability to grasp aspects of a complex experience, place or event, as part of a 

fluid reality. Questionnaires are easy to implement but yet limited in their use. The two authors pro-

vide a complex series of methods through which it is possible to tailor questionnaires, in order to 

adapt to certain targets and contexts. Furthermore, McLafferty (2016) encourages the use of ques-

tionnaires in studies that involve the understanding of people attitudes on social, political and envi-

ronmental issues. 

The questionnaires contained 5 questions (see Appendix B) in English, which the tourists were kindly 

asked to answer in the language they preferred. The language choice was made in order to get more 

reliable answers, allowing the respondents to be as detailed and as precise as possible, so bypassing 

the language barrier. Allowing tourists to use their own language made it possible to gather more data 

than what would have been possible using only English, because most of the tourists, especially in 

the last month, were French speakers who spoke limited English. In the last week, a few more ques-

tions were added, in order to delve deeper into an aspect that emerged from the previous ones, namely 

the relationship, interaction and perception of nature by the tourists.  

Questions were divided into six main categories: demographics, motivations, expectations, satisfac-

tion, drivers, and perception. Demographics provide age, nationality, and gender of the samples, in 

order to have a clear image of the types of tourists that visit the area, together with the intent to study 

as many different samples as possible, despite the limited amount of heterogeneity. Motivations in-

dicate the reasons why people decided to visit Greenland, in order to grasp the imaginative idea that 

people had in their minds before their journey, whether it was an adventure, a simple cruise trip or 



35 

 

the desire to see icebergs. Expectations were meant to understand the idea of place that the tourists 

have, reflected on the objects they want to “gaze”: this was probably the most important question and 

the one that provided the most homogeneous group of answers. Satisfaction was intended to under-

stand if the illusion of place was delivered, or how much the initial idea of place had changed during 

the journey. Drivers provided a clear idea of what makes people go to Greenland in the first place, 

even before considering and developing an image of the place: this point helped understanding the 

importance of advertisement and sharing of experiences by the media or by acquaintances. The ques-

tion about perception was added in the last weeks and was meant to identify how tourists perceive 

the area, although they are travelling on a ship, with many other tourists and visiting a village that is, 

after all, civilised to some extent. This question was also meant to understand a little more about the 

perception of the local culture in a nature vs culture postcolonial perspective, relative cultural views 

of nature, together with the changes brought about by climate change.  

 

5.3 Participant observation 

 

Laurier (2016) explains the importance of the implementation of the participant observation while 

carrying out research. He provides a complex analysis of the ways in which this method can be ap-

plied, however, in this context only four have been actively used: photographs, videos, and field 

notes. These methods were always used in a discreet way, in order not to affect the observed and, 

therefore, the outcome of the research. 

 

The choice of using photographs as a tool for the research has been especially encouraged by the 

work of Bandyopadhyay (2011), whose study tries to explain how photography, most of the times, 

can reveal habits and tendencies that words do not always convey. He applies this method to tourism 

research under a neo-colonialism perspective, analysing and understanding certain encounters and 

power relations through photography. Balomenou and Garrod (2019) provide an analysis of the use 

of photography in tourism research, explaining how and why this method has been subjected to prej-

udice and often replaced by what they call “textocentric research”. At the same time, they argue that 

photography could be a very powerful tool for tourism research, since it has the ability to fill the gap 

between words and pictures and between the observer and the observed. Furthermore, photography 

– thanks to new technologies – can be easily accessible and fast.  
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Photographs were used as a silent tool, mainly to capture visually the impact of the presence of tour-

ists in such a small village. The visual impact was so obvious, as Ittoqqortormiit changed from being 

almost empty, to being crowded and then empty again after only 2-3 hours. Photographs were also 

used in order to capture risky moments, such as landing with small boats during a storm.  

 

The photographs were taken at different times during the season, starting in the first week of August, 

with mostly good weather conditions, until the last week of September, with frequent storms, snow 

and very cold weather. Most of the pictures were taken with a mobile phone, in order not to attract 

attention, so that the tourists – being unaware of it – would act in the most natural and undisturbed 

way. Tourist behaviours were also accurately observed. Some of these reflected cultural differences, 

lack of knowledge – both in terms of nature and culture – and types of approach.  

 

Furthermore, the everyday contact with locals and tourists was of paramount importance in order to 

be able to gather information and understand the place, its cultures and its mobilities. Every single 

piece of information was stored in a field note and has been used in order to write this dissertation.  
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6 Tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit 

 
 
Before discussing and analysing the results obtained during the research - through interviews, ques-

tionnaires and participant observation - I would like to quote an interview I reported in my fieldwork 

notes that I think resumes most of the results obtained in the research. The interviewee was Jordi, a 

biologist guide on board of the Dutch sailboat Rembrandt Van Rijn:   

 

 

“Many people come to East Greenland because it is cool, they expect to experience 

something different, a wildlife pure and untouched by the human presence, and since it is not the 

case this often disappoints them. Furthermore, they have no idea about what being in an inhospita-

ble environment means: tourists ignore the dangers and often put themselves in dangerous situa-

tions, making the job harder for us guides. Especially the Chinese, who buy the tours because they 

want to prove they have money to travel the world. Many tourists are photographers and they come 

here to seek for the perfect shot: when they find the right light or perspective, they want to land no 

matter if it is the appropriate moment or not.” 

 

It is important to understand that tourists who come to East Greenland do not belong to a single group, 

but they are rather heterogeneous. They come from different countries, cultures, backgrounds, and 

they hold different kinds of expectations and desires. However, they all interact with the place and its 

people, moving around and creating different nets of encounters and relationships with their hosts.  

 
In this chapter, the results obtained during the research will be reported and analysed. The main focus 

will be on the results provided by interviews, questionnaires, participant observation, and the visual 

data. This part of the research will concentrate on cruise ship and sail boat tourism only, these being 

the most prominent types of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit today. 1649 cruise ship passengers have vis-

ited Ittoqqortoormiit in 2017 (Statistics Greenland), against the 851 international passengers who 

arrived to Nerlerit Inaat. This number alone shows how prominent cruise ship tourism is in the region, 

compared to other alternatives.  

By analysing the data gathered during the research, it is possible to divide tourists visiting Ittoqqor-

toormiit in five different categories: the landscape photographers and video makers, people who had 
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already been anywhere else, people who follow tourism trends, people who are fascinated by and 

interested in polar regions and people who were there completely by chance. However, since tourists 

in Ittoqqortoormiit seem to fall into very heterogenous groups, they will be mostly divided into two 

very broad categories: the cruise ships and sail boats tourists and the landscape photographers and 

filmmakers.   

 

 

6.1 The Tourism Office   

 
On the main road in Ittoqqortoormiit, the Mikip Aqqulaa, there stands a red house, showing a caution 

sled warning triangular sign, next to another one, a big white rectangle reading “Nanu Travel Tourist 

Office” (Figure 2).  

 

 

 

Figure 2 - The Nanu Travel Office 

 

The Nanu Travel tourism office in Ittoqqortoormiit is the centre of tourism in the village. For tourists 

it is nearly impossible to visit the town without aid from the office, since it is almost the only means 
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through which it is possible to get accommodation, tours, and gears (such as guns for polar bear 

protection, necessary when hiking around the area), but also essential information about the town and 

its surroundings.  

 

 

Figure 3 - The Nanu Travel Office Interior 

 

Nanu Travel was founded in 1998 by the former owner of the Icelandic company Nonni Travel, 

Helena Dejak, in collaboration with some of the hunters and inhabitants from Ittoqqortoormiit, who 

still hold shares in the company. Her goal was to build a sustainable and locally owned business, 

which could open the town to tourism and, therefore, new possibilities for development. The company 

is now fully owned by locals, although Helena still helps the business. Nanu Travel also receives 

funding from the municipality and from the government (Créquy, 2012).  

The office is a small house and it is basically divided into two areas: the first is the shopping area in 

which all the local products and souvenirs are displayed (see pictures 3 and 5), the second serves as 

an office and info point, with a desk, a computer and informative booklets (see picture 4). 
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Figure 4 - The Nanu Travel Office Desk 

 

Nanu Travel organises trips throughout the whole year, from dog sledding expeditions during the 

winter months, kayaking trips and boat trips during summer, and a few trips for scientists and re-

searchers working in the area. The office has one director, a few collaborators and a series of em-

ployees with a big turn-over rate. The main problem of employability lies in the lack of educated 

people, let alone people speaking English. 
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Figure 5 - Local Souvenirs at the Nanu Travel Office 

The office is a hub for a series of services which involve other branches of the local economy, such 

as postcards delivery, sim card purchased from the local telecommunication station, fuel for small 

cruise ships and boats, and organized dinners with country food hunted by local hunters. 

During the winter months, the office functions as a little bazaar for locals, with products such as guns 

ammunition, toys, books, tools, clothes and, so on. Nanu Travel is also hub for information, since 

people often come to ask about news in the town, to have coffee or just hang out.  

In the summer of 2017, only one tourist visited the town on his own, attracted by the remoteness of 

the place.  

I was able to spend two months working at the tourist office of Nanu Travel, in August and September 

2017, thanks to the opportunity offered by my master’s degree programme, through which I was able 

to be granted a scholarship that allowed me to work in the office as an intern. My main activities were 

mostly related to the direct engagement with tourists, either around the town – as a guide – or in the 

office – where I would sell souvenirs or provide information about the town and the area. Other tasks 

included email communication with tour operators, private clients, and cruise ship companies, taking 

care of the office and its products and, sometimes, preparing gear and food for private boat trips.  
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There were three other people working with me at the office, and all three of them were locals from 

Ittoqqortoormiit. One was the director of the office, who was in charge of the business and all of its 

activities: she started working for Nanu Travel when she was very young and with the help of Helena, 

the founder, she studied to become an accountant and to manage the business. The other two employ-

ees were at my same level, mainly helping with the office activities. However, one of them – being a 

male – would take care of all the “heavy duties”, such as carrying material, fixing things and he would 

also often get on board of the cruise ships as they sometimes would ask to have a local on board so 

that he could tell stories about the town. They were siblings, however the woman worked for the 

office only for a few months in order to save some money, whereas the boy had been working for the 

office since he was very young, and that job had been his main source of income since. Other people, 

all of them locals, would occasionally cooperate with the office, offering different kinds of services, 

such as private dinners, laundry, hunting trips, etc. There was a hunter who would often host tourists 

for dinner– especially those coming with the sailboats – offering them local and fresh food, mostly 

meat and fish, and telling them stories about hunting and living in such a remote place. There was 

also always a woman dressed in the traditional East Greenlandic costume, waiting for tourists outside 

the church, with whom visitors were more than happy to take picture and capture a moment with a 

“real Inuit”. This was of course all orchestrated, since no one wears the traditional costume anymore, 

except for very important ceremonies.  

Except for the director, who has been the same for many years, there is a constant turnover of em-

ployees in the tourist office, which makes its management rather hard. The reason why it is hard to 

find new employees – according to the office’s director - is because it is not easy to find English 

speaking people in the town of Ittoqqortoormiit and also because it is not easy for foreign people to 

go to Greenland and work. This detail actually represents a problem for the functioning and the future 

of the office: the director is constantly looking for new employees.  

In general, the atmosphere in the office was very friendly and welcoming. From the first day of my 

internship, I was treated with excitement and friendliness. The same excitement and friendliness that 

my colleagues showed to the tourists who came to visit the town. The impression was that they really 

wanted to improve, and they were looking at me to do so. They constantly asked me for help, for 

ideas and new ways of doing things, especially in terms of customer care and merchandise.  
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6.2 Cruise Ship and Sail Boat Tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit 
 
 
 
The cruise ships and sail boats season in Ittoqqortoormiit starts from May to October, with August 

and September being the busiest months. In September especially, it is not uncommon to see more 

than one vessel anchored in the bay (Figure 6). In Ittoqqortoormiit, longer summers and less sea ice 

are making marine traffic more frequent, so much so that in September 2017 cruise ships visited the 

town every day. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6 - Cruise Ship and Sail Boat in the Bay 

 
The ships rarely approach the shore, and they use Zodiacs to land their passengers, often in difficult 

conditions, especially at the end of the summer and in stormy weather (Figures 7 and 9). Nevertheless, 

they manage to take their passengers to the village safely, even elderly people or tourists with motoric 

issues. For this reason, several members of the crew land first and then help with disembarking pro-

cedures. The main difference in terms of passengers, between cruise ships and sailboats, is the number 

of tourists they can carry. Sail boats do not usually carry more than 15 passengers at a time, whereas 
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cruise ships can easily carry more than a hundred, although it is not always the case. Some cruise 

ships, especially the smaller ones, can also carry 30-40 passengers per trip. 

 

Once the passengers have safely landed, they meet the employees from the local tourism office who 

distribute a map of the town and give a brief disclaimer of what they should or should not do in the 

town. Tourists are often warned against petting dogs, taking pictures of the locals and buying from 

the grocery store. At the pier, tourists also meet the local police officer who allows everybody to get 

their “Greenland Stamp” on their passports (Figures 12 and 13). 

 

 

Figure 7 - Zodiacs approaching the shore 

 

It is, obviously, a stamp without any legal value, but tourists are happy to get one, an irrefutable sign 

that they have been to Greenland – a souvenir almost – to be used, as it will be discussed further on, 

in terms of social outcome. Many tourists seem to appreciate the presence of locals in the pier and 

around the town, so much so that they try to interact with them (Figure 15) and they often take pic-

tures, even without permission.  

The cruise ship tourists, once in Ittoqqortoormiit, are usually led around the town by the map that is 

given to them, looking for the main attractions and activities that it has to offer. Their visit is, there-

fore, rather orchestrated and controlled, especially because there are always tour guides around mak-

ing sure they are safe and where they are supposed to be. There are specific times for some of the 

activities, such as the dog feeding and the visit at the museum, but most of the time is left for the 

souvenir shopping at the Nanu Travel office. Tourists are not allowed to leave the premises of the 
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village without supervision and they usually do not spend more than 3 hours there. However, sail 

boat tourists spend more time in the village, they are often offered a dinner with the local products 

and they also often spend a night or two anchored in the bay in front of the village. These kinds of 

trips allow tourists to get a “better” experience of the village, for example you could often meet them 

walking at night when the village is empty, they would have dinner with the locals and spend more 

time exploring the town. I would sometimes spend time with these groups, especially with those 

coming with the Icelandic company “North Sailing”. It happened to me a few times to be asked by 

the crew to take the group for a walk, to see the “best spots” of the town and where the “Inuits” hang 

their polar bear skin (Figure 8). 

 

 
Figure 8 - Polar Bear fur hanging outside 

 

When cruise ships arrive in Ittoqqortoormiit, the village suddenly becomes lively (picture 7), with 

many people walking around and trying to interact with the locals, who – in turn – are often very 

curious and happy to encounter their guests.  

It happens quite often that tourists ask tour guides if they can “take pictures of the Inuits” or “of 

themselves with the Inuits”, and tour guides usually advise tourists against this practice.  
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It is a peculiar encounter, since both the locals and the tourists are so excited to meet each other. 

However, the nature of the interest differs greatly. The locals, living in a very small and remote vil-

lage, want to meet someone new, want to share their knowledge and learn about other countries and 

cultures. Most tourists, however, want to see the “other”, the different and exotic one. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 9 - Tourists trying to land on a zodiac 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10 - Traditional East Greenlandic Tent 
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The closest encounter with the local culture is through a display organised by the tourist office, in 

which an East Greenlandic hunters’ tent is always present next to the main entrance (Figure 10). 

Inside the tent tourists can meet a local who offers them a taste of some Greenlandic food, such as 

musk ox or mattak (sliced whale skin with blubber, usually served raw) (Figure 11). Inside the tent, 

tourists can also see and touch polar bear and musk ox fur, and they are often happy to take pictures 

of it.  

 

 
Figure 11 - Mattak 

 

 

Most of the tourists who visit the village are interested in meeting or just seeing the locals. Their main 

drive is to understand how such a remote place can host a community. However, some tourists land 

on the village to see the dogs, or just because it is offered by the tour they bought. It is very common 

for the visitors to try and engage in conversations with the locals – when communication skills make 

it possible – especially with the children, sometimes even asking their online contacts (such as Face-

book for instance). There are also some, but not many, who only visit the village to take pictures of 

the houses, the dogs and their surroundings.  
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6.3 Tourists, mobilities, and expectations 
 

 
Figure 12 - Tourists visiting the town 

 

There are many reasons why tourists decide to visit Ittoqqortoormiit, whether it is for its natural 

surroundings or its inhabitants and culture. Some do it to meet the locals, other ones just out of curi-

osity, and some just to take “cool” pictures they can show once back home. One of the purposes of 

this work is also to understand why tourists decide to visit such a remote place, which was possible 

mostly through interviews and questionnaires.  

Most of the interviews and questionnaires conducted with tourists revealed the reasons behind their 

choices of travel and their level of satisfaction. As I have said at the beginning of this chapter, tourists 

fall into a very heterogeneous group that it is hard to categorise them. The majority of tourists visiting 

East Greenland for its nature, either on a cruise ship or a sail boat, were mostly interested in seeing:  

 

 

- Icebergs; 

- The Arctic; 

- Wilderness; 
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- Remoteness; 

- Wildlife; 

- Something different. 

 

These elements – which are mostly related to nature - were frequently mentioned, with different de-

grees of satisfaction, by most of the tourists who visited the town. Only a few among the interviewees 

expressed a certain degree of interest in the local culture, however mostly based on stereotypes – 

expecting local people to be dressed in polar bear fur, riding wooden sleds, and hunting with spears, 

or even living in igloos - or “things to see and photograph”. Most tourists were interested in seeing 

someone “different” with their own eyes, not just people with different ethnic features but, in their 

mind, with a different and alien way of life. But in fact, this was not the reality and I could see the 

disappointment in their eyes finding out that Greenlandic people are, after all, like everybody else, 

with their telephones, modern clothes, and even modern weapons and vehicles. People who had little 

or no knowledge of the Greenlandic culture were expecting it to be in a certain way: for this reason, 

they were usually the most disappointed ones. They usually expected the locals to be like the “Eski-

mos” that are portrayed in movies and books, wearing polar bear and seal skin clothes, travelling on 

wooden sleds or even building igloos. East Greenlandic people were expected to be part of the Green-

landic nature: a few tourists confessed that they were expecting locals to be still living a nomad and 

hunting life, without modern technology or even modern clothes. This was, in fact, one of the most 

common comments that could be heard from tourists visiting Ittoqqortoormiit. Yet, the locals were 

still not welcome in pictures of icebergs and landscapes: most tourists wanted to capture the beauty 

of nature, that nature they see advertised on tour companies websites and social media, and that they 

still imagine remote and unexplored and in which, therefore, humans – even locals – are not consid-

ered part of it.  

Concerning the cultural context, tourists were mostly interested in seeing: 

 

 

- The Inuits; 

- Dogs; 

- Kayaks; 

- Sleds. 
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For tourists, these elements, represented the occasion to see something different, capture it in a pho-

tograph and show it to their peers and families once back home. For them, looking at the “Inuits”, 

was like looking at the “other”, something different. The same kind of fascination was applied to the 

dogs and their use: the fact that these dogs were not pets, but means of survival for the population, 

inspired great interest in the tourists. It was mostly the constructed idea tourists had about locals that 

made their encounter and their pictures interesting.  

Other interviews with tourists revealed the knowledge they had about the area and the local culture. 

In some cases, basic knowledge was provided by the lectures that the guides gave on board of the 

cruise ships, however, most people would often declare they were not expecting to find people living 

in East Greenland, that the fact someone could live there was a surprise and that they were expecting 

to see more (or even different) animals. A few imagined different encounters with the local wildlife, 

expecting to get close to animals such as polar bears and even expecting to touch them.  

Tourists were also often surprised to see local people dressed in a “western” way, speaking English 

and using telephones. 

 

 

 

Several were only interested on landing, getting a stamp – without even visiting the village - and 

coming back on board of the ships. When asked why they would attempt a journey on a zodiac, 

Figure 13 - Tourists getting a Greenland stamp on their passports 
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sometimes even in very bad weather conditions, only to spend a minute on shore, they would give 

different answers. Some tourists were physically unable to walk around a town with no roads, and, 

therefore, they were just happy to say they had been there, although regretting not being able to ex-

plore the village. Some of them were not interested in the town at all and only wanted their stamp as 

a souvenir.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 14 - Greenland Stamp 

 

 

Another behaviour that I often had the chance to observe was how tourists would approach children. 

Children, being children, would often go to the pier whenever a boat was coming to town with dozens 

of tourists, out of curiosity, but tourists would not miss the chance to have a real encounter with some 

“Inuit kids”. Tourists would usually approach children only to take pictures of them or with them, 

without any interest other than their “otherness", and this was clear not only observing this behaviour 

but also when talking to them: tourists were curious to see how “different” this children were in their 

eyes, not only because of their traits but also because they were usually there in the pier without any 

adult and they were so excited to meet tourists; in that moment, during that encounter, they were 

attractions to be photographed and maybe shown to friends and families once back home.  
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Figure 15 - A tourist approaching a local child 

 

When asked why they decided to visit East Greenland, most tourists would provide vague answers 

such as “because it is beautiful” or “tourism”, however, when asked what they expected to see, they 

would provide very detailed answers such as “icebergs”, “northern lights”, “polar bears” etc. The 

results show that on a total of 25 respondents, 40% chose to visit Greenland to see icebergs, 32% to 

see polar bears and 24% to see northern lights, whereas only the 11,5% chose Greenland to see its 

culture and its people. It is obvious, as already discussed, that what drives cruise ships tourists to 

Greenland is the nature, the ice, the landscapes, and the wildlife, rather than the Greenlandic cul-

ture. Yet, there are some who are interested in “seeing the Inuits” and learn about local culture. This 

interest was obvious when tourists would come to the Nanu Travel office asking for information 

about the history and the people of the town. Some tourists were actually knowledgeable about the 

history and the surroundings and they would ask very specific questions about certain people who 

had lived there, hunting techniques or even historical events.  

However, most of the answers provided during the research showed how motivations behind tourists’ 

choices were often not very clear or strong. With the exception of photographers, most tourists de-

cided to visit East Greenland almost by chance, or because they had already been everywhere else. 

Some of the answers provided clearly confirm this assumption: 
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- We were invited by my father’s wife; 

- Going somewhere in the Arctic circle; 

- Because I love the cold; 

- I was invited by a friend; 

- To travel around the world; 

- Exploration; 

- Because I have been to Antarctica; 

- I love polar regions; 

- It was a surprise for my graduation.  

 

For what concerns expectations, some tourists showed a rather limited knowledge of both Greenland 

and Scoresby Sund. Some respondents, for example, complained about the weather saying that “it 

could have been better” or that they wanted to see plants.   

Another important result that came up from the questionnaires, was the role of media in the choice of 

travel of most of the tourists. The majority of the respondents declared that they chose East Greenland 

as a destination either through a tour company, the Internet, or because of the ship’s company’s ad-

vertisement. In fact, 7 out of 25 respondents chose the trip because they saw the company’s adver-

tisement, or they already knew the company and checked other offers from them.  

In terms of demographics, most of the tourists who completed the questionnaires were people above 

the age of 50: out of 25 respondents, only 4 were aged between 18 and 35, only 3 aged between 36 

and 50 and 18 were aged between 50 and 76. Most of the respondents were French, followed by 

Germans, Americans and other nationalities.  

I think it is also important to note that of the many tourists who visited Ittoqqortoormiit during the 

summer of 2017 only one visited the town without a tour but arranging his journey with Nanu Travel. 

He was an American man interested in remote places, as he revealed in his interview “I have been to 

many remote places and I am not surprised by how people live here. What really struck me was how 

hard it is to come here on your own”.  
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6.3 Photographers and Filmmakers  
 
 
During my research, through interviews, questionnaires, and participant observation, it was possible 

to identify certain patterns in terms of the motivations and expectations of tourists visiting East Green-

land. Very useful were the interviews conducted with tour guides, who provided a lot of information 

for the research. In particular, a guide working for one of the biggest cruise ships visiting the area 

declared that “we have two types of tourists, the photographers and the other ones”. She further ex-

plained that this differentiation was mainly due to the company’s advertisement campaign – in which 

they mostly advertised the area for its landscapes, rather than for its culture. The same was then 

confirmed by other guides working for other companies.  

 

It was very easy to spot photographers and filmmakers among tourists in Ittoqqortoormiit, because 

they would usually carry big cameras along with them. Interviews with this kind of tourists helped 

identifying a trend in photography, filming, and social media business, a trend that involves both the 

Arctic, remote and “unexplored” places. Some of these tourists were inspired by a famous photogra-

pher, Art Wolfe, who recently published pictures from East Greenland. Others were there because it 

was a trend, or the “hot topic at the moment” as a British film maker declared. An important cause 

for reflection came from an interview with one of the filmmakers. When asked why people would be 

so interested in watching movies and documentaries about the Arctic, he answered that “This is what 

people want to see now, the Arctic, the wildlife. I think it’s because people are losing their religion 

and they are hanging onto spirituality, getting closer to the environment. But it is definitely the hot 

topic at the moment.” (direct quote from field notes).  

Other photographers were in Ittoqqortoormiit to photograph or film something different. An Ameri-

can tourist, during an interview, declared that “now everybody goes to Iceland for photography, so I 

wanted to go somewhere where no one else is going. Somewhere unique. I want to be among the first 

ones to capture it.” Another American tourist confirmed this version saying that “I came here because 

it is cool. You know, no one comes here. I am going to take pictures and videos of this place and 

show them when I go back home. It’s somewhere unique and very cool”.  

Cruise companies organise photography workshops in East Greenland, advertising them with pictures 

of spectacular landscapes and wildlife. It is interesting to see how the presence of the photographer 

in this remote environment is very well advertised and represented with pictures that can be easily 

found on the internet: usually, East Greenland is advertised through images of remote landscapes and 
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environments where humans are not allowed, but not in this case, since photographers become part 

of it, in their quest for the perfect shot.  

 

 

 
Figure 16 - Photography workshop advertisement – Greenland Expedition 

 

Another characteristic that distinguished photographers was their little interest in the town and its 

inhabitants. Frequently, photographers would just walk around the town, taking pictures of the sur-

roundings and some of the locals, however without interacting much with them like the other tourists 

would usually do. The main focus of landscape photographers was to photograph and represent 

Greenland as it is portrayed by the media, a remote place where humans are not present, definitely 

not as guests, but rarely also as hosts. Whenever the locals were invited to participate in their photo-

graphs, they would often be considered part of the “landscape”, being one with nature: they would 

usually be photographed with a natural background – either the sea with icebergs, or the tundra – or 

during their traditional activities, such as dog feeding, hunting, etc. Photographers are mostly inter-

ested in icebergs, wildlife, northern lights, and landscapes. But this was not the case with the filmmak-

ers: some of them were actually trying to make sense of the place, interacting with locals, asking them 

many questions about nature and culture. During my stay I met a Swiss filmmaker, who spent two 

months in the town in order to understand it to be able to film a documentary. She was interested in 

tourism as well, and we helped each other sharing knowledge and favours.  
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6.4 Tourism Practices in Ittoqqortoormiit 
 
 
In this subchapter I will describe and discuss some of the tourist practices that were observed during 

the research.  

As mentioned above, visits in the town of Ittoqqortoormiit were always “staged” and controlled, 

leaving most visitors with little freedom to roam around or explore the area on their own. In fact, the 

activities they were allowed to take part in were not many: the dog feeding show, the visit at the 

museum and the church, a walk along the main road, and shopping at the local tourist office.  

I would like to start with describing their main activities in the Nanu Travel office, since that is where 

I spent most of my time with tourists. For being a small office in such a remote place, the Nanu Travel 

office was provided with many products and souvenirs. Most of the products that were sold came 

from abroad and were common items such as mugs, t-shirts, hats, magnets, keychains, gloves, and 

postcards. These were indeed tourists’ favourite souvenirs, since they all had “Greenland” written on 

and could represent a proof of their visit. The most common items were certainly the polar bear 

stuffed animals and the Greenland magnets. However, there were also local products that could be 

bought, from jewels made of pearls in the East Greenlandic colours (white, blue and red), to bones 

carved in different shapes, animal fur, seal skin gloves and so on. The number of local items was 

rather small, to the extent that most of them were sold during my first month of internship. Only the 

ones which could not be sold abroad, such as polar bear and narwhale bones, lasted longer, although 

many tourists decided to risk a fine to buy them. The most common local souvenir was indeed the 

Tupilak, a small figure usually carved in bones, representing mythical and spiritual creatures and 

spirits: it was so popular that tourists would come and directly ask for it, and this is why the few ones 

we had were sold within the first weeks of my internship.  

It was very common that tourists would buy postcards and stop at the office to write them. This was 

a socialising moment at the office, because tourists would sit and take their time to write home, asking 

questions to the employees or just having a chat with them.  

Usual questions tourists ask when visiting Ittoqqortoormiit are “can we take pictures of the Inuits?”, 

“is it true they still hunt to survive?”, “do they make igloos?” (quotes from field notes). Many times, 

I was told how surprised they were to see such “civilised and modern” people up there, something 

that in their minds was completely unexpected. 
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The locals are expected to be found and observed, so much so that tourists showed disappointment, 

sometimes even anger when they were asked not to take pictures of locals, unless they asked them 

for permission first. Tourists visiting Ittoqqortoormiit were often surprised to see that one of the em-

ployees of the Nanu Travel Office was not a local: “Oh, but you are not Greenlandic, you are clearly 

European.” (from field notes) is a sentence that I heard quite frequently. Whenever they found the 

locals working at the tourist office, or the grocery store or even walking on the streets, they would be 

surprised – or even disappointed – to find out that most of them do not wear traditional clothes, that 

they have cell phones and that they use all-terrain vehicles (ATV) instead of traditional sleds – which 

cannot be used when there is no snow anyway. 

The presence of tourists in the village can, sometimes, cause problems to the normal flow of daily 

life in Ittoqqortoormiit. Three major episodes happened during the summer of 2017, which caused 

some resentment to the locals who actually wondered what the increasing presence of tourists could 

mean to the town. First, some tourists entered the church although it was forbidden due to the presence 

of a coffin inside it: in this case, tourists completely ignored the instruction they were given, and they 

preferred to have a sneak peek into the church rather than respecting people’s mourning. The second 

episode concerned some tourists entering the local school although they were asked not to, and some 

effort was needed in order to expel them from the premises. The third episode regarded a few tourists 

who were warned against stepping onto the new concrete road that was being built, who completely 

ignored the warning, stepped on it and ruined it. These kinds of behaviour can be observed every-

where, but in such a small town they certainly have a huge impact, at least in the perception of the 

locals, who are still showing excitement towards tourism.   
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7 Discussion 
 
 
In this chapter I will try to answer the thesis research questions through the analysis and the discussion 

of the data gathered during the field work. In order to do so, types of tourists, tourism impacts and 

postcolonialism will be discussed as the main topics of this research. The main focus is on the effects 

of the postcolonial discourse on tourism encounters, impacts and future developments in Ittoqqor-

toormiit. 

 
 

7.1 Types of tourists and motivations 
 
 

As already explained in chapter three, most of the cruise ships sailing to Greenland offer an expedi-

tion-type of trip, in which the tourists consider themselves going out on an adventure rather than an 

ordinary holiday. Nuttall (2010) describes these kinds of trips as cultivated with an “expedition at-

mosphere, in which tourists are regarded and treated as expeditioners, people who are not merely 

sightseers but intrepid travellers venturing into pristine icy waters and the unexplored continent be-

yond” (p. 204).  

The adventure factor is really important, especially considering that it is – to some extent – only an 

advertisement trick. In fact, there is very little adventure and a lot of holidays. As Dowling (2006) 

asserts, cruise ships are today viewed as floating hotels, or resorts, and not as means of transport. In 

terms of postcolonialism, I think this aspect should not be underestimated, since it represents the 

problem at its origin: going to an adventure in a remote place, on an expedition to discover the un-

known and the exotic, a sort of a modern “Heart of Darkness”, with less horror and much more 

amusement. Tourists expect this journey to be an adventure, something unusual, where they will en-

counter the unknown, the “other”.  

Gelter (2011) argues that most of the work made on Polar tourism experiences deals with expectations 

and satisfactions, as anticipated at the beginning of this paper. These expectations are built on the 

basis of constructed images and representations of the destination, which are portrayed in such a way 

that tourists expect to encounter beautiful landscapes, Arctic wildlife and the “Eskimos”. As antici-

pated in the previous chapter, this is what the result of the fieldwork revealed: most tourists go to 

Greenland expecting to find something that does not coincide with the reality. East Greenland is 
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indeed beautiful and with a majestic nature, however its people do not live like they used to a hundred 

years ago and – except for a few habits and customs – they live like everybody else in the modern 

world.  

Another study conducted by Snyder (2007), however, deals with tourist motivations identifying and 

analysing them by a different perspective, linking different kinds of motivations to different kinds of 

markets.  

These are:  

1) The mass market: sightseeing; 

2) The sport fishing and hunting market; 

3) The ecotourism market: wildlife species, solitude, remote natural areas; 

4) The adventure tourism market: personal achievement and sport activities; 

5) The cultural and heritage tourism market; 

6) The climate tourism market.  

 

Of course, the reality is more complex and not all tourists could be categorized and included in those 

categories. However, for practical purposes, this will be done, keeping in mind that some groups 

might fall into several categories, or overlap. Experience is multi-dimensional and multi-phased, and 

Gelter (2011) divides it in five different phases that might help with the understanding of how expec-

tations and anticipations are built, experienced and interiorised:  

 

- The time dimension: before, during and after the experience; 

- The spatial dimension: the physical setting; 

- The relational dimension: relations and interactions with all aspects of the experience; 

- The epistemological dimension: the consequences and outcome of the experience; 

- The experience typological dimension: the cognitive-psychological dimension of the experi-

ence.  

 

Using the categories aforementioned, it is possible to draw a scheme and identify tourists who visit 

East Greenland, and particularly Ittoqqortoormiit.  
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In terms of experience, according to the results of the research, time, space, relations, and epistemol-

ogy are the most important factors. This can be asserted by observing and analysing the results pro-

vided by the interviews and the questionnaires, in which most respondents underlined the important 

of the physical setting, their expectations, and satisfaction. Most tourists were expecting something 

different, but they were still pretty satisfied with their trip and the knowledge (or amusement) that 

came from it. However, I would dare adding a fourth one, namely the aftermath social dimension. 

Interviewees seemed to be very interested in the symbolic capital provided by their “adventure”, a 

tool that they can use once back home and that provides them with prestige and social admiration. In 

this regard, Pappas (2011) argues that:  

 

Tourism is not only seen by tourists as an opportunity for recreation, relaxation and way to visit 

some other distant areas and peripheries, but also as a mean to express their social status. They ac-

tually use their travel as a pathway to reconfirm to friends, relatives and colleagues their social po-

sitioning, and they usually perceive it as an interconnection between their social class and the dis-

tance of voyage they do (p. 1). 

 

It might be argued that the aftermath social dimension could not represent an aspect of the tourism 

experience; however, in the mind of the tourist, it represents the same degree of expectations and 

physical and emotional involvement, enough to justify a trip on the edge of the world. This aspect 

could also justify certain kinds of host-guest relations, since most tourists interact with locals – both 

by taking pictures of them or asking them questions – mostly to show their knowledge and the proof 

of their encounter with the “other” once back home. This is, indeed, one of the most common asym-

metrical power relations that can be observed in Ittoqqortoormiit.  

Furthermore, tourism is becoming more and more a tool to learn new skills, to experience extraordi-

nary events, to practice unusual activities, and build a new sense of self, as argued by Duffy (2004) 

who states that: 

…tourism practices are increasingly about travel in conjunction with other special-interest activi-

ties…this means that tourism itself has become increasingly interwoven with education and learn-

ing new skills, self-improvement, and enhancing a sense of self-identity (p. 33). 
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Learning new skills, experiencing something extraordinary, are all part of those elements that can be 

used – once back home – to reinforce and improve someone’s social status and display symbolic/cul-

tural capital (Bourdieu, 1985). It is not, therefore, only the journey, but the entire experience that is 

delivered, which will reinforce the traveller’s self-identity and social value, and create a resource in 

the form of symbolic/cultural capital. This can apply to many aspects of a journey to Greenland, from 

seeing a polar bear, to meeting its peoples.  

There is one thing that needs to be underlined in the discourse regarding tourism in East Greenland 

and it is that most tourists come to Greenland only because the cruise tourism allows them. This is 

especially true for the mass-market group. As shown by the data gathered with questionnaires, most 

of the tourists decided to go on such a trip because someone in their family or circle of friends told 

them they should go, or because their travel agency advertised it. Some of them enjoyed their trip to 

Antarctica – especially people from Australia and New Zealand – and this is why they want to go to 

the other side of the world to also see the Arctic.  

Some of the tourists visiting East Greenland were Landscape photographers. It looks like a trend is 

building up, since the destination was made popular by some books and some famous photographers. 

Together with the landscape photographers, come the Arctic filmmakers. Filming the Arctic has be-

come something that pays well, whether it is for the internet, the big screen or television documen-

taries.  

As shown in the previous chapter, there is some sort of spiritual link between tourists and the envi-

ronment, people are getting more concerned or interested in it and, therefore, travel far and wide to 

witness its beauty. The spirituality factor is discussed by Arellano (2004) in her work on Machu 

Picchu, related to the modernity of our lives and the search for something spiritual and mystical in 

tourism. She argues that is modernity what drives the New Age tourists to a quest for the “authentic 

experience” (p. 76), in order to allow them to find their true self and to rebuild their fragmented and 

scattered identities. Arellano argues that: 

 

The New Agers locate their ‘quest’ in complex spatialities that do not simply gaze at ‘indigenous 

authenticity’ but are constantly in ‘play’ at different levels, engaging the body, the senses, and spir-

itualities with…the Incas, the stars and beyond…The New Agers ‘experience’ is thus aesthetic, kin-

aesthetic, and also self-transformational and ‘healing’(p. 76). 
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This is, to some extent, also what happens in Scoresbysund. A consequence of the constructed spir-

itual image of Greenland is the success of the “now popular souvenir” (VisitGreenland.com), the 

Tupilak. The Tupilak is a small figure, usually carved in tusks or reindeer bones which represents 

“the soul of the ancestors. It was originally a form of witchcraft, which was meant to harm enemies:  

 

A tupilak spirit could be called upon to help against a foe by a shaman secretly creating a figure 

made from various bones or other parts of animals. The figure was then inaugurated and made a 

home for the spirit by singing a spell over it. The tupilak was often put out to sea so that it could 

find the enemy itself and kill him. However, this course of action was not without risk because if the 

tupilak’s victim had greater powers of witchcraft than its creator, he could repel its attack and in-

stead send the tupilak back to kill its originator. (Visitgreenland.com) 

 

Because of its spiritual meaning, the tourists really get interested in the Tupilak, and this is why it is 

one of the most popular souvenirs in Ittoqqortoormiit. Although just a souvenir, the Tupilak contrib-

utes to an image that it is bought and consumed, which represents the “otherness” of the Greenlandic 

people, associating them with a culture that still keeps its old traditions and that can be thus perceived 

as “different”.  

 

As we have already seen above, photographers and filmmakers have an important role in the making 

of the images of Greenland. Humans are not necessarily invited to their project: mostly Arctic nature 

is shown, in its majestic wilderness and remoteness, validating what is argued by Viken and Muller 

(2017), who cite de La Barre (2013), Grimwood (2015) and Johnston (2011), namely that the Arctic 

is “constructed as a wilderness, sometimes neglecting or obscuring the role and presence of indige-

nous peoples” (p. 8), let alone other tourists. This remoteness, however, is not really factual during 

summer, due to the number of cruise ships which try to avoid each other on purpose, in a postmodern 

(MacCannell, 1973) effort to provide an authentic Arctic experience at the edge of the world, in a 

“’me-first-in-wilderness’ exclusive package” (Konstantinov, 2017, p. 91). Nowadays it is possible to 

share photographs and videos with millions of people all around the world, through the internet, con-

tributing to a space-time compression, or what Sheller and Urry (2004), citing Bauman, call the 
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“Death of Distance” (p. 3). Places are thus not only created by the tourism industry, but also by the 

tourists themselves, through their performances and their visual advocacy. Arellano (2004) reinforces 

the notion of active participation of tourists in the making of a place: 

 

Tourism does not simply involve the development of a hosting infrastructure, and tourists are not 

only passive gazers. The industry participates in real mobilization of the imagination and meaning 

where tourists, as active interpreters and performers, significantly imagine and reimagine the con-

tours (p. 67). 

 

The locals are often portrayed in certain settings and situations, which somehow emulate those por-

trayed by the media or advertisements. Inuit people are usually shown in their traditional dresses, 

while hunting or on dog sled trips, images that are expected but seldom found. Filmmakers often 

portray the locals as hunters, contributing to the romanticised idea of the Eskimo who still hunts and 

live in igloos to survive. This is indeed a sign of the postcolonial view that many tourists still have 

when it comes to Greenland. But can they be blamed? When everything, from the nature of their 

adventure journey to their actual encounters is filled with images of otherness and exotic, it is hard to 

imagine a different kind of expectation. During my research I was constantly asked about the locals, 

how they lived, how it was possible that they seemed to conduct a modern life, and so on. If the media 

and the tour companies keep on advertising Greenland this way, it would be hard for its people to 

free themselves from stereotypes and prejudices and, therefore, from these types of encounters.  
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7.2 Impacts of cruise ships tourism  

 

“An impact is a change in a given state over time as the result of an external stimulus” 

(Hall, 2010, p. 43). 

 

In this subchapter the potential, and the already visible impacts of tourism on the community of It-

toqqortoormiit will be briefly analysed and discussed.  

Tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit has very little impact on the local economy. As already mentioned, only 

a small group of people benefit from this business. The majority of the people involved are unskilled 

and underpaid locals who are paid per single performance – 400DKK per three hours during cruise 

ship visits - without a steady job or income. Furthermore, the tourism season is very short in Ittoqqor-

toormiit, making the business even less profitable. Most of the money tourists pay to visit the town, 

to go on hunting trips or dog sledding, are used to pay fuel, each of the employees involved, plus 

gear, guns, and food provided by the travel agency, which gets the biggest part. Lundmark (2010) 

points out that there are some obstacles in tourism development in the north and this is because tour-

ism at high latitude is mainly small-business dominated with only one person employed, as it is 

mostly the case in Ittoqqortoormiit. As already mentioned in the previous chapters, the tourism office 

is mostly funded by the municipality and the government – circa 20000 DKK per year (Créquy, 2012) 

which pay a monthly salary only to the manager. This limited amount of income, which does not 

increase with the scarce revenues from tourism, cannot be enough to drive a successful development, 

both in terms of tourism and in terms of the village economic wellbeing. As Créquy (2012) points 

out, most of the profit is made by foreign companies. In terms of trade, despite the effort that were 

made in 2011 by the previous Nanu Travel director, Susanna Pike, to encourage local handicraft that 

could be then sold there, tourism is not very helpful either. Most of the products tourists buy at the 

Nanu Travel office are not locally produced, and some of the locally produced souvenirs are not easy 

to sell – especially seal skin, polar bear, walrus, and narwhal products - because they are banned in 

some countries (all seal products, for instance are banned in the European Union).  
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Fishing and hunting in Scoresbysund are somehow a controversial matter when it comes to tourism, 

since tourism is affecting – mostly because of animal disturbance caused by ships – hunting and 

fishing activities, but at the same time, this is a fundamental part of the product that the town offers 

to its visitors, especially in terms of off-season tourism. During the winter months, most of the (few) 

tourists who visit Ittoqqortoormiit, do it for dog sled and hunting trips. There are several trips which 

can be arranged, and which vary in terms of days, route and distance. This type of tourism does not 

represent a threat to local hunters, on the contrary, it is a way of further income for them: they are 

mostly designed to be sustainable - which is one of the main goals of the Nanu Travel policy - and 

they are done with traditional hunting vehicles (such as dog sleds) and techniques. For what concerns 

cruise ship and marine traffic, however, it is a different story that begins with climate change and 

continues with increasing marine traffic, pollution, and animal disturbance. Davenport and Davenport 

(2006) describe and analyse the general effects of marine traffic on the environment and, together 

with cetacean disturbance, they identify introduction of alien species and production of garbage, 

waste water and sewage, all of which can be a threat to ecosystems. Affecting ecosystems may as 

well affect fishing and hunting activities in the area. During my research I heard many stories about 

changes in fishing and hunting patterns: for instance, I was told how easier it has become to catch 

narwhals, because they get disturbed by marine traffic and they get confused, so much so that it is 

harder for them to escape from hunters (Niels Rasmussen, personal communication). However, as it 

has already been mentioned, changes in behaviour patterns may lead to unpredictable and, therefore, 

more difficult hunting, resulting in livelihood issues for the community of Ittoqqortoormiit. Although 

there is not much that can be done in terms of climate change, it is possible to mitigate the effects of 

marine traffic through the right regulations, or perhaps even conservation plans, not only in terms of 

animal protection but also to ensure a future for the community.  

 

There is a desire to display cultural images to the incoming tourists who, in turn, expect to “gaze” 

such images and cultural symbols. These cultural display practices represent a paradox indeed. An 

example of this paradox can be provided by the East Greenlandic traditional costume. The East 

Greenlandic costume (Ammarok in lingua Tunumiit) consists of a white shirt decorated with blue and 

red beads, trousers, and boots beautifully decorated in the same colours. The East Greenlandic cos-

tume is worn only on special occasions such as weddings, it is definitely not an everyday costume. 

However, when tourists visit Ittoqqortoormiit, the tourist office makes sure there is always a person 

dressed up in the East Greenlandic costume for them to see. This is an example of what Saarinen 
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(1998) calls the creation of an “ethnic landscape” or “ethnoscape”, a phenomenon that he describes 

in detail for what concerns Saami tourism in the Finnish Lapland. In this regard he writes 

 

The women with their Sami dress…turn the picture into an ethnic landscape, or ethnoscape, that 

manifests the stereotyped landscape produced by the tourism industry. Examined more critically, 

this landscape is a product of the cultural exploitation and marginalisation of Sami culture and its 

meaningful symbols (p. 158). 

 

Figure 17 - An Ammarok sold at the Nanu Travel Office 

 

 

Saarinen also argues that the industry does not take into consideration the cultural meaning of the 

costume that in Saami culture represents social status and identity, depending on what costume one 

is wearing. In the case of Greenland, it is even more paradoxical, since the exploitation of cultural 

symbols comes from within the community. The cultural meaning of the dress, which after Christian-

isation has assumed mostly a religious and celebrative role (Buijs and Petersen, 2004), has become 

an object of display in Ittoqqortoormiit, a cultural item to be seen and consumed, so much so that it 
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is possible to buy one at the souvenir store (Figure 17). Another example of ethnoscape and exploi-

tation of cultural meaning is the display of a hunter’s tent, right outside the tourist office. The tent is 

usually set half an hour before the arrival of the cruise ships, and it is embellished with muskox and 

polar bear furs. Inside the tent there is usually someone from the town, who serves local delicacies 

such as the Mattak (Narwhale’s skin and blubber) and Muskox meat. Of course, tourists love to take 

pictures of the tent and the person sitting inside it.  

It is interesting to see how the very inhabitants of Ittoqqortoormiit are performing a role that is cho-

reographed and that creates the ethnoscape the tourists expect to see. Gazing an Inuit dressed up, or 

sitting inside a tent surrounded by animals’ furs and exotic food, makes the experience enjoyable for 

the tourists, who expect to find a reminiscence of past and tradition in a population that – in their eyes 

– is still one with nature and not part of the “civilised world”. Tourism is thus performed by both 

hosts and guests.  

There is no doubt tourism in Greenland has its own environmental impacts. Hall (2010) tries to iden-

tify the main impacts of tourism in the Arctic, underlying the importance of a multiphased and mul-

tidisciplinary approach, in order to understand every possible actor, impact, and consequence, taking 

especially into account the mobility factor:  

 

A critical dimension of understanding the impacts of tourism is that some of the most significant im-

pacts occur as a result of the mobility required to travel between a tourism source area and the des-

tination. Such mobility acts to transfer biotic material, including not only fauna and flora but also 

disease, and the transport that enables such mobility is a major source of emissions and pollution 

(p. 44). 

 

In addition to pollution, it is important to consider the consequences of climate change and climate 

conditions, which can affect the ways in which tourism can develop and thus have impacts, both on 

the environment and on the economy. Climate does not only affect the seasonality of a destination, 

but also its image and its appeal to visitors, as Hall writes: 
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Climatic conditions are extremely important for tourism because of the extent to which they influ-

ence the accessibility and attractiveness of a given location. Climate change will therefore influ-

ence the seasonality of a location as a tourist attraction by the extent to which access is economi-

cally feasible in a polar environment as well as determining the local environmental conditions that 

may prove appealing to visitors (p. 52). 

 

Impacts do not only include direct pollution of the sea, air, and land, but also invasive species (Dav-

enport and Davenport, 201) that might pose a threat for the very delicate Arctic ecosystem, with its 

fauna and its flora.  

Greenland is already affected by a certain degree of pollution, generated by garbage and pollutants 

which travel mostly from Europe and the United States, concentrating in the Arctic seas and having 

terrible impacts, especially on the fauna. Every year, biologists from different parts of the world come 

to East Greenland to check pollution levels on the water and in the animals. In addition to this, there 

is also the risk of oil spilled from vessels (Dng Gl, 2015), as already analysed and explained in chapter 

1. Tourists, however, generate their own kinds of impacts. As mentioned above, there is an increasing 

level of animal disturbance, especially in terms of acoustic disturbance caused by motor boats and 

cruise ships. The outcome is clear when talking with hunters. According to Einarsson (personal com-

munication) hunters are concerned about the impacts of engine and propeller noise, which is making 

the hunting of narwhals unpredictable and thus more difficult, an issue that can call for regulation of 

marine traffic. 

Polar bears are often approached by boats and especially by zodiacs, for the amusement of their pas-

sengers, although this is strictly illegal. It is mandatory to stay at least 500 meters away from a polar 

bear and there is usually – at least in the village – a hunter making sure the rules are respected. How-

ever, this is not always the case. It is not hard to guess that these behaviours are often performed by 

cruise ships guides and passengers, by looking at the companies’ websites, where pictures of polar 

bears very close to people are easy to spot.  

In addition to disturbance, some other kinds of impacts can be identified, and they are common in 

such areas: trampling (with damage to the very fragile vegetation and soil) and waste pollution. 
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For what concerns waste, cruise ships often leave big bags of trash at the Ittoqqortoormiit landing 

spot. The waste is usually burned by the local landfill, but it is definitely an environmental cost that 

the town has to pay in order to get some visitors. 

 

7.3 A postcolonial analysis  
 
 
This entire work was researched and written taking into consideration the postcolonial nature of tour-

ism in Ittoqqortoormiit, it is therefore important to condense and discuss all the issues that have been 

found under a postcolonial perspective.  

As already discussed in the previous chapters, there is a sense of ethnicity surrounding tourism in 

Ittoqqortoormiit. It is interesting to find a continuity and a similarity between the colonial view of the 

first travellers to East Greenland at the beginning of the XX century and the postcolonial view of the 

modern tourists. Gunnarsson (2016) gives an account of the disappointment of some travellers in 

realizing that the population of East Greenland was not exactly what was described in the books as 

being purely East Greenlandic: it was, “already civilized” (p. 50), whereas some other travellers were 

happy to see that East Greenlanders had, in fact, certain racial traits and costumes. Gunnarsson also 

explains how the West has constructed the image and the idea of the Eskimo, and quotes Fienup-

Riordan, who refers to attitudes to them as “noble savage, pure until corrupted by civilisation” (p. 

50). Indeed, this idea is anachronistic nowadays, although there still remains a halo of purity and 

savagery around the image of the Inuit.    

When tourists visit Ittoqqortoormiit, the locals become part of the attractions that the destination has 

to offer, an ethnoscape constructed through all the images I have previously analysed. Especially the 

children are often approached by tourists, in ways which would normally not be considered accepta-

ble in other parts of the world, such as Europe or the United States, where children are advised against 

approaching strangers, and vice versa: but here tourists approach them, talk to them, even touch them 

and take pictures of and with them. Viken and Muller, (2017) make a good point in labelling certain 

kinds of practices as “commodification, stereotyping, othering and marginalization” (p. 24): 
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Commodification means that cultural expressions that used to have a particular meaning in a cer-

tain social and cultural context are transformed to something that is valorised and governed by 

market standards; a stereotype is a rigid mental image of the characteristics of a culture or a group 

which is often also attached to individuals; othering is a modern term for stereotyping…indigenous 

people are treated as something different, not as one of ‘us’, but as the ‘Other (pp. 24,25). 

 

Commodification has thus a commercial function, which creates and regulates the image of certain 

destinations – while transferring cultural expressions to goods and services - which are made much 

more exotic and different by a process which stereotypes and others them. This might seem an exam-

ple of indigenous tourism as its best, a phenomenon that – whether its protagonists are aware of it or 

not – is made of “activities filled with politics and ideology”(p. 18), as ”indigenous” is only a modern 

term for categories imposed by colonial orders, and socially, academically, and politically con-

structed, but also a process through which boundaries between ethnic groups are negotiated (Viken 

and Muller, 2017). Olsen, (2017) further argues that there is a 

 

long tradition in a Western colonial culture of ascribing other populations to certain categories and 

delimiting them by categorizations based on cultural features created by the Westerners’ own ontol-

ogy of cultural evolution and hierarchies (p. 226). 

 

These theories are reinforced by what is argued by Edensor (2000), who claims that tourists are actors 

performing certain behaviours, which depend and are heavily affected by their backgrounds and their 

historical relationships with the places visited:  

 

Dispositions according to class, gender, ethnicity, and other influences are brought by different 

tourists to places and expressed. In this way, social performance can actually be located in the 

originating culture and the historical relationships between people and the place visited. There is 
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nothing inevitable about the touristic assumptions of what kinds of performances ought to be en-

acted at particular sites, for they change over time and are grounded in the cultural context from 

which tourists derive (p. 325). 

 

As aforementioned, tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit might be considered indigenous, however, it is per-

haps the gaze, rather than the tourism itself, that is indigenous. Gaze is made up of postcolonial pre-

conception, those politically and ideologically made ideas about “otherness” (p. 329), which reflect 

tourists’ point of view and thus filters their visuality and their experience. These ideas are then re-

flected in the way tourists perform their role and take photographs, as Höckert, Lüthje, Ilola and 

Stewart (2018) point out:  

 

 
Tourists take pictures of people, landscapes, plants, and things that correspond to our ideas of oth-

erness, of whatever ‘exotic’, ‘romantic’ or ‘picturesque’ might look like. 

 

 At least, the concept of the “indigenous gaze” applies to the majority of the cases, since tourists 

mostly visit East Greenland in the search for nature, remoteness, and wilderness, where wilderness is 

believed to be free from humans and thus culture.  

‘Culture’, as argued by Loftsdóttir and Jensen (2012) is a term that is “often used instead of ‘race’ as 

an explanation for the marginalised positions of certain groups, in the process of objectifying and 

homogenizing a large group of people” (p. 7). This is, to some extent, clearly what is happening in 

East Greenland, since the inhabitants of Scoresbysund are usually seen by tourists as merely “Inuits” 

or “Eskimos”, a large group of people with the same traits and bizarre habits. Of course, the reality 

is way more diverse and complicated than that. However, Lundmark (2010) citing Notzke, refers to 

Indigenous Tourism as a combination of nature and culture tourism, in Arctic destinations inhabited 

by indigenous people, a combination that is somewhat emptied of the political meaning above.  

Another point worth mentioning is the way cruise ships “pay” the community for hosting them. Cruise 

ships – and sometimes even single tourists – donate items and money to the community as a way to 

compensate for their presence and their use of the village and the fjord surrounding it. It is already a 

tradition for some cruise companies, to donate snow suits and floating suits to the village at the end 
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of each seasons. These are basically working suits that the companies do not use and, therefore, give 

away. The community then distributes the suits to those who need them. Some other cruise companies 

donate goods to children, such as school books, stationery, and sometimes even board and card 

games. It cannot be denied that the community of Ittoqqortoormiit benefits from such donations, 

especially when clothes are donated to the poorest people who can face the harsh Greenlandic winter 

properly equipped. Also, in terms of cultural exchanges or simple encounters, locals seem to enjoy 

the presence of tourists, with whom they entertain conversations, befriend on social media, and so 

on. The same can be said about tourists, some of whom are genuinely interested in the local culture 

and enjoy learning about its inhabitants, history, issues, and so on.  

However, are the “pay-to-see” and charity behaviours sustainable and ethically acceptable?  

Viken and Müller (2017:) argue that:  

 

Tourism is a powerful modernizing phenomenon and should therefore be met with strategies and 

policies governing how one should cope with some of the impacts which may arise from it, namely 

commodification, stereotyping, othering and marginalization (p. 24). 

 

But how can this objective be reached? How can a place like Ittoqqortoormiit, isolated from the rest 

of the world, with 368 inhabitants, most of which with short formal schooling and without certified 

skills, be able to face such a scenario? Should the Greenlandic government, or even Denmark provide 

guidelines and aid for a potential development? Or perhaps foreign companies should go in? That 

might also mean more marginalization and exploitation, if the power relations remain as asymmet-

rical as they are today. The argument gets even more complex, when Viken and Müller (2017) remind 

the reader about the nature of tourism itself:  

 

Tourism has often had a colonial character. It is not only the West visiting the rest, it is also major-

ities consuming minorities. Indigeneity is somehow at the bottom of much tourism, as the folklore  

and every day of the other is a bottom line. Therefore, it is not difficult to see and admit the colonial 

character of tourism (p. 26). 
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In places like Greenland, folklore and indigeneity play a great role in attracting tourism. This is a 

dilemma. Because on one hand, there are Greenlandic people wearing traditional clothes only when 

tourists come, in order to provide them with an exotic experience. On the other hand, however, the 

colonial gaze is striking. When the cruise ship leaves, the locals wear their jeans, their t-shirts, and 

go back to their normal lives.   
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8 Conclusion 

 
 
This thesis has provided a general analysis of tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit, East Greenland, with a 

particular focus on the postcolonial nature of tourist encounters. Every tourist destination is con-

structed as a set of images that tourists desire, expect and consume, and Greenland is no exception.  

Greenland is a destination that attracts tourists through well-advertised images of icebergs, polar 

bears, and Arctic landscapes, with promises of adventures and excitement. These images have an 

impact on the motivations and expectations on tourists, who visit Greenland looking for specific im-

ages, such as icebergs and polar bears. Tourism in Greenland is driven by its promotion as the last 

wilderness, and climate change is opening its doors through the shrinking of sea ice, which allows 

more and more cruise ships to visit the area every summer. Cruise ship tourists are indeed the biggest 

group visiting East Greenland, a group which comprises mainly mass-market tourists, landscape pho-

tography tourism, Arctic filmmaking tourism and for a very small part culture and heritage tourism. 

As in the colonial past, there is a recurrence of the concept of “terra nullius”, a concept that has been 

somehow stripped of its old meaning and has assumed a new one, related to pristine and wild nature, 

which is used by cruise ship companies as an advertisement tool. If “terra nullius” once meant the 

possibility to reclaim a territory for a colonial power, today it means the possibility for cruise ship to 

sail wherever they want, for how long they want, without much restrictions.  

The lack of restrictions, however, has an impact on the fragile environment of Scoresby Sund, most 

importantly on marine mammals, whose disturbance might lead to consequences for the livelihood 

and survival of the town. On the other hand, tourism is a good way of promoting the town, for tourists 

to discover it and come back home as ambassadors. Furthermore, many of the locals seem to enjoy 

the presence of tourists, either as a distraction from everyday life, but also as an open door to the 

outside world.  

It would be desirable, for the town, to build a proper tourism strategy in order to develop as a tourist 

destination, an option that could contribute to an economic improvement and growth – since, as of 

now, unemployment is quite high. At the same time, regulations and planning could mitigate envi-

ronmental impacts and avoid further damage or disturbances on the ecosystems.  
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Ittoqqortoormiit has been created as a colony and the colonial discourse that considered the Inuits as 

“the other” is still reflected on tourism today, to some extent. The “Eskimos” that were once consid-

ered wild and primitive by the colonisers are still portrayed and imagined today as such by tourism. 

Greenlanders are often portrayed by the media and advertisements either in their traditional clothes, 

while hunting or riding dog sleds, and it is not surprised that they are imagined like that by most of 

the tourists who come to visit Ittoqqortoormiit and Greenland more in general. The postcolonialism 

that surrounds tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit is evident when analysing the host/guest encounter and 

the power dynamics that are in play, not only in terms of big companies (such as cruise ship compa-

nies and travel agency) but also between single tourists and locals. 

In conclusion, it could be asserted that tourism in Ittoqqortoormiit is to some extent still affected by 

its colonial past, the role of Denmark and the discourse surrounding its otherness and exoticness. 

Today, this discourse is perpetuated by the images of Greenland that are constantly created mostly 

by the media and tour companies. This indeed represents an issue, since without equality a sustaina-

ble development is unlikely to take place, and negative impacts will certainly threaten the future of 

the village as a tourist destination. And yet, the inhabitants of Ittoqqortoormiit take part in creating 

the same images and ethnoscape that tourists expect to see and consume. These images are romanti-

cising Greenland and its inhabitants to the extent that tourists expect a certain kind of encounter, 

which are then performed and reproduced, creating a type of tourism that is mostly characterised by 

asymmetrical power dynamics and inequalities.  

 

 

 

8.1 Future Research  
 
 
 
Here I would like to spend a few words regarding Polar Tourism and especially tourism in East 

Greenland. Geographical Tourism Studies, despite the importance of the phenomenon, are still mar-

ginalised, and the last work by Jarkko Saarinen (2019) made me realise how hard it was for me, as a 

researcher, to gather material and literature for my thesis. Most of the material I used came from 

different subjects – such as anthropology, history and sociology – and only a small number of au-

thors that I mentioned were, in fact, tourism geographers. In this case, however, the issue regards 
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more the physical setting of my research than the actual subject. Polar Tourism is still a niche sub-

ject, and Greenland is a niche destination, which I believe should be further studied and addressed. I 

would like to encourage scholars and pupils to do research on tourism development and power dy-

namics in such remote places, especially in East Greenland, which is often forgotten by the aca-

demia. As of now, the majority of the work concerning Greenland is mostly done on the west side 

of the country, which is where most of the tourists go. The academic work and results should be 

shared with the industry and the local communities in order to encourage a better and more equal 

tourism development, which could indeed represent an opportunity of growth and wellness for the 

Greenlanders. 
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APPENDIX A  
 
 
Interview questions  
 
 

1) Why did you decide to come to Scoresby 

Sund? 
   

       
2) Is there anything in particular you wanted to see or do in this area? 

 
       

3) Do you know anything climate change? 
   

       
4) Are you aware of the fact that Climate Change is affecting 

this area and could change it irreversibly?  
  

    
5) What have been your main activities on this journey? 

 
   

6) Do you think it would be helpful and useful for tourists to be informed 

about environmental impacts and climate change in the area by the lo-

cals and the guides?  
 

       
7) Have you seen any obvious signs of climate change 

around here? 
  

       
8) Is this place as you imagined it 

to be? 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 
Questionnaire questions  
 
 
Please answer the following questions. Thank you!  
 
Age:                                   Nationality:                                 Gender: 
 
 
Why did you decide to visit East Greenland? 
 
 
 
 
What are the main things you wanted to see? Were your expectations met? 
 
 
 
 
How did you learn about this cruise trip? 
 
 
 
Do you think it is wild and authentic?   


