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Inuit: a member of an indigenous people of northern Canada and parts of Greenland and
Alaska. (Oxford Dictionary, 2020). Singular form: Inuk.

Inuusivut Anninaqtuq: United for Life.

ITK: Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, meaning ‘Inuit are united in Canada’. Inuit-led organisation
advocating for the rights of Inuit in Canada, in regards to the respect of the Land Claim
Agreement of 1993. https://www.itk.ca/
IQ: Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit, meaning Inuit Traditional Knowledge. Inuit appropriation of the
term TEK, emphasizing Inuit knowledge, culture, way of life and heritage alongside
ecological knowledge. (Wenzel, 2004)

Nunavummiut: inhabitants of the territory of Nunavut, Canada.

Nunavut: Northern Territory of Canada, bordered by Manitoba in the South and the
Northwest Territories in the West. Its name means ‘Our Land’ in Inuktitut, the language of
Inuit. (Encyclopaedia Brittanica, 2020: https://www.britannica.com/place/Nunavut)
NTI: Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated. Inuit organisation focussing its efforts on enforcing
the promises made by the Nunavut Agreement (Land Claim Agreement) of 1993.
https://www.tunngavik.com/
MMIWG: Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls. A national inquiry which
report in 2019 highlighted the systemic violence Indigenous women and girls, as well as
members

of

the

LGBT+

community

were

subjected

to.

https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/mandate/

RCMP: Royal Canadian Mounted Police.
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TEK: Traditional Ecological Knowledge. Indigenous and local knowledge on natural
resources and their management, principle recognised during the Earth Summit of 1992 in
Rio de Janeiro, where Agenda 21 emphasized on local indigenous knowledge to help pave
the way towards a more sustainable future. (Inglis, 1993)

Pauktuutit: Pauktuutit is a national Inuit organisation advocating for the rights and needs of
Inuit women throughout Canada, in relation to the social, political, cultural and economic
development of the country. https://www.pauktuutit.ca/

Summary
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After the end of Second World War, the Arctic became of strategic importance for
Canada against regional interests from the USA and from then-USSR. The Arctic Northwest
passage secured commercial routes and became a geo-political source of tensions between the
West and the Communist federation. Securing ownership of this area was therefore a matter
of not only national economic opportunities but also of national security during this Cold War
era. Canada’s portion of the Arctic was however much without any inhabitants, and
according to UNCLOS, the international laws of the sea, inhabiting a portion of land allows
for the ownership of said land (The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2020) . Whereas before the
Second World War Inuit were quite neglected, the Cold War changed this and Inuit became a
strategic point of interest of the Canadian Federal Government. The forced relocation
programme of some Inuit families towards the High Arctic (specially towards the islands of
Cornwallis and Ellesmere) which began in the 1950s, was a first step towards what is later
coined as a cultural genocide. The sled dog massacre, the residential schools and the naming
programme were all consequences of this geo-political interest and were political tools used
to sedentarise Inuit, whereas before they were traditionally nomadic, depended on hunting as
a food source. These colonial practices consequently deeply changed the social and family
dynamics of Canadian Inuit, still impacting today’s generations ( Bonesteel, 2006, Kral,
2012, McHugh, 2013, Tester, 2010a).
When looking at well being, “the state of being comfortable, healthy, or happy.” (Oxford
Dictionary, 2020), its understanding when applied to Inuit Nunavummiut immediately takes
on a much more complex application than a purely artificial one. Taking into account the
colonial past, well being becomes interconnected to the recognition of past atrocities as well
as to current plans to adequately address social issues such as high unemployment, high
school dropout and high suicide rates (Kral, 2012). Well being is therefore more than the
personal sphere and becomes collective: political agency in deciding their fate, as opposed to
during the Cold War, cultural revival with a recognition for instance of their language and
social organisation, and economic strengthening of communities (Tester and McNicoll, 2004;
Kral, 2011).
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Decorticated, Inuit Nunavummiut well being is very culturally sensitive. To start from the
ground up, the first well being that can be seen is environmental well being. Indeed, the land
(Nuna) and the sea (Taruiq) are not only intrinsic parts of the cultural identity of Inuit, they
are quintessential to their daily lives as they shape their survival. Many communities were
dependent on hunting and/or fishing as food resources, as well as for clothing and housing.
Their relationship to their environment, to the elements and living beings is closer to an
ecosystem-like understanding, meaning that rather than following a anthropocentric view on
nature, their view is closer to a nonanthropocentric one, such as ecocentrism or biocentrism,
where humanity does not hold a preponderant or dominant place in the world. As such, their
cultural and spiritual practices, such as shamanism, follows a strongly animalistic and holistic
worldview, with nature being quintessential in Inuit culture and identity (McHugh, 2013).
Consequently, the forced relocation programme, with the loss of Inuit language and
traditional knowledge in residential schools, have forced a deep cultural (subsequently
identity) uprooting. This has strongly participated in the creation of an intergenerational
historical trauma, today still affecting younger generations who have not lived the era of
enforced colonial practices (Kral, 2012).

Similarly, the Inuit political agenda triggered by those same colonial practices as early as the
10970s founded the territory of Nunavut in 1999. This founding was not only a way for Inuit
to regain a political voice, but to also regain agency in decision making powers regarding
their communities such as education and political representation. Inuit way of life was not
only a distant memory but became the forefront of modern cultural revival and resilience.
These two concepts, cultural revival and resilience, are advocated by the government of
Nunavut and by the various Inuit organisations defending their interests, as foundations of
community and individual well being. The 2017 Inuusivut Anninaqtuq plan by the Embrace
Life Council and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2015 report), promoting healthy
well being among youth in order to combat the high suicide rates, both strongly advocate for
an emphasis on traditional knowledge, and intergenerational linkages. Two elements severely
hacked in the second half of the 20th century. Political voice and political agency goes
therefore beyond the simple electoral process, but pushes for a recognition of past atrocities
in order to advance towards reconciliation. While compensations were awarded to victims of
residential schools, the territory of Nunavut remains the only territory (and province) to not
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have full decision powers over its own natural resources. Hence, the federal decision to halt
oil drillings were made without Inuit consent. The purpose of this decision is not where the
critique lies, the critique lies in the fact that Inuit Nunavummiut have no decision making
powers in managing their own land. Reconciliation is deemed as vital in the process of
combating historical trauma, which is still currently damaging Inuit well being, and this
contention between local and federal powers is only hindering this reconciliation process
(Tester and McNicoll, 2004; Kral, 2011). Also, the ongoing systemic bias against Inuit in law
enforcement and healthcare is yet another layer added onto this power discrepancy between
the Inuit minority and the federal government (Fraser et.al, 2012). Having a political voice is
not only a matter of political representation within Canadian politics, is it also having
leverage and pressuring powers in influencing current social and racist discrepancy in
Canadian society at large and within Nunavut. There can only be reconciliation if this
discrepancy is fully addressed.

These political tensions have direct repercussions on ongoing social tensions, especially
regarding youth. Youth well being not only encompasses what has been previously
highlighted, with suicidal tendencies being linked to historical trauma and the subsequent
deep social structural changes, but is also impacted by the current economic atmosphere of
the territory (Inuit Statistical Profile, ITK, 2018; Kral, 2012). Unemployment rates are high,
and while school and education are generally highly regarded by students, the motivation to
graduate is dimmed by the poor economic index which restricts employment opportunities
after school. A motivation which is also strongly impacted by the living conditions of many
younger Inuit, who struggle with overcrowded homes, finding themselves having to take care
of other family members, and struggling to have sufficient access to food and adequate
(mental) healthcare (Census 2016, Statistics Canada; O’Gorman, Pandey, 2014). Nonetheless,
resilience and cultural revival, while being also tackled politically, is a strong topic among
the youth to reclaim their identity, keeping their heads above the water, while still being
ingrained in the modern world. Social media, with platforms such as Instagram and TikTok,
are used to show their cultural heritage to the world as well as to strengthen a sense of
community among Inuit and among Indigenous. Traditional media platforms such as The
Inuit Youth Magazine, are also used to further foster a sense of community and pride among
younger Inuit. Being proud of their own culture is essential in forging a resilient youth,

7

promoting cultural revival, while still being a young person in Canada with access to
everything else other young Canadians have. While this cultural pride will not make those
systemic issues such as overcrowded housing and limited employment opportunities
disappear, it does tackle a strong root of poor well being which is historical trauma and
cultural uprooting.

On that account, Inuit Nunavummiut well being is multifaceted: the environmental
background, quintessential to Inuit culture, of their political revendications is also apparent in
the cultural revival process. Economic, political and social well being are therefore
interconnected, one cannot distinguish one from the other. The impacts of the socio-economic
factors onto Inuit Nunavummiut well being, as well as the impacts of environmental factors,
are deeply linked to the ongoing effects of historical trauma. Aiding youth towards a healthy
mental and physical well being therefore takes not only a structural change in the current
living conditions in Nunavut, but also a deep structural change towards reconciliation with
the federal government and Canadian society at large, tackling larger issues such as systemic
bias and racism.

Introduction
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Well being is a concept open to interpretations: what is my well being might not
correspond to yours, what you need in order to have a positive mental and physical well
being might not be what I need. It is highly subjective. Nonetheless, associated with well
being is happiness. What do we need to be happy, to be content and feeling fulfilled in our
lives? What is the key to happiness? The Harvard Study on Adult Development asked that
very same question, for 80 years, to hundreds of men, and studied what truly mattered for
these men as they got older. Relationships, relationships, relationships. That appeared to be
the key word (Mineo, 2017). But are relationships all there is to obtain some kind of
satisfaction in our lives, some kind of happiness? We don’t only live on love, fresh air and
water. We are not Baloo. At some point, there needs to be some kind of financial
independence, some kind of recognition in what we do within society, and also some kind of
respect to who we are. Now, what started as an easy answer now seems to be more and more
complex, and we are starting to touch on the bigger picture: what is well being? What builds
and supports well being is the focus of this Master’s thesis: what it is, how it can be defined
and how it can be improved. However, we can all agree that what well being is to one is not
what it is to another. So I chose to narrow down the focus group to Inuit living in Nunavut,
Canada. That seems very precise, so why Inuit? There are 39,097 Nunavummiut (inhabitants
of Nunavut) living in Nunavut, Canada’s newest Territory. Inuit struggle with a very high
suicide rate, 10 times the national average, great difficulties in meeting their basic needs such
as sufficient access to food, housing, security, health facilities and education (Barker et.al.,
2017; Moller, 2005; Kral et.al., 2014; Wenzel, 2012; Marin et.al, 2007). The colonial history
of the country against Inuit populations has left devastating marks (Dunning, 2014;
Stevenson, 2012; Tester, 2010a, 2010b). However, the purpose of this thesis is not to paint
Nunavut and its inhabitants as those poor souls whom we should all pity. This would be of
great disservice to them. Instead, this research project will emphasise the resilience and the
oh-so-many projects and actions and decisions and laws put in place to move forward. The
many hardships Inuit youth, adults and elders are faced with are incredibly important to
highlight, expose and understand. But the focus of this research project will be to first and
foremost understand how well being is being understood and how it is in the process of being
achieved by the many different layers of society, starting from the very top federal level,
down to the provincial level and the civil society level. There are many facets to well being,
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spiritual well being, physical well being, mental well being, social well being, or economic
well being. When applying those facets to Inuit well being, several factors are important to
keep in mind. Firstly, the background: Inuit are indigenous people living in the Arctic, who
have been victims of colonial practices and have fought for their right to political power
within Canada. Secondly, the current economic situation of Nunavut, where unemployment
rates are high and where the economic index is poor, sets the tone for public and private
investments in their population’s health and economic opportunities. And thirdly, the current
social situation of Nunavut, where cultural revival is one key area taken by the government
and by local organisations in fighting against the high suicide rate and is used as a tool to
reclaim Inuit identity after the ‘end’ of the colonial practices. Three areas can therefore be
discerned: where people live, the Arctic, is determinant not only for Inuit culture but also
dictates economic opportunities; how people live, meaning their cultural and economic
practices; and how people are organised, meaning their political representation. These three
areas are how I dissect Inuit well being: environmental well being, political well being, and
social (cultural and economic) well being.

I would like to develop my research question around the understanding of well being
of the new 2017 Action Plan Inuusivut Anninaqtuq (meaning United for Life) for suicide
prevention and overall mental being improvement, by the Government of Nunavut, Nunavut
Tunngavik Incorporated, The Royal Canadian Mounted Police and the Embrace Life Council.
In this new report and action plan, well being is decorticated in an ecosystem manner, where
while Inuit health is the core, it is holistically linked to and dependent on its environment.
Food security, housing, culture and language, mental wellness, adequate health care and
public facilities, sense of safety, as well as economic and educational opportunities, are
important elements which all together form a positive environment fostering solid health and
overall well being. Some of these social determinants however are practical needs for
everyday survival, such as having access to food, housing or healthcare. Other determinants
are more complex, such as cultural revival a sense of safety, and are intrinsically linked to the
current and past political and social context of the region. These touch on historical trauma
created by colonial practices, which find ongoing bias in Nunavut and in Canada as a whole.
Fostering cultural resilience and revival, and a sense of safety, engage in the process of
overall reconciliation with the Federal Government. From this understanding of the Embrace
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Life council action plan, deeper networks of influences are made, from practical reality to
deeper societal layers.

As such, from needing only relationships, a whole network of areas of life are now
needed in order to obtain a healthy, happy life. From early childhood development facilities,
to sustainable income distribution, to mental wellness, to the ability to live one’s own culture,
just to name a few. In order to make these areas manageable for the purpose of this research
project, I have divided them into five categories: economic opportunities, ecology, politics,
culture and social life. Why these five? Please see the conceptual framework below for
explanations. From these categories, we can now deconstruct the vague question of how well
being is being understood and how it is in the process of being achieved by the many
different layers of society, into precise fields and impacts of each category onto the formation
of well being among Inuit populations of Nunavut: How are environmental factors, the
current economic situation, and the current socio-political situation impacting the well being
of the Inuit Nunavummiut? F
 rom this overarching research question, encompassing many
different things, several sub-questions are extracted which will form the three subsequent
empirical chapters:
What place does the environment hold and how have the recent changes impacted Inuit
Nunavummiut?
What is the legacy of past colonial practices onto present day socio-political well being?
What are the impacts of the current economic situation onto Inuit Nunavummiut well being?

Scientific and societal relevance

As previously mentioned, the study of Inuit populations in Nunavut is an interesting
case study due to several factors: the geographical position of the territory in the Arctic circle
makes it the subject of dispute between the US and Canada over the right to the Northwest
Passage, not to mention general disputes in Canada regarding the management of its Arctic
Indigenous territories. The territory has a large economic interest due to exploitable mining
lands, however most of its population does not benefit from this attractiveness. Inuit
populations form a strong ethnic and cultural-linguistic group within Canada despite ongoing
structural violence, strengthening a strong sense of identity. These factors are non-exhaustive
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but form the focus for the purpose of this thesis. These factors, stemming from a particular
environmental context, as well as from a particular historical and political background, create
a very particular social atmosphere, torn between poor economic conditions, struggles with
neo-colonial practices still disrupting social life, and climate change induced land changes.
To better understand the experienced quality of life of Inuit Nunavummiut, this thesis makes
a case by linking those aforementioned factors and depicting an overarching social context
which then translates into practical factors such as high school dropout rates or high suicide
rates or also high unemployment rates, which strongly participate in the deterioration of
overall quality of life and well being. Many current research efforts regarding suicidal
tendencies in Inuit populations focus on the need to implement adequate mental health
facilities and help in the Arctic regions in order to remedy this situation, focusing efforts on
alcoholism, sexual abuse and poor childhood conditions. Some academic researches do make
a strong link with the colonial heritage and the need to include Inuit cultural practices in these
efforts. The Inuusivut Anninaqtuq Plan by the Embrace Life Council, 2017, embraces the
idea of cultural revival and resilience, by fostering intergenerational exchange, in order to
support younger generations and help combat poor mental well being due to historical
trauma. It explicitly recognised the need to include indigenous ways of knowing, and include
Inuit societal organisations and practices (like the role of Elders) in effective suicide
prevention schemes. All while engaging in active group discussions among and between
generations and ethnic groups (Inuits and non-Inuits). However, few research efforts make
the three dimensional link between economic interests, political-social tensions issues and
climate change related issues regarding Inuit poor mental health and overall quality of life.
Community-based participatory projects, also launched by governmental initiative like the
Climate Change Program, do take into account the need to adapt to climate change-induced
modifications (environmental but also cultural). These governmental initiatives do make clear
the need to include Inuit populations in environmental monitoring schemes, making them an
integral part of the adaptation process and capacity-building workshops. There are thus three
underlying societal problems that are here separately presented: poor economic conditions,
persistent cultural issues due to the colonial heritage, and the lack of involvement of local
populations in climate change related efforts. The purpose of this thesis will be to
individually link, with supporting evidences from existing literature and research, each
component to the perceived well being of the Inuit population in Nunavut, and to highlight
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how each component is interlinked to one another, in order to portray an holistic
understanding of Inuit well being in current society.

The main scientific debate regarding Inuit mental health are following these
aforementioned three dimensions: poor economic prospects, poor political-social relations
(governance) and poor environmental prospects (Loukacheva, 2009; Durkalec et.al. 2015 ;
Kral, 2016 ; Fraser et.al. 2015). For Fraser et.al. (2015), poor mental health linked to poor
economic prospects makes the prime assertion that a better economic situation would reduce
the desperate feeling many Inuit youth feel, providing them a chance to make a livelihood for
themselves, escaping the trap of repetitive unemployment, boredom and subsequent abuses
(drugs and violence). Kral (2016, 2012, 2011), Tester and McNicoll (2004) make a strong
link between the colonial heritage and the feeling of loss many feel. Residential schools for
instance provided a strong colonial tool in what is identified as ‘cultural genocide’, stripping
children from their familial links, language and overall cultural practices. This feeling of loss,
disorientation, deeply changed social dynamics, may contribute strongly to the high numbers
of suicides and suicide attempts. Governance is also an issue of political representation and
inclusion in political decisions made regarding the Arctic region, this is where the
neo-colonial context is very visible, with poor political representation, and thus political
action capacity, in affairs regarding Inuit interests (Loukacheva, 2009). The last dimension,
linking mental health to climate change, has two aspects: linking collective action and
accountability regarding adaptation to climate change (Pearce et.al., 2009), and cultural
changes due to climate change (loss of ice, lands, wildlife) (Durkalec et.al., 2015). These two
aspects nonetheless take climate change as an instigator of the degradation of overall health
among Inuit populations, and that the subsequent changes are to be taken into account by
including Inuits and their cultural practices in capacity-building projects. The scientific
debate on mental well being is thus not only centred on pure psychological factors but is
rooted in socio-economic conditions, from unemployment to lingering colonial practices.
Climate change as a factor of well being has only been truly investigated in the last decade,
since it gained momentum in the public eye. The debate therefore is not truly to test the
validity of each factor, but also engrains the issue of Inuit well being into an international
web of political and economic influences, through the drilling and exportation of oil, through
the geo-political struggle around the sovereignty of the Arctic region, or through the domestic
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lingering ghost of colonialism. I hope with my research to bring a new perspective in this
debate by considering all 3 factors as an interlinked web, providing a more comprehensive
and holistic approach in this debate: how climate change, economic prospects and ongoing
socio-political issues are linked to the well being of the Inuit population in Nunavut and need
to be considered all together. The goal here however is not to engage in a too broad debate on
the international pressures on the Arctic region, but to provide insight on how local
governance can have a positive impact by considering all three dimensions in their solution
designs. Hence the overarching research objective, the impact of socio-economic and
environmental factors on the well being of Inuit Nunavummiut; and the three sub-research
questions: What place does the environment hold and how have the recent changes impacted
Inuit Nunavummiut?
What is the legacy of past colonial practices onto present day socio-political well being?
What are the impacts of the current economic situation onto Inuit Nunavummiut well being?

Theoretical and Conceptual framework: Holism and Inuit reality
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Introduction

Coming from a European background, it is difficult to understand the different
positionings other cultures might have on the world we currently live in. Reality is subjective
and the experience we have of our current world and our history greatly changes based on
who you ask. This is why I believe for it to be important that before asking what well being is
for the Inuit, we ask ourselves who they are, and how they view the world. This vision is not
only philosophical, it has direct concrete repercussions: how the environment is viewed will
impact how natural resources are used. How power is understood will impact how political
structures are viewed and organised. Finally, because this is an academic research paper, how
reality is constructed will impact the conclusion we may draw on our subject. This is why it is
important to take a step back and to understand how we construct and view the world us.
How do we process the information we experience, and how do we draw conclusion about
them.

Theoretical framework: Holism and Inuit culture

Before trying to decorticate the concept of well being and what it entails, how we
define open concepts and how we view them is directly linked to how we understand our
world around us: what do we consider as part of our world? How do we place ourselves in
this world? How do we understand our world? Essentially, defining open concepts such as
well being challenges our knowledge of the world and what we understand knowledge to be.
Around the world, different cultures have different ways of perceiving the world as a whole
and their close environment. This separates knowledge in two, one realm of interpretations,
accredited means of knowing, and one realm of intrinsic realities, knowables constituting the
world, truths outside of the human perception, Reality with a capital R, echoed by Plato’s
Forms falling until hitting human consciousness (White, 1976; Dreyfus, Cortés, 1997). This
is perhaps a mere theoretical game to wonder if the world exists outside of human
perceptions, nonetheless, this poses a true questioning on the place of humankind within the
world, as either anthropocentric or as part of an ecosystem, a point which differs between
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Inuit conceptions of the world which are more ecosystem, and classic European thinking,
which is more anthropocentric. This brings us to our quintessential question: how does the
world work? In hermeneutic conceptualisation and interpretation of our world, holism could
be good starting point to perhaps bridge the gap between ecosystem thinking and
anthropocentric thinking. Matter, life and mind (Smuts, 1926), all three going in a circle but
most importantly, all three are indistinguishable from one another.

Holism is “the theory that parts of a whole are in intimate interconnection, such that
they cannot exist independently of the whole, or cannot be understood without reference to
the whole, which is thus regarded as greater than the sum of its parts.” according to the
Oxford Dictionary. The last phrase, that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts, is first
coined by Aristotle and offers a point of departure to the theory of holism (von Bertalanffy,
1972). The fundamental unity and continuity that connects mind, matter and life; the
fundamental idea that one cannot exist as an independent form and that a whole cannot exist
without its parts and is thus greater than them, on a physical and theoretical level; is then
divided into two interpretations, from which specialised thinkings emerge: theoretical and
practical holism (Dreyfus, 1980). The irony of dividing holism. Theoretical holism is clouded
by claims of nihilism, where because nothing can be independent then nothing truly exists,
outside of our own preconceptions and mental maps. Interpretations of the world here
become a sort of translation, the translation of our world within the frames our own
subjectivity; an omnipresent subjectivity because mankind cannot pretend to know
objectively (Dreyfus, 1980). Practical holism on the other hand focuses on everyday
practices, embodied by thinkers such as Heidegger, and claims to see interpretations of the
world as explications rather than translations (idem). What constructs human connections are
our background of customs and habits, coming to life in our exhibited behaviour. A
background so “pervasive” that it makes “the project of explication an infinite task”
according to Husserl (Dreyfus, 1980; Husserl, 1970). Many have later on taken on this view
to explain social fabrics, such as Foucault’s micro-practices or Wittgenstein’s acting
(Dreyfus, 1980; Wittgenstein, 1969). What this shows however, is that there is little
consensus on how to understand social interactions and how to understand the place of
mankind within the larger context of life on Earth. Nonetheless, holism tries to emphasise the
deep connections between individuals and their surroundings, may they be human
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surroundings or not. This view is also shared by deep ecology, where our place on earth is not
a mere materialistic or utilitarian one, but that our whole being is intrinsically linked to the
ecosystem we are part of, going a step further by also including spirituality (Devall, Sessions,
1985). This notion of deep ecology will appear again later on when linked to Inuit knowledge
and practices.

This may all seem like a very trivial, theoretical game, quite detached from social
realities and concerns of everyday life such as stopping violence, having access to food and
income, or women’s and children’s rights. What is crucial then, is to understand the fabrics of
where individuals lie and to understand that these fabrics contain elements which individuals
cannot empirically grasp: differently put, it does not suffice to simply focus on what people
do, but to also understand the context they are in, not only directly in but also through space
and time (Healey, 1991). However, doesn’t that seem awfully deterministic, governmental
and biopolitical (Foucault, 1991)? A bit of metaphysics here: if humans are determined by
their social context, they are therefore determined by the space and time they exist in. This
principle is the principle of non-separability. This indirectly means that, if holism is stretched
to its theoretical maximum, because individuals are influenced by the past and by elements
outside of their direct ecosystem, that the parts and individuals of the whole are regulated by
a principle of separability and goes against any supervenience claims (Healey, 1991). Why
does this metaphysical holism matter? To put it back in a social context: this means that
individuals within a certain context are influenced by past actions and by others’ social
contexts, such as African descendants in the Americas still suffering from the ghosts of
colonialism and subsequent racism. This is where social holism differs from practical or
theoretical holism, because in society, there are no distinct “parts” that can be “added up” to
form a “whole”, as in form a “society” (Thornton, 1988). When studying people and their
relation to culture or inhabited space, the core of the study becomes about interpreting the
trope we are dealing with, often through texts (idem). This is very important for the subject
here at hand, which is Inuit well-being: due to the cognitive effects of colonialism, many
sociological and anthropological texts contain biases: the understanding of the society at hand
is being rendered through the scope of the observer or the researcher, hence not always
corresponding to a truth of the studied population but becoming “the truth” of the researcher
(Thornton, 1988), leading to popular culture appropriating history such as for Pocahontas,
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which vehiculates a quite damaging “noble savage” myth (Zardar, 1996). The studies, the
texts, become then “the truth” and the object of knowledge (Thornton, 1988). So what is
imagination and what is reality?

While holism describe an inter-connected state of the world, where parts and wholes
are somehow merged, where the microcosm and macrocosm come together (Thornton, 1988),
where nothing can be truly separated; in system theory, there is certainly inter-connected but
as much as there is a system which transcends individual components: “everything is either a
system or a component of a system, and every system has peculiar (emergent) properties that
its components lack.” (von Bertalanffy, 1972). However what society posits, what it
vehiculates, is also found in individuals; i.e. gender bias, where general societal norms and
expectations for genders follow a cis-hetero normative model with sexist role expectations.
For instance, the whole concept of being a ‘bottom’ or being a ‘top’ in a homosexual
relationship is often associated with being more ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ presenting,
association also very often made in the LGBTQ+ community itself. This is internalized
cishetero normative and sexist model. What is largely vehiculated in society as ‘the norm’ is
also internalized, reinforcing in turn the societal norm, forming a never-ending circle. So
while society represents the whole, its properties can be found in individuals. So does the
whole always have properties that individuals lack? This is why a merge of systemism and
holism is interesting: it merges the idea of a whole which operates like a system, which goes
beyond individual motivations, and the idea that the whole cannot be separated from its
individual components and that each component is intrinsically linked to one another, may
they human components or not. The two are not antinomic: “a system may be defined as a set
of elements standing in interrelation among themselves and with the environment.” (von
Bertalanffy, 1972, pp.417). This is where holism and systemism find common ground: in
order to understand what the whole is about, it is important to study the inter-relatedness
between its different components, forming a kind of ecosystem. Where they diverge, is on the
limits of said components, where in holism it is very difficult to find clear boundaries, and
where in systemism each component can be empirically established.

If we go back to systemism as a way to think about policy making, about
understanding issues in society and trying to find a way to mitigate their effects: the
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differentiation of the macro level and micro level offers interesting ways to make an
intersected and interrelated whole an understandable situation (Bunge, 2017). Nonetheless,
Inuit world philosophy emphasises the center role of nature, “a common understanding of
what life is about” (Bielawski, 1995), going far beyond a very sterile, detached,
understandings of ‘systems’. The world is not just organised along the lines of systems, of
models, of interactions, of governing structures, but it is also based on feelings, theories,
religiosity and spirituality, blurring the lines between system components and the system
itself. “What is man without the beasts? If all the beasts were gone, man would die from a
great loneliness of spirit. For whatever happens to the beasts soon happens to the man.... The
earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth. This we know. All things are
connected like the blood which unites one family.” (Qitsualik, 2013, quote from Fisher,
2008). The Nuna, outside of religious anthropocentric understandings of “the environment”,
is what will dictate the tone of the theoretical backbone of this thesis: there is much that we
don’t know, nobody has a crystal ball to see what the future effects of climate change will be
on Inuit communities, one can elaborate trajectories and suppositions, but one cannot know;
just as much as one cannot understand the full scope of how humans are linked to the Nuna,
other than it is just ‘what life is about’. (Qitsualik, 2013). The world is therefore an
ecosystem, also including social interactions and spiritual thinkings, “alive and lively”,
designating the ‘whole’ as ever changing, as much as biological beings are. This spiritual
understanding of the world, of the whole, is fundamental and shapes how this research will
also approach the issue of knowledge and science: western science, with emphasis on
repeatable systems, on algorithms, on abstractions, and so forth, eclipses other knowledges,
as Feyerabend puts it “There is no idea, however ancient and absurd, that is not capable of
improving our knowledge. The whole history of thought is absorbed into science and is used
for improving every single theory.” (Feyerabend, Against Method, 1993). Knowledge is not
just science, as other forms of knowledge, such as experience, contemplation, social
interaction, and so forth (Sayer, 1984, in Bielawski, 2003) and those experiences of the world
are fundamental to this research project. In such a world view, the separation of system
theory and holism becomes trivial, because for Inuit worldview, both are linked: there is a
system in which humans are part of, but all of us, including non-human beings and objects,
including relations and spiritual views, are interlinked. Nonetheless, the issue of truth and
discourse remains crucial: just as much as texts become the truth, it is important to realise the
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political discourse that lies behind, and being wary of imposing one’s own preconceptions
onto people who have a much more complex and diverse narratives than what the Disney
rendition of Pocahontas may make us believe. Complex narratives such as the notion of
well-being.

Conceptual Framework: Holism in Inuit wellbeing formation

What is well being? According to the Oxford Dictionary, well-being is “The state of
being comfortable, healthy, or happy.” (2020) How can we then precisely define what makes
someone comfortable, healthy or happy, when this is intrinsically linked to a deeply personal
feeling? Perhaps understanding it as a state of life could be a starting point, regrouping
elements such as having access to education, housing, food, security, economic opportunities,
all while still empowering one’s own culture and language. This approach is the one taken by
the 2017 project Inuusivut Anninaqtuq (United for Life) for suicide prevention among Inuit
populations in Nunavut, project brought to life by the Government of Nunavut, la
Gendarmerie Royale du Canada, Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated and the Embrace Life
Council. This approach will be my point of departure for the elaboration of the conceptual
framework of my thesis. Five main domains will be constructed around it: Economic
opportunities, Ecology, Politics, Culture, and Society. These five domains are then each
deconstructed into sub-elements and particularities which will form the following conceptual
model of this research (see below).

Why these sections in particular? Indigenous relations in Canada are an intensively studied
topic: from colonisation to current political representation, from past livelihood sources to the
current economic situation, to the place of Inuit culture within Canadian society, to only
name these (Fraser et.al, 2012; Kral, 2011; Loukacheva, 2009). Much of current debates are
about the re-interpretation of observations, on an empirical but also philosophical level,
although the ghosts of colonisation and their discourses and biases are still present today
(Loukacheva, 2009).

There are 1.6 million Canadians identifying themselves as Aboriginal (Government of
Canada, 2017). The Inuit represent a group somewhat apart, living up north in the Arctic, of
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whom 64,235 live in Canada (Government of Canada, 2019), with others living in Alaska and
Greenland. Well being, lived quality of life, is a very complex topic, and I would like to start
by naming ecology as a key component. Ecology is “the branch of biology that deals with the
relations of organisms to one another and to their physical surroundings.” according to the
Oxford Dictionary (2020). Organisms such as human beings, and the relations of Inuit with
each other and to their own environment. Climate change impacts on different indicators of
well being such as mental health and livelihood opportunities that are largely linked to the
preponderant place nature holds in Inuit culture, beliefs and practices (Durkalec et.al., 2015).
Not only in Inuit culture but the environmental landscape dictates much of the possible
investments. The harsh winter, with temperatures going down to -40C, makes economic
investments in business infrastructures not only difficult but costly as well. This difficult
environment, coupled with a small population spread over a large area, make sound viable
investments tricky. Nonetheless, traditional methods of economic opportunities, such as
hunting, fishing, harvesting and crafts still hold a preponderant place in modern Inuit society,
and greatly contributes to cultural revitalisation and as such, to overall resilience. Climate
change is therefore not only a matter of environmental change, but is also a matter of deep
cultural and social change. Adapting to and mitigating the impacts of climate change is both
important for Inuit culture but also for economic opportunities, which directly leads to
deterioration or amelioration of overall wellbeing (Pearce et.al., 2009; Durkalec et.al., 2015).

As a snowball effect, poor economic prospects have direct repercussions on the self-esteem
and self-worth perception of many who are unable to obtain employment or to obtain the
expected kind of employment. Just as much as poor economic prospects, the loss of ability to
continue with traditional economic opportunities such as hunting, gathering or fishing or
crafts, also negatively impacts them. The currently available resources, such as mining, do
contribute to the income of the territory, but an entire territory cannot survive on one source
of income. Other sources such as tourism or scientific research are also major parts, but are
currently under development. With the Covid19 pandemic, both are now under threat.
Climate change and its impact on the landscape has a direct repercussion on those economic
opportunities, with increase fragility of the land, possible changes in ice coverage and in
weather patterns, making not only traditional means of livelihood more insecure but also
making future investments in other sectors difficult due to the unpredictable nature of the
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landscape. Economic prosperity, or at least economic viability, is therefore complex, with
factors such as population and climate making the issue of finding income often difficult for
households, impacting therefore their overall wellbeing.

In the same vein, household living conditions form an essential aspect of overall well being:
the living conditions of especially younger people have direct repercussions on their
education and future prospects. Due to the previously mentioned reasons, housing is a major
issue for many families, leading to overcrowding and overall poor infrastructures. Those poor
infrastructures have vast repercussions, from difficulty to have access to proper healthcare to
difficulty of receiving quality education. Poor economic prospects also contribute to poor
education, with finding motivation and reasons to finish high school sometimes difficult to
find. Education and healthcare are instrumental in forming a healthy environment, both
mentally and physically, as advocated for by many Inuit organisations such as ITK. Having a
stable environment socially is therefore crucial in the formation of, especially younger
generations, well being. Society however is more than healthcare and education, and includes
other aspects such as security and cultural practices. These two elements, sense of safety and
cultural practices are both linked to larger systemic issues, both stemming from the colonial
practices of the second half of the 20th century (Fraser et.al, 2012). Cultural revival and
advocating for resilience is quintessential for Inuit society: resilience is part of a larger
process of decolonisation and devolution, advocating for both political and cultural revival.
Cultural practices harbour a sense of community and the transmission of traditional
knowledge, which leads to the strengthening of political agendas calling for a redistribution
of decision making powers to local communities (Tester and McNicoll, 2004; Kral, 2011).
The process of devolution, such as with the creation of the Territory of Nunavut, is a
foundation for harbouring an environment favourable for cultural revival and resilience,
which is in turn quintessential in creating a healthy environment for Inuit Nunavummiut
(Fraser et.al, 2012).

The socio-cultural and political agendas are therefore very much intertwined, with the
recognition of past atrocities strongly influential in the process of reconciliation between
local communities and the federal government. Historical trauma, embodied in the conceptual
framework by ‘past relations with the federal government’, is a key point to address when
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elaborating on Inuit well being. It has only been a little over 20 years since the last residential
schools closed, many have therefore still vivid memories of those colonial practices, which
influences younger generations in their upbringing and overall social sphere. This recent past
still have repercussions today, with systemic racism still being an issue, especially in regards
to law enforcement and police brutality (Fraser et.al, 2012). While the colonial enterprise was
encouraged by politico-economic motivations in the Arctic during the Cold War, its impact
today is still instrumental in elaborating plans to improve overall mental and physical well
being among Inuit Nunavummiut and youth, as highlighted by the Inuusivut Anninaqtuq plan
(Tester and McNicoll, 2004; Kral, 2011).

It is therefore apparent that the 5 large areas, economy, society, culture, politics and
ecology, are intrensequently linked to one another, with each one having direct consequences
onto the other. For the sake of this research however, and for the sake of readability, 3 larger
empirical sections have been drawn from these areas: the relationship between Inuit and their
Environment/ecosystem; Inuit politics with an emphasis on historical trauma and
reconciliation; and Society and economy with an emphasis on youth resilience. All are linked
to one another. One cannot understand Inuit present society without understanding
economics. One cannot understand economics without understanding politics. One cannot
understand politics without understanding Inuit culture. And one cannot understand politics
and economics without knowing the ecological background. Notwithstanding, the present
division in these aforementioned five sections being purely artificial, it does provide some
much needed guidance in deconstructing the notion of well being into manageable sections.
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Figure 1: Conceptual model
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Methodology

Introduction
The empirical research of this thesis will be articulated around the three main
sub-questions:
-

What place does the environment hold and how have the recent changes impacted
Inuit Nunavummiut?
What is the legacy of past colonial practices onto present day socio-political well
being?

-

What are the impacts of the current economic situation onto Inuit Nunavummiut well
being?

As a result, the aim of this research is to highlight the voices of Inuit, highlight their
perception of their own well being, through the different angles of politics, social, cultural
and economic viewpoints. Consequently, a qualitative research method approach is preferred:
my aim is to construct and deconstruct stories, through testaments, images, speeches, and
previous researches. I aim to describe the subjective reality of what well being means for
Inuit, not to understand their reality as homogenous, but to highlight trends and key points
that affect all. Using a qualitative approach is therefore the most appropriate in my opinion.
This qualitative approach will take the form of a mixed-method analysis, using
phenomenology to describe the subjective reality of the researched group, using activist
research to highlight the power dynamics of Inuit populations in relation to the federal
government, using historical research in the understand the root and legacy of this
imbalanced power dynamic, and visual ethnography by using photographs, maps and graphs
to visually represent what these social dynamics mean and to also give a face, to give some
humanity, to the researched population.

Data collection strategy
As said in the introduction, this research will be articulated using a mixed-method
approach. Phenomenology approaches reality using the lens of subjectivity, of the lived
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reality of experiences, either as a group or as an individual, so to relate to a vision of reality
that may differ from an objective, quantitative approach. It gives a human face to the topic of
the research. The aim of this research is to study the concept of well being, which is an open
concept. To better understand it, approaching it using phenomena that transcribe this open
concept into reality is one way of relating to the lived experiences of Inuit in regards to the
formation of their sense of well being. In this same vein, historical and activist research aim
to highlight not only the past power dynamics but also the current power dynamics, how the
past has great influence on the present, and how these power imbalances currently hold
weight in the formation of a sense of well being. These two approaches are largely linked and
flow from on to the other: one cannot understand the present social dynamics without
understanding the past social dynamics. Similarly, the activist approach aims to offer a
counter-discourse to the political majority, to offer another platform to those victims of
systemic inequality. It aims to rebalance the current dynamics, which are rooted in past
oppressive dynamics. Of course, this is not to pretend that Inuit are voiceless, they have
organisations and political institutions that advocate for the respect of their rights.
Nonetheless, the activist and historical approaches both aim to highlight that while this is the
case, many inequalities remain and should therefore be highlighted in order to be combatted.
In order to combat these inequalities, the use of images, graphs and maps anchor conceptual
topics such as oppression, colonialism, or systemic inequality, into reality: they show what
reality looks like, what the lived experiences of Inuit were and are. They show the concrete
consequences of a discriminatory or unequal system, which is why visual ethnography will be
used in order to support the historical and activist approaches. It will also serve to support the
thesis in general and make it more approachable, rather than staying on the very theoretical
level.

The data used will therefore be of multiple nature in order to support the different
approaches. Due to the refusal of the Ethics Committee of Carleton University (Ottawa,
Canada) to allow the conducting of interviews, the data used will be second-hand data. As
briefly alluded to previously, the research will be supported by visual elements such as
graphs or photographs, as well as by prior researches in the form of research papers or
reports.
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For the first empirical chapter, Inuit and the environment: Quintessential, the two main
sources of data and general information will be research papers written by experts in the field,
such as Wenzel or Laugrand, and official reports made by the territorial and federal
governments, such as the 2017 Inuusivut Anninaqtuq Action plan made to combat suicidal
tendencies among youth. In this chapter, references to scientific research will also be
necessary in order to measure and empirically show the impacts of climate on the local
environment. This collection strategy aims to give an answer to the first sub-question, “What
place does the environment hold and how have the recent changes impacted Inuit
Nunavummiut?” The first half data are used in order to understand the role of the
environment for Inuit, and therefore to determine the importance it plays in the formation of
their general well being. The second half data are used in order to not only measure the
impact of climate change, but to also lay out the implications in terms of economic fallback.
The second chapter, Inuit, Politics, and Canada: Historical trauma and healthing, will
strongly rely on historical retellings of past practices and personal accounts in order to
communicate the direct effects of these colonial practices onto Inuit well being, again relying
on prior research to gain access to these personal accounts. In this chapter, Inuit
organisations’ websites, such as ITK, and the territorial government’s website, will be used in
order to provide the different stances on relations with the federal government regarding the
use of land and political representation. Local and national newspapers, such as Nunatsiaq
News or CBC, are also used in order to provide opinion pieces on the implications of these
stances. Historical encyclopedias and maps such as Athropolis are used as supporting
elements to the argument. The sub-question “What is the legacy of past colonial practices
onto present day socio-political well being?” is therefore answered by using historical data, or
data showing historical realities, and linking them to present data, either as research, official
stances, or opinion pieces, in order to give a comprehensive answer.
The third chapter, Society and Economy: Youth resilience, uses both prior academic research
and newspapers opinion articles, as well as social media (mainly Tiktok and Instagram) in
order to gain a first hand insight on the personal opinions and actions of youth regarding their
own well being and their own lives. It serves to have direct access to their own opinions
rather than rely on second-hand interpretations. The economic section of this chapter also
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strongly relies on official governmental statistics, obtained via their official website, in order
to support the claims made, for instance regarding the effects of poor housing onto youth’s
mental well being. The research sub-question, “What are the impacts of the current economic
situation onto Inuit Nunavummiut well being?”, is therefore answered using both quantitative
data to show economic realities and tendencies, and personal accounts and opinions on
youth’s everyday life and their well being, as well as for the population as a whole.

Data analysis
The obtention of these data will primarily rely on online resources, like online
platforms such as Eye on the Arctic or Espace Autochtone to gain access to newspaper
articles directly relating to Arctic and Indigenous topics, and Google Scholar in order to find
academic and expert research papers and books on precise aspects of the topic at hand.
Snowball will therefore be an important tool to find information. Also, all major
organisations, such as Pauktuutit or ITK, have websites and several online platforms on
social media, communicating their official stances, the results of their research and other
information which proves to be useful in order to support the claims of this research thesis.
The analysis of this data is two fold: the first part is the empirical analysis, made by
the three chapters and three sub-questions, and the second part is the discussion which will be
held in the concluding chapter. The empirical chapters are here to elaborate on and give
answers to the sub-questions. They are the foundation blocks, which give extensive details on
each chapter topic(s)’s influence(s) on the formation of Inuit well being, and how each topic
relates to one another. They map out the answer to the main research question, How are
environmental factors, the current economic context, and the current socio-political situation
impacting the well being of Inuit Nunavummiut? And they also give all the information
necessary in order to begin a further discussion on the implications of these findings and on
further necessary research. The empirical findings are supported by mainly qualitative data,
but which is also supported by quantitative data. Quantitative data shows trends and
tendencies, as well as precise numbers, on every topic, from increase in temperatures to
housing to schooling to income, which can used to establish correlations with amelioration or
deterioration of well being. Qualitative and quantitative data therefore go hand in hand.
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Contextual frame: Historical legacy onto present day Nunavut

1497. John Cabot’s expedition officially put Canada on the map for Europeans.
English settlement and colonisation began in 1610. The assimilation tactics made into law
with the Indian Act of 1876 applied to First Nations but not to Inuit nor Métis (Henderson,
2018). So while the Indian Act indeed strengthened and reinforced cultural assimilation,
cultural genocide and the overall paternalistic, misogynist and discriminatory treatment of
First Nations, it also granted them the differentiated status of “Indian”, which in turn allowed
negotiations of land agreements. The failure of implementing the White Papers of 1969 by
Prime Minister Trudeau highlighted the need for First Nations to maintain this differentiated
status from the rest of Canadians. For the Inuit however, no special rights were awarded.
While they were shortly included in the Indian Act in 1924, it was quickly repealed in 1930
and the responsibility of ‘managing them’ fell to the Northwest Territories Council and to the
Royal Canadian Mounted Police stationed in the North for the administration of food and
ammunition. This back-and-forth of considering Inuit in the Indian Act continued until 1951,
when “Eskimos” were definitely determined to be under federal administration due to the
geopolitical needs of the Cold War, specially against Russian and American interests in
Arctic passages. Where Inuit lived therefore became of national economic and political
importance, specially with interest around securing the Northwest Passage from US and
Russian interests (Henderson, 2018; Hanson, 2009; Madwar, 2018).

Inuit were however traditionally nomadic, following weather, seasons and food
sources. Until the 1950s, they remained so with little interference from the Federal
Government. Nonetheless, as far as Inuit were under the management of the Federal
Government, Government officials decided to relocate Inuit where strategic, hence the
creation of the Department of Northern Affairs and National Resources in 1953 and the
beginning of the forced relocation program to populate Ellesmere and Cornwallis islands
(Madwar, 2018). While Inuit were promised land, wildlife, plenty of necessary resources and
reunification of families, they were met with desolation and separation from other family
members during the relocation process, even though they were promised otherwise by the

29

RCMP [Royal Canadian Mounted Police]. This episode, also referred to as “The Dark
Chapter” in Canadian history, is a deep root of historical trauma and continued defiance
against the federal government. This historical episode marked the move from nomadism to
sedentarism. Alongside forced relocation, some Inuit children were sent to residential
schools, greatly disrupting family dynamics. The last school closed in the early 2000s.
Alongside forced relocations, Inuit were identified using name disks, worn like necklaces or
collars, with a number and letters (Filice, 2015). Their names were not bureaucratically used,
only their identification code. Even after name disks were no longer used, the process of
renaming Inuit was highly decried, as for instance women were given their husband’s names
whereas that was not the custom before; another blow to Inuit practices (idem). Alongside
forced relocations, sled dogs, Qimmit, were slaughtered to further enforce sedentarism (The
Canadian Encyclopedia, 2020). The Inuit way of life was hacked, bit by bit, from language,
to cultural practices, to family structures, to names, to economic practices and dynamics, …

The Nunavut Land Claim Agreement of 1993 launched the creation process of the
territory of Nunavut with the Tunngavik Incorporated (at the time called Tunngavik
Federation of Nunavut) today still monitoring the devolution process and the respect of the
Agreement. Nunavut was officially given its title of Territory in 1999. The land claims of
Inuit however started well before 1993, as early as the 1970s, with the creation of
organisations defending the land claims of Inuit, such as COPE (Committee for Original
Peoples’ Entitlement) and Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (later become Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami).
Those organisations, along with other organisations and Inuit associations, established the
Tunngavik Federation of Nunavut (TFN) in 1982. The White Papers of 1969 and the
establishment of TFN prompted territorial claims of Inuit to become a political reality, all
through the Arctic.
Reconciliation is a vital part of Inuit wellbeing: making peace not only about the
future,

but

looking

forward

aksururnaqtukkuurnikugijangat

to

the

future.

aktuiniqaqsimaninga

Historical

trauma,

kinguvaanginnut’’

‘‘Sivulirijat

(‘‘the

trauma

experienced by generations past having an effect in their descendants.’’), is starting to take
shape in the political discourse and the political narrative of the Inuit for themselves and by
themselves. The recognition of past atrocities, recognised as atrocities by the UN by the way,
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is quintessential the process of reconciliation as advocated by numerous organisations such as
ITK and the Embrace Life council. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission had the
mission to bring to light the atrocities Aboriginal children were subjected to in residential
schools, in order to bring justice to those who survived and to be able to more forward to a
new relationship with not only the Canadian government but to the whole Canadian society.
In short, it began the healing process. Research and academic literature have jointly pointed
out to these colonial practices as being closely linked to cultural genocide, and as such, the
process of Truth and Reconciliation, as well as the process of moving forward, is greatly
geared towards the revival and the strengthening of IQ and economic independence
(Kingston, 2015; Reyhner, Singh, 2010; Woolford, 2009; Neu, 2000). The devolution process
between Ottawa and Nunavut is therefore not only one of pure bureaucratic nature, but also
one with deep social and cultural background and legacy, which permits healing. The move
by Prime Minister Trudeau to ban oil drillings without consulting Nunavut’s elected officials
is one more blow to the reconciliation process. Devolution is not petty political and economic
greed, but a compensation to the (recent) past and a needed movement in order to envision a
viable Nunavut.
The political contentions with the federal government, as well as the need for
economic development are however also greatly linked to the current socio-economic and
demographic nature of Nunavut. Nunavut’s population, as of the 1st of January 2020, is
composed of 39 097 Nunavummiut (inhabitants of Nunavut), 0.1% of Canada’s population.
Out of which 18 506 are between 0 and 24 years of age: 47% of Nunavut’s population is
(very) young, compared to 26% nationwide average (Bureau of Statistics, Government of
Nunavut). In this demographic situation, every single inhabitant counts. Children and young
adults therefore represent a crucial aspect to potential future development plans on an
economic and social point of view. Nonetheless, Nunavut is young but not small, at 21% of
Canada’s total size (idem). The discrepancy between size and population poses a deep
challenge to development plans: how to make a development plan which is viable on a
budget and an economic perspective? How much can one realistically invest in such a vast
area with such a small population? While tourism is named as one potential great investment
field, relying on one source of income is not very future-proof, is high risk and therefore is
not a viable economic/development plan. As such, while it is a given that Inuit are Canadian
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citizens and should be granted the same rights and opportunities as any other Canadian, the
reality is more complex than this. How much can the federal government realistically invest
in the territory? I do not have an answer to this very political, sensitive, and complex issue,
but the fact that Inuit are citizens and human beings and as such should be treated equally is a
given. The colonial past and ongoing biases render the application of this theory difficult,
with ongoing cleavages between Inuit Nunavummiut and non-Inuit Nunavummiut, in health
care for instance. To go slightly back to the young demographic, youth is not only the future
but also the present. However, Nunavut’s suicide rate is alarmingly high: with a rate of
75.5/100 000 in 2018, compared to 11.3 for all of Canada, Nunavut ranks as one of the
highest in the world (Inuit Statistical Profile, ITK, 2018; Kral, 2012). 68% of deaths are
children and young adults. All Inuit. While 86% of deaths were men (three times more than
women), women are three times more likely to try to commit suicide than men. On top of
these puzzling numbers, Nunavut registers a low 41% graduation rate, against the 79%
average for all of Canada (Nunavut Inuit Labour Force analysis report, 2018; George, 8
March 2019 for Nunatsiaq). Historical trauma has been named as one responsible, with
subsequent deep changes in social and family dynamics; but the poor economic opportunities
and situation are also greatly contributing: there are 9820 households with an individual
median income of $23,485 before tax for Inuit, compared to $92,011 for non-Indigenous
individuals in Inuit Nunangat. 56.4% of households are overcrowded and 34.3% of dwellings
are in major need of large repairs, compared to the 5.1% national average for overcrowding
and 7.1% national average for needs of repairs (Census 2016, Statistics Canada). When
housing is not guaranteed, when having access to food is not guaranteed, then future
perspectives are difficult to imagine, specially if that is all you see and if you see the gap
between the Inuit and the non-Inuit. Historical trauma is not just a passation of the trauma of
ancestors, it also manifests itself in daily life, in daily experiences of discrimination and
discrepancy. The main hospital of Nunavut is in Ottawa, that is 3h by plane. While there is an
emphasis on entrepreneurial behavior in order to boost the economy, this almost sounds as
the forever heard excuse of ‘if people are poor, it is because they do not try to pull themselves
out of poverty.’ Poverty is systemic, discrimination is systemic (Pogge, 2001, 2007;
Sivanandan, 2001). When you do not know how you will eat tomorrow, or when the
dynamics of your family does not even allow you to finish high school, planning higher
education or planning to launch a business is but a fancy dream. Entrepreneurial activities are
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prevalent, with many households using arts and crafts for additional income, but these
activities are not enough to make the entire territory economically viable, and many
households rely on government aid.
The current economic and social situation of Nunavut may therefore seem quite bleek,
but this is not the dynamic that should be the focus: Nunavut is resilient, Inuit are resilient, as
will be elaborated on in the empirical chapters, specially in the third chapter. The youth is
active in promoting both their heritage while looking forward. Civil society and elected
officials are incredibly active in promoting IQ and promoting exchange and dialogue between
and among communities. Suicide rates have been going down for a consecutive 5 years.
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Inuit and the Environment: Quintessential
Introduction

While embracing the endeavour of mapping out well-being for Inuit, I thought fitting
to start with Inuit mythology and worldview, so to better grasp the point of departure of what
it means to be Inuk. Not to fall into the reductionist and racist vision of Inuit as “noble
savages”, but to start with an understanding of where Inuit are coming from, and why that
would be an issue for policy-makers when trying to understand what well-being is about.
This worldview is directly linked to their environment: the Arctic, where knowledge of ice
scapes, temperatures, weather and wildlife behavioral patterns are a matter of life and death,
which strongly regulated access to food and hunting. The Arctic is a harsh environment to
live in, and Inuit founding tales are a reflection of that: between acknowledgement of nature
as unforgiving but also as an eternal circle of life where everything is connected, where even
inanimate objects or natural phenomenon have life. This understanding of the environment,
the ecosystem in which Inuit live, operates as a foundation block for society to evolve in,
shaping both economic opportunities and social dynamics. This chapter is organised in three
sections. First of all Inuit worldview, which will give more details and background on how
Inuit construct and understand their environment, and the consequences of this understanding
on their cultural practices. Secondly, the impacts of climate change onto said practices and
onto Nunavut as a whole, highlighting the importance of mitigating the effects of climate
change in order to preserve both cultural but also economic and future development
opportunities for Nunavut and its inhabitants. Thirdly, this chapter will end with a summary
what has been discussed, the importance of the environment for Inuit well being, and a
discussion on the responsabilisation of climate change mitigation efforts.

Inuit worldview

Sedna was an Inuk, a poor girl forced by her father to marry. Upon marrying, her
husband turned out to be a Raven, a trickster, who kept her far away from her family. Her
father, desperate for his daughter and realising his mistake, went on a mission to find her on
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the island where the Raven had kept her. But the Raven was having none of it and summoned
a storm to push away the father. He, in the middle of the chaos, lost his common sense and
pushed his daughter into the ice cold water. Sedna, while gasping for air, lost her frozen
fingers trying to hold onto the kayak, and drowned, and sank deep into the water. Her fingers
became seals, whales and other marine mammals populating the Arctic seas. She became the
Sea Goddess. Once in a while, her sorrow will rise up again and cause storms and high seas
and other calamities. Today still, fishermen pay their respect to Sedna, by pouring some
droplets of water into their catch’s mouth (Pauktuutit, 2006). Sedna was also called
Takaanaaluk Kapsaluk or Uinigumasuittuq by the Iglulingmiut, meaning “the woman who
does not want to marry a husband” (Laugrand, Oosten, 2015). Another version of the myth
goes along the lines that she was once invited by a strange hunter to follow him, and when
she did, this strange hunter became a stormy petrel. Her father took his kayak and went after
his daughter, and tried to persuade her to come back to him, to her family. The stormy petrel
did not like the intrude nor that the girl was leaving him, and created a storm with his wings.
The father, not accepting to leave his daughter to the petrel, pushed her out of the kayak, into
the sea. The girl tried to hold on, but he cut off her fingers, each becoming a sea mammal
species. She sank deep into the sea, becoming the Inua of the sea, the owner of the sea and
marine game (Laugrand, Oosten, 2015). No matter the name of the girl, or the details of the
story, the sea, Taruiq, the land, Nuna, and the sky, or the ‘outside’, Sila, are a fundamental
part of Inuit culture, of Inuit life, and determines daily life. The land, Nuna, is where human
beings were created and where they return; the sea, Taruiq, is where many food resources live
and which trepidations directly impact human beings, and Sila, the sky, is associated with
reason and is highly regarded, also represented by the movements of constellations (idem).
For some this would be folklore, superstitions, for others, how the world is. These founding
myths show the inter-relation between Inuit and the ecosystem (or environment) in which
they live in: the relationship is symbiotic, yet not glamourized either, as hunting remains a
dangerous and serious business. The line between humankind and animal-kind and
element-kind is blurred, which dictates the cultural practices that take place such as fishing,
hunting, gathering, but also shamanic rituals and overall regard people have of Nature.
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The relationship between Inuit and their environment is not a materialistic nor a utilitarian
one, but one based on reciprocity and generosity (Laugrand, Oosten, 2015; Wenzel, 2004):
respect has to be given, from the hunter to the hunted and from the hunted to the hunter:

“In May 2001, a 34 year-old Clyde hunter shot a most unusual basking seal near Inugsuin
Fiord. [...] Because the people of Clyde, as in many areas of Nunavut, had heard about
contaminants in sea mammals, they were concerned about what may have caused the seal’s
condition. The hunter told me about the animal, that he had caught it the preceding day,
and that it was beside his house. [...] In July 2002, I [Wenzel] returned to Clyde and
eventually inquired whether the above hunter or the community wildlife officer had ever
been contacted about the specimen. In fact, no contact had been made and the hunter did
not want to keep the remains in the freezer indefinitely. He, therefore, consulted with
several older members of the community about what he should do with the remains. They
advised him that he should return the seal to the place where it was shot. This was what he
did, transporting the seal to the approximate spot by boat. When I asked the man why such
a procedure was necessary, he explained that the elders had said that to allow the carcass to
simply stay in the freezer unused or to be transported to the community dump would be
disrespectful. Rather, because the animal had come from a certain place, he was told that it
would be “proper” to return it to its “home.” Further, this gesture would have the effect of
informing other seals that Clyde hunters are respectful. When afterward I had the
opportunity to speak to two of the hunter’s advisors, each was emphatic about the method
to be followed and the reasons for it.” (Wenzel, 2004, pp.247)

This is what would be called animism: a form of knowledge, rooted in experience, where
both humans and non-human beings share interiorities but have different physicalities
(Descola, 2005; Laugrand, Oosten, 2015), all animated by the “breath of life” as the latin root
suggests. While this would leave the doors wide open for sympathy towards animals, love
and even kinship, Inuit reality is opposite to that: hunting is necessary for life, for survival,
and there is no room for sympathy. There is however for respect. Respect is the foundation
for Inuit society, where each have their place, including non-humans, and where disruptions
to the rules of respect could mean chaos (Laugrand, Oosten, 2015). Following the necessity
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of hunting for survival, knowing the land goes hand in hand: Inuit knowledge-produced
cartographies are one of the most detailed in the world, with impressive attention to
environmental variations (Krupnik et.al., 2010; Omura, 2005). Detail, or anecdotes, is what
constitute most of Inuit form of knowledge: while western science is rooted in systemic and
generalisation of phenomena, Inuit knowledge is rooted in experience, in specificity, and in
“tactic rather than strategy” approach (Omura, 2005). The refusal of generalising the
environment or behavior is fundamental to Inuit Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK): it
is even ill-regarded to even attempt to do so; on the contrary, having “ihuma”, or reason,
being able to turn any situation into an advantage, or overcome adversity, is vital to Inuit
survival in the harsh climate. Nonetheless, it would be romanticizing Inuit living conditions
to portray them as solely relying on daily experience to survive. Careful planning throughout
the year for the hunting season, through the organisation of nets, to dry the fish, to distribute
the fish, …, indicates a methodic planning and strategy in order to prepare for the upcoming
fishing and hunting season. Ihuma closely ties to the wider Inuit worldview: the environment
cannot be owned, nor used, it is human capabilities and potentials which however can be:
“There were some respondents who referred to Nuna being Nalligusuttoq, the land being
loving, nurturing and being looked after. You look after Nuna and it will look after you.”
(Williamson, 1992, pp.128). And because nobody made Nuna, nobody can own it (Omura,
2005 ; Williamson, 1992). Angakkuit (Shamans) may transcend the boundaries between
humans and non-humans and natural elements, they may even leave Earth all together, they
may connect with the realm of the spirits, they may know where the seals are, they may talk
to gods or Inua, they may even heal illnesses, bodies and tarniq (the soul) (Wihak, Merali,
2005 ; Association Francophone du Nunavut, “Listening to our Past” project, n.d.). There is
therefore a perceived link between the different elements constituting the world, from
inanimate to animated, forming a single ecocentric cognitive community (Wihak, Merali,
2005). Until now, the western academic and policy-making world has been calling this
knowledge and their worldview Inuit TEK. This name however is a western name: somehow,
whatever Inuit know about their environment, it is “traditional”. Then what would be not
traditional knowledge? Is traditional the opposite of modern or European? The name then
implies that whatever Inuit know, it is not modern, somehow outdated, somehow
“unscientific”. But Inuit knowledge regarding the Arctic has been on the forefront since the
1980s with wildlife and environment co-management regimes (Omura, 2005). So why this
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discrepancy in semantic implication? Also, TEK is very practice-based: it ignores the
spiritual, the deeper relations between Inuit and animals, between Inuit and their
environment, which is fundamental (Wenzel, 2004). With the creation of the Territory of
Nunavut in 1999, this push for Inuit cultural revival and political representation paved the
way for the yearn to create an all-encompassing concept which would include practice
knowledge, as well as world view, language, culture, perceptions, …, going much further
than the narrowly defined TEK: hence Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ) (Wenzel, 2004). This
philosophy is now the core of the Government of Nunavut, especially in regards to education
(Government of Nunavut, 2007), from representing a sense of community by using power to
help, respecting differences and working together, to respect for nature and wildlife (Wenzel,
2004, according to the meaning of IQ determined by J. Arnakak).

Why does the renaming of Inuit knowledge matter? Naming and framing is a
discursive practice: it shapes the world around us into definable boxes, and into a tradition of
symbolic meanings. Words are not just abstract, they are accompanied by a wide range of
sub-meanings which frame the implications of said-words. TEK is no exception to this. Using
a western made word to frame Inuit knowledge is in fact a re-writing of Inuit knowledge to fit
into western frames. Repossessing TEK by naming it IQ is shifting the discursive practice
into a different world of associated meanings and connotations and implications, it is also
shifting the focus towards the Inuit instead of towards the non-Inuit. With IQ, the Inuit are
reclaiming their culture, their knowledge and their practice; and not only that, they are also
reclaiming their agency in defining how they are defined. By starting with how Inuit
themselves name and see the world, this is purposefully replacing the focus on the agency of
the Inuit to determine their own way of life, acting as a form of resistance to the Western
dominant world view. Nonetheless, it remains important to point out that IQ is a term
possessed by the political and academic stratas of Nunavut’s life, whether each individual
identify with such a term remains to the discretion of the individual. This is not an effort to
summarize and generalize all Inuit and make them seem to be homogenous, but simply to
offer a different perspective than the Western one.

So, why does this relationship to nature matter for Inuit well being? The environment,
and the relationship to animals and other natural elements, the codes and the ways of life that
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result from this wide range of beliefs are absolutely central to the identity of what it means to
be Inuit, what an Inuk essentially is, and as such IQ is central to resist to assimilation into the
dominant Canadian society (Omura, 2005). Being able to practice one’s culture, but most
importantly, being able to have the agency to define one’s own culture is fundamental to
personal and community well being, as acknowledged by many governmental and NGOs
working on wellness and well-being (Suicide Prevention Strategy “Inuusivut Anninaqtuq”
Government of Nunavut, 2017). Also, on a more practical level, the resistance to Western
world view is not only a theoretical one, staying on a discursive level, but also has a direct
implication in terms of climate change adaptation: the impact of climate change on Inuit
communities in Nunavut (and throughout the Arctic) is disproportionately stronger (Ford et
al., 2007; Labbé et.al., 2017; ). As such, environmental impact on daily life activities and
economic prospects is higher and has direct repercussions on welfare and perceived
well-being (Healey, 2010), especially for youth, representing half of the population.

Impacts of Climate Change

Environmental impact on daily life due to climate change ranges from changes in
migration patterns of sea wildlife, hence impacting hunting practices, to harsher temperature
variations, and to melting ice (Arctic Monitoring and Assessment programme (AMAP) et.al.,
2017). Since the mid 1990s, every year saw an average increase of 0.15°C of the upper 30
meters of permafrost, according to Alert observatory, impacting not only air temperatures but
could also potentially result in a complete melting of the permafrost, releasing microbes and
greenhouse gases such as methane (AMAP et.al., 2017; Smith, Burgess, Taylor, 2003).
Temperatures have also been shown to have increased significantly in the last 60 years,
specially in winter and spring, so much so that Arctic temperatures are rising faster than the
global average, warming twice as fast as other regions: according to AMAP, in 2016, the
Arctic was 5C degrees warmer than the 1981-2010 average, and 2C degrees warmer than in
2010, involving also a rise in sea temperatures, fearing a virtually ice-free Arctic by 2050s.
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Figure 2: Probability of Canadian Arctic marine areas to be ice-free by 2050. Source:
Canada’s Changing Climate Report, 2010.
https://changingclimate.ca/CCCR2019/chapter/executive-summary/
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Figure 3. Canadian coastlines projected sea-level changes by the end of the century. Source:
idem.

Permafrost melting and overall increase in temperatures are predicted to lead to
impoverished soil, increase in rainfall and subsequent flood-like events, ocean acidification,
unpredictable weather, and high risks for local ecosystems (idem). The resulting decline in
sea ice thickness, minus 65% between 1975 and 2012, with a likely decrease of about 9-13%
per decade of the summer minimum sea ice coverage (Climate Change Report, 2014), has
direct repercussions on hunting and travelling patterns and possibilities for the local Inuit
communities, resulting in increased danger when travelling on ice and changes in harvesting
possibilities, impacting their livelihood opportunities, and their health (Willox, 2012;
Durkalec, 2015; Ford et.al, 2012a, 2012b). Melting ice and subsequent sea level rises are not
uniform throughout Nunavut, with projected highest rises in Iqaluit and lowest in Arviat, with
potential sea level decreases with the lowest projections, alongside degradation in coastline
quality facing erosion (James et.al., 2011; Smith, 2013; Allard, 2013; Forbes, 2013). Also,
changes in temperatures have also impacted the local wildlife, with changes in migration
patterns for marine and terrestrial wildlife such as caribou, seals, walrus and whales,
threatening their reproduction cycles and food security (Laidler, 2007; AMAP, 2017). The
fact that ice reaches a solid state later on in the year results in hunters being unable to reach
their hunting grounds until much later in the year, which directly influences the amount of
harvesting possible, impacting harvesting-depended communities (idem). Linked to the
changes in sea ice, the reduced knowledge of younger generations regarding sea-based and
land-based knowledge has resulted in a higher number of accidents, youth often needing to
take more risk in order to reach the hunting grounds and when travelling.

While climate change is a global phenomenon, impacts are mostly felt by vulnerable
communities, leading to internal displacement, seeking refuge in other countries, destruction
of livelihood opportunities, decrease of health, and even death: 18.8 million new internal
displacements due to environmental disasters were registered by the Internal Displacement
Monitoring Center in 2017 alone, sometimes linked with other regional conflicts (UNHRC,
2019).
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For the Inuit communities in Canada and Nunavut, the environmental impacts of climate
change is largely felt regarding their cultural practices, attachment to land, and for some, their
food security. Food security issues are variable depending on the location, for instance in
Arviat, due to the largely land-focussed diet, the changes in sea ice have a reduced impact
(Forbes et.al., 2013). Nonetheless, the impact of climate change onto migration patterns,
ecosystems and potential food sources for wildlife may very well result in a vulnerable food
security and income situation for the local population (Durkalec, 2015; Nancarrow, Chan,
2010). Those however dependent on marine game for food sources share the highest impact
of sea-based climate change. Changes in sea ice stability and coverage, as well as changes in
timing of freezing, have not only repercussions on when hunters can go harvest, but also on
the potential risks associated with the practice (Laidler, 2007). Decrease in ice stability has
resulted in an increase of accidents, sometimes leading to death, of hunters, specially younger
hunters. The smaller resulting harvest has devastating repercussions on the most vulnerable
communities for who buying food from local stores may not be within their budget. Indeed,
prices for food and other products from stores are on average 2 to 3 times higher than for the
rest of Canada, with a bag of flour costing as much as 13$ (CBC, 2016). The higher prices of
food result in the most vulnerable Inuit being dependent on hunting for additional food
source. Additionally, rises in temperatures as well as changes in overall environmental factors
may also lead to health issues such as water-borne diseases, lower food quality, issues with
food preservation, respiratory diseases due to lower air quality, injuries due to extreme
weather, increase risk of stress, skin cancers, eye damages, increase risk of infections, and
increase risk of unstable infrastructures (Willox, 2012; Climate report, 2014; Furgal, Sequin,
2006; Hovelsrud, Smith, 2010): the consequences of climate change unto Inuit communities
and individual well-being are vaste and also akin to changes in the future, with some aspects
increase in severity and others appearing. However, changes in ice and land due to climate
change, from decrease in ice levels to increase in temperatures, also impact not on a practical
level but more on a personal, psychological level. While climate change environmental
impacts may be heightened in the coming decades, Inuit communities will have to adapt to
the changes. Nonetheless, the subsequent environmental changes may leave permanent
trauma on Inuit communities and individuals.
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As previously demonstrated, the importance of the environment is quintessential for
Inuit way of life, culture and spirituality. According to Willox (2012) and his findings on the
impact of climate change unto health lead to conclude that overall, respondents associated
climate change with negative feelings and negative repercussions on their attachment to their
‘place’ or to their home, by impacting their way of life, from hunting to travelling. The
conclusion of this study called for the centrality of place attachment in the well-being of local
Inuit populations. Moreover, by impacting travelling and hunting, climate change also
seemed to affect their notion of freedom, a vital part of their well-being, ranging from
freedom of movement to freedom of pressures and obligations (Durkalec, 2015). The
possibility of being autonomous, synonymous with hunting, is subsequently reduced by the
environmental impacts of ice decrease and land changes; again impact mental and community
health, as well as physical health; which in turn threatened the very essence of Inuit culture
and increases an overall feeling of dispossession (Willox, Durkalec, 2015). The importance
of cultural practices stemming from the use of the environment on health and well-being has
been recognised by Inuusivut Anninaqtuq Suicide prevention plan, and by the National Inuit
Climate Change Strategy (see infographic below), following and summarizing the findings of
Willox, Durkalec, Climate Change 2014 Report, Furgal and Sequin, and Hovelsrud and
Smith, among the many other researchers and their findings.
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Figure 4: direct and indirect effects of climate change on Inuit health. National Inuit Climate
Change Strategy, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 2019, pp.12

This infographic summarizes and visually highlights the systemic implications of climate
change onto not only physical changes to the environment, but its implications on the
socio-economic landscape of Inuit Nunavummiut, one leading to the other. The social
dynamics of Inuit society, as shown throughout this chapter and as exemplified by this graph,
are dependent on the continuation of liveable environmental conditions, where hunting is not
only a means of survival but is also a crucial aspect of cultural revival and resilience, as will
be shown in the following chapters. Deteriorating environmental conditions have therefore a
direct repercussion on hunting game, and indirect repercussions on Inuit culture and identity,
which consequently leads to a deterioration of community well being, which can then lead to
individual deterioration of health. Very broad concepts such as climate change have therefore
very strong concrete repercussions onto quality of life and well being for those who are
directly impacted by ice melt and changes in weather and climate patterns among other
climate change induced changes.

Summary and discussion

The relationship between Inuit and the ecosystem in which they live goes beyond the
simple mythology and philosophical realm: this relationship is quintessential in order to
understand the dynamics of Inuit society with and within their environment. It shapes the
importance land has in Inuit culture and shapes political revendications towards land
autonomy in decision making processes, something we will see in the next chapter that is not
yet fully obtained and is a source of contestation with the Federal government. The colonial
practices of displacement and eradication of sled dogs, as well as cultural erasure of
knowledge of land due to residential schools, are also to be understood with this background
in mind: separating Inuit from their land is not just a matter of pure bureaucracy, it is the
intentional erasure of a whole culture in order to serve a particular political and economic
agenda (see the next chapter for elaboration), which has direct repercussions on Inuit overall
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health and well being. The impact of climate change on Inuit mental and physical health, and
overall well-being, as well as community well-being, has reached to level of governmental
analysis and adaptation programs, with the creation in 2008 of the Nunavut Climate Change
Partnership (NCCP) and the Nunavut Adaptation Toolkit in 2011. While these plans are
necessary because climate change has more direct and stronger impacts in the North and on
Inuit Nunavummiut, this is a double edged sword. These two plans are, as said previously,
important. They act as an important and powerful policy-making toolkit for policy makers,
organisations, collectives, and individuals to organise themselves in order to accompany their
communities in being more resilient towards environmental changes. And they also do so by
advocating for the use of local knowledge. While the use of local knowledge is again
necessary and also acts as a way towards cultural revival and resilience, this also implies that
the responsibility falls onto the shoulders of local communities. And if the responsibility of
tackling the effects of climate change falls onto the shoulders of local communities, it
somehow implies that they are responsible for these changes. Nobody will argue that
Nunavut and its inhabitants are responsible for climate change in the Arctic circle, or that
they are a significant source of pollution. They simply are not. The worst pollution centers in
Canada come from oil sand production mainly in Alberta and Saskatchewan (Meyer, for
Canada’s National Observer, 2019). So while the Canadian federal government has indeed
elaborated a 10 year Clean Air Agenda Adaptation, which report in 2017 indicated a progress
in elaborating tools in order to better comprehend, measure and possibly adapt our industries
and individual pollution. Ontario as also decreased their emissions by 22% compared to 2005
(idem). Progress is definitely being made also by Southern provinces. However, it is
important to remain critical. The construction of a pipeline by GasLink through indigenous
land in Wet'suwet'en, a project endorsed by the Federal Government, indicates that while
renewable energies and overall cleaner means of energy production are a topic of current and
future development, their real implementation remains sometimes problematic and not so
evident. The Nunavut’s toolkits and action plans regarding climate change may be the most
elaborate in the world, they may be the most comprehensive, if they are not met with equal
rigour by the South, they will prove to be useless. Nunavut is not responsible for climate
change, but feels the effects of it in a much more drastic way. Neither is Southern Canada,
but Southern Canada emits the most pollution and is therefore more likely to make greater
impact by reducing its environmental footprint.
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Inuit, Politics, and Canada: Historical trauma and healing

Introduction
The relationship between Inuit and the Federal Government is shaped by the colonial
practices endured since the end of the Second World War: from forced displacement, to
forced sedentarism, to residential schools. These practices, while no longer implemented,
have now grown into a systemic bias, where political and economic equality in opportunities
and decision making are not yet obtained. The political landscape of Nunavut, while allowing
for great democratic debates within and between communities, is to be put back into a
post-colonial context: the fight for autonomy and the fight to have political power stems from
the

previously

mentioned

colonial

practices.

Nunavut’s

existence

is

political

counter-discourse and a revendication for Inuit cultural rights. Linking these political claims
to Inuit well being, this chapter will explain the legacy of colonial practices onto current Inuit
through the form of historical trauma, which will again appear in the next chapter, as well as
through the form of constant power struggle in decision making with the Federal
Government. The first section will therefore sketch out the historical background of Nunavut,
and the Arctic in general, in regards to the geopolitical importance of this region in Canada’s
land claims, specially during the Cold War with its Arctic neighbours the USA and Russia.
The second section will reflect the consequences of this geopolitical colonial endeavour onto
Inuit society, through the explanation of the strategies and practices put in place to strengthen
Canadian presence in the North, and their consequences onto Inuit well being, individual or
community. Stemming from the importance of control of their own land and way of life for
well being, the third section flows directly into the political claim of regaining control of their
own land and of their own communities through the project of the creation of the territory of
Nunavut, claiming therefore political and social agency. This political and social agency
however is critically analysed in the fourth section, highlighting ongoing bias and systemic
inequality between Inuit and non-Inuit, even within Nunavut. This fourth section’s aim is to
highlight that equality in treatment and rights are not yet obtained for Inuit Nunavummiut and
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its impact on their well being. The chapter will conclude with a general summary and
discussion.

Historical background
The status of the Inuit within Canada remained vague and under strong contestation
for many years. They were shortly included in the Indian Act in 1924, repealed in 1930 until
1951. The Inuit became of political, strategic importance due to the geo-political atmosphere
of the post-Second World War era:
“Canadian officials had various motives for relocating Inuit to the High Arctic. One reason
concerned Arctic sovereignty. During the Second World War, the United States had
established a military presence in the Arctic. Amid Cold War fears of Soviet aggression, the
United States heightened its military capabilities in the Arctic, posing a potential threat to
Canadian claims to the North.” (The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2020).
However, with ‘only’ roughly 50,000 Inuit inhabiting the North, much of it was considered
‘empty’ by Euro-western standards. According to UNCLOS, the UN ‘law of the sea’,
countries may have internal territorial claim up to 12 nautical miles along the coast and an
exclusive economic zone up to 200 miles. However, exceptions may be made in case of long
standing cultural claims which can stretch the claim beyond the 12 nautical miles. As such,
Inuit populations living up North became of a great strategic importance in securing the
ownership of the Northwest Passage.
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Figure 5: Map showing the Northwest Passage, by Athropolis

Thus, where Inuit lived became of a national economic and military importance. However,
these federal political and economic interests clashed severely with the Inuit way of life,
which was largely nomadic due to their need to follow weather and wildlife patterns. The
forced relocation of Inuit in Ellesmere and Cornwallis island orchestrated by the Department
of Northern Affairs and National resources was a starting point in trying to achieve control
over the Arctic territories. Inuit were essentially treated as political tools for the convenience
of the Federal Government. The promises made by the RCMP were never fulfilled and
greatly contributed to deep societal distress, from families being separated and livelihood
opportunities being destroyed. While this ‘Dark Chapter’ is now of the past, it would be a bit
stretched to say that these practices no longer have impact today. There are still many people
who were alive during the 50s and 70s, living with this trauma, therefore in turn impacting
their families. (The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2020; Bonesteel, 2006).
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Geo-politics and Colonial practices: strategies and consequences
The strategic needs for Inuit populations to remain where they soon bled into the ways
with which Inuit hunted: mainly their trusted dogs. Dogs were not ‘just’ dogs, they were
family, companions, vital parts of Inuit society and hunting.
“Dogs were not pets but draught animals that assisted Inuit in moving from one location to
another. They were essential to hunting seal, muskox, and polar bear and to camp relocation.
They were assistants and companions on long and arduous hunting trips. [...] Punnguq ( ‘spirit
dog’) could be used to help find animals, to find one’s way home in a blizzard, or to help an
angukkuq (‘shaman’) find a kiglurittuq (‘bad or terrible spirit’) and chase it away [...]. Dogs
were named after deceased dogs or living people.” (Tester, 2010a, pp.132)
Dogs were essential in the Inuit nomadic lifestyle, much to the demise of the federal
government and the RCMP. And so began the Sled Dog Massacre of the 1950s all the way to
the 1970s which decimated the canine population. Another ax blow to Inuit society and way
of life. The Qikiqtani Truth Commission established in 2006, one of the very first initiated by
First People, tried to uncover the truth behind this massacre and its impact on to Inuit people
themselves, a massacre consequently engaging in a genocidal effort, while the report of the
RCMP, demanded by Makivik Corporation of Nunavik and by the Qikiqtani Inuit
Association and which was published in 2005, focussed on who committed the killings and
not on its systemic impact on Inuit and their society and way of life. All the more when the
Final Report of the RCMP engaged an overwhelming majority of non-Inuit eye witnesses
compared to Inuit witnesses, 150 to 8. The power discrepancy between the RMCP, and in
effect Southern Canada through the mass discreditation campaign by the media, and the Inuit
transpired all through the mid- and late 20th century, rendering Inuit agency and capacity
null. A double version of history, which still today hinders the healing process, highlighted
by the Inuit produced documentary “Qimmit: A Clash of Two Truths”. (McHugh, 2013)
The nomadic way of life was also impacted by the establishment of residential and
day schools in the Canadian Arctic. In total, 150,000 aboriginal children throughout Canada
were sent to these schools from 1867 and 2000. In the Arctic, the establishment of schools in
the 1950s greatly altered the family dynamics, with either families choosing to settle in order
to stay with their children or that children would sometimes spend years without seeing their
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family, destroying not only the traditional dynamic of knowledge transmission between
elders and younger generations but also the economic life of communities which was
centered around nomadic and family dynamics. Since Inuit make up nearly all of the North
population, the impact of these residential schools or day schools was such to have
profoundly altered the social and economic of life of the Inuit (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, 2015). Today still, the separation of parents and children at the time, had
changed the family dynamics with parents becoming less involved in the upbringing of their
children, impacting the youth’s wellbeing. In August 2019, the lawsuit ‘Indian Day School
Class Action’ or ‘Mclean Class Action for Federal Day Schools,’ came to a concluding end:
each survivor will receive $10,000, and in case of repeated sexual and physical abuse,
$50,000 to $200,000. That however will only apply for children who before the 1st of April
1970 went to one of the 27 schools established in Nunavut. After that, the responsibility was
no longer in the hands of the Federal Government but of the Northwest Territories
Government. Proving sexual assault or physical harm may however be a challenge.
A fourth landmark colonial practice was put in place during the Second World War
and consisted of the systematic registration of Inuit. The registration however, which could
have simply consisted of listing names, dates and places of birth, gained the form of the
numbering of Inuit according to area, sex and family. No names were registered. These
identification numbers were engraved on plates, which were worn around the neck at all
times. Not only was this dehumanizing, it was a grave attack on Inuit identity itself: the name
is not just a name. A name in Inuit culture has a transcending power, naming a newborn after
another person is transferring the energy and identity of that person onto this newborn, hence
also blurring the lines between who are parents and who are children. As such, names hold
tremendous emotional and cultural bonds, as well as spiritual. Taking away one’s name, or
changing one’s name, goes far beyond the simple administrative hurdle and task, and engages
in cultural erasure, leaving a deep impact on social dynamics (Alia, 2006).
An Inuit name has power, a power that transcends generations, families and gender. It has
energy. It represents heritage. In short, the name tags not only were blatantly dehumanizing,
they were also erazing Inuit heritage and history from written documents (Bonesteel, 2006;
Stewart, Walls, 2016; Dunning, 2014). Inuit all of a sudden became numbers written around
their necks. Project Surname replaced the name tags in the 1970s, when Inuit now instead of
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numbers gained new names. A Project commissioned by the Northwest Territories Council
and carried out by Inuit leader Abraham Abe Okpik (Alia, 2006). These names were unique,
hence also erasing again the heritage their original names carried. Also, because the Project
Surname were carried out by men, women were often left out of choosing the names, as were
children. As such, women’s family history was erased in favour of their husbands’ names,
while before women maintained their own names even after marrying. The new Project
Surname was therefore yet another colonialist and paternalistic endeavour and practice.
Today, Inuit use a mixture of Euro-Canadian names and traditional Inuit names and the name
disks carry ambivalent significance. Some look at it with nostalgia as it represented a part of
their past, of their identity. Some see it as the embodiment of paternalism. The relationship to
the past remains a personal one, always, but the impact of those three key colonial practices
are deep rooted in the historical trauma evoked by the Inuit.

Political revendications: the creation of Nunavut and Inuit identity revival
The forced relocation, the sled dog massacre, residential and day schools, and the
registration system contributed to the overall feeling of defiance towards the Federal
Government, feeding historical trauma, and increased yearn for the establishment of an
Inuit-determined territory, not only as a way to gain a political voice, but also as a way to
engage towards reconciliation, and cultural resilience and revival.
The efforts to move towards the creation of a territory which would be managed and
controlled by Inuit communities began in the 1970s, gaining a political voice in the federal
Canadian system, advocating for their rights. This self-determination and political advocacy
was and still is a way to move forward from the trauma of the colonial practices and at the
time, a way to counter the ongoing systemic abuse by claiming right to some kind of
autonomy in determining the management of their own land and communities. Organisations
such as the Tunngavik Foundation or Inuit tapiriit Kanatami actively advocate for the respect
of Inuit integrity both on individual level but also within the larger social structures such as in
the healthcare system, and also strongly monitor the respect of the Land Claim Agreement.
The respect of the agreement is the foundation for reconciliation efforts, but in reality, its
application remains much more complicated, with Nunavut not having sole responsibility in
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administering their own land, which is the responsibility of the Federal Government, which
led to Inuit interests ending up on deaf ears. Territory does not equate Province. As such, the
federal government is still in charge of managing natural resources and its the prime source
of budget for the Government of Nunavut. Not being able to maintain control over the
management of natural resources has proven to be a hot point of discussion, specially in
2016. The 2016 moratorium of ban of Arctic oil drillings may have a very welcome
environmental effect, its decision was made without consultation of Nunavut’s officials:
“Nunavut Premier Peter Taptuna says Prime Minister Justin Trudeau did not consult
territorial leaders before announcing new plans for the Arctic Dec. 20 that include an
“indefinite” ban on the licencing of oil and gas activity.” (by Sarah Rodgers, 2016 for
Nunatsiaq News)
This overrule of Nunavut’s elected officials hinders the ability of Nunavummiut to determine
their own future and further hinders their ability to reach financial independency. Nunavut is
now amputated from a much needed revenue. In the devolution process, “ the most important
decisions affecting Northerners are still being made in Ottawa.” (Huebert, 2017)
The effect of climate change and of a potential oil spill are or would be of disastrous
consequence to the North and to the Inuit. Nonetheless, climate change is not an local issue.
If climate change mitigation efforts were to be national, why so hasn’t Canada banned all
offshore drillings, notably in Nova Scotia and Newfoundland (Huebert, 2017)? The message
being sent here is not necessarily one of care and benefit to the Inuit population by avoiding a
disaster on their land, but a message of power and of overrule. This further reminds and
enforces the power discrepancy between Ottawa and Nunavut. The citizenship gap between
the Nunavummiut and other Canadians is here glaring: while devolution processes should
advance towards the self-governing of Nunavut of its own land, the efforts have not been
proven fruitful. Nunavummiut do not elect officials that have control over the land and
resources beneath their own feet, the only jurisdiction of Canada to do so (Penikett,
Goldenberg, 2013).
Why does having control over their own natural resources matter? Does having power
over their own land matter for Inuit wellbeing? As previously developed, the environment is
not insignificant to the Inuit way of life and culture. As a matter of fact, it is quintessential.
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Also, the constant reminder that Inuit are not in control of their own land, of their
management of the land, of what happens to their homes, is a direct reminder of the colonial
past, further reinforcing the historical trauma that many already feel. Essentially, not only
have they been displaced, their names changed and their way of life altered, they are at the
mercy of the federal government.
To go back to the citizenship gap and to add onto what is said previously regarding the
control of the land, this gap is a further reminder of the strategic nature of the Canadian
Arctic: Inuit, by being denied the possibility of controlling and managing their own
resources, are sent the message of being strategic ‘pawns’, there for military and economic
reasons only, and that their political and social power is only optional or secondary. Two
interests here apparently collide: national interests and local interests. How can both be
reconciled?
Reconciliation and the recognition of historical trauma go hand in hand, both foundations for
improving Inuit wellbeing. Inuit political voice offer a counter-discourse to the federal
political weight, and the creation of the territory of Nunavut was only a starting point. The
UN Human Rights Council has called out Canada in its treatment of Indigenous communities
and individuals, specially of women and girls, in 2018, even though it had been 3 years after
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. While wellbeing is a priority for Inuit
organisations, with ITK describing their missions as “We work to improve the health and
wellbeing of Inuit” (source: official website https://www.itk.ca/what-we-do/), the ghosts of
the past are still very much present as emphasized by the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission. With the last residential schools closing in the 1990s, this has meant that close
to 150,000 children of Aboriginal origins were separated from their families and forcibly
uprooted from their cultural heritage and stability. Residential schools are a major black point
which continues to impact the relationship between Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous
Canadians, and of course with the federal government (Truth and Reconciliation commission,
2015).
“Collective efforts from all peoples are necessary to revitalize the relationship between
Aboriginal peoples and Canadian society – reconciliation is the goal. It is a goal that will take
the commitment of multiple generations but when it is achieved, when we have reconciliation
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- it will make for a better, stronger Canada.” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission website,
2015)
The devolution process between Ottawa and Nunavut is therefore not only one of pure
bureaucratic nature, but also one with deep social and cultural background and legacy, which
permits healing. Devolution is therefore to be understood as an integral part of the process of
reconciliation. The move by Prime Minister Trudeau to ban oil drillings without consulting
Nunavut’s elected officials is one more blow to the reconciliation process. Devolution is not
petty political and economic greed, but a compensation to the (recent) past.
Politics is also not only a matter of elections, but also a matter of way of doing.
Nunavut’s Government as well as organisations such as ITK, the Inuit national
representational organization for the completion of the Land Claim Agreement, or Pauktuutit,
Inuit Women’s association, to only name a few, have the prime directive to insure the
interests of the Inuit. Not only practical interests but also cultural and social. Hence the
implementation of IQ principles within the vision of the Government of Nunavut:

“From its start in 1999, our government has been guided by Inuit societal values. We
continue to be guided by these principles as we address our challenges and step forward
together towards a brighter future:
• Inuuqatigiitsiarniq: Respecting others, relationships and caring for people.
• Tunnganarniq: Fostering good spirits by being open, welcoming and inclusive.
• Pijitsirniq: Serving and providing for family and/or community.
• Aajiiqatigiinniq: Decision making through discussion and consensus.
• Pilimmaksarniq/Pijariuqsarniq: Development of skills through observation, mentoring,
practice, and effort.
• Piliriqatigiinniq/Ikajuqtigiinniq: Working together for a common cause.
• Qanuqtuurniq: Being innovative and resourceful.
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• Avatittinnik Kamatsiarniq: Respect and care for the land, animals and the environment.”
(Inuit Societal values, Government of Nunavut,
source: https://www.gov.nu.ca/information/inuit-societal-values)

The reality is of course more nuanced. By choosing to have an electoral system, the decision
making process goes from the community-level, which was the tradition, to the
government-level, which indirectly represents the interests of the communities by having
representatives speaking for them. The same applies for NTI and ITK. Some indeed feel that
representation is not yet achieved within governmental bodies and public life, with only 50%
of the governmental workforce Inuit compared to representing 85% of Nunavut’s population;
education in Inuktitut-English is also not yet truly operational; and some feel that the
consensus-based political working style for the government may not be suitable anymore for
the issues Nunavut is facing (Frizzell, Konek, 2019, for CBC). As any healthy democracy,
there is debate and there are disagreements. Nonetheless, the very presence of this democracy
is what permits Inuit healing, resilience and revival, even though the relations with Ottawa
may be sometimes strained.

Ongoing systemic bias: the legacy of colonialism
The strained relations with Ottawa are also embodied by the continuous racial biases
of the RCMP, which are not only symptomatic of a larger systemic racism issue against
Indigenous men and women but are also a constant reminder of the previous colonial
practices and violences from which Inuit have survived (Monchalin, 2016). On Monday 1st
of June 2020, a video showing a violent encounter of a RCMP officer with an Inuk man in
Kinngait, Nunavut, recalled the ongoing mistrust between the indigenous communities and
law enforcements:
“In a week where an RCMP officer was captured hitting an Inuk man with the door of
a pickup truck, and an Indigenous woman was fatally shot by police in New Brunswick, an
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Inuk lawyer says the troubled relationship between Indigenous communities and police goes
beyond mistrust.
"There is definitely not just a lack of trust, but there is also fear that we have against the
RCMP," said Lori Idlout, a lawyer based in Iqaluit.” ” (CBC Radio, June 5th 2020)
While it is acknowledged that the relationship between law enforcements and Inuit are not
manichean, and that political officials such as Marc Miller (Minister of Indigenous Services)
and Prime Minister Justin Trudeau have called out these actions, the violences lived by Inuit
communities are also shared by all Indigenous communities in Canada. The National Inquiry
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous women and girls (MMIWG), by the chief
commissioner of the inquiry Marion Buller, published in 2019 a full report of the violence
and discrimination faced by Inuit, Métis and Indigenous women as well as by the LGBT+
community. Women in Nunavut are reported to be the most at risk of being victims of police
brutality in the country, they are 13 times more likely to be victims of any crime and 12 times
more likely to be sexually assaulted than women in the rest of Canada.
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Figure 6: Jordan Marie running in remembrance of Indigenous women and girls.
source: https://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/red-handprints-mmiwg-1.5483955
The Red Hand, the No More Stolen Sisters, and the “Remember me” movements have gained
widespread attention over social media and in political circles, as shown by this photograph
shown on the national newspaper and channel CBC, calling for a systemic change in how the
protection of Indigenous women and girls is ensured, giving voice and momentum to their
claims. While the following infographic (UN Somalia, (Draft) Saameynta Project Document,
Unpublished, 2020) is based on gender representation, it can be applied to all sorts of
discrimination: the key points, visibility, action, and voice are only effective if a in depth
study is done on the system in which the discrimination operates. In the case of women and
Inuit at large, it is not only physical discrimination, but runs deeper, rooted in historical
colonial practices with behavioral consequences today, for both the non-Inuit and the Inuit.
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Figure 7: Saameynta Project Document, gender approach infographic
The Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (MMIWG) report uncovers
one of the possible roots of systemic discrimination and begins by starting the conversation
on a sensitive topic, that of genocide. In what way can the experience of Indigenous
communities in Canada be compared to a genocide? Is it a genocide? The terms of ‘cultural
genocide’ and ‘genocide’ have been applied to the Canadian treatment of Indigenous
communities by many scholars (Kingston, 2015; Reyhner, Singh, 2010; Woolford, 2009;
Neu, 2000), and the Canadian Museum for Human Rights in Winnipeg deems since 2019 that
the treatment of Indigenous communities in Canada is a genocide. A genocide is ‘The
deliberate killing of a large group of people, especially those of a particular nation or ethnic
group.’ (Oxford Dictionary). It entails a systematic and systemic violence, with the intention
of eradication, against a designated group of people, because of their religion, sexuality or
ethnicity. This eradication can take multiple forms, such as direct lethal violence, or
assimilation, hence the specificity of ‘cultural genocide’ which had the intention, through
means such as residential schools, to ‘make Indigenous people like the settlers were’, aka
Christian Europeans, by banning the use of their language and all cultural practices among
others. ‘Diluting the blood’ has been a tactic to ‘Europeanize’ Indigenous people, thinking
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that they would abandon their practices and essentially lose their ‘indigenousness’. These
colonial practices have direct repercussions today: it is not mere poor luck that Indigenous
people, specially Indigenous women, are much more at risk of losing their lives due to
crimes, are much more likely to become the victims of human and sex trafficking (51% of
trafficked girls and women were Indigenous while making only 4% of the female Canadian
population). Broken family links, poor social welfare, and systemic mistrust against law
enforcements result in rise of violence. And Indigenous women pay the price. In Nunavut, the
RCMP is viewed as inefficient: “While the RCMP have a visible presence in the community,
some participants believed that this presence was limited to driving around in their vehicles.
Participants were also concerned about slow police response times, which in part was
attributed to calls being routed through Iqaluit and then relayed to the community
detachment,” the report [MMIW] states”. (Tranter, for Nunatsiaq, 20 January 2020). This
lack of efficiency results in the endangerment of Inuit women, men and children. We will
never know the exact numbers of Indigenous women and children who were trafficked or fell
victims of violence and disappeared, estimated to be in the tens of thousands with many
unreported, but Annita Lucchesi, a Phd student at the University of Alberta, has started to
create a database for missing Indigenous women in Canada and in the US, attempting to bring
awareness to this injustice, and also to keep law enforcements accountable by remembering
the names of unsolved cases of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls.
Pauktuutit (Inuit Women of Canada Organisation) is also publishing the names of missing
and murdered women and girls in Nunavut on their social media platforms: Krista Anne
Tasseor Panigoniak, Sylvia Ann Lyall, Amy Kautuq, Mary Anne Birmingham, Alacie
Nowrakudluk, Kimberley Jararuse, … These women and girls are not numbers, they have
names, they have a story, they have families. It is easy to forget about the reality of what
these social injustices mean. They mean this, these girls and women missing, these girls and
women murdered, these families and friends grieving, these people becoming victims of
police brutality, of racism and discrimination. The Remember Me movement is bringing back
humanity to these sterile numbers.
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Summary and discussion
The creation of the territory of Nunavut stems therefore from a need for cultural and
political agency after decades of colonial mistreatment. Mistreatment that resulted in loss of
knowledge, loss of cultural traditions and loss of landmark for individuals within their
families and within their communities. These losses have greatly impacted the mental and
physical well being of Inuit, so much so that historical trauma is addressed as one root for
current suicidal tendencies among the youth. Land claims are a way to address this historical
trauma and bring some justice to what has happened. However, it would be simply wrong to
think that because Nunavut has been created, that full justice has been given, and that
ongoing systemic bias is no longer present. Reconciliation is an ongoing process, entailing
negotiations with the federal government on allocated budget, on rights of managing land,
and on services such as law enforcement and health care, where systemic bias is the most felt.
The political agenda is directly linked to Inuit Nunavummiut well being: without addressing
the discrepancy between Inuit and non-Inuit Nunavummiut, without addressing compensation
for past atrocities, there cannot be talk of full reconciliation, and recovery from historical
trauma.
Furthermore, on systemic racial violences, statistics do not offer the full picture.
Official statistics are made by government bodies. But how can we know that these statistics,
specially when it comes to social injustice and crimes, are reliable when the government itself
is prone to systemic bias? Circular reasoning, such as ‘the government isn’t racist, [group]
just commits more crimes’ and ‘we can trust the government’s numbers because the
government isn’t racist’, as explained by mathematics student Kyne on his social media
platform @onlinekyne regarding the BLM movement and the crime rates of the African
American population, clearly has obvious weaknesses. How are these statistics obtained?
How are crime rates obtained? When dealing with social injustice issues, social inequality,
and/or systemic racism, sampling bias becomes a clear problem: crimes appear in official
statistics when they are reported, and not all who commit crimes are reported and not all who
are reported have actually broken the law. So what happens when law enforcements, from the
police officer to the judge to lawmakers, are prone to racial bias? This gets reflected in those
same statistics, furthering the racial bias against a certain community, picturing this
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community as more violent, more prone to substance abuse, more prone to poor education,
etc (Geddes, 1990; Zuberi, Bonilla-Silva, 2008; Taylor, 1975). Statistics are always the point
of view of whoever made them, and in this case, this systemic racial/racist bias encourages
the continuation of genocidal efforts. It is easy to make statistics seem to be the absolute truth
when they are only a partial vision and interpretation of the world. Therefore, I would like to
highlight that while Civil society, NGOs and other organisations, are active in bringing
grassroot analysis of their own communities, this bias is still there. So much so that elected
Nunavut officials are calling for a report and complete evaluation of the violences committed
by the RCMP on Inuit women, which are considered to be enabled due to a lack of
involvement and responsibility of judges and prosecutors (Rohner, for CBC, June 9th 2020 ;
Rohner, for CBC, June 10th 2020). Why does this matter? Politically, this matters because it
dehumanizes the victims of the racial bias, essentially saying that they deserve the violence
they are facing, either because they are more violent or because they are too lazy to get out of
poverty or because they ‘asked for it’, in turn justifying the acute surveillance, police and
social violence they face. Poverty is not a result of individual weaknesses but is the result of
systemic discrimination (Pogge, 2001, 2007; Sivanandan, 2001), just as much as the
violences lived by Inuit communities are the result of longstanding political discrimination
and colonial practices. Improving wellbeing through building community and family
resilience is a first step, the recognition of past and current atrocities are the foundations of
reconciliation.
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Inuit Society and Economics: Youth resilience

Introduction
Nunavut’s population sits currently at around 40,000 Nunavummiut, 0.1% of
Canada’s population, and 47% of Nunavut’s population is young, compared to 26%
nationwide (Bureau of Statistics, Government of Nunavut). Children and young adults
therefore represent a significant part of both the social but also economic life of Nunavut.
Investing in their education and welfare is therefore crucial: the Nunavut Arctic College
offers a limited range of degrees, from trade to education, with some degrees in nursing, arts
and business. The focus is clearly on manual degrees, with a deep connection to Inuit
traditions with the learning of crafts and environmental technology for instance. This is not a
random choice, this is deliberate choice also made by the Government’s department of
Education to recognise Inuit heritage and to keep the connection between this heritage and
the younger generations, something that was deeply harmed during the second half of the
20th century. Nonetheless, youth represents a tremendous potential for the immediate and
more long term future; however, Nunavut’s suicide rate is alarmingly high. With a rate of
75.5/100 000 in 2018, compared to 11.3 for all of Canada, and with 68% of deaths being
children and young adults, Nunavut ranks as one of the highest in the world (Inuit Statistical
Profile, ITK, 2018; Kral, 2012). While 86% of deaths were men (three times more than
women), women are three times more likely to try to commit suicide than men. On top of
these puzzling numbers, Nunavut registers a low 41% graduation rate, against the 79%
average for all of Canada (Nunavut Inuit Labour Force analysis report, 2018; George, 8
March 2019 for Nunatsiaq). Why? This chapter will try to answer this and bring light on
these issues by dividing them in four sections. Firstly, the topic of education, placed in the
larger context of family and social dynamics. Secondly, the topic of suicide, which is again
also placed in the larger context of social dynamics but which is also linked to the historical
background of the territory, more specifically to historical trauma. Thirdly, as a way to
highlight the actions and plans done by society to address those issues, youth resilience is
playing an instrumental role in cultural revival of Inuit identity all the while remaining
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ingrained in modern Canadian society. The fourth section, however, highlights that while
efforts made by individuals, local governments and civil society to address the struggles
faced by the younger generation are quintessential, it is important to also keep in mind the
larger societal frame, which is still facing important struggles in key areas such as access to
health care, housing and employment opportunities, which has significant impact on the
overall well being of Inuit Nunavummiut. The chapter will end with a summary and
discussion on these areas.

Society and education: between larger social struggles and intra-family tensions
Out of the reported causes for dropping out, drugs and pregnancy or child related
reasons came forth as leading, followed by bullying, relationships, work and just sleeping in
(O’Gorman, Pandey, 2014). For missing days of school, sleeping in appeared again, with
being sick, which is unsurprising, and going hunting.

Figure 8: Word cloud designating the main causes for high school dropout tendencies,
O’Gorman, Pandey, 2014.
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Figure 9: Reported reasons for school absence, O’Gorman, Pandey, 2014.
When looking at the reasons for dropping out more closely, some groups of motives can be
somewhat detected: - child-related reasons (“babysitting”, “no daycare”, “I had kids”,
“baby”, “pregnant”, “to help look after younger brother”),
- family-related reasons (“grandmother passed”, “family problems”, “lost father”, “taking
care of elderly mother”...),
- drugs and alcohol abuse (“too much alcohol in the family”, “I got kicked out for smoking
dope”, “drugs”, “alcohol/drug abuse”, “cause of my parents’ drinking”,…),
- bullying from peers and adults (“bullied”, “bullies”, “classmates were making fun of me”,
“fighting with other students”, “teacher picking on me”, “no respect for students” …),
- economic reasons (“work”, “bills piling up”, “other priorities”, “I needed a job”, “lack of
food and sleep”, …),
- and personal reasons which were quite significant (“sleeping in”, “relationship”, “not sure”,
“too old”, “travelling”, “skipping”, “peer pressure”, “because of my common law partner”,
“fell behind”, “behind on english”, …).
Nonetheless, in all these motives, the role of the family and friends is over-arching: the
presence of the parents in motivating their children to continue in school and to stay away
from drugs has been put forward by the Ministry of education and by research

as

quintessential (Government of Nunavut, 2014; O’Gorman, Pandey, 2014). While some
degree of dropping out is inevitable, the reasons put forward have much to do with the family
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sphere, from “sleeping in”, to “babysitting”, and “alcohol abuse in the family”. Also, when
only 46% of the population have graduated from postsecondary education, it can be of course
a challenge to support your children in continuing school and valuing education. But, the
word-map regarding the important of high school education does show that these students
understood its value:

Figure 10: Reported perceived value of education for Inuit high school students, O’Gorman,
Pandey, 2014.
From having access to more opportunities and being included within a community
with fellow peers, high-schoolers seem to understand the value in continuing education.
According to the 2006 Census of population done by Statistics Canada, males with a high
school diploma earned on average 1.5 times more than those without, and 1.6 times more for
females. The perceived value of education doesn’t therefore seem to be the issue, but that
school is just not the priority for some teenagers.

Suicide: pressure and the legacy of the past
If we contrast these indicators with those for suicide, some similarities can be found.
Feeling of “not belonging”, difficulties with kins and girlfriends, sexual abuse and expression
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of deep anger and frustration, sometimes expressed by substance abuse and violent behavior,
can all be found as drivers given for suicidal thoughts (Kral, 2012; Healey, 2016; Kral, 2013).
Studies on suicide among Inuit youth has led communities and governments to focus their
efforts in two aspects: intergenerational link-making, and addressing socio-economic
conditions. The Inuusivut Anninaqtuq (United for Life) Action plan, elaborated by the
government of Nunavut, NTI and Embrace Life Council in 2017, emphasizes the need to
restore family and generational links between its youth and the rest of its population,
specially Elders, along with addressing socio-economic contexts such as poor housing, access
to adequate healthcare and crimes. They stress their commitments on fostering youth
resilience and open communication, as well as always taking as a point of departure
community-led action plans and approaches.
“We can support youth to develop healthy coping skills in the face of continued adversity, as
well as strengthen protective factors, such as strong relationships with friends, family
members and Elders; positive cultural identity; and, a sense of purpose, self determination
and belonging in our communities.” (Embrace Life Council, Inuusivut Anninaqtuq (United
for Life) Action plan, 2017, pp.19)
On one hand, the personal, psychological and cultural realm of mental health, and on the
other hand, the socio-economic circumstances, both highly impact the wellness of young
Inuit, both males and females.

Youth resilience: revival of cultural Identity and ingraining in modernity
According to Kral (2011), traditional Inuit cultural values and practices appear as
fundamental in the well-being of Inuit youth. The identity-making process is deeply
influenced by the historical context of Nunavut and the political atmosphere of the last
decades of the 20th century. As previously developed, the colonial practices from forced
displacement to name tags to residential schools have left marks in the social structure and
dynamics of current Inuit society. Arts and language have become a way forward to
strengthen Inuit resilience. Far from complacency, resilience is also about the revival and
re-appropriation of traditional cultural practices such as language, clothes, art and music. The
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revival of the drum for instance is felt as a way to bring forward “inummariit”, the “true
Inuk” or the “Inuit way”:
“[...] In Arviat (and throughout Nunavut), the traditional drum dance has become an
expression and marker of identity. However, which identities the traditional drum dance is
capable of expressing and marking requires consideration. For elders in Arviat, drum dancing
is sometimes deployed or thought of as a sign of Inuit sub-group identity. However, Inuit
sub-group expression is complicated in Arviat by the fact that the youth of Arviat, who often
attend and perform at local drum dances, know very little about Inuit sub-group distinctions.
For them, drum dancing is utilized or thought of as a sign of being Inuit—a homogenized
conceptualization.” (Piercey-Lewis, 2014, pp.398).
The drum is not only an instrument, it is a cultural marker linked to deep cultural practices
regarding the relationship to the dead and to the natural world. Reviving the drum is also
reviving a cultural heritage. Language is also key: “it denotes the integrity of Inuit language
as a coherent and persistent form of communication and social interaction. Through dialogue
in their language, people are enacting cultural continuity, tradition in other words, at every
moment.” (Fletcher, Denham, 2008) Language is a way to affirm one’s own identity and
heritage, which was battered by the colonial experience.
The revival and the strengthening of cultural practices such as music and language
was indeed emphasized by the Embrace Life council and by other organisations and
researchers. Nonetheless, it is the appropriation by the youth for the youth of their own
identity that is remarkable. The recent viral trend on the internet of the “brush challenge”, a
challenge consisting of comparing the before and after of makeup application with the aim of
highlighting the skill of young women regarding using makeup as a tool for self-expression,
which consists of first appearing on camera bare-faced and then reappearing with make-up,
has been reinterpreted by Inuit youth from Northern Québec all the way to Alaska:
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Figure 11: Tik Tok screenshots of Inuit woman using the platform to show their culture.
Source: Tiktok @joyangnetsiak
Other Inuit have used social media as a platform for educating others on their culture and
language, such as @arctic_mama, Inuk living in Nunavut teaching about Inuktitut and other
cultural practices such as music and stories, also sharing her family's history during the
forced relocation programme (Figure 12, left image); and Candice @candyinuk who also
lives in Nunavut and shows her daily life living as an Inuk, from traditional tattoos to hunting
to items of clothing to traditional art, to teaching about the history of Nunavut and Inuit, with
a series of video explaining the forced relocation program many of her community were
forced into (see figure 11, right image). She has a platform of more than 23,000 followers,
many non-Inuit and non-Nunavummiut. Social media permits the circulation of information
outside of the discourses of traditional media, it allows for direct communication and offers a
testimony of how families and individuals live their identity and their environment.
Alongside political and social revendications such as the Stolen Sisters, Me Too and Black
Lives Matter, these platforms of mainly younger individuals (and very often women) are a
powerful tool to unite groups and form stronger lobbies. Social movements such as the Arab
Spring took root in virtual communications on online platforms such as Facebook and
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Whatsapp. The modern means of communications are not just a tool to have easier access to
information, they are also a powerful tool to unite and bring together different groups located
everywhere in the world on a common cause, like social discrimination against Indigenous
and other minorities (Rodgers, Scobie, 2015).

Figure 12: TikTok screenshots of @arctic_mama’s and @candyinuk’s education videos,
explaining and showing their history and culture.
Teenagers and (younger but not necessarily) adults are indeed Inuit but they do not
exist in a vacuum. They are connected via the internet with other peers throughout Canada
and the world, even though internet coverage can be a challenge. Canada’s Inuit Youth
Magazine, Kanatamiutat Inuit Makkuktut Qimirruagangat, supported by ITK, is a way to
connect and to let youth express itself for itself, as well as to connect them with other
members of society of other ages. The speech of the former NIYS President, Ruth Kaviok,
expressed the deep need to connect youth together and to also reconnect to traditional cultural
practices:
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“At the NIYS [National Inuit Youth Summit] 2017, it was so special to have a group of
determined Inuit youth gathered together to identify different priorities to create a better
future for Inuit. Reflecting back on the week, all I could think was “did that really just
happen?” I speak for myself and the 110 youth when I say that we were supported and
inspired leaving nain. I want you all to know that we need to recognize that we each have a
purpose, strength and resilience. We have a strong and beautiful culture to be proud of and
it’s good to know that we have each other. over the span of five days, we talked about Inuit
language; reconciliation; suicide prevention; culture and Inuit practices; education and
empowerment. It was so inspiring to see Inuit youth come together to learn new skills,
create lasting friendships and share their thoughts on a wide range of issues. Inuit youth
face many challenges in our communities, our regions and in the nation. Despite this, we
are strong. Inuit are resilient and it’s something to be proud of. We have to remember our
language, our culture, and our Inuit way of life is still alive and it’s something to be
celebrated. As president, I look forward to representing the national voice of Inuit youth
and working with ITK. as youth, we have important knowledge to share and I will bring
my passion for Inuit culture to advocating for the values and priorities for youth. [...]”
(Canada’s Inuit Youth Magazine, issue 13, 2017, pp.30).
The resilience strategy of the youth is a balance of both traditional and on-ward
looking, recognising both their heritage and their own aspirations in life. The magazine is a
also a way to share encouraging messages and experiences, with empowered individuals, so
to support, at least mentally, other Inuit youth. This is a much needed energy and a
perspective on the subject of Inuit wellbeing and specially Inuit youth wellbeing: from
passive victims of society’s injustice, to proactive and self-determining force. It is easy to fall
into pessimism when viewing the too-high numbers of suicide statistics and school dropout
and violence and crimes, but it is also by over-emphasizing these numbers that we fall into a
spiral of bleakness. Showing the positives, showing the actions of the many in favor of hope
and resilience, is escaping this bleakness towards confidence. Planning for the future of
course entails being realistic of the current state of things, but it also entails giving power to
the youth.
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This example is a practical example of how to utilize IQ by and for the community: how
youth have embraced both their traditional knowledge in language, cultural practices, arts,
and how they have used a platform so to communicate it to fellow peers. This reappropriation
of IQ is far from the sometimes academic or bureaucratic snobbism, and is an excellent
model for youth’s involvement in society and in their own wellbeing.
The efforts made by ITK, by the Embrace life council and by the Government of Nunavut are
absolutely essential, but I believe that it is the initiatives made by the youth for the youth that
will have the most effect, as the former also empowers. However, the contrary is also the
case, with peer pressure dragging down individuals towards a path of violence and drugs,
which is why systemic support by organisations and governmental bodies regarding larger
social issues, such as poverty and lack of infrastructures, is still crucial.

Societal shortcomings: addressing poor economic index and social violence
Eliminating poverty is the first Sustainable Development Goal. Poverty is a large,
complex issue in Nunavut, which not only entails relatively low income but also housing,
infrastructure and employment hurdles. Nunavut is reported to having the highest rate of
poverty in Canada at 29%, followed by Manitoba and British Columbia (Citizens for Public
Justice, 2018). The government of Canada focuses efforts regarding poverty in 4 key areas,
income, literacy, health care, and food security, relying on 12 indicators:
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Figure 13: Poverty alleviation indicators of The Government of Canada.
Source: https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/topics-start/poverty
As previously highlighted, unemployment is high at 53,1% and 69% of homes are food
insecure with food prices much higher than the national average:

Figure 14: Item price comparison between Nunavut and the Canadian average.
Source:https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/food-in-nunavut-costs-twice-as-much-as-cana
dian-average-1.3152896
There are 9820 households with an individual median income of $23,485 before tax
for Inuit, compared to $92,011 for non-Indigenous individuals in Inuit Nunangat. 56.4% of
households are overcrowded and 34.3% of dwellings are in major need of large repairs,
compared to the 5.1% national average for overcrowding and 7.1% national average for
needs of repairs (Census 2016, Statistics Canada). This discrepancy between Inuit
households, non-Inuit households in Nunavut, and non-Inuit households in the rest of Canada
highlights a generalised situation of inequality, an inequality which only furthers emphasizes
defiance towards non-Inuit government bodies. This inequality is rooted and is a consequence
of the colonial practices of the second half of the 20th century, with individuals being moved
around without sustainable economic plans nor aid, with individuals being stripped from their
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traditional means of revenue and with individuals receiving systemic discrimination
(Bowman, 2011; Bernauer, 2018) . Moreover, over 70% of communities do not have shelters
for women and children victims of violence. And 39% of Nunavummiut are in core housing
need while 52% live in social housing. Nunavut dedicates 13% of its revenue in housing
expenditures, about 13 times more than other provinces and territories (Nunavut Housing
Corporation, 2016). Poverty is therefore three-dimensional in Nunavut: food, housing and
employment are key determinants in poverty alleviation efforts, as also shown by the
following infographic by the Nunavut roundtable discussion on poverty alleviation (figure
12). Access to housing (outcome 8), increase local decision-making powers (outcomes 1, 2, 3
and 5), increase food security (outcome 6), and support in mental and physical well being
(outcome 4) are the key areas which, if poverty is adequately understood and combatted,
should have drastic impact on the amelioration of overall well being among the local
population.

Figure 15: Poverty reduction infographic.
Source: Nunavut Roundtable for poverty reduction, 2014, https://www.makiliqta.ca/en
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This is however a bit of a catch-22 situation: the poor economic diversity index of Nunavut
means that employment possibilities are limited, increasing the dependency of the population
on the government (either local or federal) for employment or for assistance. 49% of
Nunavummiut receive social assistance, and 55% of Nunavut’s Inuit were directly employed
by the Government of Nunavut, and government expenditures making 71% of Nunavut’s
GDP (Nunavut Inuit Labour Force analysis report, 2018). Hope and efforts are put in
developing the fishery and resources sectors, so to encourage a greater diversification of
income and so income security for Nunavummiut. Nonetheless, most Inuit (up to 85%) still
engage in traditional hunting and fishing activities to supplement their income and food
source; and tourisme, specially eco-tourisme, with its annual 14,000 visitors and its four
national and 15 territorial parks are currently being developed by the government of Nunavut
so to add another potential income source for the territory and its inhabitants, also through
indirect opportunities such as selling art and crafts. Despite all of this, the few inhabitants
spread over a large area, doubled with difficult environmental conditions, render private,
diverse investment difficult, which in turns increases the dependency of the local population
on the government for income. Because income remains quite low, and because primary
survival sources (such as food and housing) are expensive, the population are in need of
sustained assistance. Budget becomes an issue. What is the priority? What to fund? How?
The Affordable Housing Act has been criticized for providing too little funding, and federal
funding, being sporadic, does not encourage sustainable investment either (Nunavut Housing
Corporation, 2016). The situation is therefore complex and weighs heavily on the mental and
physical wellbeing of Nunavummiut. The dependence on the territorial government for
employment and the recent ban on oil drillings in the Canadian Arctic are brakes in the
process of diversifying employment opportunities and so, economically developing Nunavut.
Nunavut has the capacity of further developing their economy through great projects around
ecotourism and traditional harvesting and mining, the problem remains on how to fund these
plans without cutting in vital parts such as housing and financial assistance (Dowsley, 2009;
Natcher, 2009; Chanteloup, 2013; Légaré, 2008; Hitch, 2006; Hing Man Chan et.al, 2006;
Bowman, 2011).
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Access to satisfactory health care is also a point of concern, which wellbeing
programs acknowledge by calling for a more comprehensive and cultural sensitive training of
health care professionals in dealing with both physical and mental ailments of Inuit patients.
For women victims of violence, a study made by Haag (et.al.) in 2019 highlight that “IPV
[Intimate partner violence] resultant TBI [Traumatic Brain Injury] is a serious health concern
that has gone unidentified and unsupported for far too long, particularly within Indigenous
populations in Canada. The lack of enquiry into the experiences of First Nations and Inuit
women in Canada exposed to IPV and TBI seriously impairs the creation of effective health
care policies and support services for women survivors. The multiple intersections of
marginalization, shame, stigma, and colonization, coupled with significant barriers to service
provision in remote communities faced by these women are such that solutions generated for
urban-based settler populations are unable to address the unique challenges experienced.”
(Haag et.al, 2019, pp.208)
Intimate partner violence and suicides due to strenuous relationships have been associated
with the profound changes in social structures that Nunavummiut experienced since
colonisation: from forced sedentarisation to new models of relationship-making. “Modernity”
entailed in the North a complete restructuring of social links and organisations and practices
(Stevenson, 2005; Preston et.al, 2015; Kral, 2012).
It should be reminded however that hurting an intimate partner, mostly women, or a child
remains a personal decision motivated by personal agency and the individual should therefore
be held accountable. No matter the source of the strained relation, or no matter the source of
the anger, actively hurting another individual remains unlawful and unjustifiable as far as
individual agency is concerned. There should be no complacency nor excuses made for
violence.
Nonetheless, some researchers such as Moffit at.al (2013) and Kral (2012) have
linked the underlying deep structural changes in society with the suicidal tendencies of young
Inuit and with violence within communities. The second half of the 20th century, specially
during the the 1950s and the 1960s, the engagement of the government in Northern affairs
and its interference with Inuit way of life had direct repercussions on not only social
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dynamics between and within generations and families, but also on means of survival like
hunting or fishing. When children were taken away from their parents to school, and when
adults were forcibly moved to settlements far from their place of origin and their extended
families, these had direct repercussions on how children perceived their culture, the heritage,
and their sense of closeness with their kin, which now is also reflected in romantic
relationship among youth. Suicide therefore, especially among young men, is a reflection of
these social tensions and struggles, now unable to find a sense of direction and wisdom from
older generations, when those intergenerational links have been damaged. To quote Kral,
“Many Inuit youth today are feeling alone. Suicide has become a cultural idiom of distress, a
contagious idea among youth.” (2012, pp.317) Peer pressure, ongoing social tensions, and
seeing others around you facing the same struggles, foster a negative mental environment,
spiraling younger Inuit further down. It is therefore indicated by research that this suicide
tendency among youth has a one origin the ongoing historical trauma created by colonial
practices and which result in current postcolonial disorder (Kral, 2012).
As such, while violence remains a consequence of a personal choice, underlying systemic
roots have been highlighted. Historical trauma, trauma passed on through generations, is one
of thought motivations behind suicide and social violence. Parents who have subjected to
residential schools seem to be less involved in the upbringing of their children, which as a
consequence influences the felt support system of young Inuit. Also, the links with Elders is
deeply cultural: approaching Elders for wisdom and support has been established as
fundamental for mental wellbeing, also as previously emphasized by the Inuusivut
Anninaqtuq plan (Kral, 2012; Petrasek MacDonald, 2015; Korhonen, 2007; Mearns, 2017).
But this is difficult for many: “Sometimes the young people are saying that they don’t know
how to approach the elders today. In the past it was different.’’ (Kral, 2012, pp.318)
Nonetheless, as fatalistic as that may sound, historical trauma is not a fatality: the resilience
shown by youth, the work made with the Inuusivut Anninaqtuq Action Plan, is proving to be
successful: suicide numbers are lowering, 2017 being at a 10 year low. Community-work and
youth agency works.
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Summary and discussion
Indicators such as school drop out or suicide rates are the results and consequences of
larger systemic issues. Factors such as peer pressure, or lack of motivation relate directly to
the larger environment in which younger Inuit grow up. Poor housing, poor economic index,
poor access to healthcare and poor access to higher education are structural issues which have
direct repercussion onto the physical and mental well being of Inuit Nunavummiut, and
specially to younger generations. It is difficult to find a balance between recognising their
roots, their cultural heritage, and being proud of their origins, while still being ingrained in a
larger Canadian cultural context. The topic of reconciliation is not only the pursuit of
recognising and getting justice for past wrongdoings, it is having being granted full access to
their potential, from having a stable home to being able to pursue careers in any field they
might choose. Historical trauma is the backbone of this reconciliation process: recognising
the atrocities in order to move forward, without forgetting. However this trauma does not
translate into a political claim, it is present in everyday life and manifests itself in younger
generations through the previously mentioned factors such as high suicide or high dropout
rates, or even domestic violence. This is of course not to diminish personal responsibility
when it comes to engaging in harmful behavior towards others, but highlighting systemic and
historical roots to a current phenomenon may help to understand how to confront these issues
and perhaps solve them. The Inuusivut Anninaqtuq plan stresses the importance of cultural
revival among younger generations in order to ground them in a secured environment, this is
most definitely one way of approaching historical trauma, which has has positive
repercussions in suicidal tendencies and in the overall mental well being of the youth.
Cultural revival is a matter of celebrating Inuit roots and practices, but the younger
generation does exist in a vacuum, it does not exist ‘outside’ of the world, and has
appropriated current means of communication such as social media to celebrate their culture
and language, as well as use those same platforms to educate about their communities. This is
youth resilience, being able to balance both tradition and current modern life. However, I
would like to stress that ‘modern’ is not necessarily the contrary to ‘traditional’, and one is
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not better than the other by any means. They are complementary to one another and form,
together, the current society in which we/they live in. Finding this balance is not about
keeping both worlds separated, but is about offering a counter social discourse to the
mainstream Canadian culture. It is about recognising that culture is not homogenous nor
should it be, it is about normalising practices, clothing, languages, dynamics, that are outside
of what is perceived to be the dominant culture in Canadian society (i.e. euro-western
culture). Offering this counter-discourse serves a larger purpose for all minorities, it is about
decolonising society, decolonising our society to recognise its diversity and celebrate it. The
process of decolonisation is of course linked to political and economic devolution from the
federal government to the territorial government, and it is also about decolonising our mental
schemes, our social reflexes and what we consider to be ‘normal’ and ‘acceptable’. It is also
about decolonising our institutions, such as law enforcement, in order to give minorities equal
consideration and respect in society. We cannot engage in reconciliation efforts without being
granted basic respect.

78

Conclusion

Concluding remarks
This research has so established the multiple layers of well being formation among
Inuit Nunavummiut, it has established that politics and environment and economics and
society are all interconnected and cannot be truly distinguished from one another when it
comes to well being. If one is lacking in any way, it will have repercussions on the others.
The environment has a quintessential place because it is the foundation of whatever
comes next: the living conditions of Inuit Nunavummiut are intersected with their
environmental living conditions. From food resources, to cultural practices, to practical
realities imposed by weather patterns and the land, where they live dictate their current living
conditions and their entire history. The relationship between Inuit, Nuna and Taruiq is not
only one of survival, it is also one of spiritual and social importance as the backbone of Inuit
cultural practices, such as their cultural understanding of their place on Earth, or shamanism,
is this very same relationship. The importance of land, of place, is therefore extremely
important when referring to Inuit well being. Because well being is closely tied to the ability
of openly perform one’s own culture, being able to live on Inuit land and perform practices
linked to their land is quintessential. Additionally, the current environmental conditions of
Nunavut also set conditions to practical realities tied to the formation of well being, such as
having access to housing and food security, where due to the high costs of infrastructures and
imports, securing adequate housing and resources are tricky for many. The environment is
therefore a starting ground for the understanding of Inuit well being.
Moving upwards from where Inuit live, from their environment, the historical legacy
onto present day Inuit Nunavummiut is fundamental in order to understand the current social
tensions between Inuit and non-Inuit, and between Nunavut and the federal government. The
colonial practices of the second half of the 20th century have current strong consequences
onto family dynamics and the sense of identity. The forced relocation program to the High
Arctic, the sled dog massacre, the residential school enrolment, and the name-disks
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programme have as consequences the destruction of traditional Inuit social dynamics between
the different generations and parents-children, and the erasure of Inuit identity through the
destruction of their naming culture. The cultural genocide that Inuit have faced, and that
many other Indigenous groups still face, had as a consequence the erasure of Inuit identity
which, in the point of view of well being, renders of establishment of a secured social and
cultural environment for younger generations difficult. The recent move towards cultural
revival is a way to combat the historical trauma originating from these colonial practices.
Cultural revival and political agency. The creation of the territory of Nunavut responded to a
healing desire, which entailed agency in decision making processes regarding societal matters
such as political representation, community administration, education, and so forth. Political
agency is therefore a further step towards healing from this historical trauma and regains
power to Inuit, as such, a move strengthening local well being. The territory of Nunavut does
however not currently have decision powers regarding the management of their own land
resources, and police brutality against Inuit Nunavummiut remains an issue, harming the
reconciliation process between Inuit and the federal government. Reconciliation is not about
forgetting the past, it is about compensating for the wrongs of the past and moving forward in
equality and mutual respect, as every Canadian citizen should be awarded.
Lastly, building cultural revival and resilience is also ingrained in the larger social
context and economic situation of said-social context. The current economic situation of
Nunavut is difficult: large unemployment, frequent overcrowding and poor economic index
are strong hurdles specially impacting the younger generation. These impacts take the forms
of school dropout, drug abuses and overall poor mental well being. The higher education
opportunities are limited, and the job market is too. Consequently, economically, Nunavut is
one of the poorest territory and province of Canada. Nonetheless, youth is resilient. And
resilience is created also through cultural revival, and the use of modern technology and
communication networks. The creation of magazines and the use of social media reinforce
not only a sense of community, but also a sense of identity. Rekindling Inuit youth with their
identity is, as said previously, a way to combat historical trauma and a way to pave the way
towards reconciliation and cultural revival. A strong resilient youth is essential for the future
of Nunavut, and therefore is essential to its economy as well.
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Consequently, wellbeing, while a comprehensive definition remains debatable, is
complex and multi-faced: for Inuit Nunavummiut, past and present and future wellbeing are
all intertwined. The wrongdoings of the past still has direct repercussions on the current
younger generations, navigating a life post-residential schools, post-name disks, and
post-forced relocations, with systemic discriminations against Inuit women in particular
remaining a major black point in the reconciliation efforts. The importance of understanding
the interlinkages of the formation of wellbeing in Inuit living in Nunavut is therefore all the
more important: the environmental landscape of the Canadian Arctic dictates not only
economic opportunities but also the cultural and social life of Nunavummiut. Looking
onwards, officials and civil society have used IQ as a foundation block for the construction of
support plans for physical and mental health as well as for larger social issues such as
housing and infrastructures. Cultural revival and resilience, also through the use of internet
by the youth to share their experience, life and culture, have proven to be a fundamental
block in paving the way towards lowering suicide rates, school dropouts and substance abuse.
Cultural revival and resilience, embodied by political representation, has also been the
starting point to make Inuit interests heard both in Nunavut and in Ottawa, allowing the start
of the process of reconciliation, making therefore a positive impact on the perceived well
being of Inuit Nunavummiut.

Discussion
To address the current consequences of these factors onto well being such as
educational difficulties, social and family struggles, and poverty; resilience, cultural and
social revival, alongside strengthening political agency, have been strategically used to create
a support system for Nunavummiut to combat poor well being. Now, it has been highlighted
that this cultural revival has definite positive repercussions on the well being of especially
young Inuit Nunavummiut, with an increase in school graduation rates and a decrease in
suicide rates. There are nonetheless ongoing difficulties such as continuous housing and
employment issues, as well as larger systemic issues such as discrimination or political
agency with the federal government.
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When addressing social and economic factors, the ability of the local government to
act has been limited by their budget. What to fund, how much, and where are clearly
decisions made by all local governments throughout Canada, it is not only a Nunavut issue,
and priorities have to be made. While it is not a truly manichean situation, it is not a
competition for funds, it remains that not everything can be fully funded using public aid.
Therefore, when addressing practical issues such as access to housing and facilities, it is
important to consider the organisation structure and the behaviour of the system. Who can
act? How quickly? And where? The adaptability of Nunavut’s government is relatively quick
seeing their multidimensional and democratic organisation: every community has
opportunities to discuss solutions to their own problems, and has opportunities to raise
awareness to the territory’s government when issues relative to government’s responsibility
arise.
Nonetheless, addressing technical and practical issues such as housing, access to healthcare
or access to education, is relatively straightforward. If only the technical side of things are
taken into consideration, a call for action of private investments, advertising an ideas
challenge in order to find the most efficient, local, adaptable, affordable, energy efficient,
respectful of local culture, and with the most positive impact/effects on health, can be made
in partnership with the local government and with the local communities. Indeed, as said
previously, a lack of funding and/or budget is a problem that every local (and federal)
government has. The discrepancy between what is wanted vs what is feasible is a common
problem, and the resulting scarcity of resources challenge our resourcefulness in coming up
with solutions. Because public resources are not enough, there is a need to come up with
different modes of financing, alternative sources of finance, such as private and business
investments, instead of solely relying on experts to give the local government advice on how
to better manage their budget. Opening the conversation on how to deal with practical issues
with the private sector, instead of closing the conversation to experts and public officials, is a
way to find more efficient and effective solutions. A comprehensive solution design to
technical and practical issues may be complex and take a long time to find, it is nonetheless
relatively straightforward.
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However, when issues are rooted in systemic and social discrimination, the system to
be analysed is deeply influenced by the behaviour of the population studied. It is not a
situation rooted in practical, objective issues, but rooted in subjectivity and social
phenomena, present and past. The objective of science, social or physical, related to systemic
issues is to bring an amelioration to the quality of life. The ongoing discrimination Inuit face,
even within their own communities, with the local and federal government and law
enforcements are a result of path dependency: the historical legacy of Canada’s relation with
the North and with the Inuit has ongoing consequences today, and addressing those demand
for Inuit civil society to have visibility, a voice, agency and an effective network. The BLM
movement, while focussed on the discrimination faced by the Black community in the United
States of America, has allowed other minorities to voice their demands regarding social
equality, such as Indigenous communities, with as a consequence a renewed energy in the
discussion on the role of the RCMP in Nunavut and its relation to Inuit citizens. The power
struggle between minorities and the political and economic majority is an endless circle. IQ
has been a tool given to address one of the consequences of the colonial past, the loss of
cultural roots. The recent court decision regarding compensations for residential schools has
also been a visible step forward towards reconciliation and addressing historical trauma.
However, while IQ is a quintessential concept to Inuit society, and has been effective in
strengthening Inuit culture among its population, as a result having positive impact on their
well being, there is a limit to what IQ can do. The risk of relying on IQ is to center all efforts
and all discussion on internal knowledge only and romanticizing it. If solely internal
knowledge and discussion are taken into consideration for addressing systemic and practical
issues, what is implied is an ownership of the problem. If you are poor, it is your fault. If you
are having family struggles, it is your fault. If you are not doing well in school and are
abusing drugs, it is your fault, and yours alone. It is evident now that this is not the case, that
these are consequences of deeper societal complexities and issues, involving the non-Inuit
federal government. Opening up the discussion on how to deal with those systemic
drawbacks to outside knowledge is sensitive, with a risk of erasure and revival of past
traumatic experiences. How to respond adequately is therefore still an open topic and more
research is needed on how to effectively respond to historical trauma.
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Assessment
This thesis has effectively given an analysis of the different key components of Inuit
well being in Nunavut, Canada: starting from the ground up, from environmental conditions,
to the historical weight of political colonial practices, to current economic and societal
conditions in which they live. By focussing on the existing literature, this research has given
an overview on expert’s researches and connected them to one another in order to paint a
more holistic depiction of well being. This holistic approach allows the concept of well being
to be understood in a more in depth manner, so to also understand the importance of each
field onto Inuit Nunavummiut well being. It has made clear that each field is linked to the
other, and in order to achieve a comprehensive measure on improving well being, each field
has to be addressed. This is however not a practical recommendation, and this is perhaps the
limit of such an approach. This is a theoretical research without any practical implementation.
In reality, each field, political, economic, or social, and each specific topic, housing or
education for instance, demand their own expertise and plan of action, and by connecting
everything, there is risk of making any plan to combat poor well being simply too big and
impossible to tackle. The goal here is therefore not to suggest that well being action plans
should be completely holistic, but rather to paint a theoretical understanding of the
interlinkages and implications of what well being entails.

Future research recommendations
The current pandemic of Covid19 has been putting some strains on public services such as
child protection services, and psychological support, with meetings and consultations now
happening online (CBC News, June 10th 2020). This means that for children and women
victims of abuse, the solace which was having an opportunity to leave the house, even for a
little while, is no longer an option, rendering the potentials for abuse even larger than
before. This same pandemic has also put some strains on Nunavut’s economy, with tourism
coming to a sudden halt, a much necessary income for the population. The federal
government has allocated a total of 45 million dollars to Inuit organisations in order to
support Canada’s North. This sum is being divided among key issues such as food security,
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child support and mental health facilities. It is yet unclear what the total impact of this
pandemic will be on Nunavut’s economy and on Nunavummiut themselves: what will the
situation be this summer? Until how long will the emergency health measures last? As of
now, no Covid19 case has been reported in Nunavut, but if some individuals were to be
become infected, due to the overcrowding issue in homes, and due to a lack of proper
health facilities throughout the territory, an outbreak could potentially have disastrous
consequences both for individuals and for the territory at large, economically speaking. It is
too early to draw conclusions, and no case has yet been reported, there further studies on
the impact of this pandemic on a mental health viewpoint could be made in the future in
order to expand on this particular point.
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