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INTRODUCTION  
 

Louis-Jacques Dorais 
Frédéric Laugrand 

 
A Life of Encounters 

Susan Sammons’s life (1953-2011), brutally interrupted at a relatively early age, may 
be understood as a series of encounters. Susan was born in Winnipeg, in western Canada, 
to a Protestant mother whose family had migrated from Northern Ireland, and a father of 
Southern Irish Catholic ancestry. Hence, perhaps, her apparent unconcern for ethnic 
categories and her openness to the world (as an adult, she travelled extensively to many 
places beyond Canada). Her mixed family background did not allow her to fit easily into 
an Irish Canadian community often divided along antagonistic religious and political 
lines. 

Paradoxically, however, Susan once confided to one of us that during her adolescence, 
because she considered herself just a “plain anglophone,” devoid of any interesting 
cultural and linguistic background, she envied her ethnically different schoolmates who 
attended Ukrainian dance and music workshops during weekends, or frequented 
Winnipeg’s Centre culturel franco-manitobain. This may have prompted her to organize 
her first encounters with what would become some of her significant others. Having 
acquired a good knowledge of French in high school, she once boarded a bus to the 
Centre culturel, to ask them if she could take part in their francophone social and cultural 
activities. Unfortunately, she was told that even if her French was fluent enough, she 
should have at least one francophone parent to qualify for membership in the Centre. 

After she obtained her B.A. from the University of Winnipeg (1976), this desire for 
encountering other people led Susan Sammons, to move to Montreal, in eastern, French-
speaking Canada, where she registered at McGill University. Besides facilitating contacts 
with francophones, this enabled her to experience another encounter, one that would 
bring a totally new and permanent direction to her life. It is not clear when, precisely, 
Susan first became interested in the North and its Aboriginal inhabitants, but in 1977, 
with a Diploma in Education from McGill in her bag, she left for Salluit (Nunavik), to 
live and teach in an Inuit community. 

Her stay in Arctic Quebec, at a time when the newly adopted Law 101–the goal of 
which was to ensure the preservation and predominance of the French language–
provoked strong reaction among the Nunavik Inuit, caused her to reflect on the role of 
Inuktitut in the modern world, its inevitable clash with Canada’s official languages, and 
the part education should play in preserving indigenous languages and cultures. In order 
to investigate these themes, Susan Sammons decided to go back to school, registering as 
a postgraduate student at the University of Michigan, where she earned an M.A. (1980) 
and a Ph.D. (1985) in linguistics. Her dissertation, titled Inuktitut in Rankin Inlet, 
analyzed in a parallel fashion the grammatical and social elements that characterized 
language use in the administrative centre of the Kivalliq region of Nunavut. 

Susan had moved to Rankin Inlet in the early 1980s, where she married a bright and 
supportive young man, Peter Kusugak, who belonged to a prominent and well-known 
family from Kivalliq. She pursued her career in Inuit education, first as a consultant with 
the Kivalliq Board of Education and, after having moved to Iqaluit with her family in 
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1986, as instructor, senior instructor, and program director at Nunavut Arctic College, the 
territorial post-secondary teaching institution. 

Between 1986 and her untimely departure 25 years later, Susan Sammons’s passion 
for setting up encounters with various people and intellectual traditions, coupled with a 
tremendous talent for organization, brought her to put progressively into place a vast, 
though informal network of individuals and organizations which shared a common 
interest in Inuit culture, language, and education. This network included Inuit students, 
teachers and translators, as well as non-Aboriginal specialists from Nunavut, southern 
Canada, and other countries, all of them actively committed to the social and cultural 
development of the Inuit. Over the years, under Susan’s thoughtful supervision, the 
network’s individual and institutional members brought in much-needed intellectual and 
financial resources that enabled the Iqaluit campus of Nunavut Arctic College to become 
a world leader in Inuit studies. 

This leadership was exercised in three principal areas: teaching, research, and 
dissemination of knowledge. Under Susan’s direction, the College’s Interpreter and 
Translator training program gave birth–thanks to academic agreements with Canadian 
universities–to a fully-fledged Certificate in Inuit Studies. Innovative teaching methods 
allowed Nunavut elders to become full participants in the pedagogical process, thus 
contributing to the preservation of Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit traditional knowledge) 
as well as to the enhancement of the cultural identity of the students. Teaching techniques 
and curricula were generally designed in collaboration with specialists from various 
Canadian and foreign universities, through research alliances that brought a more 
encompassing, theoretical and methodological dimension to Inuit Studies. The linguistic, 
anthropological, and pedagogical data generated by these research alliances were 
disseminated through several series of bilingual (Inuktitut-English) or even trilingual 
(with the addition of French) books, some of which were made available on the web.1 

As a result, over 20 years or so (1990-2010), Nunavut Arctic College’s Iqaluit campus 
was known as a crossroads of confirmed or future pedagogues, translators, linguists, 
anthropologists, historians, and others, all of them sharing a common passion for the 
preservation and development of a vibrant Inuit cultural and social tradition. In and 
around Susan Sammons’s office, one could meet with Inuit students and teachers, but 
also with renowned professors from France, the Netherlands, Greenland, Denmark, or 
southern Canada, as well as with M.A. or Ph.D. candidates from the United States, 
Poland, western Europe and, of course, Quebec and English Canada. The pan-Canadian 
and international links these contacts generated allowed several of Susan’s students and 
colleagues to spend some time abroad, as Inuktitut language instructors in Paris, France, 
consultants on Inuit culture in Leiden, the Netherlands, or students cum cultural 
consultants in Winnipeg, Halifax, or elsewhere. These encounters were rendered possible, 
in large part, through Susan Sammons’s vision of an open world, where the Inuit, their 
language and their culture should thrive thanks to education, making Aboriginal 
northerners stand on an equal footing with all other inhabitants of Planet Earth. 

 

                                                 
1 Susan Sammons and her colleague Maaki Kakkik have given a first-hand account of this venture. Cf. S. 
Sammons and M. Kakkik: Collaborative Research: The Best of Two Worlds, in F. Trudel (ed.), Building 
Capacities in Arctic Societies: Dynamics and Shifting Perspectives. Proceedings from the Second IPSSAS 
Conference (Iqaluit, May 26-June 6, 2003). Québec: CIÉRA, 2005: 145-153. 
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Celebrating Encounters 
The objective of the present book is to pay respect to the memory of Susan Sammons, 

by way of a celebration of pedagogical, linguistic, cultural, and historical encounters 
among the Inuit. All contributing authors knew Susan personally, some of them having 
been her close collaborators over several years. Their essays may be grouped under three 
broad themes: personal recollections about Susan, and descriptions of her intellectual 
legacy; discussions of some sociolinguistic and pedagogical effects of the encounter 
between Inuktitut and Canada’s official languages; issues of Inuit cultural history, in 
comparison with elements of European culture or in relation to historical contact with 
Qallunaat. 

The collection opens on a word of thanks by Aaju Peter, a long-time student, 
colleague and friend of Susan. It is followed by Louis McComber’s assessment of the 
academic legacy of Susan Sammons: 60 books published under her direction by Nunavut 
Arctic College’s Inuit culture and language programs between 1990 and 2010. Michèle 
Therrien then describes academic exchanges between Iqaluit and Paris during the same 
period, and Frédéric Laugrand and Jarich Oosten discuss in detail the courses and 
workshops on oral tradition and shamanism these two professors developed at Nunavut 
Arctic College in collaboration with Susan. As mentioned above, Nunavut elders became 
full participants in these pedagogical initiatives, and most of the 60 books discussed in 
McComber’s text stem from that collaboration. 

Anna Berge’s essay, on how different semantic classes of Inuit descriptive (adjectival) 
verbs may have different syntactic requirements or restrictions, starts with a warm 
recollection of how Susan encouraged her very concretely to become involved in Inuit 
linguistics. Anna’s academic career is, thus, “a direct result of [Susan’s] decision to 
include a young, untried, would-be linguist in her efforts to support the Inuit-speaking 
community.” Her text, that she considers an expression of gratitude thanks to the sharing 
of “a little linguistic knowledge in Susan’s honour and memory,” opens the way to five 
chapters studying various sociolinguistic and pedagogical aspects of language contact in 
the North. 

Partly inspired by research on discourse and identity in the Baffin Region he 
conducted with Susan Sammons between 1994 and 2005, Louis-Jacques Dorais presents 
a theoretical discussion on the economic and symbolic market value of the languages 
found in three areas of the Arctic: Nunavut, Nunavik, and Greenland. Aurélie Hot deals 
with questions of Inuit literacy in Iqaluit and Igloolik, while Michelle Daveluy shows 
how contemporary Canadian Inuit are more concerned with the development of bilingual 
(Inuktitut-English) or trilingual (when French is added) skills, rather than with the 
preservation of their ancestral language. 

In an original and challenging essay, Alana Johns and Marina Sherkina-Lieber 
describe the linguistic behaviour of receptive bilinguals in Nunatsiavut (Labrador), many 
of whom understand Inuttitut very well without speaking it fluently. The authors explain 
how the skills of these passive speakers could be improved, so that they can become 
actively fluent in their Aboriginal language. Finally, Shelley Tulloch and her team from 
the Nunavut Literacy Council discuss the positive impact of non-formal, culturally-based 
learning programs in Nunavut. Texts by Hot, Johns & Sherkina-Lieber, and Tulloch and 
others mix in a very interesting way two topics that were particularly dear to Susan 
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Sammons: the analysis of language usage in the North, and the study of applied 
pedagogical issues related to the transmission and development of Inuktitut. 

The last six essays deal with different aspects of the cultural history of encounters 
between Inuit and Qallunaat. Two authors, Willem Rasing and Noel McDermott, show 
that some Inuit intellectual concepts are strikingly similar to European philosophical and 
aesthetic ideas. Rasing discusses the similarity between the notions of isuma and 
inungmarik, on the one hand, and Aristotle’s conception of virtue as a practical 
enactment, on the other, while McDermott emphasizes the parallels between the theory of 
poetic creation according to, respectively, the Inuit shaman Orpingalik (whom Knud 
Rasmussen met near Pelly Bay), and the English poet William Wordsworth. 

In the field of literature, Karen Langgård shows how, during prehistoric migrations, a 
Canadian Inuit mythological motif, that of the female traitor Navaranaaq, entered 
Greenland, where it later became an important literary theme for expressing 
contemporary Kalaaliq identity and national assertion in the face of Danish colonialism 
and neo-colonialism. On a different topic, Lisa Koperqualuk explains how several Inuit 
elders are now willing to transmit knowledge about shamanism (angakkuuniq) to the new 
generations (among other initiatives, she mentions the Nunavut Arctic College 
workshops on shamanism), insisting on the fact that elders consider it dangerous to have 
recourse to shamanic techniques, because proper training in angakkuuniq is not available 
anymore, due to Christianization.  

Finally, Kenn Harper and John MacDonald discuss two specific circumstances 
typifying the importance of cultural knowledge in the interpretation of historical 
encounters between Inuit and Qallunaat. The former author analyzes a letter in syllabics 
written in 1923 by Amarualik, from Admiralty Inlet in North Baffin, explaining why he 
cannot attend the trial of the murderers of the trader Robert Janes. Harper’s essay 
examines that letter, its context, content and translation, and discusses what can be 
learned from it as a historical document and an early example of syllabic writing. For his 
own part, MacDonald examines some circumstances of the encounter between the 
Igloolik Inuit and British naval officers W.E. Parry and G.F. Lyon in 1822-23. In an 
innovative way, he compares how both parties saw each other, relating their respective 
views to the values prevailing in their own cultures, and to the interpretations that were 
later made of what they had to say about each other. 

As mentioned earlier, the essays included in this book aim at celebrating the memory 
of Susan Sammons and they provide a fitting discussion of some themes–linked in one 
way or another to Inuit encounters–which were dear to her heart and mind. Susan 
considered that by combining oral tradition with the methodology of social sciences, 
people could get access to the best of both worlds (cf. note 1). It is to be hoped that her 
tremendous accomplishments in the furtherance and transmission of knowledge about 
Inuit language and culture, and her ability to organize people into active networks of 
students, teachers and researchers, will not have been in vain. May we carry on with what 
she accomplished so brilliantly and efficiently! 
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THANKS TO SUSAN SAMMONS  
 

Aaju Peter, Iqaluit 
 

I wish to thank Susan Sammons for enriching my life. As I was an immigrant from 
Greenland to Canada and wished to learn more about the Inuit language and culture, the 
programs that Susan Sammons offered were a natural fit. 

Susan made it possible for me to learn not only about Inuit language and culture but 
she made it possible for us, the students, to learn about peoples and places outside our 
territory, in southern Canada and abroad. She helped us to learn more from our elders and 
to become proud of our language and our culture. For that I am very grateful. 

Through the courses she offered, I have made lifetime friends. She made learning so 
much fun. I very much looked forward to attend class every day. Learning was so much 
fun that at times we would hold 15 minutes breaks so that the laughing could subside. 
And then we would resume class. She got it. Learning has to be fun! 

As a direct result of Susan’s support and belief in our abilities to learn and share our 
language and our culture I am where I am today. I am invited to travel around the world 
to speak about our language and our culture. Especially on legislation that is having an 
adverse effect on our ability to live sustainably. For that I am truly grateful. 

Dear Susan, thank you so much for contributing so much to the furtherance of the 
Inuit language and culture and thank you so much for the utmost respect you had for 
Inuit. The seeds that you have sewn are blossoming. Your legacy lives through us and is 
being passed on to the future generation.  

I wish to convey my utmost respect to Susan Sammons and her family.





9 
 

THE ACADEMIC LEGACY OF SUSAN SAMMONS  
 

Louis McComber, Serpentine Communications Ltd, Sutton Qc 
 

Under the direction of Susan Sammons, Nunavut Arctic College’s Inuit language and 
culture programs published some sixty books between 1990 and 2010. 

Over the past ten years, I have had the opportunity to work on several books published 
by Nunavut Arctic College. Before publishing, many of these books were proofed at least 
three to five times, if not more, by Susan Sammons. We were constantly in touch, mainly 
through emails and thanks to frequent phone calls, in order to make decisions on 
publishing issues. I was generally the one who inserted her corrections into the master 
manuscript. Susan wrote all her corrections to the manuscript on hard paper, with a good 
old pencil. All colleagues and friends knew that she was more skilled with a pencil than 
with a keyboard. 

Susan Sammons’s office was located in the ‘Old Res’ building on Federal road in 
Iqaluit. Nothing much has really changed to date in the old ‘West Forty’ building since it 
was erected by the US military in 1959 as the US Strategic Air Command building. Even 
the colour of the paint on the wall, and the ceramic in the washrooms, are said to be 
exactly as they were fifty years ago.  

The last time I visited Susan at her office in Iqaluit was in the spring of 2010. I hadn’t 
seen her in person for at least two years. When I arrived at the door, she was talking on 
the phone facing the opposite direction. I waited for maybe five minutes until the phone 
call was over. Then I stepped in and said something like: “Good morning, how have you 
been?” 

Susan just turned in my direction for a second, didn’t say anything, and went back to a 
pile of papers on her desk. Then after a few long minutes, she looked at me saying 
something like: “You know Louis, this Chapter Seven of our next book, I need to do a 
last reading of it!” Then the conversation just picked up very casually as if I had just been 
back from my lunch break or something. I knew that Susan always had a lot on her mind, 
but she was also always completely present when addressing any specific issue. 

What was of supreme importance for Susan was to deliver results. In our case, her sole 
focus was presenting in book form the research we had been funded to conduct with 
Université Laval’s CIÉRA research group in Quebec City.1 We had to do it on time, 
within the allotted budget and in a way that would most benefit the students of Nunavut 
Arctic College, the academic community and the general public. 

As a freelance researcher, I was always paid to work on research projects as well as on 
the books. Susan wasn’t. Seemingly tireless, she spent her weekends and evenings 
reviewing manuscripts. She did it because she most probably believed in the importance 
of her work. Under the direction of Susan Sammons, the Nunavut Arctic College 
Language and Culture Department developed tools that facilitated mutual understanding 
between the dominant culture and the Inuit, in the form of specialised glossaries, 
Inuktitut-as-a-second-language courses, volumes on Inuit oral history, and biographies of 
Inuit leaders. In the context of the creation of Nunavut, with its eighty percent Inuit 
population, that effort was strategic and essential. 
                                                 
1 CIÉRA: Centre interuniversitaire d’études et de recherches autochtones. It was formerly known as the 
GÉTIC: Groupe d’études inuit et circumpolaires. 
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Susan Sammons was the director of the Department of Language and Culture at 
Nunavut Arctic College. This department offered two programs: Interpreter translator and 
Inuit Studies Certificate. Only the first was core funded by Nunavut Arctic College, 
which means its budget was part of the annual budget of the College. For the Inuit 
Studies program, Susan had to scratch up whatever she could and do all sorts of creative 
management in order to find the balance of the needed funding.2 At first, the existence of 
Inuit Studies relied on extra hours put in by Susan and Alexina Kublu, the present 
Language Commissioner of Nunavut. During those years, Susan developed several 
working relationships, with Université Laval, INALCO (Paris-Sorbonne), and Leiden 
University (Netherland). When Alexina Kublu left the College to work full time as 
Justice of the Peace in Iqaluit, the Inuit Studies Program was almost cancelled as nobody 
else would work without a salary, and the administration had not yet budgeted funding 
for the program. That year of 2003, the program was rescued at the last minute through a 
donation from Qikiqtani Inuit Association.3  

Under the supervision of Susan Sammons, some sixty books were published over 
twenty years by the Nunavut Arctic College Language and Culture Department. On top 
of her daily load of work, Susan also conducted research on Inuktitut sociolinguistic 
issues in partnership with Louis-Jacques Dorais at Université Laval. She was also Justice 
of the Peace in Iqaluit. Beside all this activity, Susan managed to have a family life with 
her husband Peter Kusugak, their two children and two or three dogs.  

Any close relations to Susan had to give a hand on editing books! Noel McDermott, 
the late Marja Korhonen, Alexina Kublu, Mick Mallon, Louis-Jacques Dorais, Frédéric 
Laugrand, François Trudel, Michèle Therrien, Maaki Kakkik and many others all 
contributed generously to the production and reviewing of the College publications.  

Nunavut Arctic College operates in a social context where a large majority of the 
population is Inuit. Most of the non-Inuit population live in the capital, Iqaluit, and 
occupy administrative or specialised jobs in the government. In Nunavut communities, 
almost 100% of Nunavut Arctic College students are Inuit, as is also the case in the 
administrative centres of Iqaluit, Rankin Inlet and Cambridge Bay. To this day, a 
majority of students attending courses at the College grew up with Inuktitut as their first 
language. 

At the very inception of Nunavut Arctic College thirty years back, the importance to 
address “regional conditions” was pivotal in the creation of the institution. The Northwest 
Territories government, at the time, had created a Special Committee on Education 
formed of Tagak Curley, Bruce McLaughlin, Nellie Cournoyea, Dennis Patterson, and 
Robert Sayine. Its report, entitled Learning Tradition and Change in the Northwest 
Territories, was tabled in March, 1982.4 It is interesting to note that in their title, the 
committee insists on two important aspects of learning in the Northwest Territories: 
tradition and change. Among other recommendations to upgrade the education system, 
the committee recommended the creation of a post-secondary institution for the 
territories, the Arctic College: 

                                                 
2 In 2003, the program wasn’t funded (http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/030530/news/editorial/ 
letters.html and  http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/030425/news/nunavut/30425_01.html).  
3 http://www.nunatsiaqonline.ca/archives/30613/news/nunavut/30613_06.html  . 
4 The report was published by the Northwest Territories Legislative Assembly in 1982. 
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The special historical and regional conditions of the Northwest Territories can 
help in the planning for future programs. In the past, our small population and 
the lack of tradition of formal education have sometimes been regarded as 
disadvantages. We consider that the very smallness of our population should 
encourage the development of individualized programs, just as the lack of 
entrenched traditions should encourage the development of innovative responses 
to local regional needs. An Arctic College, which will combine attractive 
features of universities, technical institutes, community colleges, and manpower-
planning agencies is an innovative response to such needs.5 

I would argue that the work of Susan Sammons at the Language and Culture 
Department echoed perfectly that original concept put forward by the Special Committee 
on Education, who first proposed a mandate for Arctic College. Because of several 
factors, this founding vision seemed to have been less applicable to other programs 
delivered by the College. The challenge to customize a computer sciences program, a 
nursing program or a management studies program to ‘regional conditions’ is far greater, 
especially when the specialised instructors who were needed to deliver those programs 
were not too familiar with those ‘regional conditions.’ Without a doubt, the Language 
and Culture Department did exactly that: customized courses to address regional needs, 
meaningful partnerships with universities, production of original educational material in 
Inuktitut, efforts of standardisation of the Inuit language for the use of public 
administrations, and above all in my opinion, allowing for the necessary transition from 
Inuit oral history to innovative formats of Inuktitut literacy.    

In 1990, the year of the agreement-in-principle between the Tunngavik Federation of 
Nunavut, representing the Nunavut Inuit, and the federal government, hopes were high 
among the Inuit leadership and the population. Nunavut was created with the hope of 
developing a government more Inuit-friendly than had been the previous Northwest 
Territories administration: a government that would be closer to the people and could 
help reinforce the language and culture of the majority of the population. The goal of 
attaining a reasonable proportion of Inuit employees in the Nunavut civil service was 
written down in article 23 of the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement. In 1990, it was 
obvious to a majority of Inuit that the place of Inuktitut was to be reinforced in the 
government operations, in order to reflect the culture of the majority. This process was 
first initiated by the Bathurst Mandate, a document outlining a vision for Nunavut in 
2020, and further emphasized with the passing in 2008 of the Nunavut Official Language 
Act and the Inuit Language Protection Act by the Nunavut Legislative Assembly and the 
Canadian parliament.6 However, the transformation of Inuit dialects into a functioning 
administrative tool of communication within government operations requires a very 
sensitive standardisation of these dialects and, more importantly, a writing system that 
can be shared by all Nunavumiut, if not by Inuit all over the Arctic. Otherwise, Inuktitut 
might remain a local commodity with English prevailing as the territorial lingua franca. 

Recent political developments in Nunavut on the language issue move in a direction 
similar to Susan Sammons’s academic legacy. She created, during her evenings and 

                                                 
5 Learning Tradition & Change in the Northwest Territories, Yellowknife: Northwest Territories 
Legislative Assembly, 1982, p. 12. 
6 The Bathurst Mandate was titled Pinasuaqtavut (‘that which we've set out to do’). Tabled at the Nunavut 
Legislative Assembly in October of 1999, it offered a vision of what Nunavut should become in 2020. 
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week-ends spare time, and with the contribution of so many colleagues, the embryo of the 
work required to materialize the ambitions contained in the Nunavut language laws. 
Throughout the years, Susan Sammons also managed to integrate the College into a 
network of universities, whose research interests were related to those of the College. All 
of this research capability will be needed on a much larger scale with the linguistic major 
changes that Inuit want to see happening in Nunavut. If the Nunavut Language laws are 
not to remain a volatile dream, Nunavut could become a fascinating linguistic 
experiment! 

Traditionally Inuktitut was a language shared by small groups of hunter-gatherers 
structured along kinship lines. It was and still is atomised in multiple dialects. Inuktitut 
was not and is not yet a standardized language with a strict definition for each word 
compiled into dictionaries; this is especially true for terms describing new types of 
activities. Therefore, envisioning the use of Inuktitut in an administrative environment 
represents quite a challenge today.  The Interpreter-translator Program had to address this 
issue by introducing students to various sectors of activities. The program published 
twelve glossaries from 1994 to 2003 in a diversity of fields such as government, justice, 
accounting, environment, land claims, social services, and others. 

One consequence of the increased use of Inuktitut in government operations was that 
obviously, the Nunavut non-Inuit minority population would have to become more fluent 
in the language of the majority. Thus, a series of manuals written by Mick Mallon and 
Alexina Kublu were published from 1993 to 1998 by the Interpreter-translator Program 
of the Language and Culture Department. These publications have been widely used in 
courses which introduced hundreds of civil servants to Inuktitut. 

On another front, the Department of Language and Culture published twelve books of 
Inuit oral history. Altogether, three series of books of Inuit traditional knowledge, 
published by Nunavut Arctic College between 1999 and 2003, channelled the spoken 
words of elders into the written word. The Interviewing Inuit Elders series was the first 
collection, followed by two series on cultural transition and modernity: Inuit Perspectives 
on the 20th Century and Memory and History in Nunavut.7 

It was a major initiative in Nunavut to transform oral history into a literature of sorts. 
Many elders who participated in the interviews that led to the publication of all these 
books have now passed away. Recorded for posterity, their stories offered invaluable 
information from the last generation of Inuit to spend their lives in camps on the land. 
Every book was published in both Inuktitut and English. The latest series published by 
Nunavut Arctic College, and the one with which I was involved, was titled Life Stories of 
Northern Leaders. This was a collection of five books presenting the life stories of an 
equal number of Inuit leaders: Abraham Okpik, John Amagoalik, Paul Quassa, James 
Arvaluk, and Peter Ittinuar. The series documents first-hand the long journey that led to 
the creation of Nunavut through the eyes of Inuit actors. For example, Abraham Okpik 
brings the reader back to the 1950s with his participation into the Eskimo Affairs 
Committee, and later with the creation of the Indian and Eskimo Association, the 
forerunner of the Assembly of First Nations and Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami. 

I always thought how a great opportunity it was for me to be able to do that kind of 
work. First of all, all of the leaders that we interviewed had been born in a camp on the 

                                                 
7 Ten of these publications can be downloaded from the site Listening to Our Past, at www.traditional-
knowledge.ca  in Inuktitut, French and English. 
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land and ended up in a fancy office in Iqaluit or Ottawa, negotiating with federal teams of 
lawyers, or even representing Nunavut in Parliament. This kind of time warp journey is 
fascinating in itself. But when I was working on these books, I always remembered that 
we were providing future generations of Inuit with the opportunity to read their own 
history in the very words of the Inuit leaders who were involved in all these decisive 
moments. 

This last series, as well as the three oral history series were produced in partnership 
with Université Laval’s CIÉRA research group and were funded thanks to three major 
grants from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. A new 
Université Laval research project titled Inuit Leadership and Governance in Nunavut and 
Nunavik: Life Stories, Analytical Perspectives and Training, started in 2010; it involves a 
partnership with Nunavut Arctic College and is funded by the SSHRC CURA program.8 
The first book published in the context of this project was Arnait Nipingit, Voices of Inuit 
Women in Leadership and Governance (2010).9 

On several occasions, Susan’s proposals, as well as my own, were refused by various 
government agencies. But Susan would always cheer me up even when browsing through 
binders full of rejected funding applications! She explained that we were in a position to 
do that kind of work, and we just had to do it. In five, ten or fifteen years, the opportunity 
to interview the generation of Inuit who lived their lives in hunting and fishing camps, or 
to interview first hand actors in the creation of Nunavut, might be gone forever.  

Through Susan Sammons’s dedicated achievements, Nunavut Arctic College 
developed an active listening of Inuit elders and leaders on their life experience. Inuit 
voices were recorded, transcribed, edited and published. In doing so, the College 
contributed to break the brutal mask of a one way education. A political system of 
colonisation is characterized as a one way street. Power and knowledge flow in only one 
direction, from a dominant elite to a marginalised population. Nunavut Arctic College 
was created in reaction to the colonial approach of the former administration of the 
Northwest Territories. In 1982, members of the Northwest Territories Special Committee 
on Education most probably had in mind the devastating experience of the residential 
schools on Northwest Territories indigenous populations, when designing new 
educational institutions for the territory. Nunavut Arctic College was created in the spirit 
of respecting the regional cultural diversity of its population. The life effort of Susan 
Sammons did exactly that. She developed a two way street within the Inuit environment 
of Nunavut, and in a post-secondary institution.  

We can only wish that her academic legacy will be carried over for the benefit of 
emerging generations of Inuit students. The opening of the Piqqusilirivvik cultural 
school in Clyde River in the fall of 2011 is a strong statement about the importance of 
the pioneering work accomplished by Dr. Susan Sammons through her professional life. 
Many of the books published by the Nunavut Arctic College Language and Culture 
Department are now basic educational material for the new Piqqusilirivvik programs, 
the Nunavut schools, as well as for the Nunavut Sivuniksavut program in Ottawa and 
many other departments of native studies in Canada and abroad. 

                                                 
8 CURA : Community University Research Alliance 
9 Arnait Nipingit is a collection of twelve articles from Inuit female leaders who played an important public 
role within their community or in politics.  
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THE IQALUIT /PARIS/IQALUIT ANNUAL STUDENT EXCHANGE  

  
Michèle Therrien, Inalco, Paris, France 

 
For twenty years (1991-2011), an annual student exchange took place between the 

Interpreter/Translator Program at the Nunatta (Iqaluit) campus of Nunavut Arctic 
College, and the Inuit Language and Culture Program at the Institut National des Langues 
et Civilisations Orientales1 (Inalco) in Paris, France. The idea of setting a bilateral 
collaboration proved to be a great initiative and we must be grateful to Susan Sammons 
who played a major part in this achievement.  

 
Glimpses of the Iqaluit and Paris Academic Programs 

The Interpreter/Translator Program has developed for many years under the 
responsibility of Susan Sammons, with the close collaboration of many teachers, one of 
them being Alexina Kublu, who worked within the program for many years as a senior 
instructor. The program, designed for Inuit who wish to pursue a career in the 
interpreting/translating field for such institutions as law courts, hospitals and government 
organizations, puts emphasis on language development including such areas as listening 
comprehension, public speaking, and skills more directly geared toward the field of 
interpreting/translating such as memory and dual tasks. One of the program requirements 
is that candidates are orally fluent in Inuktitut and English.  

At the end of the 1990s, Susan Sammons added a new program in Inuit Studies 
providing students with the opportunity to explore the cultural, linguistic, historical and 
social situation of the Inuit. The objective of the program was to increase awareness of 
some unique and important aspects of Inuit language and culture.2 A few years later, in 
1996, Sammons organized a course on Oral traditions to train students in recording the 
knowledge of Inuit Elders. It was the beginning of an exciting research and publishing 
activity.3  

The National Institute for Oriental Languages and Civilizations delivers diplomas 
(including PhDs) in 95 languages and cultures from all over the world, most of these 
languages being non Indo-European. The Institute perpetuates a tradition going back to 
more than two centuries, considering that lesser-used languages and cultures are, in fact, 
shared by three fourths of mankind. On a continuously shrinking planet, they are the 
languages of our neighbours and partners. So, let us make them known! Such is the goal 
that Inalco has set for itself. It allows young French people to discover the history, 
geography, economy and the arts of countries that are no longer so far away, as well as 
cultures that contribute to the present and future richness of humanity. One of the many 
programs offered by Inalco is dedicated to Inuit language and culture.4 

In 1990, as I was participating in Susan Sammons’s program, we both agreed that it 
would be a great opportunity for Inuit students who just got their Interpreter/Translator 

                                                 
1 National Institute for Oriental Languages and Civilizations. 
2 Susan Inuaraq is now in charge of both programs. 
3 Chiefly made possible thanks to Professors Frédéric Laugrand’s and Jarich Oosten’s untiring work, 
interviewing Elders and editing books. 
4 This program was initiated by Michèle Therrien. 
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diploma to come to Paris for a short period of time, in order to teach their own language 
to students registered in Inalco’s Inuit Language and Culture program.5 Conversely, the 
French students would go to Iqaluit, to offer an introduction to the French language and 
culture to Inuit students increasingly living in a multicultural environment.6 Susan 
Sammons and I figured that the project would enhance the programs at both institutions. 

 
The First Student Exchange 

The student exchange between Nunavut Arctic College and Inalco proved to be quite a 
challenge. None of the Inuit students had experienced travelling overseas, and most of the 
French students had never been to the Arctic. Inuit students stayed in Paris from two or 
three weeks up to one month and were asked to give a 21-25 hour course to French 
graduate students taking Inuit studies. The first exchange took place in 1991, when 
Xavier Blaisel went to Iqaluit and Uuliipika Ikkidluak came to Paris. Xavier was both 
part of the Inuit Language and Culture Program at Inalco, and a PhD student in 
anthropology. He had some experience with teaching a second language, as he happened 
to teach English to French speaking students at the secondary level.   

The exchange took place in two phases. Between March 11 and May 2, Xavier stayed 
in Iqaluit to offer elementary French instruction to Interpreter/Translator students and to 
immerse in Inuit language and culture. And then, between May 2 and June 2, Uuliipika 
came to Paris to help teach an Inuktitut course and to immerse in French language and 
culture. Xavier benefited in many ways from his two-month stay in Iqaluit, where he had 
the opportunity to conduct fieldwork on birthing practises. Some students accompanied 
him to interviews. Later, they transcribed his material and translated it into English. The 
students enjoyed the opportunity to learn about birthing practices, some of which they did 
not know because they were all but forgotten. Xavier Blaisel had the privilege to meet 
Jaypetee Arnakak. Later on, both of them co-published an article that presents a revised 
translation of the myth Arnaqtaaqtuq. This contribution is still considered a reference in 
Inuit studies (Blaisel and Arnakak 1993). So, our first exchange happened to be an 
excellent start. Uuliipika fulfilled perfectly her duties at Inalco and was very much 
appreciated by the fifteen registered students and by my colleagues. While in Paris, she 
visited the major sights and was taken by car outside the city to Chartres, La Rochelle, 
Vannes and Pecquincourt. She also attended several official functions (exhibitions, etc.) 
and was invited at the Canadian embassy. We later heard that soon after she got back to 
Iqaluit, she got a job becoming a high-level translator and interpreter.  

 
Student Reactions 

Many Inuit and French students took part in the annual exchange program: Suvinai 
Mike, Marianne Herzog (called nipikittuq), Maaki Kakkik, Marine Soyer, Imali Irniq, 
Sylvie Cattafesta, Susan Inuaraq (Enuaraq), Cécile Herrmann, Aaju Peter, Eileen Kilabuk 
(Qilavvak), Sylvie Teveny, Vera Arnatsiaq, Gwénaële Guigon, Doris Tautu, Philippe Le 
Goff, Michaela Brunet, Georgina Illauq, Dennis Nakoolak, Qattauga Saila, Jean-François 
Delamarre, Patrick Bismuth, Mary Flaherty, Christine Uuttuva, Carole Cancel, Aaju 
Peter. Some Inuit discovered their teaching aptitudes and enjoyed so much their stay in 
Paris that they came twice. On many occasions, positive repercussions followed the 

                                                 
5 The Graduation ceremony being held in April, Inuit students were to come to Inalco in May. 
6 French speaking people, mostly from Quebec, were becoming progressively more numerous in Iqaluit. 
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annual exchange program: Susan Inuaraq and Aaju Peter were invited to present papers at 
international conferences (cf. Inuaraq 1995; Therrien and Peter 2003). Some others went 
to Leiden University (The Netherlands), invited there by Professor Jarich Oosten.  

All Inuit felt great pride teaching their language and culture to Europeans. Still, they 
were puzzled by the strong motivation of French students. So were professional 
journalists. Statements were published in magazines or newspapers in southern Canada, 
Nunavut and France. A French student, Sylvie Cattafesta, explained that having learned 
Japanese, she wanted to study a language more difficult than Chinese. Bruno Perrone, a 
medical doctor, said: “Some of my colleagues play golf. I study Inuktitut.” Pierre 
Taverniers, having spent one year in Greenland living with his wife in an Inuit family, 
wanted to broaden his knowledge about language and culture. He went back to Greenland 
many times and published articles on ice terminology, contributing recently to the 
international project Siku.7 Since the time they attended classes given by Inuit, Guy 
Bordin, Céline Petit and Carole Cancel have got their PhD. Others will soon defend their 
thesis (Aurélie Maire, Florence Dupré, Fabien Pernet, Caroline Hervé, Hatouma Sako). 
French students were extremely grateful to Susan Sammons’s husband, Peter Kusugak, 
for having given them the opportunity to go on caribou hunting trips. They also 
remember how well they were cared for by students and by Susan’s secretary Sally 
Mikijuk. Having experienced an Inuit cultural setting, French students gained confidence 
and it was amazing hearing Sylvie Cattafesta reciting, on a stage, Inuit poetry in Inuktitut 
in front of Saint-Sulpice, a well-known church in Paris. There were 1 400 persons 
listening to Angutilaaq a poem written by Taiviti Naullaq from Iqaluit. It was also 
surprising, later on, to hear an excerpt from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliette translated 
in Inuktitut, the main characters being Chloé and Jean-François. They were performing 
anywhere, anytime, even in front of street cafés, just for fun. 

Many events were linked to the annual student exchange. At Inalco, Susan Sammons 
met with some of my colleagues specialised in neology (devising new terminology). We 
also took advantage from Alexina Kublu’s and Mick Mallon’s teaching expertise.8 More 
recently, students from the Inuit Sivuniksavut training program, accompanied by David 
Serkroak (Hiquaq), performed in one of our large classrooms. So did a group of students 
from the Inuit Studies program who travelled overseas to make Europeans aware of the 
importance of the seal in Inuit culture (Peter et al. 2002). 

 
What About the Future? 

Paris being a huge European city, living conditions there are very different from those 
Inuit experienced when visiting or staying in big cities such as Montreal, Ottawa or 
Toronto. There was something like a cultural gap to overcome. Inuit students had to get 
accustomed to the fact that Inalco has no Ukiivik (student residence). All students found it 
strange and strenuous when classes were running from 5:00 to 8:00 p.m. When 
temperature was getting really hot, as it sometimes happen in Paris in May, we often 
heard: “Ipilirama, I am suffocating.” At the academic level, it has been very difficult to 

                                                 
7 Launched by Igor Krupnik during the International Polar Year, 2007-2009. 
8 Inuit students brought to Inalco Kublu and Mallon’s teaching material, with which they were familiar. In 
1996, Kublu and Mick visited Inalco. They participated in a symposium I organized and met the teaching 
staff (Vladimir Randa, Nicole Tersis and Philippe Le Goff). As for now, teaching duties are shared by 
Vladimir Randa, Marc-Antoine Mahieu, Guy Bordin and Hatouma Sako. 
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prepare adequate teaching material. As Susan Sammons once told me: “We don’t teach 
Inuktitut as a second language.” Funding was also a challenge, and we must be very 
thankful to all those who supported financially the annual student exchange: the Secretary 
of State (Ottawa); Nunavut Arctic College, the Ukiivik Student Residence and News 
North (Iqaluit); Inalco, La DAGIC and the Canadian embassy (Paris), and of course all 
the Inuit and French students who gave to each exchange a friendly and pleasant touch. 
Many thanks to La Galerie d’art inuit, an art gallery devoted to Inuit art and directed by 
Maryse Saraux, who has always be welcoming to Inuit. Many thanks also to Sylvie 
Teveny, the president of Inuksuk, a not-for-profit association created by Inalco students 
and devoted to increasing knowledge about Inuit culture. The association is very active 
within a structure called L’Espace culturel inuit (Inuit inaat), already well known by 
many Inuit, and catering to a lasting Parisian interest for Inuit language and culture.  

We miss Susan Sammons and still are under the shock now that she is no more with 
us. Concerning the annual student exchange, we wonder if it will be maintained. There is 
no answer yet, but let us remember Aalasi Juumi’s wise words that Susan would have 
appreciated for sure: “Malikkaat are plants that we find on the land here near Iqaluit. 
These plants follow the path of the sun. When summer is coming, they fold out in one 
direction, and when winter is coming they fold in and twist in the other direction. They 
have an orientation system. That may be the key to a trip overseas!”9 
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ELDERS, ORAL TRADITIONS AND SHAMANISM  
 

Frédéric Laugrand, Université Laval, Québec 
Jarich G. Oosten, Leiden University, The Netherlands 

 
In modern Inuit society, Elders are held in high respect. They grew up in the hunting 

camps of the past. They recall the ordeals as well as the joys of a traditional hunting life 
and recall many practices, ideas and values that are important to survival in the Arctic. 
Yet, they have not always been involved in the teaching of youth in the modern 
educational system. It is only in the last 15 years, that schools and colleges have become 
aware of the importance of their contributions and started to develop new programs and 
projects involving them as key resources (see Laugrand and Oosten 2009).  

Susan Sammons, who was in charge of the translator and interpreter program, was 
well aware of the value of the recollections of the elders and turned out to be an 
exceptional pioneer in this respect. She developed a program of interviewing elders that 
not only recorded the knowledge of the elders, but also involved the students in the 
transfer of knowledge in the context of oral tradition. As the transfer of knowledge in 
Inuit society always took place through participating observation and verbal 
communication, this mode of transfer proved to be very effective. 

The Interviewing Elders project started in 1994 and was developed in the context of 
cooperation between Nunavut Arctic College and Leiden University in the Netherlands 
(Kublu, Laugrand and Oosten 1999). Michèle Therrien, who was teaching Inuktitut at 
INALCO in Paris, introduced Jarich Oosten, a professor at Leiden University, to Susan 
Sammons. Oosten offered to set up a course on oral traditions with Inuit elders, and 
Susan immediately accepted the proposal. Frédéric Laugrand, a former student of 
Michèle Therrien, agreed to participate in the project. It was the beginning of a long 
cooperation that never really stopped. During all these years, we had many discussions 
with Susan, developed new ideas, and often enjoyed her hospitality at her home. We 
found her very efficient in everything she set up, very aware of the complexity and 
richness of Inuit oral traditions and very sensitive when it came down to controversial 
issues. In this paper, dedicated to her, we wish to discuss several projects focusing on 
Inuit elders, in which she played a major role.  

We will first relate how the Iqaluit Oral history project at Nunavut Arctic College in 
Iqaluit developed and resulted in many publications edited by academic scholars, who 
recorded Inuit knowledge in Inuktitut as well as in English (see Briggs 2000; Saladin 
d’Anglure 2001). We will discuss some features of the project and present some details 
about the processes and results of the courses that were organized. We will also briefly 
discuss a few other publications that did not result from these courses, but in which their 
impact is manifest. Then, we will relate how from this first series of activities, and with 
the financial support of both the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of 
Canada (SHRCC) and Nunavut’s Department of Culture Language Elders and Youth 
(CLEY), we developed a new series of workshops within different projects with the aim 
of facilitating the transfer of Inuit knowledge between Elders and Youth. We will 
describe some of these activities and discuss the value of small workshops out on the 
land, as well as some results of these workshops. 
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The Interviewing Inuit Elders Project in Iqaluit 
In preparing this project, we gave considerable thought to the format of the Oral 

Tradition courses. Our goal was to train young Inuit to interview elders. We realized that 
there was not much point in teaching young Inuit students complex theoretical 
perspectives, methods and techniques of social research on oral traditions. Considering 
that in Inuit society the transfer of knowledge is mainly based on observation and 
practice, we decided to take the bull by the horns and start outright with Inuit students 
interviewing Inuit elders. We helped the students to prepare questions and organized 
them in teams so that they could support each other during the interviews. We decided to 
focus on life stories and themes selected by the students on the basis of their personal 
interests. The design of the course enabled the students to connect these themes directly 
to the life stories of the elders. Four respected elders participated in the course: Elisapi 
Ootoova from Mittimatalik, Herve Paniaq from Iglulik, Saulu Nakasuk and Pauloosie 
Angmalik from Pangnirtuuq. 

In these courses, the interview situation was by no means a normal situation. As elders 
are held in great respect, students were not accustomed to subjecting them to long lists of 
questions. The elders, however, were very helpful and encouraged students to ask 
questions and to overcome their initial shyness. Elisapee Ootoova stated: “You shouldn’t 
be wary of asking us any questions as we are not at home” (Kublu, Oosten and Laugrand 
1999: 4). The first interviews were nevertheless a bit rusty; students as well as elders had 
to learn how to deal with the uncomfortable situation of interviewing. The students found 
it difficult to prepare questions, and we heard the frequent complaint: “I’m out of 
questions.” Whenever one student was out of questions, others took over, giving the 
interviewer some time for reflection and formulation of new questions. This process 
strengthened a feeling of trust among the students. The elders also appreciated the format. 
They wished the students to ask them questions and we often heard them say, “No 
questions, no answers.” 

In the beginning, the facilitators refrained from interfering. The ways in which the 
interviews were conducted were discussed before and after, rather than during the 
sessions. That way, the relevance of various methodological principles, discussed prior to 
the interviews, could be tested immediately by the students during the interviews. This 
setting guaranteed that elders as well as students could express themselves in Inuktitut in 
an environment in which they felt at ease. Thus, the course was oriented toward practice 
and theory or methodology was not introduced more than was strictly necessary. The 
courses took three weeks. For the students it was quite strenuous: they had to prepare 
questions, conduct interviews and transcribe the interviews. The transcription process 
was supervised by Alexina Kublu of the translator/interpreter program of Nunavut Arctic 
College.  

As most students were young mothers, they also had their families to take care of and 
there was little time to spare for homework. Susan counselled the students whenever 
necessary and although the students did not find it an easy course, they enjoyed it because 
it allowed them to connect to their elders and be instructed by them.  

The first week, the course followed a traditional pattern: tables were placed in rows 
and the main emphasis was on instruction. Students listened to taped interviews with 
elders and discussed texts from various authors such as Boas and Rasmussen. In the 
second week, the room was rearranged. Tables were placed in a square to create a more 
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informal atmosphere, and the emphasis was shifted from instruction to practice. The 
morning interviews focused on life stories; in the afternoons, a general question-round on 
selected themes was organized. At the end of the second week, one of the students, Susan 
Enuaraq suggested we remove the chairs and tables. That worked out well and the 
situation became much more relaxed. Students and instructors sat on the floor while the 
elders were seated on a couch. The emphasis shifted gradually from interviews in teams 
to interviews in which the whole group participated. This setup proved to be most 
effective in terms of eliciting information. The context of a group interview was 
experienced by the elders as a natural situation, in which they spoke more easily on many 
issues. Various elements were gradually introduced in the course to create a more 
informal context facilitating the interviews. Thus, strings of rope were handed out so that 
elders and students could play cat’s-cradle while listening or talking. During the third 
week, Susan Sammons arranged with the residence manager to provide the group with 
muffins and cookies which, in addition to a supply of coffee and tea, proved very helpful 
in creating a more relaxed atmosphere. 

This first course in oral traditions was an experiment for all of us. The design that had 
been developed was continually adapted during the course. Each day we discussed with 
Susan the dilemmas and choices we had to make. We began with a firm conviction that 
the students would do well, provided they were given the opportunity to develop their 
own interests and approaches. And we were proven right. We started from a genuine 
interest of Inuit students in their own culture and traditions (Kublu, Oosten and Laugrand 
1999: 3-5) and it resulted in a rich collection of books recording Inuit knowledge. 

From the outset, we considered the possibility of publishing the results of the courses. 
The whole project was a joint venture, so we thought all participants should have 
copyright. This was accepted by elders as well as youths. Susan managed to arrange 
publication of the results by Nunavut Arctic College in English as well as in Inuktitut. 
We had some discussions about the format of the books. When Susan proposed that we 
delete the answers and questions in the book in order to produce a coherent text, we 
argued that the format of answers and questions was crucial for a good understanding of 
Inuit qaujimajatuqangit (Inuit knowledge) as it showed the dynamics of Inuit knowledge 
and its production. Susan immediately saw the relevance of this perspective and the 
format we chose was maintained for all books in the series. 

Many more courses were set up from a similar perspective. Scholars of international 
fame as well as knowledgeable elders were invited to organize teaching. Bernard Saladin 
d’Anglure taught a course on shamanism and cosmology with Mariano Aupilaarjuk and 
Lucassie Nutaraaluk. Michèle Therrien and Frédéric Laugrand facilitated a course on 
traditional health with Malaiji Papatsi, Tirisi Ijangiaq, Tipula Qaapik Agutsiaq, Jaikku 
Pisoleak, Ilisapi Ootoova, Akisu Joamie and Aalassi Joamie.  

Jean Briggs taught a course on child rearing with Naqi Ekho and Uqsuralik Ottokie, 
Stephan Kolb and Samuel Law a course on dreams and dream interpretation with Felix 
Pisuk, Salome Qalasiq and Agiaq Kappianaq. We organized three more courses: 
traditional law with Lucassie Nutaraaluk and Emil Imaruittuq, complementing a course 
taught by Wim Rasing (Oosten, Laugrand and Rasing 1999); transition to Christianity 
with Victor Tungilik and Rachel Uyarasuk (Oosten and Laugrand 1999); and travelling 
and surviving on our land with Agiaq Kappianaq and Cornelius Nutaraq (Oosten and 
Laugrand 2001).  
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Although the basic format was maintained in all courses, new elements would be 
introduced and tested all the time. In all these courses, organizing teaching, financing the 
costs, supervising the transcription process and, finally, publishing the books were quite a 
strain on Susan and Alexina Kublu, assisted by the small staff of the translator / 
interpreter program. We appreciated very much that they managed to maintain this 
project with the small resources they had, but it was clear that it could not go indefinitely 
as the work pressure was only increasing.  

In the courses, there was always an emphasis on practice. In the course on traditional 
health practices for instance, the students were taken outside by the elders, who taught 
them about various plants and their use. The students were given the opportunity to visit 
Malaija’s qammaq (sod house), identifying plants in the area and learning the best ways 
to light a qulliq, a seal oil lamp, by mixing plants (see Therrien and Laugrand 2001). 

The experiences at Nunavut Arctic College not only facilitated a transfer of 
knowledge between elders and students, they also gave us a better understanding of, and 
access to Inuit views, categories and perspectives. The elders were very precise and 
detailed in their statements. They set little value on generalizations or abstractions and 
valorized personal experiences. Thus Saully Nakasuk stated: “I’m only telling you about 
what I’ve experienced” (Kublu, Oosten and Laugrand 1999: 4). 

For elders as well as students, knowledge was shaped by the context in which it was 
produced and it always related to the present. The interviews conveyed specific styles of 
thinking and social interaction. Play proved to be an essential dimension of teaching.  

The elders appreciated very much the format of the courses. Aalasi Joamie stated that 
elders were learning a lot of things from the students and Jaikku Pitseolak added: “You 
are helping us to remember [...]. We are talking to you about things that we would not 
ordinarily speak of, things we just think about in our hearts, both good and bad. It makes 
us feel a lot better. This is how we are supposed to help one another” (Therrien and 
Laugrand 2001: 6-7). 

In all courses, elders emphasized the importance of writing down Inuit traditions. 
Akisu Joamie stated it clearly in the health course:  

The way I see it today, we elders seem to be hiding in the stem of a pipe. We 
only come out when we are asked to help and meet with others and then we go 
back into the pipe again. We need to write our traditions down, even though in 
the past we passed them on orally. Qallunaat have a lot of written information 
about their history. We Inuit should start writing things down too so that our 
knowledge is not forgotten and it is passed on. This knowledge has to be passed 
on so people know about these things (Therrien and Laugrand 2001: 3). 

We acted as facilitators and instructors and learned much from the elders, the students 
and the staff of Nunavut College. We were impressed by the extent of the knowledge of 
the elders, combined with a basic modesty with respect to their own life and experiences. 
We realized that the perspective of the elders was indispensable to a good understanding 
of Inuit culture and history. 

At the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, we were also working on the 
ethnographic texts of the Anglican missionary Edmund J. Peck. Peck had been active as a 
missionary on Blacklead Island (Cumberland Sound) between 1894 and 1905. Some 
results of his work had been published by Boas, but the main bulk of his data had never 
appeared. We started out with a thorough study of his list of 347 tuurngait, helping 
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spirits. We consulted many elders to enlighten us on this important and sensitive subject, 
but usually elders could only provide rather general descriptions of tuurngait. Then we 
recalled that Knud Rasmussen had asked the angakkuq Anaqqaq in the 1920s to make 
drawings of tuurngait. This had resulted in a number of quite detailed pictures of helping 
spirits that enabled people to visualize tuurngait. They were published in Rasmussen 
(1929) and have often been reproduced in anthropological literature. We wondered 
whether Inuit might find it easier to draw tuurngait than provide verbal descriptions of 
them. With her usual energy Susan Sammons immediately took up the matter and 
discussed it with Inuit artists. The results were a set of fine drawings by young artists 
studying at Nunavut Arctic College, and another set of drawings by elders residing in the 
Elders Home in Iqaluit.  

All these drawings were published in Representing Tuurngait. They demonstrate a 
remarkable representational continuity in different generations (Laugrand, Oosten and 
Trudel 2000; see also Laugrand, Oosten and Trudel 2006). Together with Keeping the 
Faith (Laugrand, Oosten and Kakkik 2003), a study on early Inuit literacy that also 
contains a set of wonderful early drawings by Inuit, the book was published by Nunavut 
Arctic College in a series entitled Memory and History of Nunavut. It shows the impact 
of the courses on our anthropological thinking and would never have been possible 
without the commitment, dedication and organization skills of Susan.  
 

Workshops with Elders and Youth in the Kivalliq Region 
In the courses set up by Nunavut Arctic College in 1996 and 1998, Inuit students and 

elders discussed shamanism and cosmological issues. Students were fascinated by these 
issues to the extent that they explicitly asked for a course on cosmology (see Saladin 
d’Anglure 2001). The elders made clear that shamanism was a serious matter and agreed 
to talk about it. Victor Tungilik shared his own experience as a shaman with the students 
in a course in 1999 (see Oosten and Laugrand 1999, 2001). We were surprised to hear so 
many rich details from him. In the various courses, topics which often came to the fore 
included the following: rules for dealing with animals and the spiritual world; rules and 
values of family life, varying from ownership to sharing; rules for dealing with 
wrongdoers and murderers, and the various sanctions connected to such cases; the use of 
stories in guiding the behaviour of members of the community; and the role of elders and 
shamans in guiding people. Elders were concerned with the social problems of modern 
society, notably among adolescents. As it became quite clear that many elders had vivid 
recollections of their experiences with shamanism, we decided to develop a new format 
that would facilitate research and transfer of knowledge on this sensitive topic.  

In the past, shamanism had played an important part in the maintenance of social order 
and we thought we should explore this relation further. As the preservation and 
valorization of Inuit qaujimajatuqangit were now a major concern for many Inuit, we 
looked for funding to set up a workshop on shamanism and social control. At that time, 
several elders who had provided substantial information about shamanism in the courses 
had passed away, so it was not without a sense of urgency that we began to work on the 
project. When we were considering how to set up this project, Susan suggested we should 
turn to the Kivalliq area and she brought us into contact with Henri Kablaalik from 
Rankin Inlet who had a great interest in the topic. He was prepared to act as coordinator 
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of a workshop and to invite knowledgeable elders. It was the beginning of a cooperation 
that continued for many years. 

After a few exploratory interviews by Frédéric Laugrand with four elders in Rankin 
Inlet in December 1999, it became clear that this research was quite feasible. With the 
support of Susan Sammons and Alexina Kublu (Nunavut Arctic College), Henry 
Kablaalik (Rankin Inlet) and Scott Clarke and Mireille Provost (Federal Department of 
Justice), we submitted a proposal to further explore the relation between shamanism and 
social control, in order to chart out the Inuit worldview that served as a framework for 
social norms. Thanks to the financial support of the Federal Department of Justice, a 
workshop could be held in Rankin Inlet from June 29 to July 6, 2000. A new format had 
to be developed for the workshop. As the topic was quite sensitive it was decided to hold 
it behind closed doors out on the land. 

Eight elders from different areas in the Kivalliq were invited: Felix Pisuk, Ollie 
Itinnuaq, Mariano Aupilarjuk (Rankin Inlet); Peter Suvaksiuq (Arviat); Josie 
Angutingurniq and Levi Iluittuq (Kuugaarruk); and Luke Nuliajuk (Gjoa Haven). The 
workshop took place at Ollie Itinnuaq’s camp. Itinnuaq, an adopted son of Anaqqaq–who 
was the well-known shaman interviewed by Rasmussen in the 1920s and author of 
several famous drawings of the helping spirits–spent much time, money and energy to 
prepare the workshop. He even rebuilt and adapted a cabin for that purpose. We will 
never forget him preparing the camp, moving huge stones in the tundra and providing the 
elders with a lot of meat and fish.  

The sensitivity of the topics selected generated some apprehension during the first 
days, but this initial uneasiness was soon overcome. We emphasized the need to record 
the richness of Inuit traditions and to take regional variations into account. All elders 
agreed on the objectives of the workshop, and productive discussions involving all 
participants took place. The elders were willing to share personal experiences once they 
were convinced of their usefulness for younger generations of Inuit. 

During the workshop, special procedures were developed to ensure that various 
sensitive topics could be discussed. The general purpose, well appreciated by the elders, 
was that each of them should be allowed all the time they needed to explain their point of 
view and give an account of their personal experiences with regard to a specific topic. For 
each session on a selected topic, at least two roundtables were proposed in which all 
elders could present in turn their experiences and views. After a few days, it was decided 
that the first speaker would change at every round. During the rounds, participants 
confined themselves to short comments or inquiries for more information. After each 
round, more extensive discussions took place in which all elders expressed their views. 

All interviews were taped and some sessions were recorded on video. At the beginning 
of the workshop, these procedures were discussed and approved by the elders. Elders 
were very much aware of the sensitivity of the issue of shamanism in the community. 
During the workshop, the elders emphasized that their words should not be taken out of 
context nor generalized. During the sessions, the facilitators only asked questions to 
trigger the memories of the elders or to develop a few points of interest. The main goal 
was that the elders would discuss the issues by themselves without too much outside 
interference.  

Sessions took place during the day as well as the evening, and the elders appreciated 
the roundtable format very much. Some of them brought tapes and batteries to make sure 
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that the meeting could continue the next day, and some even taped the sessions 
themselves to preserve their own records. Collective activities such as games, drum 
dancing and fishing helped to maintain a good and relaxed atmosphere among the 
participants. Whereas the use of tapes and video was appreciated by the elders, 
interference from outsiders was another matter. Many visitors came to the camp, and they 
were welcome between sessions, but elders and facilitators agreed that during the 
sessions, outside interference should be kept to a minimum so that concentration would 
not be broken and the twelve participants would feel free to communicate their personal 
experiences. 

An important feature that contributed considerably to the success of the workshop was 
that most of these elders were related to each other. This facilitated a relaxed context, 
which allowed the elders to discuss difficult issues quite in-depth, relying on their own 
personal experiences. Elders involved themselves wholeheartedly in the sessions.  

One of the elders, Levi Iluittuq, could only participate in the first half of the workshop 
as he had to go to Yellowknife to be treated in hospital. He was worried about his 
condition and after the divination technique of qilaniq (head-lifting) had been discussed 
by the elders, he suggested to have it performed on him. After a lengthy discussion all 
elders agreed to perform the ritual for Levi. The ensuing demonstration showed how 
qilaniq may still be performed as it was frequently done in the past by shamans or non-
shamans, and especially by women in several areas. The elders insisted on having the 
qilaniq session recorded on videotape as they thought it important that the correct way of 
performing the ritual was preserved for younger generations. 

The performance of the ritual and the ensuing discussions clearly showed the strong 
commitment of the participants to the well-being and health of the one for whose benefit 
the ritual was performed. The elders still consider health problems as a consequence of 
past actions. The technique of qilaniq, like so many traditional Inuit healing practices, 
implied a confession of wrongdoings. In these practices, a person was treated by all 
participants in a collective way, in order to allow the patient to bring out the wrongdoings 
that made him sick. The holistic and collective dynamics of the process contrast with 
qallunaat ways of treating illness as a private affair implying a confidential relationship 
between a doctor and his patient. Obviously, this perception that correcting individual 
wrongdoings is a responsibility of the entire community has major implications for the 
way social problems should be dealt with. The interaction between the community and a 
wrongdoer was traditionally based on a shared commitment to prevent the community as 
a whole to suffer from the consequences of an individual action. It required public 
confession as well as a shared effort by all members of a community to re-integrate the 
wrongdoer into society (Oosten and Laugrand 2002). 

This workshop with elders was a great success and the elders asked for more events in 
the same format. Rankin Inlet 2000 became the starting point of many more workshops. 
A film on the qilaniq was made and Susan Sammons arranged that two books containing 
the verbatim accounts of the elders were published in English as well as in Inuktitut (see 
Oosten and Laugrand 2001).  

A workshop in a different format was set up in 2001 in Rankin Inlet with Noah Tiktak 
of the Pulaarvik Kablu Association (see Oosten and Laugrand 2007). It consisted of two 
elders (Jack Kavvituk and Robert Tatti) and a group of young people. In these 
workshops, games and demonstrations were performed and the young people were quite 
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impressed by the terrible survival stories told by their elders. These activities also took 
place during the winter, which allowed the elders to instruct students on practices such as 
igloo building and managing a dogsled. 

Between 2000 and 2008, more workshops in the format of the initial one were 
organized, in the context of two research projects supported by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada and CLEY. We tried to involve youths in the 
workshops because we had learned during the Iqaluit courses how important was the 
dynamics between elders and young for the transfer of knowledge. 

In 2002, another workshop was set up in Rankin Inlet. Eight respected elders from the 
Kivalliq and Nattilik areas were brought together at a camp outside Rankin to discuss 
relevant topics: Jose Angutinngurniq, Levi Iluittuq and Leo Akkak from Kuugaarruk; 
Peter Suvaksiuq and Luke Anautalik from Arviat; Felix Kupak from Repulse Bay; and 
Ollie and Lizzie Ittinuaq and Felix Pisuk from Rankin Inlet. These elders discussed 
various relevant topics concerning Inuit qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), but also methods of 
transferring IQ to young Inuit. Three young Inuit also attended the meeting and raised 
questions relating to the actual needs and problems of youth in modern society. Like the 
first workshop, it was organised at Ollie Ittinuaq’s cabin, although the meeting was much 
more open. At the end of the workshop, the elders organized a public performance for the 
people of Rankin Inlet, in which they demonstrated various shamanic practices. Some of 
these demonstrations greatly impressed the onlookers and gave rise to much discussion in 
the community. 

In 2003, another workshop took place in Arviat. The participating elders were Peter 
Suvaksiuq, Noah Kumakjuaq (replacing Tony Ottuk, who could not be present because of 
his health), Job Muqyunnik, Eve Muqyunnik (replacing Annie Seewoe, who was unable 
to attend the workshop), Mary Anautalik and Luke Anautalik, all from Arviat, Felix 
Kupak from Naujaat, Josie Angutingurniq from Kuugaarruk, and Henri Kablalik from 
Rankin Inlet. The participating youths were Lilian Arnalak and Geela Aulatjut.  

Again, as the connection between Christianity and traditional knowledge is sometimes 
sensitive, especially with respect to shamanism, the daily sessions were opened with a 
prayer. Elders had no interest whatsoever in the revival of shamanism, but emphasized 
the need to pass their knowledge about shamanism on to the younger generation, so that 
this important part of the Inuit cultural heritage should not be lost. In the course of the 
workshop, topics such as respect for animals, healing, knowledge of stars and weather, 
shamanism, and traditional spirituality and practices were discussed. This time, as the 
majority of the elders were Ahiarmiut, topics characteristic of Ahiarmiut traditions (such 
as respecting caribou and the use of the qilaut drum) were discussed more extensively. 
Much attention was given to techniques and stories of survival in adverse circumstances. 
A topic of great importance was the relocation of the Ahiarmiut from Ennadai Lake in 
1956, an event that is still very traumatic and sensitive for the Ahiarmiut elders who 
experienced the relocation. 

The presence of non-Ahiarmiut elders was important and stimulating. By comparing 
accounts from different regions, variations between these traditions became much clearer. 
Interaction between elders from different areas stimulated further exploration and 
discussion of these regional differences. Discussions were very open and the elders felt at 
ease with each other. In the relaxed atmosphere that was thus created, the young people 
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felt free to ask questions. Elders were not reluctant to discuss sensitive issues in the 
presence of youths and youths did not feel inhibited to pose questions.  

The demonstrations of traditional practices were very instructive and enjoyed by all 
participants. Unfortunately, work pressure on Susan Sammons and her staff, who had 
become involved in new projects such as the biographies of Inuit leaders, reduced the 
amount of time spent on publishing the proceedings, and delays between workshops and 
the ensuing publication of their results began to increase. Alexina Kublu, who took care 
of simultaneous translation during the workshops, could no longer participate after 2004. 
Her role was taken over by Atuat Thompson who, for some time, also worked closely 
with Susan Sammons at Nunavut Arctic College. Susan continued to support the 
workshops, even though her workload hardly allowed her to do so. She managed to 
complete the publication of the 2002 Rankin Inlet workshop (Oosten and Laugrand 
2007), as well as that of the 2003 Arviat one (Oosten and Laugrand 2010). She also 
enabled other projects such as the publication of some ethnographic recordings from 
Father Guy Mary-Rousselière (Laugrand and Oosten 2009).  

In each workshop new elders were invited, but we made sure that elders involved in 
the preceding activities could also be present so that a fruitful dynamics could be built. A 
good example is the workshop that took place in Kuugaarruk in 2004. 

The workshop was prepared and coordinated by Jose Angutinngurniq from 
Kuugaarruk, assisted by Henri Kablaalik from Rankin Inlet. Both of them had 
participated in the two previous workshops in Rankin and Arviat and were fully 
committed to the project of transferring knowledge from elders to youths. As funding was 
not sufficient to organize the workshop out on the land, it was decided to hold it in the 
community of Kuugaarruk. The hamlet provided space in the council room for the first 
day. Then Amaiya Emingak, co-principal of the local school (Kuugaarruk Ilinniarvik) 
invited us to move the workshop to the language and culture room of the school. This 
provided a much better context for the transfer of knowledge from elders to youths than 
the more formal setting of the council room. Initially, eight elders participated in the 
workshop: Ollie Itinnuaq from Rankin Inlet, Felix Kopak from Naujaat, Luke Nuliajuk 
from Uqsuqtuuq, as well as Josie Angutinngurniq, Levi Iluittuq, Otto Apsaqtaun, Mary 
Anguti and Christian Naalungiaq from Kuugaarruk. After two days, Janet McGrath and 
Miriam Nilaulaq offered to provide extra funding from their own project on conflict 
resolution, thus allowing four more elders to participate in the meeting: Niviuvaq and 
Nilaulaq from Talurjuaq, as well as Agnes Irquqaqtuq and Guy Karkiarniut from 
Kuugaarruk. Moreover, their financial assistance also allowed two youths to join the 
workshop: Angus and Bernette. Cornelius Remie, a Dutch professor who had conducted 
extensive research in Kuugaarruk, was also invited to take part in the discussions. 

On June 23, elders gave demonstrations of qilaniq practices. Elders as well as youths 
participated in the demonstration, which turned out to be most instructive. It was entirely 
recorded on video and audiotape. In the context of the workshop, an evening of drum 
dancing was organized at the school gym and some singing activities were offered at the 
Catholic Church on another evening. Janet McGrath and Nilaulaq provided a community 
feast that was attended by many people from the community. This time, the workshop 
was very much embedded in community life. Various initiatives were also taken in the 
community to welcome the elders and make them comfortable. John Ningark provided a 
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barbecue at his house. The school as well as the Koomiut Co-op Kuugaarruk organized 
two excursions out on the land for elders and participants. 

Several participating elders in the Kuugaarruk workshop had also taken part in three 
earlier workshops facilitated by us. In the very first workshop, elders had often been 
hesitant to discuss shamanic beliefs and practices. Over the years, as mutual trust and 
confidence developed, beliefs and practices were more easily discussed. The first 
demonstration of qilaniq in Rankin Inlet in 2002 was only witnessed by the participants 
in the workshop, whereas in Kuugaarruk, young people were actively involved in the 
demonstration and asked for instruction from the elders. They felt the practice as 
demonstrated enabled them to re-connect to their cultural traditions in a way they never 
experienced before.  

Today, practices that were controversial in the past, such as drum dancing and qilaniq, 
may constitute important means in the transfer of knowledge and the preservation of the 
Inuit cultural heritage. The elders greatly enjoyed the openness of the discussions and the 
involvement of young people. The experience gained in the Kuugaarruk workshop thus 
suggests that the transfer of knowledge would be facilitated in future workshops if even 
more attention were given to the demonstration of traditional practices. 

In the workshops organized between 2000 and 2006, much attention had been given to 
shamanism, a topic that always proved to be of great interest to the elders. It was clear 
that most elders never fully revealed the extent of their knowledge and that the limits of 
what could be discussed in public had been reached. Moreover, many elders who were 
extremely knowledgeable and had contributed substantially to the recording of IQ in 
previous workshops had passed away. Therefore, we decided to shift the focus from 
shamanism to the study of traditions of specific local groups (e.g., a workshop in Baker 
Lake in 2005). Atuat Thompson coordinated various workshops in Arviat with different 
groups of Inuit, such as the Ahiarmiut (2005, 2006) who suffered much in the relocations 
of the 1940s and 1950s (see Laugrand, Oosten and Serkoak 2006), the Kingajuarlirmiut 
(2007), and the Pallirmiut (2011). In the 2011 workshop, elders discussed the question of 
integrating drum dances in church ceremonies and agreed the two should not be mixed. 
In 2008, an intercultural workshop was held in Churchill on relations between Inuit and 
Dene First Nation people, both groups sharing their recollections and knowledge. 

In the meantime, the group of elders we worked with continued their activities and 
meetings, setting up a new organization, the Tasiurtit Inullariktut. In the summer of 2011, 
they requested us to organize another workshop with them, in collaboration with the 
hamlet of Arviat. Following their request, a workshop was held out on the land at Maguse 
River, a historical place that played an important role in the development of Christianity 
in this area. This location had been the focus of the missionary activities of Gleason 
Ledyard and his wife Kathryn Ledyard, as well as other missionaries, including Inuit 
ones, that had a lasting effect on the Inuit in this area. The workshop focused on Inuit 
beliefs and practices of survival and facing hardships before the conversion to 
Christianity, as well as on the transition to Christianity. It was coordinated by Peter 
Suvaksiuq, who built a cabin for the meeting and set up tents and other facilities for the 
elders. He also took care of the provision of food and contributed a considerable amount 
of country food to the meeting.  Most of the elders in the workshop at Maguse River 
came from southern Kivalliq. The participants were Peter Suvaksiuq, Henri Isluarnik, 
Philip Kigusiutnak, Andrew Paniguniaq, Melanie Tabvata and Dorothy Aglukark. Paul 
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Kablutsiak also attended many of the sessions. Other elders we had met in the preceding 
years were willing to attend, but unfortunately this turned not to be possible. Job 
Muquyunnik and Luke Anautalik had passed away, and Eve Muquyunnik and Mary 
Anataulik were unable to attend. The age and condition of Ollie Itinnuaq from Rankin 
Inlet and Josie Angutinngurniq from Kuugaarruk did not allow them to participate in a 
workshop out on the land.  

Therefore, it was decided to focus the workshop completely on Maguse River and 
elders who were connected to this location. All participating elders had lived at Maguse 
River and knew the place well. Many historical sites were visited and their use was 
explained by elders. The workshop dealt with life at Maguse River in the past, the impact 
of Gleason and Kathryn Ledyard on the people living there, past traditional knowledge 
and beliefs, and transition to Christianity. A wide range of topics was covered: 
connecting to the land and ancestors; early teaching of the Gospel; the power of prayer; 
the importance of country food; respecting the land and animals; strangers arriving in a 
land they do not know; the power of angakkuuniq (shamanism); the meaning of 
accidents; family life and the impact of schools and hospitals; arranged marriages; the 
importance of greeting and visiting; the need to prepare young people adequately for 
hunting; the first catches of game; Inuit principles of IQ; and general recommendations to 
facilitate the transfer of knowledge between generations. The workshop was ended by 
singing pisiit and playing traditional games such as nakkataq.  

At the end of the workshop, the elders formulated various recommendations on 
transferring knowledge in the modern educational system. They stated that the school 
curriculum should allow more time to the transfer of Inuit qaujimajatuqangit. They also 
emphasized that IQ was so much embedded in practice that more time should be spent on 
taking youths out on the land so they could learn through practice. Elders also indicated 
that they should become more involved and teach the youths how to prepare adequately 
for hunting, how to hunt and how to deal with the catch. They felt that this was essential 
to the building of self-esteem among youths and to their understanding of how to live on 
the land and how to learn to trust their ability to survive even in adverse conditions. 

Looking back at these workshops, their richness can be seen at various levels. First, 
elders appreciate to have a format that allows them to transfer knowledge not only 
through story telling but also through demonstrating practices and playing. In the second 
Rankin Inlet workshop, they particularly enjoyed various plays and demonstrations of 
techniques of the past for recording a video. The preparation of these sequences was 
taken very seriously. Elders agreed to show various rituals such as the tupilattuq (killing 
a bad spirit), a shamanic initiation by immersion into water, and various practices 
performed by shamans. Play remains an essential dimension of Inuit oral tradition and 
social interaction.  

During the workshops, elders also enjoyed the opportunity to develop an agenda that 
reflected their interests. They appreciated being challenged by other elders and given an 
opportunity to hear stories from their peers. Elders always knew precisely how far they 
should go in sharing their stories. With respect to sensitive issues, their choices were 
often very instructive. The younger people attending were usually in their thirties and 
forties and they often learned much about their own family history. They enjoyed 
learning about various techniques used in the past that testified to the great ingeniousness 
and courage of their grandparents, that had allowed them to overcome terrible hardships. 
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Whereas these workshops have been informative, allowing people to understand more 
about various aspects of Inuit qaujimajatuqangit, they also provided interesting 
opportunities for interaction between Inuit elders, as well as with the younger 
generations, who thus regained confidence and self-esteem. 

 
Discussion and Conclusions 

The notion of Inuit qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), “knowledge that is still relevant,” cannot 
be equated with “Inuit Traditional knowledge,” suggesting that it would constitute an 
objectified form of knowledge from the past that would only have to be recorded and 
preserved. IQ is not something abstract and separated from the context in which it is 
produced (Oosten and Laugrand 2001, 2002). It is always related to the present and up-
dated. IQ also contrasts with the modern schooling system that sets great value on the 
absorption of objectified knowledge. Today, many elders repeatedly express their 
disappointment with modern formal education and wonder whether they have been wise 
in sending their children to these schools that taught nothing about Inuit life, hunting 
practices and values. They sometimes even think the schools played a part in alienating 
children from their roots. Fortunately, schools are becoming more aware of the 
importance of having elders in the classrooms and more and more elders are invited to 
teach at schools. The Education Act of Nunavut, passed in 2008, by entrenching IQ 
among its fundamental principles shows how much such a program remains essential. 

The courses in Iqaluit and the workshops in the Kivalliq area helped us to understand 
some of the dynamics of the transfer of knowledge. It took place in verbal exchanges and 
interactions among elders, as well as between elders and youths. In recent years a 
tendency has developed to objectify Inuit qaujimajatuqangit and summarize its essentials 
in abstract concepts that are used in the instruction of youths. For the elders, these general 
principles made little sense. They were keenly aware of the problem of local variation 
and the intricate link between IQ and practice. IQ took shape in the accounts of their 
personal experiences and the demonstrations they gave. Now that many of the 
participating elders have passed away, their experiences and insights are recorded and 
preserved in the books that were published by Nunavut Arctic College. 

Today, information recorded during these workshops is used by Nunavut Arctic 
College and other educational institutions such as the Nunavut Department of Education. 
Inuit are often proud to have some stories from their elders available in books. Many 
young Inuit appreciate these workshops and books. In a workshop held in a hunting camp 
near Arviat, Gina Auladjut stated:  

Our ancestors worked very hard to survive. We young people must know how 
hard they worked to survive. If they published the books in Inuktitut and 
English, that would help to get the knowledge out to the young people. I am a 
very slow reader in Inuktitut. If it were written in English, it wouldn’t take me as 
long to read. There are young people who commit suicide because they don’t 
have enough knowledge about our ancestors, about what hardships they went 
through. Because of that, the contents of meetings like this should be written in a 
book in Inuktitut and English. 

Elders also clearly expressed their wish to see more of this type of books. Luke 
Anautalik stated: 
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It would be a good resource to be used in the schools. There are many children 
growing up here. They could start learning at a young age, and learn more about 
our knowledge. Nowadays the schools are teaching about Inuit traditions in the 
classroom, about language, singing, and all kinds of other things. It is very good 
to see that they are learning something about our culture. There are teenagers 
who also go out hunting and fishing as part of a school course (Oosten and 
Laugrand 2010 : 234). 

Elders are still worried about the schooling system as well as about the future and the 
loss of certain skills. They think that young people are more interested in listening to 
music, but they are also well aware that some work hard to learn about traditional ways. 
Peter Suvaksiuq observed:  

We only put information out that is accurate, and that we want to. Some young 
people are very hard working and are trying hard to learn about traditional ways. 
Some of us adults are not working as hard as they are. I think it would be good 
to get this kind of information out on tapes, and use them in the radio stations 
(Oosten and Laugrand 2010: 232). 

Today, elders suggest inviting more young people to this type of workshops. They 
hope more knowledge will be shared through books, DVDs and radio, inviting their 
fellow elders to share the information they have learned from their parents. In Arviat, 
Noah Kumagjuaq stated:  

Today, Inuit traditions are not being followed; young people have their own 
culture. […] We need to have jobs in order to make money, and we work hard. 
Education is very important. Inuit need to learn about their language and learn 
about their traditions. The only way for young people to really learn about 
surviving on the land in the cold weather and about the sicknesses and hard 
times we went through is if we pass this knowledge on. We have the same 
concern over our children and grandchildren. We all have loved ones. If 
something went wrong when they were out hunting or someone got sick, what 
did we do to make things better? How can a person who has this knowledge pass 
the information on to those who need to know about those kinds of things? 
(Oosten and Laugrand 2010: 234-35). 

Elders emphasize that they wish to pass their knowledge on to their relatives and 
trusted friends. Only part of their knowledge can be found in these books. Susan 
Sammons never had the ambition to become an editor or publisher of a prestigious series 
of books. Like the elders, she had a more modest point of view. She saw the need of 
recording the knowledge of the elders, especially of the generations that had grown up in 
the early stages, or even before the adoption of Christianity and who had lived in the 
hunting camps. She devoted much time to the editing of the books, read them carefully, 
and provided advice from the start of a project until its completion and its publication in 
books. With our colleagues François Trudel, Thierry Rodon and Louis McComber, Susan 
Sammons also edited five biographies of contemporary Inuit leaders (see the series Inuit 
Voices of Nunavut), and our current SSHRC-funded Community University Research 
Alliance entitled Inuit leadership was set up to continue this intensive work aiming at the 
preservation and valorization of Inuit oral traditions. How did Susan manage to combine 
her work at the translator/interpreter program with the editing of the many dictionaries 
and biographies remains a mystery, but we are very grateful to her. She made it possible 
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that knowledge recorded in these books became available to younger generations. She 
realized that upcoming generations would soon be unable to understand the language of 
the elders and therefore emphasized the need of English translations that would not only 
make IQ available to outsiders, but also help younger generations to understand their 
elders. At the same time, she was committed to the study and preservation of the Inuktitut 
language and supported the work of colleagues such as Anna Berge, Carole Cancel, 
Louis-Jacques Dorais, Michèle Therrien and several of her students, Shelley Tulloch, 
which resulted in a number of books and articles extensively used by scholars as well as 
students (see also Kublu 2004).  

The courses and workshops organized in cooperation with Nunavut Arctic College 
inspired not only the transfer of knowledge but also stimulated research, a point that was 
always valued by Susan Sammons. Thus the courses, workshops and publications not 
only provide access to a rich body of information as well as to the context of its 
production, they also created a new dynamic for joint research by Inuit and non-Inuit. 
They combined academic and Inuit approaches in an original perspective that deserves to 
be further developed to improve Inuit education. As Susan stated it in a paper presented 
with Maaki Kakkik during an IPSSAS conference, these workshops combine the best of 
two worlds. 
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A L ITTLE NOTE IN HONOUR OF SUSAN 
 

Anna Berge, Alaska Native Language Center, Fairbanks 
 

I generally do not make heroes out of people; when asked to whom I look up, or 
whom I view as my hero, I draw a blank. So when I heard of Susan’s passing, it did not 
occur to me to view her as such. When asked to contribute to this volume, however, I 
realized that she has had an unusually large impact on my life, far more than I could have 
dreamt from the little time that I actually came in contact with her.  In fact, she changed 
the course of my life. Her goal, however, was not to change my life, but to change the 
lives of others—how ironic that we so often miss the importance of our actions on others! 

Susan was passionate about Inuktitut; and in particular, about language maintenance. 
In 1990, she was working at Arctic College in Iqaluit, developing and teaching for the 
Interpreter/Translator Program, and teaching the basics of linguistics to future language 
teachers. Then as now, the Inuit language held a certain fascination with linguists, and 
there were no shortage of descriptions and theoretical studies of the grammar. Many of 
the descriptions produced in the North were specifically geared to the needs of students 
of the language (inter alia, the works of Dorais and Mallon), but unfortunately, academic 
sources have almost always been obtuse to non-linguists. In addition, however, the then 
predominant syntactic theories did not easily fit with Inuktitut grammar. Susan struggled 
to convey the importance of syntactic theory in the learning and understanding of 
Inuktitut to speakers who could clearly see the inadequacy of particular theories when 
applied to their language. So, she got support to hire a linguist to explain and evaluate the 
main syntactic theories that had been applied to the Inuit language, and she asked the help 
of her graduate advisor, Richard Rhodes, in finding potentially interested parties. It was 
my great good fortune to be one of Rich’s students with, as yet, no clearly defined 
research thesis, and in need of a summer fieldwork project. I did not hesitate. 

I spent two summers in Iqaluit, trying to learn the language, culture, history, and 
environment. This was both a wonderfully engaging and an intensely painful time; 
engaging because it was my first fieldwork experience, my first introduction to the 
beautiful northern landscape and to the Inuit people. I was blessed to work and socialize 
with the women, to be welcomed into people’s homes and included on various camping 
trips. I produced my first published linguistic work as a result, and these results also 
became the subject of my first conference presentation. It was painful, though, because I 
was immensely shy, sensitive, and still immature: I cringed at having to face strangers 
from whom I had to elicit information on my own, I melted at the thought of walking in 
to a home unannounced, I did not know how to respond to the overtly sexual humour in 
mixed company, I was shy around the younger high school students that shared the dorm 
with me, I kept kosher and could not face repeatedly explaining why I could not partake 
of most native foods while not intending any cultural disrespect. I survived: indeed, I am 
still working on the Eskaleut languages more than 20 years later.   

I got to know Susan as a result of those summers. What strikes me, in retrospect, is 
that I am just one of the many people to whom Susan reached out and whom she engaged 
to work with the language. Susan looked for help from all possible sources: whether 
expert or novice, speaker or non-speaker, Inuk or non-Inuk, all could contribute to the 
projects Susan headed. That outreach resulted in countless opportunities for young 
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students; extended collaboration and intellectual exchanges between a large variety of 
researchers, specializing in language and culture, and Inuit community members; large 
numbers of publications on linguistics, sociolinguistics, language learning, language 
maintenance and development; and more. It must have taken an impressive amount of 
energy to coordinate these activities. Who benefited most? It is hard to say: Susan 
successfully created and led classes, workshops, and programs on the Inuit language and 
culture that have produced several generations of trained teachers and interpreters / 
translators; on the other hand, I and many others that she engaged to take part in these 
efforts have subsequently made our lives about the Inuit language. 

The path our life takes can change at any point; in 1995, I began working with 
Greenlandic, and for many years, my involvement with Inuktitut was muted. If my 
published work has not focused on Inuktitut, however, it is nevertheless the language that 
shaped the direction of my future studies; it was working with Inuktitut texts that first led 
me to examine Inuit clause-chaining and discourse, or what became the topic of my 
research in Greenlandic. However, each time I saw Susan thereafter, she never failed to 
let me know that I was missed and that she wanted me back.  I always intended to come 
back. 

Susan is not my ‘hero;’ I still do not particularly idolize individuals. But the work she 
did and the legacy she leaves us is heroic, and anything I have contributed to Eskaleut 
studies is a direct result of her decision to include a young, untried, would-be linguist in 
her efforts to support the Inuit-speaking community. In my tradition, one of the greatest 
honours we can give a deceased person is to study together and to share some new 
insights into a particular question. Let me now, in gratitude, share a little linguistic 
knowledge in Susan’s honour and memory. 

There are many fine grammatical studies of the Inuit language, especially of the 
varieties spoken in Eastern Canada and Greenland. Nevertheless, there are still relatively 
few studies of semantics (although cf. Bittner for studies of scope, or Therrien for studies 
of semantic categories and metaphorical extension). In my most recent fieldwork with 
speakers of at least two dialects of Eastern Canadian Inuit (ECI), I found some tantalizing 
suggestions that different semantic classes of descriptive (i.e. adjectival) verbs may have 
different syntactic requirements or restrictions.   

Dorais (1988: 114-115) notes that in Nunavik (Arctic Quebec), adjectival verbs can be 
used attributively, that is, as nominalised forms that modify another noun, with the 
participial mood affix -j-/-t- attached to the bare stem only in the 3rd person (examples 1-
2).  However, in 1st and 2nd person forms, the nominalised verb must be reverbalised, 
presumably for both pragmatic reasons:  one does not generally qualify oneself (e.g., ‘I, 
who am good, …’) and in Inuktitut, expressing qualities about oneself is not 
uncommonly done in the 3rd person.  Syntactically, too, the addition of person suffixes 
clearly identifies the word as a verb (example 3). 

1. Nunavik piujuq 
 good-3SG.PART 
 ‘good, he/she/it is good’ (Dorais 1988: 114) 
2. Nunavik illu piujuq 
 house.ABS  good-3SG.PART (Dorais, pers. comm.) 
 ‘the good/fine house, the house is good/fine’ 
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3. Nunavik piuju-u-junga 
 ‘I am someone good’ (Dorais 1988: 114) 

In the main, this use of adjectival verbs (including restrictions on 1st and 2nd persons; 
cf. Mennecier 1995: 300 for Greenlandic) is found cross-dialectally, although different 
dialects, of course, may have slightly different morphological requirements of adjectival 
verbs used attributively. In the Western Canadian dialect Uummarmiutun, for example, 
the past participial form must be used for attributive or nominal functions (example 4). 

4. Uummarmiutun miki-ruaq 
 small-3SG.PAST.PART 
 ‘small one’ (Lowe 1985: 242)  

It turns out, however, that some adjectival verb bases expressing quality or size, such 
as piu- ‘good, fine,’ angi- ‘big,’ miki- ‘small,’ etc., function as predicates with the simple 
addition of the participial ending (example 2), while others, such as colours, function as 
nominalizations and may require re-derivation and the indicative mood or an intervening 
demonstrative to function as predicates, even in 3rd person forms (examples 5-7; Dorais, 
pers. comm. 2010). 

5. ECI (Nunavik) illu aupar-tuq 
 house.ABS  red-PART  
 ‘red house’ 
6. ECI (Nunavik) illu aupar-tu-u-vuq 
 house.ABS  red-PART-COP-3SG.IND 
 ‘the house is red’ 
7. ECI (Nunavik) illu una aupar-tuq 
 house.ABS  DEM  red-3SG.PART 
 ‘this house is red’ 

These types of distinctions are made throughout the Eastern Canadian varieties of the 
Inuit language; however, there are differences in the extent of their application and the 
classification of the predicate adjectives. For example, within Eastern Canadian Inuit, in 
Baffin Island (SB) and Quebec, only the 3rd person participial forms of some descriptive 
words, particularly, although not exclusively, those pertaining to colours and size, are 
predicative (compare examples 8 and 9; the root piu- ‘good, fine’ follows the pattern of 
example 8); west of Hudson Bay (WCI), all persons can be predicative (Dorais, 
pers.comm., example 10; examples 8-10 from author’s field notes; cf. also Lowe 1985: 
243, where certain adjectival verbs in Uummarmiutun can take 1st or 2nd person, as in 
angirunga ‘I am tall,’ but Lowe does not note which verbs cannot). 

8. ECI (SB, Nunavik) *miki-junga miki-ju-u-junga miki-juq 
 small-1SG.PART small-PART-COP-1SG.PART small-3SG.PART 
  ‘I am small’ ‘he/she/it is small’ 
9. ECI (SB, Nunavik) taqa-junga  taqa-juq 
 tired-1SG.PART  tired-3SG.PART 
 ‘I am tired’  ‘he/she is tired’ 
10. WCI miki-junga  miki-juq 
 small-1SG.PART  small-3SG.PART 
 ‘I am small’  ‘he/she is small’ 
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In some cases, these differences may be idiolectal. For example, in the same region, 
different speakers may have the forms mikijuuvunga or mikittunga (mikiC-tunga) for ‘I 
am small.’  

We have known for some time that there are different types of (independent) 
adjectives in Inuit, and that these have different syntactic behaviours. Thus, Fortescue 
(1984: 302) notes that some adjectives are based on verbal stems and require a 3rd person 
participial form for attributive uses (e.g., miki-, ‘small’), while others are based on 
nominal stems and can simply be juxtaposed to nouns (e.g., utuqaq ‘old,’ or West 
Greenlandic qursuk ‘green,’ Nunavik qursutaq ‘yellow;’ note that this last is a non-basic 
colour term, originally from a nominal root). Those based on verbal stems can be 
multiply derived, with different semantic effects, as in the indication of a long-term 
quality (Fortescue 1984: 108, 302; example 11). Compton (2011) even argues for a 
separate class of adjectives based on different syntactic behaviours of verbs and 
adjectival verbs (contra most previous Eskimologists).  

11. W. Greenlandic miki-su-u-soq 
 small-PART-COP-3SG.PART 
 ‘something that is small’ as in illuqarvik mikisuusoq ‘a small town’ 
 (Fortescue 1984: 108) 

However, these very raw little notes on Eastern Canadian Inuit suggest semantic 
classes within the class of adjectival verbs that might bear further investigation. It is very 
possible that these restrictions result from pragmatic rather than syntactic or even 
semantic factors, at least with respect to 1st and 2nd person forms, as mentioned above; 
but that cannot be the whole story.  

 
(I am grateful to Louis-Jacques Dorais for his insights; to Louis-Jacques Dorais, Alana 
Johns and the Avataq Cultural Institute for their help in facilitating and supporting 
fieldwork, and to all the Inuit speakers I have worked with for their time and knowledge.)  
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L INGUISTIC MARKETS AND M INORITY LANGUAGES: SOME INUIT 

EXAMPLES  
 

Louis-Jacques Dorais, Université Laval, Québec 
 

Over the last thirty years or so, Pierre Bourdieu’s seminal discussion on the nature and 
functioning of linguistic markets (Bourdieu 1982 in its original French version; 1991 in 
English) inspired a large number of sociolinguists, political scientists, sociologists, and 
anthropologists, who have applied Bourdieu’s original concepts to various contexts of 
language interaction. Many, if not most of these studies are primarily concerned with the 
fact that communication between unequal social classes or ethnic groups always entails a 
critical linguistic situation: the speech acts of the dominated entity are deemed socially 
irrelevant or are given a negative connotation (Bourdieu 1982:19).1 

Such situations appear particularly obvious where minority languages are concerned. 
Because of their mere demographic weight, languages spoken by a lesser fraction of a 
Nation State seem doomed to occupy a subordinate position on the linguistic market, 
except, of course, in colonial or semi-colonial settings, where the language of the 
colonizers always predominates, whatever the numerical importance of its speakers.  

It is worth noticing, however, that research on the contemporary linguistic situation of 
ethnic minorities, more particularly aboriginal groups living in developed countries, often 
discloses a strong resilience of their languages, despite the fact that these have had to 
coexist for many decades, or even centuries, with much more economically and 
politically powerful speech forms. This coexistence has generally led to pervasive, more 
or less subtractive bilingualism on the part of minority language speakers. 

This text, based for a good part on material collected during research projects 
conducted with Susan Sammons,2 aims at discussing some effects of aboriginal 
bilingualism on the constitution of linguistic markets in contemporary developed 
societies. Are there various parallel markets–either bilingual, or monolingual in one or 
the other interacting language–as is often surmised, or a unique encompassing bilingual 
market? What are the principal sociolinguistic characteristics of the obviously unequal 
speech forms in presence? The example under discussion will be North American eastern 
Arctic Inuit, comparing their language situation in Canada (Nunavut and Nunavik) and in 
Greenland. 

 
Defining Linguistic Markets 

Bourdieu’s (1982: 14) starting point is that linguistic exchanges may be considered as 
symbolizing and activating power relations. Each time people speak, their conversation 
cannot but express the fact that interlocutors, and/or the group(s) to which they belong, 
occupy a specific position on the economic and social scale. Because such positions are 
generally unequal in relation to each other (some individuals and groups are more 

                                                 
1 In the present text, Bourdieu is quoted or paraphrased from his original French version. Translations are 
mine. 
2 Research on discourse and identity in the Qikiqtaaluk region of Nunavut was conducted between 1994 
and 2006 under the joint supervision of Susan Sammons and the author, thanks to funds from the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). Most field researchers were students or 
recent graduates from Nunavut Arctic College’s Inuit Studies Program, supervised by Susan. 
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powerful economically or socially than others), the forms of speech used, and the 
discourses uttered by any speaker reflect these inequalities and contribute to strengthen 
them. Logically, then, there exists a direct link between language and the general 
economic market: what is said always includes, as a part of its meaning, information on 
the relative position of the speakers in terms of their expected performance on the labour 
market, and of their overall economic weight. 

For this reason, any speech act embodies a distinctive value, resulting from the linkage 
perceived between the linguistic products offered by a socially defined speaker (i.e. what 
he/she says and how it is said), and the material, social, and cultural products proposed 
within a well-defined social space. Hence Bourdieu’s concept of a linguistic market 
(Ibid.: 15). The way one speaks, what he/she says, are automatically connoted with an 
economic value, and this value belongs intrinsically to the meaning of discourses. For 
instance, a speech act uttered with an accent or in a style deemed “foreign” or “low 
class,” or discussing a topic considered unimportant or irrelevant, risks not being taken 
seriously into account. Furthermore, such an act shows that the speaker’s worth is lower 
than that of one who speaks “correctly” and about “relevant” topics. The social usages of 
language possess a genuine social and economic value because they tend to organize 
themselves in a differentiating system–with higher and lower positions–that reproduces, 
at the symbolic level, the social and economic differences characterizing the society 
within which the language is in use (Ibid: 41). 

In view of its socio-economic value–its diverging varieties give access to unequal 
positions on the labour, financial, and prestige markets–language may, thus, be 
considered a form of capital. This is particularly evident where social classes are 
concerned: speaking a “low class” type of speech is most often congruent with occupying 
a lower rung on the social scale. But it also makes sense in bilingual situations. If, in a 
bilingual or multilingual setting, the languages in presence are spoken by socially 
unequal groups (minority vs. majority; colonized vs. colonizer; Aboriginal vs. European), 
language use generally reflects the respective positions of speakers in terms of their 
relation to the politically motivated unequal distribution of linguistic, economic, and 
other forms of capital (Ibid.: 77). 

 
 Linguistic Markets in the North  

According to the preceding discussion, it seems obvious that Inuktitut and other Inuit 
dialects take part, besides English (and other Qallunaat languages heard in the Arctic), in 
local bilingual linguistic markets. Presumably, they occupy a lower position than English, 
due to their more limited value in terms of usefulness for getting a well-paying job, and 
to the fact that those oral and written discourses considered really important by society in 
general are usually uttered in English.3 Inuktitut monolinguals often complain about their 
difficulties getting access in their own and only language to local health services, 
administration, and even businesses. Much more oral and written texts–almost all of them 
of a technical or administrative nature–are translated from English into Inuktitut than the 
reverse, due to the fact that what is said or written in the Inuit language does not possess 
much social value in contemporary Canada, Alaska, or even Greenland. As Bourdieu 
(1982: 42) puts it: “Some sentences can be understood [because they are uttered in a 

                                                 
3 Examples of such discourses include written texts and oral declarations in the fields of government, 
higher formal education (beyond Grades 3 or 4), business, technology, etc. 
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human language] without being listened to [because that language is deemed 
unimportant].” 

Research on bilingual linguistic markets, in the North as elsewhere, shows that the 
relative social weight of the languages in presence may vary from one field of activity to 
another, although economic factors always predominate in defining which speech acts are 
endowed with the highest value. In her study on Corsican for instance,4 Alexandra Jaffe 
(1999: 87) states that “the economic and prestige value of French played a crucial role in 
the process of language shift [from Corsican to French].” Transmitted through public 
administration and the school, French was authoritatively imposed as the only tongue 
worth being publicly recognized and used in Corsica: “Corsicans did not just learn to 
speak French in the schools, they learned a language hierarchy in which their own 
language was dismissed as a worthless patois [debased dialect]” (Ibid.: 17). In one field 
of activity, though, that of culture, Corsican has preserved its value, and actually saw it 
increase over the last decades: “On Corsica, we can see that the only marketplace in 
which the value of Corsican is taken as uncontested is a purely cultural one which is 
defined as non authoritative by most Corsicans” (Ibid.: 282). This shows that, as already 
discussed by Woolard (1985), minority languages can partly resist the hegemony of 
dominant speech forms. 

How do linguistic markets operate in the Arctic? Are they subdivided and ranked 
according to the fields of activities (economy, school, politics, culture, etc.) with which 
they deal? Are there separate bilingual and monolingual (in Inuktitut or English) markets, 
or an encompassing bilingual one? In order to answer these questions, three different 
language situations, respectively found in eastern Nunavut, Nunavik, and West 
Greenland, will now be examined. 

 
Linguistic Markets in Nunavut 

In the conclusion of the book Susan Sammons and I published in 2002 (Dorais and 
Sammons 2002a: 121-126; see also Dorais and Sammons 2000, 2002b), on language use 
in Iqaluit, Igloolik and Kimmirut, we explained that in the Qikiqtaaluk (Baffin) region of 
Nunavut, Inuktitut was primarily used in contexts were speakers were concerned with 
preserving their ethnic community (i.e. identifying themselves as Inuit within the larger 
Canadian society) and continuing their traditions. A corollary of ethnic preservation was 
that Inuktitut also acted as a mean for acquiring political power at the local and regional 
levels. Because people expected their politicians to defend Inuit land and culture, they– 
the politicians–had to show publicly that they were genuine Inuit, fluent in the ancestral 
language. As English was concerned, its role was predominant in the labour market and 
as a language of wider communication (through school, the media, encounters with non-
Inuit, etc.). On the whole, Inuktitut was perceived as a very strong marker and component 
of Inuit identity, while English was rather envisioned as a language of practicality, with a 
relatively weak value in terms of identity. 

In the book, we asserted that such a situation was explainable by resorting to economic 
and political factors. Up to the early 1970s, the value of Inuktitut had been lower than 
that of English. The Canadian government, and public opinion in general, considered that 

                                                 
4 Corsican is a minority language related to Italian, spoken on the island of Corsica (which belongs to 
France), in the Mediterranean Sea. At present time, due to the predominance of French, it is only 
exceptionally transmitted to children as their first language. 
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if Inuit wanted to survive in the modern world, they had to renounce their traditional 
culture and language, and behave like Qallunaat as much as possible. Inuit felt that they 
would always be different from other Canadians, but they had no real means for 
contesting the assimilative institutions (English-only schools for instance) controlled by 
extra-regional political and economic authorities. However, with the rise of the Inuit land 
claims that led to the creation and implementation of Nunavut, the value of Inuktitut 
increased for both Inuit and Qallunaat, as shown in the interviews conducted 
preliminarily to writing our book. This happened because the politically-supported ethnic 
assertion of Nunavut Inuit entailed the advent of competing sets of values whereby 
English and Inuktitut were deemed equally important. 

Susan Sammons and I noted that the increase in the value of the aboriginal language 
might create a strong pressure in favour of an alternative linguistic market for Inuktitut 
(Dorais and Sammons 2002a: 123).5 From the late 1970s on, it had progressively become 
possible to earn a living–as teacher, interpreter, translator, cultural agent, specialist of 
subsistence activities, or even politician–by using the once-dominated language in the 
workplace. In our idea, a second market was developing, besides the principal one which 
gave access to most jobs and where English was still predominant. We wondered, though, 
if the two linguistic markets would not merge into a larger, bilingual one. 

In my research report on language usage and attitudes in Iqaluit after the advent of 
Nunavut, also based on a study conducted in collaboration with Susan Sammons, I 
examined once again the question of language markets in the Qikiqtaaluk region (Dorais 
2006: 56-57). Research showed that in Iqaluit, six years after the advent of Nunavut, 
English was still predominant in the language market.6 This was due to the fact that: 1) 
English was most often required when one was searching for a job; 2) it was the principal 
vehicle of popular culture (television, music, the Internet, etc.); 3) contacts with 
Qallunaat took place in English. But Inuktitut was starting to make itself a larger place. It 
had become more visible and politically important since the creation of Nunavut, and its 
market value had augmented in consequence. Moreover, it was also valued as the most 
fitting language for expressing oneself in informal contexts, and for symbolizing the fact 
that one is an Inuk. This meant that, as already stated in our book of 2002, there existed 
an alternative language market for Inuktitut besides the principal market dominated by 
English. 

In my report, I did not discuss to what extent these two markets were really distinct 
one from the other, but I concluded that most Inuit interviewed in Iqaluit during the 
course of the research–some of them originally from Igloolik and Kimmirut–had two 
different attitudes toward using their mother tongue (Ibid.: 56). They deemed that ideally, 
Inuktitut should be spoken most of the time, taught in the school up to Grade 12, and 
transmitted to children, but that realistically, when addressing other Inuit about topics 
pertaining to daily life in a modern Arctic community, they often used English (or a 
mixed language) to make sure they were understood. I related this second attitude to the 
fact that after Grade 3, English became the principal language of instruction, thus 

                                                 
5 An alternative linguistic market is an additional market which coexists with the principal, dominant one, 
but whose economic and social value, although real, is somewhat inferior to that of the dominant market. 
6 In smaller, more ethnically homogeneous Qikiqtaaluk villages, Inuktitut was stronger, albeit not totally 
predominant, as shown by Shelley Tulloch (2004) in her study on language attitudes in three Baffin 
communities. 
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preventing students from acquiring a fully developed vocabulary in Inuktitut. As I see it 
now, this probably means that in Nunavut, with the progressive demise of the older 
generation of Inuit monolinguals, the two linguistic markets (principal and alternative) 
will finally merge into a unique, bilingual marketplace within which speakers will have to 
choose between one or the other (or both) available languages. These choices shall be 
motivated by the social and economic benefits–in terms of practical communication, 
financial gains, or expression of their identity–speakers will be expecting to reap from 
their speech acts. 

 
Linguistic Markets in Nunavik 

In her study of language, politics, and social interaction in Kuujjuarapik (Great Whale 
River), in south-western Nunavik (Arctic Quebec), Donna Patrick (2003) postulates the 
existence of two separate linguistic markets: a dominant, multilingual one (making use of 
French, English and Inuktitut) and an alternative monolingual Inuktitut market, whose 
value would mostly stem from the economic and symbolic importance accorded to 
traditional subsistence activities.7 The inclusion of Inuktitut into the dominant market 
would be based on the principle that the Inuit form a distinct people, as proved by the 
existence of the traditional linguistic market, a fact that legitimates their political and 
cultural claims and, thus, makes them worth being listened to. The dominant market 
would have emerged during the 1950s, with the increase of wage work as principal 
source of income. 

Within this dominant linguistic market, the basic, more pragmatic role would belong 
to English, which serves as lingua franca in Kuujjuarapik (as it does elsewhere in the 
Canadian Arctic) because it is the only mean of communication shared by most residents, 
whichever their first language. The role of French would be rather symbolic, reflecting 
the power of the Quebec provincial government. When francophone civil servants 
interact with Inuit, Cree or anglophone individuals, they would most often have recourse 
to English. The part played by Inuktitut would be symbolic too, though its local social 
value would be higher than that of French, as a reflection of aboriginal political power: 
“Symbolic resources are accorded values based not only on their exchange value in the 
workplace […] but also on the social value of linguistic resources in negotiating ethnic 
identity, social solidarity and the value of goods […] that are part of everyday cultural 
practices that characterize local life” (Patrick 2003: 209). 

In this sense, linguistic choices would help constructing ethnic boundaries between the 
various groups inhabiting Kuujjuarapik. This would be especially true as Inuit and 
francophones are concerned, because their respective languages are not shared by the 
Anglos, who thus exclude themselves from these two groups. Native English speakers 
would, thus, not have much to say about the way resources that are valued by the Inuit 
and the French are defined and controlled in Kuujjuarapik (and elsewhere in Nunavik), 
even if their privileged access to the predominant form of speech (in view of its general 
usefulness) should, in principle, put them in a powerful position language-wise. In the 
case of the Inuit, this might mean that their “difference” in relation to the Anglos and to 
Qallunaat in general would not necessarily be synonymous with social inequality. For 
them, Inuktitut might be useful for accommodating to a rapidly changing world and 

                                                 
7 A fourth language, Eastern Cree, is spoken in Kuujjuarapik’s twin community of Whapmagoostui, but 
Patrick does not take it into full account in her study. 
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resisting to measures undermining Inuit identity; hence its importance in both the 
dominant and alternative language markets. Patrick concludes that the increased use of 
the native language in the local harvesting economy (alternative marketplace) and in 
certain forms of employment related to wage economy (dominant marketplace) would 
most reliably ensure the survival of Inuktitut (Ibid.: 214-215). 

Donna Patrick’s fieldwork dates back to 1993-94. In March 2011, I spent a few days 
in Kuujjuarapik in order to assess the language situation there, almost twenty years after 
her original research.8 More specifically, I inquired into the present role of Inuktitut and 
French in relation to English. 

Contrary to Patrick’s expectations, Inuktitut does not seem to be much in use in the 
workplace, not more in any case, and most probably less so, than it was in 1993-94. 
Amautalik School, where teaching used to be entirely conducted in Inuktitut up to Grade 
2 (with occasional classes beyond that), and where teachers were hired accordingly, now 
only offers a small number of hours in the native language. Children mix Inuktitut with 
English up to the point that, according to an Inuit pedagogue met at the school, this mixed 
form of speech might be considered Kuujjuarapik’s fifth language, after Inuktitut, Cree, 
English and French. 

Another factor influencing the use of the aboriginal tongues, Inuktitut as well as Cree, 
is the fact, unforeseen by Patrick, that the number of Inuit-Cree and Inuit-Qallunaat 
marital unions seems to have increased a lot since the early 1990s. Because these 
couples’ only common tongue is English, their children are raised in that language.9 The 
Amautalik School has a francophone sector, but most pupils who have completed the 
French-language curriculum prefer using English in their daily activities, considering 
French as a last-resource tool for communicating with monolingual francophones.10 The 
fact that English constitutes the only language common to Kuujjuarapik’s all four ethno-
linguistic communities is, thus, unfavourable to French too. In accordance with Patrick’s 
perception that French was a “transitional language,” this form of speech has not 
supplanted English and, presumably, will not in the foreseeable future. 

In terms of linguistic markets, this might mean that the multilingual dominant 
marketplace is more anglophone than it used to be in Patrick’s time, even if some 
residents of Kuujjuarapik must know French in order to communicate with francophone 
Québécois. Inuktitut preserves its value, though this seems mostly symbolic. For 
instance, the public signs put out by the municipality, the governments and the local 
cooperative are generally trilingual (in Inuktitut, English and French) or bilingual 
(Inuktitut and English), but written materials produced by the Inuit organizations (Kativik 
School Board, Makivik Corporation, etc.) are usually in English, with occasional 
Inuktitut and/or French translations. As concerns the alternative Inuktitut marketplace, it 
may subsist in a way–Kuujjuarapik is still a hunting ground for sea mammals–but the 
local harvesting economy, where the aboriginal language is more readily spoken, does 
not seem to play as important a social role as it did in the early 1990s. 

                                                 
8 This stay was funded by SSHRC, in the context of a research project on the identity of young people in 
Nunavik. 
9 Up to the 1960s, a good number of Kuujjuarapik Inuit adults spoke Cree as a second language, but this is 
not the case anymore. 
10 According to the school principal, some Cree students prefer registering at Amautalik School rather than 
at the local Cree school, in order to learn French (which is not taught at the Cree institution). 
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Kuujjuarapik might, thus, be following the same linguistic path as Iqaluit and some 
other Nunavut communities, with the progressive advent of a unique, English-dominant 
multilingual market. It is not representative, though, of the whole of Nunavik. In smaller 
villages, the predominant marketplace still speaks Inuktitut, with an alternative market 
where English and French are used occasionally, for learning about the outside world and 
communicating with local Qallunaat as well as with southern Canadians. In Quaqtaq for 
instance, a north-eastern Nunavik village of about 400 residents whose Inuit population 
exceeds 90%, Inuktitut is the default language in all spheres of life, including the 
workplace. English and French are only heard at school and at the nursing station (whose 
personnel are chiefly Qallunaat), and when one has to communicate with non-Inuit 
(Dorais 2010a). 

 
The Linguistic Market in Greenland 

Karen Langgaard, who has studied discourse practices in Nuuk and a couple other 
West Greenlandic towns,11 asserts that only one basic linguistic market now exists in 
Greenland, but one “which is not fully integrated and with no hegemony fully 
established” (Langgaard 2001: 254). This ambiguity in assessing which language 
(Greenlandic Kalaallisut or Danish) is predominant stems from the fact that Greenlanders 
wish to live in a modern welfare community, with a high degree of public service 
governed and delivered in the Greenlandic language, even if Danish is still the only form 
of speech giving access to higher education. Although being the only official language of 
the country, as well as a source of political power and employment in the public and 
private sectors, Greenlandic Kalaallisut is still shadowed by Danish, so to speak, because 
the latter is compulsory for filling many high-ranking jobs. This means that in 
contemporary Greenland, the ideal resource person is a bilingual or trilingual (in 
Kalaallisut, Danish and English) Greenlandic-mother-tongue speaker. If such an 
individual is not available for filling a (presumably well-paid) position, the chosen 
candidate will be a professionally competent person proficient in Danish and, probably, 
English, even if he or she does not speak Greenlandic Kalaallisut. 

There, thus, exists a contradiction between nationalism (Kalaallisut must predominate 
in Greenland) and pragmatics (economic advancement is impossible without a good 
mastery of Danish and, increasingly, English), which echoes in some way the already 
mentioned idealistic (Inuktitut is indispensable to Inuit identity) and practical (English is 
better understood) contradictory attitudes found in eastern Nunavut. With the difference 
that in Greenland, Kalaallisut still predominates as the chief mean of communication in 
daily life. Langgaard’s data show that among teenage Gymnasium students, “you will go 
on using your language [Greenlandic] except when it is either impossible or awkward, 
that is when talking to or with monolingual Danish speakers or primarily Danish 
speaking speakers” (Ibid.: 262). Observation also shows that no Kalaallisut-Danish code-
switching takes place among this group, even if the Gymnasium curriculum is entirely 
taught in Danish. Students have a pragmatic attitude toward the latter language, seen as 
an instrument of communication that is absolutely necessary if one wants to access higher 
education and, thence, well-paying and socially rewarding jobs. 

                                                 
11 Her study was mostly based on interviews with Gymnasium (junior college) students, and it was 
modelled after the research Susan Sammons and I were conducting, on discourse practices in the 
Qikiqtaaluk (Baffin) region of Nunavut (Dorais & Sammons 2002a). 
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The predominance of Kalaallisut in Greenland, due to various historical factors (over 
two hundred years of school education in the native language; early access, during the 
course of Greenland’s history, to some forms of administrative participation; 
geographical isolation from Denmark),12 has generated a seemingly unified, though 
bilingual, linguistic market which, albeit “fluctuant” (without an established hegemony), 
is clearly dominated by Greenlandic Kalaallisut, at least at the community level. This 
diverges from what seems to be occurring in Iqaluit (Nunavut) and Kuujjuarapik 
(Nunavik), where English predominates in the unifying linguistic marketplace. The 
language situation in Greenland appears more similar to that which still prevails in 
smaller Nunavik and, to a lesser extent, Nunavut villages, where Inuktitut is widely used 
in all community activities, English being limited to communication with Qallunaat and 
the outside world. 

 
Conclusion 

In the preceding pages, we have discussed how the concept of linguistic market, as 
defined by Bourdieu (1982), applies in the eastern Arctic Inuit context. It has been shown 
that indeed, at a very basic level at least, Canadian Inuktitut and Greenlandic Kalaallisut 
may be said to be dominated by the languages of wider communication–English or 
Danish–imposed by the respective colonial powers, Canada and Denmark. This explains 
why the economic value of the Inuit forms of speech–their capacity to give access to 
higher ranking and better paid jobs, either directly or through formal education–is much 
lower than that of the predominant languages. 

But on the other hand, research conducted in Nunavut, Nunavik and West Greenland 
shows that besides its value on the labour market, the Inuit language can be granted 
positive political and cultural attributes. These attributes’ meaningfulness and importance 
may be considered equivalent to that of the economic factors just mentioned, although, of 
course, without a strong participation in wage economy and the world system of 
knowledge (generally conveyed in languages of wider communication), no solid social or 
cultural life is possible. Whatever the case may be, however, current political and social 
developments throughout Inuit Nunaat (“Land of the Inuit”) point to the fact that 
Inuktitut and Kalaallisut are now recognized as indispensable elements of modern 
aboriginal identity in the Arctic. 

In Greenland, as well as in smaller, ethnically homogeneous Nunavik and Nunavut 
villages, this has led to the emergence of a unified linguistic market where the Inuit 
language predominates, but where the presence of the colonial forms of speech, whose 
economic strength cannot be avoided, introduces a measure of instability: in some 
contexts (higher education, technical knowledge and contacts with the outside world for 
instance), Inuktitut or Kalaallisut must be replaced by English or Danish. By contrast, in 
more heterogeneous Nunavut and Nunavik communities (such as Iqaluit and 
Kuujjuarapik), two linguistic markets are still in existence–a main, bilingual one, and an 
alternative Inuktitut-speaking marketplace mostly devoted to subsistence activities. We 
have seen, however, that these two markets are seemingly involved in a process of 
unification, whereby only one, bilingual or trilingual (Inuktitut, English and French) 
market will subsist, heavily dominated by English. 

                                                 
12 For a summary on formal education in Greenland, see Dorais (2010b: 190-192). 
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In my opinion, the difference between the Greenlandic situation (a linguistic market 
dominated by Kalaallisut), and that which is now emerging in Nunavut and Nunavik (an 
English-predominant market) is due for a good part to two factors: 1) the Canadian Arctic 
fully belongs to Canada and as such, the language of its Inuit residents is in a minority 
situation;13 2) in Nunavut and Nunavik schools, Inuktitut is the medium of instruction up 
to Grades 2 or 3 at most, while in Greenland, formal education is delivered in Kalaallisut 
up to the end of high school. This means that without stronger political power for the 
Canadian Inuit,14 and in the absence of any K-12 Inuktitut-speaking curriculum, even 
smaller villages where the Inuit language still predominates are in danger of switching to 
English in a not-too-distant future, despite public and private discourses extolling the 
importance of Inuktitut for preserving Inuit identity. 

From a theoretical point of view, the Inuit case supports the views of scholars like 
Woolard (1985) and Jaffe (1999), who assert that minority languages can often resist 
hegemonic speech forms when their symbolic (social and cultural) value on the linguistic 
market counterbalances the economic weight of the predominant, State-supported 
language(s) of wider communication. But the comparison between Canada and 
Greenland also shows that even if imparting symbolic value to a minority language can 
help with its preservation, economic and social constraints (e.g., a lack of adequate funds 
and political will for imposing it as the principal medium of school instruction) may 
nonetheless jeopardize its continuing existence. 

In any case, more research is needed on symbolic linguistic marketplaces, whose mere 
presence shows that Bourdieu’s vision, centered on a type of hegemony whose final 
determining principle is economic, must be enlarged. This type of research, which would 
take into account Inuit data collected in Nunavut and elsewhere, and would also examine 
other instances of strong symbolic value attributed to minority languages,15 should shed 
finer light on the conditions whereby such languages can or cannot be preserved. It 
would, thus, carry on Susan Sammons’s life interest in seeing Inuktitut and Inuit culture 
survive and thrive in the contemporary world, while actively working at their 
preservation and development. 
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READING AND WRITING THE INUIT LANGUAGE IN IQALUIT AND IGLOOLIK : 
CONCLUSIONS OF A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH PROJECT 

 
Aurélie Hot, Montreal 

 
In 2005, as a new PhD student, I had the opportunity to travel for the first time to 

Nunavut to investigate literacy practices in Iqaluit. This short, three-month period of 
fieldwork was part of a larger project lead by Susan Sammons and my supervisor, Louis-
Jacques Dorais: “Inuit Discourse and Identity after the Advent of Nunavut”. After 
another three-month trip to Iqaluit in 2006 and a similar stay in Igloolik in 2007, I started 
writing my PhD dissertation. I am particularly indebted to Susan, who welcomed me at 
Nunavut Arctic College (NAC), introduced me to NAC staff and students, tried to answer 
my many questions and otherwise supported my work. 

A short summary of the conclusions of my research work in Nunavut, as I formulated 
them when I graduated in 2010, is presented below. The general goal of my study was to 
document the practices and attitudes surrounding Inuktitut literacy as well as the 
organization of bilingualism in Nunavut. I gathered data by way of semi-structured 
interviews (18 in Iqaluit, 11 in Igloolik)1, informal interviews (with government 
employees and community leaders working on language issues), and observation. 
Interviews were conducted in English and in Inuktitut (with elders) thanks to the help of 
translators. Although the conclusions of this qualitative research project are necessarily 
limited in scope, they address the two general questions stated below:  

1. What language choices do bilingual speakers make when it comes to literacy 
practices? 
2. What are the consequences of these choices for the future of Inuktitut in the 
territory? 

The conclusions of this study complement previous research undertaken in the Baffin 
region (for example, Dorais and Sammons 2002). The notion of Inuktitut literacy as a 
secondary literacy will be discussed briefly, as well as the many obstacles facing Inuktitut 
literacy development for younger generations. Finally, a description of literacy practices 
in the workplace provides an example of the everyday limitations surrounding the use of 
written Inuktitut. 

 
Previous Research and Statistics on Literacy in the Baffin Region 

Several studies and statistical data are helpful to grasp the context of literacy practices 
in the Baffin region. The 2001 Nunavut Household Survey (Nunavut Bureau of Statistics 
2002) provides territory-wide statistics on Inuktitut literacy. In 2001, 71% of Inuktitut 
speakers reported reading and writing “very well” or “relatively well” syllabics. Speakers 

                                                 
1 I would like to sincerely thank all (anonymous) interviewees for their willingness to share their 
experience of the linguistic situation in Nunavut. I am also grateful to many people for all the help I 
received along the way, among them, and in no particular order, Stéphane Cloutier, Tocasie Burke, Maakki 
Kakkik, Lau Saila, Sarah Novalinga, Denis Nakoolak, Gavin Nesbitt, Rick Armstrong, Mitch Taylor, Leah 
Otak, John MacDonald, Bonnie Ammaaq, Nancy Kadlutsiak, Frédéric Laugrand, Shelley Tulloch and Lise 
Fortin. Of course, the opinions expressed here are my own views and interpretations and do not necessarily 
reflect the opinions of any individual involved in the research upon which this report is based. 
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from 35 to 44 years old were the least likely to be able to write syllabics, most probably 
because this generation had been schooled only in English.  

In the capital Iqaluit, the linguistic situation is well described by previous research 
(Dorais and Sammons 2002; Dorais 2006a). The advent of Nunavut has strengthened the 
role played by Inuktitut in the political and economic arena everywhere in Nunavut, but 
especially in Iqaluit (Dorais 2006a, 2006b). New employment opportunities and policies 
that came with the territorial government have given rise to a pragmatic attitude towards 
syllabics in the capital: parents want their children to read and write well to access 
potential employment opportunities (Hot 2008). As for literacy rates in Iqaluit, 64% of 
Inuit declare being able to read and write Inuktitut well (Nunavut Bureau of Statistics 
2002). This is lower than the average for the territory, a fact consistent with the particular 
organization of bilingualism in town. 

Surveys and tests have pointed at a low literacy level for younger speakers (Dorais and 
Sammons 2002; Tulloch 2004). Speakers stress the identity value of syllabics, but many 
individuals under 50 find it easier to read and write in English than to use syllabics 
(Dorais 1996: 31-32).  

As for other communities in the Baffin region, sociolinguists describe the overall 
predominant status enjoyed by Inuktitut. Tulloch (2004) surveys youth linguistic attitudes 
in Iqaluit and two other communities on Baffin Island. She describes the linguistic 
situation in the capital as an unstable bilingualism, where English predominates, whereas 
the two smaller communities show a rather stable bilingualism, where Inuktitut 
predominates (2004: 134).  

Neither the quantitative nor the qualitative data available provide detailed information 
on literacy practices in Baffin communities. This research aimed at investigating this key 
aspect of language use. 

 
Inuktitut Literacy as a Secondary Literacy 

Data collected in Iqaluit and Igloolik support the affirmation that Inuktitut literacy is a 
secondary literacy. 

In the course of this research, only three interviewees in Iqaluit and one in Igloolik 
stated they could not read or write syllabics. However, for those who declared being able 
to read and write Inuktitut the opportunities to use syllabics were few and far between. 
Syllabic reading and writing skills suffered from this lack of practice. 

All bilingual speakers I interviewed or talked to (thus excluding elders, who are 
mostly unilingual) in Iqaluit and Igloolik stated that they were more comfortable writing 
and reading English than writing and reading Inuktitut. They conveyed this feeling with 
words related to convenience (rapidity, access, easiness). Thus, there is a lack of fluency 
in syllabics that weighs heavily on language choices for reading and writing. This 
situation seems to be viewed with fatality by residents. A 47-year-old woman from 
Igloolik reads and writes Inuktitut regularly for her job but she nevertheless highlights 
this lack of fluency:  

But I find it very boring reading and writing Inuktitut, hey... so boring and I 
understand once you learn how to read English, almost all the time they drop 
Inuktitut because with English, you only have to scan, with Inuktitut it’s every 
little character that you go through. So once children start learning English... 
Most of them drop the Inuktitut part, and sort of forget how to read. They 
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understand Inuktitut, they understand and speak it but reading? They drop 
reading! 

Others describe a similar experience with syllabics: 
It’s kind of difficult to read in Inuktitut now, it feels crowded when you look at 
the letters…the words… (20-year-old woman, Iqaluit)  
If I could learn to write faster and read faster I’m pretty sure I would do a lot of 
Inuktitut writing. (42-year-old man, Igloolik)  
English is easier to read and write. Writing Inuktitut is kind of long for me. (26-
year-old woman, Iqaluit)  

The ability of Inuktitut speakers to read and write syllabics does not measure up to 
their English writing and reading skills. Furthermore, speakers describe many obstacles 
to achieving a good degree of fluency in syllabics. One of them is the current bilingual 
system of education that does not sustain stable bilingualism. A resident from Igloolik, a 
43-year-old father, clearly summarizes this recurrent criticism:  

[…] I’m seeing that it’s more and more English than Inuktitut, Inuktitut stops 
after grade 3 so they have learned how to write and read but unfortunately in the 
older years English seems to be the main language now and hum… being able to 
read and write in Inuktitut almost seems to be secondary nowadays as opposed 
to be primary like when our parents they would continually write between each 
other in Inuktitut and we children grew up knowing that Inuktitut syllabics is the 
norm but unfortunately our children aren’t growing up that way. Writing English 
is the norm and Inuktitut is secondary so they would learn to read it, they would 
learn to write but it’s not going to be used as much as it was before. 

Although young Inuit learn syllabics during the first years of primary school, this skill 
is pushed into the background when English becomes the main language of instruction. 
On the contrary, elders explain how Inuktitut literacy was playing and often still plays a 
dominant role in their life. They remember learning to read and write syllabics with the 
help of their family, mostly their mother, using bibles as primers and singing hymns in 
Church. Literacy training used to be a family or group activity. Nowadays, this does not 
seem to be the rule in Inuit families. 

 
The Challenge of Inuktitut Literacy Development for Younger Generations 

The transmission of Inuktitut literacy, like many other socio-cultural skills, has been 
put in jeopardy by residential schools and other kinds of schools that educated a 
generation (from the 1950s until the 1970s) only in English. It is also rendered difficult 
by social problems and poverty because the general well-being of the family is a 
condition to harmonious relationships between generations and the passing down of 
knowledge. Changes in religious practices also appear as a negative influence on Inuit 
language literacy. A few people choose not to participate in church activities anymore for 
personal reasons, a fact which shrinks the opportunities to practice syllabics. 

For many reasons, later in life, a few individuals can choose to learn syllabics or to 
improve their knowledge on their own. An Igloolik man in his fifties, who went to 
residential school, learned syllabics to help his children with their homework. Amongst 
these self-taught people, employees that need to use syllabics at work have a strong 
motivation to achieve a good level of fluency. 
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No speakers I interviewed or talked to actually learned syllabics later in life through 
formal courses. In Iqaluit, people have access to upgrading courses (for Inuktitut) given 
by the drop-in literacy centre, although these courses are not offered on a regular basis, 
like other upgrading subjects (English is still the target language to get a job). The 
Igloolik campus of Nunavut Arctic College offers adult education programs for post-
graduates, depending on the demands of the Government of Nunavut. Upgrading in 
syllabics or Inuktitut is not available, for lack of funding and instructors. This is not to 
say that the demand for upgrading courses is not high, as many residents of Igloolik told 
me. I have found that upgrading courses (in syllabics and other subjects) are particularly 
in demand amongst young women who have had to quit school because of pregnancy or 
in order to take care of younger siblings or relatives (especially in Igloolik, where there 
are no day-care centres). 

Upgrading for young parents appears crucial as English clearly dominates the literacy 
practices of youth who have been schooled in the current bilingual system. Not every 
young parent masters syllabics enough to read Inuktitut with their children: 

My son when he was younger he always wanted to go to sleep with someone 
reading. If he grabbed an Inuktitut book and he asked his father, ataata, could 
you read this for me, then [his father] found it hard to read and he didn’t want to 
learn so I would have to read it. But if it’s a book in English, [his father] 
wouldn’t be lazy to read it. My kids asked for me to read or if they were trying 
to read they would ask me what it meant. (27-year-old woman, Igloolik) 

Also, like elsewhere in the world, media, consumer goods, and pop culture target 
youth and promote English in the household. Social networking sites and instant 
messaging constitute a major part of literacy activities for youth in Iqaluit and Igloolik. 
Individuals who do not have access to a computer share one with a relative or a friend, to 
communicate with persons in other communities or in the same household. In these 
literacy practices, syllabics have a symbolic or iconic use: instant messaging is for 
example sprinkled with images of syllabics that spell small words: suvi (what’s up?), or 
Inuktitut words in Roman orthography. 

It is interesting to notice that people who talk to each other in Inuktitut would write to 
each other online mostly in English. Learning how to browse the Internet, building up 
your webpage, sending messages, and other learning activities that take place between 
peers or between young parents and children thus gravitate around English literacy. 

Computers are undoubtedly part of everyday life of Nunavummiut, but there is clear 
evidence that it remains easier to choose the default language and type English rather 
than Inuktitut, or even Roman orthography rather than syllabics:  

I find it’s faster in English, it’s not a bad thing but it’s a bad habit I believe, I 
don’t see it as a bad thing but when it comes to personal writing letters mostly I 
suppose is in English, mostly contacting through email, I have Hotmail and I 
contact my friends in English a lot, and typing is, hum, you can change your font 
in Inuktitut but I know most of my friends prefer reading and they read faster in 
English. (39-year-old woman, Iqaluit)  

Of course, the bias of technology towards English as a dominant language does not fully 
explain the lack of fluency in syllabics.  
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A Scarcity of Reading Materials in Inuktitut 
The predominance of English is also strengthened by the absence of interesting 

material for youth beyond Inuktitut immersion grades. Children’s literature is one domain 
where books are produced and available in Inuktitut; but there are only a few age-
appropriate texts for pre-teens, teenagers and young adults. A user of the Iqaluit library 
explained the situation in these terms: 

They only have the tip of a section that is in Inuktitut. It would be better if Inuit 
people write more stories, there are a lot of great stories up there they are just 
not writing it, it would be a good thing to write them down before it’s too late. 
(26-year-old man, Iqaluit)  

Although oral history projects undertaken with elders have resulted in several 
bilingual publications, there are not many opportunities for amateur writers to put pen to 
paper (apart from the yearly literary contest Titiraliritti! ). Actually, if the volume of 
publications produced in the North since the 1960s is taken into consideration, the 
publishing opportunities for writers seem to have been shrinking rather than expanding. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, many community periodicals were published and became a 
tribune for Inuit writers, whether they chose to write in English or in Inuktitut. However, 
from the beginning of the 1990s, the number of periodicals dropped as writing became 
more professionalized, centralized and anglicized. Although bilingual newspapers are 
available, most articles are originally written in English by Qallunaat writers and then 
translated into Inuktitut, which limits their attractiveness for Inuit speakers. Moreover, as 
readers feel more comfortable reading English than syllabics, bilingual texts might not 
adequately promote the use of Inuktitut.  

When discussing the genre they would most likely enjoy, young adults talked about 
browsing magazines in Inuktitut. Secondly, potential readers of all ages wanted to read 
more about the history of their community and of members of their family, and about that 
of the North told from an Inuit perspective. They said they would enjoy such books even 
more if they were illustrated with personal photos, or with pictures taken from archives. 
Thirdly, many speakers mentioned they would also like owning books about Inuit skills 
and knowledge, such as sewing. 

In 2006, 20,185 residents of Nunavut stated that Inuktitut was their mother tongue 
(Nunavut Bureau of Statistics 2008). As previously mentioned, 71% of Inuktitut speakers 
can read and write syllabics well (Ibid. 2002), which yields a potential Inuktitut 
readership of about 14,500. There is a limited audience for publications in Inuktitut and 
in syllabics. Compared to other artistic fields, carving for example, Inuktitut publishing 
will thrive difficultly on its own if specific strategies are not put into place. 

As concerns dialectal diversity and literacy practices, many speakers reported being 
hesitant to read a text that was not written in their dialect. Dialects sometimes inspire 
feelings of pride and belonging, but at other times, they instil feelings of insecurity, 
especially for those less fluent in Inuktitut. 

 
Reading and Writing Inuktitut in the Workplace 

Concretely, what does the secondary status of Inuktitut literacy mean as everyday 
aspects of language use are concerned, on the labour market for instance? 

In the private sector in Iqaluit, knowledge of reading and writing in English is 
necessary to perform one’s tasks, even for jobs requiring low qualification. Although 
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Inuktitut is dominant in everyday life in Igloolik, the situation in the private sector is no 
different than in the capital. At both the supermarket and the co-op, syllabics are more 
symbolic than functional, as a 33-year-old woman from Igloolik explains:  

I was never really taught reading and writing.  
Has it been a problem in your life?  
Not really. At the store sometimes for special occasions, like Valentine’s Day or 
Christmas or Elders’ Day we would have to write something in Inuktitut, using 
the computer, a poster for example. Somebody would have to help me, correct 
me and tell me how to pronounce it. (33-year-old woman, Igloolik)  

In community organizations, both languages are necessary: a former worker at the 
homeless shelter in Iqaluit found that reading and writing in English was more needed; 
syllabics would only be used occasionally, to communicate with the residents of the 
shelter. A 38-year-old male employee in an Inuit organization in the capital confirmed 
that there was a paradox in the choice of languages for writing purposes:  

In Iqaluit, in which context would you like people to use more syllabics?  
In the workforce, because we are the majority of the people and the people who 
you serve are a majority of Inuit-speaking people and it only makes sense. 
And in your work most of the employees must be Inuit? 
Yes, but the majority of the stuff is English. (38-year-old man, Iqaluit)  

The use of syllabics amongst government workers is better than in the private sector, 
but only for a limited number of “resource persons.” Clerks, translators, and people 
working with elders, both in Iqaluit and Igloolik, are the go-to persons for writing 
purposes. A 33-year-old woman from Iqaluit explains:  

People don’t read and write. The people I work with can speak, but I don’t think 
they can read and write Inuktitut. There’s this girl at work, she asked me to type 
her name and the name of her position, because she didn’t know how.  
You mean she didn’t know how to type Inuktitut?  
I don’t know, maybe she doesn’t know how to read and write Inuktitut. I don’t 
know. (33-year-old woman, Iqaluit)  

These positions (typically held by women) constitute a niche in the work market for 
people with very good Inuktitut literacy skills, a definitive advantage since the advent of 
Nunavut. This improvement is pushing many speakers to forecast a future where Inuktitut 
literacy will be a major requirement when working for the territorial government, which 
is not the case today. Typically, interviewees would say that the improvement in the use 
of Inuktitut in the government has been slow, or not really up to their expectations, but 
that they expected a near future where this improvement would be quite noticeable. 

Decentralization has not, however, meant a change in working habits as far as literacy 
practices go, even if government offices are now located in smaller communities where 
Inuktitut is otherwise dominant. Working habits of the territorial government mean 
therefore that new positions created in smaller communities also bring an increase in the 
use of written English. 

As discussed by Igloolik employees, the increased visibility of Inuktitut does not 
necessarily result in original work being written in that language, but rather entails a 
higher volume of translation of English writings into Inuktitut. Frustration with the 
mechanics of translation and translated texts is not rare among employees. There seems 
to be a vicious circle that keeps the status of Inuktitut at the level of a symbolic language. 
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For example, employees have noticed that even an original quotation in Inuktitut would 
be incorporated in an English document and then translated again in Inuktitut. 
Furthermore, translated material does not constitute an interesting source for someone 
who wants to increase his or her practice of Inuktitut. The quality of translation and the 
emergence of a new terminology often constitute a deterrent for many speakers, who end 
up reading the English version of available documents. 

For these dissatisfied employees and workers, Inuktitut literacy only has a symbolic 
status: it is there but finds no use. Many Qallunaat are working for the Government of 
Nunavut and this is surely one of the reasons why Inuktitut literacy cannot thrive (it 
impedes communication). But the lack of syllabics fluency on the part of Inuktitut 
speakers also constitutes a major obstacle. When speakers have a choice between English 
and syllabics in the workplace–i.e. when they are not writing for a monolingual audience 
or are not translating into Inuktitut–they will most likely write in English. 

 
Conclusion 

This text started out with a very general question about language choices in Nunavut: 
“What language choices do bilingual speakers make when it comes to literacy practices?” 

Inuktitut literacy has lost its footing among most bilingual Nunavummiut encountered 
during the course of my research. The vast majority of people who know how to read and 
write Inuktitut as well as English, regardless of their place of residence, Iqaluit or 
Igloolik, do end up writing English because they consider it easier, faster, and more 
convenient.  

This is a crucial dynamic to address in order to achieve stable bilingualism in the 
territory. Residents of Iqaluit and Igloolik raise three critical issues when discussing ways 
to increase fluency: 

1. Access to adult education (upgrading in collaboration with community 
learning centers). 
2. Availability of interesting written material. 
3. Changes in the schooling system (implementation of bilingual education in 
higher grades). 

Creating opportunities for a better knowledge and a regular practice of syllabics for 
every Nunavummiuq would foster the use of the language among Inuit speakers. This 
represents one step towards reaching the full potential that the advent of the territory has 
created for the use of Inuktitut. 

The promotion of Inuktitut on a number of fronts–at home, where it is losing ground, 
in the media, at work, and in the schools (through a bilingual curriculum) –has been a 
major preoccupation since the advent of Nunavut. While Inuktitut is faring well in the 
Baffin region, and while almost all residents of northern Baffin communities (e.g., 
Igloolik) are fluent in Inuktitut, contemporary literacy practices do show an unequal 
relationship between English and the Inuit language. Indeed, many speakers now use 
English for most written communications. 

In view of these research findings, it seems urgent first and foremost to increase 
literacy learning and practice opportunities for youth and adults, so that eventually all 
possible domains of use would be reclaimed for Inuktitut. One strategy for literacy 
development might be to legitimize writing in the Roman orthography. In the course of 
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this research, speakers did not voice strong views in favour or against this writing system, 
although computer users would often write Inuktitut in Roman orthography. 

Finally, there is a gap to fill when it comes to reading materials in Inuktitut, for both 
teenagers and adults. Considering how music in Inuktitut and English constitutes a shared 
interest for many people, as well as a dynamic and creative field of expression, 
publications in the musical field would certainly be well received. Audio books might 
also be a great avenue to consider, as they would promote a wide range of Inuktitut 
practices. As suggested by interviewees, pictures (and letters written in syllabics) found 
in archives may constitute a fascinating basis for family histories. Many articles in 
Inuktitut have been published in Inuit periodicals since the 1950s and these could 
certainly be reprinted in anthologies. Finally, adapting to the Nunavut dialects reading 
material in the Inuit language published elsewhere (Nunavik or Greenland for example) 
could be another solution to increase the number and variety of texts in Inuktitut. 
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CANADIAN INUIT BILINGUALISM : A LEGACY OF SKILLS RATHER THAN 

LANGUAGES 
 

Michelle Daveluy, Université Laval, Québec 
 

In Canada, official bilingualism regulates English and French while other languages 
can also be legally protected in restricted jurisdictions within the country. The Inuit 
language is an example of localized legislation: in portions of the territory where the Inuit 
represent the majority of the population, their language has official status, like in 
Nunavut, or some recognition through land claim agreements, as is the case in Nunavik. 

This paper addresses the fact that Canadian Inuit have stopped representing 
themselves as unilingual speakers. If, for a long time, the preservation of the Inuit 
language was framed, like it currently occurs elsewhere in the world, as authentically 
used by monolinguals, such rhetoric is not predominant anymore. I argue that recognition 
of linguistic competences rather than languages per se currently is the main objective of 
Inuit lobbying efforts. I suggest that language skills, in the form of bi/tri/multilingualism, 
have come to replace the struggle for language preservation.1  

 
A Non Threatened Language 

In Canada, the Inuit language has long been considered one of the three aboriginal 
languages likely to survive through time (with Cree and Ojibwa). Isolation and the high 
number of speakers of the language were deemed positive factors that would probably 
ensure its maintenance through time. However, even though it is true that the Inuit 
language is highly likely to maintain itself, the situation varies greatly from one part of 
the country to the next. Generally speaking, the language fares better in the eastern parts 
of Canada than in the west. Still, this is true for the eastern part of Nunavut and for 
Nunavik (Arctic Québec), but not necessarily for Nunatsiavut, in Labrador.  

Statistical evidence from various sources also clearly indicates that the quantity of 
unilingual speakers of the Inuit language is slowly but surely diminishing (ITK 2007; 
Nunavut Government 2007). Louis-Jacques Dorais and the late Susan Sammons (2002) 
as well as Donna Patrick (2003) have shown how English, and French to a certain extent, 
have now become the mother tongues of many Inuit, even those born up North, in 
portions of the territory where Inuit are the majority of the population. All can and most 
do acquire some proficiency in the Inuit language through formal education. Indeed, it is 
possible to study in the Inuit language in the very first grades of elementary school, in 
several local institutions of the Canadian Arctic. In fact, non-native speakers of the Inuit 
language are often very well aware of language skills that are valued on the job market in 
the North. As a consequence, many of them remain interested in acquiring some 
proficiency in the language, to be able to take advantage of work opportunities that 
require at least partial knowledge of that form of speech. This is particularly the case in 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank Sonia Das for inviting me to participate in a panel she organized at the 2011 
conference of the American Anthropological Association in Montreal where this paper was originally 
presented. The title of the panel was Legacies of Difference: Comparing Minority Language Politics in 
Canada and the U.S. It was sponsored by the Committee on Language and Social Justice and the Society 
for Linguistic Anthropology. I would also like to thank Kathryn A. Woolard for comments received at the 
panel. 
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the tertiary sector of employment (services, governance, local administration of various 
programs). But the language is also valued for the practice of traditional activities on the 
land, which remains relevant job-wise in many localities in the Arctic.  

This is partly why bilingualism and trilingualism have become the norm for many 
Inuit in Canada. Under these circumstances, arguing for the preservation of the Inuit 
language for the sake and respect of unilingual speakers has lost currency. This was 
already the case a while ago among Inuit themselves, for example during the evaluation 
of the Inuit-controlled education system in Nunavik in 1992 (Daveluy 2008 and 2010). 
Back then, Inuit were already clearly saying that the Inuit language had to be used in 
schools with other languages in order to properly prepare students for the job market and 
contemporary expectations of all sorts. 

In 2008, I concluded an analysis of the Inuit education system in the Canadian North 
by stating that apparently, the only consensual stand was that unilingualism was the only 
undesirable scenario (Daveluy 2008: 96, see also Daveluy 2010). As early as 1991, Inuit 
were openly stating that: 

We talk in Inuttitut with them [our children] and we maintain that by keeping it 
in school, we ensure its survival. But we also need a second language in order to 
be competitive. [...] We cannot survive only on white education. We need both, 
our culture in order to survive in our environment and the white culture in order 
to survive in the modern world (Kangirsuk, January 26, 1991, FM call-in, in 
Vick-Westgate 2002: 162). 

To many language activists, such a stand may appear as language abandonment by 
those most responsible for its survival. However, this stand can also be understood as 
subtle but firm pressure towards Inuit who are unilingual in other languages. For 
example, many have lost their proficiency in the Inuit language when they were sent to 
residential schools in the 1950s, and until fairly recently in some cases. Several of them 
came back educated, but also as speakers of English exclusively. It is important to 
recognize that many of these individuals who received a formal education have been 
actively involved in administration and governmental affairs even though they do not 
master the Inuit language. 

Pressuring all Inuit to become bilingual, early on or late in life, is a strategy that 
fosters the maintenance of the Inuit language across the board rather than making it the 
exclusive responsibility of a segment of the population, like elders for example. Shifting 
responsibility towards a broader spectrum of Inuit is squarely addressed in a recent report 
submitted to the government of Nunavut to support bilingualism. In fact, one of the 33 
recommendations made in the report is quite clear in this regard. Recommendation 10 
reads as follows: “Explicitly state in policies of the Nunavut Government and Inuit 
organizations that bilingualism is for everyone in Nunavut” (Nunavut Literacy Council 
2009: 24). 

So, this is partly how, nowadays, the Inuit language is not considered threatened in 
Canada, and the Inuit think of themselves as at least potentially, if not already actually, 
bilingual speakers. 

   
A Circumpolar Trend 

This shift in representation among Canadian Inuit, from the necessity of unilingualism 
to fostering multilingualism, is co-occurring with a number of stands towards the 
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promotion of bilingualism among Inuit in other countries. For example, in 2000, 
Greenland stopped presenting the Inuit language (locally called Kalaallisut) as 
endangered. In Greenland, most Inuit speak both their language and Danish, the language 
of the former colonial power. Nowadays, Greenland is almost completely autonomous 
from Denmark and bilingualism remains valued. However, English has replaced Danish 
in both governmental and lobbyist promotional efforts for sustaining bilingualism.  

This fits the language stand of the international body representing Inuit of the 
circumpolar world. Indeed, the Inuit Circumpolar Council has been promoting the use of 
two languages for quite a while. It specifically promotes bilingualism, and I quote, in the 
language of the Inuit and English, end of quote. It is worthwhile to note that the wording 
of this political stand leaves room for the recognition of varieties of the Inuit language 
that are associated with specific countries: Kalaallisut in Greenland, Inuktitut, 
Inuinnaqtun and Inuvialuktun in Canada, etc. But the wording also clearly ignores 
localized colonial languages like Russian, Danish, and French, even though these 
languages are for many Inuit their mother tongue.  

The situation of the Canadian Inuit that I am focusing on follows this international 
stand towards bilingualism in the Inuit language and English. In fact, promoting 
bilingualism in these two tongues seems a sound strategy for Canadian Inuit who live in 
English Canada. In the process, however, the language skills of those who happen to live 
in Arctic Québec are devalued. For example, all those who are trilingual in the Inuit 
language, English and French lose some leverage in the job market of Nunavik, where 
French remains highly valuable in negotiations with the Québec government and the job 
market in general. It is also worth considering that federal employment all over the 
country often requires bilingualism in the two official languages of Canada, English and 
French. Language-wise, several Inuit from Northern Québec can compete with non-Inuit 
in that specific niche. It is puzzling to me that so few actually do. There are of course 
numerous reasons explaining why they don’t, but I do not have the time to address this 
matter here. Let us simply say that language skills are not the only factor at stake in such 
decisions. 

Explaining, even briefly, how the language component of pan-inuitism plays out for 
Canadian Inuit partly shows how bilingualism has taken priority in language lobbying 
efforts. The policy of the Inuit Circumpolar Council has certainly contributed to the 
obsolescence of language preservation as a primary concern. Perhaps the policy simply 
stems from long established Inuit priorities that were not necessarily voiced nor heard 
prior to the era of self-determination that is still unfolding. 

 
Competing Scripts 

Considering that Inuit Nunaat (Inuit Land) includes Greenland and parts of Russia, the 
USA, and Canada, national language policies counter a unilateral approach for the entire 
circumpolar world. Over the years, I have attempted to contextualize language use, 
paying attention to parameters that were not always taken into account in pan-inuitism 
(Daveluy 2004, 2010; Daveluy and Ferguson 2009; Westman, Daveluy et al. 2005). In 
the process of implementing language legislations, particular conditions of use including 
dialects, scripts and functions (traditional life on the land versus contemporary 
governance for instance), remain relevant in terms of social justice, precisely because 
some Inuit ways of being are anchored in language practices.  
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In Canada, debates about dialectal differences in the Inuit language abound, 
particularly regarding standardization for writing purposes. In the conduct of local 
governmental affairs, the script used in writing is particularly delicate. In Nunavut, for 
example, some Inuit write their language using the Roman alphabet while others use a 
syllabic writing system. A question asked at the Legislative Assembly of Nunavut 
illustrates the issue at stake: 

Mr. Peterson: […] Can the minister tell me if the folks in my riding, and also in 
Kugluktuk, when they’re receiving correspondence or information from the 
Government of Nunavut, will it be in Inuinnaqtun? For example, quite often I 
get correspondence from government offices in Iqaluit, and it’s all in Inuktitut 
and I can’t distribute or forward that to any of my constituents because of 
course, they don’t understand that writing [syllabics], but they do understand 
Inuinnaqtun [Roman alphabet] (Nunavut Hansard 2008: 52). 

What appears like a question about various ways of speaking among the Inuit, namely 
Inuktitut versus Inuinnaqtun, is in reality a request to print documentation in the Roman 
alphabet (for Inuinnaqtun speakers in the Western Arctic) rather than in syllabics, 
commonly used in Inuktitut (Daveluy and Ferguson 2009: 79). 

Mr. Peterson’s request is consistent with another policy of the Inuit Circumpolar 
Council, promoting the use of the Roman alphabet across Inuit Nunaat. Part of the 
argument is for the sake of economies of scale, including in education where resources 
would presumably be easier to share by all Inuit if written in a single script. However, 
Jenanne Ferguson and I have documented the link between language maintenance in parts 
of Canada and the use of the syllabic writing system, in particular in public space 
(Daveluy and Ferguson 2009). We used Stop signs and street name signs in various 
localities in the Arctic to illustrate our argument. Still, the syllabic writing system is 
perceived by many Inuit as archaic and inappropriate for communicative purposes in the 
contemporary world. It is also associated with religion and the missionaries who spread 
its use in the Arctic. So, a factor that may have been instrumental in the preservation of 
the Inuit language seems to have lost its currency with the shift in priorities in the 
linguistic representations of the Inuit. They are not unilingual speakers but they are not 
users of a script of yesteryear either. The syllabic writing system is deemed not precise 
enough to accurately convey complex ideas expressed in the Inuit language while the 
Roman alphabet apparently can. 

The current stand promoting bilingualism over language preservation seems to have 
carried with it a wave against the way the most proficient users of the Inuit language 
write it. This delimits the language skills versus languages per se approach. Writing skills 
are not part of the bilingualism paradigm if not in a script used for the two languages at 
stake, English included. Writing in syllabics appears as a form of hegemony by those 
who master the Inuit language and govern the territory from the capital, in the East where 
political power traditionally lies in Canada. 

But Mr. Robertson’s question is also very consistent with the wording used by the 
Inuit Circumpolar Council regarding bilingualism in the Inuit language and English. In 
Canada, the Inuit language includes a wide array of dialectal differences that speakers are 
partial to. Evidently, using the Roman alphabet to write the Inuit language fosters its 
maintenance in Western Canada, an area where it is faring less favourably. 
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In that sense, internal tensions among speakers of the Inuit language are certainly 
worth assessing systematically. They indicate how pan-inuitism contributes to and 
counterbalances national priorities. Indeed, even though it may superficially appear as 
promoting a homogeneous language agenda, the supra-national approach of the Inuit 
Circumpolar Council supports local concerns that are not taken into account in national 
language policies, or territorial priorities in the case of Nunavut.  

 
Conclusion 

Clearly, Canadian Inuit draw from language policies to maintain their language, 
locally, nationally and internationally. This is definitely an efficient strategy if we 
consider that negotiations for the legal recognition of their language at the national level 
are painstakingly slow. In Canada indeed, Inuit compete with First Nations and Métis; 
even if the federal government recognizes each of these three categories as different, it 
still lumps them as mandates on their languages and cultures are concerned. This was 
particularly striking in the report produced by the Task Force on Aboriginal Languages 
and Cultures in 2005. The main outcome of the report was for the federal government to 
accept to systematically list First Nations, Métis and Inuit rather than use the generic term 
‘Aboriginal.’ It is also illustrated in legislative proposals like Bill S-237, presented to the 
Senate of Canada, during the 2nd Session of the 40th Parliament, 57-58 Elizabeth II 
(2009). The bill was proposing to grant official status to some aboriginal languages in the 
country. To my knowledge, such bills have never passed preliminary stages of discussion 
in Canada. 

These circumstances also partly explain why lobbying for skills, rather than languages, 
is more productive. All Canadians are to a certain extent pressured towards demonstrated 
bilingualism. Lobbying for skills provides leeway from the national language policy that 
supports English and French exclusively. In that sense, Canadian Inuit are adopting a 
strategy many other ethno-linguistic groups have been using to counter a national 
language framework that does not include them and is unlikely do so in the near future. 
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STRENGTHENING THE BENCH: IMPROVING EXISTING LANGUAGE SKILLS IN 

NUNATSIAVUT  
 

Alana Johns and Marina Sherkina-Lieber, University of Toronto 
 

Inuttitut in Nunatsiavut 
The people of Nunatsiavut are the Labrador Inuit, who consist of Inuit and people 

formerly known as Kallunângajuit/Settlers, descendants of English immigrants (mostly 
male) who, through marriage with the local natives, established parallel communities 
alongside the Inuit.1 The Inuit are from various areas in the region. They include 
currently settled Nunatsiavut communities, and also northern communities which were 
required to resettle more to the south by the provincial government, during the 1950s. 
Identity issues within the overall group living in Nunatsiavut are difficult for outsiders to 
understand, but use of the language is a clear marker of knowledge of and commitment to 
Inuit culture and conventions of interaction. 

In the 2006 Census, Statistics Canada reports that of the Nunatsiavut people 15 and 
older in 2006 who identified as Inuit, 85% reported being able to speak or understand 
their Aboriginal language. Of this group, 49% reported being able to speak with effort a 
few words and 49% reported being able to speak very well or relatively well. The number 
of those who speak only a little with effort is very high in contrast with Inuit 
Nunangat/Nunaat (the Inuit area in Canada), where only 14% of the entire group reported 
being able to speak only a few words. At the same time, 76% of those who identified as 
Inuit in Nunatsiavut2 reported that they gave a high priority to the “importance to keep, 
learn or re-learn an Aboriginal language,” 16% considering it somewhat important.  

Current statistics on the status of Aboriginal languages in Canada cannot be entirely 
relied upon to give a precise picture, as we remain unsure about respondents’ reporting 
on use of the language, and do not know how many individuals among the Nunatsiavut 
people identified as Inuit in the Census. These figures, however, are in line with 
impressions given on numerous visits to Nunatsiavut, which indicate that a) the ability to 
speak the language is restricted to mostly Inuit who are 40 or older; b) there are many 
people who speak a little, or who understand quite well but do not speak; c) there are 
many people who do not understand Inuttitut or speak it, with the exception of a few 
words which have been borrowed into English; and d) there is overall, but not entirely, a 
sense of general identity with, and support for the language. Without doubt, Nunatsiavut 
is one of the areas of Inuit Nunangat which is showing language loss. For this reason, 
there have been and are many ongoing efforts by the people of Nunatsiavut to reverse the 
ongoing language shift. 

Over the years, Labrador Inuit have been very active in producing language materials. 
Jeddore (1976) was one of the first dictionaries produced entirely by Inuit. This was 
followed by the more recent dictionary by Andersen, Kalleo and Watts (2007). That same 
year, the Rosetta Stone Inuttitut language learning software was released. Literature 
recently produced in the language includes Murphy et al. (2007), a children’s naming 
book, and Unikkâlautta! (2007), the product of a storytelling festival. A major goal 
                                                 
1 See Sammons (1985: Chapter IV) for a description of a different history of White/Inuit cohabitation in 
Kangiqliniq (Rankin Inlet). 
2 On issues of Inuit identity, see Ben-Dor (1966) and Dorais and Sammons (2002). 
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underway over the last few years is the development of an adult second language 
curriculum for second language learners, through the Torngâsok Cultural Centre (see 
Gatbonton et al. 2010), and this has already produced a pilot version. The Inuttitut 
language curriculum in the public schools grows more sophisticated every year, and there 
is an annual Speak-Off competition with prizes for all Nunatsiavut communities, 
highlighting the best young Inuttitut speakers. One of the most promising initiatives was 
the Inuaggualuit Language Nest in Hopedale, which has struggled with licensing 
regulations and financial hurdles. 

Andersen (2009) is a detailed study of language use in Nain, Nunatsiavut. Results of 
this study showed that many people have a higher ability in understanding Inuttitut than 
speaking it. Andersen notes that Mazurkewich (1991) reported that children responded in 
English to both English and Inuttitut interviewers during studies on language use in 1989. 
This issue was also mentioned in Johns and Mazurkewich (2001). 

We believe that a new thrust is needed for those who have already acquired significant 
Inuttitut language skills but, for some reason, are not developing them. In this paper we 
will address two issues within this complex situation. One is the issue of receptive 
bilinguals (RBs), people who have an ability to understand Inuttitut but do not speak it. 
The other issue we will address is the need for more literature in Inuttitut. Both of these 
topics are highly relevant to the current language situation in Nunatsiavut and both have 
relevance for linguistic research as well. There is no single solution to reversing language 
shift and our goal is simply to continue the investigation and discussion of some of the 
factors that are involved. 

 
Receptive Bilinguals: What they Know and do not Know about Inuttitut 

Sherkina-Lieber (2011) conducted a study in Nain, in which the nature of receptive 
bilinguals’ knowledge of Inuttitut was assessed. Since receptive bilinguals typically do 
not produce utterances, their knowledge has to be examined mainly through 
comprehension tests. Labrador RBs fall within the larger class of heritage speakers–
people who were exposed to the target language during childhood but ended up not fluent 
in it (Valdes 2000). This is a relatively new area in language acquisition studies (see 
Benmamoun, Montrul and Polinsky 2010 for a review) and is an important area for 
endangered indigenous languages worldwide. The RBs in Sherkina-Lieber’s study 
included 17 high comprehension proficiency RBs (hence HRBs), who understood most of 
what they heard in Inuttitut, and three low comprehension proficiency RBs (LRBs), who 
understood about one-quarter. They participated in a series of language tests, and their 
answers were compared to those of eight fluent Inuttitut-English bilinguals. While the 
HRB group was a continuum of Inuttitut proficiency, certain common trends were found. 

 
Lexical Knowledge 

Comprehension is impossible without word knowledge. Johns and Mazurkewich 
(2001) report that RBs in Inuttitut language classes knew many bases (or roots). RBs in 
Sherkina-Lieber (2011) were given a word translation task as a test of their receptive 
vocabulary. They were asked to translate 100 basic, frequently used Inuttitut nouns and 
verbs into English. Words that were borrowed from English (e.g., sikitu ‘skidoo’) or into 
English (e.g. Kajak ‘kayak’) were avoided. HRBs were able to translate, on average, 85% 
of these words. Even LRBs could translate almost half of the words (45%). When RBs 
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gave an incorrect translation, the most common type of error was substituting a word 
with a related meaning, such as ‘spring’ instead of ‘summer’ for aujak, or ‘listening’ 
instead of ‘singing/praying’ for tutsiajuk. This suggests partial knowledge of word 
meaning in some cases. However, overall, this task showed that RBs indeed know quite a 
number of words. 

Interestingly, some RBs in Sherkina-Lieber (2011) reported that they did not know the 
English equivalents of some of the words they knew in Inuttitut. Such words are the 
names of local animals and plants. This is consistent with Mazurkewich’s (1991) 
observation that residents of Nain sometimes use Inuttitut names for animals and plants 
when speaking English. During our visits to Nunatsiavut, we also observed that Nain 
residents–even non-speakers–regularly use certain Inuttitut words in English speech. In 
addition to words for animals and plants, such words include names of traditional Inuit 
foods (pitsik ‘dried salmon,’ nikku ‘dried meat,’ panitsiak ‘bannock’), words for other 
traditional concepts (Kamutik ‘Inuit sled’), and even common phrases such as namut 
‘whereto’ (as in “where are you going?”). 

 
Grammatical Knowledge 

When RBs in Sherkina-Lieber (2011) were asked to reflect on why they did not speak 
Inuttitut, the most frequently named reason was difficulties with putting words together 
in a sentence, that is, grammar. One RB put it this way: “I know a lot of words, and I 
know a lot of what people are saying, but it's the little twists, little ends and beginnings. 
[...] I always get those wrong,” apparently talking about functional morphemes such as 
case or agreement markers. Johns & Mazurkewich (2001) also noted that RBs in Inuttitut 
language classes were ahead of the class in the beginning because of their lexical 
knowledge, but fell behind when grammar instruction started.3 This is typical of heritage 
speakers in general. Heritage speakers, even those who actually speak the heritage 
language, typically do not fully acquire grammatical knowledge, and even lose parts of 
that knowledge acquired at an earlier age (Benmamoun et al. 2010). This has been 
observed in heritage speakers’ speech production (as errors) and comprehension (as 
misunderstanding or ignoring some bits of information). 

Sherkina-Lieber (2011) tested RBs' grammatical knowledge in two tasks: morpheme 
comprehension and grammaticality judgments. In the morpheme comprehension task, the 
participants listened to audio-recorded sentences in Inuttitut, and then had to answer 
comprehension questions in English. The sentences and the questions were constructed so 
that if the participant did not understand the target functional morpheme, he or she could 
not answer.  

For example, in (1), the contrast between past tenses and the near future tense is 
tested. If the listener does not know the near future suffix -niaC,4 he or she will not know 
if the fishing event already happened in the past, or will happen in the future.  

                                                 
3 Toni White (personal communication) says that in the pilot studies of the new curriculum, a task-based 
method of language teaching, some of the RBs are speaking more readily and are helping the other 
students. 
4 The symbol C is used here to indicate that this postbase ends in a non-specified consonant. Unlike other 
dialects, most postbases in Labrador Inuttitut end in vowels, with the exception of tense/aspect ones. For 
example, the postbase -tuq  ‘consume’ in Baffin has the form -tu  in the Labrador dialect (e.g., tetuvunga ‘I 
am drinking tea’). 
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(1)  IKalu-luvini-Ka-vuk  kom-mi. Johnny  iKalu-nnia-gia-niat-tuk. 
 char-a.lot.of-have-indic.3sg  river-loc  Johnny  char-hunt-go.to-nfut-part.3sg 
 ‘There is a lot of char in this river. Johnny will go fishing for char’ 
 Question: Did Johnny already go fishing, or will he go fishing soon? 
 Correct answer: He will go fishing soon. 

Some RBs gave as many correct answers as fluent bilinguals, and some gave only a 
few. On average, HRBs showed comprehension of most of the morphemes tested, and 
had the same number of correct answers as fluent bilinguals, but LRBs showed no 
understanding of any of these morphemes. HRBs understood subject-verb agreement in 
the indicative and participial moods, that is they could answer who performed the action 
described in a sentence. They also showed understanding of Inuttitut lexical aspect, 
namely, that a verb without aspectual or tense suffixes will denote either a single event 
that is happening at the moment of speech, or, in the case of punctual verbs like ‘fall’ or 
‘arrive,’ an event that has just happened. In addition to that, they knew the two aspectual 
suffixes tested: pluractional/habitual -Katta (meaning that the event occurs many times) 
and ingressive -liC (which emphasizes the beginning of an event and makes punctual 
verbs progressive). 

The only category on which HRBs did worse than fluent speakers was tense-internal 
distinctions.5 In Inuttitut, tense has remoteness degrees (see Hayashi 2011 for a detailed 
examination of this topic in a Baffin dialect). Different suffixes are used, for example, for 
the same-day future (-niaC) and for the distant future which takes place tomorrow or later 
(-laaC). The same contrast exists in the past tenses. While almost all HRBs were able to 
distinguish whether an event happened in the past or in the future, most could not 
distinguish between the same-day/distant future, or same-day/distant past. In fact, many 
seemed not even aware that a remoteness distinction could be encoded within the verb 
complex. When they were asked a question like: “Did Mary pick berries today or on 
some other day?” they were puzzled, and typically said: “It already happened, but she 
[the speaker who read the sentence] didn't say when.” Thus, most HRBs have only partial 
knowledge of Inuttitut tense morphemes: they know whether a given tense suffix denotes 
past or future, but do not know the difference between same-day and remote tenses. 

In the grammaticality judgment task,6 the participants listened to pairs of sentences 
that differed either in one morpheme or in the order of morphemes/words, and judged 
which sentence in the pair, if any, was bad. In most pairs, one of the sentences was 
ungrammatical, containing one of the following errors: missing case marker, incorrect 
case marker, incorrect agreement marker, or one of two morpheme order violation errors 
(ordering of tense and agreement + mood, and ordering of tense and negation). In (2), an 
example of such a pair is shown, with an incorrect number agreement between the subject 
and the verb in the ungrammatical sentence in (2b). 
(2)  a. Grammatical b. Ungrammatical 

Sugusik   sini-juk .  *Sugusik sini-juit . 
child        sleep-part.3sg      child      sleep-part.3pl. 
‘The/a child is sleeping’  *‘The/a child are sleeping’ 

Most HRBs provided between 70% and 100% correct answers (average 73%). LRBs’ 
results showed no grammatical knowledge, except the ordering of the final inflectional 

                                                 
5 For more details on RBs' comprehension of tense morphemes, see Sherkina-Lieber (2011). 
6 For more details, see Sherkina-Lieber, Pérez-Leroux and Johns (2011) 
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material (mood and agreement) within the word. This was the only ungrammaticality that 
was almost always detected by all participant groups. The agreement + mood morpheme 
is an obligatory morpheme that has to appear word-finally on every Inuttitut verb, and it 
was noticeable when it was not in the correct position, even for the lowest proficiency 
RBs.7 On the other hand, a missing case marker on object nouns of antipassive verbs was 
much harder for HRBs to detect: only the strongest HRBs could do it more or less 
reliably. The other types of ungrammatical sentences were detected by HRBs roughly in 
three out of four cases. This suggests a somewhat insecure knowledge of grammar, 
sometimes resulting in fluent-speaker-like judgments, sometimes not. 

These grammar tests show that overall, RBs have some grammatical knowledge of 
Inuttitut, but that it is distinct from the grammatical knowledge of fluent speakers. Some 
grammatical features are missing, such as remoteness degrees in the tense system. 
Grammatical knowledge can be incomplete in other ways: RBs may know the general 
category (e.g., that a noun must have case, a verb must agree, etc.) but have difficulties 
understanding and producing in each case the specific morpheme appropriate to express 
that category.  

RBs’ partial knowledge of grammar is also one of the main reasons, if not the main 
reason, for extremely low speaking ability and the tendency to avoid speaking. Heritage 
speakers’ speech is characterized by grammatical errors, and also by a very slow speech 
rate and long pauses: they need more time to find the right words and to create phrases 
and sentences (Benmamoun et al. 2010). The same features were demonstrated by 
Inuttitut RBs in a short production task, where they had to describe pictures (Sherkina-
Lieber, 2011). Given what we know about RBs’ grammar, we can see that these 
characteristics of their speech are due, to a large extent, to difficulties finding the required 
functional morphemes. 

 
Phonological Knowledge 

Though RBs in Sherkina-Lieber (2011) were not specifically tested on phonological 
knowledge, something can be inferred from the study results. In the elicited imitation 
task, where participants were asked to repeat long words (that equal to sentences in their 
English translation), most receptive bilinguals were able to repeat correctly at least one 
word, and usually at least the beginning (the base) of most other words. They did not 
repeat suffixes correctly, because of their difficulties with grammar. In line with this, 
during interviews, no RBs except one (who acquired Inuttitut as a teenager) mentioned 
difficult sounds in Inuttitut as a reason for avoiding speaking. Typically, Inuttitut was 
RBs’ first language (either the only one, or simultaneously with English), acquired in 
early childhood, when phonological acquisition is most successful. Another piece of 
evidence supporting the presence of phonological knowledge is that RBs can be trained 
to write down spoken Inuttitut, as it was demonstrated during a recent transcribing 
workshop in Labrador (see below). Given all this, perception and pronunciation of 
Inuttitut sounds is likely not an issue for RBs. 

 

                                                 
7 This is not a trivial piece of knowledge. Someone who does not know Inuttitut would not recognize this 
type of error. 
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How Inuit Become RB 
Interviews with the participants in Sherkina-Lieber’s study (2011) show that almost all 

RBs started learning Inuttitut as young children, either as their only first language, or 
simultaneously with English. Five HRBs reported that they could speak Inuttitut as young 
children, and did not speak English until they started school at the age of five. The rest 
stated that they always had receptive competence only. Thus there are two paths leading 
to the state of receptive bilingualism: not acquiring speaking skills, or acquiring and 
losing them subsequently. The former is a special case of incomplete acquisition, the 
latter, one of attrition. Both these phenomena result from insufficient use of the heritage 
language, and occur all over the world where a minority language is dominated by the 
majority one, as in the case of many indigenous and immigrant languages. Incomplete 
language acquisition accompanied by attrition results in a restricted vocabulary and an 
incomplete grammar. 

In the case of Labrador RBs, the history of the communities is also relevant. The shift 
to English in Labrador Inuit communities was at its peak during the 1950s and 1960s 
(Johns and Mazurkewich 2001). One of the most important factors is the language of 
instruction at schools: prior to the 1950s,8 Inuit children were educated in Inuttitut, while 
in the 1950s and 1960s, Inuttitut was essentially absent from the curriculum, and its use 
was discouraged; it returned to schools in the 1970s as a subject (Ibid.). In those days, 
teaching Inuttitut at school a few hours a week–which consisted primarily of vocabulary 
learning–without much support outside school, did not increase the number of fluent 
speakers. An immersion program from Kindergarten to Grade 3 appeared in 1987, but 
none of the participants in Sherkina-Lieber (2011) attended it. As a reflection of these 
changes, Inuit born before the 1950s are typically fluent in Inuttitut, and those born in the 
1970s or later typically have low, if any, proficiency in Inuttitut. Those born in the 1950s 
or 1960s can be fluent, RBs, or non-speakers (Andersen 2009; Sherkina-Lieber 2001). 

In a bilingual situation, the most important source of language learning for a young 
child is family. The following picture emerges from the interviews. Starting from the 
1950s, many bilingual parents chose to speak English or mainly English to their children, 
apparently in order to help them adjust to a world ruled by English, not realizing that it 
would prevent the children from full acquisition of Inuttitut. These children still heard 
family members speaking Inuttitut to each other, which helped them develop receptive 
competence, but without sufficient practice in speaking Inuttitut, they were not able to 
develop speaking skills. Children who had at least one monolingual Inuttitut-speaking 
parent were more likely to become speakers initially, but their speaking skills could have 
undergone attrition after increased exposure to English at school and decreased exposure 
to Inuttitut. This situation is termed “subtractive bilingualism” (Lambert 1975) and 
described as it takes place in other Inuit communities (Wright, Taylor and Macarthur 
2000). This is not an inevitable scenario: its opposite, additive bilingualism, is also 
possible, when a child is sufficiently exposed to both languages in a supportive 
environment, and therefore learns both.  

In earlier times, the situation for young Inuit who did not develop fluency in Inuttitut 
was aggravated by the negative reaction of fluent speakers–laughing for example–to 
grammatical errors and non-fluent Inuttitut in general. Apparently, older fluent speakers 

                                                 
8 Newfoundland and Labrador joined Canada in 1949, which resulted in English assuming a dominant role 
in the schools (see Andersen 2009: 31). 
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expected young people to be fluent too, overlooking the fact that the young people were 
growing up in a different linguistic environment. Some RBs in Sherkina-Lieber (2011) 
reported that in recent times, the fluent speakers have become more encouraging and 
supportive and this has helped. The earlier situation, however, was a vicious circle: RBs 
avoided speaking Inuttitut because they were not good speakers, and their speaking skills 
became even worse because they avoided speaking Inuttitut. Fear of making a mistake 
and being ridiculed still keeps some of them from trying to speak. 

 
What Can be Done to Help RBs Become Fluent 

Certainly, the answer seems obvious: to help RBs become fluent, they need to be 
taught Inuttitut. However, Inuttitut RBs are heritage speakers, and there are certain 
features and challenges specific to teaching a heritage language. Unlike second language 
learners, heritage speakers come to classroom with at least some pre-existing knowledge 
of the heritage language acquired in the early childhood, which is supposed to put them at 
an advantage compared to novice learners. Methods typically used for teaching second or 
foreign languages are not always effective when teaching heritage speakers, because 
heritage speakers and second language learners have different needs (Kagan and Dillon 
2001). Explicit grammar instruction is particularly problematic: learning grammar in 
class and doing exercises based on explicit language knowledge is even more difficult for 
heritage speakers than for second language learners (Bowles 2011). Heritage speakers 
started learning Inuttitut in a different way from second language learners–as children, 
through interaction with people. Methods that try to re-create, to some extent, this mode 
of learning–such as immersion camps and task-based learning, already in use in 
Nunatsiavut–are therefore expected to be effective for heritage speakers at various levels 
of proficiency. The teachers need to be trained in heritage language teaching, and keep up 
with latest research, as it is a new and rapidly developing field. 

But what if someone wants to learn and cannot attend classes? A motivated and 
determined individual can find ways to become a fluent speaker despite obstacles. RBs 
can learn from elders or any fluent speakers in the community, in the style of the Master-
Apprentice Program (Hinton 2001). Some RBs in Sherkina-Lieber (2011) actually 
reported making efforts to learn more from fluent speakers. This can be as simple as 
trying to speak Inuttitut whenever they can, in the way they can, despite the fear of 
making a mistake. Other options are using the Rosetta Stone software for learning 
Inuttitut, and using Inuttitut on the Internet. However, using Inuttitut around town is very 
important, even for those who learn it in class, through Rosetta Stone, the Internet or any 
other way.  

One of the important factors in language maintenance and (re)learning is 
speakers/learners attitude to the language–which is mostly positive in Nunatsiavut. 
However, good attitudes do not always result in action–learning Inuttitut, on the RBs’ 
side, and providing a supportive environment, on the fluent speakers’ side. The issue of 
fluent speakers’ attitudes is especially important. RBs in Sherkina-Lieber’s (2011) study 
stated that they would like to see more support and encouragement from fluent speakers, 
and no negative reaction to errors. They would like to have conversational partners who 
are ready to listen and talk to them in Inuttitut, help them find the right way of expressing 
their thought, and possibly correct their errors in a non-embarrassing way.  
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What Can RBs Do to Help Preserve Inuttitut 
First, RBs can learn Inuttitut, and possibly become fluent speakers who can use the 

language, pass it to the younger generations, and participate in language revitalization 
activities. While there are definitely challenges, heritage speakers’ knowledge “puts them 
years ahead of anyone studying the language from scratch” (Benmamoun et al. 2010). 

But can RBs contribute to language revitalization efforts with the knowledge they 
have? It depends on the type of work and the knowledge required for it. For example, 
RBs’ lexical knowledge can be harnessed to help create materials for teaching Inuttitut 
words. Their phonological knowledge, coupled with their knowledge of vocabulary and 
basic grammar, enables them, with training, to write down spoken Inuttitut, that is, 
transcribe conversations and stories of elders from audio-recordings. Some Labrador 
heritage speakers actually participated in a transcribing workshop alongside fluent 
speakers, as discussed in the next section. 

 
On the Use of Written Inuttitut 

There is a lack of useful Inuttitut written materials in most, if not all, Canadian 
dialects. Written documents appear to consist in their majority of material translated from 
English, a large amount of which are government or commercial/industrial productions, 
not appealing to most readers, of any age and in any language. There are few materials in 
Direct Inuttitut, a term coined by Dicker, Dunbar and Johns (2009) to refer to written 
documents which are either a) created directly in Inuttitut or b) transcribed from oral 
Inuttitut. Translated material usually has a strong English flavour as the translator, in an 
effort to be true to the original, will often translate every single concept in the order they 
are presented in English, even if those concepts and that order would not normally be 
found in Inuttitut. This is a widespread problem across northern Canada, where a great 
deal of news, etc. is adapted from English.9 Yet, Intermediate Inuttitut learners and RBs 
can improve their language through access to interesting and complex Direct Inuttitut. 
Literature has long served to strengthen first, as well as second language learners’ 
lexicon, grammar and expressiveness. The Nunavut Bilingual Education Society is 
addressing some of these issues through encouraging publication of stories in Inuktitut, 
and the Nunavut Government holds an annual competition for literary Inuktitut called 
Titiraliritti!  (‘Write down!’), with numerous prizes. 

 
Transcribing Workshop 

In order to promote the production of more Direct Inuttitut materials, Alana Johns 
organized a three-day transcribing workshop in December 2011 with the cooperation of 
Torngâsok Cultural Centre in Nain, Nunatsiavut. The workshop involved five trainees, 
two instructors (Sybella Tuglavina and Alice Pilgrim), an elder (Mary Dicker), a linguist 
(Alana Johns), and a Torngâsok Interpreter/Translator Coordinator (Rita Andersen). Both 
instructors were fluent Inuttitut language professionals experienced in transcription. The 
trainees ranged in abilities from fluent speakers to heritage speakers. Torngâsok hoped 
that the training would help augment the small number of people in the community with 
enough experience and confidence to undertake transcribing. 

The participants and instructors were all paid for their time. The first part of the 
workshop consisted of making sure that everyone was using the same writing system and 
                                                 
9 A speaker from Baffin reported that for this reason, they prefer to read news in English. 
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identifying tricky issues. Not all participants were familiar with the Labrador Inuit 
Standardized Writing System,10 especially older participants who had not been taught that 
orthography. This portion of the workshop was very important in bringing the group 
together as a team. The instructors explained not only the writing issues, but also the 
nature of transcribing, namely, that it was important to transcribe exactly what the person 
said, and that it could be modified later if needed. Participants practiced transcribing by 
listening to the previous recording of an elder speaking. 

The afternoon section of the first day continued with a discussion of what transcription 
is and why more of it should be done, and with an overview of the whole process. Since 
transcribing is based on audio recordings, workshop participants discussed how one 
would go about getting an audio file and they discussed the recording equipment in a 
general way.11 Johns left a Roland CD 2-e recorder with the Torngâsok Cultural Centre 
and showed the group how to use it. The value of this machine is that it produces good 
quality sound (.wav files) and can burn CDs of the sound files directly, without a 
computer. The participants had brought in recorders from home, which consisted of mini 
digital recorders and an iPad, some borrowed from relatives. Johns also introduced three 
iPod Touches (4th generation), along with iTunes gift cards, leaving two of the iPod 
Touches behind for community recording. The iPod Touches were loaded with two 
applications to aid recording and transcription. One was iProRecorder which is being 
used by sociolinguist Alex D’Arcy of the University of Victoria to make recordings in the 
field. Another useful app was iHearit, designed for musicians to record and transcribe 
music. Something was needed that would enable the transcribers to (re)play portions of 
the audio file, and at times slow down the sound without distorting it. The iPod Touches 
are almost mini-computers on their own and participants tried to use them instead of 
computers, which require set up, maintenance, etc. Moreover, many people either do not 
own a computer yet or do not have access to the Internet.12 Overall, different individuals 
were comfortable with different equipment. The size of screen on the iPod Touch was a 
little hard for some eyes, so it might be better to use iPads in the future. Finally, there was 
a discussion on working with elders, a topic with which the participants were already 
fairly familiar, but which was thus brought to the forefront. 

The second day, an elder from Nain, Mary Dicker, visited the group and told a couple 
of interesting stories about earlier life. Everyone was eager to try their various pieces of 
equipment and the recording went successfully. Then the transcribing began and almost 
all the participants were deeply engaged immediately, with others quickly catching up. It 
was noted that some of the younger participants appeared to enjoy the process, and it may 
be surmised that this type of activity could be used to help people speak more. The 
instructors reviewed the transcriptions and gave feedback. One of the instructors says that 
the transcriptions of the younger participants were good, except that they were often not 

                                                 
10 This revised orthography emerged from within the local school board in the 1980s. The main features are 
â for /aa/, e for /ii/, o for /uu/ and K for /q/. 
11 Thanks to Derek Denis and Alex D’Arcy for advice on equipment for the transcription workshop. 
12 There is a serious lack of wifi or internet access in Nain, which threatens to create two levels of 
education based on income: those who can afford internet in the home have access to a world of 
information that has replaced encyclopedias, etc., versus those who cannot afford internet.  The community 
hall has wifi in principle, but it was too weak to get a signal on the iPods. In 2012, the Government of 
Canada ended its Community Access Program (CAP), whose goal was to increase internet access to those 
who could not afford it, including remote communities.  
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accurate on the endings, i.e. on the agreement + mood complex at the rightmost of the 
verb, as mentioned above. The transcription practice continued through the afternoon of 
the second day. The third day, we reviewed the success of the workshop. Everyone 
thought it was useful but too short. It seems clear that a larger project should be 
undertaken. The need for more materials of this sort was discussed, and also the need for 
preserving/archiving both the audio and written forms for the future. 

 
Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have highlighted two of the major challenges for Inuttitut language 
revitalization: the issue of heritage speakers, including receptive bilinguals, and the lack 
of Direct Inuttitut materials. They both relate to the need, for those who have some 
knowledge of Inuttitut, to move to a higher stage of language production. There are many 
learning experiences that can lead to improved language proficiency. With determination 
and support, heritage speakers could join the group of fluent speakers. 
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Anna Ziegler and Kim Crockatt, Nunavut Literacy Council, Iqaluit 
 
The Aboriginal people have experienced great trauma in their educational journey […]. 
Therefore, factors such as healing, reclamation of identity, language, cultures and self-
determination, play a major role in the complex issue of Aboriginal literacy and learning 
(Antone et al. 2002: 8). 
 

Introduction 
Ilippallianginnarniq–continuing learning–is a core value in Nunavut (Nunavut 2004). 

Through one lens, though, Nunavummiut are experiencing a crisis of learning. For many 
Inuit, formal education is, or was, experienced as an alienating, colonizing experience. 
Residual hurts hinder enrolment in and completion of school-based learning 
opportunities. Many Inuit also feel disinherited from the informal, traditional 
transmission of knowledge and practices. Barriers of time, space, language and other 
priorities block some Inuit from acquiring specialized practices from their parents and 
grandparents as would have happened generations ago. Through another lens, though, 
even where crises of learning emerge, innovative Inuit and Nunavummiut have bridged 
the gap with non-formal, culturally anchored learning programs. The outcomes of such 
programs, and their contribution to ilippallianginnarniq, are the focus of this community-
based research.  

Non-formal programs (in the sense of Eaton 2010 and Peace Corps 2004) operate with 
some degree of organization, maintaining the flexibility for participants to determine their 
own goals and evaluate their own progress and success. Activities are concrete with 
practical outcomes. As in other forms of community-based programming, all participants, 
whether “instructor” or “student,” have something to teach and something to learn 
(Cowan 2004). In Nunavut, examples include land camps, community sewing programs, 
traditional arts and tool-making programs (e.g., Nunavut Literacy Council n.d., 2004). 
These programs recreate, in a more structured context, the informal, intergenerational and 
situated learning characteristic of traditional knowledge transmission (Laugrand and 
Oosten 2009), though with their structure and organization they provide a bridge to more 
formal learning. The value of these programs is reflected in strong public approval (as 
evidenced in comments in every day interactions and on the radio, for example). The 
Nunavut Adult Learning Strategy advocates for more such programs: “Provide access to 
non‐formal, community‐based literacy programs […] to re‐engage adult learners in 
life‐long learning” (Government of Nunavut and Nunavut Tunngavik Inc. 2006: 41). 
However, the breadth and depth of the impacts of non-formal community-based learning 
in Nunavut has not been documented. 

Kral (2010b: 5) refers to indigenous non-formal programs as “invisible learning 
space[s].” She argues that non-formal learning is highly effective for meeting the needs 
of young indigenous learners (and others who may not have long family histories of 
transition through formal schooling to the workforce) in particular: “Such alternate 
pathways can contribute to the formation of a positive sense of self, strong cultural 
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identities and the learning and literacy skills needed to shape Indigenous futures” (Kral 
2010a: i). The purpose of the Nunavut Literacy Council’s research is to make the impacts 
of non-formal cultural learning programs in Nunavut visible to learners, communities, 
and policy makers. To this end, the Council asked: 

• What are the concrete learning outcomes of non-formal, culturally 
anchored learning programs in Nunavut? 

• What are the broader personal impacts on participants’ lives?  
This paper presents preliminary results from ongoing research with participants and 

instructors from four non-formal learning programs in a particular Nunavut community.  
 

Method 
This research adopts a community-based approach, led by the Nunavut Literacy 

Council. The research team includes Nunavut Literacy Council staff from offices in the 
three regional centres of Nunavut, an academic research guide, and an external project 
evaluator. The community researchers, including an elder and two local educators, are all 
fluent in the Inuit language, well-connected and respected in the community where they 
are conducting the research. The research process involves a literature review of non-
formal culturally-anchored programs with literacy outcomes in comparable contexts; 
documentation of three such programs previously run in the community researchers’ 
home community; and the creation, implementation, and documentation of a pilot 
program incorporating promising practices identified in the first two stages. A second 
iteration of the pilot program is currently underway and also being documented.  

The past programs were chosen based on the criteria that they were non-formal, 
incorporated cultural practices and literacy practices, and are generally respected in 
Nunavut as promising models. Coordinators, instructors and participants were asked, in 
structured interviews, to describe the goals, activities and perceived strengths and 
weaknesses of their programs, as well as observed outcomes. In the Nunavut Literacy 
Council-led pilot program, these interviews were repeated at the beginning (expectations, 
goals and self-assessment) and end of the project, and also six months after (outcomes 
and program evaluation). Participant observation and closed questionnaires were used to 
triangulate pilot project data. A minimum of three coordinators/instructors and eight 
participants from each program took part in the research. Within a particular program, 
participants reflect the eligibility criteria for that program: three were female-specific, 
two targeted those disengaged from formal education and the workplace, another one 
targeted individuals (possibly also “disengaged” at the time of participation) with artistic 
tendencies, and one specifically targeted women who needed an opportunity to re-engage 
with traditional practices. Overall, participants include male and female Nunavummiut 
youth and adults of all ages, primarily from the researchers’ home community, with a few 
from neighbouring communities. 

Data is analyzed both through ongoing dialogue between members of the research 
team about the content and meaning of observations and interviews, as well as through 
systematic qualitative analysis using NVivo software. NVivo coding categories, emerged 
in team discussions of the data, melt together insider and outsider perspectives of the 
data, and are also informed by outcomes and success factors identified in the literature 
review. The research is ongoing and the present paper puts forth preliminary and tentative 
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observations about the impact of the non-formal, culturally anchored programs 
documented in this Nunavut community.  

 
Program Outcomes 

 While participants experienced diverse outcomes, four emerge consistently across 
programs and participants: pilimmaksarniq (targeted skill through practice, and 
associated concrete outcome); pijunnautitaaqpaalliqsimaliqtut (confidence that comes 
from skills); ilippallianginnarniq (engagement with lifelong learning); and 
inuuqatigiitsiarniq (interconnectedness). These outcomes are interrelated and closely 
linked with other prevalent outcomes such as inunnguiniq (healing and life skills), Inuit 
qaujimajatuqangit (traditional knowledge), piliriqatigiinniq (working together), and 
uqaqatigiigunnattiarniq (communication skills).  

 
Pilimmaksarniq - Targeted Skill, Practice and Product 

As each program targeted specific cultural practices, participants’ and instructors’ 
goals and perceived outcomes naturally precipitated around these tangible goals. Within 
particular scopes of learning, participants had flexibility to self-direct, to choose what 
they wanted to make and focus on with the instructors’ support. Participants reached 
targets they set for themselves, based on their own starting points. Monica Pissuk,1 a pilot 
program participant explains: 

I have improved so much in making warm travelling clothing. That is what I 
really wanted to get out of the program because my family was never dressed 
properly for going out. I made things too small or too big because I didn’t have 
patterns. 

Monica Shouldice, the pilot program coordinator confirms:  
The participants would tell us what they wanted to sew. We would write down 
and brainstorm on chart paper the things that the participants wanted to sew. The 
instructors would clearly demonstrate how to properly cut the patterns and how 
to sew it together. […] the learning was such a huge success. 
[…] Some participants didn’t even know what to do in terms of sewing. […] 
Now, they know how to do these things. Now that the students will be 
completing the program, they are thinking of ways to come up with different 
patterns. […] The participants have sewn clothing for their children or husbands, 
which was excellent to see. Now they have outdoor clothing that they wear. […] 
The participants have learned a lot since they entered the program. 

Participants and instructors describe learning the steps and specific skills needed to 
reach their goals e.g., choosing materials; preparing skins; making, copying and adjusting 
patterns; using and caring for required tools; utilizing different techniques; working with 
different materials; and putting pieces of a garment together. They spoke of very tangible 
outcomes from applying those skills, for example specific items that participants learned 
how to make: amautiit, mitts, parkas, wind pants, kamiks, duffle socks. The tangible 
outcome was apparently a strong motivator and contributed to indirect outcomes of the 
program.  

 

                                                 
1Names, where used, are used with the permission of the participant. 
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Pijunnautitaaqpaalliqsimaliqtut – Confidence from Skills 
All instructors and participants commented on the pride and happiness experienced 

when students completed a project. Instructors and students both contrasted lack of belief 
in oneself at the beginning of the program to increased confidence at the end. As one 
elder instructor of a past program explains: 

[W] hen you actually take it and work with it you recognize and see that you’re 
capable to learn and produce a product and that is how it is with sewing. 
Confidence builds with a realization that you’re capable.  
[…] Because some had such low expectations of themselves but I know when 
they were in the program you could see their confidence build and the desire to 
learn more became evident. 
[…] Because they can notice their confidence building and realizing they can do 
the tasks required. 

The confidence reflects participants’ realization of their ability and faith in using that 
ability. Participants say that they are happier now that they know how to sew, and 
instructors confirm recognizing increased happiness. Participants express or demonstrate 
pride in seeing a project through to completion, in being able to provide for their family, 
and in being able to fulfill expected gender/societal roles. Participants and instructors 
comment on increased belief in oneself and increased confidence to take risks after taking 
part in the program. Marianne Tattuinee, a past program participant and now respected 
instructor explains: “It has given me so much more confidence because beautiful 
creations were made.  […] It has given me huge confidence. […] It has helped me that I 
am capable and when I doubt myself I have that to fall back on.” The confidence–
recognizing and having faith in one’s abilities–is an important outcome on its own, and is 
a foundation for moving forward into other learning and work opportunities.  

 
Ilippallianginnarniq – Engagement with Lifelong Learning 

Participants indicated in a number of ways, corroborated by instructors’ observations, 
that participating in the non-formal cultural program equipped and propelled them to re-
engage with lifelong learning. Through their pleasure in the program, and their 
confidence from seeing successes, they became more willing to learn and to take risks. 
Roseanne, a program participant says: “[Participating in the program is] making me 
prouder and making me want to learn more.” Participants grew as learners: learning to 
ask for help, to persevere, to take correction and to accept that they’ll make mistakes. 
They and the instructors recognize that even if they haven’t learned everything, they’ve 
learned some foundations which equip them to go on learning and practicing 
independently.  

With their new skills and confidence, participants become part of broader 
communities of practice. They report getting together with others to continuing sewing, 
for example, and knowing now who they can go to for help: “The participants are [now] 
able to ask for any type of pattern from anyone–their mothers, grandmothers, friends” 
(Monica Shouldice, pilot program coordinator). Participants become a resource to family 
and other community members in informal learning, as Monica Pissuk, a pilot program 
participant explains: “I can give guidance now. I can also help out with directions and 
how to use the patterns just like I was taught. People will comment on your skills and so 
proud of you and how you’re a good seamstress now. I will gladly give anyone who 
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needs a pattern.” Some past program participants even went on to be program instructors, 
further evidence of their integration in lifelong learning. 

The non-formal programs also seem to serve as a bridge to formal learning for some 
participants. Several among them reported (or were observed) going on to college 
programs–teaching, counseling, Inuit Studies. The confidence and healing that comes 
through the non-formal programs may partly support engagement in formal education. A 
program coordinator of a past program reflects: 

I remember one of the women, she was in the program, when she finished her 
first pair of kamiks, her whole body was trembling and her whole body was 
shaking and she was crying and she was so happy and emotional, after that, I 
know she’s been taking the NTEP program here, I think she graduated this year. 
Lots of changes. 

The confidence comes from the skills achievement, in program completion and in the 
practice of participation in a structured, disciplined program.  

Finally, the non-formal cultural learning programs rekindle intergenerational 
transmission of knowledge. First, the structure of these programs ignites existing but 
latent potential for intergenerational sharing by bringing together younger and older Inuit 
in a common place with time and materials to share and learn. Secondly, parents are 
equipped with skills they did not previously have to pass on to their children and gain 
confidence to pass on what they know: “The participants will also walk away with 
sewing skills that they learned and they will definitely pass on the skills that they learned 
to their daughters” (Monica Shouldice, pilot program coordinator). “I’m not scared [now] 
to teach my girls or my granddaughters or anyone that needs help in stitching” (Monica 
Pissuk, pilot program participant). Elder instructors say that they worry about who will 
teach the next generation when they’re gone, and participants take on this responsibility 
to learn so that they can be the next group to teach.  

 
Inuuqatigiitsiarniq – Interconnectedness 

Inuuqatigiitsiarniq, relationship, caring and respect, is part of the process in the 
programs, as well as an outcome. Instructors, often elders, respect and care about and 
open themselves up to participants. Especially, but not only, in intensive courses (e.g., 
two week land programs) participants become like family, learn to get along with a wide 
range of people, support each other, and bond to form a strong community. This 
connection persists beyond the program’s timeframe and is what some participants 
remember most: “I remember the ladies, all the ladies, I remember this so well, our 
conversations. I remember our conversations and our interactions more than I do [the 
sewing]. I sewed, I am kind of proud of my sewing, but the company was more” (pilot 
program participant). Elder instructor Adele Angidlik says the same: “To me the best part 
was the social aspect of the program because we became friends and we were all happy, 
all of us.” 

The improved relationships extend to participants’ families. Participants say their 
family is proud of them for taking part and gaining new skills. Participants are proud to 
provide for their families through the program (making winter clothes, earning stipends, 
gaining marketable skills) and feel more able to fill expected social roles (e.g., prepare 
the skins that the husband brings home). Participants explain that although they never 
used to talk much to their parents, they do now: “…With my mom…I am finally 
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communicating with her about sewing and learn more from her too” (Shelby Autut, pilot 
program participant). For participants whose parents have already passed away, learning 
and practicing these skills provides a powerful way to remember and connect to them. 
Mary Tatty, a past program participant explains this range of interpersonal outcomes 
based on her experiences in the program: 

It was very touching for me. I don’t have parents so I thought of my mom 
guiding me all the time. […] 
I feel more like a ‘woman.’ I have more confidence in myself […].  
A part of I guess, being a woman who is now learning and now accepting who I 
am. […] 
I feel more part of the community… I feel I’m more bonded to the community. 
[…] 
I was the one that needed help before I took the program, so to me there’s a lot 
out there that need help to understand what a woman’s (role) is with sewing or 
other, like working on skins and we should try to learn more because our elders 
are going so quick. I wish my grandma was around to see me or my mom with 
my new pairs of kamiks because when I first finished mine, I said, “Mom, I’m 
done” and that’s all I said and I just put them up in the air and I knew she was 
watching down on me.   
[…] We had to eat together and sew together, cry together work things together 
because it was also for a healing process because some of us grew up without 
parents, so it was very opening. …And lots of stories, never ending stories and 
laughter and some of them were just amazing to listen to. 

Participants report, supported by instructors’ observations, that through the program 
they learn to be more aware of and open to other people and their needs. As they become 
more able to ask for and receive help, they also become open to helping others. They feel 
more confident to take their place in the community, expressing opinions and 
participating in community initiatives. Through their learning, they feel the confidence of 
becoming givers in the community. While they are empowered to ask for help, they also 
feel confidence in no longer being a burden, but being able to do things for themselves.  

 
Inunnguiniq – Self-development, Well-being and Healing 

At least one of the programs deliberately targets healing. In all of them, though, the 
learning, cultural skills, confidence and community culminate in wholeness and well-
being. Many participants notice changes in themselves: “I went home with a new me, a 
different person” (past program participant); “I feel like a better person]. […]I really 
looked deep and what kind of a person I wanted to be. This program helps a lot. Sewing-
wise, being a mom, being a wife, being a woman” (pilot program participant). Their 
friends, family and instructors also notice these changes: “When we were leaving, a 
husband (one of the husbands) was so grateful and said that his wife is changed and really 
at peace now, it seemed as if we had waken her up and he noticed that she was much 
happier and nicer […] the husband was grateful and saying his wife received healing” 
(instructor, past program).  

These findings are corroborated by mental health research which documents the 
healing power of creative arts (Archibald and Dewar 2010) and of reconnecting with 
traditional practices (Kirmayer et al. 2003). Even though only one of the four 
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documented programs deliberately targeted personal well-being, the process of being 
together, learning from elders, engaging in traditional practices, creating with one’s hands 
led to healing outcomes in all of them. The healing, in turn, situates participants to re-
engage in the community, education, and/or the workforce: 

There is no question that creating is a part of healing, it brings the person out, 
their identity and self-expression, and it builds confidence in a person. I have 
seen young adults in the program who have never worked before and after the 
nine-month program, they have gained confidence in being creative with their 
hands and they went out and got work–office work, not creating with their 
hands, but their involvement in the program brought back encouragement, the 
will to do something (Elisapee Davidee Aningmiuq, quoted in Archibald and 
Dewar 2010: 9-10). 

 
Literacy, Essential Skills, Formal Education and Employment 

Part of the Nunavut Literacy Council’s purpose in conducting this research was to 
explore how effective these non-formal, culturally focused programs are in building 
literacy and essential skills and facilitating re-engagement in formal learning and/or 
employment. The past decade has seen increased academic attention to the literacy 
outcomes of arts programming (e.g., Flood et al. 2004, 2007; Heath 2004). In Inuit and 
Yup’ik contexts, Meade (1990), Balanoff and Chambers (2005), and Lipka et al. (2007), 
for example, have outlined the literacy and numeracy practices inherent in traditional 
sewing. Bhola (1990) argues that programs that encourage and provide opportunities for 
literacy practices will, by their nature, enhance literacy skills, whether literacy is 
explicitly taught or not.  

The three past programs and Nunavut Literacy Council-led pilot program “plac[ed] 
literacy into culture, rather than fitting culture into literacy” (as per recommendations of 
the National Aboriginal Design Committee 2002: 6). Incorporation ranged from separate, 
classroom-based instruction in literacy and numeracy to embedded literacy activities (like 
journaling one’s experiences, writing as healing). Analysis of past programs shows that 
instructors were very aware of increased literacy practices, and observed students re-
engaging with formal education and the workforce: “In literacy development, a lot of the 
women that were in the program have gained employment or some went further on to 
post secondary” (past program coordinator). However, analysis suggests that the more 
embedded (implicit) in the process literacy was, perhaps the less likely the students were 
to express it as an outcome. For example, one participant explains they were “too busy 
sewing” to think about literacy, but goes on to speak about using and adjusting patterns, 
looking in magazines for ideas, and writing down the elders’ instructions. A goal of the 
second pilot is to examine differences in program outcomes when instructors make 
students aware of the literacy practices they are engaging in as they learn the cultural 
skill. It is hoped that the final project results will provide answers regarding the outcomes 
and success factors of embedded literacy delivery models, identified by Benseman et al. 
(2005) as a significant gap in the adult literacy literature. 

 
Rethinking Essential Skills 

The non-formal, culturally-anchored learning programs promise to be effective 
vehicles for development of skills that the Canadian government lists as “essential,” 



82 
 

including reading, writing, document use, oral communication, numeracy, working 
together, critical thinking, and continuing learning. Research results suggest, though, a 
need to re-understand “essential skills” in a Nunavut context. Monica Pissuk, a pilot-
program participant, explained how motivated she was to make appropriate winter gear 
for her family and how pleased she was with this accomplishment, because she worried 
about her hunting family out on the land. Months after the program, Monica shared that 
her husband and son had been caught out on the land in a multi-day blizzard with nothing 
but their skidoo, qamutik (sled), and their winter clothes. Monica attributes their safe 
return days later to the warm clothing she had made during her participation in the 
program. While skills linked to the wage economy are also essential in Nunavut, and 
appropriate targets for non-formal learning, Monica’s story highlights the unsurpassed 
value of learning programs which can deliver “essential skills” in the federal 
government’s sense and in the sense of Inuit qaujimajatuqangit.    

 
Discussion 

Non-formal, culturally-anchored programs appear to be a promising model for 
addressing the whole person in Nunavut youth and adult learners. They invite learners to 
work on skills and practices that they see as highly relevant and to produce tangible 
products that they (and their family) are proud of. The creative activity, cultural 
connection and relationships with instructors and students contribute to increased 
confidence which in turn supports engagement in the community, education and the 
workforce. Success factors in these “made in Nunavut” programs–learning that addresses 
participants’ perceived needs, active learning, relationship, respect, safety, addressing the 
whole person–echo those documented in successful adult education programs around the 
world (Vella 2002). They also resonate with documented strengths of indigenous 
approaches to education, including linking learning and community (CCL n.d.).  

While on the one hand, statistics show difficulties in recruitment and retention for 
adult learning in Nunavut, non-formal, culturally-anchored programs are multiplying 
across the territory, generally with waiting lists and high retention. Programs may target 
cultural skills or other arts, healing, literacy or school and work readiness. This research 
suggests that cultural programs with relatively modest goals may actually be achieving 
much broader outcomes than they are targeting, or recording. It is hoped that this research 
might support programmers, instructors, and participants to articulate and possibly more 
actively pursue the breadth of outcomes these programs offer. Perhaps understanding the 
impact of such programs may help policy makers and funders to make informed 
decisions supporting the Government of Nunavut’s goal of ilippallianginnarniq, lifelong 
learning, as well as the desires of many Nunavummiut to find a safe, stimulating, and 
relevant context in which to pursue their learning goals.  
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BEYOND THULE : WHERE INUIT AND ARISTOTLE MEET  
Thoughts on isuma, inungmariit and phronimoi, in memory of Susan Sammons 

 
Willem C.E. Rasing, Nijmegen, The Netherlands 

 
Venient annis saecula seris,  In later years, when the world has grown, 
quibus Oceanus vincula rerum  when Ocean loosens the bonds of things, 
laxet et ingens pateat tellus  when the whole broad earth shall be revealed 
Tethysque novos detegat orbes  when Tethys shall disclose new continents 
nec sit terries ultima Thule and Thule will no longer be the farthest land 

 Seneca, Medea (verses 375-379) 
 

By Way of Introduction 
The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BC) was a teacher of Alexander III of 

Macedonia (356-323 BC), also known as Alexander the Great. During Alexander’s reign, 
Pytheas of Massalia (Marseilles), while on a journey of discovery to north-western 
Europe, was told about an island named Thule. It was said to be located six days sailing 
north of the British Isles, and marked by six months of darkness that alternated with six 
months of daylight. Pytheas sailed north, only to reach a place where the shortest night 
lasted two or three hours. Likely, he had reached the Shetlands, Faeroes or Iceland; 
maybe he had landed on the mid-Norwegian coast (Chevallier 1984). The account of this 
trip did not survive, but references to his journey by later classic writers sufficed to make 
the earth’s far northern parts known as Ultima Thule in the Greco-Roman World. The 
Greek also called this region, farther north than where the North Wind (Boreas) 
originated, Arktikós, Great Bear country, referring to the constellations of stars peculiar to 
the Northern hemisphere, Ursa Major (‘Great Bear,’ the Big Dipper) and Ursa Minor 
(‘Little Bear,’ the Little Dipper, which includes the North Star Polaris). Arktikós has 
become the worldwide term for the earth’s far northern regions. 

Aristotle had no knowledge of the people who, already in his lifetime, inhabited this 
far north. But his views on people’s moral life and their ways of proper behaviour, as 
outlined and discussed in his Nicomachean Ethics, provide such striking similarities with 
the ways of thinking and acting of the nomadic Inuit that it almost seems as if he had 
such knowledge. Some of these similarities are explored in this essay, written in memory 
of Susan Sammons. In view of her interest in matters pertaining to the Inuit people, 
knowledge, and education, I trust that she would have appreciated this tentative and 
explorative essay.1 
 

Praxis/inuuniq: Understanding the Nature of Life 
From the point of view of Aristotle’s virtue ethics, the fundamental question is not so 

much ‘what should one do?’ (in any particular case) but rather ‘what kind of person 

                                                 
1 This essay primarily deals with the Inuit before their shift to a sedentary life. Although its contents may 
bear on the Inuit in general, emphasis is on the Iglulingmiut, due to the data I use. Since Aristotle reflects 
upon humans in general, his thoughts may also pertain to other peoples, for instance pre-industrial hunter-
gatherers (and farmers). But, Aristotle’s views have always been helpful to me in my attempts to 
understand Inuit ways of thinking and interacting. The present volume seemed an appropriate occasion to 
get my thoughts on paper. 
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ought one be?’ For Aristotle, practical wisdom could not be achieved by learning 
abstract, general rules. In his view, ethics consists in skills learned by practice, and 
internalized as virtues (aretè). Ethics is: ‘knowledge for the sake of oneself.’ Ethics is 
practical, ultimately aimed at doing rather than knowing, although knowledge and 
experience are required for doing things properly. Ethical reflections upon human activity 
pertain to the actions and the goals they entail. This is praxis, best understood in 
opposition to poèsis, which refers to activity done for reasons that are not part of the 
activity itself. Thus, the purpose of making a harpoon is not included in the act itself: the 
harpoon is no part of the activity of making it. As the harpoon will exist after I have 
stopped making it, there is no use in continuing to make it. Ethics does not reflect on such 
instrumental or ‘poetic’ issues; how to make a harpoon is part of technology (technè) or 
of science (epistème). Obviously, praxis and poèsis often coexist, but ethics concerns the 
praxis, those human activities whose objects/goals are inherent to these actions. But it 
relates to more than acts alone. It is not only what one does, it is also how one acts that 
makes up praxis. Life as a whole is a praxis, and this enables one to do something good 
or not, in a technical (poetic) sense as well as in a moral (praxis) one. Good acts accord 
with the rules of life’s praxis, and contribute to realizing the goals inherent to it. Good 
acts also lead to a form of happiness that stems from acting itself. Aristotle refers to this 
as ‘eupraxia,’ ‘good’ (eu) in ‘doing’ (praxia).   

For Inuit, the praxis of life (inuuniq) meant, above all, survival. The ecologic and 
climatologic conditions of the Arctic heavily affected their life. All specific features of 
their society were directly or indirectly related to these conditions, such as the small scale 
of society, its varying seasonal density, the annual patterns of mobility and varying types 
of hunting, the high level of mutual dependence, compelling obligations to contribute to 
survival according to one’s gender, age and skills, or the ways of understanding the 
natural and social environment and life in general through forms of personal knowledge. 
This system of knowledge, stored and expressed in a rich and concrete language 
(Inuktitut) characterized by its precision in terms of descriptions of space, the nature of 
objects, and the expression of thoughts, was embedded in the duties of daily life. Its 
contents were practical and gender-specific. The knowledge of women pertained to the 
sphere of the household; men knew about the domain of hunting and travelling. This 
knowledge was transmitted from generation to generation and internalized by each and 
everyone. However, although practical knowledge was the core, its content was part of, 
and embedded in, a holistic system that extended into the realm of the spiritual world. 
The Inuit did not distinguish between ‘natural’ and ‘supernatural.’ Their world contained 
not only land, water, snow, ice, humans, animals, and plants, but also the souls of dead 
fellows, and the spirits of animals. People’s thoughts and actions bore on this spiritual 
domain and the spiritual domain bore on their thoughts and actions. In this way the Inuit 
tried to cope with the material and mental requirements of life, mingling matters of a 
practical and a more poetical nature. Inuit technicality (technè), wisdom (epistème) and 
morality (aretè) were all grounded in life’s praxis.2 They made up the habitus, i.e. the 

                                                 
2 Aristotle emphasizes that human morality is not grounded in something that transcends nature, as Plato 
and Christianity holds, but that morality is grounded in human nature. This makes Aristotle an ethical 
naturalist. By emphasizing that ethics is a practical study, Aristotle criticizes the Platonic Idea of the Good. 
There cannot be a common term corresponding to a single Idea of Good (as Plato holds) , Aristotle argues, 
because ‘good’ is predicable in all categories; we speak of ‘good’ things, ‘good’ qualities, ‘good’ times, 
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skills and virtues of an Inuk. In the well-known words of Aua, a leader and shaman of the 
Iglulingmiut: 

All our customs come from life, and turn towards life; we explain nothing […] 
We fear Sila […] death and hunger [...] sickness [...] suffering […] evil spirits of 
life […] the souls of dead human beings and […] the animals we have killed 
[…] Therefore […] our fathers inherited from their fathers the old rules of life 
which are based on the experience and wisdom of generations […] we keep 
those rules in order that we may live untroubled (in Rasmussen 1929: 55-56).   

Knowledge was the key that served to prepare everyone to deal with the natural and 
social environment in ways regarded as technically adequate, and morally appropriate. 
These time-honoured means provided maximum chances of survival. Knowing how to 
deal best with nature, others, and the ‘self,’ was crucial to survival. This was Inuit 
eupraxia, the joy of doing (praxia) good (eu) in a technical and moral sense. It was the 
joy of living. 

 
Paideia/isumaqsajuq: Practical Education 

Being the practical study it is, ethics requires an experience of life before the study can 
be pursued successfully. Therefore, young people who do not yet know the ways of the 
world ought not to engage in it. The necessary foundation of moral goodness is the 
acquisition of right habits, so that doing the right things feels good, and is done 
effortlessly (as far as that is possible). Good habits are learned, not by listening to 
lectures or reading books, but by proper upbringing (paideia). They are acquired in life’s 
praxis, in particular through the examples set by others, older ones who provide examples 
of proper behaviour, of living life as it should be lived. Indeed, a person who succeeds 
over time in acquiring these skills of life by imitating the exemplary behaviour of others 
may be said to understand the ‘art of life’ in the true sense of the term. Others recognize 
his or her behaviour as being proper, as ‘good’ or ‘right.’ He or she then becomes an 
example for others. Practical education creates such a good person. 

Inuit managed to survive in a demanding environment which provided only limited 
means with which one had to make a living. On top of this, they succeeded in a fairly 
peaceful manner, without written rules, law enforcement, state authority or formal 
leadership. The intriguing question is: how did they do this? In essence, the answer is 
provided by Aristotle: by a proper upbringing, by teaching children in such a way as to 
create adults who know how life ought to be lived. In the case of the Inuit it meant 
creating knowledgeable, skilled, and caring individuals, who were confident (but never 
sure) to be able to survive by their own actions. Teaching young people the practical 
skills and proper moral attitudes was, indeed, done by imitating the example set by 
others. Everything was learned in the praxis of daily life through observation and 
imitation. Inuit referred to this as isumaqsajuq. This way of learning involved the 
acquisition of technical knowledge and skills and the internalization of values and norms 
(virtues) through dealing with others and with nature rather than formal education.3 In the 
words of Noah Piugaattuk from Igloolik: 

                                                                                                                                                 
‘good’ relations, and so on. Ethics cannot be the study of ‘The Good’ as such–there is no such thing–but it 
should investigate what is good for human beings.  
3 Cf. Wenzel 1987. The isumaqsajuq way of learning differs from the formal education type of schooling 
that is labelled ilisaijuq. According to Stairs (1992: 122), this Inuit form of practical teaching creates 
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If you do not have any practical experience, everything is hard to handle.  […] 
the only way to learn is to be actively involved […] When a boy was old enough 
to go hunting with his father, he learned to do things by watching. The practice 
of the hunt was the technique used by men to teach their sons how to hunt and 
survive. That is how the boys used to grow up. As for little girls, they stayed at 
home and watched their mothers mend clothes or sewing clothes. And they were 
learning at the same time, because they had to know these things […] This was 
the technique used by the children to learn, that is by watching (Noah Piugaattuk 
1986: IE-008).4 

This is not to say that children were never instructed. They were, as in anijaaq, that is 
learning about the weather conditions by getting outdoors first thing in the morning: 

We were conditioned by having to get outdoors in the morning […] [On coming 
back in] we would be asked questions: ‘how is the weather?’ If you were not 
observant enough, you would be asked more questions. Then and there, you 
would realize that you have to bring in more information. This is when you 
realize all the things that you need to know […] I personally had one particular 
tutor […] he made me aware of the importance of weather. When I was finally 
able to describe the weather conditions, he stopped asking questions This is how 
I started to learn […] Those questions were very useful (Nathan Qamaniq 2001: 
IE-471). 

Both girls and boys were instructed to go out of the tent, sod house or snow house, and 
consult the weather (Sila), although it was motivated differently for both genders:  

We were told that we should make a point of seeing Sila as soon as we could 
when we woke up. We did this so that we could live longer […] A girl would be 
told ‘you should go out quickly in the morning after you get dressed, so that 
when you are in labour you will deliver your baby quickly’ (Zachariasie 
Panippakuttuk 1991: IE-201). 

In any case, all isumaqsajuq-learning was embedded in the praxis of daily life and 
activities, along the lines of Aristotelian perceptions. Specific techniques of childrearing 
that included teasing, playfulness, testing, and fusing affection and benign aggression, 
were used to prepare children to cope with the social and moral demands of adult life. In 
the context of this essay these techniques cannot be explored further; they were examined 
and analyzed in great detail and in a sophisticated way by Briggs (e.g., 1979, 1982, 1991, 
1998). However, the similarities between Aristotelian and Inuit views on the nature and 
relevance of education extend to their views on the steering and guiding principle of 
learning and maturing: the power of reason, or logos in Greek, and isuma in Inuktitut. 

 
Logos/isuma: Guided by Reason 

According to Aristotle, every existing thing is made up of a specific combination of 
matter and form; this makes it both suitable for and geared towards reaching/realizing its 
                                                                                                                                                 
individuals with an ‘ecocentric identity,’ while the school-type of teaching leads to ‘egocentric’ people.  
4 This quotation is taken, as are subsequent ones, from the collection of stored knowledge known as the 
‘Igloolik Oral History Project’ (cf. MacDonald 2000). The reference ‘IE’ stands for ‘Igloolik Elders;’ the 
number refers to the audio-taped interview as well as the transcription thereof. Most information that it 
contains relates to the era of subsistence hunting just prior to the transition of the Igloolik Inuit 
(Iglulingmiut) into a settled life; some data pertain to the days before the arrival of the first non-Inuit 
(missionaries, traders and police).  
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goal (telos). All that exists has a specific goal or purpose, including humans. Whatever 
one calls ‘good’ is related to this specific function. If one wants to discover the 
‘goodness’ for an axe or a flute, one must examine its function, consider ‘what it actually 
does.’ In answering the question about what is the purpose or natural objective (telos) of 
humans, and what, therefore, is ‘good’ for them, Aristotle notes that it is, and cannot be 
anything else, but life itself. Whether a human being is living ‘good’ or not can only be 
assessed in relation to his or her ‘function.’ In the eyes of Aristotle, a human being–a 
human animal (animal rationale) –does in essence two things: it lives, and it reasons. 
The human animal, as a living thing, has biological needs and impulses; their satisfaction 
is pleasurable. The development of one’s reasoning capacity–that which distinguishes 
humans from other living beings (animals and plants)–gives pleasure too. Indeed, it is the 
most important component of happiness, for only humans think (i.e. have logos). 
Through the maximum development of one’s logos one succeeds in reaching his or her 
goal (telos). Our capacity to think is a virtue, Aristotle states. There are two kinds of 
cognitive virtues. Studying, reflecting or cogitating about something is intellectually 
virtuous. We also exercise our rational capacity by moderating our impulses and 
appetites; when we do this, we are morally virtuous.  

Inuit learned whatever they had to learn in the context of daily life, virtually all the 
time, often unnoticed. Children growing up discovered the world around them and 
learned as they went along. Growing up was largely taken as an autonomous process, 
steered by the gradual and natural development of isuma, ‘rationality’ or ‘reason’ (logos). 
It was seen as useless to correct or to instruct children when their actions displayed a lack 
of sufficient isuma to understand such things. Isuma, comprising all cognitive aspects and 
cerebral functions and including such notions as thinking, brains, memory, sense, giving 
meaning, sensible (behaviour), intelligence, inspiration, imagination, and inventiveness, 
develops autonomously. Its growth, expressed in the accomplishments of specific skills 
rather than physical development, marked the stages of maturity. For instance, a boy, 
nutaralaaq, was referred to as nukappiaviniq when grown a bit older but became 
nukappiarjuaruluk when seen to be old enough to go along on hunting trips; when a boy 
was able to tend the dogs during hunting trips, mianirsijunnarsijukuluutillugu became his 
reference. A young man able to try to hunt on his own was sugiqanasugunnarsitillugu, 
which usually implied that he was able to use a harpoon or a rifle. The final stages of a 
young man becoming a hunter were said to be imminik pinasuktukuluulirtillugu, as able 
to hunt on his own, and siniktariuqtuq, when regarded as able to spend the night out alone 
(Emil Imaruittuq 1990: IE-161). For girls, a similar progress of achievements marked 
their maturing process, such as being able to sew waterproof sealskin boots. When most 
or all milestones had been accomplished, one was seen as ready to establish one’s own 
household. The culmination of isuma development was a person referred to as isumataq, 
“he who thinks, the implication being he who thinks for the others” (Birket-Smith 1959: 
145). The status of such an individual would be revealed in the fact that others followed 
his or her advice or actions.   

The intimate connection that Aristotle perceives between thinking ‘good’ and acting 
‘good,’ a combined intellectual and moral virtuousness, is reflected in a double binding 
of care (nagli-) and reason(onable behaviour) in Inuit socialization and adulthood. For 
adult Inuit, the capacity of thought/reasoning (isuma) is revealed in the display of good 
behaviour. This entails acting in a self-controlled manner and demonstrating one’s care 



90 
 

for others. The emersion of such an individual was the ultimate aim of one’s upbringing. 
Based on the notion of the autonomous growth of isuma, with others providing examples 
of good or proper behaviour that the maturing child observed and imitated, individuals 
internalized the central values and norms with which they could answer the demands for 
maturity. Aristotle calls such a person virtuous, a zoon aretè èthikè, also referred to with 
the term phronimos, someone displaying reasonable behaviour; the Inuit would speak of 
an Inungmarik, a ‘complete person.’ 

 
Phronimoi/inungmariit: people in their right mind  

In the eyes of Aristotle, a good mature person is virtuous. Such an individual develops 
his or her capacities to reason (which, stretched to their maximum, would create a 
‘philosopher’) and at the same time, uses these capacities to display moral virtuousness. 
This consists in finding a mean between two extremes and acting accordingly. Aristotle 
stresses that there is no fixed ‘mean;’ a median position has to be assessed in every given 
instance; it can be found by seeking a middle ground between the two extremes of ‘too 
much’ and ‘too little.’ The largest part of the Nicomachean Ethics consists of an 
examination of numerous moral virtues, which are discussed in terms of finding a median 
position. For instance, courage stands mid-way between fearing everything (cowardice) 
and fearing nothing (recklessness). In matters of spending, there are the spendthrift and 
the miser; in between them is the generous person. And so on. Aristotle describes the 
notion of ‘mean’ as “feeling at the right time, about the right things, in relation to the 
right people, and for the right reason” (Nicomachean Ethics, Book II, Ch. 6).5  

The doctrine of the Mean is insufficient to generate rules, Aristotle holds, and the 
observance of the doctrine does not guarantee virtuous conduct. In principle, there cannot 
even be any such rules. In serious moral dilemmas, the best attitude one can have is 
trying to act on the basis of ‘practical reason’ (phronèsis). A ‘person with practical 
reason,’ ‘someone in his right mind’ or ‘showing presence of mind’ (phronimos) excels 
in life and constitutes an example for others. He or she possesses the disposition of the 
soul to make right choices; it is the excellent or virtuous person. Virtues are a matter of 
habit, not of character; they are, as discussed, acquired by learning, guided by reason, 
trained by practicing them, and improved by learning from failure. The true virtuous or 
excellent one displays reason (ability) through restrained and self-controlled behaviour 
(that is avoiding the extremes) all the time. Those who display such behaviour only 
occasionally do not fulfill their function and are not really virtuous (as an axe that is only 
occasionally sharp does not fulfill its function well). The truly excellent, virtuous person 
is recognized–and approved–by others who then follow his or her example. Ultimately, 
one is judged by one’s social environment, which connects Aristotle’s virtue ethics with 
his views on politics. 

In Inuit eyes, a good adult Inuk (Inungmarik) displayed knowledge in having technical 
skills, and showed reasonable behaviour by fulfilling one’s daily duties and caring for 
                                                 
5 Where virtue is a mean between two vices, it cannot be located simply by rote application of a rule. Even 
if one could give some sense to such an expression as ‘halfway between rashness and cowardice’ it would 
not follow that courage would be located there. Courage is, in fact, the opposite of cowardice, and much 
‘farther’ from it than from rashness, which is not its exact opposite. Some virtues and actions, Aristotle 
remarks, are wrong in themselves. It is not a virtue to commit adultery with the right partner at the right 
time and place and for the right reasons. There are also virtues that have no mean at all, as is the case with 
‘justice.’ 
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others (nagli-). Briggs (1975: 141) defines a mature, good person “as one who is 
governed by reason and who demonstrates this by his consistently helpful, generous, 
considerate […] permissive behaviour toward everybody.” Put in Aristotelian terms: a 
mature Inuk knew how to find the mean position between the extremes of ‘too much’ and 
‘too little.’ This implied that care for others also had to be displayed in the right, that is 
moderate/mean proportion. Not enough care is, obviously, not good, but neither is too 
much love or care. When people did not develop such an internal balance, their ‘lifespan 
did not reach its limit;’ they did not reach their telos. Noah Piugaattuk provides the 
instructive case of a brother-in-law who died: 

[The fact that he died] before his time was [...] because his father loved him too 
much. His father loved him so much that he did not want his wife to reprimand 
him, and that is how he grew up […] When he was an adult he hardly assisted 
the one who had loved him so much when he was growing up. His father was 
not happy with him because he was already old and did not get any help from his 
son, and from unhappiness he died […] Later, when he was gone, the one who 
had not paid much attention [to the father] got health problems, and he also 
experienced sadness throughout his life and died from this (Noah Piugaattuk 
1986: IE-007). 

These words make clear that too much affection was thought to create persons who 
did not show concern for others, which brought about uneasiness (ilira- ). Not enough 
affection, on the other hand, led to isolation and distress. All extremes of affection had to 
be avoided, which was learned, and trained, in one’s upbringing. It induced adult Inuit to 
restrain themselves in showing emotions, both positive ones, such as love or affection, 
and negative ones, such as aggression. Inuit were brought up with ambivalence about 
being close to others. They were taught that they were dependent on others and therefore 
had to treat them as they ought to. An adult was restrained, balanced, sensible, wise, and 
self-controlled. The equanimity of the Inuit has been observed by many explorers and 
other non-Inuit. Well-socialized individuals were keenly aware of others and did not 
impose themselves upon them but responded to their behaviour by a display of care and 
affection, even when treated in an unfriendly or intimidating manner. “It is the concept 
[nagli-] that defines ‘reasonable’ behaviour and clearly requires autonomous people to 
treat each other with circumspection and restraint and defend their autonomy 
unaggressively” (Briggs 1975: 191). Where coercive mechanisms of social control are 
absent, as was the case in Inuit society, self-control is the only alternative, appropriate 
and ideal form of social control. In this way, the interdependent Inuit maintained a 
comparatively peaceful society. They kept themselves and each other in control by the 
‘tacitly-received law of mutual forbearance,’ as Parry (1824: 523) called it.6  

 
Soophrosunè/silattusaaq: Behaving Prudently 

The virtue ethics of Aristotle is highly individualistic, since it involves the moral 
character or the disposition of the individual to do the right thing, yet it is at the same 

                                                 
6 This is not to say that violent acts never occurred. Obviously, they did, as in all societies. But given social 
equality, the insecurity of life and the absence of formal means of rule enforcement, the low level of 
violence is remarkable. Social and self control was furthered by the high level of mutual dependence, 
intimate knowledge which people had of each other, gossip and ridicule, ostracism, derisive songs, dueling, 
and the intervention of family heads, camp leaders or shamans.    
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time also thoroughly social in nature because it is the reasonable community of others 
that surround the individual which shows approval or disapproval of one’s acts which, in 
their turn, reveal one’s capacity to reason (and find the mean between two extremes in 
whatever kind of virtue that is relevant at that particular time and place). Since virtue is a 
disposition to make a certain kind of choice, one’s choice and/or action should be 
voluntarily made. Virtue ethics presupposes free individuals or individual liberty.7 We act 
involuntarily when we are under compulsion, or in ignorance of what we are doing. For 
these actions we are not praised or blamed (though we may be envied or pitied). But what 
constitutes compulsion? If one is moved by external forces without contributing to the act 
(e.g., falling from a cliff because one is pushed), one is clearly compelled; but when the 
source of the motion is internal to the agent (as when someone else orders one to jump), it 
becomes ‘more like the voluntary.’ Precise lines cannot be drawn, but we should never 
accept the excuse for dereliction by claiming to have been compelled by the temptation of 
pleasure (hèdonè). If we accept that we would have to admit that everything we do is 
involuntary. Besides, Aristotle keenly observes, “those who act under compulsion and 
involuntarily do so with pain” (Nicomachean Ethics, Book III, Ch. 1).  

Whether one is blamed or praised depends on the circumstances of each case. With 
respect to ignorance, Aristotle remarks that there are two possibilities: acting in ignorance 
(when drunk, for example) and acting through ignorance (‘I did not know the gun was 
loaded’). The first is not really involuntary, unless one was forced to get drunk. 
Consequently, acting in ignorance is blameworthy, while acting through ignorance is not 
(though failure to acquire the necessary knowledge may be a moral dereliction). 
Ultimately, being good is something which is within one’s power, as being good consists 
in doing good things, which you can choose to do. People who do wrong and at the same 
time know they are doing wrong are ‘like actors speaking their parts;’ knowledge is not 
really present, despite what they say. Aristotle finds it incredible that anyone should 
really know that what he or she is doing is wrong, while doing it voluntarily.  

The conditions and circumstances of each case in which one has to make a choice 
about how to act in order to do something in a good way  must be weighed carefully. One 
always has to act with prudence in assessing the mean between too much and too little of 
the specific virtue that is relevant for that case. Since it is not a matter of nature, of one’s 
character, but of one’s disposition to do good (or bad), the development of one’s 
virtuousness is of crucial importance. This brings us back to education, one’s upbringing 
and the significance of the example sets by others. Aristotle discusses many virtues. 
Some constitute the axis of life and human behaviour, the cardinal virtues: wisdom/ 
knowledge (philosophical wisdom [sophia] and practical knowledge [phronèsis]), 
temperance (soophrosunè) and courage (andreia). When these are realized, the fourth 
virtue, justice (dikaiosunè), automatically falls into place.8 A just society then exists 
when free individuals possess the knowledge of what is required (to survive), act on the 

                                                 
7 The Greek loved freedom and prided themselves on being free. Because freedom is incompatible with 
having to take orders, the Greek always opposed to being incorporated into large socio-political units; their 
ideal was the small-scale city-state, polis.   
8 According to Plato, these virtues–wisdom, temperance, courage, together creating justice–reflect the parts 
or layers of the human soul. In their turn, they are reflected in the social strata of Plato’s ideal, aristocratic 
State.   
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basis of this knowledge and treat others in society in a rightful manner, that is with 
reserve. These people know to find the mean between the extremes.  

Many observers have noted the individualism and personal liberty, as well as the 
reservation and equanimity of Inuit society. Captain Lyon, for instance, who spent two 
winters (1821-23) among the Iglulingmiut, considered “their even temper […] in the 
highest degree praiseworthy” (Lyon 1824: 254). Jenness (1922: 232) remarked: “[T]he 
easy merging of one man’s will in another’s makes for the ‘tolerance’ of Eskimo society, 
wherein each person may do what he wishes without any interference from the rest.” Van 
den Steenhoven (1962: 18) observed “a natural disinclination to give or receive orders;” 
Brody characterizes the Inuit as “societies of equal individuals” (1987: 119), where “no 
individual can speak on behalf of other individuals. […] The individualism of culture is a 
barrier against any form of organized domination” (Ibid.: 121-123). At the same time, the 
Inuit were highly dependent on their social environment. Because one needs others, one 
has to be careful in dealing with them so as not to offend them and/or risk losing their 
sympathy or their assistance. The extent of prudence in interpersonal relationships was 
outlined by Briggs: “[O]utside the role requirements to which people are expected to 
conform, possessors of ishuma ought not to be interfered with or violated in any way […] 
[Inuit] define interference much more rigorously than we do: one should not persuade 
another, not attempt to influence his opinions or actions, not criticize or suggest a 
different course of action, not even question motives. ‘Why?’ is one of the rudest 
questions one can ask” (Briggs 1975: 190).   

Likewise, because Inuit were highly dependent on nature in general and animals in 
particular, these also had to be approached with care, knowledge, skill, and courage. The 
words of Aua, cited above, reveal that life was seen as full of dangers and, therefore, 
insecure. One had to rely on one’s knowledge, skills, and courage, in dealing with nature; 
one had to be prudent and in control of the self amidst all the dangers. The countless 
taboo-regulations both reveal the insecurity of life and stress one’s prudent interaction 
with the natural world, adding more pressure to it. When coping with nature, self-control 
was rewarded, with hunting trophies that contributed to survival, and with prestige which 
contributed to the social order of life. The equality of Inuit society did not mean that there 
were no differences in status, rank or prestige. Such variations clearly existed, albeit in a 
very subtle form, not in a formalized manner. Everybody knew who was a better (or 
poorer) seal hunter, walrus hunter, caribou hunter, who was good at building kayaks, at 
comforting others, or which of the women excelled at sewing skin clothing. Indeed, 
virtuousness and excellence were rewarded, in material and social terms.     

 
Eudaimonia/nipuruti: What Satisfies – Pleasure 

The ethical naturalism of Aristotle means that moral judgments are considered as 
really being judgments of fact about the natural world. That what is good for us is defined 
by our natural objective, our telos. Our highest natural objective is the attainment of 
happiness, for that is the only matter that we seek for its own sake. Because the 
attainment of happiness is our highest natural objective, happiness is our highest good. 
But, what does it consist in? Happiness consists in two things: pleasure (enjoyment) and 
the exercise and development of the capacity to reason. Having discussed friendship at 
length, Aristotle concludes his ethics with an examination of pleasure and its place in the 
good life, and with views on the best life. Aristotle was no ascetic. In his view the human 
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animal, being a living thing, has biological needs and impulses. Satisfying these is 
pleasurable. To say that pleasure is not good because it is ‘unlimited’ is erroneous; then 
neither ‘justice’ nor ‘health’ would be good. Pleasure, indeed, may be sought, but not at 
any price. Aristotle emphasizes that pleasure is a good, not the good, not the ultimate 
goal (because that is happiness). We would not wish to remain children all our lives, even 
if we were assured that our life would only consist in the pleasures that children enjoy. 
Moreover, there are things (such as vision) that would be valued even if they would not 
bring pleasure. In the eyes of Aristotle, pleasure simply adds to the activity; it 
‘completes’ the activity. Virtuous acts would still be good even if they brought no 
pleasure, but when they do, so much the better as it makes the activity complete, 
including in the sense that the man who acts virtuously deserves to enjoy himself.    

But pleasure is not only related to the biological existence of man (hèdonè). The 
development of one’s reasoning capacity–which distinguishes humans from other living 
beings (animals and plants)–also gives pleasure. Although pleasure alone does not 
constitute happiness, our capacity to think/reason is the most important component of 
happiness, for only humans possess this capacity. Our capacity to think is a virtue, 
according to Aristotle. Therefore, “happiness is activity in accordance with virtue.” 
Virtue is a matter of disposition, of habit; just as an axe that is only occasionally sharp 
does not fulfill its function well, the human who exercises his reason only occasionally 
does not fulfill his functions; that person is not virtuous or excellent and therefore, sets no 
examples for others. Aristotle held the important insight that a person’s pleasures reveal 
his or her true moral character or virtuousness. “He who faces danger with pleasure, or, at 
any rate, without pain, is courageous, but he to whom this is painful is a coward.”9 The 
most complete happiness, as a consequence, lies in the highest form of thinking or 
reasoning, which is contemplation. “As far as possible, we should become immortal and 
do everything toward living to the best that is in us. Even if it is small in bulk, power and 
value, it is far above anything” (Nicomachean Ethics, Book X, Ch. 7). 

For Inuit, that is for genuine Inuit or Inungmariit, true happiness in Aristotelian sense 
could not lie in anything else but living the life of an Inungmmarik, that is a lifelong 
process of developing correct interaction with people and animals, community, and 
environment (Stairs 1992: 117). What the ‘correct interaction’ entailed was provided by 
the knowledge or experience of many preceding generations. As I have made clear, it 
concerned a controlled, prudent, and reserved, way of dealing with nature and with 
others. An Inungmarik was aware of himself, and alert of his surroundings, at all times. 
Happiness for the Inuit simply consisted in ‘doing good,’ that is doing the things they had 
learned and were expected from them. Their reward was simple: survival. They did so 
with limited means. Families had no more possessions than could be stacked on a sled. 
To have more material goods would constitute dead weight; it would also hamper 
mobility. The limited amount of material items–all light and easily transportable–with 
which the Inuit knew how to survive may be regarded as remarkable. For the Inuit, any 
accumulation of goods would point to inefficiency, not to richness, security, or 
prosperity. Inuit relied on their understanding of the environment, its (super)natural 
elements, and on their knowledge to harvest its resources. The basis of this personal 
knowledge-system was acquired from others during their formative years. By listening, 

                                                 
9 To this we may object that “he who is willing to face danger despite the pain it brings is the most 
courageous;” with respect to the Inuit, this is perhaps more appropriate.  
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by following instructions, but above all by watching, imitating, and by trial and error, 
their body of personal knowledge grew and became more sophisticated. As adults, as 
people possessing isuma–as displayed by reasonable behaviour, protective concern for 
others (nagli-) and fulfilling one’s duties–each one increased and refined his or her 
knowledge through experience. This formed one’s personal identity, the core of which 
was made up of one’s names (atiq) that gave one an identity as a person, family member, 
member of society, and part of the reproduction-cycle of Inuit life as such.  

Much has changed in the life of Inuit. Their survival and happiness no longer depends 
on the skills of hunting. No longer does their social environment consist of a limited 
number of people. No longer do they have to depend on limited material means. But the 
happiness that the Inungmariit way of life entailed appears to have vanished with the 
fundamental changes in their existence, as the words of the Igloolik elder Emil Imaruittuq 
illustrate:  

In the old days, we had little. We lived in small groups. We had to survive with 
few material items. There were no skidoos, no outboard motors, no engines at all 
[…]. There was no TV, no material things, no nothing. We only had dog teams 
and boats […]. The leader would look after all things in the camp […] Now we 
have running water, warm houses, and all that […]. In that sense life is much 
better now; but we were happier then (Emil Imaruittuq, October 30, 1986).         
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ORPINGALIK : THE WORDSWORTH OF THE NORTH 
 

Noel McDermott, Almonte, Ontario 
 

Susan Sammons and I were friends and colleagues for more than twenty years and her 
parting leaves a huge gap, both personal and professional, which it is difficult to see 
being filled by any one individual. However, Susan was nothing if not a pragmatic, no 
nonsense person, and while she would be grateful and appreciative of the recognition 
rightfully accorded her in this volume she preferred to shun the limelight. Her passion for 
Inuit found constant expression, but nowhere more consistently than every Wednesday 
night after work over wings and beer. From the moment I was invited to her table I 
became involved in the unrelenting discussions of all things Inuit, with Susan and the 
regulars Alexina Kublu and the late Marja Korhonen, together with a number of invited 
and uninvited guests. A recurring topic of discussion between Susan and I was to describe 
the most noteworthy achievement of Inuit. We could never come to agreement, and Susan 
always seemed to have the last word, so this, at last, is my opportunity to state my case 
without fear of contradiction. 

In popular imagination, the myths concerning Inuit revolve around a number of clearly 
defined ideas: the harshness of the arctic climate, the endless struggle to find enough 
food, the ingenious adaptations to the inhospitable environment and the indomitable spirit 
of the people. Inevitably, these descriptors lead to a consideration of the material culture 
of the Inuit, which is certainly something to admire when one remembers that the 
materials the Inuit had at their disposal were essentially bones, skins, stones and, of 
course, snow. Just a few moments of reflection on the sheer enormity of the task if one 
were asked to survive for even a short period of time using only what was available to 
traditional Inuit, should be enough raise one’s appreciation of Inuit achievements in 
creating a technology entirely suited to their daily needs. The iglu (snow house) is justly 
celebrated as an architectural wonder, which provided shelter using the insulating 
properties of snow to such effect that a four inch thick snow block proved an effective 
barrier between the killing cold of minus forty degrees outside and the relatively balmy 
and life preserving five degrees inside. The qajaq (kayak) too is an example of adaptation 
of materials and usage so finely tuned that it is almost impossible to imagine how it could 
be improved. Not only is the qajaq highly manoeuvrable in the water and exquisitely 
responsive to the paddle, it is also extremely light which makes it fast in the water and 
easily carried on land. Other items associated with Inuit material culture, and justly 
celebrated, are the unaaq (spear) with the detachable head, used for hunting sea 
mammals, and the kakivak, the three-pronged fishing spear. Each of the items referred to 
here, iglu, qajaq, unaaq and kakivak, was an important development which allowed Inuit 
to survive in an environment that demanded vigilance, determination and highly 
developed skills. However, it is a mistake to think that because of the climate in which 
Inuit lived that they simply survived from day to day with little quality of life beyond the 
satisfaction of the immediate catch. Perhaps too much emphasis has been placed on the 
physical challenges that Inuit faced and not enough on their rich creative and intellectual 
life. 

There is abundance of evidence to indicate that Inuit enjoyed, what may be described 
as recreational activities, the kinds of things that demanded time and leisure to 
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accomplish and were more likely to give pleasure than to contribute to eating 
requirements. Ships of the Hudson’s Bay Company sailing through Hudson Strait to their 
posts in the bay regularly met and traded with Inuit near the Savage Islands. The records 
for the nineteen year period between1738 and 1757 show what items the Inuit prized and 
those for which they had no use (Barr 1994). Almost anything made of iron or wood was 
in high demand and so, 1188 staves (wooden handles), 1371 large saws, 2583 knives, 
2426 gimlets, 1547 hatchets, 2886 metal buttons and 4916 fish hooks were among the 
most sought after. Kettles (40), hats (36), razors (12) and rasps (5) were low on the list of 
priorities for the Inuit. Not surprisingly, glovers’ needles far outnumbered any other item, 
for a total of 8194. Clearly, a metal needle had currency far beyond anything else. But 
useful items were not the only things Inuit desired and got. For example, the list includes 
671 looking glasses (mirrors), 394 combs, 391 Jew’s harps and 510 pounds of beads, a 
quarter of a ton. These last items may be described as recreational and their sheer 
numbers imply that Inuit enjoyed using them for decoration, entertainment and artistic 
expression. Photographs from the early 1900s of Inuit women wearing splendidly 
decorated amautiit (parkas with a pouch for carrying babies) attest to the sheer joy they 
got from expressing their creative talents with beads (Cavell 2009). Traditional life was 
obviously not one weary round of bare survival after another. Indeed, singing and 
dancing were also integral parts of Inuit life.  

Rasmussen, Jenness, Boas, Freuchen and others have gathered stories, songs and 
chants from all over the Arctic and described the great songfests that took place in the 
qaggiq (meeting house) at different times of the year, which further reinforces the idea 
that traditional Inuit enjoyed a rich intellectual culture. Indeed, Rasmussen was impressed 
by the number of Inuit he met who had a store of songs which they had composed, and by 
their quality. Among the many singers he met, Rasmussen mentions Netsit, Tatilgak, 
Ivaluardjuk, Atqaralaq, Aua, Igjugarjuk and Orpingalik. And while each of the Inuit had 
interesting things to say about their songs, it is Orpingalik who most impressed 
Rasmussen. The latter tells us that Orpingalik was a respected shaman and a noted hunter, 
especially from his qajaq while pursuing caribou crossing lakes and rivers. But what 
makes him stand out from the others is the sheer intellectual quality of Orpingalik’s 
insights and description of the creative process. Orpingalik’s theory of composition can 
stand beside that of any of the classic statements to be found in standard accounts of 
western literary theory. One might be forgiven for believing that Orpingalik had 
somehow acquired a copy of William Wordsworth’s Preface to the Lyrical Ballads 
(1807) and had digested everything that the English poet said about poetry, so close are 
their respective views. 

For Wordsworth, the poet was “a man speaking to men.” There was nothing special or 
particular about the poet that cut him off from his fellows, except his ability to express 
feelings and thoughts in meaningful and memorable words. The poet is one “who, being 
possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, has also thought long and deeply.” As 
for poetry itself, Wordsworth considered it to consist of “the spontaneous overflow of 
powerful feelings […] emotion recollected in tranquility” and the “breath and finer spirit 
of all knowledge.” Wordsworth’s friend, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who collaborated 
with him in writing the “Lyrical Ballads,” defined poetry as “the best words in the best 
order.” This definition brings a sharpness and focus to complement the more esoteric 
comments of Wordsworth. Together these remarks summarize what is considered to be a 
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major statement about the poet and the making of poetry, and it is remarkable to find 
these same ideas expressed by a poet from a completely different cultural background and 
tradition. It is difficult to imagine a more unlikely place in which to find such 
sophistication of thought and expression as the central Canadian Arctic of the 1920s and 
coming from a person who was, to all outward appearances, a primitive illiterate man, 
dressed in animal skins barely surviving in one of the most inhospitable places on earth. 
But this was no ordinary man and appearances were in this case highly deceiving.  

Orpingalik’s main comments on the creation of songs (poems) are worth quoting at 
length. He says: 

Songs are thoughts sung out with the breath when people are moved by great 
forces and ordinary speech no longer suffices.  
A person is moved like an ice-floe which drifts with the current. His thoughts 
are driven by a flowing force when he feels joy, when he feels fear, when he 
feels sorrow. Thoughts can surge in on him, causing him to gasp for breath, and 
making his heart beat faster. Something like a softening of the weather will keep 
him thawed. And then it will happen that we, who always think of ourselves as 
small, will feel even smaller. And we will hesitate before using words. But it 
will happen that the words we need will come of themselves. […] When the 
words that we need shoot up of themselves, we get a new song (Rasmussen 
1930). 

As one might expect, Orpingalik’s language reflects the environment in which he 
lives. He compares the poet to an ice-floe which goes wherever the current takes it, which 
is a fitting image to describe the power of the creative imagination. Wordsworth’s 
expression that poetry is the “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” is reflected in 
Orpingalik’s description of songs as “thoughts sung out […] when people are moved by 
great forces.” The forces to which Orpingalik refers are the common emotions of “joy,” 
“fear” and “sorrow” but so intensely felt that the poet is physically affected as his heart 
beats faster and he struggles for breath. Rendered inactive because of the changing, 
“softening weather,” Orpingalik has time to reflect on the different emotions he feels but 
is unable to adequately express in words. But, like Wordsworth’s “emotion recollected in 
tranquility” the Inuit poet explains that with sufficient time and thought the “words will 
come of themselves” resulting in a “new song.” The song will not simply spring new-
minted from the poet’s mind but is the result of hesitation and false starts. The words that 
come to Orpingalik, “the words we need (which) shoot up of themselves,” accord well 
with Coleridge’s definition of poetry as “the best words in the best order.” 

Rasmussen is very clear in his estimation of Orpingalik’s creative gifts and he states 
that “Orpingalik was not alone a famous shaman; he was also a poet […] his imagination 
was a luxuriant one, and he had a very sensitive mind.” Rasmussen spent hours 
conversing with Orpingalik about the meanings of songs, their composition and types. 
Orpingalik was constantly singing and described his songs as his “comrades in solitude,” 
a phrase which exactly captures both the spirit and meaning of a line from Wordsworth’s 
well known poem The Daffodils. In this poem, the narrator recounts the consolation and 
pleasure he finds as he remembers the scene where he first saw the flowers. This 
remembrance Wordsworth considers to be the “gift of solitude.” For Wordsworth nature 
was a living force from which he took emotional and moral sustenance. He describes 
nature as, “The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul / Of all my moral being.” This 
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love and reverence of nature was an avocation for Wordsworth, a deliberate turning away 
from the growing industrialisation of England and, as he saw it, the ever growing 
impersonal and soul-destroying cities. Orpingalik did not need to choose to seek 
emotional or moral guidance in the world around him. He was immersed in a practical, 
day to day, living relationship with all the forces of nature, whether malignant or benign. 
Each of his songs originates from his direct experience and is an integral part of who he 
is. Orpingalik told Rasmussen that his songs were so much a part of him that they were as 
essential to him as breathing. 

For Orpingalik, as for his countrymen, songs and chants had both a cathartic and a 
practical purpose. Many of the magic songs were composed and then sung to appeal to 
the spirits for success in the hunt, to cure sickness, or to appease them for some 
transgression or breach of taboo. Orpingalik could not say how many songs he had 
composed. He told Rasmussen, “I keep no count of such things.” But as he explains that 
every experience, whether of joy or sorrow, could give rise to song, there is no doubt that 
Orpingalik had a great store of them. He states very clearly, “All my being is song and I 
sing as I draw breath.” Just as Wordsworth’s poetry is an expression of and reflection on 
the personal and deeply felt passions and experiences of a sensitive man, Orpingalik’s 
poems are personal and rooted in his daily life. One of Orpingalik’s finest poems is 
entitled My Breath, which has all the qualities that distinguish Inuit poetry and make it 
memorable; conciseness, concreteness and clarity of expression.1 

Orpingalik told Rasmussen that My Breath was “composed under the influence of a fit 
of despondency […] when he could not regain his strength and vigour after a long 
illness.” As he lies on his sick bed, the poet reflects on his helpless condition and how he 
cannot provide properly for his wife. He recalls the times when he was successful in the 
hunt: outwitting and killing a bear “who really believed / He alone was a male,” 
harpooning and bringing home the “old and cunning male seal,” while the other hunters 
were “faint from failure and hunger,” and contrasts these achievements with his present 
condition where he now lies “feeble on my couch.” Despite his lowly condition, the poet 
does not succumb to feelings of self-pity or complaint but recalls in vivid imagery how 
the “great white / Polar bear / High up its black body / Snout in the snow, it came!” and 
the hunters who “still lay like the dead” back in the village and the “harpoon head […] 
fast / Mortally deep” in the neck of the seal. The poet is troubled, not by his lack of 
strength, but because his wife must suffer the consequences of his inability to hunt and 
get “even a little blubber […] / For my wife’s stone lamp.” He asks plaintively how long 
this will go on, forcing his wife to go begging “For skins for clothing / And meat for a 
meal?” Orpingalik does not offer an answer to his own question but is philosophical 
about his present condition and uses his predicament to offer reflections on the 
presumptions of men who little consider their vulnerability. In the middle of the song he 

                                                 
1 The reader must be aware that the words of the Inuit poets quoted here, Orpingalik and Aua, are 
translations of translations, from Inuktitut to Danish to English, so inevitably there is much lost between the 
originals and the versions given here. Beverley Cavanagh in her informative and helpful article, “Imagery 
and Structure in Eskimo Song Texts,” points out three problems with the texts as we have them: the fact 
that they are songs is ignored or forgotten, the style and form is lost, and finally, Rasmussen translated only 
a limited number of songs. These points are well made and hopefully they will be used to guide any future 
attempts to bring this important body of Canadian poetic work to the attention of as many readers as 
possible. In the meantime, the texts we have contain enough of the spirit of their authors to allow us a 
glimpse into their lives and for this much we are grateful. 
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asks rhetorically, “Dost thou know thyself?” and answers emphatically, “So little thou 
knowest of thyself?” Having once been a great hunter and provider for his wife and 
family, now he must “lie here on my bench / And only my memories are strong!” 

Orpingalik stresses the frustration he feels even as “dawn gives place to dawn” while 
he is unable to leave his bed. With each passing day he knows that he and his wife 
approach starvation and death and he asks again, “how long shall I lie here? / How long?” 
His sense of helplessness is further reinforced with the realization that as each day passes 
“spring is upon the village” bringing with it renewal and regeneration, even as he lies 
feeble and sick. But Orpingalik is a poet, and by his own account his songs are as much a 
part of him as any other matter. Although My Breath is a clear statement of the poet’s 
helplessness and his dangerous predicament, it is also the occasion for him to create a 
song that will remain as testimony to his achievements. He is clear from the beginning of 
his song that although he cannot hunt, his memory and his creative powers have not 
diminished. He says, “I will sing a song” and it will not be just any song but “A song that 
is strong.” The memories he has of hunting are vivid and clear, reinforcing the sense that 
even though his body is weak there is no diminishing of his powers of recall or of his 
ability to shape his thoughts into memorable and moving poetry. My Breath is living 
testimony to the poet’s unique insights and confidence in his art. 

As we know from Rasmussen, Orpingalik was not alone in creating memorable poetry. 
And just as Coleridge will forever be associated with his friend and fellow poet 
Wordsworth, it may not be inappropriate here to mention Aua as a worthy companion to 
his fellow Inuit poet. The short poem, I Arise, by Aua, is an outstanding example of the 
Inuit poet’s art and the high level of sophistication which was achieved in the genre. 
Rasmussen transcribes it as follows: 

I arise from rest with movements swift 
As the beat of a raven’s wings. 
I arise 
To meet the day 
Wa-wa. 
My face is turned from the dark of night 
To gaze at the dawn of day, 
Now whitening in the sky. 

In this short poem, divided into two parts around the refrain “Wa-wa,” the narrator 
describes how he gets up from sleep and goes outside to see the sun coming up. To this 
day younger Inuit are exhorted by the elders to do the same, carrying on a tradition that is 
embedded in Aua’s song. There are two strong images in the poem offering striking 
contrasts to each other. In the first stanza the poet says he gets up quickly like “the beat of 
a raven’s wings.” In the second stanza the poet says he turns to look at the dawn which is 
“whitening in the sky.” The blackness of the raven’s wings is set against the whiteness of 
the dawn and the darkness of the night is opposed to the light of the day. The tone of the 
poem is one of celebration as the poet quickly rises to greet the sun. He leaves the 
darkness of night and welcomes the coming of a new day.  

The ideas of darkness and light in this poem can have many meanings beginning with 
the normal connotations of night and day, which are part of the regular pattern and 
rhythm of life. These metaphors can also refer to the movement from winter to spring 
when the world may be perceived as making a return from the death of winter to the life-
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giving spring. This last meaning has particular resonance when one considers the long 
arctic winters and short summers, especially in the High Arctic. In times of poor hunting 
the winters must have seemed endless and unrelenting so that the return of the sun and 
spring was surely a time of great relief and rejoicing as they are today. One may also see 
in the metaphors of light and dark as they are used in the poem, an affirmation of life 
itself, as the poet chooses to turn “from the dark of night” to look at “the dawn of day.” 
The temptation to continue to sleep, to turn to the dark, to give up, to succumb to the dark 
and cold night of death is rejected in favour of facing a new dawn. In this exquisite little 
song we witness that same indomitable spirit which drove Inuit to develop the technology 
that allowed them, not only to live in their arctic world but to celebrate their 
achievements while doing so. 

Orpingalik and Aua are poets of the highest order and their work and that of their 
peers deserves to be as widely known as that of any other poet of standing. Orpingalik’s 
great creative gifts, his generosity and willingness to share his songs with Rasmussen, his 
embracing of life and making songs out of his experiences together with his brilliant 
descriptions of the creative process are an example to all would-be poets but especially to 
Inuit who seek to shape and define their destiny in a troubling time. 
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THE METAMORPHOSES OF AN OLD CANADIAN INUIT ORAL STORY IN 

GREENLAND  
Navaranaaq in Greenlandic oral tradition and modern cultural expression 

 
Karen Langgård, Ilisimatusarfik University of Greenland, Nuuk 

 
After the start of Danish colonization in 1721, Kalaallisut, the Inuit language spoken 

in Greenland, became a written language. In the later decades of the 19th century, 
Greenlanders took over hymn writing from the missionaries and after 1900, they 
appropriated other literary genres, adapting them to their own needs. Since then, a 
substantial literature written in Kalaallisut has been created, and it is still gradually 
developing and increasing. 

Knowing how much Greenlandic culture is marked by the fact that Danes have been 
and still are the significant Others, and given the special role of the Danish language, it is 
striking how little the cultural encounter between Greenlanders and Danes has been 
explicitly treated in depth in literary works.  

During colonial times as well as after World War II, when modernization accelerated 
and a process of Danicization took place, and also since Home Rule and Self-
Government, mixed marriages between Greenlanders and Danes have been and still are 
frequently occurring. Not all marriages are unproblematic, and quite often in mixed 
marriages, ethnic stereotypes will be used in insulting ways instead of focusing on more 
individual shortcomings. This would seem to offer interesting and relevant issues for 
authors to take up. However, in Greenlandic literature, such issues are treated very 
seldom and not in any thorough way.  

Likewise, the pre-colonial culture and its lyrical and narrative forms and themes play 
only a very small role in Greenlandic literature, thus keeping it free from nostalgia. If 
bound by anything, Greenlandic literature has been very much intertwined with socio-
political developments in Greenland. The pre-colonial past was problematic to draw on 
for Greenlanders in the first half of the 20th century, because of their Christian norms. But 
even when secularization became much more dominant, the theme, although present, 
remained infrequent (Langgård 2011, 2012, forthcoming c). 

There is one exception from the two tendencies mentioned above: Inuit encounters 
with Greenland’s Norse population during the Middle-Ages, as retold in the so-called 
‘legends about the Norse.’ These stories recount how Inuit and Norsemen coexisted 
peacefully in Greenland, but were eventually estranged by stupid or evil individuals. In 
one version, told in Qaqortoq (Thisted 1999), a Norseman provokes a man from the Inuit 
to shoot him; the Norse chief accepts this, but when another Inuk shoots another 
Norseman without ‘permission,’ peace is gone. In another version, written by Aron of 
Kangeq (Thisted 1999),1 a shooting competition accepted by both sides is followed by 
intrigues spun by the liar Navaranaaq, a young Inuk woman serving the Norsemen. The 
Norse finally annihilate Inuit women and children while their men are hunting. Both 
versions focus on one of the Inuit, Qasapi, who loses either a brother (version from 
Qaqortoq) or his wife (Aron’s version). The Inuit men avenge the slaughtering and the 

                                                 
1 Aron from Kangeq is famous for his illustrations of oral stories and for his written renditions of some of 
them. For more details on Aron from Kangeq, see Thisted 1999 and 2001. 
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remaining Norsemen are finally overcome and slain. Qasapi takes the lead of the 
avengers and fights the chief of the Norsemen, Unngortoq. Navaranaaq is punished by 
death, being drawn around on the rocks till her intestines come out, but still unrepentant 
(for a rather extensive paraphrase of the two oral stories in English, see Thisted 2001: 
260-271).  

This theme, the friendly relationship between Inuit and Norsemen, how it was 
destroyed and how Inuit were victorious in the end, has often been used and transformed, 
and it still is the case. 

 
Navaranaaq: in the Middle-Ages and the 19th Century 

The story about how a young woman, Navaranaaq, provoked strangers into attacking 
Inuit did not originate in Greenland. The story has been told by Canadian Inuit, from the 
eastern seabord to the Inuinnait (‘Copper Eskimo’) region in the Central Arctic. In most 
cases the strangers are Indian tribes, but the ethnicity of Navaranaaq changes (as her 
name does to some extent). However, she is always, for some reason, among those whose 
ethnicity is opposite to her own, and she provokes hostilities towards the Inuit. This is 
always followed by the revenge of the Inuit on the Non-Inuit and on Navaranaaq. 

In some of the numerous Canadian versions, this plot is followed by a short episode 
about how the Inuit let a boy from the enemies’ group survive. Later they tell him to kill a 
dog, but he does not dare at first, and when he finally does it, he flies away from the Inuit 
although they do not want him to.2 

When Inuit of the Thule culture migrated into Greenland, they brought oral tradition 
with them, and thus certainly also the story about Navaranaaq. But it is uncertain how and 
when that story was applied to the Norse. In her PhD dissertation comparing  
archaeological research with written sources, Jette Arneborg concludes that in his search 
for the Norse, Hans Egede ‘implanted’ the idea that the legends were not about Indians 
but about Norsemen. In this context, oral tradition would not relate events dating back to 
the Middle-Ages (Arneborg 1991).  

In her research on Greenlandic oral tradition, Kirsten Thisted has subscribed to this 
view. She finds the legends to be interesting sources on how colonized Greenlanders saw 
the Danish colonizers in the mid 19th century, when these legends were written down by 
Greenlanders (Thisted 1999: 62-63, 2001: 277). However, as an appendix to her 
electronic base on the Greenlandic oral tradition (Sonne 2005), Birgitte Sonne has 
recently published her thoughts about how oral tradition can be used and interpreted 
(Sonne 2011). In this, she also comments on the Norse legends. Since Arneborg and 
Thisted published their material, two interesting research results appeared. It is now 
thought that Inuit of the Thule culture did not migrate to Greenland until the 12th century, 
thus making it much more understandable that so little archaeological evidence has been 
found about encounters between Inuit and Norsemen. Secondly, Gulløv has found 
archaeological evidence that in the 14th century, Inuit lived in the same area as the 
Norsemen, in south-western Greenland (Sonne 2011: 30). This does not prove that 
legends about an encounter between the two ethnicities have been told since the Middle-
Ages, but it may have become more probable.  

                                                 
2 For details, see the fourteen versions quoted by the Danish eskimologist Erik Holtved in his analysis of 
these stories (Holtved 1943). 
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The Navaranaaq story can be trailed back to Canada. Is it then reasonable to think that 
it has anything to do with Greenland and Inuit experience there? The answer is 
affirmative, and the reason why is to be found in the nature of narrative expectations in 
the oral universe of the Inuit. In mid-19th century, H.J. Rink collected Greenlandic oral 
tradition and let Greenlanders write it down themselves. Concerning the more recent part 
of the tradition, which did not interest him, he wrote in 1871 “that the newer legends are 
composed of a certain basic repertory of elements from long ago, which, in part, arise 
again, and the newer legends consist for the most part of their use and juxtaposition” (in 
Thisted 2001: 276). Thisted then offers a fine description of how oral tradition functions:  

In contemporary parlance, we may say that to become part of the oral tradition 
any new event had to be accommodated to the Inuit world view or, in other 
words, to be accommodated within a discursive practice that would make the 
events recognizable and meaningful, which in turn meant interpreting them in 
terms of the special, highly codified language of Inuit traditional storytelling. 
This consistency with what might be called the audience’s narrative expectations 
made listening to the stories pleasurable. The codified wording and 
standardization of events secured the kind of continuity that maintained the 
cosmic order of the Inuit tradition” (Ibid.). 

In this sense, it would not be unreasonable to think that Greenlandic Inuit reused the 
Navaranaaq story for their contemporary needs, during and after encounters with the 
Norsemen. It would rather seem odd if they did not. Why should have they had nothing to 
say and remember about the Others, now that we have evidence that they actually met? 
Indeed, in the versions recorded in mid-19th century, transformed elements from the 
Canadian versions are to be found, and new ones have been added; these additions could 
easily find their source in facts experienced during the Middle-Ages.3 

Whatever the case may be, as oral traditions are always influenced by contemporary 
needs, the versions written down in mid-19th century also tell about the colonial situation 
at that time. 

The mention that Norsemen were governed by a chief might constitute an old element 
of the tradition, but it is, for sure, something that the Greenlanders would have observed 
among colonial Danes. It could thus constitute a commentary on Danish hierarchical 
relations, among Danes as well as towards colonial Greenlanders. In colonial times, the 
word naalagaq (‘one who is obeyed’) was used in religious contexts to speak about the 
Lord; in secular meaning, it designated a political master. This term is used for the chief 
of the Norsemen in the legends, as noted by Thisted (1999, 2001). However, as far as I 
can tell, this term is not used with any negative association in the legends. In the 19th 

century renditions, the chief starts out being fair to the Inuit. Problems do not start until 
someone from the Inuit side has ruined the co-existence. This might be seen as an attitude 

                                                 
3 A re-use of the episode of the boy provoked to shoot a dog in some of the Canadian versions is seen in the 
arrow-shooting episode of the Greenlandic versions. Canadian Navaranaaq is punished either by being 
pulled lying on her back or by having her arms cut off; in the Greenlandic versions she is pulled, but both 
Unngortoq and Qasapi cut off the arms of their victims, each in his turn. Thus, a whole range of elements 
known from the different Canadian versions are ‘refurnished’ and ‘recycled’ in the Greenlandic ones, in 
order to make them congruent with the Greenlandic tradition. In the West Greenlandic version, Qasapi gets 
an umiaq built, that can go to pieces like a calving iceberg. Its sails are white and black. These colours 
appear in an East Greenlandic version, in relation to the clothes of the Inuit who travel on land on their way 
to revenge. 
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linked to the asymmetrical power situation of the 19th century, but one has to keep in 
mind that because the Navaranaaq figure is not a Greenlandic invention, it is not meant to 
please the colonizer. 

 
The Absence of Navaranaaq and other Pagan Inuit in pre-1950 Literature 

Legends about the Norsemen were not used in Greenlandic literature when it started 
after 1900, although everybody, or at least everyone south of Disco Bay, knew these 
legends, which were salient in their lives due to the presence of ruins from the Norse 
period. Likewise, literature did not draw from the fact that Greenlanders were of the same 
ethnicity as Inuit in Canada, although, for instance, the newspaper Atuagagdliutit had 
shown to its Greenlandic readers how Kalaallisut and the other Inuit languages were 
mutually understandable, by telling the story of a missionary from the Moravian Brethren 
who, on an expedition from Bering Strait to Davis Strait, and back home via Greenland, 
could speak with all the Inuit his party met on its way (Atuagagdliutit 1861). Ethnic 
relations were not discussed until after Knud Rasmussen had published the reports of his 
Fifth Thule Expedition, and then it only mentioned that Inuit forefathers bravely migrated 
to Greenland, and that language was now the link tying Greenlanders together with Inuit 
as far as Alaska.  

In a process of nation building, one would think that legends about victories over the 
Norsemen and ethnic ties to the Alaskan and Canadian Inuit would constitute obvious 
material to be eagerly written about in the new Greenlandic literature. The newspaper had 
even depicted how the savage and violent Vikings found it hard to be Christianized, and 
in the ethnic-national negotiation going on among Greenlanders at the beginning of the 
20th century, an argument for the possibility that Greenlanders could indeed develop was 
based on their knowledge of the evolution that Danes had been through (Langgård 1998, 
2003). However, it took decades before Greenlanders, adapting National Romanticism to 
Greenlandic culture, included the deeds of their pagan forefathers into literature. The 
national songs depicted the magnificent country of the present time and of the future, not 
that of the past. When the novels eventually told about the past, they did it by collectively 
forgetting those traits not acceptable to the now totally Christianized Greenlandic culture. 

One of the main reasons why literature took so long before speaking about pre-
colonial times is that Christian Greenlanders of the late 19th and early 20th centuries took 
pride when the Greenlandic church sent out West Greenlanders to Christianize Inuit in 
the Thule region and in East Greenland. It was also due to the fact that in view of the 
West Greenlandic Christian norms and values, they did not like what they saw in those 
two regions when confronted with their fellow countrymen. It was not possible until 
much later to draw a manipulated picture, as has been done so often in nation building all 
over the world. Around 1900, what Greenlanders saw as a cultural equivalent to their 
own past was right there in front of them as a concrete fact. It was only after 1950 that the 
process of nation building actually began. However, Christian values and the heritage of 
the Victorian era were still very prevalent. Therefore, the picture of the past painted by 
literature was heavily manipulated so that it be silent about what was not acceptable. 
Alternatively, in literary creation, fictive characters changed some unacceptable features 
into something palatable to the authors and readers (for more details, see Langgård 2010, 
2011, forthcoming a; the latter includes a description of the one exception to the absence 
described). 
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The Period 1953-1979 

In contrast with the preceding periods, the past became the main literary issue in the 
post-1950 decades. In many cases, this past was restricted to colonial times, but 
manipulated versions of the pre-colonial pagan past also became a theme. First and 
foremost, legends about encounters with the Norsemen in the Middle-Ages were used 
repeatedly. 

After World War II, Greenland was kind of decolonized by becoming part of the 
Danish Kingdom. A heavy process of modernization was initiated, and Danicization grew 
much faster and heavier than planned and anticipated. The authors responded to this 
policy. Otto Rosing expressed the feelings behind such an interest in writing historical 
novels in the preface to one of his books, where he wrote that it was necessary for the 
population, and not least for the younger generation, to know about their own roots, in 
order to get a fundament to stand upon amidst all the fast and heavy change that was 
taking place in Greenlandic society (Rosing 1955: Preface). The readers sort of clung to 
the past, as Christian Berthelsen wrote in the 1994 version of his history of Greenlandic 
literature (Berthelsen 1994; Langgård 2010, 2011). 

 
Ulloriannguaq Kristiansen: Nunassarsiaq (1954) 

The first book published within this National Romanticism trend was written by 
Ulloriannguaq Kristiansen. He called his novel Nunassarsiaq (‘the Acquired Future 
land’). In his preface, he tells his readers how he was fascinated by legends about the 
Norsemen when reading them during his study at the Ilinniarfissuaq Teachers Training 
College in Nuuk, and remembering how his grandmother had retold them to him.  

Kristiansen transformed the old legends about the Norsemen, as he found them written 
down a century before by his fellow Greenlanders, into a novel of the kind that had been 
developed in Kalaallisut since the first Greenlandic novel appeared in 1914–a socio-
political novel genre in the National Romanticism style. Nature would not be described as 
a geographical surrounding only, but used as underscore just as music is used in movies. 
In historical fiction, the flat characters of the oral tradition, seen from without, would be 
transformed into full persons. The oral tradition is seen here as the Greenlandic 
counterpart to the kind of documents used by European historians. Thus, the way a novel 
like Nunassarsiaq is read is on a par with historical novels, and it aims at the same goals 
as historical novels: to put up characters as forefathers to be proud of and/or to put up a 
plot and a situation that the reader can interpret as parallel to his own society and thus 
learn from, especially in a nation buildings phase. 

Ulloriannguaq Kristiansen does what I believe most Greenlanders–more or less 
remembering the legends about the Norsemen–would do. He fits both plots of the two 
most known versions into one plot. In the first chapters (Kristiansen 1954: 8-22), he 
introduces us to the group of Inuit featured in the novel. The group has a leader, Qasapi. 
This is not a feature of the written versions of oral tradition, where Qasapi is only 
described as the man focused on, due to his fierce reactions to his loss, not as any kind of 
a leader in the beginning. Later on, because he becomes the driving force in the revenge 
against the Norse chief, he will develop into a kind of leader in the oral tradition. So, 
right from the beginning, Kristiansen prepares a setting of friendship and, later, strife 
between two peoples, each with a leader. 
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In the novel, the Inuit group has found traces of another culture and has heard some 
rumours from other groups that have proceeded further southwards. One morning, Qasapi 
walking on his own runs into an eremite, a qivittoq, several hundred years old. The 
qivittoq prophesies that there are inhabitants in the south, belonging to another ethnicity. 
The only thing to do is to be disciplined and kind to them. 

Then the author introduces the Norse community (23-34). Eventually (34-42) the Inuit 
group and the Norse group meet in the Nuuk area, i.e. the old Vesterbygd, the 
westernmost of the two Norse communities. 

As mentioned, Kristiansen let Qasapi be the leader, but he uses a term for him whose 
connotations hint towards guidance (siulersortaat on page 39), while the chief of the 
Norse community is naalagaq which (as mentioned above) denotes a chief who should be 
obeyed and who has the power to decide. Otherwise, the two of them are described and 
are part of the plot as equal counterparts, each of them being the leader of his own group. 
Both expect to co-exist with kindness and respect.  

As a kind of prediction, a bad guy among the Inuit provokes one among the 
Norsemen, who has a friend among the Inuit, to challenge this friend to an archery 
competition. The Norseman and his friend are told by the Norsemen’s chief, Uungortoq 
(Yngert), that the one who loses will be thrown down a precipice. The Norseman loses. 
This can be seen as a first insignificant signal of what is in wait for them later on, on a 
much larger scale, i.e. the definitive fight over the right to the land.  

Navaranaaq is the bad person who provokes this next and final fight. All through the 
novel, the author’s implicit sympathy lies with the idea of co-existence with the others, 
and the plot, as well as information on the thoughts of the fictive characters, point out to 
the reader that what is bad and destructive is the fact that people conceal their thoughts 
towards each other and thus make it possible for evil forces to gain terrain, and for lies to 
grow into disaster as co-existence is concerned. Remaining silent instead of getting 
problems and fears out into the open is the reason why things end up in violence, and 
both sides are playing their part in this fatal chain of bad decisions.  

This implicit voice of the author keeps going on until the final fight has been fought, 
Uungortoq has been slain and Qasapi dies unhappily having lost his friend. Greenland is 
now won for the Greenlanders, but much violence was spent to reach this end.  

Up till this endnote, the two parts have been described as equals. While Unngortoq 
made wrong by slaying Inuit women and children, from a Christian point of view he fares 
better later on when tempted by the Devil. Qasapi, on the other hand, lets himself 
succumb to temptation from evil forces out of Inuit pagan beliefs. However, in the last 
page of the novel (page 168), the author points out that the country as such did not decide 
this result; the country would have liked the different ethnicities to enjoy in it. But both 
peoples wanted it and those most fit for the country were victorious. They will retain it–
may this be the case, but let love be at the core of all that. 

Thus, in its last few lines, the novel ends up in a very nationalistic discourse. By the 
way, it is part of the readers’ response to the novel not to note this final statement!4 And 
for good reasons: the implicit voice of the author has pointed out to the reader all through 
the novel that the lesson to be learnt is not to conceal anything among friends, and 
therefore, the final conclusion is rather surprising. Anyway, the ‘historical novel’ is thus 

                                                 
4 This also holds true for Christian Berthelsen and Professor Emeritus Robert Petersen, both of whom have 
conducted research on Greenlandic literature and written about Kristiansen’s novel. 
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used to encourage present efforts at winning the land. It might have been one of the 
interpretations of the oral plot to an increasing degree to look at it in a nationalistic way. 
Kristiansen’s novel is the first literary work to use the legends, and he uses them in a 
nationalistic way. 

 
Villads Villadsen: Qasapip ullua kingulleq (1965) 

In 1965, Villads Villadsen (1916-2006), a catechist who had taught, when young, in 
Ammassalik (East Greenland), today’s Tasiilaq, wrote a series of narrative poems that all 
took place in the southernmost part of East Greenland, not far from Cape Farewell. Most 
of the book was about the tradition of violence among Southeast Greenlanders around 
1900, chiefly known to West Greenlanders through Knud Rasmussen’s paraphrases in his 
1909 book Under Nordenvindens Svøbe (‘Under the Curse of the North Wind’) and 
through a novel written by Kristen Poulsen (Poulsen 1952). But the first narrative poem 
of the collection recounted Qasapi’s final victory over the last Norsemen, and thus about 
how Greenland became the land of the Kalaallit. In this way, Villadsen transformed oral 
tradition in the same way Kristiansen had done in his novel: the victory over the 
Norsemen meant that the Inuit had won Greenland as their land, a conclusion not found 
in the oral tradition.  

Villadsen called his poem Qasapip ullua kingulleq (‘Qasapi’s last day’). In it, he 
alludes to the legends, but the plot takes place after the time of the legends, by letting 
Qasapi survive a little longer than Unngortoq. In the Qaqortoq version of the oral 
tradition, the fight between Qasapi and Unngortoq takes place in Aluk. This fight is not 
described in the poem, although the poem’s location is also Aluk, where Qasapi and his 
men annihilate the last of the Norsemen after the death of Unngortoq. The geographical 
region of Southeast Greenland thus constitutes the unifying element of Villadsen’s 
collection of narrative poems. 

The revenge assault of the Inuit is seen as a consequence of earlier foul deeds done by 
the Norsemen, but these acts are not explained. They are only hinted at in the poem. The 
Greenlanders are described as those who are fit for the country, while the remaining 
Norsemen are deemed non-fit. They have lost their leader and other prominent men since 
long. Among them, a man called Trolle is the one who will now be in charge.  

In his speech to his ‘army’ before the ‘battle,’ Qasapi uses the expression most often 
invoked since the 19th century to refer to the country in a nationalistic sense: nunarput 
(‘our land’). He mentions his men’s brave blood, inherited from their forefathers. They 
will stand together in the fight. In the last stanza of his speech, he declares: “Our land that 
we here stand on/listen to me, let us own it!/We live here./Let us alone be masters of it!” 
(Villadsen 1965: 9, my translation).  

After the victory, Qasapi addresses his men. His last words are the following stanza: 
“Let the drift ice at sea,/our snow-covered mountains,/the majestic huge icebergs,/the 
cataracts that pour foaming across our mountains,/let them all silently tell/that the 
Greenlander for ever shall stay there/in his land, let them in all times proclaim/that he 
alone shall be master there forever” (Villadsen 1965: 23, my translation; note that ‘shall 
be master’ includes the stem naalagaq-, the one used in the oral tradition for the 
Norsemen only, but here for the Inuit too). 

Kristiansen lets the narrator voice in his novel end the last page with the verdict that as 
things occur among men, only one people can own Greenland, while all pages before the 
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last have described the breakdown of mutual friendship and peace as a tragic loss. 
Villadsen retains this tone at the personal level: it is a loss for Qasapi as an individual, but 
through the whole poem, the national victory is sought as a noble goal in the service of 
the Greenlandic people. In this way, Villadsen makes the nationalistic goal an ancestral 
inheritance for the Greenlanders of today.  

Even if the discourse is very nationalistic, respect for Christianity is upheld and the 
Inuit pagan counterpart manipulated. Trolle is seen as a holy man and he is slain while 
looking at Heaven. After death, he is depicted as being lifted up into Heaven and with a 
halo around his head. Qasapi on the other hand, tired after his victory, goes to the beach 
and makes his prayer to his God, called Toornarsuk and imagined to be at the bottom of 
the sea. This is in accordance with the Inuit view that the good afterlife is to be found 
down there amid all sea animals, but resorting to a personal god has absolutely no 
foundation in the pre-colonial Inuit world view.  

Apart from these outer features–the name Toornarsuk and the setting at the bottom of 
the sea–Qasapi’s entire prayer could easily be that of a Christian patriot thanking God for 
the victory for his people. After this, Qasapi dies and the waves carry him delicately away 
from the beach. 

Qasapi is described in a very anachronistic nationalistic way in his speeches to his 
‘army’ and in his last prayer. Since the implicit voice of the author sides with the 
Greenlanders, the whole discourse of the poem is nationalistic. In Villadsen, we find 
nothing like Kristiansen’s description of the two leaders as equals, except for the tribute 
to Christian serenity found in Trolle. Qasapi is pictured as an army commander, with 
reminiscences of the Homeric heroes. It is noteworthy that when introducing Qasapi in 
the first three stanzas of the poem, Villadsen ends up stressing that this man is the 
naalagaq of the Kalaallit. Thus, this author has taken over the idea of war and has 
appropriated it to the Kalaallit and their revenge against the Norsemen as told in the 
legends, but has transformed it into a nationalistic discourse. The last stanza of the poem 
does not leave room to any doubt about how to interpret the vision of the author. It tells 
readers that the shadows of the past are still looming over the country, thus warning them 
that it is now up to them to be worthy of the inheritance left by their ancestors. 

 
Frederik Nielsen: Ilissi tassa nunassarsi (1971) 

In 1945, Frederik Nielsen (1905-1991) started writing a novel, but he did not finish it 
at that point of time. It was completed much later, when the consequences of 
modernization and Danification began to be felt. In 1934, he had wanted to balance the 
very negative picture of seal hunter culture drawn in the first two Greenlandic novels 
(Nielsen 1934; Langgård 1992). In 1971 he published the first volume of what turned out 
to become a tetralogy about Greenlandic history, from Inuit migrations into Greenland to 
the Norse period and, later, the colonial time, leading to Danification and the fight for 
Home Rule. In the first volume of the tetralogy, Ilissi tassa nunassarsi (‘This shall be 
your land’), Nielsen describes how the Inuit started out in Canada and migrated to 
Greenland where they spread down along the coasts of the island. Individuals and their 
deeds are first described in detail, to become later on, as the novel unfolds, part of the 
oral tradition nurtured by later generations. 

In the last section of the novel encounters with the Norsemen begin. Nielsen 
transforms the treacherous liar Navaranaaq into a girl of mixed descent desired at the 
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same time by one of the Inuit men and one of the Norsemen,5 thus causing ethnic 
fundamentalists to open warfare against each other, although most people don’t want it to 
end like this. Thus, the author inserts a historical plot in his novel, to teach his 
contemporary fellow Greenlanders about their forefathers, while manipulating the 
material in order to make it acceptable in a time when Christian values are prevailing. But 
in the last part of the book, Nielsen uses the novel and the imagined past events as a 
critical mirror held up in front of the readers to make them reconsider what is going on in 
their present society. In this way, Frederik Nielsen tries to counterbalance what he finds 
to have become out of proportions in present time. This is a general characteristic of all 
his prose works (Langgård 1992).  

 
Ole Korneliussen: Kalleq innaallaqimmat (1973) 

In Ole Korneliussen’s (1947-) debut work, a collection of poems, published in 1973, 
Putoq (‘The hole’), most of the poems are of  a non-political existential kind. But one 
very fine poem literarily speaking, Kalleq innaallaqimmat (‘When the thunder was with 
heavy lightning’) gives an outline of Greenlandic history from early migrations to the 
period around 1970. In this poem, maybe for the first time in Greenlandic literature, a 
critique is uttered against Hans Egede, the founder of the Danish colony. All in all the 
poem is written in a very anti-colonial and anti-State of Denmark discourse. As concerns 
the Norse period, Korneliussen has chosen to allude only to that specific part of the 
tradition from oral legends that could create the most negative view of the Norse: their 
slaying of Inuit women and children while the Inuit men were hunting (for a close 
reading, see Langgård 1992[1987]). Korneliussen only briefly alludes to the legends, and 
it is actually difficult for young readers of today to decode this passage of the poem. 

 
Moses Olsen: Siumup partiitut erinarsuutaa (1977) 

In 1977, when the political movement SIUMUT was transformed into a political party, 
Moses Olsen wrote the party song, Siumup partiitut erinarsuutaa (‘Siumut’s party song’), 
to the melody of ‘We shall overcome’ (for the text, see Olsen 1998). He alluded in this 
song to the victory of the Greenlanders (over the Norsemen). In his text, he stresses 
keenly that empowered through inspiration from the old victory, one can now overcome 
the internal problems of the present. However, both the allusion and the melody mean 
that it is not just the internal problems that one will overcome, but also the unmentioned 
antagonist. This antagonist, the significant Other, is not named in the song. Thus, the 
song deals with the cultural ethnic encounter and its consequences, in the same way as 
Greenlandic literature most frequently does: the significant Others remain untouched in 
the texts (Langgård 2004a: 119, 2005).  

Later, in 2005, Moses Olsen wrote a song for another party, Inuit Ataqatigiit, in a 
period when he had developed an attitude supporting glocalization and had drifted away 
from a more essentialist ethnic-national policy (see Langgård 2004b, Langgård 
forthcoming b, on Moses Olsen’s authorship). But this song is not really specific, both in 
content and in form. 

 

                                                 
5 Whether or not Nielsen knew about it, in some of the Canadian versions, Navaranaaq thinks, when pulled 
away to punishment by two Inuit men, that both of them court her. This could be seen as recycling a 
narrative element. 
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LPs, Tapes and CDs 
Moses Olsen became the forerunner of a poetry of protest mostly expressed in rock 

songs, but also in lyrics. He coined ethnic-national symbols by reifying the kayak and the 
umiaq (the women’s boat), by then out of practical use in West Greenland. Young 
Greenlanders studying in Denmark became radicalized. This protest poetry formed an 
important element in the mental decolonization of Greenlanders. A rock band, SUME, 
came into contact with a leftwing publishing house, Demos, in Denmark, and it was an 
important political event when SUME’s songs sung in Kalaallisut were released on LP in 
the early 1970s. SUME and the Greenlandic rock scene soon moved home to Greenland 
and new groups were added. Pop-rock is still developing and flourishing. However, the 
peak of its impact on the political climate occurred around 1979. 

The Norse legends have been used a couple of times in the beginning of the1980s. The 
very anti-capitalistic and very anti-Danish band Inneruulat’s LP (1980) includes a song 
alluding to Qasapi as a role model for the Greenlanders in their fight against capitalists, in 
a very ethnic-nationalistic textual context. In 1984 the band Aalut included the same 
legends, but focused on the betrayal of friendship and the loss that this meant, without 
including the ethnic-cultural encounter. The difference between the two bands might be 
due to chance, but it still is in accordance with the tendency toward a decline of the most 
heated discourse, observed during the mid-eighties.  
 

Mâliâraq Vebæk: Navaranaaq og andre. De grønlandske kvinders historie (1990) 
Mâliâraq Vebæk (1917-2012), author of two much read novels and editor of oral 

tradition from Southwest Greenland, also gathered material on Greenlandic women down 
through history: Navaranaaq og andre. De grønlandske kvinders historie (‘Navaranaaq 
and other ones, the history of Greenlandic women’). Although the first women she talks 
about belong to Greenlandic mythology, she named her book after Navaranaaq. Vebæk 
recounts the latter’s story and points out that in Greenland, that story has been used as a 
warning against gossip and backbiting. However, according to the author, such a view is 
not really seen as an understanding of how a cultural encounter can lead individuals into a 
jam (Vebæk 1990: 18ff). Thus, Vebæk is more in line with Frederik Nielsen’s writings 
than with any of the other literary versions. She looks at her examples of women from a 
mildly feministic angle mixed with a consciously tolerant attitude. 

 
Jessie Kleemann: Navaranaaq sinittumini (1994) 

In 1994, in one of her performances, Navaranaaq sinittumini (‘Navaranaaq in her 
dreams’), Jessie Kleemann transformed the story about Navaranaaq into a performance 
for two actors, one playing the traditional Navaranaaq, the other playing a modern 
counterpart of Navaranaaq, a Greenlandic woman trying to do all that is expected of her: 
go studying in Denmark, learn drum dance in Denmark (!), visit pubs, babysit, etc. 
According to the author and performer herself (personal communication), she tried to 
transform the tragic traditional story into a story both crazy and sad at the same time. The 
performance was staged in Nuuk by Kuupik Kleist (Kleist 1995). 

 
Kelly Berthelsen: Qasapi (2001) 

Kelly Berthelsen has enriched Greenlandic literature around 2000 with several 
collections of poetry and with a collection of short stories (Langgård 2011). The stories 
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are of very uneven quality. Some are excellent and some are not (Berthelsen 2001). One 
of the latter kind is a satire against the Greenlandic habit to always celebrate the Norse. 
The satire proposes, as a counteraction to that sort of celebration, to build an umiaq like 
the one built by Qasapi, then organising a happening by letting it sail against the Danes. 
As the story is told, it has more to do with a naive infantile tale than with a skilled one. 
This is maybe the case because the current progressive discourse has moved away from 
the old anti-Danish one and developed towards a more shaded and pragmatic discourse. 
But first and foremost, it is the case because the story is not a fine literary piece. If used 
in a more sophisticated way, even the old-fashioned Manichean discourse can still work 
today.  

 
Villads Villadsen Reframed Twice 

Even though both novels by Ulloriaq Kristiansen and Frederik Nielsen have been 
republished in the new (1973) Greenlandic orthography, as had Villads Villadsen’s 
collection of poems, it is Villadsen’s work which dominates the current market. The two 
novels are not read much by the younger generation, but the Norse legends have 
undergone one more reframing in the shape of Villads Villadsen’s poem–back to sound 
and gestures though not back to orality–and this has been done twice during the last 
decade.  

Villadsen’s narrative poem about Qasapi’s last day has been transformed into a 
musical, the music composed by Hans Hansen (1925-1999). Hans Hansen is also known 
for his novels written in Kalaallisut, and, by contrast with other Greenlandic authors, 
some of his short stories were originally published in Danish and never translated into 
Kalaallisut. His attitude was that the encounter between Greenlanders and Danes, as well 
as mixed marriages, must be considered an integral part of Greenlandic life. 

The musical was performed for the first time in Nuuk in the fall of 2001. The staging 
and the performance were very impressive. They followed the tradition of Greenlandic 
theatre, inspired from Danish and international theatre traditions for indigenous peoples. 
More specially, they were influenced by the Greenlandic Inuit Tuukaq theatre in 
Fjaltring, Denmark, itself inspired by body language performances borrowed from Polish 
theatre. Both the performance and, even more, its reception by the audience seemed to 
focus on the theme of co-existence as a common global theme, in a modern world 
characterised by all too many un-peaceful ethnic encounters. Once again, the success of 
the stage performance was enjoyed as part of the process of Greenlandic nation building. 
The audience was proud that such a fine performance could be produced by Greenlandic 
actors and singers, performing an art work created by an author and a composer who 
were Greenlanders. As far as I know, none of the critics and other commentators linked 
the content of the musical to the Greenlandic situation of co-existence between 
Greenlanders and Danes. However, one objection was heard: the author himself 
complained in a newspaper article about the fact that the nationalistic element in his 
poem had been toned down to the point that it was missed by the audience (Villadsen in 
the newspaper Sermitsiaq, January 11, 2002). No matter the protest from the author, the 
performance was staged again in the same way a few years later.  

In December 2011, Ole Kristiansen, a well known Greenlandic rock musician who 
writes the texts of his songs and composes their melodies, released a new CD titled 
Qasapip ullua kingulleq, after Villadsen’s poem. He has transformed Villads Villadsen’s 
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text by choosing only some of the stanzas, modifying their order of succession, and 
changing to some extent the wording of the chosen stanzas, either by inserting ajaajjaa-
singing in some passages, or by repeating some lyrics to make his musical piece more in 
line with the rock song genre. However, the most substantial change is the one where Ole 
Kristiansen makes the narrative cover the whole legend about Navaranaaq, by changing 
the order of stanzas and adding a small number of new lyrics. He thus renders more 
explicit what was only hinted at in Villads Villadsen’s original text. All in all thus, the 
new text is easier to decode, because it tells the whole story and is more explicitly 
nationalistic.  

Kristiansen’s project does not only consist in releasing his CD. It is told that the CD is 
to be followed by a staging of its songs for performance in Sisimiut, and then in other 
Greenlandic towns. The whole project has been started up in collaboration with Villads 
Villadsen, till his death in 2006. In general, the new text consists in a narrative, step by 
step progression through the story. Villads Villadsen’s reverence for the Christianity of 
Trolle and for the Inuit answer to Christianity, the prayer of Qasapi, is retained. Only one 
tiny mistake has been made: the last stanza about how Trolle is crowned by a halo and 
lifted up is transferred to Qasapi, who is both crowned and carried away by the waves. 
With this one exception, I find that the text functions very well. It makes no doubt that in 
this version, the nationalistic traits have become more prominent, rather than decreasing. 
It remains to be shown how it will be staged. But as things now stand, apart from the 
remembrance of the written-down versions of the oral legends about the Norsemen, it is 
the poem written by Villadsen, reframed as a musical and a CD, that dominates the 
market. 
 

What Does Navaranaaq Mean in Greenland? 
Navaranaaq is not the madwoman in the attic in a Greenlandic setting. Inuit 

themselves created this figure; it was not created as a stereotype generated by the Others. 
But as myths have always been transformed, at least since old Greece in European 
history, Inuit myths and legends have constantly been transferred down through 
generations and gradually modified, to yield new insights coping with changes in Inuit 
culture and experiences. As literary canonical works are rewritten, more particularly in 
post-colonial settings, so are the Norse legends and works based on them given new 
interpretations in Greenlandic literature and theatre. But this still is old Inuit stuff 
reframed and transformed by Inuit. No parallel is intended here with the development that 
led from Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) to Jean Rhys’s Wild Sargasso Sea (1966). 
It was the Inuit themselves who called Navaranaaq a madwoman.6 

                                                 
6 It is quite intriguing to find a website about a project seemingly created by well-meaning Danes in 
Denmark, but with back-up and funding from Greenland. It is thus an ‘inverted Rhys’–the Empire writes 
back in a new meaning: authors representing the former colonizer transform the Greenlandic legends about 
the Norsemen in order to show how the Greenlanders and especially Navaranaaq were victimized by 
Vikings competing with each other, but also to show how the Inuit fought the Europeans. See 
www.navaranaaq.com, where the following wording can be found: “Most of all we wish to reveal myths 
that have until now been ignored, myths that have never been spoken of in history or politics and through 
these myths come to a better understanding of our present time. Is it possible that the Greenlandic Inuit 
populations have been the only native society to succeed in eradicating the occupying colony power? And 
done so in the first round? And what does it mean for all of us? This also makes it interesting on an 
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Traditional pre-colonial and pre-Christian cultural forms and content have not been 
used so much in Greenlandic literature; most of it has risen again in rock-pop music, in 
the guise of inlayed sounds of traditional drumming and ajaja-singing accompanying the 
lyrics (as in Ole Kristiansen’s version of Villads Villadsen’s text). The visual arts have 
been much more intertwined with tradition, as maybe the movie will, as it develops these 
years.  

One reason why authors don’t turn more to traditional forms and content-elements is 
the fact that the language in itself, Kalaallisut, marks the literary works as Greenlandic. 
Another reason is that although the Greenlandic oral tradition has been very well 
preserved in many ways, written down in many cases by the Greenlanders themselves, 
and published to a large extent, not many Greenlanders have more than a superficial 
acquaintance with it, a fact that limits the use of this vast material.  

When surveying the use of the pre-colonial cultural heritage in the prose and poetry 
published during the last five years, one is struck by the diversity of the ways it is used, 
when used at all. A music band positions itself as Inuit with a proud heritage from their 
forefathers in the layout on its CD, while the texts themselves are about the present time. 
One of the older authors of lyrics uses the entire past, including the fisheries culture of 
the 20th century, to criticize the present society. A young poet revitalizes pre-colonial 
Inuit myths as relevant for the present global pollution problems. Yet, a band will retain 
the same discourse that flourished around 1979, while simultaneously asking for more 
self-confidence from the population. Yet, a young poet wants to re-negotiate the relation 
to the past by doing away with the discourse about being victimized. For the names of 
such artists and for further details, see Langgård (2012 and forthcoming c). 

Earlier on, in the first half of the 20th century, the pagan past was muted. Then 
followed the manipulated past in a form appropriate to the norms and values of the 1950s, 
1960s and 1970s. This kind of embellished past penetrated the protest poetry of the 
period around 1979. After this period, some of the poetry showed interest in alluding to 
the more spiritual part of pre-colonial culture, but not in very many cases, and not very 
much. Nowadays, apart from the use of Greenlandic eremite stories, not much of the oral 
tradition is alive and used. However, as has been briefly mentioned above, literary works, 
including song poetry on CDs, when including traditional stuff at all, now do it in a rather 
variegated way, mirroring how attitudes towards the past are being negotiated these 
years. There are probably several reasons why this takes place. One of them might be the 
vivid global debate on climate change and about how to respond to the discourse about 
aboriginal/indigenous peoples’ cultural competence in taking care of Nature. A 
negotiation is taking place at the same time as questions arise about how the future 
Greenlandic society shall accede to economic empowerment through the extraction of 
non-renewable resources, thus creating ecological problems.  

By now, Greenlandic theatre and movie production seems to be growing: there is an 
increasing creativity in that field, while literature is in need of a new start, at least as 
prose fiction is concerned. Seen from the perspective of what has been in focus here, one 
might hope that the staging of the legends of the Inuit’s encounter with the Norsemen can 
inspire the literature. 

                                                                                                                                                  
international scale, because if this story is true, it raises the question about what else might be missing in 
the records of western history?” 
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The nationalistic transformation of the old oral legends will occur in a socio-political 
environment where a balance seems to be reached between the minority rights of Danish-
speaking Greenlanders and of Danes, and the nationalistic wish for a prosperous 
independent Greenland where Kalaallisut would be the principal language, not only by 
law, but for real. Different attitudes to the old legends about the Norsemen are very 
relevant as part of the ongoing negotiation. 

After several transformations in Canada, the story about Navaranaaq became part of a 
larger story in Greenland, that underwent a final and decisive metamorphoses into an 
ethnic-national legend, but, in its latest version created by Ole Kristiansen, without losing 
the old frightening figure of the treacherous Navaranaaq, and her punishment by her own 
people.  
 

Appendix 
List of correspondences between the songs arranged by Ole Kristiansen and the stanzas 

written by Villads Villadsen 

Sang 1 - stanza 1-3  
Sang 2 - stanza 4-6  
Sang 3 - stanza 7-8 + ajjaajjaa 
Sang 4 - stanza 31 (not any more about the Norse) + stanza 12 (not any more part of 
Qasapi’s speach) 
Sang 5 - stanza 50 + some addition + stanza 51 somewhat changes +  stanza 52 (changed 
and repetition added)  
Sang 6 - written and added by Ole Kristiansen 
Sang 7 - stanza 34 + 35 + 36 + 35 + 38 + 43 + 1. line af 35 
Sang 8 - written and added by Ole Kristiansen 
Sang 9 - stanza 25 and 26 – re-arranged + aajjaajja 
Sang 10 - a little of it taken from stanza 61 – the rest written and added by Kristiansen 
Sang 11 - one stanza written and added by Ole Kristiansen + stanza 12 repeated, used in a 
new context 
Sang 12 - stanza 13 +14 + 15 (incl repetition) + 16 incl ajaajjaa + 13 repeated (replacing 
Villadsen’s stanza 17) 
Sang 13 - stanza 18 + 19 + second part of 18 repeated 
Sang 14 - stanza 21 + 22 + 23  
Sang 15 - stanza 28 changed a little and divided into two 
Sang 16 - stanza 29 and 30  
Sang 17 - stanza 47-48 (+ ajaaja) 
Sang 18 - stanza 55-56  
Sang 19 - stanza  61 
Sang 20 - stanza 63 and stanza 64 are sung twice 
Sang 21 - stanza 67-71; stanza 61 is added (used for Qasapi instead of Trolle) 
Sang 22 - stanza 74 + stanza 72 incl. ajaja) + 75 -78 
Sang 23 - stanza 80 
Sang 24 - stanza 64 
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ANGAKKUIT INUNNUT, SHAMANS TO INUIT TODAY  
 

Lisa Koperqualuk, Puvirnituq and St. Nicolas, Quebec 
 

Introduction 
Well over 110 years have gone by since the introduction of Christianity in Nunavik, 

since the first Anglican missionary set foot at Qilalugarsiuvik (Little Whale River), just 
north of Kuujjuaraapik. The Inuit of Nunavik have been living as Christians since the 20th 
century, since the time Uqammaq, Reverend Edmund J. Peck, first came to visit people 
living near the river where they harvested beluga. It was 1876 when he built the very first 
Anglican Church at Qilalugarsiuvik. Starting from that time, Inuit north and south of this 
spot, and those of Nunavik in general, have become practising Christians. This happened 
to the detriment of shamanism, which became taboo as Inuit believed that it came from 
evil and that it was necessary to get rid of it. One way of doing so was by not talking 
about it, with the consequence that knowledge about shamanism was not passed on. 
Former practitioners also abandoned their art. Inuit believed what the missionary told 
them. All knowledge about Inuit shamanism thus apparently disappeared from Nunavik. 
Elsewhere however, Inuit were able to talk about shamanism, especially in some Nunavut 
communities, and elders were interested in passing on shamanistic knowledge for the 
benefit of future generations. Concretely, some Inuit elders have been involved in telling 
about angakkuuniq,1 shamanism, to Inuit youth. In this paper, I will explore how the 
memory of angakkuuniq is being dealt with in some Inuit communities, as well as 
whether its return could be considered.2 

 
Context 

For those studying Inuit symbolism and angakkuuniq, there usually lingers the 
question: “Could angakkuuniq return to the Inuit?” In his introduction to Cosmology and 
Shamanism, Bernard Saladin d’Anglure, an anthropologist who specializes in Inuit 
culture and symbolism, stated that a return to shamanism could be a solution to reduce 
suicide among youth, and help reducing various other social problems. He stated: 
“Perhaps it is because the Inuit have been losing their value system, their ideology, their 
traditional religion, and their last shamans,” that there has been an increasing number of 
social problems (Aupilaarjuk et al. 2001: 2). Considering the disappearance of Inuit 
shamans as a tragedy, Saladin d’Anglure asked the reader to consider a revival of 
shamanism today (Ibid.: 3). It is interesting to note Inuit reactions to such an idea, firstly 
because the prospect of a revival of shamanism seems absent from the minds of Nunavik 
Inuit elders who may have some knowledge of angakkuuniq. In the courses offered by 
Nunavut Arctic College’s Inuit Studies program in 1998, where Inuit elders were 
interviewed about shamanism, discussions about a return of angakkuuniq made it evident 
that some were not in agreement with such an idea, while others felt that it would be 
useful. The elders held very cautious attitudes, as expressed by one of them, Mariano 
Aupilaarjuk: “If you are not knowledgeable and wise, you are liable to break the 
traditional laws. If shamanism is brought back in the future, you will have to be very 

                                                 
1 Angakkuuniq translates as “being shaman” and in this paper, I use it to mean shamanism. 
2 This essay is the revised version of a paper read at the 8th IPSSAS Seminar, Greenland, May 2011. 
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wise. You need to learn all about the things you are allowed to do and what you are not 
allowed to do” (Ibid.: 84). 

For elders such as Aupilaarjuk, who was from Kangiqliniq (Rankin Inlet) in the 
Kivalliq region of Nunavut, the transition to Christianity occurred in the early 20th 
century (Laugrand and Oosten 2010: 57).  It was only then that Inuit began to let go of 
the ways of shamanism, but those who had been born in that era were still reared under 
the influence of the old ways, so that several contemporary elders are able to speak about 
shamanism. Victor Tungilik from Naujaat, also in the Kivalliq region, had become an 
angakkuq3 as a young adult, after the death of his parents who had been Christian by then. 
He admitted that his father had been a practising angakkuq but a Christian at the same 
time. However, Tungilik made a decision himself to let go of his tuurngait, helping 
spirits, so as to be fully Christian (Tungilik and Uyarasuk 1999: 111). Stories from other 
parts of the Inuit world in that same period have told about angakkuit continuing to 
practise their art at a time when Christianity had already been established. 

In Alaska for example, at Tikiġaq (Tikiraq; Point Hope), stories of angakkuit and their 
activities in the early 20th century are told in a book by Asatchaq, Lowenstein and 
Tukummiq (1992). One story is of the conflict between two angakkuuk, Pisiktagaaq and 
Ayagiiyaq, that happened around 1900 by a time when Christianity was apparently well 
established. Angakkuit no longer performed in public as they once did. The angakkuq 
Pisiktagaaq had been invited to Tikiġaq to perform a ritual in order that the people could 
start their whale hunt. They had been concerned that the lead in the sea ice might not 
open. He accepted to perform the ritual, which required preparation and various 
implements. On the first day the ritual was performed, he did not succeed, and he 
suspected that this was due to Ayagiiyaq, who was present but resented the power that 
Pisiktagaaq held. Pisiktagaaq performed the ritual again the next day, wherein he found 
success. The ice would break and everybody would be able to go out whaling. And so it 
was that the ice broke the next day. But Pisiktagaaq was angry toward the other angakkuq 
Ayagiiyaq. The teller of the story told the authors of the book that angakkuit used to want 
to best each other, like those who saw themselves as good hunters or good singers 
(Asatchaq, Lowenstein and Tukummiq 1992: 182-184). The story of these two shamans 
“demonstrated that Tikiġaq shamanism was still very much alive beneath the Christian 
surface” (Ibid.: 182). 

The main storyteller in the book was Asatchaq, who had been born in 1891. Asatchaq 
came from a generation of elders who had experienced the way of life before contact with 
whalers and other Europeans. He knew well about their stories and lives. He remembered 
ten angakkuit who were still performing angakkuuniq in the 1900s, some of whom 
converted early to Christianity and others had special capacities such as being adept at 
flying. At that time however, as the authors write: 

 [...] After Dr. John Driggs established himself in the village and started to 
preach the new religion, both shamanism and village ceremonialism quickly 
declined. Driggs had been stationed in Tikiġaq to alleviate the social and 
medical effects of contact. His work as a doctor helped stem the worst imported 
diseases, and in confronting abuses by Euro-American whalers and the trade in 
alcohol he brought Tikiġaq into the realm of American civic order. The disorder 
that preceded Driggs's arrival had already done much to undermine the local 

                                                 
3 Angakkuq is singular for “shaman,” angakkuuk dual, and angakkuit is the plural. 
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religious system. The commercial hunters had demonstrated how efficiently they 
could catch whales without recourse to ritual and taboo observance, and the 
shaman Atangauraq was one of the first to follow their example. A decline of 
qalgi ceremonies accompanied inroads on whaling ritual. As the village 
population dropped, the qalgi buildings themselves collapsed, and only two were 
left by the turn of the century. In the circumstances, it took little persuasion from 
Driggs to convert Tikiġaq, almost wholesale, to Christianity within the first two 
or three years of his ministry. Despite these factors, shamanism somehow 
prevailed for another decade. Some angakkuit converted but continued to 
practise in secret. And even as the new religion became established, traditional 
ideas coexisted alongside it. This might have appeared an agreeable balance 
were it not for the fact that Christianity claimed no sway on wind direction and 
sea-ice dynamics. These matters [...] were the sphere of the shaman; and since 
the whale hunt was a communal event, the shaman was expected to perform in 
public to induce a north wind and to keep the ice steady. But since the angakkuit 
could no longer practice in the open, Tikiġaq whalers faced a major dilemma  
(Ibid.: 185). 

The angakkuq Pisiktagaaq had been from outside of Tikiġaq, so it had been convenient 
to invite him to perform a ritual, as he was working not far from Tikiġaq for money and 
trading for European goods (Ibid.: 186). Apparently, he came from the “river-dwelling” 
inland Inupiat who had converted to Christianity. But because of their continued nomadic 
way of life, Pisiktagaaq had been able to continue his work as an angakkuq. It was easier 
for the Tikiġaqmiut to invite him to perform, but his presence meant conflict for 
Ayagiiyaq, who was the angakkuq for the Tikiġaqmiut, and who felt powerless because 
of the constraints posed by the missionary presence, preventing him from holding 
angakkuq rituals for his community. 

In Nunavik, where the transition to Christianity had occurred earlier, by at least a 
couple of decades, elders born in the early 20th century do not seem to hold recollections 
of the practice of angakkuit, although they knew of or had heard of angakkuit here and 
there. And if they knew anything, they preferred not to talk about it for fear of being in 
error. In an oral history interview, Qupirrualuk, who was born in 1916 and who was from 
Puvirnituq, was asked: “Before the white man arrived, were the people or the elders who 
were leading the prayers at that time, connected to, or descended from shamans?”  He 
answered: “I have absolutely no knowledge of angakkuit. None at all. I cannot tell 
anything about them. I did one time ask a very elderly person in Iqaluit about angakkuit.  
That person said some things but I do not wish to speak of them because I think I cannot 
speak of things without complete knowledge of them, about angakkuit” (Pelly 1998).  So, 
although Qupirrualuk had apparently learned a few things about angakkuuniq, it 
happened to be from an elderly person from Iqaluit, not from Nunavik. Later during the 
interview, the subject of angakkuit was broached again: 

Q. In your early involvement in the church, do you feel there were any conflicts 
between the church and traditional Inuit culture, shamanism? 
Qupirrualuk: Even the angakkuit had conflicts with one another, even to the 
point of trying to kill each other. I feel only that there were those who tended 
toward good and others toward bad. They would fight, there were those given to 
good sentiments and those to bad sentiments. 
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Q. Do you think there is any conflict between the fact there was shamanism, and 
the Church? 
Qupirrualuk: I remember a story my aunt told. There was a very old couple, and 
they were angakkuuk influenced by the utmost good. Other angakkuit were 
actually after them to kill them. I feel there were those influenced by the bad 
spirit and those by good spirit.  I would not be able to speak against an angakkuq 
who is living a good life and influenced by the good. With his or her life being 
good, he or she could be against other shamans, but I may side with the good 
angakkuq. Because my aunt had once told me that the only two good angakkuuk 
were killed in the past. 
Q. Were there any angakkuit still alive and practising when you were a young 
person? 
Qupirrualuk: No, there never was (Ibid.). 

There has been resistance against angakkuuniq in Inuit communities. Some of the 
strongest resistance comes from religious circles and also from a fear of angakkuit or of 
the spirits, tuurngait, associated with angakkuit. Bernice Kootoo interviewed fellow 
students of Nunavut Arctic College probing how they felt while they were learning about 
angakkuuniq from the elders they were interviewing in 2000. Her interviews were very 
informative of the fear that some students felt about the possible presence of spirits while 
they were taking the course in which elders discussed angakkuit and tuurngait. The 
students’ attitudes about angakkuit and tuurngait were tinged with fear (Aupilaarjuk et al. 
2001: 229), perhaps because of the demonization of angakkuuniq by missionaries, but 
also because good and bad spirits already existed in Inuit cosmology. For example, 
Tungilik was asked why he fought tuurngait when he was an angakkuq, and he replied: “I 
only fought tuurngait that were trying to kill people. I would also get my tuurngait to 
fight with the evil tuurngait. My tuurngait protected me. They were my helpers. They 
protected me from those that were evil” (Tungilik and Uyarasuk 1999: 97).   

But the transition to Christianity also placed angakkuuniq and tuurngait into the realm 
of evil according to some Inuit religious circles. In a field interview I held with a minister 
of the Pentecostal Church in Puvirnituq in 2009, Eliyassie Sallualuk, who was born in the 
1940s explained: 

I have never come across angakkuit in my life, and my parents never spoke 
about them either. Even Qinnuajuaq my grandfather, who would have known 
angakkuit, did not speak about them. 
LK: What do you think of shamanism? 
Eli: I believe that shamanism comes from the bad. Piunngitumit pisimajuq. It is 
mentioned in God's Word of it being akirartutauk, completely disagreed with. 
Everything that is negative comes from evil. Shamanism is negative, really 
negative. Having power, overcoming all others, against what it wants. […]  If it 
would have been good, shamanism would still be practiced today. But because it 
was not good, piujuunninginnami, it stopped. Everything that is good continues 
on today, everything that comes from God continues. Everything that is not good 
has stopped. If they had been valuable, anninartuq, they would have continued 
on. Everything that had been anninartuq about it became useless. 
LK: We sometimes hear about shamans, that some of them were good and some 
of them were bad, what is your opinion? 
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Eli: This is the way an inuk (a person of the world) preaches (ajuqirtuusik), or 
teaches. It was like that according to what an inuk thought it was. God works in 
the way He wants, but he has never planned to work through shamanism, and he 
absolutely does not want it. As an example, Saul had a very good plan, Saul who 
was replaced by David. He went to many shamans (or sorcerers), as God was no 
longer taking care of him because of his bad deeds due to his refusal to follow 
what God wants. He went to different shamans, and those shamans are probably 
those types that have been considered as good shamans and they are not 
accepted by God. They can be good, but only because of evil. I really think this, 
not only think this but believe it. Some people mention that they regret we no 
longer have shamans because some of them were good, because they could heal.  
But no. This comes from this world, and the world's work ends, so we cannot 
expect good to come out of this.  I think it is like that (Sallualuk, 2009). 
 

Methodology 
The main sources of information I have chosen for this exploratory paper come from 

published works touching upon Inuit perspectives on angakkuuniq and Christianity.  
Some of the reading material comes from workshops held in the Kivalliq region in 
Nunavut. Other sources include information from fieldwork and research in the 
framework of my master’s thesis, such as an oral history interview and other interviews 
from the community of Puvirnituq in Nunavik, Quebec, as well as interviews from 
Inukjuak. After describing the elders’ basic perspectives and knowledge of angakkuuniq, 
I explore some of the ideas expressed in different ways about a return of angakkuuniq 
from an Inuit perspective. That perspective is tied in with literature dealing with 
modernity or alternative modernity, in line with contemporary theoretical discussions on 
how supposedly traditional societies integrate modernity. 

Part of the aim of this paper is also to write in an Inuit perspective, to see how my 
ideas can also be of use to Inuit. As an Inuk,4 I would wish to see this paper being read by 
fellow Inuit, also wishing that they would be able to say that they participated in some 
part of its formulation, and that it could be useful to Inuit as well. I am inspired by Oosten 
and Laugrand, both of them professors of anthropology, who mentioned how the attitude 
that anthropologists once held about not getting involved in the concerns and interests of 
participants in a culture they were studying is now changing, with the awareness of the 
“ethnocentric nature of their views” (Oosten and Laugrand 2002: 19). These authors add: 
“Since several years and from other research projects conducted in the North, it has 
become obvious that research in the Arctic can only be done in much closer collaboration 
with the Inuit, who claim their own space in the ethnographic experience. Inuit are no 
longer willing to act solely as informants of anthropologists in the field and demand a 
more balanced interaction” (Ibid.). This is one of the goals I keep in mind in the process 
of writing this paper. 

 
Conceptual Framework 

At this point, it will be useful to discuss the main concepts I refer to in the exploration 
of a return to angakkuuniq, in its conceptualization as a partial return that would be 
taking place in contemporary Inuit society. There are some interesting questions that arise 
                                                 
4 Inuk is singular for inuit, and inuuk means two persons. 
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from the fact that Inuit may be viewed as a “traditional” society, which places them 
against what may be considered to be a modern, mainly western society. The dichotomy 
of this viewpoint would then have seen Inuit becoming completely assimilated once they 
would have started accepting the “logic of progress and acquiescence” as expected by 
western logic. Nancy Fogel-Chance, of the Quineberg Valley Community College in 
Connecticut stated that: “Those who resist change are frequently perceived as too 
irrational, backward, and tradition-bound to accept the path of progress” (Fogel-Chance 
1993: 94). But, she asks, is this the only possible interpretation of aboriginal responses to 
the “modernizing process?” (Ibid.). She then looked at that question by observing how a 
group of Inupiaq women living in an urban community expressed their own form of 
modernity. Fogel-Chance’s study of a number of Inupiaq women living in Anchorage, 
which was a modern and large city compared to the small traditional villages where the 
women came from, showed how these women adapted to city living by adopting various 
strategies “in selecting and incorporating aspects of their culture into Anchorage life 
[…]” ( Ibid.: 97). This incorporation of aspects of their culture was seen through a 
gendered approach. For example, there was a greater continuity in women’s roles, such as 
in the values of reciprocity and sharing, and Inupiaq women were better able to adapt to 
city living. The adaptation was more difficult for men because their role as hunters had 
no continuity in the city (Ibid.: 102). Fogel-Chance concluded in part: “In contrast to 
modernist assumptions, decisions confirming Inupiat-ness are selective and well 
reasoned–not mechanically bound to traditions. Additionally, urban residency does not 
represent the end point in a pilgrimage toward modernity” ( Ibid.: 106). The author 
discussed how Inupiaq women, considered to be traditional, entered into a different 
lifestyle, adapting to it, bending and weaving and staking out their place in it. One 
realizes that in the end, their cultural values and their Inupiat-ness were not lost to them. 

A concept often referred to in studies of the Christianization of so-called traditional 
societies is syncretism, as discussed by Greenfield and Droogers. Their discussion begins 
with a historical introduction of the Portuguese entering the African continent in the 15th 
century, with an intent of “saving the souls.” For the following five centuries, 
missionaries arrived long before merchants and soldiers, thereby leading the way for 
European conquest and colonization of the African continent. The authors say: “In all that 
time, however, the belief systems and religious practices of the peoples of much of the 
continent, [...] and their descendents across the Atlantic, have not disappeared. Rather 
they have adapted to and accommodated with Christianity, Islam and other belief 
systems” (Greenfield and Droogers 2001: 9). 

Fogel-Chance seems to be breaking down assumptions about progress and modernity 
and other thinkers articulate her line of thinking, and in no uncertain terms. Jonathan 
Friedman too speaks about the dichotomy of the concepts of tradition and culture. In his 
essay titled Cultural Identity and Global Processes (1994: 12), he challenges the “notion 
that the world is ‘westernized,’ that it represents, in any sense, a homogenous field,” as 
well as the dichotomy created between tradition and modernity. Writing his paper in 
relation to globalization and identity, he felt that global systems have long impacted local 
cultures, for there is a tendency to “continuous articulation between a local 
encompassment of the global in cultural terms, [while] there is at the same time an 
encompassment of the local by the global in material terms” (Ibid.).  



125 
 

Another anthropologist, Marshall Sahlins, continued along this line of argument He 
put it this way (Sahlins 1999: i): 

Contrary to the inherited notions of progressive development, whether of the 
political left or right, the surviving victims of imperial capitalism neither became 
all alike nor just like us. [...] Across large parts of northern North America, even 
hunters and gatherers live, largely by hunting and gathering. The Eskimo are still 
there, and they are still Eskimo. Around the world the peoples give the lie to 
received theoretical oppositions between tradition and change, indigenous 
culture and modernity, townsmen and tribesmen, and other clichés of the 
received anthropological wisdom. Reports of the death of indigenous cultures–as 
of the demise of anthropology–have been exaggerated. 

Through thinkers such as Sahlins and Friedman, and as we saw in the work of Fogel-
Chance, the not too enlightening aspects of the western worldview concerning indigenous 
cultures, the dichotomy between tradition and modernity was challenged. The West’s 
view of indigenous cultures as history-less was challenged. Apparently, when Europeans 
arrived to a world of indigenous peoples, they thought them to be pristine, isolated and 
aboriginal, so that the former’s arrival and encroachment caused the latter to lose their 
purity. Sahlins stated: “As if they had no experience constructing their own mode of 
existence out of their dependency on peoples–not to mention imperious forces of nature–
over which they had no control” (Ibid.: ii). The perspective of declining cultures as 
western civilization comes upon them is a view that continues today. Laugrand and 
Oosten demonstrated through the reports of Knud Rasmussen’s expedition of 1921-1924 
how Rasmussen’s chief idea would be related to decline (Laugrand and Oosten 2010: 10) 
and that the discourse on decline continues today (Ibid.: 12). Such enlightened 
anthropological theory was refreshing to read and lead to further questioning on the 
meaning of modernity. If Inuit were not necessarily “modernizing” within this western 
perspective, relinquishing their culture in favour of taking on western values, then what? 

Another anthropologist, Bruce Knauft (2002), asked what modernity entailed and 
examined the concept of modernity as problematic in today’s anthropology. Knauft was 
looking for an explanation other than modernity being simply the “triumph” of Euro-
American economic, social or cultural development (Ibid.: 3). Knauft said that social 
theorists were now looking at ‘alternative’ modernities, and not just at the political or 
economic progress of a society through what he calls “the economic or political 
determinism of modernization and globalization.” Such determinism originates from 
empiricism he stated. Instead, social theorists “emphasize the interactive importance of 
cultural and material influences in the development of alternative modernities” (Ibid.: 
10). Knauft himself had studied among the Gebusi over several years and approached the 
idea of modernity critically, though still tying it in with the idea of western progress, 
although a form of progress that can also become expressed in non-western ways (Ibid.: 
17). The author’s approach and idea of alternative modernity may help explain how Inuit 
accepted a transition to Christianity which carried with it a new set of ideas that Inuit 
willingly accepted, perhaps seeing themselves as engaging in progress. Yet, fundamental 
Inuit values, including values like caring for others, sharing, helping others, not stealing, 
remained firmly entrenched as their core values, basically unchanged. 

Laugrand and Oosten speak to the resilience of Inuit culture when they tell about the 
notions of continuity and transformations. They looked at how earlier anthropologists 
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saw the study of anthropology, with some viewing it as a natural science apt at studying 
the moral systems or other social traits with a “set of representations comprising morals, 
ideas, and values […]” (Laugrand and Oosten 2010: 14). But the early field of 
anthropology had come up with a vocabulary underlining the peoples or cultures it was 
studying, pejorative terms such as savages and primitives. Laugrand and Oosten explain 
how these terms “derived their significance from an ideological temporal framework with 
evolutionist connotations that is still attractive” (Ibid.: 15). With societies being viewed 
with different moral systems, it is no surprise that the Inuit and western societies may 
have conflicting ideas, on the fur industry for example. In their mention of the fur boycott 
and the Inuit reaction to it, Laugrand and Oosten said (Ibid.: 15): 

Today Inuit do not accept that the protection of animals should take supremacy 
over their own well-being, and they experience the fur boycott as an action 
directed against their cultural identity as hunters. […] Most Europeans and 
Americans think that Inuit should not cling to a hunting way of life that belongs 
to the past. They should adapt to modern society and realize that the preservation 
of nature is more important than the preservation of a hunting mode of existence.  
For Inuit, giving up hunting means giving up their culture; for Europeans and 
Americans it is a necessary step in a process leading to full participation in a 
global civilization. 

The fur boycott is one example that shows the ideological differences between Inuit 
and Qallunaat.5 Other differences can be observed, such as those that Inuit see between 
Christianity and angakkuuniq. Even if such differences can be marked as separate, they 
merge in practice (Ibid.: 14). So, Laugrand and Oosten work with continuities and 
transformations, the latter notion “[emphasizing] the subtle dialectics of change and 
continuity that are central to the dynamics of Inuit culture and especially evident in the 
dynamism of shamanism and Christianity” (Ibid.). 

 
Angakkuuniq Today 

During a series of courses and workshops held at Nunavut Arctic College in the 1990s, 
whose purpose was to document elders’ knowledge, young students had the opportunity 
to interview elders. In the interview sessions where elders spoke about angakkuit 
knowledge, they insisted on making sure that it was understood that they were Christians, 
that the fact they were speaking about angakkuuniq did not mean they were condoning it. 
They also insisted that anyone who wished to become a shaman could not just become 
one.6 There was a lot to learn and a lot of preparation involved, and a person had to be 
careful since becoming a shaman could be dangerous if one was the wrong type of 
person. A shaman who used his powers for selfish reasons was not considered a good 
shaman. 

Elders in those workshops were knowledgeable about angakkuuniq yet were reticent 
to share this knowledge with youth. Perhaps they were afraid that the knowledge might 
fall into the wrong hands. In further workshops held outside a classroom setting, elders 
said that sharing their knowledge was not about bringing angakkuuniq back, that they 
were speaking about angakkuuniq to pass on the knowledge to the youth, not to bring it 
back. During a workshop held on the land in Arviat, with the participation of several Inuit 

                                                 
5 Qallunaat generally means white people. 
6 As repeated by a former shaman, in Cosmology and Shamanism and in The Transition to Christianity. 
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elders and facilitated by Professors Frédéric Laugrand, and Jarich Oosten, one of the 
elders, Eva Murjunginiq, noticed that the two youth participating in their workshop 
looked afraid. She explained to them: “We are not trying to scare you or anything […]. 
There is no angakkuuniq here. It is gone. We are just telling you what it was like in the 
past. […] I don’t want young people here to have a misunderstanding. They are the ones 
people will have to seek information from. It is your job to quietly learn about this and 
not spread gossip about this meeting. That’s why we are trying to describe the qilaut” 
(Suvaksiuq et al. 2010: 84). The Inuit elders spoke in fascinating detail about various 
types of shamanistic knowledge: angakkuit as healers; ilisiiqsiniq, the ability to hex; 
qilaniq, a divination technique; irinaliutiit , powerful songs owned by angakkuit; 
qinnganiq, shouted prayer; tuurngait, the helping spirits; angakkuit as leaders; angakkuq 
belts; and angakkuq power (Ibid.). These elders were sometimes saying that it was good 
that what they were talking about was going to be put on paper and published, and they 
were glad that future generations would read about them (Ibid.: 12). 

In another workshop, this one in Kangiqliniq (Rankin Inlet), elders discussed 
angakkuuniq in the context of exploring traditional knowledge and how it could aid in 
solving social problems Inuit face today. Laugrand and Oosten say that elders made it 
clear they were Christians and that they believed in Christianity and in shamanism. They 
continue: “They wanted to preserve the good things of shamanism and use them to solve 
the social problems of modern society”, and they quoted Aupilaarjuk who told them: “We 
don’t want to bring back everything from the past, but we should bring back some things. 
We need to bring back the things that were good. I’m not trying to eradicate Christianity, 
but we need to put it together with the good aspects of angakkuuniq if we are to really 
follow the Inuit way of life” (Laugrand and Oosten, 2010: 26). In some of the workshops 
organized by Laugrand and Oosten, a number of elders stated that they did not mind 
seeing a return of angakkuuniq, at least its good components. This is an interesting 
difference from the stigma still attached to angakkuuniq in some religious circles, 
because it is deemed to be coming from evil. 

One of the elders also mentioned that his mother had told him to never say anything 
negative about shamanism or Christianity (Suvaksiuq et al. 2010). Some Inuit elders do 
not seem to see any conflict if Christianity and angakkuuniq work side by side, although 
they also admit that some others do not want to talk about angakkuuniq. This coincides 
with what Qupirrualuk said above in answer to a question about whether there was a 
conflict between Christianity and angakkuuniq. He mentioned that if there would be a 
conflict between a bad and a good angakkuq, he might even side with the good angakkuq, 
as his aunt had told him that some angakkuit lived for the utmost good. So, although he 
was a retired Anglican minister at the time of his interview, he showed he was not 
necessarily against angakkuuniq and believed that certain angakkuit came from good. 

Then, the idea of a merging of the two or the ability of the two belief systems to work 
side by side is not so foreign or undesirable for some Inuit. A number of people are open 
to a return of some elements of angakkuuniq that would benefit Inuit society. If such a 
revival of angakkuuniq should occur, it had to serve a purpose, it should be useful, just as 
it was in the past but without the conflict-ridden and negative aspects that were often 
attached to it. At the workshop held in Kangiqliniq in 2000 about the way Inuit 
Qaujimajatuqangit could help solve social problems, Inuit elders found interest in the 
concept of a return of the good elements of angakkuuniq. Oosten and Laugrand stated 
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that the elders pointed out that “shamanism had always played an important part of 
preserving social order. They (the elders) stressed the need to retain what was useful from 
the shamanic traditions in modern society and were prepared to combine useful shamanic 
practices with their Christian beliefs” (Oosten and Laugrand 2002: 31). While 
understanding that it was also a controversial issue, they also said things such as: “Being 
an angakkuq can be helpful just as prayer can be helpful. Both have their usefulness.  
Both can work well because both the angakkuit and the ministers go after good.” They 
also stated that, “We have to put shamanism and Christianity together if we are really to 
follow the Inuit way of life” (Ibid.). While such thoughts have been expressed in Nunavut 
during the workshops, the idea of a revival of angakkuuniq has been expressed in 
Nunavik too, albeit by very few individuals. 

Interest in the revival of shamanism in Nunavik, where the memory of angakkuuniq 
does not appear to have thrived, seems to be related to a desire for a coming back of a 
form of healing based on Inuit cultural values. In a documentary film entitled Le Voyage 
de Charlie, produced by Bernard Saladin d’Anglure in 2002, a young man from Inukjuak, 
Charlie Nowkawalk, is on a quest for becoming an angakkuq. The film shows him 
travelling to Peru to meet with a Shipibo Indian shaman. There he learns a little about 
Shipibo shamanic arts, before returning home and hopefully becoming an angakkuq. 
Some members of Charlie’s community scoffed at the idea, but the film shows that he 
wishes to see a return of shamanism in hopes of improving the social problems prevalent 
in the North, that he witnesses on a daily basis as a social worker. Charlie discusses his 
personal view of wanting to become an angakkuq and how it came about (Nowkawalk 
2012): 

I recall when I was 11 or 12 years old, of the times Maakusie Patsauq told stories 
in the evenings. Sometimes he talked about angakkuit, and he said that 
angakkuit brought resolutions to conflicts or problems, that is they brought 
social order; and that they saved people through healing and by helping find 
food; and helped Inuit in the war between them and the Cree. He mentioned that 
the angakkuq, who was known by the people along this coast, helped Inuit from 
being killed by the Cree when the Cree had made an effort to kill them all. It is 
said that the angakkuq had an ‘ijiraq ’, which was a tulugaq, a raven, and the 
raven helped the Inuit to fight off the Cree. 
The angakkuq set the rules of right behaviour; if any should be mistreating 
others or mistreating animals or practising bestiality, the angakkuq would bring 
people to apologize and change their ways and also to get along again. 
My mother was a healer here and many women went to see her. I often observed 
the fact that women came to her for help when they needed it, for example when 
they were being abused or beaten by their husbands. 
An angakkuq was a healer. 
As time passed my memories of these things became larger in my mind, closer 
to my mind and my desire to know more grew also. 
I used to be afraid of drunk people as my friends and I would see them so when I 
was walking home and if there were any drunk people around I would take a 
long detour to arrive at home safely. I feel like I had the support of purity, 
sapummijautsunga. 
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Later, I went to college and started to learn more as well. I remember when 
Noah Aculiaq came to talk about an angakkuq. This angakkuq had tried catching 
a fox, and then went to the trading post to sell the skin. The man at the trading 
post told him to show his angakkuq power. The story about the angakkuq is that 
he flew into the sky and how he did it was with his tuurngaq. He stood upon the 
shoulders of his tuurngaq who lifted him higher, wherein he zipped open part of 
the sila and flew up in sila (the outside). 
Afterward, I wanted to become an angakkuq. I had in mind to help others, to 
help prevent suicide and generally to help others. Also because from what I was 
hearing from Christianity, the concept of the eternal fire was used as a way to 
instil fear in people, as a tool to convince them to do what they, the missionaries, 
wanted them to do, to enforce people to obey. 

A lack of acceptance of Charlie’s idea of becoming an angakkuq remains in the 
community, and a few years ago, he was still waiting for Inukjuak’s blessing.7 During his 
student years in a Montreal francophone college, he met the anthropologist Bernard 
Saladin d'Anglure, who encouraged him and organized a journey where they would meet 
Inuit from different communities who knew about angakkuuniq. Charlie Nowkawalk 
speaks about the experience he had with Saladin d'Anglure (Ibid.): 

Bernard Saladin d'Anglure said he had done research on shamanism. When he 
saw how serious I was about my interest in angakkuuniq we went to see masks 
at Kangiqsujuaq. We also went to Sagliq to visit and afterwards I travelled with 
him to meet an angakkuq in Peru. At first, I was going to go meet an Inuk 
angakkuq who lived in Aiviliit, an Aivilingmiuq. The trip to Aiviliit took a year 
to plan and unfortunately the man I was to meet died just one day before we 
were to leave for Aiviliit. We had been to Qamanirjuaq (Baker Lake) and 
Kangiqliniq (Rankin Inlet). 
There have been moments where I purposely waited for a tuurngaq to approach 
me, while I sat on the tundra. But because of my fear and my unpreparedness, 
when the tuurngaq came near to me, I turned to God to pray instead. This 
happened a few times! 
Once when I attended a Suicide Prevention Workshop in Kuujjuaq a few years 
ago, I decided that I would be in a war against suicide. I was accompanied by 
two of my nephews. One day we took a walk and saw three birds flying right 
above us, circling around and then flying east. They kept flying and flew very 
high up to the sky and circled around us. I told my nephews: “Look, our souls 
are happy.” I felt a positive conviction. 
Another time, I was travelling and was in an airplane just before taking off. I 
saw myself leaving my body and then I could see myself standing by the door of 
the airplane. 
By then I had expressed my desire to be an angakkuq. But people resisted this 
idea, which was expressed during Bible Studies in 1999 and 2001. People in the 
religious circles said it comes from evil. 
To me, it is a gift from God and belongs to us as a cultural ethnic people. People 
search out the riches of the world like gold and money, and those people of 

                                                 
7 Personal communication, 2009. 
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Christ, that is what they look for. Right now I am simply waiting for the people, 
waiting for their understanding. 

A master’s student in anthropology, Nathalie Ouellette, met Charlie at Inukjuak in 
1999, where he revealed her his interest in becoming an angakkuq during her fieldwork 
(Ouellette 2000). During my own fieldwork in Puvirnituq, I also heard references to a 
certain individual having been heard to say that he thought himself to be an angakkuq, but 
unfortunately he had passed away before I could speak with him. 

The same student had also interviewed a few elders in Inukjuak, who revealed their 
knowledge of tuurngait. There were several stories of Inuit having met with tuurngait 
relatively recently, while out hunting and travelling on the land. One man in particular, 
Attamie Niviaxie, who is in his seventies and whom I met while on a different project, 
described how he met a family of tuurngait while travelling on land far from Inukjuak. 
He mentioned having spent some time with them, ending up feeling like not wanting to 
leave them anymore. It took him great strength to return home. Attami also said (Niviaxie 
2009): 

One has no need to be afraid of tuurngait, they are not fearful. I’ve been 
weakened many times by tuurngait, so that when I wanted to flee out of fear I 
couldn’t move any longer. So a tuurngaq purposely paralyzes you, it doesn’t 
want you to be afraid, that’s why they do that. Tuurngait really want to help 
Inuit today. Because they are really well off and especially wish to help the poor 
and those in difficulty. But because their eyes are pointing downwards they’re 
unable (it’s like a disability for them). 

So, although people do not speak of angakkuuniq knowledge in Inukjuak, knowledge 
about tuurngait seems vivid. Charlie Nowkawalk also has a story of an event that 
happened in his community, dealing with a ptarmigan that had entered the community 
and was surprising people due to its uncanny behaviour (Nowkawalk 2012): 

Something happened in Inukjuak when I was 14 or 15 years old and Aisa Smiler 
was the minister here for the Anglican Church. It was about 1976. People had 
started to see an aqiggiluk, that is a malevolent ptarmigan, roaming from house 
to house at Inukjuak. It had arrived into the village just like that. People were 
trying to catch it in order to kill it but were unable. It kept approaching different 
houses. After a while, I remember that Aisa Smiler spoke up, asking people to 
not try to kill the ptarmigan because it was an aqiggiluk, and he said that it was a 
hex. If someone were to kill it, it would be used to kill the person by its hex. He 
warned people not to touch it. That was what could happen when an angakkuq 
became enraged about something, an angakkuq had the power to ilisiiqsik. Like 
for instance a tiriaq, weasel, could be used by an angakkuq. The tiriaq could 
enter the body of someone, in the embodiment of its spirit, and come out of the 
body again–and in that way it would be used as a hex to kill someone. Many 
people have heard of this. 

This event demonstrates the continuing belief among the Inuit of the ability of certain, 
though mysterious people to hex others, to ilisiiqsik. In this way, traditional beliefs about 
good and bad spirits continued even when Inuit beliefs transited to Christianity, where 
good spirits, who were of God, co-existed side by side with the bad spirits of Satan, just 
like it is the case with the good and bad tuurngait in Inuit cosmology. Upon reflection, 
the idea of the Kangiqliniq elders who discussed a return of the good elements only of 
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angakkuuniq in today's Inuit society might seem idealistic. For how does the good 
function without the bad? Would Inuit angakkuit only be healers of the social ills of their 
society? If several angakkuit were to be serving the Inuit, would they begin competing 
with each other and out of fear start hexing others? Would the tuurngait, who are out on 
the land, return to Inuit angakkuit? And if they would, how could the evil ones be 
avoided? It may be unavoidable but for good to co-exist with the bad. As part of his effort 
to become an angakkuq Charlie Nowkawalk said (Ibid.): “There have been moments 
where I purposely waited for a tuurngaq to approach me, while I sat on the tundra. But 
because of my fear and my unpreparedness, when the tuurngaq came near to me, I turned 
to God to pray instead! I was too afraid. This happened a few times!” 

Charlie’s experience shows that tuurngait are still feared. But as Attamie Niviaxie 
said, to him, tuurngait were there to help. Tungilik also said there were those who wanted 
to harm and others who were helpful and good-spirited. Perhaps this co-existence 
between the good and the bad should not be forgotten in the search for a return of 
angakkuuniq. 

The thought of the return of angakkuuniq is recent, then, and it has yet to be 
concretized. Such an idea was unthinkable in the past, especially in the early stages of the 
transition to Christianity. In Nunavut, it seems that those elders with knowledge of 
angakkuuniq have been starting to reconcile feelings that had been tainted by the 
demonization of shamanism. The Nunavut Arctic College workshops were a good place 
to facilitate discussions about angakkuuniq. They offered forums where the elders were 
able to speak more openly about their knowledge, coming to realize that it was possible 
to retain some elements of angakkuuniq for the benefit of Inuit society. In Nunavik, one 
person's interest in being an angakkuq has brought his community to reflect upon the 
possibility of such an event. 

 
Conclusion 

Looking at the big picture and returning back to the history of the transition to 
Christianity, Inuit across the North have become Christians from the 1880s on. One 
immediate thought that comes to mind about this is that Inuit lost their culture. Indeed, 
several aspects of Inuit tradition have been lost, sometimes for the better, and some things 
may never come back again. Inuit women said that in the past, life was hard for them, 
with many rules to follow. With the onset of Christianity they gained a sense of freedom, 
feeling no loss about it. Some Inuit have lost their language or skills related to survival, 
but core Inuit values have been retained by contemporary Inuit culture. Inuit remain 
hunters and keepers of their language and culture. They lost their angakkuit, but although 
angakkuuniq became taboo and people refused to talk about it even when holding some 
knowledge of it, shamanism is now beginning to be spoken of in more positive terms. 

From the way Inuit elders in the communities of Arviat and Kangiqliniq speak of 
angakkuuniq, the workshops showed how important it is for them to pass on the 
knowledge of shamanism to the young participants. The workshops held with Inuit elders 
revealed that they knew a lot about angakkuuniq. On top of that, they also began showing 
interest in seeing a return of the good elements of angakkuuniq, leaving out the bad parts 
such as angakkuit fighting each other, and ilisiiqsiniq, hexing. For them the ability to heal 
and to pray was a very good ability of angakkuit, as it was through healing and praying 
that shamans were concerned with assisting their fellow Inuit. The elders saw angakkuit 
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as leaders of the past, and as special people who had helped Inuit survive. The elders thus 
seemed to see no conflict with retaining elements of angakkuuniq alongside Christianity. 
Furthermore, some Inuit in Nunavik have expressed great interest in becoming angakkuit, 
an idea that may have formerly been unheard of, and unacceptable. But in both cases–the 
elders’ desire to see a return of angakkuuniq and a young Nunavik man’s desire to 
become an angakkuq–the motivating factor was for shamanism to be useful to Inuit 
society, helping to solve social problems now experienced by Inuit. 

For many decades, the subject of angakkuuniq was hidden away and people felt 
shamanism was no longer useful to Inuit society. Yet, Inuit are starting to see the link 
between angakkuuniq and a healthy society. And an angakkuq’s prediction stated long 
ago could perhaps become a reality. A shaman named Qimuksiraaq was purported to 
have said that angakkuuniq would disappear but would make a comeback through 
Christianity (Laugrand and Oosten 2010: xviii). Whatever way it may return, 
angakkuuniq has belonged to Inuit since a very distant past, and Inuit resilience can allow 
its return. Inuit culture has not disappeared and been engulfed by the forces of western 
ideology and those of economic and social progress and global civilization. And indeed, 
Inuit often do end up confronting other ideologies head to head, such as in their fight 
against the fur boycott. They have remained Inuit and will continue to be. And 
angakkuuniq has always been one way to express the fact that one is an Inuk. 
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AMARUALIK ’S LETTER : A SYLLABIC LETTER FROM 1923 
 

Kenn Harper, Iqaluit 
 

Background 
In 1910, Robert Janes, a sailor from Newfoundland, made his first voyage to the High 

Arctic, as second mate on an official Canadian government expedition to exert 
sovereignty over far northern lands and waters. After wintering in Pond Inlet, Janes 
became convinced that he had discovered gold in the bed of the Salmon River. Three 
separate expeditions in search of Arctic gold ensued as a result of reports of Janes's find. 
None of those expeditions, conducted in 1912, found any trace of gold, but the principals 
of all three, including Janes himself, were to return to the Arctic to establish fur-trading 
ventures, all competing for the limited trade of a small number of Inuit. Robert Janes had 
a volatile temper and his relations with many of the Inuit were difficult. In particular he 
quarrelled often with a hunter, Nuqallaq, over the affections of a young woman, Kalluk. 
Janes also physically attacked Nuqallaq's father, Umik, a man who proselytized an 
aberrant version of Christianity to his fellow Inuit, none of whom had ever seen a 
missionary.    

In 1920 Janes, abandoned by his southern backer, attempted to leave the Arctic by 
dog-sled over a tortuous route that would take him to a railhead in northern Manitoba, 
from where he would continue to Newfoundland. But he and his Inuit guide got only as 
far as Cape Crauford, at the mouth of Admiralty Inlet, near present-day Arctic Bay. There 
he fell in with a camp of Inuit and began to threaten them and extort furs from them at 
gunpoint. Inuit attempts to cajole him or ignore him were to no avail. Finally and 
reluctantly, the leaders of the camp made a decision that they would have to eliminate 
him. Nuqallaq, the acknowledged leader of the group, killed Janes on the ice at Cape 
Crauford, assisted by two other Inuit.  

The Inuit made no attempt to hide the fact that they had killed Janes. Captain Munn, a 
rival trader, learned of the event that summer and reported it to the police in Ottawa. 
Following an investigation by Sergeant Alfred Herbert Joy, a member of the Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police, the federal government sent a court party north in 1923 to try 
Nuqallaq and two others for murder.   

The trial commenced on August 25. Many Inuit, who had earlier been questioned and 
their testimony recorded by Sergeant Joy, were called upon to testify. The court requested 
the attendance of a man, Amarualik, as a witness for the defence. He would have had to 
travel from Admiralty Inlet to Pond Inlet to appear. Instead, Amarualik sent a letter 
written in Inuktitut syllabic orthography, addressed to Sergeant Joy, to explain why he 
could not attend. Amarualik’s letter was entered as Exhibit No. 1 at the trial.   

That brief letter, written in the High Arctic is 1923, is the first surviving letter written 
by an Inuk who had never met a missionary. This paper examines that letter, its 
circumstances and its translation, and discusses what we can learn from it, both from its 
context and content as a historical document, and from its style as an early example of 
syllabic writing. 
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The Letter 
The historical record is never consistent in the spelling of Inuit names. Amarualik’s 

name (here written in the official orthography adopted by Canadian Inuit in 1976) is 
variously spelled Amooalik, Amooahlik, Ahmooahlik and Amawallie. I will spell it in the 
modern orthography throughout.  

Amarualik’s letter was written in Inuktitut syllabics. It is not dated and it is therefore 
not known when Sergeant Joy received it. The court, of course, required a translation of 
the letter. Although there was an official translator appointed for the trial, Mr. William 
Duval, a long-time resident of Cumberland Sound, he did not prepare the translation. In 
one of the many unusual events surrounding this trial, the translation was done by the 
accused, Nuqallaq (Noo-kud-lah). It was certified correct by another Inuk, Tom Kunuk 
(Koon-noon), and witnessed by J. Dewey Soper, a young ornithologist travelling north 
for the first time on the CGS Arctic, the vessel which carried the court party. The 
translation was dated 31 August 1923, six days after the trial began and, strangely and 
inexplicably, the day after the trial concluded. This may indicate that the translation was 
prepared after the letter had been entered as evidence, and solely for the purpose of 
having an official record in English.  

The official translation is very rudimentary. It reads: 
Amooalik. Sergeant, will not come back. Eskimo will bury. Bodies are close to 
water. I do not like bodies to go in water. I want to put them on the land, so I 
will not come to Pond Inlet. I am not afraid of white men. I want to bury the 
Eskimos. Sergeant told me to come to Pond Inlet, but now I am not coming. I 
want to Pick (sic) up the Eskimos, so am staying at Arctic Bay. I will not arrive 
at Pond Inlet in spring. I am thinking about Jesus. Bye and bye, if I see Jesus it 
will be more better. Late when I see Jesus, he will thank me for burying the 
Eskimo, and I will be better. I am not afraid of the Police, but I want to bury the 
Eskimos. I am thinking good.1 

A new translation of the letter reads as follows: 
Amarualik. Sergeant. I am no longer coming. Those Inuit have to be dealt with.  
People say that they are right on the edge of the lake. I don’t believe that any 
bodies should be left in the water, because they don’t belong in the water. If 
there are some in the water, I will raise them up to higher ground. So I am no 
longer coming back. Naqitarvik will help me with this. Sergeant. This is 
Amarualik. Sergeant. You shouldn’t let anybody put the blame on you for this. 
No-one should claim that this is your doing. I am acting on my own free will. 
Don’t be afraid of anyone blaming you on my account. Although you want me 
to come, I am going to keep myself here in Admiralty Inlet because I have to 
look after these corpses here. I won’t be able to come this spring, for now at 
least. I will commend you to Jesus. When I go to Jesus, I will commend you to 
him. There won’t be any of the deceased remaining in the water. I’m not trying 
to make excuses to stay away. Sergeant. Please. Don’t let anyone blame you for 
my actions. I myself have decided that I am going to stay in Admiralty Inlet. I 
too will often try to remember the Lord.2 

                                                 
1 Library and Archives Canada (LAC), RG13, A-2, Volume 279. 
2 This translation was commenced by Kenn Harper and the late Mary Cousins in 2002, and revised by Kenn 
Harper and Eva Aariak in March 2012. 
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The Inuit 

Therkel Matthiassen in The Material Culture of the Iglulik Eskimo lists two men by 
the name Amarualik. One is listed in Iglulik (Igloolik); he is a widower. The other is 
listed as having a wife Inuujaq and four unnamed unmarried children and living in 
Admiralty Inlet.3 It is the latter Amarualik that is our subject.  

Amarualik was born around 1889 near Clyde River and lived in the Arctic Bay and 
Pond Inlet areas all his adult life. In a statement made on 22 May 1922, during the police 
investigation of the Janes killing, he said: “I knew the deceased Mr. Janes very well.” He 
had assisted the trader at times, testifying also: “On two occasions I took some tobacco 
and matches out to Arctic Bay and traded them for Janes […]. I never had any trouble 
with Janes […]”4 He had also travelled with Janes; in the spring of 1919 he and four 
other Inuit (Aatitaaq, Ijjangiaq, Naqitarvik and Kipumii) accompanied Janes on a sled trip 
from Arctic Bay to Beechey Island to get some flour and biscuits from a cache belonging 
to Captain Bernier, a former government employee, but by then a rival trader.5  

The translator, Nuqallaq, accused of murder, was in his mid-thirties in 1923. A native 
of Tununiq–the Pond Inlet area–he and his family moved extensively between that area 
and the Igloolik and Repulse Bay areas. Nuqallaq had worked sporadically for white men 
for some years, including time as a boat-man for two or three seasons for whalers who 
frequented Repulse Bay, and in the same capacity for Captain Bernier near Pond Inlet. He 
understood some English but could not speak it well. The trader Wilfrid Caron said of 
him: “I have nothing to say against him; he is a good Eskimo. I have made many trips 
with him and he always gave me satisfaction.”6 Henry Toke Munn thought him to be 
moody and impulsive, and noted: “I do not consider him quite as mentally as well 
balanced as most of the Natives I have met.”7 These were the opinions of the white men 
with whom Nuqallaq interacted. But he was also seen as callous and cruel within the Inuit 
community. He had had a young wife, Ullatitaq, who committed suicide in 1916 rather 
than be subjected any longer to the beatings she received at the hands of her husband. He 
was, nonetheless, a leader of his people, resourceful and accustomed to holding his own 
in dealings with whalers and traders.    

By the early 1920s, Nuqallaq’s father, Umik, had converted to a native version of 
Christianity and by 1922, it had spread through Igloolik and as far as Repulse Bay. This 
was undoubtedly the source of Amarualik’s knowledge of, and interest in, Jesus, as 
evidenced by the references in his letter.  

Tom Kunuk, who certified Nuqallaq’s translation as correct, had for some years been 
an employee of the fur trader, Captain Henry Toke Munn of the Arctic Gold Exploration 
Syndicate. Tom’s Inuktitut name was Takijualuk. The school in Pond Inlet bears his 
name today. In 1923, he and Nuqallaq were the only two Inuit native to the High Arctic 
who could speak more than a smattering of English. James Tooktosina, who had 

                                                 
3 Therkel Mathiassen, Material Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos, Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition 1921-
24, Vol. VI, No. 1. Copenhagen: Nordisk Forlag, 1928, pp. 18 and 20.  
4 Amooahlik, Statement of, May 26, 1922. RG18, F2, Volume  3281, File HQ-681-G-4, Supplement A. 
5 Amooahlik, Statement of, May 26, 1922, RG18, F2, Volume 3280, File HQ-681-G-4, Part 2. 
6 LAC, Wilfrid Caron, Statement. September 6, 1920. RG18, F1, Volume 3280, Part 1.  
7 LAC, Henry Toke Munn, Enquiry into the Murder of R. Janes, of Newfoundland, by Nu-kud-lah, 
Esquimaux, accompanying letter Munn to A. Bowen Perry, Commissioner, Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police, undated [but received in Ottawa October 15, 1920], RG18, F1, Volume 3280, Part 1.  
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translated the testimony of Amarualik and others in 1922, was not native to the area; he 
was from Labrador and had arrived the year before as interpreter for the Hudson’s Bay 
Company, which built its first post in the High Arctic that year. 

Getting Amarualik’s letter translated exemplified a dilemma that Sergeant Joy often 
faced. The Labrador Inuk, James Tooktosina, also known as Jimmie Ford, spoke better 
English than Tom Kunuk and could therefore express more effectively to Joy what he 
heard and understood, but the Inuit had difficulty in understanding him. Tom Kunuk had 
“very limited English”8 which he had picked up on the CGS. Arctic and around the Arctic 
Gold Exploration Syndicate trading post. But although he understood his fellow 
Tununirmiut better than did Tooktosina, he couldn't express himself as well in English. 
Despite the fact that the Inuit often complained that they had difficulty in understanding 
Tooktosina, Joy almost always opted for him as interpreter. There is no explanation of 
why, in this case, Joy used neither man and instead engaged the accused himself.    

 
The Content 

Amarualik refers in his letter to the fact that people had died at Admiralty Inlet and 
that he needed to bury them. In fact, Ijjangiaq with two other men and their families had 
starved to death there in the spring of 1923. Amarualik, as a leader of his people, took it 
upon himself to ensure their proper burial.   

The references to Christianity convey the impression that Amarualik was a convert to 
the new religion. His descendants find this unusual since they remember him as a man 
who, although totally conversant with the Bible, never attended church.  

Christianity first came permanently to Baffin Island with the establishment of a 
Church Missionary Society mission at the whaling station at Blacklead Island in 
Cumberland Sound in 1894, under the Reverend Edmund James Peck. Peck brought with 
him the syllabic writing system that he had so successfully used among the Inuit in 
Quebec during an earlier posting. At Blacklead itself, religious instruction, which 
necessarily included literacy instruction, was easily obtained. But for those Inuit who 
lived far from the mission, Peck sent Bibles and prayer books with Inuit who had come to 
trade at the station.   

Peck also consigned copies of his Biblical translations to Captain Joseph-Elzéar 
Bernier, commander of the CGS Arctic, on his three High Arctic sovereignty voyages 
between 1906 and 1911, and Bernier reported to the missionary that he distributed them 
to “some 600 Esquimaux” and “every one that I could deliver the book [to] was very 
much satisfied.” Bernier congratulated the missionary on his “tenacity and goodness in 
showing these poor people to read and some to write” and noted: “They are now keeping 
a regular correspondence with one another. During last winter many bits of paper were 
utilized in giving news from one station to another. Even as far back as Iglolick (sic) and 
Fox (sic) Channel.”9 

The Roman Catholic Church established a mission at Chesterfield Inlet under Father 
Turquetil in 1912. The syllabic script used by the Catholics was different in some minor 
ways from the “Anglican” script of Peck. Literature from both churches was passed along 
from one Inuit camp to the next. Literacy was quickly obtained using the syllabic writing 

                                                 
8 LAC, Joy to Officer Commanding, RCMP, March 28, 1922; RG18, F2, Volume 3280, Part 2. 
9 Anglican Church of Canada, General Synod Archives, Peck Collection, Bernier to Peck, 6 Feb 1912, Box 
I.IV.b(ii).  
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system, so one Inuk could teach another. Very soon, Inuit who had never seen a 
missionary–indeed, never seen any white man–were able to read and write. 
Understanding, however, was a different matter. The first missionaries would not arrive 
in Pond Inlet until 1929. 

It is likely that the active brand of religion that resulted in the almost wholesale 
conversion of the Tununirmiut from their adherence to shamanism to a faith in 
Christianity was brought to northern Baffin Island by a man called Akumalik. From 
Tununiq, he had travelled to Cumberland Sound, where he had encountered Christianity 
at the Blacklead mission, returning to Pond Inlet, probably in 1919. Akumalik actively 
proselytized in the region, and made many converts. He travelled extensively, bringing 
his message of Christianity to scattered hunting camps. Captain Munn thought that 
Akumalik was very intelligent but that his explanations of the new religion were vague 
and crude, and only enabled his followers to tack the new belief on to their older one.   

What developed was a crude form of Christianity, manifested in “singing hymns and 
reading bibles, in shaking hands and waving white flags.”10 Akumalik was probably 
responsible for the conversion of the accused Nuqallaq’s father, Umik, who became a 
prophet and proselytizer in his own right. Umik took this “weird blend of Anglicanism 
and Inuit spirituality”11 to the Igloolik area, and became its main practitioner and 
promulgator there. Noah Piugaattuk, a respected elder in Igloolik, interviewed in 1990, 
recalled that Umik had originally come from the Igloolik area, but had relocated to 
Tununiq for some years. “When he understood something about the Christian religion,” 
Piugaattuk said, “he started to teach others about the new religion and moved to this area 
[Igloolik] once again to convert others to Christianity.”12  

 
The Orthography 

As a student of the Inuktitut language, I was particularly interested in this letter to 
learn what it could tell us about the early use of the syllabic writing system, particularly 
by Inuit who had not directly seen a white missionary.  

In the absence of resident missionaries, Inuit were left to their own devices to learn the 
use of syllabics. In fact, it wasn’t difficult. Syllabics had spread up the east coast of 
Baffin on the principle of “each one teach one.” Travellers taught it to each other. Parents 
taught it to their children. It was taught by rote by mechanically chanting the syllables 
found in the syllabarium in the introduction to all church literature. This rote chanting 
was a recitation of the four main symbols working across the chart–ai, i, u, a, pai pi, pu, 
pa, tai, ti, tu, ta, and so on. The syllable final superscript charters that formed a final fifth 
column in the syllabarium were ignored. And so it is not hard to understand that the Inuit 
ignored them in their writing as they had in their learning. These symbols are called 
“finals” in English, perhaps an inappropriate name because they are not always used in 
word-final position but also in word-medial position. In Inuktitut they are called naaniit.   

Although later examples of early syllabics contain word-final but seldom word-medial 
finals, Amarualik’s letter contains no finals at all.  

                                                 
10 Rasing, W.C.E. ‘Too Many People’: Order and Nonconformity in Iglulingmiut Social Process. 
Nijmegen, Netherlands: Katholieke Universiteit, Facultiet der Rechtsgeleerdheid,; 1994, p. 98. 
11 Ibid., p. 99. 
12 Noah Piugaattuk, Igloolik Interview, Tape 1E-194, March 1991. 
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There is a syllabic convention of placing a dot over a symbol to indicate that the vowel 
of the syllable is long. Since syllabic standardization in 1976 this is a general convention. 
Prior to that it was one of the main hallmarks of the Anglican syllabic system (for 
example, showing the symbol for paa as the symbol for pa with a dot over it) which 
differed markedly from the Catholic convention of reduplicating the vowel as a main 
symbol in a syllable with a long vowel (i.e. showing, for example, the syllable paa as the 
symbol for pa plus the symbol for a). One of the problems of the Anglican system, 
however, was that their missionaries never used this convention consistently, perhaps 
misinterpreting the very meaning of vocalic length.13 Because Amarualik lived in the 
Pond Inlet and Admiralty Inlet areas, one might have expected him to use the Anglican 
convention of representing vocalic length with a dot over a symbol. Interestingly, 
however, he did not–he used the Catholic convention of reduplicating as a main symbol 
the vocalic quality of the syllable in question. This may be an idiosyncracy of 
Amarualik’s writing and his apparent aversion to the use of auxiliary symbols. In the 
absence of other letters to compare, we can never know.  

On a few occasions Amarualik also conflates two words orthographically into one, 
exactly as they would have been spoken. The examples are inuinikkua (‘those Inuit’) and 
tuqungajunikkua (‘these corpses here’).  

At the time, there were no punctuation conventions in Inuktitut except for the use of a 
period at the end of a sentence in published church material, and an occasional comma. 
Amarualik uses neither of these. Instead, he separates words with a small circle, generally 
at mid-main symbol height, after every word. This convention continued to be used by 
other writers for many decades. It may be an indication that they found the spacing 
between syllabic words in published material to be confusing, or that they did not trust 
their own handwriting to create the spacing to allow for accurate word separation.  

 
Aftermath 

Staff-Sergeant Joy testified for the defence that Amarualik was unable to be present 
for the trial because he had left in the spring for Arctic Bay to search for the bodies of 
Inuit reported to have died of starvation there, and had not yet returned. Amarualik’s 
letter was entered as “Exhibit No. 1”14 at the trial.  

On August 30, one of Nuqallaq’s co-accused, Aatitaq, was acquitted on a charge of 
murder. Nuqallaq and Ululiarnaaq were convicted on reduced charges of manslaughter. 
Nuqallaq, the leader, was sentenced to ten years imprisonment in Stony Mountain 
Penitentiary in Manitoba. He served two years there before being released because of ill 
health. He died four months after his return, from the tuberculosis he had acquired in the 
Manitoba prison. 

The show trial which took place in Pond Inlet in 1923 marked a collision of two 
cultures with vastly different conceptions of justice and of conflict resolution. It 
coincided with an end to the Inuit traditional way of life and ushered in an era in which 
Inuit autonomy was supplanted by dependence on a duopoly of traders and police, later to 

                                                 
13 In Inuktitut, a long vowel refers to the length of time that the sound is held, rather than the quality of the 
sound to which we are accustomed to referring in English, with, as examples, the “a” in “mat” being 
referred to as a short vowel while the “a” in “mate” is referred to as a long vowel. 
14 LAC, RG13, A-2, Vol. 279. 
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be joined by missionaries. The trial of the three Inuit accused was an early step in an 
official agenda of acculturation and assimilation of Canada's Inuit.      

Amarualik and his wife Inuujaq lived for many years in Arctic Bay where he worked 
for the Hudson’s Bay Company. He died there on June 28, 1967. His grand-daughter, Eva 
Aariak, is at the time of this writing Premier of Nunavut.15 Amarualik’s letter provides us 
with a small window into the circumstances of Inuit life in a time of transition, as well as 
a glimpse into the ways in which a new writing system was used by Inuit in the absence 
of instruction by teachers or missionaries.  

 
Appendix 

Modern Roman orthography transposition of Amarualik’s letter with interline translation 
 
Amarualik. Saarjan. Tikijjaajunniiqpunga.  
Amarualik. Sergeant. I am no longer coming. 

Inuinikkua  sanaksariaqalirmata.  
Those Inuit have to be dealt with.   

Tasiugguuq sinaaniimmata.  
People say that they are right on the edge of the lake. 

Inummik tuqungajumik imaaniiqujinnginnama. 
 I don’t believe that any bodies should be left in the water. 

Imaaniippanngimmata. 
Because they don’t belong in the water. 

Imaaniittuqaqpat qakiniarakkit. 
 If there are some in the water, I will raise them up to higher ground. 

Tikijjaajunniiqpunga.  
So I am no longer coming back. 

Naqitarviglu piqatigilugu.  
Naqitarvik will help me with this. 

Saarjan. Amarualik. 
Sergeant. This is Amurualik. 

Saarjan. Ilirasutiginianngilarma.  
Sergeant. You shouldn’t let anybody put the blame on you for this.  

Kimut ivvit isumangnik pinngilanga uvani isumaksukpunga.  
No-one should claim that this is your doing. I am acting on my own free will. 

Kimut ilirasutiginianngilarma.  
Don’t be afraid of anyone blaming you on my account. 

Tikiqugaluaqparmali uvani tununiruttimiittippunga. 
Although you want me to come, I am going to keep myself here in Admiralty Inlet  

                                                 
15 Eva Aariak is the daughter of Amarualik’s and Inuujaq’s daughter Kautaq, born in 1932. 
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Uvani tuqungajunikkua sanaksaniarakkit. 
because I have to look after these corpses here. 

Upirngaaq tikijjaanngikaluaqpunga. 
I won’t be able to come this spring, for now at least. 

Jesusimut tunngasuutigilaarakkit. 
I will commend you to Jesus. 

Jesusi upakkukku tunngasuutigilaarakkit. 
When I go to Jesus, I will commend you to him.  

Tappikkua tuqungajut imaaniittuqajjaanngittuq.  
There won’t be any of the deceased remaining in the water.  

Pigjuuqqanasuanngilanga. 
I’m not trying to make excuses to stay away. 

Saarjan. Atagu. 
Sergeant. Please. 

Kimut ilirasutiginianngilarma.   
Don’t let anyone blame you for my actions.  

Uvannik tununiruttimiittippunga. 
I myself have decided that I am going to stay in Admiralty Inlet. 

Ataniq iqqaumanasuaqattaniaraluarivara  
I too will often try to remember the Lord. 
 

Amarualik’s letter 
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IGLULINGMIUT AND THE ROYAL NAVY : NARRATIVES AND THEIR 

AFTERMATH  
 

John MacDonald, Ottawa 
 

Umiarjuaq! 

In the mid morning of Tuesday, July 16, 1822 Inuit standing on the limestone shores of 
Igloolik Island witnessed something amazing. From the south, two large wooden sailing 
ships were seen, eerily veiled in the morning mist, navigating their cautious way through 
drifting ice-floes, towards the Island. In this instant, Iglulingmiut and Europeans would 
no longer be strangers to each other. 

The ships were the Fury and the Hecla, commissioned by the British Royal Navy, 
engaged in an Arctic Expedition under the command of Captain William Edward Parry–
his second such voyage–and Lieutenant George Francis Lyon. Nominally, the 
Expedition’s main purpose was to discover a northwest passage from the Atlantic to the 
Pacific along the Arctic coast of North America. In this elusive quest, the Expedition had 
spent the previous winter in the ice off a small island–which Parry appropriately, if 
unimaginatively, named “Winter Island”–situated slightly to the northeast of Repulse 
Bay.   

The following season, Parry continued his explorations northwards into the Foxe 
Basin, working his way along the west coast of a prominent peninsula, soon to be named 
after the Admiralty’s political master, Lord Melville. Encouraging at first, the 
Expedition’s work in the vicinity of Igloolik, during the late summer of 1822, ended 
disappointingly. To the northwest of the Island, a wide strait between the northern end of 
Melville Peninsula and the Baffin Island coast seemed to offer every hope of a westward 
passage. However, this otherwise promising passage (now known as Fury and Hecla 
Strait) was blocked by heavy ice, effectively thwarting the Expedition’s further westerly 
progress. Disappointed, Parry and his officers made the decision to winter at Igloolik 
Island, hoping for better luck in the next summer. But this was not to be. Ice conditions 
proved even less favourable and, besides, the crews of both ships were showing 
unmistakable signs of scurvy. Parry decided to cut his losses and return to England as 
soon as the ice permitted. The Expedition finally left Igloolik in the middle of August 
1823, Lyon disingenuously describing his stay there as "tedious and dreary" (Lyon 1824: 
446). 

While failing in its main goal, the Expedition was not without its achievements. The 
explorations made by Parry and his officers added considerably to contemporary 
European knowledge of the lands and waters to the north of Hudson Bay. George Fisher, 
the Expedition’s chaplain and astronomer, carried out a rigorous scientific program 
taking full advantage of the cold Arctic climate. He used his “cold laboratory” for a raft 
of experiments on phenomena such as the velocity of sound, the contraction of metals, 
and the electrical properties of the aurora. He even managed an arcane scientific first of 
sorts–by liquefying chlorine gas–ahead of the renowned Michael Faraday who is usually 
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given priority (Fisher 1869).1 What the Inuit made of all this alchemic-like work is not 
recorded.   

For later identification and study, the Expedition’s “scientific gentlemen” collected 
specimens of virtually everything they could get their hands on: Arctic plants, benthic 
arthropods, rocks and fossils; even a sample of Igloolik air was brought back to England 
for analysis, in a large, sealed jar. Most significantly for the Inuit interpretation of the 
Expedition’s motives was the handling and collection of human skulls found strewn 
around the Island (see Parry 1824: 280). 

Time has long since eroded the value of the Expedition's contributions to the natural 
sciences, leaving as its legacy only the ethnographic collections brought back–some still 
carefully preserved in the British Museum–and the descriptions of Inuit life Parry and 
Lyon published shortly after their return to England (Parry 1824; Lyon 1824). These 
carefully observed and generally sympathetic accounts, constitute the earliest and fullest 
descriptions we have of Inuit life in Canada’s Eastern Arctic. This being said, we should 
keep in mind that neither Parry nor Lyon could fully escape the conventions of their time. 
They subscribed blindly to the notion of British superiority, rampant in the years 
following the Napoleonic wars. Both could be equivocal about Inuit, easily swinging 
from approbation to condemnation: one moment Inuit would be honest, stoical, dignified 
and hospitable; the next ungrateful, gluttonous, improvident, and thieving. Notoriously 
Parry, in a demonstration of Royal Navy justice, had an Inuk brutally lashed for petty 
theft. This act marked the turning point of the Expedition’s relations with Iglulingmiut, 
and also determined how Parry is remembered in Igloolik to this day.2 On balance, 
however, the writings of these two Georgian naval officers are infused with a genuine 
admiration and consideration for Inuit. Their narratives succeed in presenting remarkable 
accounts of early 19th Iglulingmiut life at the point of first contact.  

 
Spreading the Word 

An overview of the publication history of the Expedition’s accounts gives us an idea 
of their likely impact on the British reading public. Parry’s narrative was first brought out 
in a handsome volume in 1824, titled, in part, a Journal of a Second Voyage for the 
Discovery of a North-West Passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific [etc.] . This was the 
official record of the voyage, issued under the imprimatur of the Admiralty. Responding 
to the considerable interest shown in this narrative, the Quarterly Review–one of the 19th 
century's most influential periodicals–printed a summation running some forty pages. 
Although replete with information about Inuit, the reviewer haughtily asserts that Parry’s 
official narrative is not the proper place to elaborate on Inuit life and customs; for such 
material, readers are helpfully directed to Lyon’s forthcoming account which will: “[…] 
contain a more free and familiar description of the Esquimaux […] than was perhaps 
consistent with the gravity of [Parry’s] authentic and historical Narrative.”3 That same 
year–to avoid any confusion with the “official” account–Lyon’s narrative was duly 
published under the title Captain Lyon’s Private Journal. It proved popular and soon 

                                                 
1 Fisher in a draft note (1869) interleafed in his personal copy of Parry’s Second Voyage, National 
Maritime Museum, Greenwich, England. 
2 The Inuk, referred to by Parry as Oo-oo-took, is the shaman Quliiqaujaq in Iglulingmiut accounts 
(MacDonald 1992: 308-312).  
3 Quarterly Review, Vol. 30, October 1823 and January1824, p.272. 
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warranted a “new edition,” issued the following year (Lyon 1825). Another periodical, 
less prestigious than the Quarterly Review, modestly calling itself the Mirror of 
Literature, Amusement, and Instruction, printed under its section “Choice Extracts from 
New Works,” a three page comment on Inuit life, including a couple of columns devoted 
to “the Esquimaux female, Iligliuk”–of whom more about later–was drawn entirely from 
Parry.4 In 1828, a five volume pocketbook “compendium” of Parry’s Arctic voyages was 
published which included a one-hundred and forty-five page Account of the Esquimaux 
[…] of Winter Island and Igloolik Island. Parry’s popularity in print was to make him in 
his time a leading authority in everything to do with the Arctic and Inuit. Long after the 
publication of his Journal, his opinions were regularly sought by the magazines and 
newspapers of the day. The Penny Magazine, for example–published by the “Society for 
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge”–cites Parry in four of its issues appearing between 
March and November, 1845 alone. 

 
Nursery Narratives 

Reflecting the evident enthusiasm in the adult world for tales of discoveries in far-off 
places, it was not long before the narratives of Parry and Lyon and their voyaging 
contemporaries wormed their way into British children’s literature. As a general rule, 
adapting adult writing for children’s reading necessitates considerable selection, 
distillation, and abridgement, a process likely to distort the balance of the source material. 
In this, the treatment of Parry’s and Lyon’s narratives was no exception.5 For the most 
part, the two children’s books based on their works considered here–Northern Regions 
and A Peep at the Esquimaux–unquestioningly endorse 19th century stereotypes of Inuit. 
Speaking of the latter book, Gail Edwards and Judith Saltman rightly point out that the 
young reader: 

[…] was encouraged by the text and images to move between fascination and 
disgust with the unfamiliar and non-British in this strange world, while learning 
that the ‘Esquimaux’ are blameless because they are untaught, Rousseau-like 
‘savages’ living in a state of nature without Euroamerican consciousness and 
civilized manners […] ( Edwards  and Saltman 2010: 20). 

The influence of such texts on the child’s imagination, however, may well have gone 
beyond this rather benign and abstract assessment. In particular the racial epithets, which 
in the original narratives tend to be contextually muted, come across as stark and raw in 
the children’s versions. As we will see, the explicitness of such depictions would likely 
have fixed in the minds of young readers a crudely distorted impression of Inuit, quite in 
keeping with the contemporary view of native peoples in general.  

Northern Regions, based partly on Parry’s Second Voyage, was first published 
anonymously in London 1825.6 Its compiler’s patriotic aim was to impress youth with the 

                                                 
4 The Mirror (1824: 217-220). Iligliuk (or Iligkiak), with her strong personality and map making skills, 
achieved an almost heroine-like status following the publication of Parry's Journal. John Barrow, Second 
Secretary of the Admiralty, enthused about her. Although misspelled, her name appears–along with a 
reference to Barrow–in a poem by Samuel Taylor Coleridge: “Captain Parry! Captain Parry / Though hast 
had the Devil’s luck / Spite the gifted Secretary / And the charms of Eligluck” (Mays 2001: 1036). 
5 For an early and excellent overview of children’s books deriving from the journals of Arctic explorers and 
voyagers see Judith St. John, A Peep at the Esquimaux, Beaver Magazine, Winter 1965, pp. 38-44. 
6 Its full title is: Northern Regions; or, Uncle Richard’s relation of Captain Parry’s Voyages for the 
discovery of the North-West passage and an account of the overland journies [sic] of other enterprising 
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values of “courage, resolution and perseverance” that “enable [men] to act an honourable 
and useful part in the service of their country” (1825: 6). A Peep at the Esquimaux, or 
Scenes on the Ice, brought out in the same year, was authored by “A Lady” whose 
identity remains unknown, although clearly someone closely related to Lyon.7 Selling for 
six pence, this little volume was reviewed in the Literary Chronicle (July 1825) as a 
“pretty little book for a child […] with practical descriptions suitable for juvenile readers 
[…].” In this case the author’s intentions were less lofty hoping only that her depictions 
of the insufferable conditions of Inuit life would stimulate comparison with the happy lot 
of the English middle-class. She wanted her young readers to count their blessings:  

Those harmless natives of the Frozen Seas […] the most desolate of human 
beings; often famishing […] perishing with cold, and destitute of all the 
comforts and conveniences of life; yet cheerful, and contented […] thereby 
affording a lesson to natives of a happier country [meaning, of course, England] 
who, in the midst of abundance, are often miserable and discontented, even at 
the slightest privation (p. vii). 

Northern Regions is presented as a fictive dialogue between a sailor, “Uncle Richard,” 
and his two nephews, “Charles” and “Tom.” In contrast, A Peep at the Esquimaux gives a 
succession of “poems” in rhyming couplets, each covering some aspect of the Arctic 
environment. True to the title, many of the poems deal with Inuit life, illustrated with 
sketches deriving unmistakably from Lyon’s well-known drawings. Both books succeed 
in mirroring–even amplifying–many of the epithets and contradictions about Inuit found 
in their parent sources.   

A few examples will suffice. In Northern Regions, for instance, Uncle Richard–the 
hero of the story–newly returned from an Arctic voyage, ambiguously announces to his 
nephews: “[…] I have had a merry time of it among those Esquimaux animals, as we call 
them” (p. 17); later on, continuing the animal analogy, and paraphrasing Lyon (1825: 
180), he characterizes old Inuit women as: “truly hideous. […]  I would rather compare them 
to a dressed-up Ourang Outang” (p.170). In A Peep at the Esquimaux, a poem titled “Man” 
resorts to the 19th century pseudoscience of physiognomy to link Inuit facial features with 
diminished intellect. The reader learns that a vacant gape, a small chin, with the nose 
“buried in the cheek,” “no mental qualities bespeak” (p.33). The happy exceptions to this 
characterization are, of course, Inuit individuals whose features most closely resemble 
those of Europeans: “With noses high and oval face / Like beings of another race” (p.33). 
Inuit women who, in the author’s view can “boast no beauties” are equally demeaned as 
having a “waddling gait,” toes “turned in” and legs “outspread” (p.35). Note that young 
Inuit women, with their “fresh and rosy cheek,” might be acceptable were it not for 
considerations of hygiene: their youthful attributes, the reader learns, combine “[...] to 
form a pleasing face / could cleanliness the picture grace” (p. 35). In a segment labelled 
“Diet and Cookery” a horror of Inuit eating habits is conjured up in disapproving 

                                                                                                                                                 
travelers in Northern Regions. The other “enterprising travelers” were Capt. John Franklin (Coppermine 
c.1821) and Capt. John Cochrane (Kamchatka c.1823) who are specifically mentioned in the title of an 
American edition published in 1827 and reprinted in 1856. 
7 Unsupported speculation names the author as Lady Mary Love (nee Heaviside), wife of Sir James 
Frederick Love. Born in Halifax, N.S. in 1806, she was educated in England and became artist and 
lithographer. Some online versions of A Peep at the Esquimaux credit Mary Love as author (See Canadian 
Dictionary of Biography Online under “Heaviside, Mary”). 
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language: “filthy objects;” “tainted seal;” “nauseous mess,” and “wallowing in the filth 
and gore” (p.15). While there are a number of verses commending the ingenious artistry 
of Inuit in sewing and tool making, even here there can be a qualifying assumption that 
such skills are relative to European standards or ideals. In this way, for example, Inuit 
snow-goggles–used and adapted by Parry–are versified thus:  

And the neat Shade, which Natives wear  
To guard their eyes from snowy glare  
Whose workmanship would not disgrace  
E'en artists of superior race (p.29). 

 A Peep at the Esquimaux concludes with a ten page poem quaintly called “A Polar 
Pastoral.” Written, by a “friend of the authoress,” it differs markedly in tone from the rest 
of the book, and makes extensive use of Inuktitut vocabulary.8 In the preface we are told 
that the poem originated: 

[…] in consequence of [the author] having overheard a reproachful dialogue 
between a young Esquimaux Hunter, and a favourite Girl to whom he was 
betrothed. He upbraids her for having suffered her attentions to be diverted from 
him, in consequence of the rich presents made to her by the Europeans 
[meaning, of course, members of Parry’s expedition]. 

Exceptionally, the “Polar Pastoral”–imitating Burns or Wordsworth in extolling the 
honest toil and innocence of rustic life–is notable for its relative sensitivity towards Inuit. 
It is also explicit in its recognition of the social disruption caused by the Expedition’s 
presence in Igloolik. Never lapsing into the blatant epithets of the earlier verses, it 
unreservedly acknowledges the caring hospitality given by Iglulingmiut to Parry and his 
crew when “wet, and shiv'ring” they landed on Igloolik Island (p.57). In similar vein, 
John Barrow of the Admiralty–struck by the abilities of Iligliuk, whose grasp of map-
making principles he found astonishing, writes appreciatively, even defensively, about 
Inuit, saying “[that] if any doubt could be entertained as to the superiority of the 
Esquimaux over all other races of people whom we are pleased to call savages, let us turn 
to the pages of Parry, where he describes the superior intellectual faculties of that 
extraordinary woman Iligliuk” (Barrow 1846: 454).  

Sensitive and respectful portrayals such as these, however, did not easily catch the 
imagination of the British public, who seemed to prefer the less complicated notion of the 
“native” as untrustworthy, naïve, treacherous, and savage. Virtually unchallenged, these 
views, for instance, allowed the English establishment, led by writers such as Charles 
Dickens (despite his celebrated humanity), to dismiss out of hand the Inuit accounts, 
reported by John Rae, of cannibalism among members of the lost Franklin expedition, 
accepting instead the more “reasoned” view that the crews, in their weakened state, had 
been “slain by the Esquimaux themselves.”9  

 

                                                 
8 Over twenty Inuktitut words are used, one of them, “nerookak” [niruqaq] (contents of a caribou stomach) 
is quite obscure, and remarkable for its appearance in a British children’s book: “The sweet intestines, and 
Nerookas I store  / With weary steps, to your lov'd tent I bore” (p.51).  
9 Household Words, No. 245, Dec 2, 1854: 362. 
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Inuit Recollections of Parry: From Provider to Punisher 
The earliest accounts we have of Inuit recollections of Parry, scanty as they are, come 

indirectly from comments gathered more or less incidentally by two subsequent 
explorers: John Rae and Charles Francis Hall. Rae, on his overland expedition to the 
Arctic coast (1846-47) met, near Naujaat (Repulse Bay), two Inuit–a man and a woman–
who had visited Parry’s ships. The woman “still wore round her wrist some beads” 
obtained from the ships, where she had also eaten and enjoyed biscuit for the first time 
(Rae 1847: 40, 42). The man, as a youngster, had been aboard the Fury and Hecla and 
recalled that Parry’s crews “killed a number of walruses and some black whales 
(bowheads) [and] that the walruses were put in "cache" for [the Inuit], who were rather 
short of provisions at the time, and that they [also] received the skins of the whales” (Rae 
1847: 147). This account is corroborated in Parry’s narrative, mentioning that “[…] we 
cast off, taking in tow the carcass of the whale for our friends at Igloolik” (1824: 302). 

In the mid-1860’s Hall briefly visited the Igloolik area on two occasions during his 
misguided search for survivors of the lost Franklin expedition. Through his interpreter, 
Tookoolito, he questioned Inuit about Parry’s visit some 40 years earlier. A smattering of 
information, most of it favourable, was gathered by Hall. Some examples follow, taken 
from Hall’s narrative (Nourse 1879). 

 “Artungun,” from Igloolik, recalled that Parry and Lyon were “very fond of little 
children;” Lyon “had danced the little ones, and sung nursery rhymes to them.”10 
Artungun himself could “sing several songs learned from the sailors, and could count in 
English.” He also remembered receiving medical treatment from the ships’ surgeon, 
being “brought to life by Parry’s angeko [shaman] bleeding him;” as proof, Artungun 
showed Hall the lancet scar on his arm (p. 301). “Aglooka,” from Igloolik, was said to 
have exchanged names with Parry” (p. 296); and “Erktua,” also from Igloolik, when 
given a taste of Hall’s brandy punch, “a heart-warming and happy-making drink,” 
recalled she had drunk  the “same kind many times on board Parry’s ships, years before” 
(p. 129). These few fragmentary recollections, along with those gathered by Rae, suggest 
that for Inuit, Parry’s stay in Igloolik was a positive experience, both socially engaging 
and materially advantageous. Of course, the context in which these recollections were 
offered–Inuit telling one Qallunaaq explorer about another–would likely emphasize the 
positive.  

Interestingly, none of the “favourable” memories of Parry’s visit survive in current 
Iglulingmiut oral history. Nowadays, the memory of Parry, with one important exception, 
rests almost entirely on his punishment of Ooootook for the theft of a shovel, mentioned 
earlier (see Parry 1824: 412). In the Inuit version of this event as recorded by Hall, 
Ooootook is a powerful shaman who defies all attempts to kill him, saying: “Let the 
Koblunas try to kill me; they cannot, for I am an anatko.” Parry’s whips, musket balls, 
and swords, managed only to subdue Ooootook, who is finally released after threatening 
to use his shamanistic powers to split the ship asunder (Nourse 1879: 112, 113). A current 
account of this event, given by Hervé Paniaq of Igloolik, also highlights the powers of the 
shaman, here named Quliiqaujaq: “He stole a shovel […]. The white people wanted to cut 
off his arms with an axe, […]  but his arm could not be cut, […] it looked as if his arm 

                                                 
10 Lyon mentions visiting an Inuit encampment where his “[...] chief occupation was nursing a dirty little 
baby” where he “quite won the heart of the mama [...] by singing to her infant, 'Bye baby bunting', and 
other nursery songs.” 
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was severed, so much so that the axe blade would stick fast to the deck, but each time 
[they struck] his arm was untouched. When white men were finished, Quliiqaujaq blew 
their ships away and told them never to return […]” (Paniaq IE-141: 1990). Differing 
from this account, Rosie Iqallijuq links the shaman’s banishment of Parry’s ships to 
jealousy over a woman. The shaman “was jealous over his wife when she started to go 
around with some white people. When [Parry] departed it is said that the shaman, aided 
by his helping spirit, blew the ships away so that no other ship can ever make it back to 
Iglulik” (Iqallijuq IE-204: 1991). Something of this may link back to an entry (marked 
“strictly private”) in Hall’s notebook stating that Parry and Lyon, vying for the exclusive 
affections of the same woman, had become jealous of each other (Loomis 1972: 189).11 

By far the most important piece of Igloolik oral history associated with the Parry 
Expedition was provided by Rosie Iqallijuq (2000; Eber 2008). Remarkably, this 
fragment establishes from the Inuit point of view a logical raison d'être for the 
Expedition, namely that Parry had come to Igloolik Island specifically to find the skull of 
his ancestral “mother,” the legendary Uinigumasuittuq. In this way, Parry is joined with 
the well-known story of the woman who refused to take a husband and so was banished 
to an island with her dog, where she eventually gave birth to a litter of puppies–half-dog, 
half-human–destined to become the progenitors of the Iqqiliit –the North American 
Indians, and the Qallunaat–the Europeans. Uinigumasuittuq put the “Qallunaat puppies” 
to sea in one of her boots in which she had also placed three stems of grass. Magically, 
the boot then transformed into a sailing ship, the grass stems becoming sail-bearing masts 
(Kappianaq 1996: IE-358).12   

As we know, Parry’s collecting of human skulls scattered around Igloolik Island was 
not only witnessed by Inuit but actively assisted by them, who, according to Parry, “went 
eagerly about to look for [skulls], and tumbled, perhaps the craniums of some of their 
own relations, into our bag without delicacy or remorse” (1825: 280). Presumably at 
some time during the Expedition’s visit to Igloolik–or shortly thereafter–Inuit linked 
Parry’s proclivity for cranium collecting with the Uinigumasuittuq legend, in this way 
furnishing, or constructing, a plausible explanation for the Expedition’s presence that 
made sense to Inuit. Intriguingly, there is a variant of this legend specifically mentioning 
that the Qallunaat would “come back by ship” (see Laugrand and Oosten 2010: 153). 
Thus, Parry’s arrival at Igloolik can be seen as the fulfillment of this prediction. It is 
perhaps also significant that Iglulingmiut told Hall that, after the Expedition’s departure, 
dogs were named in honour of Parry and Lyon (Nourse 1879: 590). This detail, in itself a 
mere curiosity, takes on a greater significance when considered within the context of the 
Uinigumasuittuq narrative, where it serves to reflect and reiterate the partial canine 
origins of the Qallunaat. 

There is an ironic addendum to the story of Parry and the Iglulingmiut. Parry’s famed 
“geographer,” the Inuk woman, Iligliuk (also spelled Iligliak), whose charms and intellect 
were celebrated in various British publications–from the Mirror of Literature to a poem 
attributed to Samuel Taylor Coleridge–had her name officially commemorated at a point 

                                                 
11 Hall later doubted this statement after the woman, Erktua, who had given him this information, accused 
Hall himself of attempting to solicit her affections (Loomis 1972: 189). 
12 The broader implications of this “causative” link between the Unigumasuittuq legend and Parry’s 
Expedition, and how it might fit into the extensive discourse on this subject developed by Birgitte Sonne, 
Bernard Saladin d’Anglure, Frédéric Laugrand, and Jarich Oosten, are beyond the scope of this essay. 
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of land just south of Hall Beach. Early in the 1990s, the Government of the Northwest 
Territories, wishing to revise place names in the region, sought the advice of the 
community councils in Hall Beach and Igloolik. The name “Iligliak” meant nothing to the 
local counsellors, who recommended that Iligliak Point be replaced by the descriptive 
name Tiriqquq, meaning “corner.” Disappointing as this decision would have been for 
Parry, Lyon, and especially Barrow, it was, in fact, fully in keeping with traditional Inuit 
place-naming practices which, with few exceptions, avoid attaching persons’ names to 
geographical features. 
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