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ABSTRACT

This doctoral dissertation is an investigation into how two northern societies, the Faroe Islands and 

Greenland, have responded to challenges caused by the interplay of environmental, political, and socio-

economic changes throughout history. Its main contribution is that, in addition to recounting narratives 

of human adaptation, it shows how adaptation has been connected with the development of the settle-

ment pattern in the two societies. 

Adaptation affecting certain characteristics in settlement patterns of the earliest Norse societies in 

the Faroe Islands and Greenland included new land management practices, changes in livestock com-

position and diversifi ed subsistence activities. The character of the adaptation was “learning-by-doing”.  

Before the 20th century, adaptation of the Inuit to Greenland consisted of both short-term responses, 

such as shifts between settlement sites and mobility, and long-term strategies, including new hunting 

techniques and well-defi ned societal rules and practices. Temperature rise during the early 1900s spurred 

an economic transition from seal hunting to cod fi shing, which led to the concentration of people in the 

large settlements of West Greenland. This concentration was reinforced by Danish settlement policies 

in the 1950s and 1960s. In South Greenland, where sheep-rearing was the main economic activity, the 

settlements were smaller and located in a more scattered manner. In North and East Greenland the set-

tlement pattern remained dispersed because seal hunting required a larger radius of action. In the 1970s 

and 1980s, cooling of sea temperatures led to a decline in cod stocks. Thus shrimp fi shing replaced cod, 

which also meant a shift from in-shore to off-shore fi shing, which together with settlement policies of 

the Home Rule caused increasing centralization of Greenlandic population in the fi shing towns of West 

Greenland. At the present, there is an on-going process of diversifi cation in Greenland’s economy, which 

seems to give some settlements located close to the new resources a more active role in the economy, 

leading to an increase in their population. 

In the Faroe Islands, the settlement pattern was initially dictated by the dominant economic activity, 

sheep-rearing, which led to a dispersed settlement that refl ected the importance of land laws and land 

management systems. The economic transition from a farming society to fi shing nation began in the 18th 

century. Several factors played a role in the transition: population growth, favourable market conditions, 

large number of natural capital (fi sh stocks), production skills, and somewhat later, industrialization in 

other countries. Fishing was conducted predominantly from rowing boats in in-shore areas in the 1800s, 

and villages located at sites with good landing opportunities had remarkable population growth. The in-

dustrialization of fi shing in the late 1800s and early 1900s caused a concentration of population in the 

largest fi shing settlements and in the capital Tórshavn. The modern Faroese society suffered economic 

crises in the 1950s and the 1990s, which were caused by a major decline in fi sh catches and problems of 

profi tability. The crises caused massive migration abroad and enforced the previous migration trends. 

Globalization has been the central development affecting the settlement pattern development of the two 

societies since the early 2000s. Migration of young people, especially women, from smallest villages to 

bigger settlements or abroad has increased. This new trend can not be explained by previous develop-

ments but indicates that the northern societies, the Faroe Islands and Greenland, are closely integrated 

in the worldwide systems.  

Key words: Environmental change, adaptation, settlement pattern, Greenland, the Faroe Islands 
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TIIVISTELMÄ 

Tämä väitöskirja on tutkimus siitä, miten kaksi pohjoista yhteiskuntaa, Färsaaret ja Grönlanti, ovat 

vastanneet niihin haasteisiin, joita ympäristön muutos, poliittinen kehitys ja sosiaaliset sekä talou-

delliset tekijät ovat aiheuttaneet. Tutkimuksessa kuvaillaan ihmisten sopeutumista pohjoisissa yh-

teisöissä ja osoitetaan sopeutumisen yhteyksiä asutusrakenteen kehitykseen ja muutoksiin. 

Viikinkiajan asutusrakenteeseen vaikuttivat sekä Färsaarilla että Grönlannissa maankäytön val-

litsevat käytännöt, maataloudessa pidettyjen kotieläinten ominaisuudet ja maataloustuotannon mo-

nipuolistuminen. Viikinkiajan väestö toi mukanaan taitoja vanhoista kotimaistaan mutta sopeutui 

uusiin, pohjoisiin elinolosuhteisiin kokeilemalla ja tekemällä. Asutuksen sijoittumisen määrittelivät 

vallitsevat elinkeinot ja paikalliset luonnonympäristöt. 

Grönlannin inuitit sopeutuivat elinolosuhteiden muutokseen nopeasti vaihtamalla asuinpaikkaa ja 

olemalla liikkeessä. Inuitit kehittivät myös pidemmän aikavälin sopeutumisstrategioita, kuten uusia 

tapoja metsästää. He myös laativat yhteisöjen toimintaa helpottavia sääntöjä ja käytäntöjä. Merive-

den lämpötilan nousu 1900-luvun alussa aiheutti elinkeinojen siirtymän hylkeenpyynnistä kalastuk-

seen, mikä puolestaan johti väestön keskittymiseen Länsi-Grönlannin kaupunkeihin. Keskittymistä 

voimisti entisestään Tanskan harjoittama asutuspolitiikka 1950- ja 1960-luvuilla. 

Etelä-Grönlannissa, missä lampaanhoito oli pääasiallinen elinkeino 1800-luvulle asti, asutuskes-

kukset olivat pieniä ja hajanaisesti sijoittuneita. Pohjois- ja Itä-Grönlannin asutusrakennetta luon-

nehtivat pienet rannikkokylät. Asutusrakenne oli hajanainen siksi, että hylkeenpyynti pääelinkei-

nona vaati laajan toimintasäteen. 1970- ja 1980-luvuilla meriveden lämpötilojen viileneminen johti 

turskansaaliiden määrän nopeaan vähenemiseen. Katkarapujen pyynti syrjäytti tuolloin turskanka-

lastuksen. Katkarapuja pyydettiin avomerellä suurilla aluksilla toisin kuin turskaa. Grönlantilais-

väestöä tarvittiin teollisen jalostuksen työvoimaksi isoimpiin kalastuskaupunkeihin. Tämä kehitys 

yhdessä itsehallinnon asutuspolitiikan kanssa lisäsi grönlantilaisten muuttoliikettä Länsi-Grönlan-

nin kalastuskaupunkeihin. Nykyisin Grönlannin taloutta leimaa monipuolistuminen, millä näyttää 

olevan vaikutusta asutusrakenteen kehitykseen: uusien tulolähteiden läheisyydessä sijaitsevat kau-

pungit ovat kasvussa. 

Färsaarilla asutus perustettiin suhteessa pääasialliseen taloudelliseen toimintaan, lampaanhoi-

toon, mikä johti pieniin kyliin ja laajalle levittäytyneeseen asutusrakenteeseen. Asutusrakenne heijas-

teli myös vallitsevien maalakien ja maanhallintajärjestelmän yhteiskunnallista merkitystä. Färsaarilla 

tapahtui talouden siirtymä maataloudesta kalastukseen 1700-luvun lopusta lähtien 1800-luvulle asti. 

Siirtymään vaikuttivat väestönkasvu, kalastuksen kannalta suosiolliset markkinaolosuhteet, suuret 

kalaparvet, uudet tuotantomahdollisuudet ja teollistumisen alkaminen muualla maailmassa. Kalas-

tuselinkeino vaikutti välillisesti myös asutusrakenteeseen. 1800-luvun alussa färsaarelaiset kalastivat 

pääasiassa soutuveneillä rannikon läheisyydessä. Tuolloin ne kylät, joihin oli helpointa päästä soutu-

veneillä, kasvoivat. Teollinen kalastus alkoi 1800-luvun lopulla ja teollistuminen jatkui 1900-luvun 

alkupuolella. Väestö alkoi keskittyä isoimpiin kalastuskaupunkeihin ja pääkaupunkiin Tórshavniin, 

joissa kalanjalostus tapahtui. Färsaarten taloutta heikensivät 1950-luvulla ja 1990-luvulla taloudelliset 

kriisit. Ne johtuivat ympäristön muutoksen aiheuttamasta kalansaaliiden romahduksesta ja kalastuk-

sen tuottavuuden ongelmista. Seurauksena oli muuttoliike ulkomaille ja suurimpiin kaupunkeihin. 

Globalisaatio on vaikuttanut asutusrakenteen kehitykseen sekä Grönlannissa että Färsaarilla 
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2000-luvun alusta asti. Nuorten ihmisten, erityisesti naisten, muuttoliike pienimmistä kylistä suu-

riin asutuskeskuksiin tai ulkomaille on lisääntynyt. Tätä kehityskulkua ei selitä kokonaan näiden 

yhteiskuntien oma, alueellinen, historiallinen kehitys. Se osoittaa, että Färsaaret ja Grönlanti ovat 

läheisessä yhteydessä maailmanlaajuiseen kehitykseen. 

Avainsanat: Ympäristön muutos, sopeutuminen, asutusrakenne, Grönlanti, Färsaaret
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1.  INTRODUCTION

This doctoral dissertation is an investiga-
tion into how two northern societies have 
responded to challenges caused by the inter-
play of environmental, political, and/or so-
cio-economic changes throughout history. 
It examines the adaptation strategies which 
people have developed and explores the spa-
tial outcomes of this adaptation. Its main 
contribution is that, in addition to recount-
ing narratives of human adaptation, it shows 
whether this adaptation has been connected 
with the development of the settlement pat-
tern and if so, how. The two environmentally 
marginalized northern regions in question 
are the Faroe Islands and Greenland. 

A topical example of the interplay of en-
vironmental, political and socio-economic 
changes with human activities is climate 
change, which has become a part of the glo-
bal political agenda. According to the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change, 
IPCC (2007: 3), it can be maintained with 
“a very high confi dence” that global warm-
ing is caused by human activities. A great 
number of indications of climate change, 
such as changes in Arctic temperatures and 
ice, precipitation, ocean salinity and wind 
patterns, have been observed throughout 
the global ecosystem (IPCC 2007: 7). Cli-
mate change also has an impact on human 
lives, and represents a worldwide challenge 
as “the greatest and widest-ranging market 
failure ever seen” (The Stern Review on the 
Economics of Climate Change 2007: 1-2). It 
is now more important than perhaps ever 
before to understanding the interplay be-
tween environmental change and human 
activities, and therefore the investigation of 
how environmental change interacts with 

political and socio-economic factors. The as-
sessment of how this may affect human so-
cieties is a crucial undertaking (Dugmore et 
al. 2007b: 12). In addition, it is important 
to study how humans actively respond to 
changes and challenges, and the aim of the 
present dissertation is to add new perspec-
tives to this discussion.

In view of the urgent need for under-
standing how environmental change inter-
acts with other factors, two historical case 
studies have been chosen here to address 
this issue. The starting point is based on 
the work of Jared Diamond, whose classic 
book, Collapse, how societies choose to fail 
or survive (2005), examines past societies 
that collapsed or vanished. By collapse, he 
means “a drastic decrease in human pop-
ulation size and/or political/economic/so-
cial complexity, over a considerable area, for 
an extended time” (Diamond 2005: 3). Dia-
mond raises the question of environmental 
change and the challenges it presents, and 
discusses whether these are exaggerated or 
underestimated, whether modern technolo-
gies can solve environmental problems, and 
if one resource is depleted, whether people 
can fi nd a substitute for it. Diamond argues 
that it is possible to learn some practical les-
sons from collapses of past societies, e.g. ide-
as of what makes certain societies especially 
vulnerable, what processes destroyed past 
societies and what solutions succeeded in 
the past (Diamond 2005: 7). 

Charles Redman has described in his 
book, Human Impact on Ancient Environ-
ments (1999), the infl uence of people’s ac-
tivities on the past environments from an ar-
chaeological point of view. Redman presents 
case studies, which indicate that the impacts 
of human activities, such as deforestation, 
soil erosion and loss of biodiversity, have put 
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major pressure on the survival of the past 
societies. Also, Redman points out that en-
vironmental modifi cation is not a new phe-
nomenon, but it has started for thousands of 
years ago. Both Redman and Diamond em-
phasize that humans have always had to deal 
with environmental change and sustainabil-
ity of resource use. These are the issues that 
will also be to the fore in the present study 
of the Faroe Islands and Greenland. 

Diamond’s book describes human ad-
aptation and the collapse of societies in a 
historical context, and we will also view the 
topic from a historical angle, extending Dia-
mond’s approach by providing even longer-
term perspectives on the issue. This will be 
done by constructing historical case stud-
ies that provide insights into why and how 
human societies in the Faroe Islands and 
Greenland succeeded, with one exception, 
in adapting to the environmental and so-
cioeconomic challenges throughout their 
history. Answers will also be sought to the 
questions of what made these societies so 
successful that they still continue their ex-
istence despite the marginal environmen-
tal conditions and varying political and so-
cio-economic circumstances, whether this 
is related to the development of the settle-
ment patterns and if so, how. The idea is that 
case studies of past northern societies can 
increase our understanding of the present 
challenges that face Arctic and Sub-Arctic 
societies on account of climate change. The 
exploration of past societies and their chal-
lenges can generate information on inter-
actions and relationships between environ-
mental change and human activities. This 
will create a framework within which cur-
rent developments in northern societies can 
be considered. 

It should be stressed, however, that ob-

servations on developments in past socie-
ties are not directly applicable to modern 
societies. For example, adaptation is made 
easier today because of new technologies, 
medicines and greater knowledge (Dia-
mond 2005: 8). Still, the aim is to show that 
some past adaptations can guide us in our 
attempts to confront the present challenges. 

The decision to study adaptation and 
settlement patterns in the Faroe Islands 
and Greenland from a historical point of 
view and to adopt a long-term perspective 
is supported by the opinions of Dugmore 
et al. (2007b: 13) that an understanding of 
the interplay between environmental, po-
litical and socio-economic change requires 
the establishment of whole trajectories for 
climatic episodes and cultural changes. The 
aim will thus be to provide long-term narra-
tives of how people have responded to such 
changes throughout history. 

The decision to study settlement pat-
tern development in connection with ad-
aptation to environmental change and oth-
er challenges is based on the suggestion of 
Nuttall (2000: 390) that the study of such 
issues as the origins and migration pat-
terns of Arctic peoples and the socio-eco-
nomic development of their cultures is im-
portant as it offers insights into long-term 
environmental adaptation, the human im-
pact on the environment and the environ-
ment’s impact on humans and their use of 
resources. A more profound understanding 
of these topics in an Arctic context is vital 
because the Arctic has a central role in the 
present environmental change. It is this re-
gion that is generating the processes which 
are infl uencing the global environment. The 
effects of climate change are being felt more 
intensely in the Arctic than anywhere else 
(Berkes & Jolly 2001: 2; AHDR 2004: 20), 
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and the change that we are witnessing to-
day in the Arctic may be the beginning of 
something that will be experienced in the 
rest of the world with a certain delay. This 
study of adaptation and the development 
of settlement patterns in the two case study 
regions is therefore intended as a contribu-
tion to studies of environmental adaptation 
and interactions between humans and the 
environment in Arctic societies. 

From a geographical point of view, the 
Arctic is defi ned as a region where the av-
erage temperature never rises above +10ºC. 
The authors of the Arctic Human Develop-
ment Report (2004: 17-18) suggest a differ-
ent defi nition for the Arctic, for use when 
cultural, economic and political dimensions 

are to be covered (Figure 1.1). This defi nes 
the Arctic as a region that includes Alaska, 
Canada north of 60ºN with northern Que-
bec and Labrador, Greenland, the Faroe Is-
lands and Iceland, and the northern parts 
of Norway, Sweden and Finland. The Rus-
sian area includes the Murmansk Oblast, 
the Nenets, Yamalo-Nenets, Taimyr and 
Chukotka autonomous Okrugs, the city of 
Vorkuta in the Komi Republic, Norilsk and 
Igarka in Krasnoyarsky Kray, and the parts 
of the Sakha Republic with their bounda-
ries nearest to the Arctic Circle. This AHDR 
defi nition is preferable for the present pur-
poses because it is important to stress the 
similarities between the Faroe Islands and 
Greenland in terms of cultural, economic 

Figure 1.1 The Arctic as defi ned in the Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR 2004: 18). 
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and political conditions. 
The hypotheses formulated as the point 

of departure for this dissertation are based 
on previous research into adaptation, re-
source management and settlement pattern 
development. Firstly, it may be supposed 
that human adaptation has, through inter-
actions with environmental, political and 
socio-economic forces, had an infl uence on 
the development of the settlement pattern 
in Greenland and the Faroe Islands. Second-
ly, it may be suggested that socio-econom-
ic transitions refl ect the process of adapta-
tion. The third hypothesis is that resource 
management, variations in the renewable 
resource base and adjustments or modifi -
cations to subsistence activity patterns have 
occupied a key role in human adaptation in 
the regions in question. The fourth assump-
tion is that a change in settlement pattern 
can be an adaptive strategy in itself. 

These hypotheses lead to following ques-
tions to be addressed in this research: 
1. How have the people who have lived or 

are living in Greenland and the Faroe 
Islands adjusted their lives and liveli-
hoods to the changing environmental, 
political and socio-economic condi-
tions?

2. How have settlement patterns in the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland been in-
fl uenced by environmental, political 
and socio-economic conditions in those 
regions? 

3. How have variations in resource base, 
resource management, strategies and 
subsistence patterns infl uenced/ in-
teracted with settlement patterns? Can 
a change in settlement pattern be an 
adaptive strategy in itself?

4. What are the future challenges for peo-
ple who live in the Faroe Islands and 

Greenland in the light of the case stud-
ies? How should these challenges be ap-
proached? 

A large number of previous studies have 
been concerned with the interplay between 
environmental change and socio-economic 
and political processes. Orlove (2005) ex-
plored human adaptation to climate change 
in past societies through three comparative 
historical case studies. The cases fi t into the 
concept of adaptation because transforma-
tions in production systems took place in 
the societies. Adaptation was also indicat-
ed in the sense that people developed new 
economic and social forms. The fi rst case 
study dealt with the collapse of the Maya 
civilization which existed in Mesoamerica 
(including southeastern Mexico, Guatema-
la, Belize and western portions of El Salva-
dor and Honduras) from before 1500 B.C. 
until the 10th century A.D., the second case 
with the Viking settlements in Greenland 
from the latter part of the 9th century until 
the 15th century, when the society was ei-
ther abandoned or declined, and the third 
with people’s response to periodically occur-
ring drought in the southern portion of the 
Great Plains of the USA from about 1700 un-
til the latter part of the 20th century. Orlove 
(2005: 596) fi nds some similarities between 
these cases. All the societies concerned had 
to adapt to climatic fl uctuations that threat-
ened their food production systems, and this 
failed in each case because the society did 
not learn from experience. The discussion 
reveals how fragile human societies can be, 
and how resistant they are when they are 
required to change previously established 
patterns. 

Environmental change, human adap-
tation and the use of renewable resources 
are especially relevant in an Arctic context. 
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Nuttall et al. (2005) investigated the eco-
nomic, social and cultural signifi cance of 
renewable resource use for the indigenous 
peoples of the Arctic, in case studies that 
evaluated the effects of climate change on 
past, present and future livelihoods and on 
renewable resource utilization activities in 
the Arctic. People have been able to main-
tain long-term occupation of the Arctic en-
vironment, at least in part, because of the 
adaptive capacity of their social, economic 
and cultural practices (Nuttall et al. 2005: 
674). They have adapted to climate varia-
tions, for example, by elaborating ecological 
knowledge in their practices and by seizing 
the opportunities created by the new climat-
ic conditions. In the light of the case stud-
ies, Nuttall et al. (2005: 697) conclude that 
climate change cannot be considered as an 
isolated phenomenon affecting the use of 
renewable resources. Other environmen-
tal, social or cultural changes have also ex-
ercised an infl uence. Subsistence activities, 
including people’s ability to achieve cultural 
adaptation and to use resources in the face 
of changing ecological conditions and sea-
sonal variations, have endured for millennia 
in the Arctic, and the connection between 
the Arctic people and subsistence activities 
continues to be a strong one. Nuttall et al. 
suggest that it will be vital in terms of the fu-
ture development of the Arctic communities 
for them to achieve a greater understanding 
of the range and scope of environmental, 
political and economic issues.

The case study by Berkes and Jolly 
(2001) of the Arctic society of Sachs Har-
bour in western Canada is concerned with 
adaptation to climate change and the adap-
tive strategies involved. Climate change has 
posed challenges for the Inuit living in that 
society because the environmental condi-

tions have become more variable and there-
fore less predictable. They have coped with 
the challenges by adjusting and modifying 
their subsistence activity patterns, e.g. when, 
where and how they hunt or fi sh. Berkes and 
Jolly also point out that people use adaptive 
strategies such as fl exibility of resource use, 
local environmental knowledge and skills, 
sharing through social networks and inter-
community trade to respond to changing en-
vironmental conditions.

Environmental change can cause funda-
mental alterations in the economy of a so-
ciety. Rasmussen (2007: 167-168), who in-
vestigated responses to climatic changes in 
Greenland and its effects on economic op-
portunities, suggests that there were three 
socio-economic transitions there during the 
19th and 20th centuries, all of which were re-
lated to the use of renewable resources and 
environmental change. The fi rst was a tran-
sition from a seal hunting to a fi shing econ-
omy, which lasted from the latter part of the 
19th century until the Second World War, 
the second was from cod to shrimps during 
the 1970s and 1980s and the third, which 
is still going on, is more diversifi ed fi sh-
ing. Rasmussen (2007: 176) suggests that 
all three transitions have been the results 
of environmental change interacting with 
changing socio-economic conditions, i.e. 
the implications of environmental change 
in Greenland were reinforced by simulta-
neous socio-economic changes.

Economic transitions and their relations 
to environmental change in Greenland have 
also been studied by Hamilton et al. (2000), 
who investigated how the transition from 
cod to shrimp fi shing in the 1970s and 
1980s, as studied by Rasmussen (2007), 
affected the development of settlements in 
West Greenland. They conclude that the 
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“cod-to-shrimp transition” had regional ef-
fects. The settlements in Northwest Green-
land were able to gain population because 
they benefi ted from environmental change, 
in that shrimp landings increased there, 
whereas settlements in Southwest Green-
land suffered from declining cod landings 
and their population decreased. 

Hamilton et al. (2003) investigated the 
“cod-to-shrimp transition” more closely 
through two case studies of the towns of 
Sisimiut and Paamiut in West Greenland 
and found that Sisimiut prospered as a fi sh-
ing centre throughout the transition, while 
Paamiut, with an economy specialized in 
cod fi shing, declined. The reason for such 
a development was again related to socio-
economic factors interacting with environ-
mental change. The people who lived in Si-
simiut had a wider range of workforce skills 
than those who lived in Paamiut and were 
able to maintain a more diversifi ed econo-
my. The diversity of the economy and the 
skilled workforce were the major adaptive 
advantage for Sisimiut, allowing the people 
to develop new fi shery interests and to sus-
tain other economic activities (Hamilton et 
al. 2003: 280). The case studies led the au-
thors to suggest two general propositions 
regarding the human dimension of environ-
mental and climatic change: 1. socially im-
portant environmental changes are not sim-
ply the results of climatic variations but are 
consequences of interactions between cli-
mate, ecosystems and resource utilization, 
and 2. environmental changes have differ-
ent effects on people through interactions 
with social factors such as social networks 
and cohesion, skills, investments and alter-
native available resources. 

The topic of environmental change in-
teracting with socio-economic factors was 

also studied by Hamilton et al. (2004) in 
the context of the Faroe Islands. These is-
lands went through a major economic crisis 
in the 1990s, as fi sh stocks had declined be-
cause of over-exploitation and the pressure 
of environmental change, so that unem-
ployment increased and a large number of 
Faroese people responded with out-migra-
tion (Hamilton et al. 2004: 451). The trend 
was felt most profoundly in the smallest vil-
lages, where working opportunities practi-
cally vanished. Females in particular moved 
away from the villages. 

In the light of the literature reviewed 
here, interactions between environmental 
change and changing political and socio-
economic conditions may be regarded as the 
most important factors that have necessitat-
ed adaptation in Arctic societies. Where liv-
ing conditions are marginal and highly de-
pendent on the surrounding environment, 
the use of renewable resources seems to be 
the key element in adaptation. 

The present dissertation is divided into 
fi ve main chapters. The present chapter in-
troduces the goals and motivation for the 
work, arguing that it is important to study 
adaptation of societies and that valuable in-
formation can be discovered from a long-
term perspective. This argument is based 
on the idea that present challenges and in-
teractions between environmental change 
and human societies may be refl ections of 
past developments. This can be illustrated 
most clearly by establishing whole develop-
mental trajectories. 

Adaptation studies concerned with the 
Arctic are especially important because of 
the central position of this region in the new 
situation caused by climate change. Proc-
esses are being generated in the Arctic that 
have global effects, and the Arctic region it-
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self is also the focus of great changes, which 
may be seen as a prologue to what may well 
take place over the rest of the world in the 
future. The main hypotheses to be tested 
and questions to be answered are also set 
out in this chapter. 

Chapter 2 establishes the context for the 
work, presenting defi nitions of the concept 
of adaptation, introducing a framework for 
investigating it, and for assessing its rela-
tionship to the development of settlement 
patterns in the Arctic. It also explains the 
methods used for collecting the data, intro-
duces the case study regions and describes 
the natural environment and the character-
istics of the societies concerned. 

The two case studies are then presented, 
that of the Faroe Islands in Chapter 3 and 
that of Greenland in Chapter 4. These fo-
cus on interactions between subsistence ac-
tivities, resource management and environ-
mental conditions and their relationships to 
the establishment and distribution of settle-
ments. The development of the two regions 
is described in terms of narratives of their 
history and illustrated with maps that in-
clude details of the history of the settlement 
pattern in each case. 

The investigation is focused on adapta-
tions which have been developed or taken 
into use by the people living in the two re-
gions throughout their history. The purpose 
of the case studies is to show how these peo-
ple have survived and how and why their 
settlements came to be distributed spatially 
in the way that they did.  

The outcomes of the case studies are dis-
cussed and compared in Chapter 5, which 
also contains concluding remarks and pro-
posals for future research issues. 

2. SETTING THE 
CONTEXT 

2.1.  ADAPTATION

Recent researchers have placed empha-
sis on the use of the concept of adaptation 
when studying societies’ response to global 
environmental change. This concept is al-
so central to the present study, where it is 
used to show how people throughout the 
history have responded to environmental 
change and the changing political and so-
cio-economic circumstances in the north. 
A number of defi nitions of adaptation exist 
and recent studies of climate change and 
adaptation in particular have increased the 
necessity for defi ning this concept. Since it 
will be suggested here that adaptation is a 
context-sensitive concept and that no one 
single defi nition can be presented for it, it 
is useful to begin by introducing some defi -
nitions provided by other scholars.  

The concept of adaptation includes the 
potential to react “in a way that mitigates 
the impacts of negative change” (Nuttall et 
al. 2005: 697). It is also a process which 
modifi es something “to fi t a new condition” 
(Thompson et al. 2006: 1). It is worth not-
ing that the concept of adaptation can refer 
both to the process of adapting and to the 
outcome of the process (Smit et al. 2000: 
228). Adaptation as a modifi cation process 
includes the alteration of social, economic or 
political systems in order to protect society 
against a change. More precisely, adaptation 
involves “change in the response of a sys-
tem to some force or perturbation” (Smith-
ers and Smit 1997: 135, 142). Adaptation in 
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connection with climate change “takes place 
through adjustments to reduce vulnerabil-
ity or enhance resilience in response to ob-
served or expected changes” (IPCC Fourth 
Working Group: 720). Adaptation will be 
considered here both as a process and as 
a result, and as it can be understood as a 
context-dependent concept, it is suitable for 
use in relation to developments in both the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland. 
Adaptation decisions and actions can be tak-
en at several levels: by individuals, groups or 
governments, the motivation in many cas-
es being to improve or maintain economic 
well-being or safety (Adger et al. 2005: 77). 
The existing literature gives the impression 
that adaptation is a complex process that 
does not work in isolation, and this view is 
supported by Smithers & Smit (1997: 137), 
who suggest that adaptation takes place in 
the midst of location-specifi c economic, 
social and institutional circumstances, and 
by Adger et al. (2005: 78), who point out, 
that adaptation occurs in the context of de-
mographic, cultural and economic change. 
These are factors that will be focused on in 
particular in this work. 

The success of adaptation can be meas-
ured by its effectiveness in meeting certain 
defi ned goals, and in terms of the equity and 
legitimacy of the actions taken. Equitable 
adaptations can be evaluated from the per-
spective of their outcome: who gain from 
them and who are the losers, and who de-
cides what action is to be taken. Adaptation 
decisions can also have distributional conse-
quences, which may range from the uneven 
spatial impacts of environmental change to 
the distribution and consequences of polit-
ical and social change (Adger et al. 2005: 
83). The idea that environmental change 
can have spatial impacts is important study-

ing the present case, because the core of this 
work lies in clarifying the interrelations and 
interplay between the environment and hu-
man responses such as settlement decisions. 

When analysed more profoundly, ad-
aptations can be distinguished by their dif-
ferent characteristics. Smithers and Smit 
(1997: 138-142) provide a framework that 
includes seven dimensions on which adap-
tations can be identifi ed and distinguished: 
1. Intent. An adaptation can occur inciden-
tally or it can be the result of a conscious 
decision. 2. The role of governance. An ad-
aptation can be public or private, or a com-
bination of both. The role of governance in 
adaptation initiatives can be direct or in-
direct. 3. Scale. The spatial scale of an ad-
aptation can range from local to national 
and international, while the social scale can 
range from an individual’s adaptation deci-
sion to the aggregate or societal/communi-
ty scale, on which decisions are made col-
lectively. 4. Timing. An adaptation can be 
characterized as incidental or purposeful in 
its timing. Incidental adaptations can occur 
either during or after a change or perturba-
tion, while purposeful adaptations can vary 
in their timing. Adaptive strategies for com-
pensating for loss can be initiated before, 
during or after the change or perturbation. 
5. Duration. Adaptations can be short-term 
responses or they can remain in force for 
many years and become parts of modifi ed 
or transformed human systems. They can 
take the form of short-term tactical actions 
or longer-term strategic actions. 6. Form. 
Adaptations can be technological responses 
or behavioural and/or institutional respons-
es. 7. Effect. Some strategies can attempt 
to buffer a system from a perturbation and 
others attempt to facilitate the shift to a new 
state. This framework indicates what vary-
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ing characteristics adaptations can include 
and reinforce the assertion that the concept 
cannot be defi ned in a simple manner. 

The next consideration is the question of 
what kind of adaptation one can expect to 
fi nd in the history of the Greenlandic and 
Faroese societies. For this purpose Dugmore 
et al. (2007b: 24) provide some assistance by 
suggesting that there are examples of fl ex-
ibility, innovations and sustainable manage-
ment within the historical landscapes of the 
Faroe Islands and Iceland, i.e. adaptation 
has taken place when determining practices 
supporting the sustainable exploitation of 
renewable resources, for example, and when 
taking corrective measures to protect declin-
ing resources. Based on this notion, the case 
studies also focus attention on resource bas-
es and their use. 

2.2.  ENVIRONMENTAL 
CHANGE, RENEWABLE 
RESOURCES AND ARCTIC 
SETTLEMENT PATTERNS

Arctic societies have throughout their his-
tory been highly dependent on environmen-
tal conditions because of their subsistence 
activities, which include the harvesting of 
renewable resources. It can therefore be 
assumed that harvesting activities, renew-
able resource bases and environmental vari-
ations have had effects on the development 
of settlement patterns in the Arctic.

The managing of renewable resources in 
a sustainable way has never been easy for the 
Arctic peoples. Renewable resources can be 
over-exploited because the abundance of the 
resource base is estimated wrongly, because 
signs of depletion are covered by regular 
fl uctuations, because people do not always 
agree on harvesting limitations (the tragedy 

of commons), or because ecosystems are so 
complex that it may simply be impossible to 
predict how human-induced change may af-
fect them (Diamond 2005: 9-10). 

This leads to the suggestion that environ-
mental change and human activities inter-
act through resource utilization and man-
agement and are related to socio-econom-
ic change and adaptation. Interactions be-
tween environmental change and human 
activities were studied from a historical per-
spective by Amorosi et al. (1997) in their in-
vestigation of medieval North Atlantic so-
cieties from a historical-ecological point of 
view. Their case studies concern Iceland and 
Greenland and the development which by 
1500 had led to a situation where the Green-
land Norse society had vanished and the Ice-
landic society had suffered greatly (Amorosi 
et al. 1997: 512). 

Hamilton et al. (2000: 194-195) applied 
the framework provided by Amorosi et al. 
(1997) to a case study from Greenland. The 
framework included three patterns of inter-
action that had taken place in the historical 
development of the North Atlantic societies: 
1. depletion of natural capital, 2. synergis-
tic interactions, and 3. intensifi cation and 
technological “fi xes”. These patterns or steps 
explain how past societies have responded 
to environmental challenges such as the de-
pletion of renewable resource bases. Paral-
lels between the historical study of Amoro-
si et al. (1997) and the more recent study 
of Hamilton et al. (2000) suggest that this 
may be a more general pattern which can 
be applicable to other societies responding 
to current climate change (Hamilton et al. 
2000: 194-195).

Since this approach of Amorosi et al. and 
Hamilton et al. and the examples quoted by 
them will be used here to explain and clari-
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Hamilton et al. 2000: 195). 
Similar developments took place in 

Greenland in the 1960s and 1980s. Sea tem-
peratures fell after 1960 and cold winters 
occurred in 1982-1984. The environmental 
change, in this case climatic cooling, inter-
acted with over-fi shing, to cause a collapse in 
the cod stocks (Hamilton et al. 2000: 209). 
Thus cod came to be replaced by shrimp 
fi shing somewhat later. 

3. Intensifi cation and technological “fi x-
es”

As a consequences of over-grazing, the 
soils in Iceland were badly depleted, and 
people responded with a re-orientating to-
wards commercial fi sheries. In other words, 
they diversifi ed their range of sources of live-
lihood. This response helped them to sup-
port themselves and to continue their exist-
ence (Amorosi et al. 1997: 509).

The collapse of Greenland’s commercial 
fi shing, together with the effects of climat-
ic cooling, was “fi xed” by the re-orientation 
from cod fi shing to shrimp fi shing. Although 
technology continued to improve, catch lev-
els in the shrimp and Greenland halibut fi sh-
ing grounds exceeded sustainable limits and 
new ways of responding were needed (Ham-
ilton et al. 2000: 209). 

Based on the case studies of medieval 
North Atlantic societies and modern Green-
land, Hamilton et al. (2000: 209-210) pro-
pose that the idea of  “synergistic interac-
tions” put forward by Amorosi et al. may be 
re-expressed as a proposition that “climatic 
change affects human activities through dy-
namic interactions with resource use”. De-
pletion of natural capital can expand and 
reinforce the effects of the climate, or vice 
versa, and intensifi cation and technologi-
cal “fi xes” are societies’ responses to envi-
ronmental change (Hamilton et al. 2000: 

fy the interactions between environmental, 
socio-economic and political change that 
emerge in the history of the Faroe Islands 
and Greenland, it is necessary to clarify the 
substance of the three patterns more pro-
foundly. They include the following aspects: 

1. Depletion of natural capital
The fi rst Norse settlers entered North At-

lantic ecosystems that had not previously 
been exploited, and the fi rst societies were 
able to prosper for a while because people 
could use untouched forests, grazing lands 
and hunting grounds. These also protect-
ed them from climatic and other environ-
mental variations. The fi rst generation of 
settlers modifi ed the natural environment 
and caused depletion in some resources, 
which prevented later settlers from using 
them (Amorosi et al. 1997: 509; Hamilton 
et al. 2000: 195). 

There are similarities between the ear-
ly Norse society in Iceland and the Green-
landic society of the early 20th century. Seal 
hunting had until that time been the most 
important source of livelihood for the Inuit, 
but following resource depletion at the be-
ginning of the century (because of environ-
mental change and over-exploitation of the 
seal stocks), cod appeared in the Greenland 
waters in large numbers in the 1920s and 
became a new resource base (Hamilton et 
al. 2000: 209). 

2. Synergistic Interactions 
The North Atlantic Norsemen may have 

crossed critical environmental thresholds 
with their subsistence activities. Over-graz-
ing occurred, for example, and that caused 
deforestation and soil erosion. Extensive 
modifi cation of the environment led in time 
to critical resource limitation. Land produc-
tivity decreased and settlements became 
more vulnerable (Amorosi et al. 1997: 509; 
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209-210). This proposition is important 
for the present work, because the intention 
is to show that resource use and resource 
management have played a central role in 
directing the development of the Faroe Is-
lands and Greenland, so that the societies’ 
responses can be considered indicative of a 
capability for adaptation, or the skill of cre-
ating adaptive strategies. 

The study of the environmental impacts 
of adaptation processes is relevant to the 
present work, although its interests also lie 
in other contributing factors as well as en-
vironmental change. To study these other 
factors, use is made of a framework provid-
ed by Diamond (2005: 11-15), which is as-
sumed to be of relevance for explaining the 
connection between an unsuccessful adap-
tive response and the collapse of a society. 
The framework will be used to identify fac-
tors that may contribute to adaptation in 
societies. There are fi ve points to consider:
1.  Environmental damage, or depletion 

of natural capital. These can be caused 
by human activities. The extent of the 
damage depends on the people and their 
activities, e.g. the extent of the resources 
that they harvest during a certain period 
of time. The extent of the damage also 
depends on the environment, e.g. the 
length of the growing season, landscape 
formation, the vegetation, and so on. 

2.  Climate change. Climate can vary a 
great deal. The present variability and 
change is widely considered to be hu-
man-induced, but it can also be caused 
by changes in natural forces. Natural cli-
mate change can make conditions better 
or worse for a human society, possibly 
damaging one society but benefi ting an-
other. A past society which depleted its 
environmental capital could manage to 

face the losses so long as the climate was 
favourable, but when the climatic con-
ditions worsened, the society could be 
driven over a critical threshold and end 
up in collapse. On the other hand, if the 
society had not already partly depleted 
its environmental capital, it could sur-
vive. It could also cope with the deple-
tion in resources that it had caused pro-
vided that climate change did not cause 
any further depletion. Thus the collapse 
of a society may be said to be caused by 
the interaction between environmental 
impact and climate change rather than 
by human environmental depletion or 
climate change alone. 

3.  Hostile neighbours. These can be a 
threat to the survival of a society. Most 
historical societies have been locat-
ed geographically near enough to oth-
er societies to create and maintain at 
least some contacts with them. Rela-
tions with neighbouring societies can 
be hostile, however, and if that is the 
case, a society may be able to hold its 
enemies at bay just as long as it is not 
threatened by resource depletion or any 
other severe environmental damage. If 
depletion takes place, however, a society 
can become too weak, and it may be an 
easier target for military conquest, for 
instance. 

4.  Friendly neighbours. Most societies de-
pend, at least to some degree, on friend-
ly neighbours, often for trade or cultur-
al connections. But dependence on the 
friendly neighbours can also have its 
drawbacks. If a friendly neighbour and 
trading partner is weakened for some 
reason, the society itself may also start 
to suffer. 

5.  The society’s own response to its prob-
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lems. How a society responds to its own 
problems is important for its survival or 
collapse. Societies can respond differ-
ently to similar problems or challenges 
that they have to face, and the ability of 
a society to solve its problems will de-
pend on its political, economic and so-
cial institutions and its cultural values. 

These factors are not necessarily related 
to each other, and not all of them exist in 
the context of the Faroe Islands and Green-
land. Diamond’s framework will be used 
here to identify and understand which fac-
tors may have a role in the way the Faroese 
and Greenlandic societies developed. The 
framework supports the view that the direc-
tion in which a society develops will be infl u-
enced not only by environmental change but 
by interplay between several factors.

The concept of adaptation, interactions 
between environmental change and socio-
economic and political change, resource uti-
lization and management, and also external 
contributing factors are all implicated in the 
development of settlement patterns. This 
provides a context for understanding the 
relationships and interplay between adap-
tation and settlement pattern development 
in the present case studies. 

Arctic societies have throughout their 
history been challenged to adapt to fl uctuat-
ing environmental conditions and resource 
bases. Climate and weather variations affect 
the abundance and availability of prey ani-
mals. They also determine how and when 
the resources can be used. All this causes 
very close relationship between people and 
the environment in the Arctic (Nuttall et al. 
2005: 662). 

The close relationship between people 
and the environment has posed challenges 
for human settlement in the Arctic. For ex-

ample, Arctic peoples have adapted to cli-
mate change and the varying abundance of 
renewable resources by moving from one 
location to another (Nuttall 2000: 390). Set-
tlement patterns have therefore been deter-
mined to a high degree by resource avail-
ability (Rasmussen 1997: 10). The charac-
teristics of available resources has also been 
important for the development of the settle-
ment pattern. 

Adaptation in the form of mobility is 
not possible for the Arctic peoples nowa-
days as it was in the past, because most peo-
ple now live sedentarily in permanent settle-
ments (Nuttall et al. 2005: 674; 2007: 28). 
The current settlement pattern already re-
fl ects adaptation. Most Arctic people live in 
settlements established in the middle of a 
land-sea continuum. This strategy reduces 
the vulnerability of the settlements and in-
creases their fl exibility, enabling access to 
resources on both land and sea. There has 
also been a general trend in the Arctic for 
the population of the large settlements to 
increase, at the same time as the popula-
tion living in smaller settlements has be-
come stabilized (Rasmussen 1998b: 267, 
270; 1998c: 219). 

The development of the Arctic settle-
ment pattern over the centuries has been 
infl uenced by various internal and external 
conditions, which Rasmussen (1998a: 78-
79) organizes into seven groups: 
1. A great number of Arctic settlements 

have been established due to the avail-
ability of renewable resources. They can 
be characterized as materialized imag-
es of the social organization of humans. 
They can also be seen as agglomerations 
of people’s understandings of the envi-
ronment, and the ways in which this 
understanding operates in combina-
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tion with external factors. The settle-
ment patterns refl ect the environmen-
tal realities within which people have 
had to establish their lives. 

2. The Arctic resources, both renewable 
and non-renewable, have attracted in-
terest from regions outside the Arctic. 
Trading companies and colonial rela-
tionships have been established, for 
example. The historical heritage of the 
colonial systems and the dynamics in-
volved in their maintenance and aban-
donment have been of importance in the 
development of settlements and the set-
tlement pattern. 

3. The geopolitical location of the Arctic 
has affected settlement. During the Cold 
War, the Arctic Ocean was situated be-
tween the two most important military 
powers, which led to the formation of 
very specifi c settlements such as air bas-
es and other military installations. 

4. The present resource structure of the 
Arctic region has played a central role, 
i.e. the availability of strategic resources, 
such as oil, gas and minerals, has been 
an important determinant of settlement 
development. 

5. The indigenous peoples of the Arctic are 
gaining in political and economic im-
portance and are able to infl uence their 
countries’ economies and international 
relations. The growing political aware-
ness of the indigenous people in par-
ticular has played an important role in 
settlement development. 

6. The political role of the Arctic as a 
whole has become more important. 
Home rules and local governments have 
strengthened the strategic role of the re-
gion: Greenland achieved an extended 
self-governance in 2009 and Canadian 

indigenous groups play an active role in 
international forums and have formed 
their own territory, Nunavut. 

7. Progress in information technologies 
will most probably infl uence increas-
ingly the settlement pattern in the Arc-
tic.  

Rasmussen suggests that it is through 
an interaction between these elements and 
through their internal dynamics that con-
crete changes in the settlement pattern have 
taken or will take place. This framework will 
be used as a developmental context in which 
to consider the development of the settle-
ment pattern in the case studies from Green-
land and the Faroe Islands.  

2.3.  DATA AND METHODS 

This dissertation belongs to the fi eld of hu-
man geography, and the more exact intellec-
tual tradition from which the methods and 
ideas for the research have been derived is 
the new cultural geography. The approach 
for examining environmental change and 
the responses of the societies concerned is 
humanistic, the study being based on inter-
pretations of historical developments in the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland. Although re-
search into environmental change and the 
present climate change inevitably places a 
strong emphasis on the sciences, it is felt to 
be important to demonstrate that multiple 
perspectives and a humanistic approach can 
be applicable when studying environmental 
change and its impacts on humans and that 
such approach can yield new information. 

The approach of new cultural geogra-
phy has its origins in the cultural turn in 
human geography which took place in the 
1980s and early 1990s. The main stimulus 
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came from literature theory and anthropol-
ogy (Raivo 1996: 21). Scholars whose work 
was closely related to the cultural turn in-
clude Denis Cosgrove (Social formation and 
symbolic landscape, 1984), Trevor Barnes 
(Barnes & Duncan, Writing Worlds, 1992), 
Peter Jackson (Maps of meaning, 1989), 
and James and Nancy Duncan ((Re)read-
ing the landscape, 1988). The cultural turn 
emphasized the importance of studying of 
non-concrete issues such as symbolic forms 
and the meanings of cultural phenomena. 
Culture is understood as a fi eld in which so-
cial, economic and political confl icts emerge 
and solutions are sought for them. 

This multi-dimensional view of culture 
is central for geographers. Studies related to 
new cultural geography have included top-
ics such as ethnicity, social class and sub-
cultures (Haarni et al. 1997: 22-23), and it 
is characteristic for explanations to be high-
ly contextual (Raivo 1996: 21). A signifi cant 
aspect of new cultural geography as far as 
the present work is concerned is that the 
products of culture can be textualized and 
that phenomena are studied and explained 
in their own contexts. 

The main method employed in the 
present work is examination of the litera-
ture. As Baker (1997: 234) points out, criti-
cal reading, the analysis of written sources 
and familiarity with a wide range of relevant 
sources are central to studies that include 
historical perspectives, and in conformity 
with these guidelines, the literature referred 
to here includes scientifi c articles in journals 
and academic publications, doctoral disser-
tations, history books, non-fi ctional books, 
statistics, pictures and photographs, maps 
and census data from archives. Primary 
sources of literature were used whenever it 
was possible, to add the value of this disser-

tation. Such sources were not always avail-
able, and therefore secondary sources had to 
be used instead. There also exist limitations 
in the number of written material regard-
ing the history of Greenland and the Faroe 
Islands, which has caused occasional sin-
gle-source dependence in the present work. 

The advantage of examining historical 
literature is, as Raitz (2001: 122) suggests, 
that the data is not susceptible to modifi ca-
tion over time. The documents were written 
by intermediaries, who were working with 
abstract, catalogued, or recorded informa-
tion. Such records can provide the reliable 
information required for formulating ac-
ceptable explanations for the phenomena 
studied. 

The research process began with the col-
lection of data and an examination of the 
literature and relevant maps and statistics. 
Following the advice of Harris (2001: 332) 
that the more wide-ranging the reading is, 
the more promising the eventual result will 
be, a programme of extensive reading was 
undertaken with the aim of becoming fa-
miliar with the ideas and writings of oth-
ers on the topic. This led to the posing of 
questions and the formulating of hypoth-
eses from which the issues to be studied 
emerged.

It was then possible to continue to collect 
data and to take notes, while simultaneously 
organizing the data. Again the guidelines of 
Harris (2001: 332-333) were useful, in par-
ticular the suggestion that a system of note 
taking can be established so that fi les are 
created under quite specifi c categories. Here 
a risk exits, though, that the interconnec-
tions between items of information within 
the same document may be lost. An attempt 
was made to reduce this risk by creating 12 
categories for the data and seeking to avoid 
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the loss of interconnections between the da-
ta sets by formulating the categories as care-
fully as possible. They were also named in 
such a way that they would include as specif-
ic and detailed information as possible. The 
categories were based on a prior assumption 
regarding the relevant issues that the study 
should cover. 

The research was divided into two main 
parts according to the case regions, the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland, and 12 sub-
categories were then created to assist in ar-
ranging the data according to the topics that 
could be considered relevant. The headings 
for the categories were as follows. 1. Geogra-
phy, nature, natural resources. Data on to-
pography, ocean currents, fl ora, fauna, tem-
peratures, etc. were used to describe the en-
vironmental context for each region. 2. Pre-
history. Data were gathered on pre-histor-
ic settlement periods and initial settlement 
phases. 3. Laws. A search was made for laws 
and regulations that could be assumed to 
have infl uenced resource use, land man-
agement practices or policies that affected 
the distribution of settlements. 4. Economy. 
Information was collected on economic ac-
tivities during different periods, including 
historical statistics on sources of livelihood 
to help in identifying economic transitions. 
5. Societal and cultural development. Data 
on social groups and societal development 
in the case regions were used to gain an un-
derstanding of the social and political con-
text. 6. Development of the settlement pat-
tern. Observations were collected from the 
literature that directly mentioned “settle-
ment pattern” or “settlement structure”. 7. 
Demography. Information on population 
trends was extracted from statistics and 
censuses. 8. Development of settlements. 
A search was made for descriptions of set-

tlements and photographs of buildings in or-
der to fi nd data out what kinds of buildings 
were built in different historical periods and 
what they were used for. 9. Land use. Da-
ta was acquired on land management prac-
tices in the North Atlantic region in gener-
al and especially on the Faroe Islands. 10. 
Transportation. Information was gathered 
from maps and other sources with regard to 
main roads, tunnels, shipping routes, etc., 
and also on historical transportation tech-
nologies. 11. Subsistence activities. Subsist-
ence activities were kept separate from “eco-
nomic activities” because of the large body 
of data that considered sources of livelihood 
in general. 12. Concepts. A glossary of con-
cepts was constructed, with their meanings 
and translations for them. 

In accordance with the suggestion of 
Harris (2001: 331) that it is important 
to keep a fi le of one’s thoughts and ideas 
throughout the research process, continu-
ous diary was kept, containing notes on the 
names of potentially important authors and 
sources, signifi cant pages numbers and new 
ideas that came from sources such as lec-
tures, seminars or discussions with other 
scholars. This diary was especially useful 
because new ideas often emerged from un-
expected directions, e.g. a movie, a phrase 
uttered on television, or a picture in a news-
paper could prompt more questions or clar-
ify the understanding of a certain point in 
the study. 

The fi eldwork was conducted in such a 
way as to back up the examination of the 
literature. The initial approach was that of 
naturalism, the view that social phenomena 
are directly observable but that this charac-
teristic alone is not enough for understand-
ing and explaining their existence, so that 
it is also important to include social mean-
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ings, intentions and attitudes in any study 
as an underlying basis for the appearance 
of the social phenomena. This implies the 
use of a method which gives access to the 
underlying basis. One such method is that 
known as participant observation (Evans 
1988: 198-199). 

The fi eldwork was based on observations 
made in both regions, the main goal being 
to identify and interpret layers of histori-
cal transformation in settlement patterns 
and to explain why they developed as they 
did. A further aim was to understand and 
explain how and why certain historical de-
velopments had taken place in the regions 
and what concrete effects they had had on 
the landscape of which the settlement pat-
terns form one part. This was intended to 
test the information found in the literature 
and to provide an understanding of the in-
terconnections between land management 
systems and the development of settlement 
patterns, for example. 

Use was made of the research diary be-
fore and during the fi eldwork in order to 
refl ect on and clarify the position as the re-
searcher in the fi eld in the light of the belief 
that personal attitudes, prejudices and ex-
periences of life can infl uence the observa-
tions that are made. The results of the ob-
servations were therefore referred to as “in-
terpretations of reality”. Observations in the 
fi eld can be considered to form a continuum 
which includes everything between obser-
vation and participation (Raento 1998: 18). 
The position of the researcher in that contin-
uum in the present case is closer to observa-
tion than participation, but this distinction is 
not a simple one. Historical processes in the 
socially constructed landscape were clearly 
matters of observation, and there was no di-
rectly conducted participant observation of 

people, but where the life of the two socie-
ties was concerned, the researcher partici-
pated in this as a member of each society. 

The situation of living in Greenland and 
the Faroe Islands as a Finnish researcher 
raises the question of whether one is an in-
sider or an outsider. DeLyser (2001: 442) 
distinguishes two approaches to this top-
ic. First, there are researchers who “go na-
tive” and begin their fi eldwork as outsiders, 
and second, there are scholars who study 
their own community and start as insiders, 
i.e. they are already “natives” before the re-
search begins. According to these defi ni-
tions, the present researcher must be con-
sidered an outsider who “went native”, but 
the length of the stay, especially in Green-
land, and the other activities pursued pro-
vided with some insights typical of an in-
sider and may have coloured the observa-
tions. The question of being an insider or an 
outsider and the position of the research-
er in the fi eld can best be explained in this 
instance in terms of personal relationships 
with the two regions. This will also explain 
the difference in attitude towards Greenland 
and towards the Faroe Islands, which may 
have affected the characteristics of the study. 

I fi rst visited Greenland in July 1995. 
After one month’s stay in the town of Sis-
imiut, I realized that my relationship with 
Greenland had only just begun. I returned 
there and started studying at the Universi-
ty of Greenland in 1996. After one year of 
studies, I returned to Finland, but I moved 
back to Greenland in 1997 to collect data 
for a master’s thesis on historical develop-
ment and social processes beyond the his-
torical layers in the town of Nuuk, the capi-
tal of Greenland. The thesis was completed 
in 2000.

Afterwards, I decided to move perma-
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nently to Nuuk, where I worked in a whale 
survey project and as town planner for the 
local authority, Nuup Kommunia. It was my 
assignment as town planner, along with my 
master’s thesis, that guided me to continue 
my studies. When I fi nally returned Finland, 
I had background knowledge of Greenland 
and ideas for a doctoral dissertation com-
paring Greenland with another northern re-
gion, which would provide a better platform 
for refl ection. 

My relationship with Greenland has 
been a close one. I have a sense of belong-
ing there and I mostly enjoyed my stay there. 
It is worth remembering, though, that I was 
younger, open-minded and with a spirit of 
adventure, and was always prepared for new 
challenges. I fell in love with the Arctic na-
ture, I travelled along the West Coast, and 
I was already collecting documents relevant 
to this study. I also photographed the set-
tlements and asked people questions about 
them. I stayed in Greenland voluntarily, 
working and studying, and the decision to 
move away was a very diffi cult one. 

My personal relationship with the Faroe 
Islands is quite different. I stayed on the is-
lands for the purposes of this dissertation in 
2004-2005 and in 2006. I wanted to learn 
the language, to collect data and to attend 
relevant lectures at the university there. I 
sought to do all the “right things”, but de-
spite all the efforts and friendliness of the 
Faroese people, I never felt home there. I 
did not like the weather, which affected me 
greatly. I did not feel the same freedom as in 
Greenland, I felt alienated, and I was home-
sick for most of the time. I was also older 
and I knew what I liked and disliked more 
clearly than I did before. I collected data and 
did the fi eldwork as well as I could, but I do 
not regret leaving the islands. 

These experiences may well be refl ect-
ed in the present work. Certainly I recalled 
the above feelings and experiences very in-
tensely during the writing process. Writing 
about Greenland was relatively easy. I en-
joyed the feeling of sharing my experienc-
es and knowledge, and I wanted to tell the 
story of Greenland as I had experienced and 
interpreted it. Writing about the Faroe Is-
lands was some times more demanding. It 
was something that simply had to be done 
and sometimes felt as if it was an obligation 
rather than a pleasure. 

The fi eld observation method may be de-
scribed as “re-reading the landscape”. Seen 
from perspective of this method, landscape 
is an ideological concept, a social product or 
consequence of the collective human trans-
formation of nature (Cosgrove 1998: 14) in 
which human impact is seen as an impor-
tant factor that alters the physical environ-
ment. Geographers’ interest in landscape 
study from the point of view of new cultural 
geography is focused on how landscapes are 
constructed on the basis of texts, how they 
are read, and how they shape behaviour in 
the image of the text, which is the mediat-
ing infl uence (Duncan & Duncan 1988: 120). 
The metaphor of landscape as text empha-
sizes the understanding of landscapes more 
profoundly than can be achieved through 
empirical work. Thus landscapes can be “re-
read” and interpreted as cultural texts and 
as parts of the cultural processes that pro-
duce these landscapes (Raivo 1997a: 206; 
1997b: 327).

Landscapes are regarded as texts which 
are read. Texts can be related to their own 
contexts and to other cultural products, oth-
er texts. Interpretations are thus related to 
the concepts of textuality and intertextual-
ity (Haarni et al. 1997: 22-23). When land-
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scape is read, the concept of text is expand-
ed. Text is seen not only as a written page, 
but rather as a concept that includes social, 
economic and political institutions as well 
as maps and landscapes (Barnes & Dun-
can 1992: 5). The concept of intertextuality, 
which is also used in interpretation, express-
es the anonymity of discourse or texts. There 
is an autonomous intertextual realm of in-
teracting texts which can be separated from 
the historical, social and political processes 
out of which the interpretations of texts are 
made. In this method landscapes are seen 
as transformations of ideologies (Duncan & 
Duncan 1988: 117, 119, 120). The present 
work thus involved re-reading of the land-
scapes and comparison of the empirical evi-
dence with what others had written. 

These methods have also been criticized. 
A researcher can be overtaken by an under-
standing attitude so that no room is left for 
objectivity. In view of the in-built subjec-
tivity of observations, objectivity has to be 
taken into consideration in research, and re-
sults have to be comparable (Raento 1998: 
17). The question of objectivity is critical for 
the present study, because both the exami-
nation of the literature and the fi eldwork 
are based on interpretation. Also, as Evans 
(1988: 201) suggests, interpretative research 
suffers from problems of validation and veri-
fi cation in addition to that of objectivity. Va-
lidity of research methods means that the 
knowledge which the research provides is 
judged to be a suffi cient communication of 
the social phenomena which it attempts to 
understand and explain. Verifi cation of re-
search methods arises from their ability to 
achieve a level of adequacy in other research 
situations, regardless of whether the study 
is repeatable or not. The solution here is to 
guide readers by clarifying in detail how the 

work was conducted. The goal is to explain 
what was done, how, and why, so that the 
reader can evaluate the novelty of the work. 

Evans (1988: 197) also argues that the 
success of participant observation depends 
primarily on the researcher achieving a pro-
found level of introspection with respect to 
his or her relationship to what will be studied 
or is being studied. The problem has been 
solved here by describing the researcher’s 
relationships to the case study regions and 
evaluating how the difference between the 
relationships may have affected the work. 

One weakness of the landscape reading 
orientation is that it has had a tendency to 
neglect interviewing as a method. This hap-
pens despite the fact that the possible in-
formants, such as people living in and pro-
ducing the landscape, have their own read-
ings of it. The decision to rely only on a cul-
tural geographer’s expert reading and not 
on interviewing informants may reveal an 
unacknowledged belief in a relatively ho-
mogenous cultural reception (Duncan & 
Duncan 2001: 400). The lack of informant 
interviews may be regarded as a weakness 
of the present research method. Interviews 
would have added to the novelty of the work 
by extending its perspectives and giving it 
depth. The decision not to interview anyone 
was nevertheless made because of the inten-
tion to emphasize the historical nature of the 
study. It is not usually possible to employ 
questionnaires, conduct ethnographic sur-
veys or carry out controlled and replicable 
experiments when working from a historical 
perspective. The object of the research is not 
directly observable, even though the present 
landscape can be read and its historical lay-
ers identifi ed. One advantage of adopting 
a historical approach, however, is that the 
researcher can distance him/herself from 
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the object, which perhaps provides a great-
er degree of impartiality (Baker 1997: 232). 

The work also follows the advice of Har-
ris (2001: 333) in that the goal is not to “get 
the past right” in any defi nitive sense. That 
is impossible, because the past is too com-
plicated and the scholar too far distanced 
from it. It is rather a matter of offering the 
clearest, most accurate and most considered 
interpretation possible.   

Writing plays an important role in this 
work. If writing is seen in very broad sense, it 
also includes drawing maps (Barnes & Dun-
can 1992: 5), which has been done here in 
order to illustrate the development of the 
settlement patterns. The writing process has 
been steered in accordance with three points 
presented by Barnes & Duncan (1992: 2-4). 
First, it is important to accept that writing 
does not mirror the world, but that the writ-
er creates it by means of interpretation. In-
tertextuality is evident in this work because 
the texts draw upon other texts, which are 
based on still other texts, and so on. New 
texts are created that are based on older ones 
which present the history of the two regions 
from different angles: adaptation and the 
development of settlement patterns. 

Second, one has to accept that writing 
reveals as much about the writer as it does 
about the topic. Every representation is col-
oured by the writer’s own specifi c local in-
terests, views, standards, etc. It is thus im-
portant to be aware of factors that infl uence 
the representation. This aspect is addressed 
in the present case by explaining the context 
of the text, the intellectual tradition to which 
it belongs, the author’s position in relation 
to it and the historical context. 

The third important point for a writer 
is to pay attention to one’s own rhetoric 
and rhetoric of others. The choice of rhe-

torical style in this case is the writing of 
narratives, because the narrative form ex-
presses the very essence of the ideas that 
are put forward, the desire to connect phe-
nomena with each other and establish rela-
tionships that make past developments un-
derstandable. The narrative form provides 
a means of organizing the fl ow of events. 
According to Cronon (1992: 1351, 1349), 
narratives have often been used in explain-
ing past relationships between people and 
their environment, i.e. this relationship can 
be described by telling stories about them. 
A narrative can arrange the events of the 
past into causal sequences, stories that sim-
plify the events and in that way give them 
new meanings. The advantage of using nar-
ratives is that they help us to fi nd mean-
ing in crowded and disordered chronologi-
cal reality. The stories of human adaptation 
and settlement in two marginal regions are 
not an attempt to recount all the historical 
events, but rather the intention is to limit the 
story to a consideration of adaptation and 
the development of the settlement pattern. 
This can be achieved best through the nar-
rative approach.  

The power of narratives arises from the 
way in which they arrange events chrono-
logically and help us to reach conclusions 
(Sayer 1989: 263). The drawback, howev-
er, is that they often gain their authority by 
leaving out of large portions of that reality. 
Narratives have been criticized because they 
succeed to the extent that they hide the dis-
continuities and contradictory experiences 
that would undermine their intended mean-
ing. Narratives therefore exercise “hidden 
power”, because they neglect some voices 
(Cronon 1992: 1350). It is therefore neces-
sary to be critical about the researcher own 
role from the very beginning and to ques-
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tion the motives behind highlighting some 
events rather than others or selecting some 
things as being relevant and not others. Even 
so, some aspects of the present topic that 
would have deserved to be told will inevi-
tably have been neglected.  

As narratives are linear, they tend to un-
dermine causality in the processes that they 
describe. This is fi rstly because they are not 
mainly concerned with explaining the na-
ture, conditions and implication of social 
structures, and secondly because they con-
centrate on telling a story as a sequence of 
events, which tends to overlook the neces-
sary causal explanation (Sayer 1989: 264). 
This problem is avoided here by consciously 
seeking to synchronize events and causali-
ties. This is done by combining the descrip-
tions of the historical events with discus-
sions of adaptation and the spatial organiza-
tion of the population, with presenting maps 
of how people have been divided spatially 
in each of the regions. 

It still remains the case, however, that 
because stories concern the consequenc-
es of actions that are potentially valued in 
quite different ways, no neutral objectivi-
ty is achieved when writing them. Cronon 
(1992: 1370) suggests that a researcher is a 
storyteller, which is a role that the present 
author is comfortable with. In that role the 
researcher judges the consequences of hu-
man actions and tries to understand the 
choices that confronted the people whose 
lives are narrated. The goal is to tell stories 
that make the past meaningful, although 
there may be some controversy over the val-
ues that defi ne what is implied by ‘mean-
ingful’. In the present case the choice of a 
comparative study may be regarded as an 
attempt to fi gure out what is ‘meaningful’, 
by seeking out similarities and differences, 

and thereby following the thought of what 
is meaningful. Evidence from comparative 
studies yielding different results can show 
the way to more general conclusions (Dia-
mond 2005: 18-19).  

2.4.  THE CASE STUDY 
REGIONS: GREENLAND 
AND THE FAROE ISLANDS

Greenland and the Faroe Islands are locat-
ed in the North Atlantic, with Iceland in be-
tween them. Southern Greenland and the 
Faroe Islands lie at approximately the same 
latitude, 62° N (Figure 2.1). This section will 
describe the main environmental and soci-
etal characteristics of the two regions in or-
der to provide a context for the investigation. 

Greenland and the Faroe Islands are 
similar in several ways. They are economi-
cally marginal islands, with fi sheries as their 
main economic activity. The summer grow-
ing season is short, and the cultivation of ce-
reals is diffi cult or impossible. Climatic con-
ditions vary greatly, but have major impacts 
on economic activities and opportunities. 
Both regions are, as islands, located a long 
distance away from major population cen-
tres. The populations of the two geographi-
cal entities are almost the same, and both are 
small. Both regions are dependent on sup-
plies from the outside. The history of the is-
lands is characterized by colonial or colony-
like relationships with Denmark in which 
trade monopolies have played a central role. 
Greenland is a self-governing region and the 
Faroe Islands has a home rule. Both receive 
annual block grants from Denmark.  

The two regions differ greatly in some re-
spects. The Faroe Islands is a small group of 
islands located short distances apart which 
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Figure 2.1 Location of Greenland and the Faroe IslandS (modifi ed from Hannon & Bradshaw 2000: 405).

are connected to each other by underwater 
tunnels, ferries and roads. Greenland, on the 
other hand, extends over several degrees of 
latitude and its environmental conditions 
vary greatly from south to north. There are 
no roads between its towns and villages, and 
transportation takes mainly place by aero-
plane, helicopter or ship. The population of 
the Faroe Islands consists mostly of Faroese, 
while the inhabitants of Greenland include 
the Inuit and Scandinavians, mostly Danes. 

2.4.1. GREENLAND

Greenland, Kalaallit Nunaat, is the larg-
est island in the world, with an area of ap-
proximately 2.2 million km² (Arnason & 
Friis 1994: 183). The northernmost tip of 
Greenland’s land area is about 700 km from 
the North Pole, at a latitude of 83° 45´ N., 
while the southernmost tip, Nunap Isua 
(Kap Farvel), is located 2,654 km further 
south at a latitude of 59° 46´ N. The east-
ernmost point, Nordost-rundingen, lies at a 
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longitude of 10° 39´ E. and the westernmost 
is Ullersuaq (Kap Alexander), at longitude 
73°15´ W. The island is widest in the mid-
dle, where the distance from Scoresbysund 
in the east to Sigguup Nunaa (Svartenhuk 

halvøen) in the west is 1,250 km (Figure 2.2) 
(Petersen, H.C. 1999a: 29).  

Greenland and North America were once 
part of the same tectonic plate, which split 
over 50 million years ago. Greenland mostly 

Figure 2.2 Geographical division, ocean currents and other geographical characteristics of Greenland (modifi ed 
from Gynther & Møller 1999: 2).
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consists of a Precambrian shield of granites 
and gneisses, and the majority of its surface 
area is covered by inland ice. In most parts 
of the island, the ice sheet is separated from 
the sea by an ice-free strip of land up to 200 
km wide characterized by mountains, val-
leys and fjords (Armstrong et al. 1978: 165). 
Sea ice appears along the western coastline 
north of Sisimiut, where shipping has to 
be adjusted to the prevailing ice conditions 
(Siegstad 1999: 39). The west coast south of 
Sisimiut has open water except early in the 
year, when pack ice arrives from East Green-
land (Armstrong et al. 1978: 167). 

The largest island belonging to Green-
land is Qeqertarsuq (Disko), which is 
8,578 km² in size, and the longest fjords 
are Kangertittavaq (Scoresbysund) in East 
Greenland (300 km long), Nassuttooq (Nor-
dre Strømfjord) (190 km long) and Kanger-
lussuaq (Søndre Strømfjord) (170 km long). 
The highest peak is Gunnbjørn Fjeld in East 
Greenland, 3,733 metres (Fægteborg 1998: 
8). 

The sea currents have a considerable 
infl uence on Greenland’s marine resourc-
es, weather and ice conditions. The sur-
rounding seas are infl uenced by a frontier 
between cold Arctic water masses moving 
southwards along East Greenland coast and 
warmer Gulf Stream water masses mainly 
brought from the Straits of Denmark by the 
Irminger current, which then moves south-
wards along the East Greenland coast, turns 
at Kap Farvel and moves northwards along 
the west coast, where it is known as the West 
Greenland Current (Figure 2.2) (Arnason & 
Friis 1994: 187). 

Apart from the extreme south, Green-
land has a polar climate (of average temper-
ature in the warmest month below + 10°C) 
(Bro 1993: 12), but there are local variations. 

The difference between the north and the 
south is felt especially strongly in winter, 
when North Greenland is shrouded in dark-
ness for several months and no warm ocean 
currents to raise the temperatures (Rasmus-
sen, L. 1999: 63). 

The vegetation varies greatly with lati-
tude. Birch woodlands and mountain ash 
grow in the valleys of South Greenland, and 
there are also grasslands and water mead-
ows at the heads of the fjords. The fl ora of 
North Greenland consists of Arctic plants 
such as dwarf willow, heather, lichens, 
grasses and a few fl owering plants (Arm-
strong et al. 1978: 168). 

The land mammals that live in Green-
land are caribou, musk ox, polar bear, blue 
and Arctic foxes, hares, lemmings, ermines 
and occasionally wolves. The latter three oc-
cur only in East Greenland (Petersen, H.C. 
1999b: 79). A number of sea mammals live 
in the waters around Greenland, includ-
ing the Greenland right whale, humpback 
whale, fi n whale, white whale, narwhale 
and minke whale (Petersen, H.C. 1999b: 
84), several species of seal, the ringed seal, 
bearded seal, harbour seal, hooded seal and 
harp seal, and also the walrus, living in the 
Thule district (Armstrong 1978: 169). Most 
of the birds encountered in Greenland are 
migratory. The raven is the most stable spe-
cies, while the white-tailed eagle, peregrine 
falcon, gerfalcon and snowy owl breed there. 
One sedentary bird is the grouse, and eider 
ducks and guillemots are also commonly 
seen (Petersen, H.C. 1999b: 87).

Greenland is divided geographically in-
to three parts: Kitaa (West Greenland) in-
cludes the area from Kangerlussuatsiaq 
(Lindenov Fjord) in the south to Qimmusse-
riarsuaq (Melville Bugt) in the north, Avan-
naarsua (North Greenland) extends from 
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Qimmusseriarsuaq in the south to Nordost-
rundingen in the north-east and Tunu (East 
Greenland) is the land between Nordost-
rundingen and Kangerlussuatsiaq (Fægte-
borg 1998: 8) (Figure 2.3).

Administratively, Greenland is divided 
into 18 municipalities, each named after its 
main town and including one or more small-
er villages. There was at one time a munic-
ipality called Vaigat, but it was depopulat-

Figure 2.3 The main towns of Greenland and the present settlement pattern (http://www.statgreen.gl/). 
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ed after 1969, following the decline in coal 
mining in the town of Qullissat. The main 
colonies and their towns had Danish names 
in the colonial period, but Greenlandic set-
tlement names became offi cial after home 
rule was established in 1979 and these are 
the ones that are generally used nowadays 
(Rasmussen & Hamilton 2001: 11).

Most people who live in Greenland to-
day identify themselves as ethnic Green-
landers. The population has increased over 
tenfold since the 18th century and over fi ve-
fold during the 20th century, as a result of the 
modernization process with public health 
improvements and economic development 
that took place in the 1950s and 1960s (Fig-
ure 2.4) (Rasmussen & Hamilton 2001: 9). 
The population of Greenland in January 
2007 was 56,648, with 47,000 people liv-
ing in the towns and 9,648 in the villages. 
Greenland’s largest settlement is the capital, 
Nuuk, with a population of 15,047 in Janu-
ary 2007 (http://www.statgreen.gl). 

The Greenlandic economy is currently 
based on commercial (shrimp) fi sheries and 
an annual block grant received from Den-
mark (Hamilton et al. 2000: 196). The hunt-

ing of sea mammals in particular is still an 
important part of the subsistence economy 
(Arnason & Friis 1994: 187), providing lo-
cal food for the inhabitants. 

2.4.2. THE FAROE ISLANDS 

The Faroe Islands, Færøyar, is a group of 18 
islands, including one that is uninhabited, 
which are connected to each other by tun-
nels and ferry routes. The longest distance 
across the whole territory is about 118 kilo-
metres from north to south and 79 kilome-
tres from east to west. The combined area 
of the islands is approximately 1,400 km² 
(Guttesen 1996a: 4; Arge 2005: 22; Arge et 
al. 2005: 599, 601). The capital, Tórshavn, 
is located at the same latitude as Paamiut in 
Greenland (Guttesen 1996a: 4) (Figure 2.5). 

The Faroe Islands are geologically a 
part of the Wyville-Thompson submarine 
ridge, and consist of three basalt layers inter-
spersed with volcanic ash, or tuff. These ba-
salt series and geomorphological processes 
have had a key role in forming the soil and 
the landscape (Arge 2005: 22). The highest 

 Native population of West Greenland, 1805-1998

Figure 2.4 Demographic development in West Greenland 1805-1998.
Gad (1976: 111-112); GSK (1990: 44); GSK (1998: 397-410); Statistisk Årbog DK (1948-58: 5); Statistiske 
Sammendrag om Grønland (1942: 36) In: Marquardt 2002: 49.
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Figure 2.5 The present settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands (http://www.hagstova.fo/portal/page/portal/HAGSTOVAN/Statistics_%20Faroe_
Islands/Themes/POPULATION).
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peak, Slættaratindur, on the island of Ey-
sturoy, reaches 882 m above sea level.

Because the soil is acidic and miner-
als are absent, and because the summers 
have cool temperatures, there are only a 
few annual plants on the islands, but the 
total number of fl owering plants is about 
400 (Schei & Moberg 2003: 11). The veg-
etation consists of dwarf shrubs, bog and 
grassy heath. Trees and forests are absent 
(Young 1979: 99), and the inland regions 
are wet moorland. There are no large riv-
ers, but small streams exist (West 1972: 2). 

The climate of the Faroe Islands is very 
much infl uenced by their location in the 
middle of the North Atlantic, being mild 
compared with other locations in the same 
latitude and having moderate temperatures 
in both winter and summer (Adderley & 
Simpson 2005: 718). It is the Gulf Stream 
that causes the warmer winter tempera-
tures, so that the mean January temper-
ature (in Tórshavn/ Hoyvík) is 3.2°C and 
the mean August temperature is 10.5°C 
(Edwards 2005: 586). There are also fre-
quent frontiers of cyclones which, together 
with the Gulf Stream waters, contribute to 
making the air warm and humid. In addi-

tion, the topography has effects on the cli-
mate, in the sense that when humid sea air 
meets the mountains it rises upwards, caus-
ing increased precipitation (Søgaard 1996: 
24). This means that annual precipitation, 
falling as rain or snow, is high, from 800 
mm to 3000 mm, and also that local cli-
mates can vary signifi cantly (Thomson et 
al. 2005: 740). 

The only land mammals on the islands 
are rats, mice and hares, which were brought 
there by settlers (Schei & Moberg 2003: 12). 
The marine resources in the nearby waters 
include pilot whales, seals, cod, haddock and 
coalfi sh. Salmon and trout are caught in the 
inland streams and lakes (Arge et al. 2005: 
601). Grey seals breeds in the area, and pilot 
whales are caught (West 1972: 3-4). There 
are a large number and variety of bird spe-
cies, such as puffi ns, guillemots, razor-bills 
and gulls. Altogether 227 bird species have 
been observed, but most of them are migra-
tory (Schei & Moberg 2003: 15). The popu-
lation of the Faroe Islands remained around 
in 4,000 for a long time, but increased con-
siderably in the 19th century and even more 
sharply during the 20th century (Figure 2.6). 

The Faroe Islands are divided adminis-

Figure 2.6 Demographic development in the Faroe Islands, 1801-2006
(http://www.hagstova.fo/portal/page/portal/HAGSTOVAN/Statistics_%20Faroe_Islands/Themes/POPULATION).
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Figure 2.7 Traffi c connections in the Faroe Islands (modifi ed from 
http://www.faroeislands.com/Default asp?sida=693.b)
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tratively into 34 municipalities, with a total 
population of 48,350 and the largest set-
tlement is the capital city, Tórshavn, with 
12.393 inhabitants on 1st January 2007 
(www.hagstova.fo/portal/page/portal/
HAGSTOVAN/Statistics_%20Faroe_Is-
lands/KEY_FIGURES ; www.hagstova.fo/
portal/page/portal/HAGSTOVAN/Statis-
tics_%20Faroe_Islands/Statistics/Popu-
lation%20and%20elections/FOLK1ARBY-
GD05_EN).

The Faroese economy, like that of Green-
land, is currently based almost entirely on 
commercial fi shery and annual block grants 
received from Denmark. Tourism has been 
a growing industry, however, and oil depos-
its on the seabed within Faroese waters give 
promise of future economic wealth.  

3. CASE STUDY I: 
ADAPTATION AND 
SETTLEMENT 
PATTERN 
DEVELOPMENT IN 
THE FAROE ISLANDS 

The fi rst case study deals with adaptation 
and the development of the settlement pat-
tern in the Faroe Islands throughout histo-
ry, describing the interplay of environmen-
tal, socio-economic and political changes in 
the context of those islands. The aim is also 
to identify the adaptive strategies that have 
made it possible for the Faroese to continue 
their existence on the islands and to look at 
what impacts all this has had on the settle-
ment pattern. 

The narrative starts with the discovery 
of the islands, an issue which has been a 
widely discussed and disputed among schol-
ars and the public. It will then describe the 
Norse settlement period and the establish-
ment of the pattern of permanent settle-
ment which still exists today and will look 
at what adaptations have been adopted and 
how they have infl uenced the development 
of the settlement pattern. An insight will al-
so be provided into the history of the Faroe 
Islands throughout the Middle Ages, a pe-
riod dominated by monopolies, and their 
economic modernization from farming to-
wards industrialized fi sheries. These trajec-
tories are viewed from the perspective of ad-
aptation and the development of the settle-
ment pattern. 

3.1.  HERMITS: AN 
UNPROVEN CASE 

The Faroe Islands were discovered and 
settled relatively late, most probably on ac-
count of their distant location. They lay two 
days’ sailing journey away from the neigh-
bouring lands and in a direction which early 
sailors would hardly ever have chosen and 
they were often shrouded in mist, which may 
have hindered navigators from even seeing 
them (West 1972: 5).

Despite the relatively late timing of their 
discovery, it is not clear who the fi rst set-
tlers on the islands were. It is possible that 
they were monks or hermits (papar) who 
may have moved there between 600 and 
650 or somewhat later (Nauerby 1996: 28-
29). The words “may” and “possible” are ap-
posite because of the controversy that exists 
among scholars about the presence of her-
mits on the islands. There are nevertheless 
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some concrete indications of their existence.
Evidence of the presence of hermits is 

found, for example, in a book called Liber de 
mensura orbis terrae, written by Dicuil, an 
Irish monk and scholar, in 825. He describes 
some islands which had been settled by her-
mits a hundred years earlier (Thorsteins-
son 2005: 39). According to his description, 
these islands were situated at a distance of 
2 days’ and nights’ sailing from the British 
Isles. This location corresponds to that of the 
Faroe Islands. In addition, the description of 
the topography matches that of the islands 
(Edwards 2005: 587-588). Dicuil mentions 
in his book that the inhabitants kept a vast 
number of sheep, which is likely to indicate 
that human settlement had lasted for a rel-
atively long period of time (Winther 1875/ 
1985: 41; Bruun 1919: 70). 

There are also other, more recent indi-
cations of possible pre-Viking settlement 
on the Faroe Islands. A Faroese botanist, 
Jóhansen, conducted a palaeo-ecological 
analysis in the village of Tjørnuvík in the 
1970s, on the basis of which he suggested 
that it had been fi rst settled somewhere be-
tween 600 and 650 (Jóhansen 1971: 147, 
154). His analysis shows that the cultivation 
of oats was replaced by barley in about 950, 
and this leads him to conclude that there 
were two settlement periods on the islands: 
a pre-Viking period between 600 and 700 
and a Viking Landnám (land-taking, colo-
nization) between 850 and 950 (Madsen 
1999a: 8). According to Jóhansen’s theory, 
the hermits cultivated oats and the Vikings, 
or “Norsemen”, cultivated barley. 

Jóhansen’s theory regarding the ear-
ly presence of hermits has recently gained 
support from the work of Hannon and Brad-
shaw (2000), who dated the fi rst human set-
tlement on the Faroe Islands using analyses 

of plant remains, pollen, charcoal and mi-
crotephra. Their results correspond to the 
fi ndings of Jóhansen in terms of the shift 
from oats to barley in the 900s and also pro-
vide new information about the fi rst occur-
rence of cultivated crops there, which may 
have been as early as the sixth century (Han-
non & Bradshaw 2000: 411).

Despite these fi ndings, the date of the 
fi rst human settlement on the Faroe Islands 
has not been proved beyond doubt on ar-
chaeological evidence, since no fi nds of set-
tlement sites, tools or equipment have been 
reported. The reason for this may be, for 
example, that the hermits lived in isolation 
and did not establish actual settlements. The 
general public seems to be quite certain of 
the early presence of hermits on the islands, 
however (Thorsteinsson 2005: 40), and ac-
cording to the latest research, as presented 
above, the traces of human settlement may 
be older than had previously been suggest-
ed. But in spite of this, it is reasonable to 
come to the same conclusion as Buckland 
(1989-90: 107), Arge et al. (2005: 597), and 
Edwards (2005: 588), that as long as there 
is a lack of defi nite archaeological evidence 
of the presence of hermits, the case regard-
ing the initial discovery of the Faroe Islands 
and the precise decade of the arrival of the 
fi rst settlers remains open. 

3.2. COLONIZATION (LANDNÁM)

3.2.1. THE EARLY NORSE SOCIETY 
IN THE FAROE ISLANDS

By contrast, there is a large amount of evi-
dence for the presence of the Norsemen in 
the Faroe Islands (see Adderley & Simpson 
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2005; Edwards et al. 2005, Thomson et al. 
2005; Dugmore et al. 2007). The Viking Age 
began around 750 and lasted until 1100, but 
was mostly prehistoric as far as contempo-
rary written sources are concerned. 

There were at least three important mo-
tives for the Viking migrations away from 
Scandinavia: the warming climate, innova-
tions in transportation technology and de-
mographic change. The climate in the North 
Atlantic was warmer and more stable in the 
9th and 10th centuries than previously (Am-
orosi et al. 1997: 496), and the technology 
for building sailing ships was imported into 
Scandinavia around 600. These ships rep-
resented an innovation that allowed people 
and goods to be moved more freely than ev-
er before. Similarly, population fi gures ex-
panded rapidly as agricultural methods im-
proved and food production consequently 
increased. Cultivable land nevertheless be-
came sparse in the 700s, especially in west-
ern Norway, and people started to move to 
fi nd new places for settlements to support 
their families (Diamond 2005: 181). The 
Norse colonization, or initial settlement 
phase, Landnám, took place in the case of 
the Faroe Islands around 825, when the fi rst 
Norse settlers arrived.  

Our information about the Landnám in 
the Faroe Islands is primarily based on the 
Faroese Saga, Færeyinga saga, along with 
archaeological and palaeo-environmental 
investigations. The Saga describes peoples’ 
life on the islands in the period 970 to 1035. 
As a saga, it cannot be considered a true 
historical work (Young 1979: 1), but it does 
serve as a secondary source of information. 
It is also worth noting that the saga is not 
a contemporary source, as it was written a 
couple of hundred of years after the events 
that it describes (Mortensen 2005: 87). Nev-

ertheless, there is nothing particularly ques-
tionable in the content of the Færeyinga saga 
(West 1972: 6), and scholars consider its in-
formation accurate enough (see Wylie 1987: 
9). Information from the saga will be used 
here to describe livelihoods and the struc-
ture of the early society of the Norse settlers. 

The Landnám settlers moved to the 
Faroe Islands from Norway and from re-
gions previously settled by the Norsemen, 
such as the British Isles (Young 1979: 41; 
Nauerby 1996: 29; Arge et al. 2005: 602). 
According to a general view based on the his-
tory of the Færeyinga Saga, the fi rst settler 
to reach the Faroe Islands was a man called 
Grímr Kamban (Debes 1989-90: 26), who 
established the fi rst Norse settlement there 
in 825 (Winther 1875/ 1985: 74-75; Young 
1979: 2). He was followed by a second wave 
of immigrants who migrated from Norway 
in the 900s, seeking freedom from the op-
pression of the Norse king (Patursson 1918: 
5, Bruun 1919: 72; Williamson 1948/1970: 
20; Nauerby 1996: 29). It is not known ex-
actly how many people made up the Land-
nám population, but the number was not 
very high (Arge et al. 2005: 601). 

When the Norsemen arrived in a new 
location, they generally imported the same 
basis for life, or at least familiar elements, 
from their previous homelands. Such ele-
ments included their beliefs, methods of 
subsistence and social organization (Dia-
mond 2005: 187). This was also true of the 
Faroe Islands, to which the fi rst settlers 
transferred their means of livelihood, work-
ing methods, tools and building techniques, 
all of which had originated on the farms of 
Norway. They also brought with them reli-
gious, linguistic and other social elements 
(Thorsteinsson 1990: 20). 

The Faroese society took shape during 
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the fi rst couple of centuries after the Land-
nám. The islands became a politically in-
dependent, aristocratic society, in which 
the land was owned by a few larger peas-
ant farmers, while the rest of the popula-
tion consisted of copyholders, a landless 
proletariat and thralls (Høgnesen 1968: 44; 
Joensen 1975: 16; Joensen 1980b: 11). The 
legislative body, called the Alting, was es-
tablished before the tenth century (Madsen 
1999a: 10; Young 1979: 6), and its meetings, 
which took place in Tinganes, Tórshavn, 
every year, were open to all free men (West 
1972: 7). It can be assumed that the Alting 
both made and interpreted the law, i.e. it was 
both a legislative and a judicial institution 
(Wylie 1987: 9, 11). West (1972: 7) points 
out that it maintained a great deal of its 
authority until the 13th century, after which 
its powers seem to have waned. From 1615 
onwards, when continuous written records 
of the Alting’s business are available once 
again, it had the status of a king’s court for a 
long time and was known as the Løgtingið, 
with a foreman called the Løgmaður. 

Trade was vital for the survival of the 
Faroese society in the early phase of set-
tlement, because cereals and other neces-
sities had to be imported occasionally. The 
Færeyinga saga tells us that foreign mer-
chants occasionally visited the islands, and 
the Faroese farmers also had their own 
ships, which they used for sailing across 
the sea (Wylie 1987: 17) to purchase every-
day necessities such as timber, metals and 
slate. Sometimes luxuries were also im-
ported (Thorsteinsson 1990: 21). Bergen 
was the most important economic and po-
litical centre for the North Atlantic region, 
and the trade journeys were directed there 
(Harhoff 1992: 28). This formation of the 
Faroese society had an effect on how the 

settlement pattern started to develop and 
how the Faroese adapted to their new en-
vironment. 

3.2.2. NORSE MEANS OF LIVELIHOODS 
AND THE ESTABLISHMENT 
OF SETTLEMENTS 

The settlers of the North Atlantic societies 
transferred their whole farming economies 
to the new homelands (Øye 2005: 366), a 
process which is referred to by Amorosi et 
al. (1997: 499, 501) as the “Landnám pack-
age”. The farming activities included mainly 
cereal cultivation (barley and oats) and ani-
mal husbandry, the main domestic animals 
being cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, horses, geese 
and possibly hens (McGovern et al. 1988: 
227; Arge et al. 2005: 601; Øye 2005: 363). 

The Norse settlers of the Faroe Islands 
also imported economic strategies from 
their previous homelands. According to the 
Færeyinga saga, the main element in this 
strategy was farming. The domestic animals 
were initially sheep and cattle (Young 1979: 
100). The Saga does not mention that the 
Faroese people kept horses or ponies, pigs 
or poultry, although Norse settlers would 
generally include these in their Landnám 
package. Horses or ponies were required 
for work on the farms, and horse meat and 
pork were favoured as food. Thus horses 
may well have been present on the Faroe 
Islands. It is almost certain that peat was 
the main form of fuel (Young 1979: 100). 
Goats and pigs may were still being kept in 
the Middle Ages, but not after the Reforma-
tion (Thorsteinsson 1990: 21). As a supple-
ment for the imported domestic animals, the 
Landnám settlers caught fi sh, whales, seals 
and birds (Arge 2005: 23). The land was cul-
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tivated only for the people’s own consump-
tion (Thorsteinsson 1990: 21).  

The practices involved in the manage-
ment of land resources were also imported 
from the previous homelands. The Norse 
societies managed their land resources, 
for example, by means of a practice called 
shieling. Shielings were mainly used for 
cattle grazing (Thomson et al. 2005: 758), 
and according to Mahler (1990: 32-33), the 
shieling system was based on the moving of 
animals from the main farms to other graz-
ing areas at the beginning of the growing 
season. In this way the grassland near the 
farm could be protected from grazing in the 
summer and harvested for winter use. The 
system was thus an intensive form of sea-
sonal land use that took place outside the 
daily circle of the main farmsteads, where 
the livestock would otherwise have grazed. 
When animals were moved away from the 
main farms, many related daily activities 
followed, including milking. One advantage 
was that the seasonal stay in the shielings 
could be supplemented with other activities 
such as the gathering of winter fuel, peat 
cutting, fi shing, and so on. 

Shielings required extra land that was 
not otherwise used. Arge et al. (2005: 615) 
point out that the keeping of them was an 
effective means of utilizing land resources 
and grazing potential as long as the number 
of farm units was limited and there was 
room for the shielings. As the population 
increased, however, and the settlements cor-
respondingly expanded, all the suitable lo-
cations for shielings came to be occupied. 
It then became necessary for the Faroese to 
adapt the organization of the grazing areas 
to these new conditions of a sparser amount 
of land. A more formal and effi cient grazing 
system was needed. 

Since the Norsemen established the ba-
sis for a permanent settlement pattern on 
the Faroe Islands, the settlers’ background 
as farmers may be considered to have ex-
ercised an important infl uence on the de-
velopment of the Faroese settlement pat-
tern. When the Faroese chose locations for 
their settlements, an opportunity to contin-
ue their economic activities with the skills 
and knowledge they already possessed oc-
cupied a central role (Mahler 1990: 32). This 
provided the connection between the eco-
nomic strategy that was chosen and the set-
tlement pattern that developed. 

The basis for the Faroese settlement pat-
tern was established in the Landnám period. 
Arge (2005: 25) suggests that the locations 
where settlements were fi rst established 
were those where people stayed throughout 
the history. The initial settlement pattern is 
illustrated in Figure 3.1, where it can be seen 
that the location of the settlements was es-
sentially infl uenced by access to the sea and 
by the topography of the islands. The inland 
areas with steep mountains were uninhab-
ited. Villages were established in areas near 
the coast and in bays, because the best land 
for cultivation was to be found there (Arge 
et al. 2005: 615). The coastal or near-coastal 
location of the settlements also optimized 
the use of marine resources and meant that 
the bird cliffs were close to the settlement 
(Edwards 2005: 591). A coastal location also 
provided the settlers with good transporta-
tion opportunities. 

Only a few of the Faroese settlements 
were established more than 2 kilometres in-
land from the coast, and such villages usu-
ally had several shieling sites. If the settle-
ments were located on a slope, they most 
often faced south or east. Some settlements 
faced towards the west, but only a few set-
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tlements were established so that they faced 
northwards (Arge et al. 2005: 599, 605, 
608). 

The settlement pattern continued to de-
velop after the initial phase, as the settle-
ments were soon divided up into smaller 
farms, which thus made up parts of the vil-

lages. One village could consist of sever-
al quarters (Joensen 1980b: 119). As the 
amount of cultivated land was extended 
and new villages were established, the set-
tlement pattern became increasingly scat-
tered (Høgnesen 1968: 45; Schei & Moberg 
2003: 31). 

Figure 3.1 The initial settlement pattern on the Faroe Islands (Arge et al. 2005: 605).
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3.3.  ADAPTATION OF MEANS 
OF LIVELIHOOD IN 
THE MIDDLE AGES 

After the Landnám, Faroese society wit-
nessed a change from the Viking period 
to the Medieval period. The latter brought 
many changes to Faroese society. The peo-
ple were converted to Christianity around 
the year 1000, and in 1035 the Norwegian 
crown obtained a right to collect taxes on the 
Faroe Islands (West 1974: 15). A bishopric 
was established in the village of Kirkjubøur, 
near Tórshavn, around 1100, but it was abol-
ished soon after the Reformation in the 16th 
century (West 1972: 6). A school for educat-
ing candidates for the priesthood was estab-
lished in Kirkjubøur, and this also operated 
until the Reformation (Wylie 1987: 10). In 
1152 the Faroe Islands diocese became a part 
of the Archdiocese of Nidaros (Young 1979: 
49, Wylie 1987: 10). This period is important 
in relation to the present theme, as Faroese 
society stabilized still further and its adap-
tation to the new environmental conditions 
became visible in the landscape. 

The 12th and 13th centuries were a period 
of economic progress in the Nordic coun-
tries (Joensen 1975: 6). Trade was impor-
tant for the Faroese because they had not 
managed to become entirely self-suffi cient, 
and it was organized so that nearly all the 
Faroese trade with the outside world was 
channelled through Bergen. Tinganes in 
Tórshavn was the main stamping ground 
for the export and import items (Madsen 
1999a: 17). The main export products in the 
latter part of the twelfth century were wool, 
homespun and butter, which were sold to 
the Germans (Young 1979: 100). In return 
for these the Faroese imported necessities 
that they lacked: wood, iron and minerals 

(Diamond 2005: 196).
The economic boom period started to 

wane in the latter half of the 13th century. 
The Faroe Islands’ political independence 
was ended by royal decree in 1271, and an old 
Norwegian law known as the Gulathing was 
extended to apply to the islands in all mat-
ters except for agriculture (Young 1979: 51). 
Bergen’s previously central position gradu-
ally altered, and Norway’s centre of gravity 
moved towards the south and east. This new 
orientation of interest was mainly caused 
by the Hanseatic League, whose merchants 
dominated the commercial life of Bergen af-
ter about 1300 (Wylie 1987: 17). 

King Magnús issued an ordinance in 
1274 under which the young Gulathing law 
came into effect on the Faroe Islands some-
where between 1274 and 1276 (Young 1979: 
51). The King again promised to send two 
ships annually to supply the islands with salt, 
cereals and timber (Madsen 1999a: 21). He 
desired to keep trade with the Faroe Islands 
in his own hands, but although the Hanseat-
ic League was forbidden to trade with the 
Faroese, they did not pay much attention 
to the ban, and in 1361 they obtained the 
same trading rights on the Faroe Islands as 
the Norwegian merchants (Young 1979: 95). 
These political and economic conditions had 
a great infl uence on Faroese society, in that, 
while in a sense they maintained the islands’ 
connections with the outside world, they al-
so marginalized them. 

The general trend in the North Atlan-
tic was for the initial, exported farming sys-
tems to be modifi ed and intensifi ed in the 
new homelands in the course of time. Cat-
tle breeding and cereal cultivation usually 
decreased and sheep farming and fi shing 
developed further (Øye 2005: 364). It can 
thus be suggested that the Faroese had to 
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adapt their economic activities to new condi-
tions, largely because of the changing over-
seas markets, different environmental con-
ditions from those in the settlers’ former 
homeland, sparse cultivable land, demand-
ing topography with steep fjelds, and an in-
creasing population. Cereal cultivation and 
cattle breeding were the main economic ac-
tivities until the 13th century, but afterwards 
sheep-rearing became the dominant activity 
and wool became the main export product 
(Brandt 1983a: 8). At that time wool prices 
rose on world markets (Brandt 1996: 82), 
which made wool production increasingly 
profi table. 

In addition to the central role of wool 
as an export product and the decreasing 
amount of grazing land, the growing con-
centration on sheep-rearing was related to 
an adaptation of the farming system to the 
topography of the islands. The steep inland 
areas were more appropriate for sheep than 
for cattle, and could also be used for sheep 
grazing in the winter period (Arge et al. 
2005: 615). Sheep were favoured because 
they did not require much winter fodder 
and could graze outside during the winter 
as well. Winter fodder production required 
intensive harvesting and storing work (Øye 
2005: 364). The Faroese may also have 
adapted by diversifying their economic ac-
tivities in the direction of fi shing. The growth 
of the Norwegian trade in dried fi sh had at 
least some effects on the Faroese economy in 
the latter part of the twelfth century, or pos-
sibly some time earlier (Young 1979: 104), 
but there is not very much more information 
on that issue in the literary sources. 

Land was important for sheep-rearing 
and therefore valuable for both subsistence 
activities and for trade. The unit of land was 
and is the mørk (pl. merkur), which is not 

a fi xed area but varies in different parts of 
the islands. It indicates a share in communal 
land. There are approximately 2,400 merkur 
of land on the islands today (Young 1979: 
101; Wylie 1987: 31). All the older Faroese 
villages are attached to the so-called mar-
katal, which measures the total production 
of each village, called the markatalsbygd 
(pl. bygdir). It is not clear when the mar-
katal was introduced, but Guttesen (1999: 
149) places the time somewhere between 
1000 and 1200. As land was the basis for 
production, and therefore valuable, access 
to a markatalsjørð became the main deter-
minant of an individual’s position in society 
(Arge 2005: 23). All production rights were 
attached to land ownership, and profi ts were 
divided according to the markatal. The sea, 
on the other hand, was open to all. 

The markatalsjørð was the basis for a 
land management system that included 
outfi elds and infi elds, which had replaced 
the shielings by the 12th and 13th centuries 
(McGovern 1990: 339), when the popula-
tion had increased and the settlements had 
expanded, so that the land resources had to 
be used more effi ciently. This system divid-
ed the land into enclosed, cultivated infi eld 
area, bøur, and additional outfi eld grazing 
area, hagi. The system had originally been 
established in Western Norway (Øye 2005: 
362). 

The infi eld-outfi eld system divided the 
land that belonged to the villages on func-
tional lines. The village area included the 
houses, byres, barns and boat-houses, and 
people gathered turf and soil there for their 
houses and used the land for grazing calves. 
This was a common area, called heimrust, 
rustari, or skattagrundir in Faroese, de-
pending on which island was in question. 
Outside the village area was the infi eld, 
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which was divided into plots and used inten-
sively for crops, hay and winter grazing. The 
outer limit of the infi eld area was marked 
by stone wall, which separated the infi eld 
from the outfi eld (West 1972: 12¸ Joensen 
1980b: 15; Wylie 1987: 31; Stoklund 1996: 
25; Arge 2005: 24-25). 

The lower part of the outfi eld was called 
undirhagi in Faroese and the higher part 
fjallhagi. The sheep grazed on the fjallhagi 
in summer and on the undirhagi in winter. 
There was also an area of the outfi eld in the 
immediate proximity of the village called the 
húshagi, which was used for several pur-
poses: as a grazing area for cows in summer 
time, for peat cutting, for keeping geese, as a 
winter grazing area for sheep, and for grow-
ing hay (Joensen 1980b: 15). From the point 
of view of the present work, implementa-
tion of this system of land division indicates 
that the Faroese were aware of the pressure 
that sheep grazing imposed on the vegeta-
tion and adapted grazing practices so that 
this pressure was distributed over as large 
an area as possible. It was also characteris-
tic of the Faroese land management system 
that the land was fully used. Thus the out-
fi eld of one village extended directly to the 
limits of the neighbouring village, so that 
there was no “no-man’s land” in between 
(Stoklund 1996: 25). 

This division had impacts on the vil-
lages and characterized the Faroese land-
scape. The villages were highly concentrated 
in form. The buildings were established in 
the middle of the village and were mainly 
built of stone, while the stone walls around 
the villages followed the forms of the ter-
rain and characterized the whole landscape. 
The outfi elds on the fjelds and in the valleys 
separated the villages by means of meadows 
or grazing lands.

The infi eld-outfi eld system may be re-
garded as a strategy for adapting to new en-
vironmental conditions in which land was 
scarce. The system enabled economical use 
to be made of the land because it divided the 
land carefully into that used for cultivation 
and that used for animal husbandry. The 
system was also, as McGovern et al. (1988: 
231) point out, a strategy for reducing pres-
sure on the vegetation. The stone walls that 
separated the infi elds from the outfi elds may 
have restricted human and animal tram-
pling and limited grazing access. Moreo-
ver, the division of the outfi eld areas into 
parts protected the land from overgrazing. 

It can also be suggested that resource use 
outside the farming system was a part of 
this adaptation. All resources were exploit-
ed with care. Access to “extras”, or lunnindi 
in Faroese, was also part of the markatal-
sjørð. These included the rights to cut peat, 
catch birds, hunt seals and whales, collect 
eggs, fi sh, gather seaweed and to take pos-
session of material that was washed ashore, 
especially driftwood and beached whales 
(Joensen 1980b: 21; 1985b: 15; Arge 2005: 
23). These supplied the Faroese with nu-
trition, manure and building material. The 
predominant “extras” varied from one vil-
lage to another (Sedal 1983: 19). 

At the same time as the amount of land 
was becoming limited, the importance of 
sheep-rearing was increasing, and thus the 
establishment of the infi eld-outfi eld system 
and the awareness of the importance of pro-
tecting carrying capacity is also refl ected in 
the Faroese land law. This law was the fi rst 
indication of a shift from shielings to for-
malized outfi eld use, and it can be argued 
that, with its stipulations regarding carrying 
capacity, it was primarily an adaptive meas-
ure undertaken to prevent over-exploitation 
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of the land. 
Sheep-rearing generally relied on the 

grazing of fl ocks outdoors throughout the 
year, a practice that minimized both produc-
tion expenses and the effort involved. At the 
same time, however, the success of sheep-
rearing was dependent on the sustainabil-
ity of the outfi eld grazing lands. A formal 
management system was needed for at least 
three reasons. Firstly, optimal utilization of 
the grazing areas had to be ensured, sec-
ondly, the risk of sheep loss in harsh win-
ters had to be minimized, and thirdly, pos-
sible disputes between landowners had to 
be minimized (Brandt 1996: 82). Therefore 
the outfi elds were brought under joint use 
and fi xed stocking rates were determined 
(Øye 2005: 364). 

As the section of the Norwegian land law 
concerned with agriculture and land tenan-
cy did not suit Faroese conditions, an ordi-
nance called the Seyðabrævið, or “Sheep-
Letter”, was issued in 1298 (Helle 2005: 15). 
This proposed the following arrangement 
for achieving sustainable grazing: 

“The number of sheep to be kept in an 
area of pasture land shall be the same as it 
was in previous times, unless men see that 
it can accommodate more. In that case they 
are to have as many sheep as they agree on, 
and each man is to keep a fl ock proportion-
ate to the size of his pasture. The same ap-
plies to other forms of livestock, cattle or 
horses” (Brandt 1996: 82; Thomson et al. 
2005: 741). 

The stipulation indicates the establish-
ment of an arrangement or system, which 
came to be called skipan in Faroese. This 
was a legal strategy that determined the re-
lationship between fl ock size and the size of 
the outfi eld area with reference to the qual-
ity of the grass (Joensen 1989: 15; Guttesen 

2001a: 180; Thomsen et al. 2005: 741-742). 
This strategy enabled the Faroese to prac-
tice and maintain more sustainable grazing. 

Another important aspect was a restric-
tion in the Seyðabrævið which forbade the 
establishment of a new farm unless it pos-
sessed at least three cows. Prior to the 13th 
century the Faroese land was held by farm-
ers with the help of thralls (Young 1979: 
100-101). Slavery was abolished about 1200 
(Madsen 1999a: 19; Young 1979: 50), and as 
some of the thralls had saved money they 
settled down as farmers in the more remote 
regions of the islands. The Seyðabrævið nev-
ertheless limited their opportunities for in-
dependent life (Young 1979: 50-51), because 
it became diffi cult for them to achieve the 
right to own cows. At least two motives can 
be found for this restriction. First, as a con-
sequence of the law, former thralls could on-
ly become farm labourers or tenant farmers, 
and in practice the law tied farm labour-
ers to their masters, which may indicate 
that a shortage of labour had arisen. The 
trend was towards more extensive and less 
labour-consuming farming methods (Øye 
2005: 365). Second, the restrictions of the 
Seyðabrævið may have been put in place be-
cause of the growing population, which may 
have reached the critical limit where it had 
become impossible to support many more 
inhabitants on the islands (Madsen 1999a: 
22). It is known that there were approxi-
mately 4,000 people living there towards 
the end of the 13th century, and that the pop-
ulation remained at this size in the following 
centuries (Schei & Moberg 2003: 31). It was 
by this time that the foundation had been 
laid for the Faroese village society with its 
economic activities mainly based on sheep-
rearing and other forms of agriculture. 
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3.4.  CLIMATIC COOLING, 
MARGINALIZATION AND 
THE REFORMATION 

Environmental change started to infl uence 
the Faroe Islands in the early 1300s. The 12th 
and 13th centuries were a period when the 
Faroese economy progressed, but in the 14th 
century its society began to be infl uenced by 
the effects of the climatic cooling commonly 
known as the Little Ice Age. Cool summers 
and cold winters appeared with increasing 
frequency in the fi rst half of the century 
(Amorosi et al. 1997: 497) and the changes 
in the general circumstances led to an eco-
nomic decline in the Faroe Islands (Høg-
nesen 1968: 46; Joensen 1975: 16; Joensen 
1980b: 11). The full transition from the Me-
dieval Warm Period to the Little Ice Age 
had taken place by about in 1420 (Amorosi 
et al. 1997: 498), and the result for the Faroe 
Islands was marginalization and isolation. 

It should be stressed that several factors 
played a role in this marginalization. The 
Faroe Islands were not marginalized only 
because of the worsening climate, but also 
because of economic and political diffi cul-
ties from around 1350 onwards (Stoklund 
1990: 56), when the focus of interest was up-
on inter-Scandinavian relations, which led 
to a union between Denmark and Norway 
in 1380 (Nauerby 1996: 29). Norway’s eco-
nomic and political focus moved towards the 
south and east as the Hanseatic merchants 
started to dominate the commercial life of 
Bergen from 1300 onwards (Wylie 1987: 17). 
Gradually the Faroese trade was taken over 
by the Hanseatic League, which had ships 
that were better suited for crossing the sea. 
The Hanseatic traders were forbidden from 
entering the Norse regions in 1294 and again 
in 1302, but these restrictions did not have 

any effect, and eventually the Hanseatic 
merchants gained the same trading rights 
as their Norwegian counterparts in 1361 
(Schei & Moberg 2003: 31). Political devel-
opments culminated in the Kalmar Union 
between Denmark, Norway, and Sweden in 
1397, which marginalized the Faroe Islands 
even further (Nauerby 1996: 29). 

In 1490 Holland obtained the rights to 
trade with the Faroe Islands at the same lev-
el as the Hanseatic merchants. The interest 
which other nations had in the Faroe Islands 
was based not only on what the Faroese had 
to export but also on the fact that they had to 
import a number of goods, principally tim-
ber, grain, malt and luxury goods (Young 
1979: 95). 

In as far as the North Atlantic islands 
became suppliers of raw materials on the 
European markets, the economy from about 
1350 until approximately the end of the 
16th century was dominated by dry fi sh and 
that from around 1600 to 1800 by woollen 
stockings. The demographic crises in Eu-
rope caused a fall in the prices of cereals 
and a rise in the prices of meat and fi sh. The 
European markets required dried and salt-
ed fi sh which it was affordable to transport 
over long distances. During the couple of 
centuries that followed, fi sh played a domi-
nant role as an export commodity (Stoklund 
1990: 57). Dry fi sh was the most important 
export article for the Faroe Islands as long as 
there were trade connections with Bergen, 
but once trade connections were established 
with Copenhagen fi sheries became less im-
portant (Joensen 1990: 75), and dry fi sh 
exports came to an end in the 17th century 
(Stoklund 1990: 58). 

It should be added that marginaliza-
tion does not only seem to have occurred 
in economic terms. The Black Death may 
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have reached the Faroe Islands around 1350 
(Young 1979: 53; Wylie 1987: 14). No precise 
fi gures exist on its effects on the population 
there, but according to Young (1979: 53), it 
may have resulted in the death of one-third 
of the population, while Madsen (1999a: 26) 
estimates that at least half or perhaps up to 
80% of the Faroese population died during 
the epidemic. Although the fi gures for pop-
ulation loss are merely estimates, it seems 
likely that the disease and the resulting pop-
ulation loss constituted one major margin-
alizing factor. 

Conditions on the Faroe Islands were 
worsened by the cooling climate, illnesses 
and economic and political problems, and 
the area came to be marginalized still fur-
ther. Around 1500 the Faroe Islands were 
even exposed to pirate attacks. There is 
information concerning attacks by Eng-
lish, Irish and French pirates and by Turks 
who had their headquarters in the pirate 
kingdom of Algiers (Young 1979: 95). The 
Faroese could not do much to protect them-
selves except for hiding in the mountains. 
Old hide-outs can still be seen in the Faroese 
landscape. Look-outs where a watch was 
kept were also built on the fjelds (Schei & 
Moberg 2003: 32).

The period of recession during the 14th 
and the 15th centuries was refl ected in the 
way in which Faroese society developed. 
It made the islands increasingly depend-
ent on the outside world economically, so-
cially and politically (Høgnesen 1968: 47). 
The medieval period ended with the Refor-
mation in 1538 (Edwards 2005: 590). The 
only bishop, in Kirkjubøur, abandoned his 
post and no successor was appointed (West 
1972: 9). The Reformation involved substi-
tuting Lutheranism for Catholicism, estab-
lishing a land tenure system and reducing 

Faroese to the status of a spoken language 
only (Wylie 1987: 5). 

The inner marginalization that had come 
about along with the new land tenure system 
had far-reaching consequences for Faroese 
society. In the Reformation the Church’s 
land was taken over by the Crown and be-
came the King’s land, in Faroese kongsjørð, 
which was leased to out to the King’s farm-
ers, or kongsbøndur (Joensen 1975: 16). The 
King’s farmers gained importance in the so-
ciety because their farms were held as enti-
ties and were passed on to the oldest sons 
as an inheritance. The privately owned land, 
óðalsjørð, owned by óðalsbøndur, was di-
vided into smaller and smaller units through 
inheritance. Óðalsjørð could also be sold 
(Joensen 1975: 16; Joensen 1980b: 11-12, 
Guttesen 2001a: 180). A precondition for 
establishing a family in the Faroe Islands 
was that a person had the right to use land. A 
person who did not own land could become 
a copyholder or servant on a farm (Joensen 
1975: 16). 

The fact that the King’s farms could not 
be split up was of importance for the de-
velopment of the entire Faroese society. As 
they were principally inherited by the farm-
ers’ eldest sons and the land remained in the 
hands of the family, a class of powerful fam-
ilies arose. The King’s farmers became the 
most stable and infl uential factor in Faroese 
society during the following centuries. The 
priests, as a rule, had numerous heirs, who 
tended to marry into the families of the 
King’s farmers, and often a priest’s son was 
given the tenancy of a king’s farm when it 
became vacant (Schei & Moberg 2003: 33). 
The priests and the King’s farmers formed 
the more privileged class in Faroese society, 
the other class consisting of freeholders and 
the poor (Wylie 1987: 33). 
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While the King’s land and the benefi ciary 
land were held together, the óðalsjørð was 
divided through inheritance into smaller 
and smaller plots, so that the former wealthy 
farming families became poorer. During the 
period of the economic recession, over half 
of the Faroese land fell into the hands of for-
eigners and the Catholic Church (Joensen 
1980b: 11). This development had effects on 
the land use pattern. The land belonging to 
the King’s farmers was not divided any fur-
ther, however, which meant that their fi elds 
remained of the same size, forming a well-
established landscape structure on the is-
lands.  

3.5. TRADING COMPANIES 

Sixteenth-century Faroese society was a 
small village society that was becoming in-
creasingly dependent on foreign merchants 
and companies. The Faroese trade was given 
over to various people or companies in the 
period from 1524 to 1709, usually in return 
for a fi xed annual payment into the royal 
treasury (West 1972: 34). The traders had 
a moral duty to supply the Faroese people 
with the necessities of life (Joensen 1990: 
79). According to Mortensen (1954: 58), the 
population around the year 1600 numbered 
some 3,180 persons, and trade had major 
effects on the Faroese society. 

The King of Denmark fi rst leased the 
Faroese trade to the bailiff of Bergen, Jørgen 
Hansen, in 1524-1529 (Korsgaard 1981: 8), 
and subsequently to two Germans, Thomas 
Koppen and Joachim Wullenweber, in 1529 
(Young 1979: 96). Thomas Koppen contin-
ued as a merchant and feudal overlord of 
the Faroe Islands until his death in 1553, 
although a group of Bergen merchants had 

control over the trade for a short time in 
1534. For three years after that the Faroese 
trade was open to any Norwegian or Dane, 
until it was handed over to the Copenha-
gen merchant Andres Jude and the Ham-
burg merchant Mads Lampe for the period 
1556-1569. The Faroese people protested 
against their management, however, and 
after another short period of free trade, the 
rights were passed on to Joachim Thim 
(1573-1578). Trade became a royal monop-
oly again for some time, after which it was 
awarded to Magnús Heinason. After anoth-
er short period of royal monopoly, the trade 
was managed by a Hamburg merchant and 
a Copenhagen merchant in partnership be-
tween 1586 and 1597, and by a consortium 
of Bergen merchants from 1597 until 1619 
(Korsgaard 1981: 8-9; Wylie 1987: 25-26).

The rapid shifts in merchants indicate 
that trading with the Faroe Islands involved 
diffi culties. It was diffi cult to foresee the 
markets and the varying amounts of Faroese 
products did not make it easy for the mer-
chants to fulfi l their duty of supplying the 
islands (Korsgaard 1981: 9). 

In the course of the 16th century the Dan-
ish merchants had demanded complete 
domination over trade as Copenhagen be-
came the power centre of the Dual Kingdom. 
This trend culminated in the foundation of 
the Icelandic Company in Copenhagen in 
1619 (Nauerby 1996: 29), after which the 
Faroese trade was placed under the com-
pany’s management and became more sta-
ble (Korsgaard 1981: 9). At least the Faroese 
had fewer complaints concerning a lack of 
supplies (Stoklund 1996: 98). 

In the following year, 1620, the ecclesi-
astical link with Bergen was broken (Wylie 
1987: 25), as a consequence of which the 
Faroese lost their former contacts with Nor-
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way (Stoklund 1996: 98). By this time all 
Faroese political, commercial and ecclesias-
tical matters were concentrated in Copen-
hagen (Wylie 1987: 26; Nauerby 1996: 31). 
The population had reached 4,185 by 1614 
(Andersen 1895: 37). Dry fi sh as a trade 
item was replaced by woollen stockings in 
the 17th century, on account of the opening of 
new markets. Holland needed stockings for 
thousands of seamen (Stoklund 1990: 58). 

The new market situation was refl ected 
in the economic life of the islands. Wylie 
(1987: 26) distinguishes two types of Faroese 
economy in the 17th century: a diversifi ed 
internal subsistence economy in which the 
people caught wildfowl, went whaling, cut 
peat for fuel, cultivated some barley, kept 
sheep and cattle and fi shed, while the main 
imports were cereals and timber, and a sec-
ond, export economy in which merchants 
conducted a barter trade with the Faroese, 
buying tallow, feathers, sheepskins, butter, 
train oil and dried fi sh from them in addi-
tion to the most important export item, wool 
(Joensen 1990: 77). The Icelandic Compa-
ny seems to have been an improvement in 
terms of trading, but smuggling was also 
common. Smuggling can be seen as an in-
dication of how uncertain the conditions still 
were both for the Faroese people and for 
the company. It was mostly British or Dutch 
ships that smuggled and exchanged items 
with the Faroese people (Wylie 1987: 29). 

The Icelandic Company was closed down 
in 1662, having been destroyed by the high 
wartime prices for cereals and a weakening 
of the market for woollen goods in Holland 
(Wylie 1987: 37). The Faroe Islands became 
a fi ef of Christoffer Gabel from 1655, who 
was followed by his son Frederik Gabel un-
til 1708 (Nauerby 1996: 31). 

The period of the Gabels (1662-1708) has 

been characterized generally as a dark chap-
ter in Faroese history. The Gabels’ appoint-
ees were inexperienced and often corrupt, 
and the Faroese people periodically starved 
(West 1985: 14; Wylie 1987: 37-38). Import-
ed goods were more expensive, while the 
prices of the main export products, wool-
len goods and dry fi sh, were falling. The 
oppressive economic period did not make 
it easy for the Faroese people to come to 
terms with a foreign feudal overlord whose 
interest lay in extracting economic profi ts 
from his fi ef (Høgnesen 1968: 50). Christof-
fer Gabel died on 13 October 1673, and his 
son Frederik succeeded to the family privi-
leges, which were confi rmed on the acces-
sion of King Christian V in 1673 and King 
Frederik IV in 1699 (West 1985: 14).

Life on the Faroe Islands also continued 
to be harsh because of unrest in the North 
Atlantic waters. After the death of Frederik 
Gabel, a Royal Commission was sent to ex-
amine the conditions prevailing there, and 
as a consequence, King Frederik IV decid-
ed to take over the trade monopoly him-
self (Schei & Moberg 2003: 34). The Roy-
al Trade Monopoly was established in 1709 
(Nauerby 1996: 31; Wylie 1987: 39), imply-
ing that all the political and socio-economic 
power was concentrated in the hands of the 
Crown (Høgnesen 1968: 53). 

From the 17th to the 19th century, the 
Faroese economy was dominated by ex-
ports of woollen products, which primarily 
consisted of knitted stockings produced ex-
pressly for the Monopoly (Stoklund 1996: 
150), while the Monopoly in turn support-
ed the production of woollen goods and at-
tempted to maintain the production frame-
work, i.e. the Faroese village society with its 
upper class of the King’s farmers and its low-
er class of farm labourers. 
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3.6.  DEVELOPMENT TOWARDS 
ECONOMIC TRANSITION 
IN THE 18TH CENTURY

Environmental conditions in the Faroe Is-
lands continued to be arduous at the begin-
ning of the 18th century. According to Wylie 
(1987: 69), climatic conditions had become 
less awful than in the previous centuries, but 
there were still obstacles. The barley crop 
frequently failed, for example, sheep and 
cows sometimes died of diseases or had to 
be slaughtered because of a scarcity of hay, 
fi shing failed occasionally, and only a small 
number of pilot whales were caught. The 
number of inhabitants on the islands in the 
early 18th century was about 4,000 (Degn 
1929: 2; Korsgaard 1981: 7). Tórshavn was 
a fortifi ed trading post at that time, and the 
rest of the Faroese population lived in about 
85 villages, each consisted of an average of 
10-12 families (West 1972: 11). 

The Faroe Islands were incorporated ad-
ministratively into the province of Sjælland 
in 1708, and the Royal Trade Monopoly was 
established in 1709. This operated specifi -
cally to serve the country and not for person-
al gain as had been the case with the Gabels 
(Wylie 1987: 39, 65). On the other hand, 
most Faroese connections with the outside 
world were channelled through the Monop-
oly, as it was in principle forbidden for the 
Faroese to trade directly with foreigners. But 
it must be added that trade with foreigners 
still continued to be widespread in the form 
of smuggling (Brandt 1983b: 9-10). 

A certain stabilization evidently took 
place in Faroese society once the Royal 
Trade Monopoly started to provide a more 
solid economic framework. As Høgnesen 
(1968: 53) points out, the state’s takeover 
of administration and trade was mostly con-

sidered by the Faroese people to be an im-
provement and a relief. The state offi cials 
gradually became so disciplined that corrup-
tion and the exploitation of the Faroese peo-
ple was kept to a minimum. Thus the Mo-
nopoly does not seem to have been an op-
pressive institution (West 1972: 34), at least 
not in the early 18th century. It protected the 
islands from the effects of international mar-
ket fl uctuations, it ensured the Faroese peo-
ple of a fi xed trading rate for their merchan-
dise that was not always in accordance with 
the actual trade conditions and thus could 
sometimes mean a direct loss for the Mo-
nopoly, which in that way acted as a kind 
of social institution (Nauerby 1996: 31-32). 

The damage that the Monopoly did for 
Faroese society was that it did not encourage 
commercial or intellectual progress (Degn 
1929: 11; West 1972: 34). In addition, im-
ports were concentrated in Tórshavn, where 
they could be defended, which meant in 
practice that travel times to the trading site 
from the more distant villages were long and 
attention was diverted from other activities. 
Because of the fi xed price system, people 
sometimes supplied products of low qual-
ity to the Monopoly, and there was also a 
certain delay in bringing new products to 
the islands, which also increased stagnation 
(West 1972: 40). 

For the King, the Monopoly trade was 
disastrous business-wise. The supplying of 
food to the Faroe Islands would inevitably 
produce a defi cit, which could not be recov-
ered by profi ts on the sale of the Faroese ex-
port products in Copenhagen. The fact that 
the trade continued at a loss nevertheless 
increased the Faroese people’s interest in 
preserving the Royal Monopoly, which sta-
bilized the economic situation (Høgnesen 
1968: 53-54). The Monopoly made some 
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sort of profi ts until 1777, but operated at a 
loss after that (Wylie 1987: 66).

Three interrelated factors should be 
pointed out, the interplay between which 
may be considered to form a background 
for the socio-economic transition which 
took place in the 19th century. The fi rst con-
crete sign of the transition was population 
growth. According to Andersen (1895: 37), 
the Faroese population was around 4,149 by 
1715, but it then started to grow, and reached 
4,773 in 1769 (Degn 1929: 2; Guttesen 1971: 
134). Svabo (1959: 166-167) places the popu-
lation at 4,409 by 1782, which means that it 
may have decreased somewhat, but in gen-
eral population growth was an important 
dynamic factor, as a population of 4,500 was 
close to the upper limit of the number that 
could be fed without increased cereal im-
ports (Wylie 1987: 70). 

It is possible that the growth in popula-
tion may have resulted from the new stabi-
lization in the latter part of the 18th century, 
brought about by a number of changes in 
living conditions. For example, after 1722 
there were no wars in which Denmark was 
involved. Cereal prices remained relatively 
low until the 1770s, which meant that larger 
families could be supported, and the Faroe 
Islands became a more secure place to live 
than ever before (Wylie 1987: 71). This factor 
may have encouraged people to have more 
trust in the future and to establish larger 
families. 

The second development leading to the 
transition was a change in market condi-
tions. The Royal Trade Monopoly also man-
aged the trade more successfully than the 
Gabels’ had been able to do. The value of 
the most important export products, wool-
len goods, tripled, and although the most 
important export article was knitted stock-

ings, these were overtaken by knitted sweat-
ers towards the end of the century (Høg-
nesen 1968: 54). The increased value of 
woollen products produced wealth for the 
whole society. Farmers had previously been 
the ones who earned most, from wool pro-
duction, but now the landless people could 
also live by processing the wool (Brandt 
1983b: 11; Joensen 1990: 79). One conse-
quence of the good prices obtained for wool 
was that the poor people started to move to 
Tórshavn from the villages, basing their ex-
istence on day-labour combined with some 
fi shery work and wool begging (Joensen 
1987: 30). 

The third development was related to the 
worsening situation of the leading class in 
Faroese society. The good prices obtained 
for woollen goods gave the poor, who oth-
erwise would become farm labourers, an 
opportunity to start families of their own. 
This caused unease, especially among the 
farmers (Joensen 1987: 30-31), who were 
deprived of their cheap work force, which 
mainly consisted of unmarried servants. 
Economic conditions became somewhat 
tighter in the middle of the century, and 
this hit the farms very hard. The worsen-
ing economic conditions forced the farmers 
to support the poor people, who did not have 
any chance of surviving on their own during 
hard times (Høgnesen 1968: 55).

The trade representatives, priests and 
larger farmers reacted to the worsening sit-
uation. Degn (1929: 3) mentions that cere-
al imports into the Faroe Islands increased 
more than the size of the population. Bar-
ley was expensive and brought the Monop-
oly a loss of such proportions that the of-
fi cers were ordered to submit a report on 
the reasons for increasing cereal imports. 
The central authorities in Denmark were in-
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formed from the Faroe Islands that the con-
stantly increasing imports of cereals were 
taking place at the expense of developing 
of Faroese agriculture. In fact, there was 
some progress made in agriculture on the 
islands at that time. The growing consump-
tion of grain was a consequence of welfare 
and the new economic opportunities, which 
had emerged because of the production of 
woollen garments (Joensen 1990: 79). 

As a result of the growing population and 
the diffi culties in supporting it, and because 
of the unease of the leading class of farm-
ers, priests and tradesmen, a Royal Ordi-
nance, also known as the “slave-law”, was 
issued in 1777, whit the main stipulation in 
which was that a person who wanted to get 
married had to own enough land to sup-
port a family (Schei & Moberg 2003: 34-
35), i.e. to possess ½-1 mørk of land, have 
served on a farm for fi ve years skilfully and 
faithfully, and have a craft by which to sup-
port a family (West 1972: 54; Wåhlin 1989: 
28). This Royal Ordinance resembled the 
Seyðabrævið of 1298 in having paragraphs 
about securing labour for the farms, but one 
new aspect was the open ban on unregu-
lated marriages (Wåhlin 1989: 28). Again, 
legal means were used for limiting popula-
tion growth, and perhaps also for ensuring 
a labour force for work on the farms. 

It is not entirely clear what effects the 
ordinance had on Faroese life. In fact there 
is little evidence that it had much effect at 
all. It most likely reduced beggary and sta-
bilized the growth in the population of Tór-
shavn. It may also have prevented the rise 
of an impoverished lower class and slowed 
population growth somewhat in the rest of 
the islands (Wylie 1987: 84-85). It also suc-
ceeded in maintaining a workforce on the 
farms for a period, but by then new eco-

nomic opportunities had emerged (Brandt 
1983b: 11).  

The Faroese authorities had attempted 
to promote agriculture, and local offi cials 
had sought potential labour to work on the 
farms. To be able to motivate the peasant 
farmers to extend their cultivation, they 
were promised that their younger sons who 
did not have the prospect of farms of their 
own could have utilization rights over land. 
The new land would be taken from the out-
fi elds. This was an advantage for the young-
er sons, because otherwise they were obvi-
ously destined for an existence as unmarried 
servants in the countryside. The ordinance 
of 1777, which limited the right to marry, 
did actually give landless people wishing to 
marry an indirect opportunity to have some 
land from the kongsjørð and to start a fam-
ily if they had served as farm labourers for 
a minimum four years (Joensen 1985b: 16). 

Since the Monopoly trade had been oper-
ating at a loss during the latter part of the 18th 
century, a royal commission of 1789-90 rec-
ommended that trade should be freed, but 
the Faroese people opposed this. The inhab-
itants of Eysturoy even circulated a petition 
against free trade. The fi nal result was that 
the Monopoly continued, but with some re-
forms (West 1972: 51). The next time aboli-
tion was suggested was in 1817, but again the 
plans were abandoned (Joensen 1985b: 27). 
The Monopoly was still a stabilizing element 
in Faroese society and protected the people. 

But transition was on its way. It is im-
portant at this point to mention two per-
sons who brought infl uence from the out-
side world to the Faroe Islands, at a time 
when the production of dried salt cod, klip 
fi sh, became increasingly important on the 
coasts of the North Atlantic (Joensen 1992: 
10). It was these two men, Niels Ryberg and 
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Nólsoyar-Páll, who attempted to apply the 
skills required for preparing this klip fi sh in 
the Faroe Islands. 

Niels Ryberg was a Danish merchant 
who established a smuggling depot at Tór-
shavn in 1767 (Joensen 1975: 18), against a 
background of the hostilities between Eng-
land and France that lasted from 1689 to 
1815. This dispute concerned mastery over 
the East and West Indian trade, and in par-
ticular control over the East Indian trade in 
tea, coffee, spices and luxury goods. While 
England and France were fi ghting, Hol-
land and Denmark seized the opportunity 
to trade (West 1972: 45). 

Niels Ryberg established his depot on 
the islands to smuggle rum, tea and to-
bacco to Britain, a business made profi ta-
ble by the high British tariffs (Wylie 1987: 
68). At the time when Ryberg was oper-
ating in Tórshavn up to 15 ships could be 
seen in the town’s harbour, and foreigners 
appeared with them. Moreover, the trade 
in Tórshavn attracted Faroese people from 
the villages, so that many Faroese people 
worked in connection with this trade and 
were able to learn jobs and crafts of differ-
ent kinds. These people were infl uenced by 
the new values and ideas brought from the 
outside world (Joensen 1975: 18). 

Niels Ryberg made serious attempts to 
improve the economic life of the Faroe Is-
lands. He received a government license to 
start cod and herring fi shing, and sent the 
catches to the Spanish markets, to the Med-
iterranean region and to the Baltic region. 
He also taught the Faroese to salt herring 
and to prepare klip fi sh, but they did not yet 
apply these methods on a major economic 
scale (West 1972: 48). This unsuccessful de-
velopment was infl uenced by the bad fi sh-
ing years of the 1770s (Wylie 1987: 68-69), 

and by the fact that Faroese society was still 
very much concentrated on wool produc-
tion. Ryberg’s company closed down in 1788 
when an import duty on tea was introduced 
in Britain. After the American war ended in 
1783, Britain was also able to put diplomat-
ic pressure on Denmark to close the transit 
depot in Tórshavn (West 1972: 47). 

It has been suggested by Wylie (1987: 
68), for example, that the Ryberg Company 
did not have much effect on the Faroe Is-
lands. Few men may have learnt new skills 
and ideas, and no labouring or artisan class 
was ever established. It is likely, however, 
that the company affected the psychologi-
cal atmosphere. The Faroese were taught 
new skills, and the foreign people opened 
the society up to the outside world (West 
1972: 70). The new ideas and innovations 
formed a basis for the forthcoming changes. 

The other person mentioned above Nól-
soyar-Páll, or Poul Poulsen of Nólsoy, grew 
up during the times of Rygberg’s smuggling 
depot, and the fact that Tórshavn was full of 
craftsmen and sailors gave him good oppor-
tunities for self-education. He studied navi-
gation and sailed with company’s ships. He 
also had advanced ideas about free trade and 
an economy based on commercial fi shing, 
and he spoke for abolition of the Royal Trade 
Monopoly (West 1972: 49-51). Nólsoyar-
Páll managed to bring smallpox vaccine to 
the Faroe Islands (West 1972: 56), and dur-
ing the Napoleonic War he tried to bring ce-
reals from England, but he disappeared at 
sea on his way to the Faroe Islands in 1809 
(Schei & Moberg 2003: 35).

It may be argued that interplay between 
at least three factors in the 18th century lay 
at the roots of the 19th-century economic 
transition. These factors were the growing 
population, the new economic development 
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that gave the landless people opportunities 
to support themselves independently, and 
people who managed to spread new ideas 
and innovations to the islands. 

3.7. THE 19TH-CENTURY 
ECONOMIC TRANSITION 

3.7.1. FAROESE SOCIETY AT 
THE BEGINNING OF 
THE 19TH CENTURY

The general circumstances surrounding so-
ciety in the Faroe Islands changed at the be-
ginning of the 19th century. The union be-
tween Denmark and Norway ended in 1814, 
when Norway was transferred to Sweden, 
while the Faroe Islands remained part of the 
Danish monarchy. At that time, Denmark 
was going through a process of moderni-
zation in almost all areas of its social, eco-
nomic and political life, as a consequence 
of which of the Faroese judicial system, the 
Løgtingið, was abolished by royal decree in 
1816 (Wåhlin 1989: 21). 

The remaining duties of the Løgmaður 
were taken over by the Sorenskrivari, or 
court clerk, who functioned as a royal judge. 
Once the old Løgtingið was abolished, the 
Faroese no longer had an institution with 
the authority to speak on their behalf (Wåh-
lin 1989: 26), and the islands became a Dan-
ish amt, or county (Bærenholdt 1991: 214), 
with an amtmaður, or governor, as the 
highest authority (Schei & Moberg 2003: 
38). Political ties with Norway were bro-
ken off, but the Norwegian laws remained 
in force and the Danish laws had to be adapt-
ed (Schei & Moberg 2003: 35). The Royal 
Trade Monopoly continued to operate, but 

the islands were affected by the economic 
slump which took place in Denmark in 1814-
1830 (West 1972: 72).  The population of the 
Faroe Islands had been increasing continu-
ously since the end of the 18th century, so that 
having already had a population of 5,265 in 
1801 (Degn 1929: 2; Wylie 1987: 174), which 
meant that they were overpopulated, at least 
in relation to the number that the farming 
economy could support, they had reached a 
fi gure of 6,928 by 1834, which in turn had 
risen to 7,308 by 1840 and 7,782 by 1845 
(Panum 1846/ 1940: 31). 

This population growth was refl ected 
in the settlement pattern. Tórshavn was by 
far the biggest settlement in 1801, with the 
second largest village population living at 
Hvalba on Suðuroy. All the Faroese villag-
es were markatalsbygðir, with an economy 
based on farming. These villages are today 
known as the oldest villages on the islands, 
and most of them were among the small-
est ones, with populations of 50 persons or 
less. The economic opportunities were the 
most important determinant of the size of a 
village, so that the villages with the best op-
portunities for farming, having the best land 
and the largest outfi elds, grew most vigor-
ously (Figure 3.2). 

The development of a society with a 
growing population who wanted more in-
dependence, with people eager to support 
their families on the one hand and domi-
nation by the larger farmers on the other, 
led to inevitable social discrepancies. Fish-
ing, for example, had traditionally been or-
ganized as an integral part of the rest of the 
work in the villages. Farmers were obliged 
to keep large communal boats for fi shing 
during the winter time and every household 
in the village had to place a man in such a 
boat. In the summer, everyone who owned 
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Figure 3.2  Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 1801, with a total population of 5,265 (based on Madsen 
1999b). 
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a boat was allowed to fi sh freely. This sys-
tem was useful as long as farming was sub-
ordinated to fi sheries and as long as the sale 
and marketing of fi sh was limited. But as 
the Faroese population increased in size, a 
growing number of people saw an advantage 
in having their own boat and in manning 
it with family members to ensure that the 
earnings returned to their own household. 
As a result, the farmers claimed that their 
boats did not have enough crew members. 
Disputes emerged, culminating in a regula-
tion in 1813, called the boat-tie, which made 
it possible for a farmer to force men from 
the villages to work on his boat (Joensen 
1987: 37-38).

The boat-tie bore similarities to the or-
dinance of 1777, which attempted to secure 
labour in the proximity of the farms, by at-
tempting to bind landless people to them 
(Degn 1929: 6). Eventually repealed in 1865, 
the boat-tie was especially problematic in 
connection with new forms of livelihood that 
combined cultivation of the land with fi sh-
ing which developed during the 19th centu-
ry. As fi shing increased in importance, the 
duty of manning the boats in the spring 
time caused diffi culties for the farmers as 
the spring was the busiest time for cultiva-
tion (Brandt 1983c: 13). In a sense these 
discrepancies show the will of the common 
Faroese to make their own living in spite 
of limitations imposed by the farmers and 
the authorities. It was to their advantage to 
maintain the framework of a village socie-
ty that primarily produced wool and main-
tained a subsistence economy by fi shing, but 
as the Faroese population increased it was 
clear that new economic strategies had to 
be developed. 

3.7.2. NEW ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES 

Three strategies may be identifi ed that were 
taken into use to adapt to the situation in 
which a rapidly growing population had to 
be supported: potato cultivation was started, 
new plots of land, called trøð (plur. traðir), 
were taken into use, and new villages were 
established around the traðir. These new 
strategies had either a direct or indirect in-
fl uence on the development of the settle-
ment pattern. 

Although potatoes had already been in-
troduced into the Faroe Islands in the 18th 
century (Joensen 1980b: 31; Wylie 1987: 
117), they were still only being cultivated on 
two islands in 1811 (West 1972: 69). This 
relatively slow adoption may be attributed 
to opposition and conservatism among the 
Faroese farmers (Guttesen 2001a: 182), who 
wished to maintain the prevailing frame-
work for production activities. Potato culti-
vation increased rapidly between 1811 and 
1830 however, and became very important 
because it represented a more secure har-
vest than barley. Moreover, potatoes could 
provide nourishment for a whole fami-
ly from a smaller plot of land than cereals 
(West 1972: 75), which was important on 
islands that had steep mountains, marginal-
ized climatic conditions and a scarcity of cul-
tivable land. Potatoes were also a rich source 
of carbohydrates (Wylie 1987: 117), and their 
cultivation fi tted in with the fi shing seasons 
(Brandt 1983b: 12). Finally, unlike cereals, 
potatoes did not have to be imported. 

During the 1820s and 1830s potato cul-
tivation expanded to replace some of the ce-
real growing, especially on the northern is-
lands (Høgnesen 1968: 58-59), and by the 
1840s the potato had become the most im-
portant cultivated plant. There was hardly 
any household where potatoes were not eat-
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en at least once a day at that time (Pløyen 
1840: 168). 

The cultivation of potatoes was also 
connected with the land allotment system, 
which made it possible for landless people 
to have tenure of cultivatable land. The legal 
basis for the establishment of a trøð from the 
kongsjørð was laid down in the ordinance of 
1777 (Joensen 1985b: 17), which paved the 
way for persons who fulfi lled certain condi-
tions to be granted outfi eld plots for culti-
vation (Joensen 1975: 16). From the latter 
part of the 18th century onwards, landless 
people could rent a fi eld for cultivation and 
sometimes even buy one. Such fi elds were 
fi rst allotted in Tórshavn. This allowed the 
owner or tenant to keep a cow and grow 
potatoes (Joensen 1992: 7-8). An allotted 
plot of land, or trøð, had a different status 
from the markatalsjørð, because it did not 
include immediate rights to the outfi eld or 
the lunnindi, the “extras”, which tradition-
ally belonged to the markatalsjørð. 

These new economic opportunities for 
landless people led to the formation of 
a new class of “people who lived off the 
sea” (Joensen 1992: 6), smallholders who 
combined mainly potato cultivation and 
the growing of hay for a cow with fi shing 
(Joensen 1985b: 24). The problem, howev-
er, was that the establishment of the traðir 
was in confl ict with the infi eld and outfi eld 
system. The traðir areas were enclosed from 
the outfi elds and the larger farmers lost graz-
ing areas. They were also opposed to the cul-
tivation of the traðir because they lost some 
of their labour force (Guttesen 2001b: 68-
69). Nevertheless, the change did mean that 
the amount of cultivated land increased by 
approximately 57% between 1811 and 1894 
(Joensen 1985b: 17; Arge 2005: 23), and it 
led to new kind of settlement pattern, as the 

resulting small allotments created villages 
of a new kind. 

Thirty villages, called niðursetubygðir in 
Faroese, were established in the 19th cen-
tury that had an economy based on trøð 
cultivation combined with fi shing and in-
comes from work on the markatal farms 
(Joensen 1985b: 17). The purpose of estab-
lishing these villages was mainly to settle 
the landless people and provide the grow-
ing population with a basis for their exist-
ence (Sedal 1983: 5). The new villages left 
their mark on the Faroese landscape and 
the settlement pattern, however, in that they 
were often established in the less productive 
parts of the outfi elds, and often near the sea 
so that people were able to fi sh. They also 
meant that the outfi elds were now attached 
to villages. 

From the point of view of the present 
study, these elements indicate people’s need 
to adapt to a situation created by a growing 
population by fi nding new economic oppor-
tunities. It also shows the beginning of the 
large-scale transition from a society domi-
nated by farming to a society based on farm-
ing and deep-sea fi shing. This transition 
radically altered the position of the landless 
people. As they were able to acquire a plot 
of land for cultivation, they were no longer 
dependent on the farmers and landowners, 
whose domination of the social structure fi -
nally came to an end (Arge 2005: 23). In 
other words, they were able to break free 
from the former framework of the peasant 
society. 

All this was refl ected in the settlement 
pattern, which had not altered much dur-
ing the previous centuries, all the time the 
population had remained relatively stable. 
Now, with a growing population, the new in-
novations and economic opportunities, and 
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new villages, caused changes that became 
visible in the landscape. 

3.7.3. COMMERCIAL FISHING

Fishing had not yet developed to become 
an important economic activity at beginning 
of the 19th century. There were several rea-
sons for that. The Royal Trade Monopoly 
had merely concentrated on the production 
of woollen goods for sale at artifi cially high 
prices, which had limited other economic in-
itiatives (Joensen 1987: 31). The society was 
dominated by its farmers and people were 
tied to the farms as a labour force. There 
was no room for extensive experimentation 
in the sphere of fi sheries because of the con-
centration on wool production, which was in 
any case a safer source of livelihood for the 
landless people than fi shing. Trading jour-
neys to Tórshavn took a long time and much 
effort, and good fi shing weather was often 
wasted. Also, the Faroese fi shing equipment 
and curing methods were primitive, and the 
boat-tie hindered the development of fi sher-
ies because it allowed farmers to man their 
boats for spring fi shing with men from the 
villages, which left the landless people less 
able to fi sh on their own (West 1972: 54).

The situation was gradually changing, 
however. The increasing population re-
quired new economic opportunities and 
they came into contact with Shetlanders 
who were fi shing in Faroese waters. The 
new economic activities also evoked the in-
terest of the authorities (Joensen 1992: 10-
11). There was enough fi sh to create a basis 
for export products in markets outside the 
Faroe Islands at that time (Joensen 1985b: 
11), and the market demand for fi sh was in-
creasing. 

The commercial Faroese fi sheries that 
developed in the 19th century can be divid-
ed into two main categories: inshore fi sher-
ies, útróðúr in Faroese, which was the main 
branch and culminated at the time of the 
First World War, and deep-sea fi sheries, 
which started in 1872 and developed slowly, 
although the number of ships had increased 
greatly by the turn of the century. This lat-
ter became the dominant economic activ-
ity up to the Second World War (Joensen 
1987: 85). 

Inshore fishing was practised from 
open rowing boats manned by 8, 6 or 4 
men, referred to in Faroese as 8-manna-
far, 6-mannafar, and 4-mannafar, respec-
tively. 8-mannafar boats were used during 
the winter time, and 6-mannafar boats were 
also used in many villages in winter, while 
the 4-mannafar boats were used for summer 
fi shing. Winter fi shing was of the greatest 
importance, as the fi sh were then dried and 
sold to the Royal Trade Monopoly (Joensen 
1985b: 22-23). 

Fishing from rowing boats became in-
creasingly important and was encouraged 
by the new government offi cials and the Mo-
nopoly directors (West 1972: 73-74; Wylie 
1987: 87). Among the governors it was espe-
cially Christian Tillisch (1825-30), his broth-
er Frederik Tillisch (1830-37) and Christian 
Pløyen (1837-48) who supported the devel-
oping of fi sheries. After 1843 the Monopoly 
itself started to buy fresh cod, which was 
processed to klip fi sh (Joensen 1975: 20). 

Despite the attempts of Niels Ryberg 
in the latter part of the 18th century, the 
Faroese had not learnt to manufacture klip 
fi sh. Governor Pløyen therefore took three 
Faroese men with him to the Shetland Is-
lands, Orkney Islands and Scotland in the 
1830s to study closely the processing of klip 
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fi sh (Pløyen 1840: 10, 42-43). They learnt 
to use the long line technique and eventu-
ally took it into use in the Faroe Islands. 
This helped the fi shermen to increase catch-
es (Høgnesen 1968: 59-60). The Monopoly 
began to buy small cod in 1834, klip fi sh in 
1837, fl atfi sh and ling in 1838, liver, blub-
ber and train oil in 1846, and fresh fi sh for 
processing in 1845. Fish and fi sh products 
already made up nearly 40% of Faroese ex-
ports in the period 1841-1850 (Degn 1929: 
23; Høgnesen 1968: 59; Wylie 1987: 117). 

Even though the value of fi shing prod-
ucts increased and the value of woollen 
goods stagnated around the middle of the 
century (Joensen 1975: 20), almost all the 
Faroese people still had some connection 
with farming. In a census conducted in 1850 
the group which had fi shing as their main 
occupation was the largest, accounting for 
over 40% of the population, while agricul-
ture was the main occupation for just be-
low 40% (Høgnesen 1968: 60). The rapidly 
growing importance of fi sheries can be seen 
in Figure 3.3, which illustrates the numbers 
of inhabitants employed in fi sheries and ag-

riculture over the period of 1801-1911. The 
graph shows stable growth in the proportion 
of the population employed in fi sheries from 
the beginning of the 19th century onwards, 
with more rapid growth beginning around 
1855 and continuing throughout the latter 
part of the century. This is accompanied by 
a corresponding decline in the numbers of 
people employed in agriculture. 

It may be maintained that the econom-
ic transition towards a fi shing society also 
affected the development of the settlement 
pattern. Tórshavn had been the only trading 
town until the 1830s, when three Monop-
oly branches were established: at Tvøroyri 
(1836), Klaksvík (1838) and Vestmanna 
(1839) (Degn 1929: 18; Joensen 1985b: 26-
28). This made it easier for the Monopoly 
to buy fresh fi sh, even from Suðuroy (Degn 
1929: 18), and gradually the population 
started to concentrate in these fi shing towns. 

The type of boats that were used were 
also related to the changes in settlement pat-
tern. Joensen (1992: 13) suggests that when 
rowing boats were used, most the fi sh catch-
es were often landed in the villages locat-

Figure 3.3 Population of the Faroe Islands employed in fi shing and agriculture in the period of 1801-1911 (based 
on Wylie 1987: 126).
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ed geographically closest to the best fi shing 
grounds in the north. Thus the most impor-
tant fi shing villages were the most northerly 

ones, as seen in the settlement pattern for 
1850 (Figure 3.4). 

Figure 3.4  Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 1850, with a population of 8,137 (based on Madsen 1995). 
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3.7.4. ABOLITION OF THE ROYAL 
TRADE MONOPOLY

Some of the Faroese had been demanding 
that the Royal Trade Monopoly should be 
abolished since the 1790s, and the propos-
al gained support from the governors, both 
the Tillisch brothers and later Pløyen, in the 
1840s, and from some other infl uential peo-
ple in the central administration in Copen-
hagen (Wåhlin 1989: 27). Pløyen (1840: 171) 
pointed out that the Monopoly had been re-
stricting the development of the fi shing in-
dustry in the 1830s and had absorbed all 
the profi ts. Thus, although it protected the 
Faroese from economic hazards, the Trade 
Monopoly was also causing stagnation in 
Faroese society. It is important to note that 
the economic transition had already started 
in the 18th century as a consequence of the 
growing population and the new econom-
ic opportunities, which freed people from 
working on the farms, so that the abolition 
of the Monopoly should not be regarded as 
the key factor causing the economic transi-
tion but rather as a consequence of changes 
in other socio-economic conditions. 

The Royal Trade Monopoly was abol-
ished when the Faroese people themselves 
desired it. In the years when the law on the 
liberalization of Faroese trade was being 
prepared, the Icelandic and Danish business 
and trade laws were also altered and liberal-
ized. It was also argued in 1848-50 that po-
litical democracy could only be introduced 
in the Faroe Islands after economic liberali-
zation had taken place (Wåhlin 1989: 27).

The Faroese required guarantees that 
trade would be open to merchants from 
anywhere in the outside world, and that a 
person living on the islands could become 
a merchant if he or she had the appropriate 
documents for the purpose. It was also con-

sidered important that trade should not be 
concentrated exclusively in Tórshavn or in 
the three villages where branch stores had 
already been established (Wylie 1987: 118). 
Once these considerations from the Faroese 
side were found to coincide with the grow-
ing pressure from the Copenhagen commer-
cial school (Handelsstand in Danish) and 
the liberal economic policies pursued by the 
Danish parliament, action could be taken 
(Høgnesen 1968: 61).

The Royal Trade Monopoly was abol-
ished in 1856. It had not become an insti-
tution that could supply the Faroese people 
with their everyday necessities and buy their 
products, and so once development had 
started, it was seen as standing in the way 
of the transition (Høgnesen 1968: 60-61). 

Although the era that began after the ab-
olition has been characterized as one of free 
trade (e.g. Joensen 1987: 134), it should be 
pointed out that when the Faroese people 
were given free trade, very few of them were 
able to invest in it or to establish productive 
businesses. Trade mainly passed into for-
eign hands. The store in Tórshavn and the 
three branch stores were sold to fi ve fi rms, 
of which three were Danish, one German 
and only one was partly backed with Faroese 
capital. Commercial activities in the villag-
es were divided between these fi rms. Alto-
gether four fi rms accounted for up to 90% 
of all Faroese trade, and they dominated the 
market to such an extent that the situation 
in practice had the characteristics of a mo-
nopoly (Brandt 1983c: 13). 

This economic transition was followed 
by societal change and a new spectrum of 
power relations. As branches of the stores 
were established in the villages, the mer-
chants took over the power which had pre-
viously belonged to the peasant farmers. It 
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was now the merchants who supplied the 
villagers with their everyday necessities and 
the villagers supplied the merchants with 
woollen goods and fi sh, for example (Høg-
nesen 1968: 61-62; Brandt 1983c: 15). Ac-
cording to Joensen (1980a: 6-7), the most 
infl uential merchants had over 20 branches 
and the changes in economic life affected al-
most all the villages on the islands. 

The Faroese villages were now connected 
to each other in a commercial network, and 
in time regular ferry connections were estab-
lished between them. The fi shermen initially 
owned their fi shing boats, while the mer-
chants purchased the fi sh, but in the course 
of time the merchants gained more money 
and began to invest in fi shing vessels them-
selves (Joensen 1992: 20-22). The village 
populations increased because the farmers 
responded to the greater profi ts that could 
be made from fi shing by taking on addition-
al hired hands (Wylie 1987: 121). Gradually, 
however, labour started to move away from 
the farms so that more people became fi sh-
ermen and workers (Joensen 1985b: 32-33). 

3.7.5. SEA-GOING COMMERCIAL 
FISHERIES 

Commercial inshore fi shing was still the 
main economic activity of the Faroe Islands 
after the abolition of the Royal Trade Mo-
nopoly. Long lines had become the main 
equipment by the 1870s (West 1972: 97-
98), and klip fi sh exports increased rapidly 
from 1860 onwards. The boat-tie law was 
repealed in 1865, which gave the farm la-
bourers the freedom to take up fi shing and 
increase their mobility (West 1972: 101; 
Brandt 1983c: 13). All these changes paved 
the way for sea-going industrial fi sheries.

The background to the industrializa-
tion of the Faroese fi sheries was provid-
ed by the industrial development that was 
taking place in Great Britain. The Brit-
ish changed their fi shing fl eet from sail-
ing ships to steam-powered trawlers in or-
der to supply the markets with fresh fi sh, 
and their former sailing vessels, or sloops, 
could be bought cheaply, an opportunity of 
which the Faroese took full advantage. At 
the same time sloop fi shing from the Shet-
land Islands was also declining, and ships 
could be bought from there, too (Joensen 
1989: 17).

The first Faroese sloop, called Fox, 
was bought by three brothers from Tór-
shavn (Wylie 1987: 132). The fi shing fl eet 
then grew slowly from 1872 until 1890, the 
number of vessels varying between ten and 
twenty (Joensen 1992: 14), but afterwards, 
in the 1890s, the number of sloops increased 
rapidly, which also meant a shift from in-
shore to deep-sea fi shing. Deep-sea fi sheries 
became the dominant branch of the econ-
omy until the Second World War. There 
were several reasons for the growth in the 
number of sloops. Insurance conditions im-
proved, the number of navigators increased 
and merchants were increasingly able to af-
ford to invest in vessels (Wylie 1987: 119). 

Once the early obstacles were out of the 
way, deep-sea fi shing expanded rapidly, and 
within a quarter of a century sea-going fi sh-
ing had become the most important part of 
both the Faroese fi shing industry and the 
whole of the economic life of the islands. 
Soon fi sh products made up 90% of all 
Faroese exports (Høgnesen 1968: 67). The 
size of the deep-sea fi shing fl eet rose from 
fourteen sloops to 137 in the period 1890-
1910 (West 1972: 126). The development 
of fi sheries and the importance of klip fi sh 
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exports in the latter half of the 19th centu-
ry are illustrated in Figure 3.5. The impor-
tance of the new fi shing vessels can be seen 
in the rapidly growing amounts of klip fi sh 
exported. 

Changes also took place in the village so-
ciety. People moved away from the small vil-
lages because they wanted to fi nd employ-
ment in larger ones, and fi shermen from the 
various villages met each other at the major 
workplaces in the larger villages and in Tór-
shavn, where many young girls also found 
employment (Joensen 1989: 18-19). All this 
aroused a consciousness of social differenc-
es and a need to defi ne the Faroese identity. 
Nationalism blossomed during the 19th cen-
tury, and the Faroese language, which had 
only been a spoken language up till then, 
was given a literary form (Bærenholdt 1991: 
214). 

Stoklund (1996: 75) suggests that the 
economic transition that came about shortly 
before the turn of the century had far more 
radical effects than the reforms that oc-

curred when the Monopoly was abolished. 
It is easy to agree with that suggestion, since 
the development of sea-going commercial 
fi shing was an adaptation that caused great 
political and socio-economic changes, and 
vice versa. The former peasant society was 
transformed into a society based on indus-
trial production, in response to demograph-
ic change, an urgent need for new economic 
opportunities, and new market demands. 

3.8.  ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN THE 
FAROE ISLANDS UP TO 
THE SECOND WORLD WAR  

The number of sloops increased to over 
100 after 1900 (Joensen 1980a: 7), and 
klip fi sh continued to be the most impor-
tant export product until the Second World 
War (Joensen 1985b: 11). The main markets 
for Faroese fi sh were in the Roman Catholic 
countries of the Mediterranean region (West 
1972: 99). Progress in the development of 

Figure 3.5 Exports of klip fi sh in the period 1860-1899 (West 1972: 95).
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fi shing vessels also took place, so that the 
installation of engines to power them be-
gan in 1904 and the fi rst steam trawler was 
bought in 1911, although a fl eet of trawlers 
was only established just before the Second 
World War (West 1972: 129). 

The Faroese population continued to 
increase in the 20th century. According to 
Patursson (1918: 7-8), the population was 
around 18,000 in 1911, of whom 9,515 were 
employed in fi sheries and shipping and 
3,315 had their main occupation in agri-
culture. The death rate fell to about 11 per 
thousand between 1906 and 1920, while the 
birth rate rose to about 33 per thousand be-
tween 1911 and 1915. Emigration was almost 
non-existent, and the population increased 
by 1.9% a year between 1906 and 1911. In 
1921 the total population was 21,352 (Wylie 
1987: 115).

The Faroese society also changed due to 
the new working opportunities and com-
mercial networks. New forms of organiza-
tions and institutions were created, for ex-
ample, including an association for protect-
ing the interests of the captains of Faroese 
fi shing vessels, founded in 1896, and an as-
sociation of ship owners, formed in 1909. 
Credit institutions were also founded be-
tween 1900 and 1928 (West 1972: 130-131, 
133), and two political parties were start-
ed between 1901 and 1906: the conserva-
tive Union Party (Sambandsfl okkur) and 
the opposition Self-Rule Party (Sjálvstýris-
fl okkur) (Wylie 1987: 140).

The transition to commercial, sea-go-
ing fi shing had various consequences for 
the settlement pattern. Joensen (1992: 13-
14) suggests that when inshore fi shing from 
rowing boats was the main economic activ-
ity, the villages located closest to the fi shing 
grounds had the most favourable economic 

conditions, while the villages at the heads 
of the fjords, with good landing conditions 
but usually a longer way from the fi shing 
grounds, were not able to develop a fi shing 
industry to the same extent. Such villages 
could, however, take advantage of broad-
decked motor boats that were brought to 
the islands in 1905, as these required stable, 
calm harbours where they could lie at an-
chor, and distance was less important when 
the boats had engines. This meant that vil-
lages of a different type started to grow. 

There were about 10 villages with natural 
harbours that faced the prospect of a consid-
erable growth in population at the end of the 
19th century (Guttesen 1982: 49). Villages 
such as Tvøroyri, Vágur and Klaksvík were 
affected by commercial fi shing and klip fi sh 
processing, so that they became new fi shing 
centres, and Runavík, Sørvágur, Vestman-
na and Fuglafjørður also grew (Høgnesen & 
Apostle 2002: 79), while there were two set-
tlements that were distinctly larger than the 
others in 1901: Tórshavn, with 1,607 inhab-
itants, and the parish of Froðba on Suðuroy, 
with 933 inhabitants (Guttesen 1996a: 8). 
The growth of these villages can be seen in 
Figure 3.6. The fi shing villages grew con-
stantly, and the number of villages with 
201-500 inhabitants increased. This was a 
new thing for the islands, where small set-
tlements based on farming has predominat-
ed for centuries. 

There were about a hundred sloops op-
erating in Faroese waters in the fi rst decade 
of the 20th century, including a number of 
boats that sailed regularly to Icelandic wa-
ters towards the end of the decade (Wil-
liamson 1948/ 1970: 87). The reason was 
that most of the fi sh in the Faroese waters 
were caught by foreigners and over-fi sh-
ing was already occurring (Schei & Moberg 
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Figure 3.6 Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 1901, with a population of 15,230 (Danmarks Statistik 1906: 
148-147).
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2003: 115). Thus economic activities had 
to be extended. Fishing in Icelandic waters 
was a cross between rowing boat fi shing 
and smack fi shing, and was referred to in 
Faroese as til lands, or “fi shing from ashore”. 
The Faroese fi shermen sailed to Iceland and 
took rowing boats with them from home. 
The fi sh were then caught at inshore sites, 
the crews being stationed on land (Joensen 
1992: 17). This fi shing was of great impor-
tance until the First World War. At the same 
time the English steam trawlers intensifi ed 
their activities around the Faroe Islands, 
so that Faroese inshore fi shing with small 
boats gradually declined. Thus, where 6,322 
tonnes of fi sh were caught with small boats 
in 1911, the fi gure was only 1,068 tonnes in 
1935 (Joensen 1975: 22). 

Agriculture declined after the First 
World War (Joensen 1987: 49), and the 
changes in Faroese society continued. A new 
political party, the Social Democratic Party, 
Javnaðarfl okkur, was founded in 1925, and 
the old Self-Rule Party was split by Jóannes 
Patursson, who founded the People’s Party, 
Fólkafl okkur, in 1939. The period of 1920-
1930 also included demographic changes. 
The birth rates declined from about 30 per 
thousand to about 18 per thousand, and the 
death rates dropped from over 10 to under 
7 per thousand. Emigration increased in the 
late 1920s, and the population of Tórshavn 
grew slightly more rapidly than that of the 
rest of the islands (Wylie 1987: 170). 

The 1920s were relatively good times 
for Faroese society, but after that the val-
ue of the fi sh catches declined by 60-70% 
(Joensen 1985b: 149), chiefl y because of 
the League of Nations’ economic sanctions 
against Italy, which was the main market 
for Faroese fi sh, and the simultaneous col-
lapse of the market for klip fi sh in Spain, 

which was confronted with civil war (Schei 
& Moberg 2003: 120). 

This economic crisis had serious conse-
quences for Faroese society. Many people 
practised a combination of fi shing and agri-
culture to provide a living for their families. 
In order to ease the situation, access to the 
traðir was made easier under a law passed 
in 1932 (Joensen 1985b: 17-18). The popu-
lation in 1930 was 24,200, with Klaksvík, 
Tvøroyri and Vágur on Suðuroy the largest 
settlements alongside Tórshavn and a nota-
ble increase in the population of the settle-
ments on Eysturoy (Figure 3.7). 

Fishing in the waters of Greenland be-
came the most important economic activ-
ity for the Faroese during the 1930s. About 
half of the total fi sh catch was fetched from 
there (Høgnesen 1968: 71-72). The number 
of fi shing vessels registered on the Faroe Is-
lands was 165 in 1930 and varied between 
150 and 160 during the following years 
(Joensen 1985b: 153) (Figure 3.8).

At the same time the secondary sector 
of the Faroese economy was growing. The 
number of fi rms in business was still small, 
but they were able to expand their commer-
cial activities (Wylie 1987: 135). 

3.9. ADAPTATION OF FISHERIES 

The Faroe Islands escaped from their eco-
nomic crisis during the Second World War, 
when the islands were occupied by the Brit-
ish and the local fi shermen were able to 
supply the British markets with fresh fi sh 
(Joensen 1985b: 161). The market situation 
was favourable, and this trade yielded more 
money than that in dried or salted fi sh. The 
character of Faroese fi sheries thus altered 
as the production of dried and salted fi sh 
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Figure 3.7 Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 1930, with a total population of 24,200 (Danmarks Statistik 
1930: 188-189).
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declined and the number of men on board 
the ships was reduced, so that the unem-
ployment rate increased in the early 1940s. 
But times were better than in the 1930s in 
an economic sense, with larger fi sh catch-
es because the fi shing grounds around the 
Faroe Islands were free from other trawlers 
(Joensen 1975: 22-23).
It became obvious for the Faroese and the 
Danes after the war that the constitutional 
status of the islands within the Kingdom of 
Denmark had to be changed. After lengthy 
negotiations, the present Home Rule agree-
ment, under which the Faroe Islands be-
came “a self-governing nation community 
within the kingdom of Denmark” with its 
own parliament (the Løgtingið) and govern-
ment (the Landsstýri) was reached in 1948 
(Nauerby 1996: 59-60). 

The Faroese population was still grow-
ing towards the 1950s, and Guttesen (1996a: 
8-9) points out that this growth took place 
especially in the villages and towns with 
fi shing ports and in the settlements which 
were favourably located to take on certain 

functions such as commercial trading and 
services. Guttesen mentions as one example 
Klaksvík, which grew rapidly and became 
the second largest settlement by 1950, but 
a number of other settlements also grew, 
while a number of the smallest communities 
stagnated. Urban-based functions and ac-
tivities such as administration, commerce, 
services, and the liberal professions either 
moved to, or developed in, the largest vil-
lages and towns, especially in those which 
had the greatest hinterland for such activi-
ties. By the 1960s the settlement pattern had 
developed to include several settlements 
with a population of over 1,000 and com-
prising harbour facilities, fi shing vessels, in-
dustry based on fi sheries, trading and serv-
ices (Guttesen 1982: 50). Settlements such 
as Vestamanna, Fuglafjørður, Klaksvík and 
Leirvík had grown considerably (Figure 3.9). 

Holm and Mortensen (2002: 36) char-
acterize the immediate post-war years as an 
economic boom period. Employment in-
creased again and the production of salt fi sh 
and dried fi sh gained in importance once 

Figure 3.8 Growth in the Faroese fi shing fl eet in 1910-1939 (West 1972: 142). 



72

DEPARTMENT OF GEOSCIENCES AND GEOGRAPHY A

Figure 3.9 Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 1960, with a population of 34,596 (Danmarks Statistik 1960). 
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more because these commodities were ex-
ported to the Mediterranean markets. The 
Faroese renovated their sloops and bought 
old trawlers. 

The vessels were expensive to renovate, 
however, and soon the Mediterranean mar-
kets failed again. The price of coal increased, 
and the Faroese fi shing industry was faced 
with an economic crisis in the early 1950s. 
These factors compounded each other. The 
economy collapsed, many trawler owners 
went bankrupt and sold their vessels, and 
people responded to the worsened econom-
ic opportunities by emigrating. Emigration 
increased to 500-600 per year, a fi gure 
equal to 1.3% of the population at that time 
(Guttesen 1996a: 5). 

For those who stayed on the islands, ad-
aptation to the new situation was an elemen-
tary matter. They had to fi nd new natural 
capital to replace dried and salted fi sh. The 
Faroese adapted to the new situation by con-
centrating on herring fi shing (Høgnesen & 
Apostle 2002: 85) and on reconstruction of 
the fi shing fl eet, which took mainly place 
during the period from 1956 to 1964 (West 
1972: 212). This reconstruction put the em-
phasis on larger vessels, industrial process-
ing and the development of fresh and fro-
zen products for export to Europe, especial-
ly to England (Høgnesen & Apostle 2002: 
85). The reconstruction process took place 
at high speed. Long-line vessels built of steel 
were acquired for the fl eet because they were 
suitable for long-distance use at all the tra-
ditional Faroese fi shing grounds and in new 
regions but were not too large for the small-
er Faroese companies to maintain and op-
erate. Industrialization also developed on 
land, and products such fresh fi sh, quick-
frozen fi llets, salt herring, herring oil and 
herring meal gained in importance in the 

1960s (West 1972: 213-214). Herring fi sh-
ing came to an end in the mid-1960s, when 
stocks almost vanished (Høgnesen & Apos-
tle 2002: 85). Emigration from the Faroe Is-
lands diminished in the early 1960s and the 
situation stabilized, but it worsened again 
in the late 1960s, when 1% of the popula-
tion was lost per year (Guttesen 1996a: 5).

3.10. RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 
IN THE FAROE ISLANDS

When Denmark became a member of Euro-
pean Union in 1973, the Faroe Islands stayed 
outside because of disagreements on fi sh-
ing limits. 

Following the introduction of a 200-mile 
economic exclusion zone (EEZ) in 1977, the 
Faroese started to fi sh in their home waters 
and catches there increased markedly in the 
1970s and 1980s. Thus, where 11% of the to-
tal catch came from home waters in 1974, 
the fi gure was 45% by 1982. Enormous in-
vestments were made in the fi shing indus-
try in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and a 
large number of new trawlers were built or 
bought, and large investments were made 
in the fi lleting industry (Holm & Mortensen 
2002: 38, 40). Fishing in home waters was 
intensifi ed, and catching and processing 
capacity extended, as it was already insuf-
fi cient to take all the available fi sh. Later, 
however, problems of excess capacity and a 
lack of opportunities for distant-water fi sh-
ing started to have an effect as over-fi shing 
occurred (Hamilton et al. 2004: 445). 

The growth in the fi shing industry was 
not based on any defi ned industrial or re-
gional strategy. The trend was rather that 
every village had its share of public guaran-
tees and loans (Holm & Mortensen 2002: 
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40). This had consequences for the settle-
ment pattern. Bærenholdt (1994: 163) char-
acterizes the 1970s as a period of consolida-
tion of the settlement pattern, a develop-
ment that can be explained by at least two 
factors. First, modernization of the small 
fi shing industries took place in the 1970s to 
correspond with the designation of national 
fi shing territories, and second, the provision 
of public services for the small communities 
reached its peak. Almost all villages had a 
school and health centre or infrastructur-
al connections with such facilities, which 
encouraged young families to settle down 
and helped to create new jobs. The develop-
ment of the welfare services in the commu-
nities was not conceptualized as a regional 
policy or a specifi c settlement strategy but 
was more a matter of social equality, which 
had the most obvious regional effects in the 
small villages.  

The policy was referred to in Faroese as 
bygdamenning and had formed party of 
the Home Rule agenda laid down in 1974. 
Bygdamenning ensured that the peripheral 
settlements received special treatment. The 
Faroese Government supported the fi sh-fi l-
leting factories, for example, and invested in 
the maintenance and improvement of roads, 
landing stages and harbour facilities. Freight 
and passenger transport were subsidized, 
and the same applied to the transport of raw 
fi sh from the remoter villages to the fi lleting 
factories. Each district was bound to main-
tain a school for its children between 7 and 
11 years of age, even if it only possessed one 
child (Guttesen 1996a: 10). 

The settlement pattern of the Faroe Is-
lands had developed by 1985 to a situation 
in which Tórshavn and its suburban region 
formed by far the largest town, although the 
settlements located around Skálafjørður had 

also gained in population, and clear concen-
trations of population existed in the fi shing 
towns, especially on Eysturoy (Figure 3.10). 

For most of the 1980s the Faroese econo-
my was characterized by strong growth. The 
fi shing industry was expanded and invest-
ment activity was high (Guttesen 1996b: 12). 
This was another economic boom period. 
Fish catches, manufacturing levels and pric-
es were high (Holm & Mortensen 2002: 40), 
and an intensive race for the large-scale in-
dustrial manufacture of fi sh products was 
taking place. Huge infrastructural invest-
ments were made, and the Faroese economy 
became almost entirely reliant on fi sheries. 

The Faroese fi sheries were neverthe-
less confronted with diffi culties in the lat-
ter part of the decade. Fish catches de-
clined and profi tability problems emerged. 
The Faroese had responded to the estab-
lishment of the fi shing zone by intensifying 
their activities in this zone and by process-
ing the fi sh locally, which made it important 
to invest in infrastructure and to shift from 
cod to hake fi shing (Lyck 1996: 8). By that 
time an increased fl ow of fi sh was entering 
the European markets, especially from the 
Eastern Europe, and consequently prices 
were declining. There had also been over-
exploitation of fi sh stocks in the Faroese 
waters in the 1980s, and catches were now 
reduced, which led to reductions in quotas 
in foreign waters and put even more pres-
sure on the Faroese fi sh stocks (Holm & 
Mortensen 2002: 50).

In 1989 the Faroe Islands were confront-
ed with a serious economic recession, the 
main characteristics of which were a rap-
idly contracting fi shing industry, appalling 
foreign debt and catastrophic emigration 
(Guttesen 1996a: 4). This was followed in 
the early 1990s by a dramatic decline in fi sh 
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Figure 3.10 Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 1985, with a population of 45,318
(Based on http://www.hagstova.fo/portal/page/portal/HAGSTOVAN/Statistics_%20Faroe_Islands/Statistics/
Population%20and%20elections/FOLKBYGDAR_EN).
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stocks. During the same period the Faroese 
government indulged in massive overspend-
ing (Hovgaard & Apostle 2002: 14). 

The collapse of the Faroese economy in 
1992 had severe consequences for the whole 
of the society. The whole fi shing industry 
was destroyed, GNP fell by 40%, and un-
employment increased to over 20% (Lyck 
1996: 9; Hovgaard & Apostle 2002: 14). Ac-
cording to Hovgaard & Apostle (2002: 13-
14), the collapse ended an era characterized 
by large-scale industrialism and the bygda-
menning policy, which had distributed the 
benefi ts of economic growth equally around 
the islands.

The Faroese people adapted to the crisis 
in fi shery with migration. Almost 10% of the 
population emigrated (Guttesen 1996b: 14). 
The people who moved away were primarily 
well-educated young adults whose depar-
ture was an immediate consequence of the 
crisis in fi sheries. This affected the age struc-
ture of the islands and also the sex ratio, as 
predominantly young women moved away. 
These demographic changes were felt espe-
cially acutely in the small villages (Hamilton 
et al. 2004: 451). 

According to Hamilton et al. (2004: 
452), the economic crisis in the Faroe Is-
lands during the 1990s demonstrates the 
demographic dimensions of environmen-
tal change. With the Faroese case as a ref-
erence, they point out that “outmigration 
can be rapid, generational and gendered”. 
The close link between cod and out-migra-
tion disappeared after 1996, and it is rea-
sonable to suggest that other factors such 
as the risks taken in the economy of the is-
lands and the collapse of the market for fi sh 
caused by changes in the Eastern European 
countries at that time also affected the situ-
ation. Hamilton et al. (2004: 448) suggest 

that one reason may be found in the rising 
catches of species other than cod. At any 
rate, the Faroese economy started to emerge 
more effi cient and less fragile after the crisis. 

The fi rst year in which there was a bal-
ance between in-migration and out-migra-
tion after the years of crisis was 1996, when 
unemployment fell to approximately 9% 
and wage incomes in the fi shing industry 
were increasing (Lyck 1996: 10). The Faroe 
Islands are still greatly dependent on fi sh-
eries. Almost all industry is related to this 
branch, and more than 95% of the islands’ 
exports by value come from fi sh products. 
Thus the great challenge for the economy 
lies in fl uctuations in fi sh stocks and in 
the international markets for the products 
(Hovgaard & Apostle 2002: 16). The most 
important local resource is the Atlantic cod, 
followed by other fi sh such as haddock and 
saithe (Hamilton et al. 2004: 446). 

The present settlement pattern of the 
Faroe Islands is characterized by a high 
concentration of the population in Tór-
shavn and the surrounding suburban re-
gion (Figure 3.11). Another important re-
gion is in southern Eysturoy. Klaksvík on 
Norðoyar is the second biggest settlement, 
while small islands such as Fugloy, Svínoy, 
Mykines, Hestur and Koltur have become 
increasingly peripheral. Tvøroyri and Vágur 
are the main centres on Suðuroy (Hovgaard 
& Apostle 2002: 23). 

Diversifi cation of economic activities 
seems to be the current developmental 
strategy. Attempts are being made to move 
away from dependence on a single export 
product. The potential for the exploitation 
of oil is of great importance (Lyck 1996: 12), 
and tourism has been developed. The Faroe 
Islands nevertheless seem likely to be de-
pendent on their renewable resources even 
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Figure 3.11 Settlement pattern of the Faroe Islands in 2005
(http://www.hagstova.fo/portal/page/portal/HAGSTOVAN/Statistics_%20Faroe_Islands/Statistics/Population%20
and%20elections/FOLKBYGDAR_EN).
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in the future, and therefore adaptation will 
continue to play a key role. The present set-
tlement pattern indicates that offi cial settle-
ment policy, bygdamenning, was not able to 
slow down concentration of population in 
Tórshavn and the sub-urban regions sur-
rounding the capital. Recently, smallest vil-
lages have marginalized even further. 

4. CASE STUDY II: 
ADAPTATION AND 
SETTLEMENT 
PATTERN 
DEVELOPMENT 
IN GREENLAND

The narrative of adaptation and human 
settlement in Greenland covers thousands 
of years of subsistence activities, resource 
management strategies and human reac-
tions to changes in environmental con-
ditions, all of which have had impacts on 
the establishment and distribution of hu-
man settlement. It is a story of people who 
adapted and a culture that survived under 
extremely marginal environmental condi-
tions. The settlement history of Greenland 
is characterized by the presence of the no-
madic Inuit, colonization by the Danes, a 
concentration of the Inuit population as a 
result of 20th-century economic transitions, 
modernization process and settlement poli-
cies of Greenland’s Home Rule. 

4.1. EARLY MIGRATION 

Human settlement in Greenland has always 
been under extreme pressure. The climate 
is harsh and the natural environment with 
its resources is marginal as far as habita-
tion is concerned. The island is surrounded 
by cold seas, its coastline is mountainous, 
and the inland parts are covered by an ice 
cap (Rasmussen & Hamilton 2001: 3). It is 
characteristic of the Greenlandic conditions 
that even modest changes in temperature 
could have severe consequences for people’s 
lives. Very often a variation in temperature 
has been refl ected in the number of prey 
animals. When the temperature fell, for ex-
ample, the number of sea mammals would 
increase and fi sh stocks would decline, and 
when the temperature rose again, the op-
posite happened (Petersen, H.C. 1999a: 33). 
There have even been times when no prey 
animals have been available at all.  

The Greenlandic environment has al-
ways posed challenges for the survival of the 
human population, who have had to adapt to 
the marginal conditions. The land mass is of 
colossal size, and great differences are to be 
found in local climates, vegetation and wild-
life. This is one of the coldest regions in the 
world and there is no wood available apart 
from driftwood, which means that people 
have to fi nd other means to overcome the 
cold. The sea freezes in the north of Green-
land, but in the south and southwest it re-
mains open throughout the year. People in 
the northernmost parts of the country also 
have to cope with darkness for 3-4 months 
in the year (Larsen 1960a: 124-126).

Greenland has been inhabited for the 
past 4,000-5,000 years. Its early settlement 
history is a story of people who arrived on 
the island, occupied it and then declined in 
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numbers or moved away as environmental 
fl uctuations and changes affected the abun-
dance of prey (Diamond 2005: 218-219). 
Sometimes the whole West Greenland coast 
has been settled, while in other periods on-
ly a few stretches have been inhabited, and 
occasionally people have been totally absent 
(Petersen H.C. 1991a: 11). In contrast to the 
settlement history of the Faroe Islands, the 
Inuit initially lived as nomads. 

About 5,000 years ago the climate in 
the Arctic region altered and became mild-
er, leading to the warmer period that is 
called the Bronze Age in European history. 
It seems likely that this change in climate 
was the main driving factor which induced 
the Inuit to migrate eastwards from Alas-
ka (Lidegaard 1999b: 116). The relatively 
warm Irminger current gave Greenland’s 
west coast a warmer and milder climate 
than that which existed on the east coast 
and increased the wildlife on the shores of 
Baffi n Bay, causing a great number of seals 
and whales to migrated along the west coast 
of Greenland (Mikkelsen 1999: 158). Peo-
ple then came to the island in the wake of 
the prey animals (Rasmussen 2000a: 113). 

The fi rst settlers, who arrived in Green-
land about 4,500 years ago, came to the west 
coast. They are regarded as representing the 
Saqqaq culture, so named by scholars after 
the settlement site that they fi rst established 
(Bro 1993: 10). The origins of the Saqqaq 
people were in northwest Canada (Petersen 
H.C. 1991a: 15).

After their arrival in Greenland, the 
Saqqaq people migrated along two routes. 
One group migrated along the northern 
coast of Greenland to Peary Land and the 
great fjords in that region, Danmark Fjord 
and Independence Fjord, and from there 
they advanced further towards North-East 

Greenland. This group was at one time 
considered to represent a separate culture 
termed Independence I, according to the site 
where the relevant archaeological fi nds were 
made, but it has been acknowledged later 
that they were a part of the Saqqaq group. 
People of this group had adapted their lives 
to the conditions of the Far North. They were 
able to cope with fi ve months of continuous 
daylight and an equally long period of dark-
ness, they could live in climatic conditions 
where the temperature seldom rose above 
freezing point, and they were able to hunt 
the animals that lived in the cold regions, 
such as musk ox, polar bear, seals, and birds. 
The Saqqaq people had dogs and they used 
boats and harpoons for hunting (Lidegaard 
1999b: 116-117).  

The other group moved from Thule 
southwards down the west coast of Green-
land. Their settlements have been found 
in Ittoqqottormiit (Scoresbysund), Am-
massalik and in the southernmost part of 
East Greenland (Lidegaard 1999b: 116-117). 
These people were pioneers in West Green-
land. They found driftwood which had been 
trapped on the coasts since the last Ice Age, 
and were able to heat their dwellings and 
prepare food on “boiling stones” using this 
as fi rewood. It is possible, however, that they 
used up all the driftwood, so that there was 
no wood left for their successors (Grønnow 
1995/96: 86, 89). The directions in which 
the Saqqaq people moved and the regions 
where they settled are illustrated in Figure 
4.1.

The Saqqaq people remained in Green-
land from ca. 1600 B.C. to ca. 900 B.C., 
but their eventual fate is not entirely clear. 
They either disappeared or retreated, pos-
sibly on account of unfavourable environ-
mental conditions, because the climate be-
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came colder at that time. Climatic cooling 
may have caused the disappearance of their 
prey animals, but it is also possible that a 
rise in sea level has simply destroyed all evi-

dence of their continued existence in Green-
land (Lidegaard 1999b: 118). 

Around 500 a new wave of immigrants 
arrived in Greenland, and again divided in-

Figure 4.1 Migration routes of the peoples of the Saqqaq/ Independence I culture (modifi ed from Gulløv 1999: 230). 
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to two. One group followed the coast from 
Thule northwards towards Peary Land and 
the great fjords in the north. Until recent-
ly, these hunters were considered to rep-
resent a separate Independence II culture, 
but it is now recognized that they were ac-
tually a part of a larger group referred to 
as the Dorset people, after the fi rst site of 
their fi nds, at Cape Dorset in Canada (Lide-
gaard 1999b: 118).  

Another group of the Dorset people mi-
grated southwards and reached Kap Farvel 
in South Greenland, and it is also possible 
that they may have migrated from there up 
the east coast. At least there is archaeologi-
cal evidence to indicate the presence of the 
Dorset culture in East Greenland. The Dor-
set people used ulo (a women’s knife), for 
instance, and they learned to build snow 
huts. They used harpoons for hunting in 
the same way as the Saqqaq culture (Lide-
gaard 1999b: 118). The migration routes of 
the two groups are illustrated in Figure 4.2.

The Dorset people adapted their lives to 
the conditions of northern Greenland and 
the east coast, but not to the open-water re-
gion on the west coast or to the Sub-Arc-
tic environmental conditions. Their sub-
sistence activities were mainly based on 
hunting on the sea ice and inland hunting 
for reindeer (Gulløv 1999: 221; Lidegaard 
1999b: 119). Presumably they hunted wal-
rus, seals, caribou, polar bears, foxes, ducks, 
geese and seabirds. They did not have dogs, 
and they did not use bows and arrows. They 
also lacked skin-lined boats, and therefore 
they could not hunt whales in the sea, nor 
did they have dog sleds. For that reason they 
were relatively immobile. It was also diffi -
cult to feed a large population because of 
the lack of whale-hunting. The Dorset peo-
ple lived in small settlements of one or two 

houses, which could accommodate 10 peo-
ple at most (Diamond 2005: 256). 

It is not known when or why the Dor-
set people disappeared from the west coast, 
but when the next immigrants, the Norse-
men, arrived there in the latter part of the 
10th century, they did not fi nd any people 
there, merely reporting former settlement 
sites and the remains of vessels and tools. 
An interplay between several factors may ex-
plain the disappearance of the Dorset peo-
ple. They were unable to hunt large marine 
mammals in the open water regions, for 
example, and they were also relatively im-
mobile, because they did not use dog sleds 
and they lived at quite permanent settle-
ment sites. Moving after varying quanti-
ties of prey animals would have demanded 
a great deal of effort. The ice-free sea may 
also have been a cultural barrier for them, 
as they were able to hunt seals on ice but 
not in open water. When the climate became 
milder, the periods with an ice cover would 
have become shorter and the Dorset people 
would not have been able to hunt as much as 
before (Gulløv 1999: 221). Another possible 
explanation is that the Saqqaq people had 
used all the driftwood on the west coast of 
Greenland, which may have weakened the 
chances of the Dorset people being able to 
continue their existence. 

Although the Dorset culture seems to 
have disappeared from West Greenland, it 
is possible that people continued to live in 
the Ammassalik district of East Greenland. 
At least the culture of the present population 
has features similar to that associated with 
the Dorset people, in terms of their equip-
ment and their ornamental art (Petersen 
1991a: 16). The Saqqaq and Dorset cultures 
have been distinguished as belonging to pal-
aeoeskimos who based their livelihood on 
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subsistence in the tundra and inland areas. 
These cultures were followed by neoeskimos 
with a coastal culture, who based their liveli-
hood on the hunting of sea mammals (Lide-
gaard 1999b: 120-121). 

The last major wave of immigration 
into Greenland was the expansion of the 
Thule culture, which was a neoeskimo 
culture (Armstrong et al. 1978: 170). The 
Thule people arrived in Greenland in the 

Figure 4.2 Migration routes of the Dorset culture (modifi ed from Gulløv 1999: 230). 
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12th century (Gulløv 1999: 225), at a time 
when a gradual climatic cooling was start-
ing again. These people arrived from Can-
ada and Alaska (Rasmussen 2000a: 113), 
and on reaching Greenland some of them 

continued along the west coast and others 
along the east coast. They adapted to the 
Greenlandic environment with its colder cli-
matic conditions by living in permanent turf 
houses on the coast for most of the year, 

Figure 4.3 Migration routes of the Thule culture (modifi ed from Gulløv 1999: 230).  
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a settlement strategy that enabled them to 
hunt sea mammals. The Thule people had 
also learned effective techniques for hunt-
ing whales, which ensured that they had 
blubber to keep their houses warm, as they 
would not have found any driftwood. More-
over, especially in the whaling regions, large 
communal houses were built to accommo-
date several families (Lidegaard 1999b: 121-
122). The Thule people had dog sleds for use 
on land and large boats for sea journeys, 
which made it easier for them to travel and 
to transport supplies (Diamond 2005: 257). 
The migration routes and inhabited areas of 
the Thule culture are shown in Figure 4.3. 

4.2. NORSE SETTLEMENT 
IN GREENLAND 

4.2.1. ARRIVAL OF THE NORSEMEN 
IN GREENLAND 

The fi rst European inhabitants of Green-
land were the Norsemen. In 982, an Ice-
lander called Erik the Red was outlawed for 
three years for killing a man, which meant 
that anyone could kill him without punish-
ment during those three years. This caused 
him to leave Iceland and sail west to inves-
tigate Greenland in 982-985. In spring 985 
he returned home to Iceland and gathered 
people for a Landnám, or initial coloniza-
tion, of Greenland, and so it was that in 986 
the Norse settlers arrived (Armstrong et al. 
1978: 170; Petersen 1991a: 16). 

The Landnám in Greenland took place in 
the period 985-1000 (Dugmore et al. 2005b: 
28), when the Norsemen established their 
main two villages for the following 100 years 
in the fjords near Qaqortoq in South Green-

land (a site called Østerbygden or the East-
ern Settlement) and in the fjords of Nuuk (a 
settlement called Vesterbygden or the West-
ern Settlement) (Bro 1993: 13-14). At most 
about 3,000 inhabitants lived in the two set-
tlements (Gad 1954a: 36), where about 280 
farms were created (Figure 4.4). 

The establishment of the Norse colo-
nies in Greenland was evidently motivated 
by several “push factors”. The climate was 
milder during the colonization because of 
the prevailing Medieval Warm Period (Dug-
more et al. 2005a: 6). Cultivable land was 
sparse in Iceland and pressure was being 
exerted on the land by uncontrolled sheep 
farming, which caused deforestation and 
a lack of grazing land (Rasmussen 2000a: 
123). It is also possible that, in addition to 
knowledge of the new settlement opportu-
nities, Erik the Red brought “talk of ways 
to make money” with him to Iceland, i.e. he 
may have promoted the new settlements by 
promising opportunities to trade in walrus 
ivory and furs (Dugmore et al. 2005a: 6). 

The decision as to where to settle may be 
regarded as the fi rst adaptive decision that 
the Norsemen of Greenland made, as was 
the case with the fi rst settlers on the Faroe 
Islands. The natural environment of South-
West Greenland was characterized by cool 
summers and moderate winters, high pre-
cipitation and sparse vegetation. Neverthe-
less, continental pockets close to the inland 
ice cap with a local climate there had quite 
the opposite characteristics. Here the sum-
mers were warm, the winters were cold, pre-
cipitation was relatively low and the vegeta-
tion was rich. Such locations were favoured 
by the settlers because they had the best 
grazing lands and distances from high qual-
ity grazing lands were shortest (McGovern 
1980: 249). The settlers seem to have been 
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on the lookout for fresh water and shelter, 
providing locations where it was possible to 
found a society which based its economic 
activities on cattle breeding and sheep rear-
ing, as in their former homeland of Iceland 

(Bro 1993: 13-14). 
After some time the Norsemen estab-

lished the Western Settlement. According 
to McGovern (1980: 249), it seems likely 
that they occupied the inner fjord area al-

Figure 4.4 The Western and Eastern Settlements (modifi ed from Bro 1993: 14).
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most completely. The Western Settlement 
was smaller of the two, with about 800-
1,000 inhabitants (Orlove 2005: 593), and 
its distribution pattern was characterized by 
a series of linear chains of farms 2-3 kilo-
metres apart along the fjords. In the Eastern 
Settlement, which was located further south 
and was larger, the distribution pattern was 
similar, with the exception of a dense clus-
ter of farms that developed. It is possible 
that there was only one large household at 
Garðar, the main farmstead, rather than 
several holdings (Vésteinsson et al. 2002: 
11-12). 

The Norse society was led by a small 
number of chiefs, while the other mem-
bers of the society were independent small-
holders, tenant farmers and slaves. Slavery 
was abolished in Greenland during the fi rst 
couple of centuries, as on the Faroe Islands, 
but the number of independent farmers al-
so started to decrease as they were forced 
to become tenants of the chiefs (Diamond 
2005: 239). Collective decisions were made 
by the Althing, on which the wealthiest men 
in the community held seats. The Catholic 
Church started to gain in importance. Fol-
lowing the Christianization of the Greenland 
Norsemen around 1000, and an independ-
ent bishopric was established in 1124 was 
and made subordinate to the Archbishop of 
Trondheim (Nidaros) in Norway. The seat of 
the bishop was established at Garðar in the 
Eastern Settlement, which became relatively 
wealthy during the Middle Ages. The Bishop 
of Greenland also gained great political and 
economic power and was represented in the 
Althing (Bro 1993: 15). 

The Norsemen of Greenland did not have 
ships for crossing the sea like the Faroese 
did. Their boats were small and enabled 
them to travel only along the West Green-

land coast. This made them dependent on 
their trade partners (Orlove 2005: 594). The 
Norsemen could conduct long journeys to 
the outer fjord regions, however, for which 
purpose base camps had to be established 
(McGovern 1980: 254-255). 

The Norsemen were dependent on trade 
because cereals could not be cultivated and 
had to be imported along with other neces-
sities such as wood, iron and equipment. 
As a consequence of this dependence, com-
merce developed with the merchants of Ber-
gen. The Norsemen of Greenland paid for 
their imports from Europe with skins and 
narwhale teeth (Gad 1954a: 36; Bro 1993: 
15). 

The most valuable export item was wal-
rus ivory, which was caught on hunting jour-
neys to the Disko Bay region, the Norðsetur, 
or northern hunting grounds (Dugmore et 
al. 2007b: 17). Walrus tusks were highly val-
ued in Scandinavia and Western Europe in 
the fi rst 250 years of the Norse settlement 
in Greenland, but later markets gradually 
changed because elephant ivory became 
available in Europe and walrus ivory de-
clined in value (Roesdahl 2005: 189).

Greenland became a part of the Kingdom 
of Norway in 1261, which meant that the 
Norsemen had to pay more taxes in addition 
to the tithes that they paid earlier. Wealth 
gradually concentrated at Garðar, the bish-
op’s estate (Fredskild 1988: 387), and power 
concentrated increasingly in the hands of a 
small elite (Dugmore et al. 2005b: 16). The 
reason for the decision to join the kingdom 
was most probably related to the fact that 
the Norsemen were dependent on Norwe-
gian shipping (Helle 2005: 12). In fact, the 
Greenlandic trade became a Norwegian mo-
nopoly. The Norwegians promised to send a 
ship every year, a similar agreement to that 
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made with the Norsemen of the Faroes, but 
they were not always able to fulfi l that prom-
ise (Orlove 2005: 594). There is no infor-
mation about legal conditions in the Norse 
colonies after their submission to the Nor-
wegian crown, but it can be presumed that 
Norwegian law was adopted in some form 
(Helle 2005: 15). 

Although the Norse society in Greenland 
was subordinated to the Norwegian state, 
the Crown did not have the same pow-
er to organize the community as it did on 
the Faroe Islands. It did not own farms on 
Greenland and it was only represented by 
a bailiff, whose task was to collect the taxes 
and duties which farmers paid to the state 
as a guarantee for maintaining the ship con-
nection with Norway (Bro 1996: 15). 

4.2.2. SUBSISTENCE ACTIVITIES AND 
ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES 

The climate in Greenland was relatively mild 
during the Medieval Warm Period of 800-
1300, and it was during that time that the 
Norse immigrants arrived. The milder cli-
matic conditions made it easier for them to 
practice agriculture (Diamond 2005: 219). 

Vésteinsson et al. (2002: 3) suggest that 
the Norsemen based their settlement and 
subsistence activities on elements import-
ed from their homeland, as did the Norse 
settlers on the Faroe Islands. They had to 
start without any ecological knowledge of 
their new natural environment with its Arc-
tic vegetation and climate (Fredskild 1988: 
385) and had to adapt their subsistence ac-
tivities gradually to the new homeland in 
at least three respects, their management 
of land resources, their choice of domestic 
animals, and their use of local wild products 

to supplement their nutrition. 
The land resources were vital and they 

were managed carefully. The land around 
the Norse settlements was owned either by 
individual farmers or collectively by a group 
of farmers who held the rights over its re-
sources, including grazing land, hay, rein-
deer, turf, berries and driftwood. The land 
was organized into fi elds of three types, as 
on the Faroe Islands. The infi eld area, that 
nearest to the main house, was fenced in to 
keep the livestock out and was mainly used 
for hay production, the outfi eld area was fur-
ther away from the main farm and outside 
the fence, and the shielings, buildings and 
their surrounding land in the remoter up-
land areas, were used for hay production 
and animal grazing during the summer sea-
son. These shielings enabled patches of land 
in the mountains to be used as rangeland, 
which meant that when the animals were 
moved uphill they could eat new grass there 
(Diamond 2005: 236, 225) and spare the 
grazing land elsewhere. 

There is evidence that the Norsemen 
changed their livestock composition from 
zoo-archaeological studies carried out at the 
Western Settlement which indicate that the 
main domestic animals were cattle, sheep 
and goats, although pigs, dogs and horses 
were also kept (McGovern 1980: 251). Ex-
cavations have shown a high number of cat-
tle bones, and a low number of sheep and 
goat bones remaining from the initial set-
tlement phase. This indicates that cattle-
breeding was the main subsistence activity 
in the early centuries of Norse settlement 
(Øye 2005: 363). 

It gradually transpired, however, that 
pigs, which were kept during the initial 
settlement phase, were not suitable for the 
Arctic environment as they destroyed the 
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roots of the vegetation (Vésteinsson et al. 
2002: 9). They were therefore soon reduced 
in numbers or totally dropped from the live-
stock combinations. In time the numbers of 
cattle were also reduced, as cows required 
more effort and intensive work than sheep 
and had to be fed with hay, which was cov-
ered by snow for most of the year. They also 
had to be kept inside for a major part of the 
year (Diamond 2005: 223). 

The Norsemen extended and diversifi ed 
their subsistence activities to include hunt-
ing, which provided an important supple-
ment for their diet. In particular, they hunt-
ed migratory seals, which were caught on 
the coasts of the outer fjord regions about 
70-80 km from the Western Settlement and 
about 40-50 km from the Eastern Settle-
ment. They also hunted reindeer in the au-
tumn (Orlove 2005: 593). As the seals were 
hunted in the outer fjords and the farms 
were concentrated in the inner fjords, the 
Norseman had to use extra energy to make 
use of both sources of nutrition (McGovern 
1980: 253). 

4.2.3. DECLINE OF THE NORSE SOCIETY 

The hardships that affl icted the Norse socie-
ty on Greenland began during the 14th centu-
ry. The Western Settlement became extinct 
around 1350 (McGovern 1980: 246), but the 
larger and the more southerly Eastern Set-
tlement survived about a century longer. Al-
though there is no proven evidence of what 
happened to the people living in the two set-
tlements, the Norse society may be regarded 
as an example of a society that did attempt 
to adapt to changing environmental and so-
cio-economic circumstances but did not suc-
ceed. Several factors seem to have interacted 

synergistically to bring this about (Amorosi 
et al. 1997: 509; Hamilton et al. 2000: 195). 

One important factor that infl uenced the 
fate of the Norsemen was a change in cli-
matic conditions. The Little Ice Age, a pe-
riod of climatic cooling that began around 
1250-1300, started to marginalize the 
North Atlantic societies and their econo-
mies (McGovern et al. 1988: 228). The full 
transition from the Medieval Warm Period 
to the Little Ice Age had taken place by the 
1420s, and had increased the extent of the 
pack ice on the coasts of South Greenland, 
severely hampering the hunting of sea mam-
mals. This hit the Norse economy hard be-
cause walrus ivory was the most important 
export item and seals were vital for nutri-
tion. The winters became colder and longer, 
and the lower summer temperatures mar-
ginalized hay growth and production (Or-
love 2005: 594).

The pack ice also made it diffi cult for 
ships to sail to Greenland and marginalized 
economic and cultural connections with the 
outside world. This fi nally ended the trade 
with Norway, which caused lack of iron and 
timber in Greenland, and increased the cul-
tural distance from Europe. Moreover, the 
Black Death, which struck Norway in 1349-
50, and caused the economic and political 
attention in that country to move towards 
the south and east as the Hanseatic mer-
chants started to gain more power. Nor-
way’s position weakened, which may have 
marginalized the Norsemen of Greenland 
still further. Interest in their main export 
item, walrus ivory, also decreased because 
the European markets came to be directed 
towards elephant ivory. All these factors re-
duced Norway’s motivation to send ships 
to Greenland (McGovern et al. 1988: 228; 
Diamond 2005: 267). Thus ship connec-
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tions to Bergen came to an end around the 
year 1400 (Bro 1993: 17-18), by which time 
the Western Settlement had already been 
abandoned. 

One possible socio-economic change 
may have taken place on account of the In-
uit. The Thule culture had expanded along 
the west coast of Greenland around the 
year 1000 (Orlove 2005: 594), and it was 
in about 1150 that the Norsemen, moving 
northwards on their hunting journeys, fi rst 
observed signs of the Inuit, who were mov-
ing southwards (McGovern 1980: 246). The 
Inuit established their winter settlements 
in outer fjord locations at the same time 
as the Norse settlements were being built 
on the inner fjords, and it is possible that 
some confrontations, tension, or competi-
tion occurred between the two groups. The 
presence of the Inuit may at least have lim-
ited the Norsemen’s use of the outer fjord 
regions, which were important for their 
overseas trade and seal hunting (McGov-
ern 1980: 265). 

The Norsemen themselves also caused 
changes in local environments which, com-
bined with the cooling of the climate, nar-
rowed their opportunities for survival. The 
Norse adaptive response to climatic change 
was to intensify their existing strategies. 
Grazing may have caused a change in plant 
species composition on the pasture lands, 
increasing productivity on some grassy pas-
tures, but rapidly altering the species com-
position of others if grazing took place early 
in the growing season (Fredkild 1988: 388). 
McGovern et al. (1988: 231-232) suggest 
that the Norsemen were hesitant about re-
ducing grazing intensity in response to low-
ered pasture productivity, so that overstock-
ing occurred. The ground cover may also 
have suffered because of trampling by ani-

mals and people, so that erosion occurred. 
The infi eld-outfi eld system, which was im-
ported to the Norse colony on Greenland, 
as also to that on the Faroe Islands, may be 
regarded as a conscious strategy to reduce 
pressure on the vegetation. The stone walls 
that separated the infi elds from the outfi elds 
restricted trampling and limited grazing ac-
cess somewhat, but it seems likely that the 
land management system was not enough 
to hinder environmental degradation. 

In terms of adaptation, it is interesting 
to consider why the Norsemen of Greenland 
did not learn from the Inuit and adapt their 
strategies for survival. One possible explana-
tion is that they were conservative and could 
not or would not adopt new strategies, or an-
other is that tensions developed between the 
two groups and they kept their distance for 
that reason (Dugmore et al. 2005a: 5; Or-
love 2005: 594). A more fl exible settlement 
pattern, for example, could have assisted in 
the survival of the Norsemen. As McGov-
ern (1980: 270-271) suggests, if they had 
put more effort into year-round sea mam-
mal hunting and occupied the outer fjord 
regions, they could have hunted more mi-
gratory seals. Also, the establishment of per-
manent settlements in the outer fjord re-
gions might have discouraged the Inuit from 
hunting there. Alternatively, as McGovern 
points out, the Norsemen could have moved 
entirely to the coast, establishing seal and 
whaling stations and expanding their fi sh-
ing efforts. A change in settlement pattern 
and an attempt at learning from their Inu-
it neighbours could have been a successful 
adaptation strategy in the constantly more 
marginal environmental conditions of the 
time.  

As it is, it would seem that the Norsemen 
who colonized Greenland adapted to their 
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new environment by changing the compo-
sition of their livestock, by using an infi eld-
outfi eld system to reduce pressure on the 
vegetation, and by hunting wild animals to 
support their other subsistence activities 
and to enable them to continue with their 
overseas trade. It is still the case, however, 
that the Norsemen put too much pressure 
on the vegetation. Climatic cooling, econom-
ic marginalization and perhaps also compe-
tition from the Inuit added to the pressure 
on the Norse society in a synergistic man-
ner, and by the middle of the 15th-century 
the Eastern Settlement had declined. When 
the Europeans re-discovered Greenland af-
ter 1500, they found no signs of the Norse 
society, but the Inuit now dominated the is-
land, which does prove that human survival 
had continued to be possible there.  

4.3. THE INUIT AND THEIR 
ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES 

The Inuit, who were descendants of the 
Thule culture, adapted their livelihood to 
the natural environment of Greenland and 
its fl uctuations. Certain adaptive strategies 
from the history of the Inuit may be cited 
as relevant examples of their capacity for 
adaptation, most notably their fl exible and 
highly developed hunting techniques and 
technologies on land, sea and ice, their use 
of a large and varying renewable resource 
base and a diversifi ed set of subsistence ac-
tivities, their familiarity with environmental 
variations, their societal fl exibility, mobility 
and adaptable settlements, and their well-
defi ned rules and practices. 

The Inuit used highly developed hunting 
techniques and technologies, and it is this 
that enabled them to survive in the mar-

ginal environment. Their subsistence activi-
ties were based on a strategy of using all the 
renewable resources that were available on 
the island. They put their emphasis on the 
hunting of sea mammals, however, especial-
ly seals, which provided them with their ba-
sic necessities: food, oil for their lamps and 
skins for their clothing, boats and shelters. 
Hunting took place on land, sea and the sea 
ice. Moreover, the Inuit fi shed and gathered 
mussels, seaweed, plants and berries (Ras-
mussen 2000a: 116). Seasonal and annual 
variations in animal stocks occurred contin-
uously in the Arctic, and it was quite possible 
for some hunted animals simply to disap-
pear. The Inuit coped with such variations 
on the strength of their great familiarity with 
nature (Dahl 1999: 11).

According to Hammer et al. (1921: 74), 
the hunting techniques, equipment and 
prey animals were divided into the Arctic 
and Sub-Arctic groups, which overlapped 
to some extent. Arctic hunting took place 
in regions where the sea was covered by ice 
in winter, so that dog sleds and ice hunting 
were highly developed there. The main prey 
animals were ringed seals and walrus. As an 
example of an Arctic hunting technique, the 
hunting of ringed seals was highly special-
ized. The ringed seals overwintered under 
the ice off the Greenland coasts, and the In-
uit would open up breathing holes through 
the ice and covered them with a cone of 
snow. A hunter would stand near the cone 
until a seal arrived to breath and harpoon 
it through the cone. As the seal swam off, 
the head of the harpoon would detach itself 
from the shaft but remain attached to a rope, 
which the hunter would pull until the seal 
became exhausted and could be pulled out 
onto the ice (Diamond 2005: 260). As the 
climate started to cool, the hunting of ringed 
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seals from the sea ice became more com-
mon along the southern coastline of West 
Greenland. 

When the Inuit migrated along the south 
coast of Greenland they adapted their hunt-
ing to the more Sub-Arctic conditions. De-
spite the climatic cooling caused by the Little 
Ice Age, the climate of South Greenland was 
relatively mild for the Inuit, and the water 
was free from ice throughout the year. Sub-
Arctic hunting techniques therefore need-
ed to be developed, e.g. kayaks (in Green-
landic qajaq), waterproof clothing made of 
seal skins, harpoons, and umiaqs, “wom-
en’s boats”, while dog sleds, for instance, 
lost their importance as means of transport 
(Viemose 1976: 10). The ingenious feature 
of the equipment was that everything was 
light and built of easily available materials 
(Lidegaard 1999a: 111). Qajaqs, which were 
made of seal skins, were essential for the 
Inuit because they enabled seal hunting to 
take place in open water regions. They were 
most numerous and most highly developed 
in South Greenland, where they could be 
used throughout the year (Hammer et al. 
1921: 81 Petersen H.C. 1991a: 20). The prin-
cipal prey animals were pelagic seals, which 
migrated along the coast during the summer 
because they could not live under the per-
manent ice cover (Hammer et al. 1921: 74). 

The Inuit used umiaqs for hunting 
whales and for general sea transport. These 
were larger skin boats in which several peo-
ple could be transported. Their importance 
was especially pronounced because dog 
sleds could not be used in the extreme south 
of Greenland. An umiaq was thus the only 
means of transport that women and chil-
dren could use when they wanted to move 
from one place to another (Hammer et al. 
1921: 81). In addition, whaling took place 

from umiaqs, with harpoons as the main 
equipment. The hunters rowed their umiaq 
so close to the whale that they could throw 
the harpoon (Larsen 1960b: 167). For hunt-
ing on land the Inuit used bows and arrows 
(Diamond 2005: 257).

A further adaptive strategy for the Inuit 
was their fl exible societal structure. Their 
settlements generally consisted of extended 
family groups, which moved about in search 
of favourable hunting opportunities. The ba-
sis for the existence of a group was presence 
of one or several skilled hunters who could 
supply the whole group with food (Skjelbo 
1995: 14, 94). The division of labour was 
generally based on a kin-ordered and sex-
ually defi ned system. The Inuit had well-de-
fi ned rules and practices that they followed. 
Sharing was important, for example. When 
large marine mammals were caught, the In-
uit shared the meat between all the mem-
bers of the group according to well-defi ned 
rules and practices (Marquardt & Caulfi eld 
1996: 108-109; Rasmussen 2000a: 117). An-
other unwritten but strictly maintained rule 
was that a man should be taught to hunt 
and had to hunt as long at it was physical-
ly possible for him. Laziness was regarded 
as a crime (Oldendow 1936: 53). The com-
plex system of sharing meat, exchanging 
presents of meat and the division of labour 
increased security in the Inuit society, and 
survival of the group was promoted by con-
stantly changing its composition, moving 
between summer and winter settlements 
and always being present in the locations 
where the hunting opportunities were best 
(Dahl 1999: 11).

Mobility was perhaps the most impor-
tant adaptive strategy that the Inuit had de-
veloped, a view that is supported by Lide-
gaard (1999a: 111), for example. As sea mam-
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mals were the most important prey animals, 
the Inuit followed them during the summer, 
and their summer settlements were tents, 
which could be moved more easily from one 
place to another. In the autumn reindeer 
hunting and trout fi shing were undertaken 
in the inland areas, and in winter the Inuit 
would live more sedentary lives by the coast 
and hunt seals on the ice (Bro 1993: 10-11). 

The summer tents were made of skins 
and were light to transport and easy to pack 
them when it was time to move on to a new 
settlement site, i.e. if the hunting and trap-
ping were not successful. The winter houses 
were built of stones and covered and insulat-
ed with turf. The entrance was usually low, 
long and narrow in order to prevent the cold 
and snow from entering the house. Light 
came into the house through a pane made 
of gut. Warmth and light were provided by 
a big soapstone lamp. The walls were cov-
ered with skins (Oldendow 1936: 42; Ros-
ing & Gynther 1999: 131-132). 

The Inuit varied their settlements based 
on the main resource base. In the most thin-
ly populated parts of the land, the sealing 
districts, the turf houses were small and had 
room for one or two families, but in the more 
densely populated areas in the south and 
in the Ammassalik district, where hunting 
of the larger sea mammals required more 
people, large houses for extended families 
were built (Hammer et al. 1921: 76), because 
several men were needed to hunt whales. 
Large houses also saved heating energy. The 
quantity and quality of the natural resources 
and the daily range of action of the hunters 
determined the size of the households and 
their spatial dispersion. 

Contacts existed between the Inuit 
groups in different parts of the country. 
Not only goods, but also knowledge, expe-

riences, and legends were exchanged. Trad-
ing sites emerged in locations where settle-
ment groups met each other (Bro 1993: 13), 
and summer appointments called aassiv-
ik were held at a central site on the coast 
(Lidegaard 1999b: 122). Meetings between 
settlement groups provided the Inuit with 
hunting equipment and means of storing 
food, and also spreading knowledge about 
hunting techniques and the locations of prey 
animals. 

Although the Inuit mastered life in this 
marginalized environment by virtue of their 
specialized hunting techniques, diversifi ed 
subsistence activities, highly developed 
hunting equipment, fl exible social organi-
zation and high degree of mobility, life in 
Greenland was precarious. Starvation and 
accidents were very much a part of every-
day life. 

4.4. EUROPEAN INFLUENCE IN 
1500-1900: EXPEDITIONS, 
WHALING, COLONIZATION, 
MISSIONS AND THE 
TRADE MONOPOLY 

Connections between Europe and Green-
land were interrupted at the time when the 
ship connections with Norway were broken 
off and taken up again in the 1500s. The 
most important factors infl uencing Inuit so-
ciety up to the 20th century may be said to 
have been expeditions, whaling, missionary 
work and colonization, which included the 
establishment of a trade monopoly. These 
elements imposed from the outside had a 
considerable infl uence on the way that the 
Greenlandic society developed. 

The English, Danish and Dutch started 
whaling in Greenlandic waters in the 1500s 
(Oldendow 1936: 55), in order to satisfy the 
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demand for train oil on the European mar-
ket. Train oil was used for lighting and for 
soap production. From the 1650s until the 
fi rst half of the 1700s, Dutch whalers domi-
nated these activities, and they also started 
to trade with the Inuit. Trading sites were 
established, and the Dutch obtained blub-
ber, polar bear and fox furs and narwhal and 
walrus tusks from the Inuit in exchange for 
socks, mittens, woollen clothes, knives, nee-
dles, mirrors, glass pearls and alcohol, for 
example. Some of these items, such as alco-
hol, were directly harmful to the Inuit, while 
others contributed to their lives by improv-
ing their hunting equipment and facilitating 
their everyday activities. Trade was based on 
barter deals with fi xed prices, and the Dutch 
received profi ts of several hundred percent 
relative to European prices.

One important feature of the trade with 
the Europeans was that it gradually altered 
the whole Inuit society. This was very much 
a matter of dependence. The Inuit became 
increasingly dependent on European items, 
and started to acquire blubber and furs for 
the purposes of trade rather than for their 
own food stores. Seal hunters were moti-
vated to trade with the Europeans because 
they could exchange their goods for more ef-
fi cient European hunting equipment, which 
enabled them to increase production and 
achieve greater wealth. Thus a class distinc-
tion gradually began to emerge in the oth-
erwise egalitarian Inuit society. Effective 
European whaling also meant that the In-
uit had to concentrate increasingly on seal 
hunting (Bro 1993: 25).

In addition to trade, colonization and 
colonialism were important factors that in-
fl uenced the development of the Inuit so-
ciety. The period of colonialism started in 
1721, when the Norwegian missionary Hans 

Egede arrived in Greenland. He established 
the fi rst permanent settlement near Nuuk, 
on an island called Håbets Ø. Hans Egede’s 
work was supported by merchants from Ber-
gen and had the offi cial blessing of King 
Frederik IV (Armstrong et al. 1978: 170). 
The fi rst colony on Håbets Ø was moved to 
the mainland in 1728 and it was then that 
it gained the name of “the Colony of God-
thaab”, which was later to become the capi-
tal of Greenland.

Although no accurate censuses exist 
from that time, approximately 8,000 Inu-
it lived in Greenland when Hans Egede ar-
rived (Armstrong et al. 1978: 189). The Ber-
gen merchants established a trading com-
pany (Thorleifsen 1999: 217), for the pur-
pose of fi nding new economic opportunities 
in Greenland and fi nancing missions (Bro 
1993: 54), but trade was not successful. The 
Dutch competed with them in whaling and 
dominated the trading sites, where they ex-
changed items with the Inuit. The Bergen 
Company thus had to cease its activities 
in 1726, and until 1734, when trading with 
Greenland was taken over by Jakob Sever-
in (Petersen H.C. 1991a: 28), supplies were 
provided by the King (Sørensen 1983: 11). 

The Danish colonization period in the 
18th century was dominated by trade and 
missions. The Herrnhutian missionaries es-
tablished their fi rst station in the vicinity of 
the colony of Godthaab in 1733. Although 
there were some disagreements between the 
Danish Lutheran Church and the Herrnhu-
tian Mission about religious matters, both 
churches did agree that the practising of re-
ligion and teaching of the people required 
a more sedentary and concentrated form 
of settlement. Thus small Inuit turf houses 
gradually arose around the mission stations. 
The views of the Mission did not coincide 
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with those of the Trade Monopoly, howev-
er. Seal hunting and the products derived 
from it, blubber and skins, were the main 
interest of the traders, and seal hunting, by 
contrast with the missionary work, required 
a dispersed settlement pattern. This led to 
confl icts of interest between the Trade Mo-
nopoly and the Mission (Skjelbo 1995: 96), 
and although some concentration of pop-
ulation did take place around the mission 
station, most of the Inuit still lived in a dis-
persed manner and hunted seals. 

The colonization processes became con-
cretized in the settlement pattern of Green-
land. The fi rst sign of that was the establish-
ment of permanent settlements, or colonies, 
where the Danes lived. These were founded 
along the west coast and were manned by a 
few dozen people who were attached to the 
central administration in Copenhagen. The 
colonies were almost entirely self-reliant. A 
ship came from Denmark only once or twice 
a year supplying the inhabitants with the 
necessities of life (Rasmussen 2000a: 116). 
Three such colonies were established dur-
ing the period when Jacob Severin was in 
charge (1734-1750): Christianshåb in 1734, 
Jakobshavn (Ilulissat) in 1741 and Freder-
sikshåb (Paamiut) in 1742. 

Severin’s company suffered from eco-
nomic hardships because of the Dutch whal-
ing and smuggling and the company was 
closed down in 1750 (Bro 1993: 55), at which 
point trade was taken over by a company 
called Det almindelige handelskompag-
ni, which maintained it until 1774. During 
that period seven new colonies were estab-
lished: Sukkertoppen in 1755, Egedesminde 
in 1759, Holsteinsborg in 1764, Uumman-
naq in 1761, Upernavik in 1769, Godhavn in 
1773 and Julianehaab in 1774 (Gad 1954b: 
158). 

Colonization activities were concentrat-
ed in South and West Greenland, in an ar-
ea extending from Disko Bay to Kap Farvel 
which was the region where most of the 
hunting took place. At the same time the 
northernmost part of the country and the 
whole of East Greenland were almost totally 
ignored by the Danes. These regions were 
diffi cult to sail to, which did not make them 
economically interesting, and they were in-
habited by a highly dispersed Inuit popula-
tion. The Thule district in the North Green-
land was not colonized until 1910, and in-
deed the population had not even had any 
contacts with Europeans prior to that time. 
The people living in East Greenland were 
in fact equally isolated, as a trading station 
was established in Ammassalik only in 1895. 
East Greenland became a part of the Danish 
colony in 1933, as a consequence of a rul-
ing by the International Court in the Hague 
(Skjelbo 1995: 95).

After the closure of Det almindelige han-
delskompagni in 1774 Greenland’s trade 
was supervised by the Danish government 
(Sørensen 1983: 11), which established the 
Royal Greenland Trading Company (KGH), 
with a monopoly over all trade, in 1776. In 
1782 a set of Trade Instructions (Kongelig 
Reskript af 17. april 1782) were issued which 
closed Greenland to foreigners and gave the 
offi cials of the KGH full authority in all mat-
ters of trade. The main principle was that 
the Inuit should receive the highest possi-
ble consideration and should at the same 
time be protected from destructive infl u-
ences from the outside (Armstrong et al. 
1978: 171). The general view was that colo-
nial policies should not interfere too much 
with the traditional way of life of the Inuit, 
except for trade (Rasmussen 2000a: 117). 
The decision effectively isolated Greenland. 
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It prevented access to new innovations from 
the outside and ensured that it remained a 
hunting society. West Greenland was divid-
ed into two regions, South Greenland and 
North Greenland, each under an inspector 
who was responsible for reporting to the 
Managing Director in Copenhagen (Arm-
strong et al. 1978: 171). 

The KGH processed and exported Green-
landic products, and retail prices, wages and 
the prices to be paid for raw materials from 
Greenland were determined by the state. 
Thus the Danish state gained control over 
living standards in Greenland. Prices and 
wages were fi xed everywhere, in an effort to 
maintain the sustainability of hunting and 
to buffer the economy of Greenland against 
fl uctuations in world markets. The prices in 
retail shops were also relatively low for items 
which the Danes considered to be “necessi-
ties of life” while the prices of “luxury goods” 
were high (Mattox 1973: 151-152). The sub-
stance of what were “necessities” and what 
were “luxuries” was defi ned by the KGH 
(Boel & Thuesen 1993: 37). 

The role of the KGH trade monopoly has 
been central to the history of Greenland. It 
infl uenced the country’s development by 
creating an artifi cial economy which could 
be manipulated to serve the interests of the 
policies adopted in offi cial circles (Arm-
strong et al. 1978: 171). It also sought to 
maintain hunting as the main economic 
activity for the Inuit by creating a produc-
tion framework that favoured seal hunting. 

Despite the domination of the KGH, 
changes did appear in the course of the 19th 
century. From the point of view of adapta-
tion and settlement history, it may be argued 
that changes in demography, economics, so-
cial welfare and environmental factors occu-
pied a key role in this. It will be shown in the 

following that these forces moved Green-
land towards a socio-economic transition. 

As far as demographic change was con-
cerned, the population of West Greenland 
increased from 5,122 in 1779 (Petersen H.C. 
1991a: 31) to 6,046 according to a census 
of 1805, where neither fi gure included the 
northern Inuit in Thule or those on the east 
coast, as nothing was known about these 
groups at the time. They would have in-
creased the number only by a few hundred 
persons, however (Armstrong et al. 1978: 
189). During the period 1805-1910 South-
west Greenland had a larger population than 
Northwest Greenland, with the Julianehåb 
and Godthåb districts as the most densely 
populated. The permanent settlement pat-
tern was based on the colonies that had been 
established, the locations of which are illus-
trated in Figure 4.5.  

After 1825 the Greenland trade became 
increasingly favourable for the KGH, and 
this increased its activities. In addition, the 
Inuit were becoming dependent on import-
ed food, weapons and other equipment (Bro 
1993: 94-95), and they started to trade skins 
and blubber for coffee, sugar and guns in-
stead of gathering supplies for the winter 
season (Rasmussen 2000a: 116). As a conse-
quence, the former settlement groups con-
sisting of extended families gradually split 
up into smaller family units and the com-
mon rules and practices, such as the collec-
tive sharing and exchange of goods between 
the groups, gradually came to an end (Vie-
mose 1976: 13). 

A large number of trading posts were 
founded as a consequence of the establish-
ment of the colonies. These were character-
istically small trading sites with a church, 
a school and a store where the Inuit sold 
their hunting products and bought Euro-
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pean items (Bro 1993: 94). They were lo-
cated closer to the hunting districts than to 
the colonies, being connected with the lat-
ter by a regular service of small boats. These 
trading posts were established both where 

the traditional exchange or trading activi-
ties had taken place and where commercial 
activities were introduced by the Europeans 
(Rasmussen 1998b: 270). 

The societal change had its effects on the 

Figure 4.5 Colonies of West Greenland in 1805, with a total population of 6,046. No information is available on the 
Thule district and East Greenland (Danmarks Statistik 1901). 
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colonies, where the proportion of the Inuit 
population increased. This increasingly sed-
entary settlement detracted from the Inuit 
hunting opportunities, however, which were 
dependent on mobility and a dispersed pat-
tern of settlement (Gad 1954b: 159; Nelle-
mann & Kronborg 1963: 241-242). New 
ways of supporting a family were found in 
the colonies, where opportunities for paid 
labour were available, and by 1850 the Inuit 
already made up a majority of the workers 
in trade and administration (Marquardt & 
Caulfi eld 1996: 112). 

All these developments led to a transi-
tion from a self-suffi cient, nomadic society 
to more dependent, sedentary society (Ras-
mussen 2000a: 117). Because of the increas-
ing concentration of the Inuit population in 
the colonies, the seal stocks around them 
were in many cases over-exploited. The 
resource base was diminishing and liv-
ing conditions for the population of West 
Greenland were deteriorating (Nellemann 
& Kronborg 1963: 241-242). The Inuit be-
came ill-nourished and lived in unsatisfac-
tory sanitary conditions. Their mortality rate 
rose sharply, and their population declined 
(Armstrong et al. 1978: 172). This develop-
ment also worried some of the colonists, and 
the authorities recognized around the mid-
19th century that too many Inuit no longer 
made their living from hunting (Rasmussen 
2000a: 116-117). 

The inspector of South Greenland, Hin-
rich Rink, noticed that the cause of the bad 
living conditions of the Inuit lay in the dis-
ruption of their social structure, and he 
sought to improve their conditions by pro-
viding better housing and levying a tax on 
all products purchased by the KGH to pro-
vide relief in an emergency. He also initi-
ated a monthly newspaper in the Green-

landic language. The fi rst step towards an 
opening up of the colonial relationship was 
taken when Rink established a native ad-
visory council in the form of a committee 
of stewards appointed for each community 
(Danish Forstanderskaberne) in 1862 (Ras-
mussen 2000a: 117; Rasmussen 2003: 21). 
The committees, which included native rep-
resentatives elected by the Inuit, also had 
some judicial authority and thus bore some 
responsibility for their own affairs. Living 
standards started to rise and the Inuit in-
creased in numbers once more (Armstrong 
1978: 173). 

4.5. ECONOMIC TRANSITION 
FROM SEAL HUNTING 
TO COD FISHING 

Several changes and adaptive measures 
characterized developments in Greenland 
during the late 19th century. Seal stocks de-
clined due to over-exploitation and a warm-
ing of the climate, while the Inuit population 
increased. Two interrelated developmental 
trajectories are relevant to the present in-
vestigation: an economic transition from 
seal hunting to fi shing, and the establish-
ment of a permanent settlement pattern as 
a consequence of that economic transition. 
The growing Greenlandic population had to 
adapt to the changing environmental and 
economic conditions, and this led to adap-
tation in terms of new economic activities 
and a new kind of settlement pattern. 

Twelve colonies had been established 
on the coast of West Greenland by 1901, 
from south to north: Julianehaab, Frederik-
shaab, Godthaab, Sukkertoppen, Holsteins-
borg, Egedesminde, Christianshåb, Jakob-
shavn, Godhavn, Ritenbenk, Uummannaq 
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and Upernavik. Julianehaab had the largest 
population (Figure 4.6), and the rest of the 
total population of 11,283 (excluding 9 in-
habitants in Ivittuut) were dispersed among 
183 settlements, which were either outposts 

(udsteder) or “villages” (bopladser) with be-
tween 50 and about 300-400 inhabitants 
(Mattox 1973: 54, 56; Skjelbo 1995: 100). 
The outposts were larger than the villages, 
and had usually been established around a 

Figure 4.6 Colonies of West Greenland in 1901, with a total population of 11,452. Details of the Thule district and 
East Greenland are excluded (Danmarks Statistik1901). 
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government monopoly store (butik), which 
the villages did not have. Supply depots were 
maintained at some of these outposts. Thus 
a village was in effect a satellite of an outpost, 
which in turn depended on the colony. By 
1910 about 20% of the population lived in 
the main town, while the rest were divided 
almost equally between the outposts and vil-
lages (Mattox 1973: 51, 53, 73). 

Protests against various aspects of the 
Danish policies, such as the isolation of 
Greenland and the dominant role of the 
trading monopoly, had emerged from both 
the Danish and Inuit sides by the turn of 
the century. Greenlandic society was facing 
economic depression and social and psycho-
logical stagnation, had still hardly emerged 
from the decline which had followed Rink’s 
departure in 1882 (Mattox 1973: 48). Vari-
ous changes were made in response to this 
situation. An elected local council and (two) 
regional councils were established in 1911 
to provide the Greenlanders with some el-
ements of local government (Rasmussen 
2000a: 117). Settlement regulations (Dan-
ish bosætningsregulative) were laid down 
in 1913 and 1917 (Nellemann & Kronborg 
1963: 242), allowing for the establishment 
of new settlements only if a suffi cient eco-
nomic basis existed for them. The overall 
economic strategy was nevertheless still to 
encourage the Greenlandic population to 
live in a dispersed manner and to maintain 
their seal hunting economy (Skjelbo 1995: 
101). In practice, however, the average catch 
of seals per inhabitant started to decline in 
all districts except for Julianehåb. 

Seal stocks decreased and seal hunt-
ing became economically less viable for a 
number of reasons. In the fi rst place, the 
climate became milder and caused a steep 
rise in sea temperatures around Green-

land, especially from 1920 onwards, reach-
ing a peak around 1930 (Friis 1999: 175). 
The warm ocean currents caused the seals 
to retreat, and fi sh stocks appeared instead 
(Hamilton et al. 2000: 198). The relations 
between temperature change and the num-
bers of seals caught in the period from the 
1870s to the 1930s are illustrated in Figure 
4.7, from which it can be seen that the rise 
in mean temperatures corresponded to a de-
cline in the numbers of seals caught. 

Secondly, the world markets changed. 
Competition from mineral oils reduced the 
prices of blubber and whale and seal oil, 
which made it necessary to fi nd new sources 
of livelihood for the increasing population 
(Rasmussen & Hamilton 2001: 16). All these 
factors lay at the roots of the economic tran-
sition which took place in the 20th century. 

Traditionally, the Inuit did not fi sh other 
than catching capelin, and then only in an 
emergency. Seal hunting was by far their 
most important economic activity. The 
problem with fi shing was that it only con-
tributed to one’s nutrition and could not 
provide skin and blubber for clothes and fu-
el as seal hunting did (Hammer et al. 1921: 
113; Hamilton et al. 2000: 198). Fishing was 
therefore lacking in prestige and it was an 
activity mainly for women, boys and old-
er men who were not able to hunt in the 
sea (Oldendow 1936: 92). The Inuit did not 
have the equipment for catching fi sh (Mat-
tox 1973: 78), and the warming of the cli-
mate and its effects on economic activities 
were new phenomena for the whole socie-
ty, and not least for the Danish authorities. 
The opportunities for new economic activi-
ties were therefore greeted with hesitation. 
The authorities were worried that the effects 
of the warmer water would not last long, 
and the initial plan was that seal hunting 
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should be preserved and supported as far 
as possible (Sveistrup 1964: 232). They thus 
made only half-hearted attempts to set up a 
local fi shing industry. Gradually, however, 
the fact that hunting alone could not support 
the growing population became apparent 
for them, too (Hamilton et al. 2000: 198). 

Seal hunting opportunities had deteri-
orated further by 1910, and serious efforts 
were made to fi nd an alternative. Cod and 
halibut were included as articles accepted by 
the trade monopoly from 1910 onwards, and 
the Greenland Administration started fi sh-
ing trials along the west coast of Greenland 
to determine the best locations and most 
profi table types of fi shing (Mattox 1973: 
147, 287). 

Greenland’s fi shing industry started to 
export salted Arctic char, Greenland hali-
but and common halibut, and the regular 
preparation of cod was started in 1911. The 
Inuit were also taught to use modern fi sh-
ing equipment (Mattox 1973: 105). In the 
most important fi shing locations Danish 
fi shermen were hired to guide and teach 

the Inuit both to use the equipment and to 
prepare the fi sh for export (Hammer et al. 
1921: 114). The fi rst motor boat was bought 
in 1924, and the number increased to 73 
during the following years (Mattox 1973: 
134). Cod fi shing was expanded gradually 
until 1925 and then more rapidly for a few 
years as the cod spread further north (Arm-
strong et al. 1978: 174). Greenlandic society 
was now in the midst of its transition from 
an economy based on seal hunting to one 
based on fi sheries. 

At the same time as the shift was made 
from seal hunting to cod fi shing, the range 
of other economic activities was expand-
ed. The milder climatic conditions allowed 
sheep-rearing to be developed in South 
Greenland. After the fi rst experiment with 
some sheep imported from the Faroe Islands 
proved successful in 1906, more sheep were 
brought from Iceland and a sheep station 
was built at Julianehåb in 1915. Heavy losses 
occurred in some years due to the marginal 
conditions, but even so the number of sheep 
had reached about 10,000 by 1939 (Arm-

Figure 4.7 Relationship between decline in seal hunting and changing temperature in Greenland 1876-1936 
(Rasmussen 2007: 169). 
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strong et al. 1978: 174; Sørensen 1983: 48). 
Sheep-rearing was of limited importance for 
the economy of Greenland as a whole, but it 
was of considerable benefi t for the Juliane-
håb district, which had been hit fi rst and 
hardest by the decline in seal stocks (Sø-
rensen 1983: 48). In addition, a coal mine 
was opened at Qullissat in 1924, and new job 
opportunities in administration and com-
munications were also created there (Bro 
1993: 146-147).

The economic transition caused some 
changes in the settlement pattern of Green-
land. Seal hunting had required dispersed 
settlement, but the fi shing industry required 
a more concentrated population. This led to 
a more sedentary settlement pattern (Ras-
mussen 2007: 170-171). Although some 
new settlements were established, the to-
tal number fell from 183 to about 160 be-
tween 1900 and 1940 (Skjelbo 1995: 101, 
103). The colonies of Holsteinsborg, Sukker-
toppen and Jakobshavn became the most 
important centres for fi shing, the fi rst two 
for cod fi shing, and the last-mentioned for 
the production of salted Greenland halibut 
(Fleischer 1996: 68-69). In the Julianehåb 
district, where sheep-rearing had gained in 
importance and required extensive grazing 
lands for the sheep, the settlement pattern 
was more scattered, similar to the devel-
opment in the Faroe Islands. This meant 
that settlement spread towards the inner 
fjords, where the most favourable land ex-
isted. Hunting still occupied a key role in 
North and East Greenland, and this natu-
rally required a dispersed settlement pat-
tern with a number of smaller villages, as 
can be seen in Figure 4.8 (Sørensen 1983: 
48; Bro 1993: 147).  

Fisheries continued to develop. Accord-
ing to Friis (1999: 176), 24 small fi sh han-

dling units were built in 1924, and by 1940 
there were about 100 such units for the salt-
ing of fi sh. 10,000 tonnes of raw cod were 
caught in 1939, and 2,300 tonnes of salt cod 
were exported. Fishing had become a well-
established and profi table economic pursuit 
(Armstrong et al. 1978: 174). As seen in Fig-
ure 4.9, cod landings increased steeply until 
1930, decline somewhat over the next dec-
ade and then continued to grow again dur-
ing the 1940s.

The Second World War infl uenced life 
in Greenland greatly. The Germans occu-
pied Denmark in April 1940, and Eske Brun, 
Governor of North Greenland, took over the 
administration of the whole territory. To-
gether with Henrik Kauffman, Danish Am-
bassador to the United States, he arranged 
both the purchase of supplies from North 
America and markets for Greenland’s prod-
ucts. An agreement establishing a number of 
defence installations to control the North At-
lantic and to provide an air route to Europe 
was also negotiated with the US (Armstrong 
et al. 1978: 175). In 1940, the US decided to 
establish a military base in South Greenland 
(Lidegaard, B. 1999: 233), and by the time 
the Second World War ended there were 
17 American bases there, with four airports 
(Sørensen 1983: 94). Afterwards, the US es-
tablished a new military base in the Thule 
district, but this was isolated from the local 
population, because the Danes still wanted 
to protect the Greenlandic culture and pre-
vent epidemics. Isolation was also seen as 
a means of avoiding confl icts between the 
Americans and the Inuit. The settlement 
of Uummannaq, located near the air base, 
had in fact to be moved away in 1953 to al-
low the base to be built, the whole settle-
ment being transferred to Qaanaaq, 100 km 
further north, in three days (Lidegaard, B. 
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1999: 236-237).
The war gave Greenland new contacts 

with the outside world in other ways, too. 
It had a positive infl uence on the economic 
life of the territory because of the increased 

demand for cryolite and cod (Armstrong et 
al. 1978: 175), and a much greater variety 
of items was introduced for the Inuit, who 
discovered that it was possible to live inde-
pendently of Denmark. During the Second 

Figure 4.8 Settlement pattern in West and East Greenland in 1930, with a total population of 16,630
(Danmarks Statistik 1930b). 
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World War there were no foreign fi shermen 
in Greenland waters, so that the local fi sh-
ermen could continue catching cod with-
out any competition (Siegstad 1999: 42). 
All this caused a need for major changes in 
the Greenlandic society. 

4.6. THE MODERNIZATION 
PROCESS: G-50 AND G-60 

The post-war period changed Greenland so-
cio-economically and had drastic impacts on 
the settlement pattern. The country was re-
united with Denmark after the war, and the 
Danish Prime Minister made a visit there in 
1948. This led him to appoint a Commission 
(called the 1948 Commission, or the “Great 
Commission”), including Danes and repre-
sentatives of the Inuit, to plan a path for 
the future development of Greenland. The 
main goal was to start modernization of the 
whole society (Armstrong et al. 1978: 176), 
which would be fi nanced by Danish subsi-
dies. A provincial council, the present mu-
nicipal structure and a number of municipal 

councils were established in 1949 (Rasmus-
sen 2003: 21). 

In its report, published in 1950 (Grøn-
landskommissions Betænkning), G-50, the 
Commission outlined four main goals: 
1. Greenlandic society should be opened 

up for private enterprise and initiatives.
2. Large investments should be made in 

all the sectors of society.
3.  The economy should be re-directed 

away from hunting and towards cod 
fi shing. 

4. The population should be concentrated 
(Skjelbo 1995: 113).

The trading monopoly of the KGH was 
abolished, at least in principle, in 1950 to 
provide more room for private initiatives 
and enterprises (Gad 1954c: 468), and 
Greenland’s colonial status was abolished 
in 1953, so that it became a county of Den-
mark (Armstrong et al. 1978: 177; Boel & 
Thuesen 1993: 34; Rasmussen 2000a: 
117). Despite these reforms, as Rasmussen 
(2000b: 45) points out, the KGH still held 
a monopoly over both trading and trans-
portation. In addition, the Greenland Tech-

Figure 4.9 Cod landings in West Greenland 1920-1950 (Mattox 1973: 131). 
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nical Organization (Grønlands Teknisk Or-
ganisation, GTO), founded in 1951, had a 
monopoly over building and infrastructure 
maintenance. These monopolies were in re-
ality abolished only in the 1980s, when the 
Home Rule government gradually took over 
responsibility for these sectors. 

Rational planning became a cornerstone 
for the development and modernization of 
Greenland’s economy. The main goals were 
to increase living standards to the same level 
as in Denmark and to develop a self-suffi -
cient economy with a modern fi sheries sec-
tor (Rasmussen 1998a: 69-70). Investments 
in infrastructure and available resources 
were to play key role in this process. The 
fi shing industry was based on renewable 
resources, in the form of cod and shrimps 
(Rasmussen 2000a: 118; 2000b: 46; 2003: 
22-23). Cod already made up about 90% of 
Greenland’s whole fi sh catch in the 1950s 
(Friis 1999: 176). 

The modernization tasks carried out by 
the GTO and private Danish fi rms in the fol-
lowing years included the building of hospi-
tals, schools, industrial plants and housing, 
the modernization of the fi shing industry, 
with the provision of motor boats, docks and 
harbours, and the extending of fi sheries to 
off-shore areas. Since the Inuit did not have 
enough educated workmen to carry out the 
building projects, Danish workmen arrived 
on Greenland. The majority of the modern-
ization activities were concentrated in the 
towns of the ice-free Open Water District, 
where small settlements were abandoned as 
the emphasis changed to fi shing with motor 
boats operating out of the larger settlements 
and selling their catch there (Armstrong et 
al. 1978: 176-177). 

The G-50 programme included the fol-
lowing assumptions as the basis for a new 

settlement policy: 
1. A decline in seal stocks and an increase 

in cod catches had already led to a shift 
from hunting to fi shing.

2. Many settlements had poor economic 
conditions and could not achieve a toler-
able living standard without subsidies.

3. A population distribution with a large 
number of small settlements was inap-
propriate for a fi shing society 

4. Concentration of the population would 
rationalize and reduce the costs of trade 
and industry and make cultural, health 
and administrative services available for 
almost everyone. 

5. Spontaneous migration from the outly-
ing districts in North and South Green-
land towards the central part of West 
Greenland had already started (Befol-
kningssituation i Vestgrønland 1963: 9; 
Nellemann & Kronborg 1963: 242). 

It should be pointed out that these were 
only assumptions and were not based on 
scientifi c evidence. Skjelbo (1995: 119), for 
example, notes that the hunting districts in-
creased their seal catches during the period 
from 1950 to 1960, but this had little or no 
effect on the settlement policy. The policy 
was based on assumptions, and this may be 
one of the reasons why it did not succeed in 
taking all the important factors into consid-
eration. Nuuk, Paamiut and Maniitsoq were 
pointed out as growth centres in the Open 
Water District, which from Paamiut to Si-
simiut, while most of South Greenland re-
mained as it was, with small settlement, be-
cause of the accent on sheep-rearing (Skjel-
bo 1995: 114, 122). 

A population concentration policy was 
promoted by the local authorities from 1950 
onwards. They informed the Inuit about the 
advantages of moving, created attractive liv-
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ing conditions in the growth centres of the 
Open Water District and granted loans and 
economic support to people who were will-
ing to move. Moreover, loans for housing 
improvement for people who lived in the 
smaller settlements were ruled out under 
the boligstøttebekendtgørelsen, or “hous-
ing-support regulation” of 29 June 1953 
(Befolkningssituation i Vestgrønland 1963: 
10). The concentration of the population was 
also promoted by the KGH, which moved 
its stores and fi sh handling units away from 
the villages and refused to purchase cer-
tain products from those who lived there. 
Where a uniform pricing policy had exist-
ed throughout Greenland previously, this 
changed in 1958, when higher prices were 
paid for local products in the larger settle-
ments (Mattox 1973: 174). 

The population of Greenland, which had 
increased from 8,000 to 17,000 over the pe-
riod 1840-1930, started to grow more rap-
idly due to a successful campaign against 
tuberculosis, which reduced infant mortal-
ity and gave a longer life expectancy. The 
immigration of Danes involved in the mod-
ernization process also caused faster growth 
in the population (Armstrong et al. 1978: 
190; Hamilton et al. 2000: 196), and the 
birth rate increased. During the period of 
six years from 1950 to 1956, the population 
increased by 16%, which is equal to a growth 
rate of almost 3% per year. At the same time, 
migration from the smaller settlements to 
larger ones in West Greenland increased, 
which, together with the fact that the Danish 
population mostly lived in the towns, led to 
a situation in which 60% of the population 
was living in the towns, as opposed to 50% 
in 1950 (Barfod 1958: 286).

The modernization process intensifi ed in 
the 1960s. A new Commission was found-

ed, which recommended in its Greenland 
1960 Report (G-60) that there should be 
even greater rationalization of the fi shing 
industry and concentration of the popu-
lation in the Open Water District (Arm-
strong et al. 1978: 177). Economic devel-
opment took a new direction, however, in 
that where the development of the economy 
during the 1950s had been expected to be 
based on public investments in infrastruc-
ture and private investments local industry, 
it was now noted that privatization had not 
been successful and that public sector in-
vestments would have to be introduced in-
to production activities. The promotion of 
large-scale industrial activities led to a con-
tinued movement of population to the larger 
settlements, with priority given to those with 
a high potential for the development of fi sh-
eries (Rasmussen 2000b: 46; 2003: 22-23; 
2007: 171). This concentration of economic 
investments, together with the settlement 
policy and natural population growth, had 
further effects on the settlement pattern. 
The largest investments were constantly be-
ing concentrated in the Open Water District, 
while Disko Bay occupied an intermediate 
position and South Greenland received little 
in the way of investments (Friis 1999: 177). 

Between 1960 and 1966 the population of 
West Greenland increased by 20%, with the 
highest concentration in the Godthaab and 
Jakobshavn districts, although distinct pop-
ulation growth had also taken place in the 
Narsaq and Christianshaab districts. In all 
of these districts modern fi sh factories had 
been established and had expanded over the 
same period. The rest of the population was 
concentrated in the towns of the Open Water 
District: Holsteinsborg (Sisimiut), Sukker-
toppen (Maniitsoq), Godthaab (Nuuk) and 
Frederikshaab (Paamiut). The sheep farm-
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ing regions of southwest Greenland did not 
follow the trend towards a decrease in the 
number of settlements, because sheep farm-
ing was supported and people moved there 

to set up farms in suitable locations. The set-
tlement pattern as it was in 1968 can be seen 
in Figure 4.10. The population was concen-
trated in the Open Water District, although 

Figure 4.10 Population of Greenland in 1968, with a total fi gure of 45,639 (Grønland 1968: 62-67).
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the communities around Disko Bay and in 
South Greenland also had large population 
concentrations (Mattox 1973: 169, 171).

Despite the progress made in moderni-
zation and industrialization, it became evi-
dent in the 1960s that the development had 
been too rapid for many of the Inuit. Much of 
the work related to the modernization proc-
ess had been conducted by Danes and not 
by the Inuit, who felt that they were left out-
side of matters that were essential to their 
own lives. Occupations that required higher 
education were almost exclusively fi lled by 
Danes, and they commanded higher sala-
ries than in Denmark, while the Inuit were 
paid lower wages (Armstrong et al. 1978: 
177-178). The Greenlandic society had been 
transformed over only a couple of decades 
into a modern, export-oriented economy 
with most of the population living on the 
west coast. The rapid process of moderni-
zation had broken down the remainder of 
the kinship groups that had been character-
istic of the Greenlandic society and had in-
troduced problems of alienation, social and 
economic marginality and discrimination. 
Moreover, ethnic tensions were now observ-
able between the Danes and the Inuit (Nut-
tall 2000: 385). 

4.7. THE TRANSITION FROM 
COD TO SHRIMP FISHING 

As fi sheries became increasingly more im-
portant for the economy of Greenland, the 
capacity of the fi shing fl eet was doubled over 
the ten-year period 1965-1975 (Rasmussen 
2007: 171). Trawlers were purchased, and 
fi shing with these began in 1969 (Rasmus-
sen 1998a: 69). Construction of economy 
on the basis of cod fi shing was in full swing 

in the 1960s, at which point the cod catches 
declined. This was a result of a synergistic 
combination of over-exploitation with envi-
ronmental change, i.e. a cooling of the cli-
mate (Hamilton et al. 2003: 274). 

The situation called for a new step in ad-
aptation. The fi shermen responded to the 
decline in cod stocks by developing shrimp 
fi shing during the 1970s and 1980s, facili-
tated by a shift from inshore to off-shore op-
erations (Rasmussen 2007: 167). The devel-
opment of cod fi shing and the transition to 
shrimp fi shing are illustrated in Figure 4.11., 
which shows a clear decline in cod catches in 
the 1970s and especially in the mid-1980s, 
while shrimp and crab catches increased 
from the 1960s onwards. 

The adaptation process also included 
equipping the industrial plants in the Open 
Water District with departments for shell-
ing shrimps, re-building the KGH’s fl eet of 
trawlers and expanding the private shrimp 
fi shing fl eet (Friis 1999: 177). The cooling 
of the sea temperatures created other eco-
nomic opportunities, such as the catching 
of Greenland halibut, seals and various 
whales (Rasmussen 2000a: 118), but the 
harsh winters were damaging for sheep-
rearing in South Greenland. A great number 
of sheep died and the basis for industrial 
sheep-rearing and meat production was de-
stroyed (Mikkelsen 1999: 162).  

The economic transition from cod to 
shrimp fi shing had effects on the settlement 
pattern of Greenland (Rasmussen & Hamil-
ton 2001: 4). Some former cod-fi shing com-
munities lost their economic base, while oth-
ers with more favourable locations for catch-
ing shrimps prospered. According to Ham-
ilton et al. (2000: 206), shrimp fi shing was 
primarily an off-shore activity, with small 
trawlers delivering their catch to process-
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ing plants on the shore. A limited number 
of towns and a concentration of labour were 
advantageous in this respect.

Denmark and Greenland asserted con-
trol of a 200-mile EEZ around Greenland in 
1977, which had the effect of limiting the op-
eration of foreign trawlers in Greenland wa-
ters. This enabled the Inuit to increase their 
own catches. The total catch still remained 
low compared with earlier times, however 
(Hamilton et al. 2000: 200).

The connection between environmen-
tal change, resource management and set-
tlement pattern has been shown by Ham-
ilton et al. (2000: 205). During the period 
1970-1998, the population increased by 
20%, from about 39,000 to 49,000, but 
despite the overall growth, the population 
of South Greenland decreased or grew on-
ly slightly: rates of -6% in Nanortalik, 3% 
in Narsaq and -5% in Paamiut. The popu-
lation of Qaqortoq was below the average, 
but increased (by 16%) due to government 
investments, while the native population 
of Sisimiut (shrimp fi shing) and Ilulissat 
(shrimp and halibut fi shing) both grew by 
over 50% and the population of Godthåb 
(Nuuk) grew by 84%. Two municipalities in 

Disko Bay with steady or declining shrimp 
landings and no halibut suffered from de-
creasing populations, by 2% in the case of 
Aasiaat and 11% at Qasigiannguit. Uperna-
vik, on the other hand, which expanded its 
halibut fi shing to support traditional hunt-
ing, grew by 52%. 

At the same time as shrimp fi shing de-
veloped, the political movement that led to 
the establishment of Home Rule gained mo-
mentum. The number of Danes in Green-
land had increased markedly during the 
1960s and 1970s due to the modernization 
process, and tensions between the two eth-
nic groups were constantly increasing. As a 
consequence, the Inuit started to put more 
focus on their ethnicity and culture. In ad-
dition, the process of urbanization and con-
centration of the population had reached its 
culmination on account of the major social 
problems that had emerged (Dahl 1999: 17-
18). Coal-mining in Greenland came to an 
end in 1972, and about 2,000 people who 
until that time had been living in the village 
of Qullissat were in practice moved away 
(Lyck 1989: 343). For many Greenlanders 
the abolition of the village became a sym-
bol of everything that could be criticized 

Figure 4.11 Development of Greenlandic fi shery during the 20th century (Rasmussen 2007: 127). 
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in Danish settlement policy (Skjelbo 1995: 
115). The Inuit became politically active, and 
the young university students in particular 
criticized the Danish development policies, 
which, they claimed, were the cause of the 
massive social problems. 

Denmark joined the EEC in 1973, but 
the Faroe Islands, which had a Home Rule 
government was opposed to joining. Green-
land had to follow Denmark, however. Two 
Greenlandic political parties (Siumut and 
Atassut) were founded in 1973 in order to 
infl uence the negotiations (Lyck 1989: 343). 
After 1979, however, when Denmark con-
ferred Home Rule status on Greenland, the 
people were entitled to manage their own 
internal affairs, while responsibility for the 
police service and external relations contin-
ued to rest with Denmark. Greenland re-
mained subject to the Danish constitution, 
and the costs of Home Rule were offset by 
annual block grants from Denmark (Ham-
ilton et al. 2000: 201). 

 When the Home Rule government 
was established, the focus of attention was 
moved from growth in the towns to living 
conditions in the small settlements. All the 
local political parties agreed that it was im-
portant to end the concentration policy and 
to put more effort into improving the liv-
ing conditions of the population of the small 
settlements (Skejlbo 1995: 131-132). Gull-
estrup et al. (1975: 50), for example, con-
clude in their report that the village popula-
tions were economically worse off than they 
should have been in view of the surround-
ing resource bases. The people living in the 
villages felt that they had little infl uence on 
how their affairs were managed and how 
their villages developed.  

Following the principals of a Nordic well-
fare state, Greenland’s Home Rule govern-

ment adopted a new offi cial settlement poli-
cy of maintaining the small settlements and 
securing their basic infrastructure, the lo-
cal enterprises and essential supplies for 
the people living there (Poppel 1997: 17). 
Although the policy now acknowledged the 
signifi cance of the small settlements, the 
concentration process continued and pop-
ulation growth took place in the large set-
tlements while the population of the smaller 
ones continued to decline (Rasmussen 1999: 
172; 2000b: 46-47). The problem was that 
settlement policies were often ad hoc deci-
sions, without long-term planning.

The proportion of non-natives in Green-
land (primarily Danes), which had grown 
steeply from 2% in 1945 to 19% in 1975, de-
clined gradually during the following dec-
ades, but the number of Danes started to 
grow again when the Home Rule govern-
ment took over administrative responsibil-
ities and it was realized that academically 
qualifi ed labour was needed. The number 
of Danes in Greenland reached its maxi-
mum, 9,572 individuals, in 1988 (Rasmus-
sen 2000b: 46; Rasmussen & Hamilton 
2001: 18-19).

In the course of the 1980s sealing, and 
especially the sale of seal skins, were hit by 
agitation from environmental organizations 
(Petersen 1995: 124). Greenland withdrew 
from the EEC in 1985 and reverted to the 
status of an associate member and over-
seas colonial territory with an overseas ter-
ritory agreement (Lyck 1989: 7). The Home 
Rule government took over the facilities 
of the KGH in 1985 and the organization 
went through several restructurings un-
til it emerged as the fi shing concern Royal 
Greenland A/S, a Home Rule government 
corporation, in 1990 (Friis 1999: 185). 

Greenland experienced an economic 
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boom in the mid-1980s, but temperatures 
started to cool again from 1986 onwards, 
and biomass began to decreasing in 1987. 
Fishing was intensifi ed, which caused a 
decline in fi sh populations. Cod stocks col-

lapsed by more than 90% between 1988 and 
1991, and shrimps were almost the only ex-
port product (Hamilton et al. 2000: 201). 

After the economic crisis of 1990, at-
tempts were made to reconstruct some of 

Figure 4.12 Settlement pattern of Greenland in 2000, with a total population of 56,124
(http://www.statgreen.gl/).
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the public-owned companies as a part of a 
new market orientation and opening up of 
the Greenland economy to the outside world 
(Poppel 1997: 11). In practice, however, the 
economy was almost entirely specialized in 
shrimp fi shing and was dependent on block 
grants from the Danish government (Ras-
mussen 2000a: 119). 

The present settlement pattern is char-
acterized by small villages in the hunt-
ing districts of East and North Greenland 
and a major concentration of population in 
the towns of the Open Water District. The 
number of small villages in South Greenland 
has diminished (Figure 4.12). 

Development in Greenland has been, 
and still is, expensive, because politicians 
have attempted to maintain the present 
settlement pattern by ensuring same living 
standards in all the towns and small set-
tlements. There has been a standard price 
system, for example, which has meant that 
the prices of everyday necessities, electricity 
and water have been the same everywhere 
(Lorentzen 1999: 203). Also, production in 
the small settlements is often supported 
by government subsidies (Friis 1999: 186). 
The continuous population concentration 
in the large settlements has, however, been 
the main trend in the settlement pattern 
development during the period governed 
by the Home Rule. It is a consequence of 
inconsistent settlement policies, e.g. lack 
of suffi cient investments on infrastructure 
and health care. This has especially made 
younger women move to the bigger settle-
ments. It has caused a situation where the 
number of small villages has decreased even 
more than during the 1960s.

The current situation of climate change 
poses new challenges for Greenland, which 
is going through an economic transition 

towards a more diversifi ed focus within 
the fi shing industry, with Greenland hali-
but, snowcrab and other species making 
substantial contributions to the economy. 
Since it is obvious that there are limitations 
to economic expansion based on renewable 
resources, a concept of the “three pillars”, 
fi shing, minerals and tourism, has been de-
veloped as an adaptive strategy, with the re-
cent addition of a concept of “land-based ac-
tivities” (Rasmussen 2007: 168, 175). Fish-
ing and hunting are still of great importance 
as means of subsistence in North and East 
Greenland (Friis 1999: 174), while sheep 
rearing is still practised in South Greenland.  

5. CONCLUSIONS 

This doctoral dissertation is concerned with 
how two northern societies, those of Green-
land and the Faroe Islands, have respond-
ed to challenges caused by the interplay be-
tween environmental, political and/or so-
cio-economic changes throughout their his-
tory. It also considers whether this interplay 
has affected the development of settlement 
patterns in the two cases, and if so, how. 

This concluding chapter will look at how 
the Faroese and Greenlandic societies have 
adapted to living under marginal conditions 
and will discuss it in the light of the new sit-
uation caused by the current climate change 
and highlight future research needs. 

The main contribution of this work will 
be to increasing our understanding of ad-
aptation dynamics and their relations to the 
development of settlement patterns in the 
case of the Faroe Islands and Greenland, 
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and its broader relevance will lie in the fact 
that it opens up perspectives on adaptation 
in northern societies. The results should 
prove useful for increase our understand-
ing of the present challenges that Arctic and 
Sub-Arctic societies are facing in connection 
with climate change. 

The point of departure for this work was 
to look at the connections between environ-
mental, political and/or socio-economic 
change and settlement patterns in the Arc-
tic and attempt to investigate and clarify by 
means of case studies how these factors have 
interacted with each other in concrete terms 
and how they have affected the spatial or-
ganization of the population. The concept of 
adaptation was used to mediate between the 
interplaying factors and their consequences, 
the settlement patterns and their changes. 

The decision to conduct the research in 
the form of two historical case studies was 
motivated by the desire to fi nd perspectives 
from the past to assist in refl ecting upon 
present developments. Two methods were 
employed: examination of the literature and 
the conducting of fi eld work by the land-
scape reading method. In that way it was 
hoped to achieve an understanding of the 
relationships between the literature and the 
concretization of socio-economic process-
es in the landscape. Historical layers were 
found in the landscape, for example, which 
indicated different land use methods that 
people had adopted, such as the infi eld-out-
fi eld system with stone walls that has left its 
impression on the Faroese landscape. The 
landscape reading method also revealed 
connections between certain types of set-
tlement pattern and economic or subsist-
ence activities. 

The main goal was to investigate how 
human adaptation, environmental change, 

resource management, subsistence activity 
patterns and the history of settlement pat-
terns are related to each other. The follow-
ing questions were addressed:
1. How have the people living in Green-

land and the Faroe Islands adapted their 
lives and livelihoods to the changing 
environmental, political and socio-eco-
nomic conditions?

2. How have settlement patterns in the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland been in-
fl uenced by environmental, political 
and socio-economic conditions in those 
regions?

3. How have variations in resource base, 
resource management, strategies and 
subsistence patterns infl uenced/ in-
teracted with settlement patterns? Can 
a change in settlement pattern be an 
adaptive strategy in itself?

4. What are the future challenges for peo-
ple who live in the Faroe Islands and 
Greenland in the light of the case stud-
ies? How should these challenges be ap-
proached? 

5.1. ADAPTATION: A CASE OF 
THE GREENLAND AND 
FAROESE NORSE 

The fi rst set of conclusions to be presented 
is related to adaptation in the Norse socie-
ties that inhabited Greenland and the Faroe 
Islands. These may be compared with each 
other in order to point to differences and 
similarities in their development. The Norse 
societies were established on the Faroe Is-
lands and Greenland as a result of the Viking 
movements in the 9th century, and it is pos-
sible to argue in both cases that the estab-
lishment of settlements in these new natu-
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ral environments required adaptation to the 
prevailing conditions. The settlers started 
by transferring whole farming economies to 
their new homelands (Øye 2005: 366), but 
they soon became engaged in adapting their 
farming economies and settlements to the 
topography, climatic conditions and vegeta-
tion, for example. 

The Norsemen arrived in their new envi-
ronments on the Faroe Islands and Green-
land with practically no previous ecological 
knowledge about these places, so that their 
adaptation can be regarded as a process of 
modifying known economic systems “to fi t 
new conditions” (Thompson et al. 2006: 
1). Both societies adapted to the new con-
ditions, but only the Faroese society was vi-
able enough to carry on. The factors that 
may be considered important for the proc-
ess of adaptation and the establishment of 
settlements will be discussed in the follow-
ing, where especial emphasis will be placed 
on three areas of adaptation: land manage-
ment practices, livestock composition and 
diversifi ed subsistence activities. 

1. Land management practices 
The Norse settlers of the Faroe Islands 

and Greenland made use of shielings in or-
der to manage their limited land resources 
in the initial settlement phase. Shielings op-
timized the utilization of rangelands because 
they protected the areas closest to the farms 
by causing the cattle to be moved away from 
the farms in the summer so that the adja-
cent areas could be reserved for producing 
winter fodder. As the population increased, 
however, and farms were divided into small-
er units, land became a scarce resource and 
its use had to be organized more effi ciently.

One example of adaptation is that the 
Faroese abandoned this system after a cou-
ple of centuries to move over entirely to the 

infi eld-outfi eld system, which was also used 
in Greenland. The functional division of land 
protected the infi eld areas from grazing by 
means of stone walls, while the outfi elds 
were also divided into parts, which protect-
ed the land from over-grazing. The Faroese 
land was also managed through promulga-
tion of a land law, the Seyðabrævið, which 
protected the carrying capacity of outfi elds 
by establishing the skipan system and al-
so regulated the use of the outfi elds, which 
were owned collectively. 

2. Changes in livestock composition
The Norsemen who lived in Greenland 

and the Faroe Islands adapted to the new 
natural environments by altering the com-
position of their livestock. The amount of 
cattle was reduced, because cattle required 
intensive work on the part of the farmers, 
such as storing hay for winter fodder, and 
they also had to be kept in barns for most of 
the year, especially in Greenland. The keep-
ing of cattle seems to have taken up land that 
could have been used for other purposes and 
to have required too much intensive work. 

Sheep-rearing increased at the same 
time as cattle-rearing declined. Sheep were 
important for the Faroese trade, in which 
wool became the main export product, and 
the fact that they grazed on the steep hill-
sides and more distant fi elds meant that 
more economical use could be made of the 
land. The steep inland areas were more ap-
propriate for sheep than for cattle (Arge et 
al. 2005: 615). 

In the initial settlement period the 
Norsemen of both Greenland and the Faroe 
Islands kept pigs, but these destroyed the 
roots of the plants and in that way caused 
deforestation in Greenland (Vésteinsson et 
al. 2002: 9). After a short period of time pig 
farming was reduced or abandoned entirely 
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(Diamond 2005: 222), marking a distinct 
change in livestock composition. 

3. Diversifi ed subsistence activities 
Both Norse societies adapted to the 

new environmental conditions by diversi-
fying and extending the range of their sub-
sistence activities. People hunted, gathered 
and fi shed, and gained a large proportion 
of their food in that way. The Norsemen of 
Greenland went on hunting expeditions to 
Disko Bay, and hunting became important 
as it gave them their most important export 
product, walrus ivory, which was the basis of 
their trade connections with Europe. They 
also hunted migratory seals and reindeer.

For the Faroese, hunting and fish-
ing along with other subsistence activities 
were connected with land ownership, and 
the “extras” that belonged to the markatal-
sland, which included the right to cut peat, 
catch birds and hunt whales. These diversi-
fi ed subsistence activities were of great im-
portance because they supplied the Faroese 
population with a large proportion of their 
food. 

These adaptive strategies can be charac-
terized with help of the framework of Smith-
ers and Smit (1997: 138-142). The strategies 
were purposeful in their timing, and the ad-
aptations were not drastic but were long-
term strategic decisions made over a long-
er period of time. The adaptation decisions 
were also conscious in the sense that both 
societies transformed and modifi ed their ag-
ricultural practices and diversifi ed their sub-
sistence activities collectively. The adaptive 
strategies both buffered the systems against 
perturbations and facilitated a shift to ad-
justed and modifi ed farming systems. Modi-
fi cations of farming systems and the diver-
sifi cation of the subsistence activities can be 
regarded as “technological fi xes” (Amorosi 

et al. 1997: 509) which helped the societies 
to continue their existence. 

It may be suggested that these adapta-
tions occurred initially because of the new 
environmental settings, including the top-
ographical and climatic conditions. People 
seem to have “learnt by doing”. The new en-
vironmental settings were important factors 
in connection with the developing of farm-
ing economies, because they determined in 
the end whether cereals could be cultivat-
ed and which animals could be kept. But it 
should also be pointed out that factors such 
as demographic change (population growth) 
and fl uctuating market conditions very soon 
started to infl uence the economic develop-
ment of these societies and came to deter-
mine which concrete adaptations were im-
plemented. 

How is all this related to the settlements 
and settlement patterns that developed in 
the Norse societies of Greenland and the 
Faroe Islands? It may be argued that the 
settlers made their initial choices so that 
they could adapt their economic systems 
to the new environmental settings. As Ras-
mussen (1998a: 78-79) suggests, the settle-
ments were initially established due to the 
availability of renewable resources, and the 
settlement patterns refl ected the environ-
mental realities within which people set out 
to establish their lives. The settlers’ farming 
background undoubtedly played an impor-
tant role in their choices, as it was important 
for them to be able to continue economic ac-
tivities with the skills and knowledge they 
had inherited from their former homelands. 

The Norsemen of Greenland chose to es-
tablish a pattern of two main settlements, 
the Western Settlement and the Eastern Set-
tlement. These were concentrated in fjords 
where the grazing lands were best and the 
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local climate was milder. Also, concentrat-
ed settlements were an advantage, because 
distances in Greenland were long, travelling 
was diffi cult and grazing land was scarce. 

In the case of the Faroe Islands the settle-
ment pattern was more dispersed. The set-
tlements were established in lowland areas 
near the coast because the valuable grazing 
land was there. The topography of the is-
lands determined the locations. The settle-
ment decision in both cases seems to have 
been determined by access to resources, 
such as water, shelter and the best grazing 
lands, and, as Rasmussen (1997: 10) sug-
gests, on the availability of renewable re-
sources, which in both cases meant access 
to the sea. 

The settlements were established in the 
“land-sea continuum” with the maximum 
availability of renewable resources, which 
reduced their vulnerability and increased 
fl exibility in terms of resource utilization 
(Rasmussen 1998b: 267; 1998c: 219), and 
adaptation to the new environmental set-
tings and the development of a settlement 
pattern seemed to be interconnected, in that 
access to land resources and land manage-
ment, such as the use of shielings, the in-
fi eld-outfi eld system and changes in live-
stock composition seem to have been the 
key determinants of the settlement pattern. 
As economic opportunities and the available 
resources were so important, settlements 
were established around their use. Distinct 
settlement patterns emerged in the Faroe 
Islands and in Greenland, but in both cas-
es they refl ected the environmental setting. 

The destiny of the Norsemen of Green-
land and the Faroe Islands is the next con-
sideration. Climatic cooling, economic mar-
ginalization and perhaps competition from 
the Inuit added to the pressure on the Norse 

society of Greenland, while the conditions 
on the Faroe Islands were worsened by cool-
ing of the climate, diseases and economic 
and political marginalization. Both societies 
attempted to adapt to the new conditions, 
but only the Faroese society was able to con-
tinue its existence. 

Amorosi et al. (1997: 509) have ex-
plained the demise of the Norse society of 
Greenland in terms of a framework that 
includes three phases: depletion of natural 
capital, synergistic interaction and intensi-
fi cation and “technological fi xes”. The Norse 
population became seriously marginalized 
with respect to their living conditions de-
spite their efforts to adapt, and it is easy to 
agree with Amorosi et al. that the decline of 
their society may be attributed to synergis-
tic interactions between several factors, as 
also mentioned by Diamond (2005: 11-15). 
Climatic cooling interacted with marginal-
ized trading connections, over-grazing and 
perhaps even competition from neighbours, 
and the responses, i.e. the adaptations to 
the changes in living conditions, were not 
enough. It is therefore important to note that 
although climatic change played a role in 
the decline of the society, many other fac-
tors added to its marginalization and made 
it more vulnerable. The society was not able 
to respond with new adaptation. In the light 
of the case study, it may be suggested that 
the changes were so abrupt that the Norse 
society on Greenland did not have enough 
time to develop new skills and knowledge 
to cope with them. 

A comparison of the destiny of the 
Norsemen of Greenland with that of the 
Norsemen of the Faroe Islands may help 
us to ascertain which factors or develop-
ments allowed for successful management 
of resources and led to successful adapta-
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tion. The Faroe Islands were also marginal-
ized on account of several factors. In view of 
their Sub-Arctic location, it is possible that 
the Little Ice Age did not hit the islands as 
hard as it did Greenland, and the Faroese 
were able to maintain ship connections with 
Norway, although they were no able to own 
the ships for themselves. Also, there was no 
ice around the islands that would have pre-
vented the Faroese from sailing. Conditions 
were nevertheless worsened by the cooling 
climate, diseases and economic and politi-
cal considerations, such as the weakening 
position of Bergen, but trade was still car-
ried on and the Norsemen living on the is-
lands were able to respond and adapt to the 
new conditions effectively. Land resources, 
for example, were managed by means of a 
land law which established regulations for 
population growth and the carrying capac-
ity of grazing lands. The “technological fi x” 
that the Faroese used was to diversify their 
economic activities by introducing dried fi sh 
as an export commodity. 

In the case of the Norse societies of the 
Faroe Islands and Greenland, environmen-
tal change played a key role in determin-
ing their destinies, but the effects of climat-
ic cooling on the societies were reinforced 
by changes in market conditions, the mar-
ginalization of their political and econom-
ic connections and the over-exploitation or 
over-grazing of the land. Adaptation in these 
cases included new land management prac-
tices, changes in livestock composition and 
diversifi ed subsistence activities, and the 
character of the adaptation was “learning-
by-doing” in the new natural environments. 

5.2. THE INUIT AND ADAPTATION 

The early settlement history of Greenland 
is a story of people who arrived on the is-
land, occupied it and retreated according to 
environmental fl uctuations and changes in 
prey abundance. The survival of the people 
and their culture was dependent on mobility 
and the fl exible utilization of the available 
resources (Rasmussen & Hamilton 2001: 3). 

Some adaptations achieved by the early 
palaeoeskimo cultures may be mentioned 
as examples of this. A group of the Saqqaq 
people who lived in the Far North had har-
poons and were specialized in the hunting 
of Arctic animal species. They most probably 
also had dogs and boats that could be used 
for hunting, and may have used driftwood 
for heating and cooking. The Dorset people, 
who arrived in Greenland after the Saqqaq 
people, used harpoons and built snow huts, 
but they did not have dog sleds or bows and 
arrows. This meant that they were some-
what immobile and that they could not catch 
whales, which was a great disadvantage in 
the Arctic environment. 

The neoeskimos, the Thule people and 
the Inuit developed very different adaptive 
strategies from the Norsemen, and it is pos-
sible from the point of view of adaptation to 
fi nd certain adaptive strategies in the histo-
ry of the Inuit that paved the way for their 
survival, i.e. their fl exible and highly devel-
oped hunting techniques and technologies 
for use on land, sea and ice, their utilization 
of a broad and varied renewable resource 
base, their diversifi ed subsistence activities, 
their familiarity with environmental fl uctua-
tions, their societal fl exibility, mobility and 
adaptable settlements, and their well-de-
fi ned rules and practices. 

Berkes and Jolly (2001) found further 
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current adaptive strategies in a case study 
of a western Canadian Arctic communi-
ty, Sachs Harbour. The Inuit living there 
have coped with the challenges by adjust-
ing and modifying their subsistence activ-
ity patterns, including alterations in when, 
where or how they hunt or fi sh. In addition, 
they use adaptive strategies such as fl exi-
bility of resource use, local environmental 
knowledge and skills sharing through so-
cial networks, and intercommunity trade 
to respond to the changing environmental 
conditions. Some similarities with the past 
adaptations of the Inuit in Greenland may 
be pointed out, most notably fl exibility in 
resource use, sharing and inter-community 
trade, which have all been and still are com-
mon adaptive strategies for the Inuit. This 
suggests that there are similarities between 
present and past adaptations. 

The Inuit developed highly specialized 
techniques for hunt seals on the sea ice, 
which seems to have been advantage when 
climatic cooling caused the appearance of 
pack ice. Seals provided the Inuit with al-
most all the necessities of life, such as food 
and material for their tents, clothes, hunting 
equipment, lighting and transportation. The 
Inuit had highly developed hunting strate-
gies, techniques and equipment, and suit-
able means of transport. Hunting was or-
ganized seasonally, and different techniques 
were used in each season and for different 
prey animals. The Inuit used umiaqs for 
transportation and whaling, for instance, 
qajaqs for seal hunting in open water, bows 
and arrows for reindeer hunting, dog sleds 
as a means of transportation, and so on. The 
means of transport were light, they supplied 
each other, and they were built of materi-
als which were available in Greenland itself. 
Qajaqs and umiaqs made it possible for the 

Inuit to hunt in the sea when the water was 
open, and ice-hunting techniques were used 
to catch seals in winter. The Inuit had also 
developed waterproof clothing.

The Inuit society adapted its social struc-
tures and practices, which were fl exible. The 
work was divided according to certain rules, 
for example, the group size was fl exible, and 
trade practiced was between the different 
settlement groups. In addition, the Inuit 
shared and exchanged catches according 
to fi xed rules and practices and lived in ex-
tended families. 

The Inuit were hunters, whose survival 
was based on mobility. Thus they followed 
the animals’ migration routes and alternat-
ed between summer and winter settlements. 
They developed their settlements along the 
west coast of Greenland, and the size of each 
settlement was determined by the quantity 
and quality of the natural resources and the 
daily radius of action of the hunters. This 
meant that the settlement pattern and its 
geographical dispersion varied constantly. 
The Inuit shifted between summer tents and 
more permanent winter houses according to 
the hunting opportunities. 

Some of the characteristics of adaptation 
noted by Smithers and Smit (1997: 138-142) 
can be observed with reference to the Inuit. 
Adaptation seems to have been incidental 
in many cases, in the sense that it occurred 
either during or after a change or pertur-
bation. Adaptations have been both short-
term responses, such as shifts between set-
tlement sites and mobility, and long-term 
strategies that have remained valid for many 
years and have become parts of modifi ed or 
transformed human systems, such as new 
hunting techniques and well-defi ned so-
cietal rules and practices. The main point 
in the adaptation of the Inuit is that they 
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were able to use a varying set of strategies. 
As far as the settlement pattern was con-
cerned, this meant that no permanent set-
tlements such as villages or towns were es-
tablished. The availability of renewable re-
sources was the key determinant for the lack 
of any permanent settlement pattern, and 
the Inuit adapted to the environment by be-
ing mobile. 

5.3. THE ROLE OF THE TRADE 
MONOPOLIES AND 
ECONOMIC TRANSITIONS 

One of the initial hypotheses for this work 
was that socio-economic transitions refl ect 
the process of adaptation or the need to 
adapt, and there was also an assumption 
that trade monopolies occupied a central po-
sition in the transition, because they could 
either support or hinder new economic ac-
tivities. 

This view is supported by Rasmussen 
(1998a: 78-79), who argues that the Arc-
tic societies and resources have in general 
attracted interest from regions outside the 
Arctic. Trade companies and colonial rela-
tionships have been established on account 
of the resources, for example. According to 
Rasmussen, the historic heritage of the co-
lonial systems and the dynamics involved in 
the maintenance and abandoning of them 
has been of importance in the development 
of settlements and the settlement pattern 
in the Arctic. 

In the light of the present case studies it 
may be said that the maintenance of the co-
lonial system or trade monopolies had great 
effects on the development of the Faroese 
and Greenlandic societies. The monopolies 
formed and maintained the frameworks for 

production, regulated production and pro-
tected the societies from outside infl uences, 
such as market fl uctuations. 

But the trade monopolies also caused a 
lack of initiative within the Greenlandic and 
Faroese societies. It may be suggested that 
the production framework of the Monopoly 
on the Faroe Islands supported economic 
activities that centred wool production, be-
cause wool was the main export product and 
markets for existed for woollen goods. Wool 
production was associated with the well-es-
tablished land ownership system and land 
management practices. The leading class of 
farmers and the authorities of the Monopo-
ly were opposed to reforms and attempted 
to limit economic activities that took place 
outside the framework of the village society 
and wool production. The Monopoly stabi-
lized living conditions and provided a basis 
for existence for all the Faroese population, 
and all the time no new economic oppor-
tunities or environmental change emerged, 
there was no external factor to encourage or 
force people to adapt. The settlement pat-
tern remained largely the same, with small 
villages where the people based their exist-
ence on wool production and subsistence 
activities. The whole settlement pattern was 
indeed characterized by these small villages, 
with outfi elds separating them. The basis 
for new economic opportunities and a new 
need for them emerged fi rst in the Faroe 
Islands, following which the Monopoly was 
abolished, in response to political develop-
ments and its own inability to adjust to the 
new market conditions. 

It was only when the Faroese popula-
tion started to grow, from 4,149 in 1715 (An-
dersen 1895: 37) to 5,265 in 1801 (Degn 
1929:2), that the knitting of socks for export 
started to provide the landless people with 
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an opportunity to lead an independent life 
and make a living on their own, and when 
the Ordinance of 1777 allowed them to lease 
or buy land allotments, changes started to 
emerge in the economic life of the islands. 
New infl uences were brought to the Faroese 
society by Niels Ryberg and Nólsoyar-Páll, 
for example, in the latter part of the 18th cen-
tury. There was enough fi sh in Faroese wa-
ters, and good markets existed for klip fi sh. 
The authorities of the Monopoly started to 
encourage fi shing, and new equipment, such 
as long lines, were adopted. 

The Faroese population was growing, 
and the people had to fi nd new ways to sup-
port it. The cultivation of potatoes became 
important, because they provided a more se-
cure harvest than cereals. Potato cultivation 
also helped the Faroese to support their fam-
ilies with smaller plots of land. Traðir were 
taken into use, and the Faroese established 
30 new villages, niðursetubygðir, during the 
19th century that based their existence on 
traðir instead of traditional farming activi-
ties with sheep grazing in the outfi elds. The 
establishment of these villages may be re-
garded as an adaptation that helped to sup-
port and accommodate the growing popu-
lation, and it also had direct impacts on 
the development of the settlement pattern, 
since the number of settlements increased 
and different types of settlement emerged. 

In-shore fi shing was started in the 19th 
century with the support of the authorities 
of the Monopoly, long lines were taken in-
to use, and klip fi sh production became the 
predominant economic activity. The mar-
kets for klip fi sh were good, and this shift 
from farming to fi shing may be regarded 
in the terminology of Amorosi et al. (1997: 
509) as the main “technological fi x” in the 
transition process. This fi shing developed 

into industrial deep-sea fi shing from 1870 
onwards, partly in response to industrial de-
velopment in Great Britain, as the British 
changed their fi shing fl eet from sailing ships 
to steam-powered trawlers towards the end 
of the century in order to supply the market 
with fresh fi sh.

Later, in the 1890s, the number of sloops 
increased rapidly, which also led to a new 
transition from inshore to deep-sea fi sher-
ies, so that deep-sea fi shing soon became 
the dominant economic activity. At the same 
time fi sh processing became important, and 
this had a profound infl uence on the whole 
of society, giving women opportunities for 
paid employment, for instance, and leading 
to migration from the farming villages to the 
fi shing towns and villages. 

 The transition from farming to fi shing 
was completed around 1920. Fish had been 
the most important export product for the 
Faroe Islands since the 1840s and its soci-
ety had already changed before the aboli-
tion of the Monopoly, which should not be 
taken as the key factor that brought about 
the economic transition. Above all it was a 
question of population growth, and a market 
situation that was favourable for klip fi sh, i.e. 
the abolition of the Monopoly should rather 
be viewed as a consequence of the change in 
socio-economic conditions which had taken 
place as an adaptation in a new situation. 

It may be argued that the Faroese set-
tlement pattern was infl uenced by econom-
ic transitions. The types of boats that were 
used were connected with the economic and 
demographic development of the villages. 
Joensen (1992: 13-14) suggests that when 
rowing boats were used for inshore fi sh-
ing the catches were landed in the villages 
with a geographical location closest to the 
best fi shing grounds, i.e. in the northern-
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most villages. These villages could not take 
advantage of the decked motor boats intro-
duced at the beginning of the 20th century, 
however, as they demanded stable harbours. 
This meant that villages located elsewhere 
started to grow.  

For Greenland, the changes that led to-
wards economic transition took place from 
the latter decades of the 19th century on-
wards, somewhat later than on the Faroe 
Islands, but there were some similarities in 
the process. Prior to colonization, the Inu-
it had been nomads and their survival had 
depended to a high degree on mobility. The 
colonization process and the Trade Monop-
oly had certain effects on the settlement pat-
tern development, as the KGH encouraged 
a dispersed settlement pattern for the Inuit 
in order to provide favourable conditions for 
seal hunting. Similarly, the KGH did not en-
courage concentration of the population in 
larger settlements, because the colonies only 
required a few people to take care of the trad-
ing activities. This was a similar tendency 
to that observed on the Faroe Islands. The 
aim was to maintain production in a manner 
that was profi table for the monopoly, and 
it had an effect on the settlement pattern 
because people were necessary to maintain 
this production: seal hunting in Greenland 
and sheep-rearing on the Faroe Islands. Like 
the Royal Trade Monopoly on the Faroe Is-
lands, the KGH attempted to maintain pro-
duction for as long as it was possible. 

Despite the efforts of the Monopoly to 
maintain a dispersed and at least semi-no-
madic settlement pattern, the Inuit gradual-
ly started to concentrate around the colonies 
towards the end of the 19th century. They 
had opportunities for paid work there and 
food supplies were at hand, so that starva-
tion would not be a threat all the time they 

lived close to the colonies and mission sta-
tions. As the Inuit population became con-
centrated around the colonies, they also 
over-exploited the seal stocks there, which 
were already declining because of the warm-
ing of the climate. This over-exploitation of 
the seal stocks led in turn to a deteriora-
tion in social conditions for the population 
of West Greenland (Nellemann & Kronborg 
1963: 241-242). Dependence on imported 
goods changed the previous, pre-colonial 
mode of life (Rasmussen 2000a: 116-117), 
so that the former composition of the settle-
ment groups was altered, for example, and 
the practice of collective sharing of goods 
started to decline as the hunters began to 
hunt for trading instead of subsistence pur-
poses. 

Adopting the approach of Amorosi et al. 
(1997: 509), it is possible to identify sever-
al interacting factors that were important 
in the process of economic transition in 
Greenland. The Inuit population increased 
in number towards the beginning of the 20th 
century and began to concentrate around 
the colonies. Over-hunting of seals, the re-
gion’s natural capital, occurred in the prox-
imity of the colonies, and the increase in sea 
temperatures also caused a decline in the 
number of seals. Moreover, the world mar-
ket for seal products diminished. New eco-
nomic opportunities, new “technological 
fi xes”, had to be found, and this meant ad-
aptation. Commercial fi shing was possible 
because cod appeared due to the warmer 
sea temperatures. In addition, adaptation 
to the new environmental conditions was 
possible because of the support and help re-
ceived from outside, in that the Monopoly 
started to support fi shing as a new branch of 
the economy, and the Inuit were taught new 
skills for use in fi shing and fi sh preparation. 
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Economic activities were also extend-
ed to sheep-rearing in the south of Green-
land, had effects of its own on the settlement 
pattern. Settlements became permanent be-
cause fi sh processing required labour there, 
especially in the Open Water District of 
West Greenland. Thus the modernization 
of Greenland began as the fi shing industry 
established itself (Rasmussen 2007: 167). In 
this case the settlement pattern was infl u-
enced by adaptation to a synergistic interac-
tion between new environmental settings, a 
new renewable resource base, new market 
opportunities and new skills and started to 
refl ect the new reality, with new economic 
opportunities. 

Modernization took place more rapid-
ly in Greenland than in the Faroe Islands. 
There was no permanent settlement pattern 
in Greenland before the 20th century, despite 
the colonies and trading posts. When fi sh-
ing became the main economic activity, peo-
ple started to concentrate in the settlements, 
and this trend was reinforced by the G-50 
and G-60 settlement policies. The settle-
ment structure of West Greenland changed 
greatly during these years as the Inuit pop-
ulation became concentrated in the larger 
towns of the Open Water District, where the 
number of Danes also increased, and the 
number of small settlements in West Green-
land decreased due to the government pol-
icies and the work opportunities available 
in the larger towns. In South Greenland, 
sheep-rearing led to a different settlement 
pattern. The settlements were smaller and 
they were located in a more scattered man-
ner around the grazing lands, as had been 
the settlement pattern on the Faroe Islands 
when sheep-rearing dominated the econo-
my. In North and East Greenland the settle-
ment pattern remained dispersed because 

hunting, which was still the main source of 
livelihood, required dispersed settlements 
and a larger radius of action. 

Both the Faroese and Greenlandic so-
cieties experienced an economic transi-
tion from farming or hunting to commer-
cial fi shing. The availability of strategic re-
sources has been an important determinant 
for settlement development, as Rasmussen 
(1998a: 78-79) points out. It may be suggest-
ed in the case of Greenland that the transi-
tion was advanced by natural capital deple-
tion and changing environmental and mar-
ket conditions, in addition to the fact that the 
population was growing and new economic 
opportunities were needed. The Monopoly 
attempted to maintain seal hunting and the 
previous forms of production for as long as 
possible, but when the transition to indus-
trialization came it meant great changes in 
the settlement pattern, towards a sedentary 
one with a concentration of the people main-
ly in the fi shing towns of West Greenland. 

For the Faroe Islands, the transition was 
not so much a question of the depletion of 
certain forms of natural capital as of popu-
lation growth, and it was basically necessary 
because the people needed new opportuni-
ties to support themselves. Sheep-rearing 
played an important role alongside fi shing 
in the 19th century, while the seal stocks in 
Greenland declined sharply and a new re-
source base had to be found immediate-
ly. The economic transition was therefore 
more gradual in the Faroe Islands than in 
Greenland, especially as it had already start-
ed slowly in the 18th century. Several factors 
played a role in the Faroe Islands in addi-
tions to population growth. Market condi-
tions were favourable, there was enough of 
natural capital (fi sh stocks), fi shing and klip 
fi sh production were made possible by the 
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authorities of the Monopoly, and somewhat 
later industrialization in other countries al-
lowed the Faroese to develop their fi shing in 
that direction, e.g. by buying fi shing vessels. 

5.4. CHALLENGES AND 
ADAPTATION IN THE 
FISHING INDUSTRY IN 
THE 20TH CENTURY 

Clearly Greenland and the Faroe Islands 
have gone through modernization processes 
and now base their economics on industrial 
fi shing, an industry which is highly vulner-
able to fl uctuations in renewable resource 
bases, markets, and environmental change. 
Adaptation is still needed, and through ad-
aptation within the societies concerned, all 
these things are also of importance for the 
settlement pattern. Some concluding per-
spectives on challenges and adaptation af-
fecting in the Faroe Islands and Greenland 
in the 20th century will be presented below. 

A synergistically interplay of environ-
mental changes occurred in the 1970s and 
1980s which caused a cooling of sea tem-
peratures, leading to a decline in cod stocks 
which, in combination with the over-exploi-
tation of cod, required adaptation within 
Greenland’s fi shing industry. The new nat-
ural capital which replaced cod was shrimps, 
which also meant a shift from in-shore to 
off-shore fi shing (Rasmussen 2007: 167). 
Adaptation to the new situation was also 
achieved through the diversifi cation of eco-
nomic activities, especially since the cooler 
sea temperatures opened up other econom-
ic opportunities such as fi shing for Green-
land halibut and the hunting of seals and 
whales (Rasmussen 2000a: 118). The shift 
from cod to shrimp fi shing also had an ef-
fect on the settlement pattern in Greenland. 

The more concentrated off-shore fi shing re-
quired even more concentration of the la-
bour force, which led to increasing centrali-
zation in the fi shing towns of the Open Wa-
ter District (Rasmussen 2007: 176).

At the present moment, Greenland is 
in the middle of a new transition. Accord-
ing to Rasmussen (2007: 175-177), there is 
an on-going process of diversifi cation of re-
newable resource exploitation and the coun-
try’s economy in general. This development 
seems to give some settlements that are lo-
cated close to the new resources a more ac-
tive role in the economy. Meanwhile, eco-
nomic activities as such have been diversi-
fi ed, most notably with the introduction of 
the concept of the “three pillars”, fi sheries, 
minerals and tourism, supplemented more 
recently with that of “land based activities”. 
This diversifi cation of economic activities 
may be looked on as a conscious adaptive 
strategy to reduce the dependence of the 
economy on a single resource base which 
had previously made it extremely vulner-
able to market changes and economic fl uc-
tuations. 

The Faroe Islands experienced an eco-
nomic crisis in connection with fi sheries in 
the early 1950s, as a consequence of declin-
ing fi sh markets in the Mediterranean region 
combined with the high price of coal, lead-
ing to economic collapse and bankruptcy for 
many trawler owners. The Faroese people 
responded by emigrating, to the extent that 
500-600 people were leaving per year, a fi g-
ure equivalent to 1.3% of the current popu-
lation (Guttesen 1996a: 5). A “technological 
fi x” was taken into use to adapt to the new 
situation on the islands, in the form of a re-
construction of the fi shing fl eet to concen-
trate on herring. The adaptation also includ-
ed the use of larger vessels, further indus-
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trial processing and the production of fresh 
and frozen products for Europe (Høgnesen 
& Apostle 2002: 85). 

Another perspective that illustrates the 
need for adaptation in modern Faroese so-
ciety was the economic crisis of the 1990s, 
which was caused by a major decline in 
catches and increasing problems of profi t-
ability (Lyck 1996: 8). The Faroese people 
again adapted to the crisis by emigration, 
so that almost 10% of the population was 
lost (Guttesen 1996b: 14). The people who 
moved away from the islands were prima-
rily educated young adults whose departure 
was an immediate consequence of the fi sh-
ing crisis, so that the age structure of the 
islands was affected, as also was the sex ra-
tio, as it was very often young women who 
moved away. This trend was felt especially 
hard in the small villages (Hamilton et al. 
2004: 451), some of which were marginal-
ized. It was refl ected in the general trend 
in settlement pattern, in that the popula-
tion became increasingly concentrated in 
the largest fi shing settlements, mainly Tór-
shavn and the satellite villages in its prox-
imity. 

During the past 30 years, smallest villag-
es in Greenland and the Faroe Islands have 
suffered from lack of valid resource bases. 
Despite of this, the villages still exist. Here, 
the principals of a Nordic well-fare state 
with social support as well as Denmark’s 
paternalistic approach to Greenland and 
the Faroe Islands play the key role. Small 
villages are kept alive although they are not 
economically viable. 

At present, globalization is central for the 
development of the two societies. The recent 
trend is migration of young people, especial-
ly women, from smallest villages to bigger 
settlements or abroad. The main motivation 

for migration is in many cases education or 
better work opportunities.  This new trend 
in settlement pattern development can not 
be explained by previous changes but in-
dicates a new paradigm, the effects of glo-
balization on the Northern societies, which 
started about 10 years ago. 

5.5. CONNECTIONS BETWEEN 
THE INTERACTING 
FACTORS, ADAPTATION 
AND TRENDS IN THE 
SETTLEMENT PATTERN 

It can be argued on the basis of this study of 
how two northern societies have responded 
to the challenges brought about by the in-
terplay of environmental, political and/ or 
socio-economic changes throughout their 
history that the inhabitants of the Faroe Is-
lands and Greenland have had one advan-
tage above all. They have generally shown 
a great ability to adapt to new situations. 
Some of the more general fi ndings concern-
ing the interacting factors, adaptation and 
trends in settlement pattern will be summed 
up here. 

Given that, according to Adger et al. 
(2005: 83), adaptation decisions can have 
distributional consequences, it is clear in 
the light of the present work that adapta-
tion can infl uence the spatial distribution of 
people and therefore cause changes in the 
development of settlement patterns. It can 
be argued, too, that adaptation and the way 
in which it is expressed in concrete form in 
the settlement pattern is highly contextual. 
It is possible to certain degree to generalize 
on some common characteristics that have 
caused changes in settlement pattern dy-
namics in the Arctic, but the two case stud-
ies show clearly that great variations exist 
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between different parts of the Arctic region, 
and therefore the outcomes of adaptation 
can be very different. A context-sensitive ap-
proach would therefore seem to be impor-
tant when studying adaptation and trends 
in settlement patterns in the Arctic. 

Some observations should also be made 
about the factors that infl uence adaptation 
and settlement pattern development. These 
factors were seen in the case studies to be 
related to environmental change (most of-
ten cooling or warming of the climate), ge-
ography/ topography (initial settlement 
choices), demographic change (population 
growth), market conditions (the demand for 
export products), society’s resource man-
agement skills and economic activities, and 
the availability and nature of the main re-
source base. It should be pointed out that 
the factors regarded here as interacting sel-
dom occur alone. This is especially true in 
terms of the history of the settlement pat-
terns. Several of these factors have inter-
acted in various ways in the past, and they 
have infl uenced the dynamics of the spatial 
organization of the population. According 
to Rasmussen (1998a: 78-79), much of the 
history of the settlement pattern can be at-
tributed to the availability of renewable re-
sources, and this seems to be the case into 
a very high degree in the light of the present 
case studies. It would be possible to add to 
Rasmussen’s suggestion, however, that eco-
nomic systems were a major contributing 
factor in addition to the availability of re-
newable resources. A very noticeable inter-
dependence between renewable resources, 
economic systems and human settlement is 
still characteristic of the case study regions 
even today, although because of the inter-
actions, it is not possible to evaluate how 
important each of the factors has been. It is 

their synergic effects that have determined 
which way adaptation and the dynamics of 
the settlement pattern have proceeded. 

The case studies also suggest that there 
were certain forces which protected the so-
cieties from outside infl uences. The monop-
olies responsible for trade with the Faroe 
Islands and Greenland seem to have stabi-
lized living conditions there, protecting both 
regions from fl uctuations occurring in the 
outside world provided that the interacting 
factors, i.e. environmental or demograph-
ic change, did not infl uence their develop-
ment. But as soon as these factors started 
to exert an infl uence, the monopolies had 
to follow, suite and support new economic 
activities, for example. 

It was assumed initially that through in-
teractions with externally determined con-
ditions, forces or perturbations, human ad-
aptations have had an infl uence on the set-
tlement pattern development. The choice 
of where to locate settlements in new envi-
ronments was the fi rst essential in the case 
of both Greenland and the Faroe Islands, 
and since renewable resources were crucial 
considerations, the settlements were estab-
lished around the utilization of these. When 
new resources were discovered and new eco-
nomic activities based on them, the settle-
ment patterns also changed. 

The Faroese settlement structure was 
infl uenced by the social changes. The basis 
for the settlement pattern was established 
in relation to the dominant economic activ-
ity, sheep-rearing, which led to a settlement 
pattern that refl ected the importance of land 
management. The villages were located in 
a dispersed manner so that there was land 
left between them for sheep-farming. When 
fi shing was conducted predominantly from 
rowing boats in in-shore areas, villages lo-
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cated at sites with good landing opportu-
nities, e.g. at the head of a fjord, were fur-
ther away from the fi shing grounds and thus 
their fi shing was hindered to some degree. 
These villages could not take advantage of 
the decked motor boats introduced early in 
the 20th century, however, as these demand 
stable harbours, but at least the long dis-
tances were not such a great obstacle any 
more. The industrialization of fi shing caused 
a concentration of population in the largest 
fi shing centres and in Tórshavn. 

Greenland lacked any permanent settle-
ment pattern for a long time, despite the ex-
istence of colonies and trade posts, because 
seal hunting and other economic and sub-
sistence activities required dispersed settle-
ments and mobility. A sedentary settlement 
pattern was established in West Greenland 
only when cod fi shing began, and the popu-
lation of that region has since become con-
centrated in the largest towns. The settle-
ment pattern in North and East Greenland 
is a dispersed one, because the people who 
live there still base their economic activities 
on hunting, while it is sheep-rearing that 
has caused a scattered settlement pattern 
in South Greenland. 

These examples illustrate how resource 
bases and economic activities vary in the 
Arctic region, and it is clear that settlement 
pattern will develop in quite different ways 
according to which resource base was the 
most important when settlements were es-
tablished, which factors interacted, causing 
a need for adaptation, and how society has 
adapted to new conditions. 

5.6. WHAT IS THE FUTURE OF 
THE REGIONS STUDIED 
AND WHAT WILL THE 
IMPORTANT QUESTIONS BE 
FOR FUTURE RESEARCH?  

In the present situation, where climate 
change causes great changes in Arctic so-
cieties, it may be maintained that certain 
perspectives raised in the present study can 
be used for deepening our understanding 
of adaptation and its infl uence on the his-
tory of settlement patterns in that region. 
It seems likely that the Arctic will be faced 
with great environmental changes in the fu-
ture as well, and that these will interact at 
least with changes in the resource base. It 
may therefore be suggested that the changes 
will have major effects on future settlement 
patterns, too. 

Adaptation has been a very complex 
process throughout the history of Green-
land and the Faroe Islands. It has not mere-
ly meant a “technological fi x”, the replace-
ment of one resource with another, but such 
a shift has usually been accompanied by ma-
jor socio-economic and political changes, in-
cluding changes in the settlement pattern. 
This trend is likely to continue in the future, 
and Arctic societies will have to be prepared 
for it. Because of the context-dependence of 
adaptation, it is diffi cult to make generali-
zations about it or predict the direction in 
which it will occur. Also, the interacting fac-
tors seem to vary from one region to anoth-
er, and their effects on the settlement pat-
tern may also vary a great deal. Some Arctic 
regions may experience great changes, while 
others may maintain their present situation. 

The importance of the availability of 
renewable resources for Arctic societies 
should also be emphasized, as this has been 
shown very clearly in the history of the Faroe 
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Islands and Greenland. People have faced 
challenges in the past and they will face new 
challenges in the future, and such situations 
often hit them harder than in many other 
regions of the world. It is therefore very im-
portant to carry out context-dependent case 
studies and to identify in each case which 
factors might interact with each other and 
how they may affect the societies concerned. 
The monitoring of environmental changes 
and resource bases will play a key role in 
such studies. 

For the Faroe Islands and Greenland, it 
can be suggested that the diversifi cation of 
economic activities may be one way of re-
ducing vulnerability and increasing the op-
portunities for successful adaptation. Diver-
sifi ed economic activities have occupied a 
key role in the past survival of these com-
munities, and they may do so in the future 
as well. 

Flexibility and the seizing of new oppor-
tunities have also been important for the ad-
aptation of these two societies. Since climate 
change can be expected to create new eco-
nomic opportunities for these societies, fl ex-
ibility in terms of economic activities and re-

source use will also be a central issue in the 
future. Similarly, future settlement patterns 
especially in the North will depend greatly 
on economic activities and adaptation. If the 
economic basis of the settlements is diversi-
fi ed, they will have a greater range of options 
for adapting to and protecting themselves 
from external infl uences such as the conse-
quences of climate change. Consistent, long-
term settlement policies will be the main ap-
proach to infl uence on the future settlement 
patterns and adaptation of people living in 
the settlements to the new challenges, i.e. 
environmental change. 

It will be very important to examine the 
future economic opportunities open to these 
societies, and to study how adaptation could 
be carried out in the face of future challeng-
es. In addition, case studies on how to in-
crease the fl exibility of economic systems 
will be of major importance. 

The narratives making up the settlement 
history of the Faroe Islands and Greenland 
show most of all a great ability to adapt. That 
ability will be required to a very high degree 
in the future.
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