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    To the Inuit peoples of Kalaallit Nunaat—
Whose ancestors navigated the frozen wildernessfor four thousand years before the first colonial shipappeared on the horizon.
May your voices finally be heard above the clamorof those who would decide your fate without your consent.
To the children of the Arctic—
Inheritors of a world they did not warm,witnesses to ice their grandchildren may never see,custodians of a homeland that has becomeeveryone's strategic interest.
May the choices made today honour the generations yet to come.
And to all who believe that sovereignty belongs to peoples,not to the maps drawn by empires.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The ice remembers what empires forget:that the land belongs to those who learned its silences,not to those who covet what lies beneath.
In the calculus of great powers,a people become a problem to be solved,a territory to be acquired,a resource to be extracted.
But the Inuit have a word—sila—that means weather, consciousness, and the universe itself.It teaches that everything is connected:the ice to the sea, the hunter to the hunted,the ancestor to the child yet unborn.
Those who would draw new lines on old mapswould do well to remember:The ice is melting, yes—but so are the certainties of thosewho believed power alone could remake the world.
Greenland is not a prize to be won.It is a homeland to be honored.And the 57,000 who call it homehave survived longer than any empirethat has ever claimed dominion over their shore."
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PREFACE
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The book you hold in your hands was written in the midst of a crisis that, as I write these words in January 2026, continues to unfold with consequences none of us can fully predict. On January 17, 2026, the President of the United States announced 10% tariffs on eight NATO allies—Denmark, Norway, Sweden, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Finland—to escalate to 25% by June unless an agreement is reached for "the Complete and Total purchase of Greenland." That same day, thousands of Greenlanders braved freezing temperatures in Nuuk to declare that their homeland "is not for sale and will never be for sale."

I have spent my career studying the intersection of power, resources, and the fate of peoples caught in the currents of great power politics. Having authored more than fifty internationally published works on international relations, geopolitical strategy, and regional security—from The Diminishing Pax-Americana to Crossroads of Continents, from analyses of South Asian security dynamics to examinations of American political leadership—I believed I had witnessed the full spectrum of how powerful nations pursue their interests at the expense of smaller peoples. The Greenland crisis has proven me wrong. What we are witnessing is something that scholars of international relations believed had been consigned to history: the world's most powerful democracy openly threatening to seize territory from an ally, dismissing international law as a quaint relic of a bygone era.

This is not hyperbole. Stephen Miller, speaking for the administration, declared that nations are not entitled to territories "they cannot protect"—an assertion that the "iron laws" of power supersede the legal frameworks built over centuries to prevent precisely such predation. French President Emmanuel Macron responded that France remains "committed to the sovereignty and independence of Nations" and that "no intimidation nor threat will influence us." The leaders of eight European nations issued a joint statement warning that American actions "undermine transatlantic relations and risk a dangerous downward spiral." Senator Mitch McConnell, hardly a critic of his own party, warned that forced annexation would "incinerate" U.S. ties with NATO.

These are not the words of alarmists. They are the documented responses of world leaders to a crisis that has no precedent in the post-World War II international order.

The origins of this book lie in a question that has haunted my work for decades: What happens when the guardian of the international order becomes its greatest threat? My research into the decline of American hegemony—documented in works such as Geopolitical Realignments And U.S. Decline and Biden vs. Trump: A Tale of Two Americas—suggested that the post-1945 liberal international order was under unprecedented strain. But I had not anticipated that the unraveling would begin not with an external challenge from China or Russia, but with an assault from within by the alliance's leader.

The Greenland crisis crystallizes every tension I have studied throughout my career: the collision between great power interests and indigenous rights; the paradox of a "green transition" that may reproduce colonial extraction patterns; the fragility of international norms when confronted by raw power; and the question of whether peoples can determine their own futures in a world where geography has become destiny once more.

This book is built on a foundation of documented facts and verifiable sources. Every claim about the current crisis can be traced to official statements, credible journalism, or scholarly research. When President Trump announced tariffs on eight European nations, this was documented by CNN, NBC News, NPR, CNBC, Axios, and dozens of other outlets. When Greenland's prime minister declared that Greenlanders are "not for sale," this was reported by Reuters, the Associated Press, and the Greenlandic press. When the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) analyzed Greenland's rare earth reserves—1.5 million tons, ranking eighth globally—this was based on United States Geological Survey data.

I have endeavored to present multiple perspectives fairly. The American national security arguments for Arctic access are presented in their strongest form before being critically examined. Danish and European perspectives are given equal weight. And most importantly, Greenlandic voices—so often absent from discussions about Greenland—are placed at the center of this narrative. The Inuit peoples of Kalaallit Nunaat have been talked about for too long. It is time they were listened to.

The structure of this book reflects my conviction that the Greenland crisis cannot be understood through a narrow lens. Part One examines the prize: Greenland itself, its people, and the resources beneath the ice. Part Two analyzes the players: the United States, Denmark, Europe, China, and Russia. Part Three reveals the patterns: the colonial echoes, the phenomenon I term "green colonialism," and the transformation of the Arctic into the new Middle East. Part Four confronts the reckoning: the crisis as it has unfolded, what Greenlanders themselves want, and scenarios for what may come.

Throughout, I have sought to honor the complexity of this story. There are legitimate security concerns in the Arctic—Russia's military buildup is real, China's "near-Arctic state" ambitions are documented, and the strategic significance of Greenland to North American defense is undeniable. But legitimate concerns do not justify illegitimate means. The United States already maintains the Pituffik Space Base (formerly Thule Air Base), operates under a 1951 defense agreement with Denmark, and has access to Greenland through NATO frameworks that have served Western security for seven decades. As Senator Chris Coons observed during his January 2026 visit to Copenhagen, Denmark is among America's most reliable allies: "There is almost no better ally to the United States than Denmark."

I write this preface with a profound sense of responsibility. Scholars have an obligation to bear witness, to document, and to analyze—but also to speak truth to power when the foundations of international order are threatened. What is happening to Greenland today could happen to any small nation tomorrow if we accept the premise that powerful nations may simply take what they want.

The 57,000 people of Greenland did not ask to become the object of great power competition. Their ancestors navigated the Arctic for four thousand years before Europeans arrived. They have survived centuries of colonial rule and are now on a path toward self-determination that they alone have the right to define. Whether that future is as part of the Kingdom of Denmark, as an independent nation, or in some other arrangement yet unimagined is not for Washington, Copenhagen, Beijing, or Moscow to decide. It is for Greenlanders.

This book is my contribution to ensuring that their story is told—fully, fairly, and with the global perspective it demands.
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Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Ph.D. International Relations
Author of 100+ Internationally Published Works
Senior Coordinator and Head of Department, PDS&CE Pakistan
January 2026
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PART ONE: THE PRIZE
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Chapter 1

The Map on the Wall
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Look at the map. Really look at it.

The Mercator projection that hangs in classrooms and boardrooms across America performs a particular kind of magic. It transforms the globe into a flat rectangle, and in doing so, it lies. The further from the equator you travel, the more grotesquely inflated the landmasses become. Africa—larger than China, the United States, India, and Western Europe combined—shrinks to a modest blob. And Greenland? Greenland swells into something continental, something that looks almost as large as Africa itself.¹

In reality, Greenland is one-fourteenth the size of Africa.² But reality is not what a real estate developer sees when he stares at the wall.

"You take a look at a map. I'm a real estate developer," Donald Trump told journalists Peter Baker and Susan Glasser in an interview for their book The Divider. "I look at a corner, I say, 'I've got to get that store for the building that I'm building,' etc. It's not that different." He added: "I love maps. And I always said: 'Look at the size of this. It's massive. That should be part of the United States.'"³

He was not joking. He has never been joking. And now, in January 2026, that fascination has erupted into a full-blown crisis that threatens to unravel the transatlantic alliance that has kept the peace in Europe for eight decades.

[image: ]

The Cartographer's Deception

The Mercator projection was created in 1569 by Flemish cartographer Gerardus Mercator for a specific purpose: navigation. The projection's genius lies in representing rhumb lines—courses of constant compass bearing—as straight lines, allowing sailors to plot accurate headings across the ocean.⁴ For centuries, it served mariners admirably. Its flaw, however, is that it distorts surface area dramatically as one moves away from the equator. Mathematically, the parallels and meridians get pulled apart in different amounts and magnitudes, creating an exaggerated effect in the upper latitudes where landmasses appear far larger than they actually are.⁵

Greenland's total area is 836,330 square miles—roughly the size of Saudi Arabia, or about a quarter of the continental United States.⁶ Yet on a Mercator map, it appears comparable to the entire continent of Africa, which encompasses nearly 12 million square miles.⁷ Cartographers have long referred to this phenomenon as "the Greenland Problem."⁸ For most people, it is a curiosity of cartography, a trivia question for geography enthusiasts. For Donald Trump, it appears to have been destiny.

Chris Hayes of MSNBC speculated that Trump was looking at a Mercator Projection map—the kind that adorned grade school geography textbooks across America for generations—when he first conceived his Greenland obsession.⁹ Whether or not this is precisely true, Trump's own words suggest that visual scale played a central role in his thinking. In a 2021 interview with Baker and Glasser, he described approaching the problem exactly as he would a Manhattan real estate acquisition: identifying a desirable corner property, calculating its apparent value, and moving to secure it.¹⁰

The problem is that maps lie, and this particular lie may have consequences for the entire international order.
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The Genesis of an Obsession

The origins of Trump's Greenland fixation can be traced to one man: Ronald S. Lauder, the billionaire heir to the Estée Lauder cosmetics fortune and a longtime friend of Trump's since their college days. According to Baker and Glasser's reporting, Lauder first pitched the idea of acquiring Greenland to Trump during the early days of his first administration and offered himself as a back channel to the Danish government to negotiate a possible purchase.¹¹

"A friend of mine, a really, really experienced businessman, thinks we can get Greenland," Trump told his National Security Adviser John Bolton, according to The Divider. "What do you think?"¹²

Bolton, a lifelong defense hawk, recognized that an increased American presence in Greenland made strategic sense, given the island's position in the Arctic and the expanding influence of China and Russia in the region. But he considered an outright purchase to be "highly impractical."¹³ Others in Trump's orbit were less diplomatic in their assessments. "You'd just sit there and be like, 'Well, this isn't real,'" one cabinet secretary told the authors.¹⁴

Yet real it was, at least to Trump. The National Security Council assigned top Russia expert Fiona Hill to lead a small team to study and research the idea. They engaged in secret talks with Denmark's ambassador and produced an options memo that laid out various approaches, including a lease proposal akin to a New York real estate deal.¹⁵ Trump pushed further. He suggested taking federal money from Puerto Rico—which he reportedly disparaged as "dirty"—and using it to buy Greenland. On another occasion, he floated outright trading Puerto Rico to Denmark in exchange for the Arctic territory.¹⁶

When the Wall Street Journal broke the story in August 2019, international reaction ranged from bemusement to outrage. Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen called the idea "an absurd discussion" and declared that "Greenland is not for sale."¹⁷ Trump, wounded by the rebuke, canceled a planned state visit to Denmark and branded Frederiksen "nasty."¹⁸

"When it became public, they lost their political courage," Trump later told Baker and Glasser, as if the Danes had ever been serious about selling.¹⁹ Like all hard-nosed negotiators, Trump does not take no for an answer. He simply files it away and waits.
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A Pattern as Old as the Republic

Trump's Greenland obsession is not as unprecedented as it might seem. The United States has a long and largely forgotten history of attempts to acquire the world's largest island. American expansionism has worn many faces across two and a half centuries, but its fundamental impulse—the belief that territory equals power, that size confers security, that what can be taken should be taken—has remained remarkably consistent.

The first serious discussions about purchasing Greenland emerged in 1867, when Secretary of State William H. Seward, fresh off the acquisition of Alaska from Russia for $7.2 million, turned his attention to other Arctic territories. At the behest of Seward, former Treasury Secretary Robert J. Walker—the ardent expansionist who helped broker the Alaska deal—recommended that the United States add Greenland and Iceland to its inventory. "The reasons are political and commercial," Walker wrote in a report to the State Department, emphasizing Greenland's vast landscape and mineral wealth.²⁰

The proposal never advanced to a formal offer. Congress had little appetite for another Arctic acquisition, particularly given President Andrew Johnson's political weakness in the aftermath of his impeachment trial. Seward's vision of an American Arctic empire would have to wait.

Another proposal surfaced in 1910 under President William Howard Taft. American diplomats floated a complex land-exchange plan that would have transferred Greenland to the United States in return for concessions elsewhere. Denmark rejected the proposal, and it quietly collapsed.²¹

It was the aftermath of World War II that brought the most serious American attempt. In April 1946, as the Cold War's first chill descended upon Europe, State Department official John Hickerson attended a meeting of the planning and strategy committee of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He reported that "practically every member" agreed the United States should try to purchase Greenland.²² The island, sitting astride the shortest polar route between Washington and Moscow, was deemed essential to American national security.

William C. Trimble, assistant chief of the State Department's division of northern European affairs, put a price on the island: $100 million in gold. He argued that purchase of Greenland would give the United States "valuable bases from which to launch an air counteroffensive over the Arctic area in the event of attack."²³ U.S. officials also discussed swapping oil-rich land in Alaska's Point Barrow district for portions of Greenland deemed strategically important, though Trimble thought the Danes would be less receptive to this arrangement.²⁴

On December 14, 1946, Secretary of State James F. Byrnes made the formal offer to visiting Danish Foreign Minister Gustav Rasmussen. The memorandum described three alternatives: two variations on the wartime defense agreement—a 99-year lease on existing American bases, or the United States wholly taking over the island's defense—or an outright purchase.²⁵ The United States clearly preferred the third option.

Rasmussen was stunned. "While we owe much to America," he allegedly told the U.S. ambassador to Denmark one month later, "I do not feel that we owe them the whole island of Greenland."²⁶ Denmark did not want to sell. However, the United States was permitted to build and operate military bases there, an arrangement that culminated in the 1951 Defense of Greenland Agreement that remains in force to this day.²⁷

The 1946 offer was kept secret at the time and was first made public only in 1991, when a Danish newspaper discovered declassified documents at the U.S. National Archives.²⁸ Adjusted for inflation, that $100 million offer would be equivalent to approximately $1.6 billion today; when accounting for U.S. gross domestic product growth and the offer value as a percentage of GDP at the time, it translates to roughly $12.9 billion in 2024 dollars.²⁹

Trump, characteristically, insisted that the idea of acquiring Greenland was entirely his own invention. The historical record suggests otherwise. But the impulse animating his fixation—the conviction that American power should be expressed through territorial acquisition—has deep roots in the American psyche.
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Manifest Destiny's Long Shadow

"Manifest Destiny" was the term coined by journalist John L. O'Sullivan in an 1845 newspaper editorial, but the idea it described was as old as the Republic itself. O'Sullivan wrote of America's "manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our multiplying millions."³⁰ The phrase crystallized an ideology that had been gestating since the earliest days of European settlement: the belief that the United States was divinely ordained to expand across North America and beyond, bringing what its advocates considered the blessings of democracy, Christianity, and commercial civilization to whatever peoples happened to be in the way.

According to historian William Earl Weeks, three basic tenets undergirded the concept: the assumption of the unique moral virtue of the United States; the assertion of its mission to redeem the world by spreading republican government and the "American way of life"; and faith in the nation's divinely ordained destiny to succeed in this mission.³¹

In practice, Manifest Destiny meant war with Mexico, the forced removal of Native Americans from their ancestral lands, and the incorporation of vast territories stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 nearly doubled the size of the nation. The annexation of Texas in 1845, the Oregon Treaty with Britain in 1846, and the Mexican-American War of 1846–1848 added millions more acres. The Gadsden Purchase of 1853 completed the continental expansion, acquiring land in present-day Arizona and New Mexico for a southern railroad route.³²

After the Civil War, the concept of Manifest Destiny briefly revived with the purchase of Alaska in 1867 and later the annexation of Hawaii in 1898. By the turn of the twentieth century, the phrase had fallen into disuse as territorial expansion ceased to be explicitly promoted as part of America's destiny. President Theodore Roosevelt replaced expansionism with interventionism, defining the United States' role in the Western Hemisphere as an "international police power" through his 1904 corollary to the Monroe Doctrine.³³

Yet the underlying impulse—the conviction that American strength entitles it to territory it does not own—never entirely disappeared. It lay dormant through the decades of American hegemony, when soft power and alliance structures seemed more effective tools than outright acquisition. It resurfaced occasionally in discussions of Puerto Rican statehood or Caribbean intervention. But it took Donald Trump, with his developer's eye for prime real estate and his transactional view of international relations, to bring it roaring back.
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"Psychologically Needed for Success"

On January 7, 2026, four New York Times reporters—Zolan Kanno-Youngs, Tyler Pager, Katie Rogers, and David E. Sanger—sat down with President Trump in the Oval Office for nearly two hours.³⁴ The interview covered a range of topics: the administration's intervention in Venezuela, immigration policy, the Russia-Ukraine war, the president's health. But the exchange that would dominate headlines came when the reporters pressed Trump on his Greenland fixation.

Katie Rogers asked what had become the central question: "Can I circle back to what you had said about NATO? If you had to choose between obtaining Greenland and preserving NATO, what's your higher priority there?"

"Well, I don't want to say that to you," Trump replied, "but it may be a choice."³⁵

David Sanger then pushed on why "ownership" of the Danish territory was so important to Trump.

"Because that's what I feel is psychologically needed for success," Trump said. "I think that ownership gives you a thing that you can't do, whether you're talking about a lease or a treaty. Ownership gives you things and elements that you can't get from just signing a document, that you can have a base."³⁶

He elaborated: "Psychologically important for me. Now, maybe another president would feel differently, but so far I've been right about everything."³⁷

The admission was extraordinary in its candor. For all the administration's stated justifications—national security, Arctic defense, countering China and Russia—the President of the United States had acknowledged that his desire to acquire Greenland was, at its core, a psychological need. It was about feeling successful. It was about the satisfaction that comes from ownership, from closing the ultimate real estate deal.

The interview contained other revelations equally striking. When asked what could constrain his power on the world stage, Trump offered a remarkable answer: "There is one thing. My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me. I don't need international law."³⁸

Here was the articulation of a worldview that dispensed with the entire post-World War II international order. The rules-based system that the United States had helped construct and had championed for eight decades—the United Nations Charter, the NATO alliance, the principle that great powers should not simply seize the territory of smaller nations—was, in Trump's telling, merely optional.
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The Miller Doctrine

If Trump's words revealed the psychological dimensions of his Greenland obsession, his deputy chief of staff Stephen Miller provided the ideological scaffolding. In a January 2026 interview with CNN's Jake Tapper, Miller articulated what amounted to a new American foreign policy doctrine, one that explicitly rejected the foundations of the postwar international order.

"We live in a world in which you can talk all you want about international niceties and everything else," Miller said. "But we live in a world, in the real world, Jake, that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power. These are the iron laws of the world since the beginning of time."³⁹

When Tapper pressed him on whether the administration would rule out military action to seize Greenland, Miller demurred. "Nobody's going to fight the United States militarily over the future of Greenland," he said. Citing the United States' strength as "the power of NATO," Miller declared: "Obviously, Greenland should be part of the United States."⁴⁰

The statement was breathtaking in its implications. Miller was invoking the military might of NATO—an alliance built on the principle of collective defense, in which an attack on one member is considered an attack on all—to justify potentially seizing territory from a NATO member. The contradiction appeared to escape him entirely.

Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders, appearing on the same network, offered a withering assessment. "Mr. Miller gave a very good definition of imperialism," Sanders said. "We are powerful. We have the strongest military on Earth, and we can run any country we want."⁴¹

Nowhere in Miller's interview was there any acknowledgment that individual nation states or territories—Greenland, for instance—have a sovereign right to decide their own destinies. Nor that international law, developed to avoid a repeat of the cataclysmic wars of the twentieth century, can ever legitimately limit the United States. By implication, Miller's rhetoric rejected the foundations of eighty years of American postwar leadership.

The West's founding documents—the Atlantic Charter signed between President Franklin Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in 1941, the United Nations Charter of 1945, NATO's founding treaty of 1949—all explicitly rejected the notion that big, powerful nations could impose their will on smaller ones simply because they had the strength to do so. That rejection was born of bitter experience: two world wars that killed tens of millions, and the recognition that a system based purely on force would lead inexorably to catastrophe.

Trump and Miller were proposing to abandon that entire framework.
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The Crisis Unfolds

By mid-January 2026, the Greenland crisis had escalated beyond anything the international community had seen since Russia's invasion of Ukraine. The sequence of events unfolded with dizzying speed.

On January 17, President Trump announced on his Truth Social platform that he would impose a 10 percent tariff on "any and all goods" from eight NATO countries—Denmark, Norway, Sweden, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Finland—starting February 1. The tariffs would increase to 25 percent on June 1 unless a deal was reached "for the Complete and Total purchase of Greenland."⁴²

"We have subsidized Denmark, and all of the Countries of the European Union, and others, for many years by not charging them Tariffs, or any other forms of remuneration," Trump wrote. "Now, after Centuries, it is time for Denmark to give back — World Peace is at stake!"⁴³

The targeted countries had all participated in military exercises in Greenland as part of the Danish-led "Arctic Endurance" operation—a show of solidarity with Copenhagen and a demonstration that European nations took Arctic security seriously. Trump characterized these exercises as obstruction; European leaders described them as standard NATO cooperation.

The response from Europe was swift and unified. French President Emmanuel Macron called the tariff threats "unacceptable." British Prime Minister Keir Starmer condemned them as "completely wrong." European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen declared that "the EU stands in full solidarity with Denmark and the people of Greenland."⁴⁴

In a joint statement, the leaders of all eight targeted nations warned that Trump's threats "undermine transatlantic relations and risk a dangerous downward spiral." They emphasized their commitment to "upholding sovereignty" and engaging in dialogue "based on the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity."⁴⁵

Meanwhile, thousands of Greenlanders and Danes took to the streets to protest Trump's overtures. In Nuuk, the world's smallest national capital, an estimated quarter of the city's population gathered outside the U.S. Consulate waving Greenlandic flags and chanting "Kalaallit Nunaat"—the island's name in Greenlandic, meaning "Land of the People."⁴⁶ In Copenhagen, demonstrators carried signs reading "Hands Off Greenland" and "Greenland Is Not for Sale."

Greenlandic Prime Minister Jens-Frederik Nielsen issued a series of statements condemning the rhetoric from Washington. "Our country is not an object of superpower rhetoric," he said. "We are a people. A land. And a democracy. This has to be respected. Especially by close and loyal friends."⁴⁷

Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen was even more pointed. "If the United States chooses to attack another NATO country militarily," she told Danish television, "then everything stops." The implication was clear: a U.S. military move on Greenland would spell the end of NATO as the world has known it.⁴⁸
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The Developer's Dream

To understand Trump's fixation on Greenland, one must understand how a real estate developer sees the world. For Trump, land is not merely a resource or a strategic asset; it is the ultimate measure of success. His career was built on the acquisition of prime properties—the Grand Hyatt, Trump Tower, the Trump Taj Mahal. His self-image is inseparable from the buildings that bear his name, from the square footage he controls.

"Essentially, it's a large real estate deal," Trump told reporters in 2019 when asked about Greenland. "A lot of things can be done."⁴⁹

The framing is revealing. For Trump, Greenland is not a homeland to 57,000 people whose ancestors have lived there for millennia. It is not a complex geopolitical puzzle involving indigenous rights, climate change, Arctic security, and the future of the rules-based international order. It is a piece of property—an extraordinarily large piece of property—that would look good in his portfolio.

This transactional worldview extends to his understanding of alliances. NATO, in Trump's telling, is not a collective security arrangement built on shared values and mutual defense; it is a protection racket in which the United States provides security and its allies pay for the privilege. Denmark, a founding NATO member that has contributed troops to every major alliance operation, is not a partner to be respected but a subordinate to be bullied.

"Denmark is a tiny country with a tiny economy and a tiny military," Stephen Miller told Fox News. "They cannot defend Greenland."⁵⁰ The statement ignored the rather obvious point that Denmark does not need to defend Greenland alone—that is precisely what the NATO alliance is for.

But for Trump, the alliance is beside the point. What matters is ownership. What matters is control. What matters is the psychological satisfaction of closing the deal.
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The Iron Laws and the Rules-Based Order

The clash between Trump's worldview and the postwar international order could not be starker. For nearly eighty years, the United States championed a system of rules and institutions designed to prevent the kind of catastrophic conflict that had twice engulfed the world in the twentieth century. The core principles were straightforward: sovereign nations have the right to determine their own destinies; borders should not be changed by force; disputes should be settled through diplomacy, not coercion.

These principles were never perfectly realized. The United States itself violated them on occasion, from interventions in Latin America to the invasion of Iraq. But they remained the stated aspirations of American foreign policy, the framework within which even imperfect actions were justified and debated.

Trump's Greenland gambit represents something different: not a violation of the rules in pursuit of other goals, but an explicit rejection of the rules themselves. When Trump says he does not "need international law," he is not merely being cavalier; he is articulating a worldview in which might makes right, in which the strong take what they can and the weak suffer what they must.

This worldview has a name. In the ancient world, it was expressed by the Athenian envoys to Melos in Thucydides' history: "The strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must."⁵¹ In the modern era, it has been the justification for every act of aggression from Napoleon to Hitler to Putin. It is the worldview that the postwar order was specifically designed to prevent.

When Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, the United States led the international condemnation, invoking precisely the principles that Trump now dismisses. Borders must not be changed by force. Sovereign nations must not be coerced by their larger neighbors. The rules-based order must be defended.

The irony—or the hypocrisy, depending on one's perspective—is difficult to escape. How can the United States credibly condemn Russian aggression against Ukraine while threatening to seize territory from a NATO ally? How can it rally international support for the principle of sovereignty while explicitly declaring that international law does not constrain American power?

These are not merely rhetorical questions. They are the questions that allied leaders are asking themselves as they contemplate the future of the transatlantic relationship.

[image: ]

What Lies Beneath

Strip away the bluster and the tariffs and the threats, and what remains? A frozen island of 836,000 square miles, 80 percent covered by an ice sheet, home to 57,000 people and an ancient Inuit culture. A land rich in mineral deposits that may or may not be economically extractable. A strategic position between two continents that has made it valuable to every great power to cast its gaze northward.

The United States already has everything it needs from Greenland. The 1951 Defense Agreement grants American forces extensive access to the island. Pituffik Space Base—formerly Thule Air Base—sits at Greenland's northern tip, hosting the ballistic missile early warning radar network that monitors for attacks from Russia and China. American troops train regularly on Greenlandic ice. American scientists study its glaciers. American companies can and do pursue mineral exploration deals with Greenlandic authorities.

"The mooted economic rationale for acquiring Greenland makes just as little sense" as the security arguments, noted the Progressive Policy Institute. "It's true that Greenland possesses significant reserves of rare earth elements and other critical minerals, but it's nowhere near the motherlode the Trump administration claims." Indeed, the island's rare earth reserves rank just below those of the United States itself. The real barriers to extraction are not political but geological and economic: the ice sheet, the remoteness, the lack of infrastructure, the staggering costs.⁵²

Even Trump's own advisers have struggled to articulate what ownership would provide that existing arrangements do not. In his New York Times interview, the president acknowledged that the current defense agreements are "sufficient" for military purposes.⁵³ The value of ownership, he explained, is psychological.

And so we return to where we began: a man staring at a map, seeing something larger than reality, and deciding that it should be his.
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The Map and the Territory

There is a concept in philosophy and linguistics called "the map-territory relation," derived from the work of Alfred Korzybski. The idea is simple: a map is a representation of reality, not reality itself. The map can be useful, even essential, for navigating the world. But it is always an abstraction, always a simplification, always a lie of one sort or another. The Mercator projection shows us a Greenland as large as Africa; the globe shows us a Greenland fourteen times smaller. Both are representations. Neither is the territory itself.

Trump looks at the map and sees destiny. He sees a massive piece of real estate that should belong to the United States because of its apparent size, because of its strategic position, because he wants it. What he does not see—or does not care about—is the territory: the actual people who live there, the actual history of colonialism and extraction, the actual complexity of indigenous rights and self-determination.

The 57,000 Greenlanders—mostly Inuit, with ancestors who arrived four thousand years before any European set foot on the island—have their own views on the matter. They have spent decades pursuing self-determination, first achieving home rule from Denmark in 1979, then self-government in 2009. Their parliament debates independence. Their young people dream of a future neither Danish nor American, but Greenlandic.

"We do not want to be Americans, we do not want to be Danes, we want to be Greenlanders," declared a joint statement from Greenlandic political leaders and opposition parties in January 2026. "The future of Greenland must be decided by the Greenlandic people."⁵⁴

This is the territory beneath the map. This is the reality that no projection can capture.
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Conclusion: The Test Case

Greenland is a test case. It is a test of whether the world's most powerful nation can simply take what it wants from an ally. It is a test of whether the rules-based international order—imperfect, hypocritical, but nonetheless essential—will hold against a leader who explicitly rejects its constraints. It is a test of whether Manifest Destiny, dormant for more than a century, has returned to American foreign policy.

The answers are not yet clear. As of this writing, the crisis continues to escalate. Tariffs loom. Protests grow. European leaders scramble to present a united front while keeping lines of communication open with Washington. Greenlanders assert their right to self-determination while calculating the costs of defiance.

What is clear is that the stakes extend far beyond the fate of one Arctic island. If Trump succeeds in coercing Denmark and Greenland into submission—whether through economic pressure, political manipulation, or the threat of force—the implications will ripple across the international system. Every small nation will face the question of what guarantees remain when the leader of the free world declares that international law is optional.

And every leader will look at the map on the wall and wonder: what else does Donald Trump see when he stares at it?

But first, let us look at the map.
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