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  The Last 
Goodbye, 2001, Abraham Anghik Ruben, Paulatuk, Brazilian Soapstone, Photographer 
Ernest Mayer, © Courtesy of Winnipeg Art Gallery  

 

Abraham Anghik Ruben also produced a carving titled Wresting with my Demons 

that represents his struggles with the impact of his years in residential schools and twenty 

years of alcoholism (Gunderson 2005:20). 
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Wrestling with my Demons, 2001, Abraham Anghik Ruben, Paulatuk, Brazilian 
Soapstone, Photographer Ernest Mayer, © Courtesy of Winnipeg Art Gallery  

 

Guislaine Lemay, Curator of Material Culture at the McCord Museum in 

Montreal, explained in our interview how artists are expressing community suffering in 

their carving today. The carvings based on memories address alcoholism, suicide and 

drowning, which occurs frequently as travel on boats is common. Lemay pointed out how 
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this work is received with mixed reactions from the Inuit community. Some Inuit artists 

and the members of the community at large do not always like this new form of carving 

and find it disturbing, embarrassing and shameful. They do not want the world to know 

about the problems they face in their communities and for these reasons the work is not 

always well received.  Lemay suggested I look at the work of Manasie Akpalaipak. I 

contacted the Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec in Quebec City, where some of 

his work was donated by Raymond Brosseau, who had an extensive Inuit art collection 

and his own museum. When it closed in recent years Brosseau donated all of his work to 

the Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec.  

Manasie lives in Toronto today but works in a cottage in Hull to avoid city 

distractions. City distractions refer to the temptations in the city to drink. Manasie 

explained the carving of the man’s head with the bottle coming out of it:             

I guess it’s part of me and part of the culture. I lost quite a few 
cousins with alcohol and suicide. You hear these stories from each 
community. It always has something to do with alcohol abuse. I 
was going through that. I’m still fighting it myself. That particular 
piece is a hangover kind of thing: you’re fed up; you have this 
bottle in your head; it’s controlling you. I felt it is not just me but 
for a lot of Inuit people who are caught in this situation. This was 
especially true when I lived in Montreal as friends would come 
down and all they wanted to do was drink, drink, drink. After a 
while you get the impression all the Inuit people are doing that 
(Ayre 1993:40). 
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Untitled, 1991, Manasie Akpalaipak, Ikpaiqjuk, Brazilian Soap Stone, Whale Bone, 
Photographer Unknown, © Courtesy of Inuit Art Foundation  

 
                                                                   

 Remembrance of a Shipwreck, 1994, Manasie 
Akpaliapik, Ikpaiqjuk, Whale Bone, Caribou Antler, Photographer Paul Dionne, © 
Courtesy of Musée national des beaux-arts du Québec  
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Suicide, 1995,  Manasie Akpaliapik, Ikpaiqjuk  Whalebone, argillite, caribou 
antler, Photographer Paul Dionne, © Courtesy of Musée national des beaux-arts du 
Québec  
 

In a presentation at Concordia University in April 2008, Ward Churchill 

responded to a question about the alcoholism that is destroying indigenous communities 

today. He said it is a direct result of colonialism, along with the high rate of suicide. He 

explained how anyone who lived through the experiences of the residential school 

system, which he considers genocide, has emotional and psychological problems today as 

a result of the trauma. In the period of colonization when it is not contested by armed 

resistance, when the sum total of harmful nervous stimuli overstep a certain threshold, the 
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defensive attitudes of the natives give way and they then find themselves crowding the 

mental hospitals. They are labeled with psychiatric terms of psychoses and disorders. 

There is thus during this calm period of successful colonization a regular and important 

mental pathology which is the direct product of oppression (Fanon 1963:204). 

Mattiusi Iyaituk produced a carving titled We Used to Sell Skins to the Stores in 

1999. I do not have an explanation from Iyaituk about this carving. My interpretation is 

that he is making a statement about the exploitation and collapse of the fur trade and how 

it left the Inuit in a state of crisis where they were starving and stores would no longer 

buy from them. Rita Novalinga, the General Manager of the FCNQ, explained how “my 

father witnessed some of his cousins starving to death while the HBC warehouses were 

full of flour that could have been used to preserve our lives,  I cannot accept that this is 

the way it was meant to be” (Murdoch & Tulugak 2007:282). The introduction of the 

soapstone carving industry was a means of addressing the crisis that followed when the 

fur trade collapsed.  
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We Used to Sell Skins to the Stores, 1999, Mattiusi Iyaituk, Akulivik, Limestone, 
Marble, Photographer Kenji Nagai, © Courtesy of Inuit Art Foundation  
 

 
Diamond Jenness, an anthropologist who wrote his Arctic diary from 1913 to 

1916 made the following observation many years later when he returned to the Arctic for 

a visit: 

To outward appearances the Inuit were healthy still, although 
hundreds of them had been hospitalized with tuberculosis during 
the last fifteen years. Inwardly they had changed greatly. Gone was 
the sturdy, bearing and proud assurance of former years. They 
seemed distrustful and listless; instead of looking straight into my 
face they watched me from the corners of their eyes. They were 
sick in their souls, sick with the malady we have seen in Europeans 
who were uprooted from their homes and their work during and 
after the recent world war and herded into makeshift refugee 
camps, where months sometimes years of humiliating dependence 
on strangers for their daily bread gradually undermined their 
morale and sapped their energy and courage. Fortunately they have 
not changed entirely. They have not lost the most characteristic 
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trait of their ancestors, the superior sensitive funny bone. Their 
faces light up at trivial jokes and glow with the old time animation 
(Jenness 1970:21-22) Jenness predicted that the Inuit would vanish 
as a race as a result of dependency and acculturation. 
 

 Ovilu Tunnillie (Leroux et al 1996) carves from her autobiographical experiences 

of being taken to a sanatorium as a young child from 1957-59: 

  
While I was away, I was taken by automobile to see these two 
women from the hospital where I stayed. A woman and a man who 
were social workers accompanied me on this trip, to where, I don’t 
know. Maybe it was during the month of August. When I saw these 
two, I really noticed the way they were dressed and their faces were 
hidden. Well, I could see them but they were unrecognizable as 
they wore hats that had lace pulled down in front of their faces and 
they each had purses. I really looked at how they were dressed and 
having seen them like this has been the most memorable for me. I 
have not met any white person such as these two yet. I wonder 
sometimes if they were ashamed of their faces because I’ve never 
seen that before. The hospital where I stayed was in Ninga, 
somewhere near Manitoba. It was after we moved out of the 
hospital that we went to see these two veiled women. So this has 
been the most memorable part of my life while I was away there. 
And I returned to Cape Dorset in the month of May (1996:239). 
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The Group, 1991, Ovilu Tunnillie, Cape Dorset, Serpentine, Photographer Robert 
Kenziere, © Courtesy of Inuit Art Foundation  
 

The consequences of the cultural shock and psychological damage inflicted by the 

the West on Inuit resulted in the despondency theory that was popular in the mid-

twentieth century (Sahlins 1999:3). It is a logical precursor to dependency theory that 

Jenness claimed the Inuit would disappear as a race, as did Kroeber (Sahlins 1999) 

manifest before him in explaining, 

with primitive tribes, the shock of culture contact is often sudden and severe. 
Their hunting lands may be taken away, their immemorial customs are suppressed 
and despondency settles in. Under the blocking out of old established ideals and 
prestiges, without provision for new values and opportunities to take their place, 
the resulting universal hopelessness will weigh doubly heavy because it reaffirms 
the inescapable frustration in personal life (1999:3). 
 

But as it turned out victims of colonialism began to take control of their own modern 

history. 
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The self-awareness of culture that has emerged in the Third and Fourth worlds in 

the past few decades has resulted in focusing on values that are practiced in every day 

living, values in daily living that are deemed in need of defending for fear of losing their 

existence entirely (Sahlins 1999:3). According to Turner, (Sahlins 1999) this does not 

mean a simple nostalgic desire for igloos or some such “fetishizing repositories of a 

pristine identity” (1999:10). Turner maintains that trying to hold people as hostages to 

their histories would in fact deprive them of history. What this signifies is the demand of 

peoples for their “own space within the world cultural order”. It does not mean a rejection 

or refusal of commodities and relations in the world order but rather an “indigenization of 

modernity” (1999:10).  

 The carvings I show here are done by well established artists who have attained 

certain freedom to carve whatever they want without worrying about market demands. 

Their work will sell based on their names alone. This however is not the case with all 

other artists who continue to produce based on market demands. I doubt if any work 

produced by a less-accomplished artist on any of the topics illustrated here would be 

received favorably by the average buyer and this is where education and awareness can 

play an important role in addressing the resistance of buyers to accept Inuit as part of 

modern society and to address colonial influences. The carvings I refer to above would 

not be found in a gallery or store. They are in a few major museums or in private 

collections.  

Arnaqu mentioned how he feels somewhat ashamed and embarrassed about the 

social problems in his community today. He feels conflicted as on the one hand there is a 

need to address the problems and look for solutions, while on the other hand at times he 
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would like to ignore them as he feels embarrassed and ashamed about the conditions and 

problems in the North. He also feels shame and embarrassment around the ways some 

Inuit struggle with alcoholism and violence in urban settings. There is frustration 

expressed by non-Inuit involved in the socially constructed Inuit art industry around why 

the Inuit have not shown a more keen interest in or integrated the concepts involved in 

being successful participants in the capitalist functioning of the Inuit art market. 

Artistic Expression of Mining Disputes/Domination 

 
 The following explanations from Inuit artists about their experiences with non-

Inuit domination, frustrations around not being heard and with mining disputes are 

further examples of what Arnaqu described as they relate to Inuit art. Inuit artists across 

the Canadian Arctic express similar views to those of Arnaqu. The situation he describes 

is not unique to Nunavik. 

 Leah Inutiq was dismissed from her position as curator at a museum in Iqaluit, 

Nunavut as there were disputes in the white-dominated institution. Among other things, 

she held workshops with children of varying ancestors where Inuit terms for all of the 

body parts were used in relaying Inuit stories and legends (Mitchell 1997b:6). Inutiq 

explained in an interview with Mitchell in 1990 how:  

Inuit are very silent people, but it is time to say and do something. 
She referred to the relationship between the Inuit and white people 
as “an unnecessary state of cold war, where Inuit have trouble 
because some haven’t realized how aggressive white people are, 
not to be insulting, but that’s your lifestyle. When there are tough 
decisions to be made, Inuit are reluctant to participate. I wish I 
could be as aggressive as the White people” (Mitchell 1997b:5-6).  
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Several Inuit acknowledged how their customary reticence causes them to be 

misunderstood and disregarded. Charlie Kogvik explained how 

when we come up against something we don’t agree with our way 
has always been to walk away. We have to stay and let them, the 
people we disagree with, get in our shoes (Mitchell 1997b:5). 
 

Abraham Anghik expressed his views with Mitchell in an interview in 1991. For 

Anghik Inuit art is political, but in a positive way. Rather than focusing on what’s wrong, 

he said  

Inuit tend to focus on an idealized past, making the statement over 
and over again that this is the way things should be. Inuit in 
general value balance and harmony with nature and one’s fellow 
beings too highly to go on the attack (Mitchell 1997b:7).  
 

In a symposium on Inuit art held in 1992, Elder Iyola Ingwatsiak 

of Cape Dorset explained  

I enjoyed being there but the problem was that we sat there like 
pieces of art in a showcase display. The non-Inuit at the conference 
spoke as much as they pleased about their own lives and how they 
lived like Inuit. But they never gave us a chance to speak or asked 
us questions about our work. The white people’s domination as 
usual. They think they are the experts and know everything about 
Inuit. This goes on all the time. I myself felt that the white people 
should be asking us Inuit what we think rather than encouraging 
the non-Inuit to talk about their childhood in our homeland. (This 
was in reference to John Houston, James Houston’s son being 
asked by a collector to describe his experiences growing up in 
Cape Dorset (Mitchell 1997b:5).  
 

Gilbert Hay who is from Labrador Quebec, explained that Inuit art is described as 

“memory art,” because of the focus on apolitical aspects of an ancient way of life:  

You ask why Inuit artists are producing “memory art.” It’s because 
of fear. Look at us today. For the last 150 or 200 years our culture 
has been sabotaged by you guys, your values. I’m wearing your 
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clothing. Any culture tries to hold onto what it’s losing. We were 
and still are trying to document our own history. Many times our 
works are about our legends, and events such as mass starvation. 
The only way we are able to hold onto many of our cultural values 
is by reducing art to forms related to and centered around that 
culture. Right now at the stage we’re at, everybody is producing 
art. But we can only produce a certain type of art-the so called 
accepted art. It’s the safest place to be. You don’t often see Inuit 
venturing to make art that’s an expression of what’s going on 
today because it’s dangerous� dangerous in the sense that abstract 
art can get carried away (Mitchell 1997b:6). 
   

 

 

 

 

    
Discussion of Mining, 1996, Gilbert Hay, Nain, Soapstone, Photographer Ray Fennelly,   
© Courtesy of Inuit Art Foundation  
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Natural Gas, 1991, Gilbert Hay, Nain, Steatite, Sodalite, Jade, Photographer Unknown 
© Courtesy of Inuit Art Foundation  
 

Gilbert Hay explained how this carving represents how the Inuit of Labrador feel about 
offshore drilling for natural gas:  

 
The upside-down man represents the Inuit and how they 
feel towards the environment and his hand holding the egg 
represents the uneven hold the Inuit have on the 
environment, land and sea. The white maple leaf represents 
white Canada, and the coloured hearts represent the 
multinationals involved in the “so right movement”. They 
take heart in it being so right. The sodalite bear represents 
the sea and ice, and the bear itself the Inuit love of the 
environment. The use of Canadian jade conveys the idea 
that one feels foreign within one’s own country. The lamp 
represents life and our hopeless feeling. Pop goes the 
world. The stone was cut to suit the idea. (Mitchell 
1997b:8). 
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European Sees Inuit for First Time, 2005, Mattiusi Iyaituk, Akulivik, Serpentine, Caribou 
Antler, Muskox Hair, Coloured Glass, Photographer Kenji Nagai, © Courtesy of Spirit 
Wrestler Gallery  
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Bad Sprits, 1990, Charlie Ugyuk, Boothia Peninsula, Blackstone, Whalebone, Antler, 
Ivory Photographer Michael Neil (Seidelman &Turner 1993:199) 
 
Ugyuk, (d. October 1990) explained this carving:  
 

Christianity was forced on us, according to the artist, and the 
angakoqs came to be seen as devils. The Inuit were criticized and 
condemned for beliefs that were part of the traditional culture and 
religion (Seidelman &Turner 1993:199).  

 

 

 



144 
 

Desire for Primitive Inuit Carvings/Pressures from Dealers, Buyers, Galleries for 
Work Depicting the Inuit as Unchanged by Modernity 

 
 Although Inuit artists are taking risks in producing work that expresses their 

experiences with ongoing colonial domination, there remain underlying forces that they 

confront in trying to move beyond the notions of the “happy go lucky Inuit”. In 1990-91 

the Inuit Art Quarterly received back 99 out of 149 surveys sent to art dealers in Canada 

and the United States. They recognize the results are not necessarily conclusive but they 

do reveal interesting trends. One is that the United States is the fastest growing segment 

of the Inuit art market (Mitchell 1990-1991:44). In terms of what is in demand and what 

is selling in Canada and the United States there is a demand for “authentic” Inuit work 

that is thought to represent local traditions. 

 An unfortunate observation in the survey for Inuit artists who explore new media, 

techniques and subject matter is the regard most dealers appeared to place on “authentic” 

work. This did not mean “real art” made by “real Inuit” but rather a reflection of more of 

the romanticized reality (Mitchell 1990-1991:50). This would include carvings of seal 

hunters and other tried and true carvings Perera discussed earlier. The findings showed 

that today more galleries are offering more or only primitive Inuit art. The survey 

indicated an inconsistency in the achievements noted in the major galleries of presenting 

Inuit art as the work of individuals rather than an inclusive or regional art form. The most 

successful of the acculturated artists from among the Inuit have consciously maintained 

an identifiable “Inuit-ness” in their work, for cultural as much as economic reasons 

(Mitchell 1990-1991:50) Mitchell explains how a number of Inuit express their desire to 

make art that is meaningful to them and to have a more of a say through consultation and 

collaboration in how their art is displayed in public institutions. Several dealers stressed 
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the imperative to educate potential buyers about Inuit art as there is concern around 

promoting a new generation of Inuit artists. The Canadian government, the co-operatives 

and galleries should be playing a more exertive role in educating the public about Inuit 

art (Mitchell 1990-1991:47). This is a theme that occurs throughout my thesis as 

discussants mention the longing on the part of buyers for something “primitive” and 

“depicting an ancient way of life”.   

 The following is an example of what is considered the longing for something 

primitive, depicting an ancient way of life. On April 24, 2006 a CBC news article titled 

Record Price for Inuit Sculpture described a carving by famed Nunavik artist, Joe 

Talirunili (1893-1976), titled The Migration (1965). It sold at Waddington’s Auction 

House for a record $278,000, the highest price recorded for an Inuit carving. It sold for 

more than four times the pre-sale price set by Waddington’s to an unidentified telephone 

bidder. The Migration sat on a vendor’s coffee table for 40 years before it was sent to 

auction. In his childhood Talirunili travelled by umiak (boat) with the other members of 

his camp as they moved from one site to another in search of new hunting grounds when 

food ran out and the community faced starvation. The journey could be quite dangerous. 

On one of those trips, the boat was destroyed and about 40 people, all of whom he had 

grown up with, drowned. The event made a deep impression on the artist. He told the 

story many times in sculptures, drawings and prints (Canadian Museum of Civilization 

1999). 

 Although Talirunili had produced between 25 and 30 depictions of The Migration 

this particular one was different from the others. In my discussion with Richard Murdoch 
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from the FCNQ, who knew Talirunili well, he explained how this piece was different 

from the others and why it had appeal: 

The one that got two hundred and seventy eight thousand, 
everyone was in spirit form which is very rare. So that’s why it 
was so expensive. It is kind of prehistoric. His carvings had a 
really primitive power to it and he also lived a lot of those 
experiences, like the boat. He was a small child at the time and it 
was his mother telling people where to go. His mother was 
responsible for saying we will go over there to find a new hunting 
area. In the old days we sold them for two hundred dollars. In his 
day he was not considered a good carver. But he really did try, he 
made so many interesting carvings of the past. He really did 
establish the history of the area. 

 
 
The Migration, 1965, Joe Talirunili, Qugaaluk River camp, Grey Soapstone, Wood, 
Photographer Unknown, © Courtesy of Waddington Mclean & Company  

 

Resistance to change is explained in the literature as when we change  it’s called 

progress, but when the Inuit do, notably when they adopt some of our progressive things, 

it’s a kind of adulteration, a loss of their culture (Sahlins 1999:2). Hobsbawm disputes 

this claim in stating that with unprecedented change and ideological movement historical 
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continuity was invented by creating an ancient past beyond historical continuity with 

creation of entirely new symbols and devices with a general hostility towards customary 

practices, reminiscent of a dark past (1983:7-8). Inuit artists have their own explanations 

for changes in traditional practices where change from a pre-contact period is viewed by 

non-Inuit as undesirable and not acceptable. This is a frustration that artists face in their 

daily work.  In an unpublished letter from 1995 artist Simata Pitsiuluk wrote: 

Everything in this world we live in is evolving. A number 
of people say that since the Inuit are using electric tools, 
their art is losing its tradition. I use electric tools to remove 
a lot of stone, but electric tools have to be piloted by the 
artist’s brain and hands.  The hand tools have to be used to 
finish a sculpture, to do sanding and detailing. You cannot 
tell the electric tools to work on their own. It’s very hard to 
swallow when someone tells me or other Inuit artists that 
we should not use modern tools. I wouldn’t tell people in 
the South to go back to using horses for travel rather than 
cars, or farmers to use hand ploughs instead of tractors. We 
feel hurt and insulted when someone tells us what we 
should do or use, or what not to use. Inuit art needs to 
evolve, just like non Native art. I feel it’s wrong for 
someone to say stop the clock….that’s what our critics are 
telling us to do, stop growing (Mitchell 1997a:8-9). 

   

  Mitchell explains how even though dealers typically do not have direct contact 

with Inuit artists, retail art dealers are also in a position to exercise influence over the 

artists whose work they handle. Many art dealers concede that they are more interested in 

promoting the culture, meaning as it existed and was known in the 1950’s, than in 

promoting artistic growth. Apprehensive about work that is experimental, they confirm a 

preference for sculpture depicting legends and aspects of the 1950’s way of life. Mitchell 

also explained how the public who buy Inuit art tend not to be knowledgeable about or 

buy other kinds of art. The typical consumer of Inuit art is motivated by an interest in the 
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culture, but not as it is depicted today. This again relates to the strong resistance on the 

part of buyers to acknowledge how Inuit have changed and incorporated modern 

technology into their everyday lives. What is not realized by many buyers is the fact that 

Inuit rely on modern technology to produce carvings as they must quarry the stone 

needed for their work (1997a:10). There is criticism of the use of power tools and the 

artists are puzzled because as Mattiusi Iyaituk in Mitchell explained, “We started off with 

tools that were not our tools, moreover it seems everyone else in the world is allowed to 

find an easier way to create something, but not the Inuit (1997a:8).   

Many artists, according to Mitchell, point out that far from being traditional, or 

indigenous to their culture, the tools they use were introduced by outsiders in the mid- 

twentieth century and it was only then that stone became a preferred medium over ivory, 

walrus tusk or even driftwood, which was available in some areas. The North/South artist 

dialogue is obscured by language and geography but Mitchell maintains the more serious 

obstacles are the promotional mythology in which Inuit art is packaged and the “deeply 

entrenched paternalism” that she considers to be “the inverse of, but just as damaging as 

racism” (1997a:13). Graburn maintains that “dealers, collectors and critics have tended to 

cling to romantic mythology of the distant untouched primitive “Inuit” and the public 

subscribes to this ethnocentric deception because it allows us to believe that it is “we 

Westerners who are making progress” and the “Inuit remain in a state of purity, providing 

a reference by which to measure our progress or failures, depending on our ideology” 

(Mitchell 1997a:14). Two of the three Inuit art collectors, James Little and Lenora 

Mendelman, who I interviewed for my thesis, explained the appeal for them in Inuit art 

was because of it being so “primitive”. 
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Role of Museums  

 
 I will discuss briefly how museums often perpetuate the romanticized primitive 

depictions of the Inuit. Ruth Phillips, art historian at Carleton University, describes a 

central contradiction that runs through all standard museum representations of indigenous 

art and culture. This contradiction is directly related to unresolved conflicts between the 

romanticized, the notion of modern and primitive and an ongoing discomfort with the 

logical consequences of commodification (Phillips 2006:432). As the colonial era comes 

to a close (it has not with the Inuit) indigenous people are becoming increasingly more 

active in museum representation and their communities are becoming more 

representational of modernity and viewed less as a remote past (Phillips 2006:448). 

Accepting indigenous art on its own terms means valuing them as objects which produce 

a new reality that successfully challenges the new and different. In this way museum 

objects of “others” will be valued for innovative qualities and their ability to be both old 

and new at the same time (Phillips 2006:449). Other than the CMC, the MMFA and the 

WAG, other museums I visited and curators I spoke with explained how difficult it is to 

challenge the new and different art forms today, as there is no budget for new 

acquisitions of Inuit art. The CMC and the WAG have budgets for new acquisitions and 

are involved in promoting solo exhibitions of artists and in actively collaborating and 

consulting with Inuit artists who do exhibitions. The MMFA will be opening the 

Canadian Pavillion in 2011, which will be entirely devoted to Inuit and First Nations art.   

There have been no new acquisitions since the 1970’s at the Agnes Etherington 

Museum in Kingston, Ontario, the Glenbow Museum in Calgary, Alberta and the 

McCord Museum in Montreal. The permanent collections they have remain in storage 
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and are rarely exhibited. The Glenbow Museum continues to have two separate 

departments for art – Inuit ethnology and fine art. Aimeé Benoit, Collection Technician, 

explained how the acquisition committee that decides on accepting new donations is 

comprised of business people and academics with very little indigenous input or 

involvement. There is fundraising for the museum, however Inuit and other indigenous 

groups are not interested in raising funds for the organization.  

Alicia Boutilier, Curator of Canadian Historical Art, at the Agnes Etherington 

Museum explained how the external acquisition committee who decides what the 

museum will accept for donations consists of an art history professor and various people 

in the community who has an interest in art with no indigenous representation. Guislaine 

Lemay, Curator of Material Culture at the McCord Museum in Montreal, explained how 

the permanent collection reflects the particular bias or taste of the donor’s collection. 

Boutillier and Benoit reiterated this dynamic. Permanent collections are heavily 

influenced by the collector’s taste and the museum in turn presents this work. There is 

little in the way of innovation and experimentation with Inuit work. The collections for 

the most part represent what Perera described as the tried and true and contrary to what 

Phillips maintains, there is little movement in challenging the new and different Inuit art 

forms. It appears that this is taking place at only a few of the major museums in Canada, 

including the ones I mentioned above.  

Mitchell posits that “based on commentary published over the last ten years in 

Inuit Art Quarterly (the only publication for Inuit artists), art making has significance as 

Inuit are bringing their history and expressing their perceptions, values, talents, priorities 

and aspirations through carving. They are constructing their own definitions of what it 
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means to be an artist as they incorporate Western art practice while at the same time 

challenging it. They are putting stories into stone, interpreting certain aspects of their 

culture, expressing truths about Inuit life; and showing history from their own 

perspective” (1997a:7). The Inuit have adapted modern technology to suit their needs for 

survival and in turn to facilitate the practice of traditional practices. Inuit artists use 

power tools in carving and the images they portray are a form of social commentary and 

powerful statements about their resilience and survival. But as the survey from IAQ 

demonstrates and in my own observations in the various galleries and institutions I 

visited, the demand for “primitive and romanticized depictions of Arctic life” still 

prevails. Mitchell maintains that the lack of support for new work is a factor in the 

misapprehension that Inuit art is exhausted. Exhibitions full of banal work, the work 

which everyone thinks of as “Inuit art”, sustain ideas of a doomed art (1997a:10).  
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Colonial Theorists/Colonial Forces/Inuit Empowerment 
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The Inuit art industry as a politically engineered vehicle by the Canadian 

government, where an industry was built by non-Inuit to silence history and control and 

alter Inuit identity, was part of a larger colonial plan with the ultimate goal of attaining 

access to and ownership of natural resources in the North, while establishing Canadian 

sovereignty both within Canada and internationally. However an unintended consequence 

of this plan was Inuit resistance and resurgence in the process making the colonial plan 

all the more difficult. A specific unintended consequence was how icons and emblems 

chosen by non-Inuit colonizers as representative of Canada had the effect as I 

hypothesize, of bringing more attention and awareness to Inuit presence and their rights 

as indigenous people. This in turn made it more difficult for the Canadian government to 

go forward with their colonial plan as Inuit continue to resist and question who the real 

owners are of natural resources and land. 

 Colonialism has been examined by theorists as early as the 1950’s. I will refer to 

these theories in analyzing the Inuit situation today. Although some characteristics have 

changed many remain the same. Many of the  dynamics of power and ownership in 

colonialism that were debated in the 1950’s, 1960’s and 1970’s persist today, as 

articulated by Gilbert Hay, Leah Inutiq, Elder Iyola Ingwatsaik, David Ruben Piqtoukun, 

Abraham Anghik Ruben, Ovilu Tunnilee, Manasie Akaplaipik ,Mattiusi Iyaituk, Arnaqu, 

and Sharon Sutherland.  

 Similar to the way Arnaqu, Sutherland and Inuit artists described their depiction 

of the Inuit situation today, Albert Memmi provided a description of a colony as a place 

where a colonizer can earn more, spend less and have guaranteed employment and rapid 
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career advancement; a place where taxes are lower for colonizers; where the industrial 

raw materials and cheap labour can be found (Memmi 1965:4). Although urban Inuit 

artists have access to a variety of materials and stone for carving, for the most part the 

artists in the North continue to rely on soapstone, a depleting raw material that has 

become increasingly costly and dangerous to quarry. Other stones are imported, mostly 

Brazilian soapstone, but it is noted how this stone is much more difficult to work with 

and buyers and artists often complain that because the stone is so soft it scratches easily. 

Over time as the supply of soapstone is depleted and quarrying becomes more costly and 

dangerous there will be fewer raw materials for carving. What appears to be cheap labour 

is now becoming more costly in terms of time, money and risks involved in quarrying the 

stone. Soapstone was traditionally used for making lamps and was viewed by the Inuit as 

a precious raw material for that purpose only. It was not meant to be used as a material in 

mass production of carvings. The colony in relation to the Inuit is no longer a place 

where cheap labour industrial raw materials can easily be found.  

On the one hand the colonizer believes before they arrived nothing else happened 

to the people being colonized. At least nothing in particular that deserves to be preserved 

by the collective conscious or celebrated, nothing significant. The colonized existed in a 

big void because they were perceived as primitive, uncultured and illiterate. Bourgeois 

and scholars only listened to their own language (Memmi 1965:104,109). But the 

colonizers in the North focused instead on ways in which expressions of collective 

consciousness could be silenced, controlled, and reshaped in ways that would help the 

state to stake out claims of ownership and sovereignty, at the expense of Inuit tradition. 

The colonizers in Arctic Canada acknowledged that work was being created before they 
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arrived but it was work that was not in keeping with the missionaries’ plan to convert the 

Inuit as it was based on religious practices that were in contradiction to Christian beliefs 

and were deemed to be uncivilized. Inuit mythology and religious beliefs were looked 

upon as problematic as they did not fit with the colonial plans. The Inuit religious belief 

system with shamanic practices and mythological beliefs needed to be eradicated as it put 

plans for colonial ownership and control at risk. Memmi’s claim about colonizers beliefs 

is not entirely in keeping with the beliefs of the colonizers in Arctic Canada. 

The appearance of erotic, sexual, mythological and fantasy creatures that 

appeared in Inuit art stirred debated as either the result of a staged competition or 

Steinmann’s and other outside influences. It implied that the Inuit had not been creating 

these works before the arrival of colonizers. The assumption of a void and lack of 

collective consciousness as Memmi described was challenged by advocates for Inuit 

artists who encouraged them to produce carvings that were free of market demand. It 

encouraged the creative imagination and ideology that was already there long pre-contact 

times. This supports Sahlins’ theory that traditions and culture were present in pre-

contact times. Traditions became strategically adaptable to pragmatic situations, 

misrepresentations of particular interests, as they were heavily influenced by capitalism 

and manipulated by the state and colonial control. However indigenous resistance to 

these forces continues to be demonstrated and expressed (Sahlins 1999:403-404). The 

findings in my research support Sahlins’ theory as well as demonstrating ways in which 

the Inuit express resistance to colonial forces while at the same time incorporating 

capitalism into their own modes of reproduction.  
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Colonization shows only contempt for natives in the process of conquering, as the 

colonized become dehumanized. Natural, harmonious and viable economies adapted to 

indigenous needs get disrupted. This disruption occurs in the process of looting products 

and raw materials, as this is their primary motive for being there (Césaire 1972: 19-20).  

Only the West, which invented science, knows how to think and do as anything beyond 

Western boundaries is considered to be primitive and illogical. This model of faulty 

thinking and logic ignores other civilizations including the Egyptians who invented 

arithmetic and geometry; the Assyrians who discovered astronomy and the Arabs who 

created chemistry. Colonization that has its origins in bourgeois Europe, destroyed and 

undermined civilizations, countries and nationalities as it demolished roots of diversity 

(Cesaire 1972:51-54). Outright contempt was shown for Inuit at times while for the most 

part it was more of a subtle practice whereby the Inuit were made to believe they would 

have equal control and ownership of co-operatives providing they worked in a 

collaborative way with the colonizers.  Inuit artists and the communities at large are 

struggling today to regain their civilization, in a transformed way, based on memories 

and stories as they were told to them. They express through art their memories of 

traditional practices and the healing process that is taking place as a result of 

colonization.  

Colonization claims the existence of tribes and in turn reinforces and separates 

them. Colonization encourages chieftaincies. It extracts national resources, exports them 

for the need of the mother country and in the process allows part of the colony to become 

relatively wealthy, while the rest of the country remains in a state of underdevelopment 

and poverty that is usually exacerbated by colonialism (Fanon 1963: 63-74 129). What 
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was described by some of the participants in my research is the state of poverty that most 

Inuit live in today. Not only did colonization create poverty for the Inuit, it left them in an 

underdeveloped state where they have sunken deeper today. There are of course a few 

Inuit artists who are relatively wealthy by Western standards but they are few.  

As Inuit expressed through carving, there remains today a need for the 

redistribution and ownership of wealth. While insisting on keeping their own particular 

values, methods and styles that do include incorporation and harnessing of capitalist 

practices to suit their own needs, Inuit artists continue to identify and challenge as their 

enemies the cartels and monopolies that are not willing to share in the redistribution of 

ownership and wealth (Fanon 1963:73-74, 77-78). This is the underlying and most crucial 

dilemma that must be addressed for the Inuit to be able to move away from the colonial 

powers that persist today. Fanon described a colonial situation in the context of war and 

the vocabulary he uses to express colonial domination is in this context. He describes 

how in the colonialist context there is no forthright behaviour and the colonizer or settler 

never ceases to be the enemy that must be abolished (Fanon 1963:40-41). Inuit artists are 

aware of their enemies and some are more at ease in expressing their views than others. 

Although they are aware of the risks they take in doing so. Government agencies and 

multinational corporations who broker deals with the Inuit around natural resources are 

identified by Hay, as the enemy. They offer token royalties to Inuit and give no 

ownership of the natural resources that are extracted. There is no ownership for the Inuit 

through agreements signed and Hay demonstrates how this poses a threat to indigenous 

practices through his carving Natural Gas (1991). 
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In the aspiration of entering the international art discourse, Inuit artists were 

forced to silence their inherited identity and assume an ostensive, collective one, but that 

prevalent identity was simply a representation of another cultural group that for a time 

had the upper hand.  In the art world this meant a form colonial domination whereby by 

non-Western cultures would assimilate their expression of traditional practices to 

Western sameness. By imposing universal voices cultural distinctness was ignored 

(McEvilley 1992:11). Cultural differences were silenced as I have described through 

examples throughout my thesis. This is an accurate description of the development of the 

Inuit art industry in the 1950’s, with the instructional manual designed by James Houston 

and the Canadian Guild of Craft in collaboration with the DIAND and the HBC, which 

caused much debate, contradictory opinions and criticism about its impact on art 

production. It was not just the manual but the many individuals and agencies involved 

who were giving direct instructions to Inuit artists about market demands. The Inuit in 

turn, out of necessity for survival, quickly complied with these directives. 

Art as social commentary is required in the ongoing process, as with 

anthropological dialogue, to question and analyze the very culture it constructs. Art is not 

meant to cover up cultural weakness with a disguise of pleasing artistic tastes (McEvilley 

1992: 12). But what happened with Inuit art at a time of intense social ferment, art served 

to disguise, misrepresent and silence their potential for change. This continues to occur as 

the Inuit struggle against notions of racist primitivism with its pleasing aesthetics that 

portray the “happy-go-lucky” Inuit. This serves to present the Inuit as not being 

competent or capable of being included in a meaningful way in ownership of natural 

resources. Inuit are given token royalty payments from mining companies and continue to 
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have no ownership of any natural resource or institution in the Arctic. Although this is the 

only way for Inuit to get beyond colonial control there is reluctance on the part of those 

controlling the art industry and the multinational corporations to consider handing over 

ownership and control. The institutions and cultural brokers involved in the art industry 

claim they want to give ownership to the Inuit while at the same time explaining how the 

Inuit are not ready to accept the responsibility. The Inuit are not ready to accept 

responsibility on their terms and there is much anxiety and fear around what exactly the 

Inuit will do with the art industry if it is in their control.  

The Power of Narrative in Shaping History 

 
 Historical narratives can be written from various perspectives and through writing 

and sculpting in this case of the Inuit comes the power to silence aspects of history, 

reshape them or rewrite them to include or exclude events and individuals who may be of 

significance in shaping history. It is of interest to note when examining power that the 

German origins of the word “craft” means power (Edenics.net 2009 2010). 

  
Power does not necessarily enter the story once and for all 
but comes at different times in the narrative and from 
different angles It can precede the narrative as it contributes 
to the creating and interpretation as it begins at the source. 
Power in narrative begins with the creation of facts and 
sources as facts are deemed to be never meaningless. They 
become facts because they matter, although facts are not 
created equally and they always trace in a parallel manner 
the creation of silences. As silences in any history become 
inherent with any event having some components left out 
and others recorded, whatever becomes fact does so with its 
own inherent absences (Trouillot 1995:28-29, 49).  

 
Although Steinmann in my opinion had the greatest influence on encouraging and 

advocating for artists in Nunavik, I question why he was not recognized more for his 
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contributions and influences by art historians, anthropologists, Waddington’s Auction 

House and some of my participants. I mentioned allegations about Steinmann around the 

abuse of his role as a trusted advocate, by an Inuit woman, whose extemporaneous 

reaction to a photograph of him, prompted me to question whether his role was being 

silenced because of this. In Steinmann’s obituary it was mentioned that a month prior to 

his death in 1991 he offered his suffering in reparation for a scandal that had hit the 

Canadian Church. No specific details were given and this could have been in reference to 

many scandals involving the Catholic Church. The obituary described how Steinmann 

spent the last 10 years of his life at the Notre Dame du Cap Sanctuary in Schefferville, 

Quebec working “under the Mary’s watchful eye” (Rousselière 1992:10). In this instance, 

Molly, who was not a participant in my research and did not know why I was asking 

about the photograph of Steinmann, other than to identify the carvers, I question why she 

would make such a claim. For what purpose? Her startled reaction to the photograph 

remains fresh in my memory and my immediate reaction upon hearing this was to remove 

the entire section I wrote on Steinmann and simply refer to him in passing as one who 

helped to develop the Inuit art industry.  

Although these allegations would need to be further pursued, I include Molly’s 

claim while it as part of the narrative in the history of development of the Inuit art 

industry. If artists are producing work as part of the healing process from colonial 

atrocities, and if art historians and anthropologists acknowledge these traumatic effects 

through carving, there has to be willingness to discuss abuses and Inuit narrative in this 

process is imperative.  
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Ownership of Natural Resources/ Inuit Attempts to Politically Organize Themselves 

 
Fanon (1963) explained how the process and stages of decolonizing do not take 

place chronologically. Today all former colonies remain in a double position – those 

colonies who have been freed from colonial rule or those still not completely free of 

colonial domination (Young 2001:20). This explains why the Inuit appear to remain 

colonized in some areas, while in others they appear to be moving forward with their own 

political institutions and forms of governing. With little work on clarification leaders of 

political parties complacently enter into compromises with colonists, compromises that 

are not clearly defined. Whatever the Inuit may gain through political struggle is not the 

result of good will on the part of the colonizers. Put simply, it shows that the colonizers, 

under pressure and scrutiny from the Inuit and other advocates, cannot put off granting 

concessions any longer, but “Colonizers do not give things away for nothing” (Fanon 

1963:113). Although Inuit have been granted concessions it was not without making 

concessions and signing away rights to natural resources and land. The formation of 

Makivik and in signing the JBNQA, at least three Nunavik communities were not in 

agreement with the JBNQA. The agreement is being re-examined today and questions are 

being raised about what exactly the Inuit received in terms of ownership with this 

agreement. Inuit have formed the Kativik Regional Government which is not yet self-

governing, the Kativik Regional School Board, which has no post secondary educational 

facilities, and Nunavik Regional Health and Social Services Board, which coordinates 

and relies on services from the South.  

On a larger scale the Inuit Circumpolar Conference and Inuit Tapirisat of Canada 

are pan-Inuit organizations that oversee all Inuit in the Arctic, joining Alaska, Greenland 
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and Russia. But the federal government, provincial government and Inuit jointly manage 

these organizations with the Inuit receiving royalties from resource development, with no 

hope in the immediate future for ownership of resources, as Memmi described. Cultural 

differences thrown out by homogenizing forces of world capitalism present themselves in 

the form of Inuit counterculture, subversion of the dominant discourse or by some sort of 

indigenous political defiance (Sahlins 1999:5). Forms of resistance are with the creation 

of Avataq Cultural Institute, the renaming of Arctic villages back to indigenous names, 

and in replacing disc numbers with Inuit names (Mitchell 1996:413 417-418). Formal 

Inuit organizations and reclaiming of indigenous names are peaceful means in which the 

Inuit have shown resistance to dominant forces The Inuit are still far from being self- 

governing and autonomous and what they have managed to establish was not given way 

for nothing as Fanon stated.  

Primitivism as a Driving Force against Inuit Artistic Expression/ Theoretical Concepts  

 
The theme that runs throughout my thesis is one of primitivism with Inuit art 

production. This need and desire for primitive art is a driving force behind the Inuit art 

industry. This was explained in the IAQ survey I discussed where 99 participants 

responded in demonstrating a trend for a continued demand for primitive Inuit art. 

Although the IAQ recognized how this study was in itself not conclusive, it was in 

keeping with my observations and in discussions with two out of three collectors I 

interviewed. Dealers, buyers and galleries continue to cater to and support this demand 

by the market that is growing more rapidly in the United States.  

The portrayal of primitive society in reinvented forms was 
initially viewed as a subject for lawyers, where societies 
based on kin relations were replaced by territory based 
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societies that exist today. It was a transition from blood to 
soil, from status to contact and was one of the greatest 
revolutions in human history. With Darwinian theory in the 
mid nineteenth century all discourse of law and human 
origins focused on debates of primitive society. 
Anthropologists quickly worked out the notions of 
primitive society, with distinct components, and in great 
detail preserved in language by these new specialists This 
is the prototype primitive society that persisted for over 100 
years (Kuper 2005:3-5). 

 

This paradigm persists today, in spite of being erroneous and fundamentally 

precarious as there was no way of knowing what a primitive society was. The term 

primitive society implies some historical point of reference however human societies 

cannot be traced back to any individual point of origin. There is no way of re-

constructing prehistoric social forms as there are no remnants of social organizations 

(Kuper 2005:7). 

The archetype of primitive society that persists today as an inaccurate and 

fundamentally unsound notion is one that Inuit artists struggle against and for the most 

part do not challenge. My discussion with Murdoch and other participants, the critique by 

my participants of the FCNQ, comments made by two out the three collectors I 

interviewed, my observations in many galleries and gift shops, the record-breaking price 

for The Migration by Talirunili at Waddington’s Auction House, results from the IAQ 

survey and intense intervention on the part of the individuals and organizations who 

started the industry, demonstrate the continued desire and demand for work that portrays 

the Inuit as primitive and pristine.   

 Anthropologists have always been tempted to treat some indigenous groups as 

substitutes for Stone Age societies, with hunter-gatherer societies being viewed as the 



164 
 

proximate to the Stone Age for Victorian anthropologists. All other hunter-gatherer 

groups got lumped together based on the premise that they all practiced the household 

mode of production, a simple domestic economy” (Kuper 2005:7). There were in fact 

never any pristine hunter gatherers surviving with the Upper Palaeolithic institutions 

intact. Hunter-gatherers lived adjacent to neighboring pastoralists and agriculturalists. 

Archaeological evidence cannot establish whether they organized into family groups, 

practiced monogamy or polygamy or divided their labour based on gender and hierarchy. 

(Kuper 2005:9-10). In the case of the Inuit they may not have lived along side pastoralists 

or agriculturalists but were subject to rapid changes and a sedentary lifestyle forced on 

them. Since the seventeenth century they have been in contact with European societies 

and have taken on and integrated modernity into their present lifestyle.  

The myth that was manipulated by anthropologists for at least 100 years and 

directly contradicted by ethnographic evidence by leading scholars in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century served a historical political objective. This included debates 

about slavery and in the case of the Inuit, the myth of primitivism helped in imposing 

control and perpetuating racism. It raised the question about human beings having a 

common origin or whether races were divergent species. Primitivism became the 

converse of modernity in emerging capitalist societies, with modernity being defined as 

the age of private property, monogamous practices and territorial states. What followed 

was a way of thinking of primitive societies as ordered by blood ties, sexual promiscuity, 

socialism and with irrational superstitions (Kuper 2005:10-14). Although demands are 

being made for primitive carvings by Inuit who remain dependent upon institutions they 
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have no commitment to, I have demonstrated how they have transformed into their own 

version of modern society that is far removed from the myth of primitivism.  

This contradiction between myth and reality is one that Inuit artists struggle with 

constantly, but in order to serve market demands they continue to produce an image that 

does not exist. Primitivism as an invented product of colonialism is an obstacle in the 

way for Inuit artists as it perpetuates racism and notions of the “other”. However as the 

demand for primitivism persists, Inuit artists are more than willing to produce work that 

fills the need, while finding ways to continue to maintain their own indigenous practices. 

The Inuit are aware of the desire and need for the portrayal of the primitive Inuit and if a 

dealer or buyer wants 10 bears or Inukshuks, the artists will gladly comply as it fulfills 

their need to survive within the capitalist system.  

In response to Memmi’s theory (1979) on dependence where he discusses the 

complex reciprocal relationship between the dependent and provider where the dependent 

takes on a comfortable role and in turn will be content with being dependent, Sahlins  

focuses on how in spite of dependency being real it is not the internal organization of the 

Inuit. Loss of traditional skills makes dependency all the more critical. However the real 

problem is not the contradiction between the capitalist economy and a traditional way of 

life which Inuit have managed to adapt and use to their advantage. The real problem is 

when the Inuit can no longer find enough capital to support their traditional way of life. 

Langdon (Sahlins 1999) maintains the amount of income from government transfer funds 

and commercial trade devoted to subsidizing indigenous means of production clearly 

shows how the internal economy incorporates external forces. The greater a family’s or 

an individual’s success in the market economy, allows them more time to devote to 
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indigenous practices (1999:17). It was mentioned in discussion with my participants how 

northern communities benefit from the capitalist successes of Inuit artists. The wealth is 

distributed and shared with kin and other members of the community. Although 

Piqtoukun, Anghik and Tuckatuck live in the South, they have the means to be mobile 

and travel to and from the north to continue to traditional practices and way of life when 

they are not promoting their art. Extended family and kin benefit from their success as 

well. This relates to Jenness’ discussion around the need for mobility between the North 

and South, as this allows Inuit to take advantage of resources in the south while 

maintaining close links to traditional practices in the north.  

Emblems/ Icons/How They Serve to Empower Inuit 

 
 Inuit have been involved for hundreds of years in the powerful economic and 

political forces of world capitalist domination. “One would think it was enough to destroy 

them at least culturally however the Inuit are still there and are still Inuit” (Sahlins 

1999:7). More specifically with Inuit artists I referred to a couple of examples of icons 

and emblems chosen by Tuctatuck and Iyaituk to revive and preserve past practices. 

Handler and Linnekin maintain that tradition is a discerning process where only certain 

items associated with a customary pre-industrial village life are chosen to emblematize 

traditional national culture. Other facets of the past are ignored or forgotten. “Traditions 

are created out of the conceptual needs of the present and tradition becomes symbolically 

reinvented in an ongoing present” (1984:280). Linnekin and Handler are not clear about 

who does the reinventing or according to whose norms these reinventions are made. This 

is “a rhetorical shift in politics that has caused certain amnesia in anthropologists and loss 

of ethnographic memories if we are to assume that all tradition is simply a selective 
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process of symbolic reinvention” (Sahlins 1999:403). Inuit artists do not believe their 

traditions are symbolically reinvented but rather they focus on traditional practices as 

they are passed on through generations in oral history and narratives.  

Tuckatuck has chosen for himself a specific icon, one that is of major concern and 

politically charged. He also mentioned how he uses carving as a means of preserving his 

traditional past in stone, a past that he fears is being lost forever, a past that was passed 

on to him by directly by his father and indirectly through ancestors. As I present the 

theoretical framework for the icons and emblems chosen by Tuckatuck and Iyaituk I 

cannot help but wonder if any theory matters to them and if they question why we (non-

Inuit) have the need to theorize about it at all. Tuckatuck’s concerns are real to him and 

his motivation for preserving traditions passed on by his ancestors are important to him, 

regardless of what theory is applied to the process. Iyaituk is attempting to revive old 

traditions in a new form that were lost in the process of colonization and development of 

the Inuit art industry. As Iyaituk explained, the inlay face was discouraged in carving as it 

was not practical for the market and his intention is to bring back this style of work, 

revive old practices and in his own way preserve his traditional practices.  

The polar bear in the form of a dancing bear can be viewed as an icon that 

promotes a sense of Canadian identity, as it remains in demand by non-Inuit buyers. But 

underlying this emblem are ongoing struggles and conflicts between Inuit traditional 

practices and Western science that is challenged by the Inuit. This icon that is chosen by 

non-Inuit also serves a purpose for Inuit in bringing attention to the complexities of the 

polar bear hunt and the loss of traditional practices in the process, including language and 

social practices involved in the hunt. Carving the bear in a dancing pose is a clever and 
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humorous way the Inuit have chosen to serve market needs and express their ongoing 

concerns.  

The Inukshuk has been appropriated by non-Inuit for their own purposes in 

promoting Canadian identity on the international scene, and is seen as a form of tokenism 

and racism as it has become embedded in Canadian identity however, “when a culture’s 

visual tradition are exported, it represents a kind of ambassador and visual borrowings 

and mergings constitute a kind of foreign policy. The intermingling of different cultures’ 

image banks as part of the post-colonial project is a sign of a deeper interpretation of their 

identities” McEvilley 1992:130). This icon and other Inuit art that is used to promote 

Canadian identity to multinationals and government agencies has done so with such 

success that in turn the Canadian government can no longer make claims to any land or 

natural resources in the Arctic, without pressure on them to involve the Inuit in decision 

making processes. The icons are viewed as quintessentially Canadian as are the Inuit.  

In answer to Perera’s question (Is this really such a bad thing?), I think it is not. In 

the process of appropriating Inuit objects the Canadian government has placed 

themselves in a position where they are forced to include Inuit in decision making about  

Arctic claims to land, resources and ownership. Inuit involvement in the process will be 

part of the criteria for these important claims. “As it became the business of specialists to 

discover and invent national culture, tradition and heritage for the public”, the success of 

embedding Inuit objects and art as icons and emblems of Canada has placed the Inuit in a 

position of power (Handler, Linnekin 1984:279). I am not at this point dismissing or 

minimizing Memmi, Césaire or Fanon as I referred to their theories on colonialism. 

Colonial circumstances were different for each of these theorists however the devastating 
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impact remains the same as described throughout my thesis. Without a focus on cultural 

resilience and resistance to colonialism and Inuit strength and ability to find ways to work 

colonial influences to their advantage, which the Inuit have demonstrated time and again, 

it would be tantamount to concluding the Inuit will be dominated forever. It is clear that 

Inuit came to believe that the source of their power resided in their art, the only economic 

base upon which they could build. It is something they do that no one else does and the 

only thing they produce that has any market value to the outside world (Mitchell 

1996:178). Inuit art is equated with power and Canada needs the Inuit and their art to 

continue to promote themselves and their image internationally. While the Canadian 

government borrowed and appropriated Inuit icons and emblems and attempted to silence 

the identity of Inuit, the end result was heightened awareness of Inuit with recognition, 

inclusion and consultation as part of any plans that involve the Arctic. This irony was not 

part of the plan of the Canadian government and multinationals who ultimately wanted to 

take ownership of and extract natural resources in the Arctic and claim ownership of land 

without consultation with the Inuit.  

An example of how Inuit have been intricately identified with Canada, the Arctic 

and how it serves to empower them is a significant ruling by the Nunavut government 

described in the Globe and Mail on August 9, 2010 in an article titled “Court Puts a Halt 

to Arctic Tests over Inuit Fears of Impact of Sea Life”. The article describes how a ruling 

by the Nunavut court was a stunning setback for the Arctic Seismic Experiment backed 

by Natural Resources Canada. It ordered the halt of Arctic seismic testing over the 

Eastern Arctic for fear of the impact and danger to sea life. It was described as a 

significant ruling that protects more than wildlife and food sources. It protects Inuit 
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cultural heritage in the Eastern Arctic. It serves as a reminder to scientists to respect local 

inhabitants. It also alleviated fears on the part of the Inuit around seismic testing as it 

could uncover oil or gas deposits that would usher in more Arctic industrialization 

(Vanderklippe 2010). This demonstrates how Inuit are perceived as the Arctic indigenous 

group that has an important role to play in development. 

Nunavik Co-operatives/Analysis  

 
Wherever there are colonizers and colonized there exists 
force, brutality, cruelty, sadism, conflict the hasty 
manufacture of a few thousand subordinate jobs, artisans, 
office clerks, and interpreters necessary to ensure the 
smooth operation of business. This involves millions of 
people in whom fear has been cunningly instilled, who 
have, through colonial teaching, internalized an inferiority 
complex where the expectation is for them to tremble, 
kneel, despair and behave like lackeys (Césaire 1972:21-
22).  

 

This is the fear that Gilbert Hay addresses when he explains why for the most part 

he continues to carve for market demand. He is taking risk with his carvings that make 

political statements about mining disputes, criticizing multi-national corporations and 

government agencies that have ownership of the natural resources and which hand out 

royalty cheques as a form of tokenism to the Inuit. He is uncertain what consequences 

these risks may bring and he has fear. The Inuit do not want to be told what to do as they 

continue to fight against the many forces of colonialism that persist. Yet the cultural 

brokers and state agency involved in building and maintaining the industry believe the 

Inuit are not capable of managing the industry entirely on their own just yet. The risk of 

losing control over the industry and this precious art form and accepting art on Inuit 

terms rather than on the western construction is the underlying fear not only for those 
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involved in building the industry but for those who appreciate Inuit art as we know it. 

The larger threat and underlying fear on the part of the multinational corporations and 

Canadian government is one of having to give back the natural resources to their rightful 

owners, the Inuit, who will in turn decide how they want to re-distribute wealth and 

power. This is where the challenges remain for Inuit and their advocates. 

 Arnaqu gave an accurate description of the despair that follows when royalty 

cheques are given as a way of appeasing Inuit, who should have ownership of natural 

resources. Arnaqu and Sutherland describe the functionaries necessary in keeping the 

“Inuit industry” alive or as Arnaqu mentioned the thousands of non Inuit functionaries 

involved to “babysit” the small population of the Inuit.  

 Colonialism in all its forms had similar destructive consequences as indigenous 

economies were transformed into capitalist practices that ultimately disrupted traditional 

modes of production. Césaire suggests that,  

one has only to glance at the facts to realize that nowhere 
has metropolitan capitalism given birth to an indigenous 
capitalism. And if an indigenous capitalism has not arisen 
in any colonized country (not referring to the capitalism of 
the colonists themselves, which is directly linked to 
metropolitan capitalism), the reasons must not be sought in 
the laziness of the Inuit, but in the very nature and logic of 
colonial capitalism (1956:135).  

 
The logic of colonial capitalism is not in keeping with that of Inuit perceptions of 

capitalism as they have adapted it to their needs What is meant by indigenous capitalism 

is one that is completely owned and operated with indigenous people as the decision 

makers and owners of capital. This is a plausible explanation for the Inuit lack of 

commitment to the co-operative. It could also explain the frustrations Arnaqu described 

with Inuit who appear to lack motivation in getting involved in capitalist projects in the 
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Arctic. The Inuit have no ownership in capitalism in the North. It is once the only 

alternative at a time when the population was faced with starvation.  

 The co-operative, thought to be an institution closely resembling Inuit traditional 

life was in fact not because we have no way of knowing exactly what traditional Inuit life 

was before the Europeans arrived. The Inuit have no ownership and have relied on the co-

operative to provide necessary manufactured goods. The co-operative perpetuated 

dependency as artists increasingly rely on manufactured machinery to quarry stone. As 

Claire Porteous-Safford pointed out in our interview, quarrying is dangerous and labour 

intensive, involving a natural resource that is becoming increasingly scarce. It was a 

natural resource that was used sparingly for making lamps before the introduction of the 

soapstone carving industry.  

In a study commissioned by Agricultural and Agri Food Canada’s Co-operative 

Secretariat for the FCNQ in 2006 it was reported that the birth rate in Nunavik was twice 

as high as Quebec as a whole with 60 percent of the population being under the age of 25 

as reported by Statistics Canada in 2001. The economy was largely dependent on funds 

from Makivik, cash royalties from mining companies with the provincial and federal 

government as chief employers along with dependence on transfer payments. 

Unemployment was 14.4 percent compared to 8.2 percent for Quebec as a whole. Life 

expectancy was 10 years lower than the national average due to remoteness from health 

centers, tobacco and alcohol use, high rate of suicide and over crowded living situations 

due housing shortages. The average wage was lower but the cost of living is highest in 

the province.  
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 Decline in sense of belonging and co-operative solidarity is increasingly evident, 

especially among the youth who were not part of the organizing process of the co- 

operatives and were not there when there was a real need for the co-operatives. The study 

concludes that co-operative is not the outcome of a natural process relating to indigenous 

traditional practices. It was a politically engineered project that did not fit with 

indigenous practices or traditions. The co-operative is not especially suited to traditional 

Inuit culture however Inuit are accustomed to co-operating to survive in harsh climates. 

The co operative is a flexible consumer credit source, helping those in trouble, lending 

money. But there are conflicts between cultural values and business models that are not 

always incorporated. When there is a clash of values ideally the management practices try 

to give priority to the culture. An example of this is when the co-operative is looking for 

a new manager they may choose a less qualified applicant who is given a chance to 

develop his or her abilities.  

Conflicts and problems arise from this, particularly in the art department with the 

criticisms that the buyers in the North are not art experts and buy everything that is 

brought into the co-operative regardless of the quality. This philosophy does not 

emphasize individual success but focuses more on the welfare of the group. About 80 

percent of the adult population in Nunavik has worked for the co-operative at some point. 

There are higher prices in the North, cost of transportation and importing because of the 

remoteness of the region and unpredictable weather. This is a permanent challenge (or 

maybe not as global warming continues).  

There is not enough property owned by the Inuit or the co-operatives and this 

leads to problems with bank financing. The assets have no tangible market value. The 
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land is owned by the Quebec and federal government and cannot be included as an asset. 

Higher prices in the North involve higher goods and sales tax and Quebec sales tax. The 

co-operatives want tax relief as the average incomes are not proportionately higher. This 

is what has taken place with the co-operatives as a result of colonization as it is explained 

in practical terms in the study by Agricultural and Agri Food Canada’s Co-operative 

Secretariat (2006:1-14).  

The problem of lack of ownership mentioned here supports my earlier claim that 

the co-operatives were in fact not in the true sense of the meaning co-operatives, as the 

Inuit do not share in ownership. They are state run institutions in the guise of co-

operatives, as part of the colonial plan to make Inuit believe they were owners and 

decision makers in the co-operative movement. The FCNQ has become the monopoly 

that replaced the HBC in the Arctic with little competition. 

The complex problem of lack of art production in Nunavik can be explained to an 

extent by the findings of this study and as explained by Iyaituk and participants in my 

research. Although the experts involved in building and maintaining the industry do not 

have answers to this complex problem. Had The Battle of the Cartonnages not taken 

place the Inuit art market in Nunavik would possibly have take on a different form that 

fostered competition in what was really a capitalist setting in the guise of co-operatives. 

The outcome of the battle did not achieve what it was meant to in giving members real 

ownership. Dependency on the co-operatives that has developed may change with the 

younger generation who do not place the same importance on the co-operative as they 

were not there when there was a real need for an alternative to the nomadic way of life 

that was rapidly altered. Tuckatuck who bypasses the co-operative entirely serves as a 
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role model for other young artists from Nunavik. Money alone will not fix the problem 

and will not create talent and skills if they do not exist. It could be that artistic talent is 

now centered in Cape Dorset and Nunavut. With 60 percent of the population being 

under the age of 25 it is likely that there will be a young enterprising Inuit who will 

develop an alternative to the co-operative that will be a design based on an Inuit form of 

indigenous capitalism, with ownership in the hands of the Inuit. It may be an alternative 

which breaks the monopoly that exists today. 

Conclusion 

 
              McEvilley emphasizes how whitening of the world was not meant to be. But 

what has taken place is the claim of white Westerners to measure all that is not white 

against a Western standard with the purpose of assimilating any differences or having 

them measure up to Western standards. There is no one cultural form that can be a 

measure for what is acceptable or correct. Now is the time for artists to make a deliberate 

space in history for their work in how they reflect on it and in how they decide what 

model of history relates best to their work. There is no longer only one history that is 

deemed acceptable. If Inuit artists do not place their work in history they will risk having 

it remain in boundless duration with no historical connections (1992:132,134-136) Inuit 

artists are gradually taking risks, making political statements in their work and in many 

ways consider themselves to be artists who happen to be Inuit as they present their work 

internationally.  

                As Mitchell pointed out although thinking of Inuit as “the other” has been 

disparaged among academics it is slow to permeate the Inuit art world. This is due in part 

because so little academic work has focused on Inuit and their art and partly because 
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most of the discourse has been produced by non-academics who are interested in 

sponsoring and selling, not in analyzing. For this reason Inuit art remains a peripheral 

topic in art history and in anthropology (IAQ Spring 2007:14). Inuit art needs to be 

discussed as it is the foundation for expression of traditional practices and provides social 

commentary. Inuit artists may develop their own industry, unlike the Western model in 

place that they remain uncommitted to, other than to serve their needs. The work 

produced from their industry may be unlike ours, one that may not be aesthetically 

pleasing to us. Work may be produced that continues to force us to acknowledge Inuit 

reactions to colonization. We may find the work offensive as the Inuit take the 

opportunity to produce work that depicts the non Inuit in ways that are not favorable to 

us. The only means of de-colonization is through re-distribution of wealth and ownership 

for the Inuit. Discussion of the present situation in the North is a way of heightening 

awareness of the challenges for Inuit.  
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