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INDSIGT / INSIGHT

IN GREENLAND YOU CAN FEEL

The world around you

Interview with exercise and health expert Chris MacDonald
after his first visit to Greenland
In May 2013 the American exercise and
health expert Chris MacDonald visited
Greenland for the first time. Chris has
lived in Copenhagen for many years. He
has written a book and he is behind a series of TV programmes in Denmark about
improving people’s well-being and their
health through changes in their lifestyle.
In Greenland’s capital, Nuuk, he held
a series of talks and workshops about
motivation, job satisfaction and wellbeing. He even managed to start a race
in town.
Nature and the Land of the People
- Greenland made a huge impression on
me because it is so big and beautiful and
rugged. If you are not enthralled by the
nature and the culture, you are wearing a blindfold, says Chris MacDonald.
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- Regardless of where I am in the world,
I am very aware of how far I am from
nature. In Nuuk, I spent all my spare
time out in the fells, walking and running.
-I hope that the people of Greenland
are both grateful for – and aware of –
how close they are to nature. It must be
fantastic to have such a huge playground
on the doorstep.
- There are two things I love to explore – nature and people. It was a pleasure to meet all the people, who ranged
from a group of teenagers to a series
of employees, to a receptive audience
and a large group of joggers. These are
fantastic people and their hospitality
made an impression. They were present
in the moment and they had no grand
gestures.

By Mads Nordlund

- We live in a world that has moved
forward at high speed for many years
and it was nice to be in a place where
people don’t only move in the fast lane.
- My father’s family were Scots. With
them, we could be quiet and just be
together without having to talk all the
time. I experienced this form of socializing and communication in Nuuk.
With regard to what matters in our
relationship with others, the adults were
very present in the moment without necessarily talking all the time. But it was
a little worrying to see that the young
people had the same tendencies we see
elsewhere around the world, where mobile phones have a big place. Fortunately there were some good leaders who
said no Facebook and no mobile while I
held my talk.
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For thousands of years we have pre-programmed our instincts to read other people’s body language and facial expressions. We notice everything. If someone
takes a quick glance at their watch or at
something else, we capture the discrete
signals. How is it then, when people
constantly look at their mobile phones?
What if, 10 years ago, people took out
a book and started to read? It would
have been extremely provocative and a
book can’t do half of what a modern
mobile phone can do.
- But it is hard for all of us not to do
this. Studies have shown that people
get a little »reward« in the brain with
dopamine, when they look at Facebook
or the like. So when you must set your
mobile phone aside, you can easily
become restless.
People in Greenland seemed to
reflect more on what I said, continues
Chris MacDonald. Perhaps it was a little
because of the language and that’s
a shame, because I could hear that
Greenlandic is a beautiful language that
sounded really good in my ears.
A modern society
- We live in a world where most people
don’t get natural input anymore. For
example, we do not have to hunt and
move around to get our food they way
we used to.
- Computers really became widespread in the 1980s. That isn’t very long
ago and now we cannot live without
them. I don’t think that contemporary
social media are unsound for our physical and mental health, but we must be
aware that they could potentially steal
our attention and time, preventing us
from being with other people. When we
are together, we try to do both things
at once, so we are therefore not really
together, he explains.
- We must respect computer tools as
useful, but they are not really something
we humans are designed to use.
- In Greenland people are good at

narrating, socializing and having kaffemiks. Being together and communicating with others is all about telling stories. If you spend all your time on-line,
you become a passive observer who tells
other people’s stories, not your own.
Treating symptoms
- I don’t know if the western culture has
had a bad impact on Greenlanders. But
if you look at other traditional societies
that have become modernised, they are
not doing well, health-wise.
- For me, it is not a question of when
the world reaches a turning point where
our society is healthy. Most countries
have passed that point, but perhaps
Greenland has not crossed that turning
point yet.
Although Greenland has been populated for 4,500 years, this is not very
long compared to human evolution.
- For the first 98% of the history of
mankind, we were hunters and gatherers in traditional communities.
This was the most successful form of
society until now. Perhaps not economically, but we functioned well mentally
and physically.
- We shouldn’t go back to those
times and we can’t. I understand that
Greenland is hoping for an oil boom,
but if you look at oil booms elsewhere,
you must ask yourself whether this has
resulted in better or worse health. In
Dubai, for example, there is one of the
world’s worst rapid explosions in lifestyle
diseases.
- The faster people have to adjust, the
more we are just »treating symptoms«.
If what we are doing is interesting
enough, we wouldn’t have to buy our
experiences instead of creating them.
The further we get from our fundamental needs, physically, socially and
mentally, the higher the need to treat
symptoms.
- We all do it every day. If you get
bored, you try to change it. You do the
same if you are hungry or tired. We

treat symptoms by changing our behaviour, trying to satisfy our needs. But we
must be discriminating and understand
that our real needs and desires are not
to be found on-line.
- If we find enough natural challenges
in our everyday lives, we wouldn’t need
to treat symptoms with alcohol, drugs
or extreme sports, where you are on the
edge all the time. When you are out in
extremes, it’s cool, but if you need to do
it all the time, it can be self-destructive.
- It is good to have some experiences,
but you must remember to think about
whether it is efficient or inefficient. We
humans have genes that are strongly
pre-programmed to explore and to challenge in order to survive. When these
challenges are no longer there, we feel
deprived. There is something missing
and the world seems to have nothing
to offer. So we bungee jump or take
part in extreme sports. But you must remember what we humans are designed
for. Previously, the average lifespan was
around 35 years, but now we live to be
85. So you can do something extreme
sometimes, but if you keep on, you
wear yourself out.
Exercise
The people behind the arrangement
»Maaji Nuan« – Make May Healthy, had
asked Chris to hold a pep talk for the
participants before a big race in Nuuk.
- I just said that people should smile
to each other during the race and be
thankful that they had two legs and
that they were healthy, tells Chris MacDonald.
- The start of the race was delayed for
about a half an hour. People spent the
time warming up and no-one complained. I haven’t experienced this anywhere
else in the world.
Chris MacDonald ran in the race and
he gave many of the other runners a pat
on the back.
- I have a strong belief in exercise as
good medicine. This comes from my
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own personal fight to move from a place
that was not very good to the good
place I am in today. For me, exercise is a
non-negotiable. It is something I have to
do. It has been of great benefit to me.
- Everybody should have access to a
healthy life and I have never met anyone
who did not want as good a life as
possible. When a lot of people don’t
manage to exercise regularly it is often
a question of good or bad habits. You
have to get away from the bad habits
that give people a bad conscience.
Some people believe they have a character flaw, but this is rare. It is often a
question of the wrong circumstances
and the wrong resources at a given
time.
- We have a responsibility to create
better circumstances so we can solve
the mental and physical problems facing
society. We have created a world that
makes it easy to choose the easy option
and hard to choose the healthy option.
We did this together, so together we
have to find solutions and work to make
changes.
- It is a personal responsibility to find
the will and inspiration, but it is the
responsibility of all of us to change the
world, so it is less of an up-hill battle to
exercise because most of us have jobs
where we are not physically active.
- We must ask ourselves what is
normal. I have been so privileged that
I have seen people who were lost and
put on medication for the rest of their
lives become well by walking for an
hour each day. It should be more normal
for us to walk than to take medication.
First of all, it is something most people
are able to do. Secondly, you are able
to do things while you walk, that you
cannot do when you run, such as take
note of your surroundings or, if you are
sociable, you can talk to the people you
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are walking with. Walking is the form
of transport we were made for, while
running is something we do when we
must.
- There are some biological and physiological aspects that come into play
when we walk that give our bodies’
genes the input we need to function
correctly. And if it is a long way from
one place to another, as it is in Greenland, walking is an economical and
efficient form of transport.
- My motto is »Stay strong«. This
does not necessarily mean that you are
physically strong, just generally strong.
My father taught me that even if you
are weakened by illness you can still be
strong.
Diet
- I was fortunate enough to taste dried
fish and to experience a Greenlandic
buffet which included musk-ox and
reindeer meat, tells Chris MacDonald.
- Our food plays a huge role. We
eat 3-5 times a day. Each time, we can
either improve our physical condition
or harm it. Fortunately we are robust
and we can tolerate very bad food. But
ask yourself if you want to feel as good
as possible or if you are just eating the
food you eat to survive. For many of
us, it is no longer a question of survival,
but of outside influences. In Greenland,
most of the food is imported, just as it
is in many other countries. But at one
time, it was usual to take what you
needed from nature.
- You can look at each meal as a
chance to boost the body instead of
harming it and so much food is so processed that it is no longer natural.
- Unfortunately, people often feel
provoked if you tell them to eat better.
But take a look at how many advertisements tell us to what to eat. We should
be annoyed with them, because they
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Everybody should
have access to a
healthy life
are not interested in our health, but are
driven by profit.
- In the programme U-Turn the participants ate better for six months and
exercised for one hour each day. One of
them had had diabetes for eight years
and had used strong medicine, but
afterwards he didn’t need it any more.
- Basically, we should eat more raw
foods, vegetables, pulses and grains. It
is interesting to see how fast it works
and how fast people become ill again
when they eat »normally«.
Greenland
- As I mentioned earlier, I think a lot
about how much people can feel the
culture and the nature of a place. If I
had stayed in the middle of the capital
it would have been hard. But I went for
plenty of walks. When the weather was
clear, it was fantastically beautiful. If I
lived in Greenland, walking and skiing
would be a bit part of my spare time,
depending on the time of year.
- I didn’t think about Nuuk being a
smaller capital than so many others I
have visited. It is probably like so much
else in life, it isn’t the quantity that
makes the difference, but the quality.
- I have gained so much inspiration
from my trip to Greenland. It is connected with my one-word New Year’s
resolution: Slow.
- I try to remind myself to take it
easy - to slow down. In the car and in
my morning routine I think »slow slow
slow«. I have to remind myself of this
both in Denmark and the USA, but in
Greenland it was wonderful to feel the
world around me. Both nature and the
people reminded me how good it is to
have a sensible pace - not slow, just sensible; it gets you further.
- It won’t be the last time I visit Greenland, he ends.

