
 

 
 
 
 

 

Arctic Basics  
Inuit Culture and History 
The Circumpolar Region is home to nearly 200,000 Inuit who share a similar culture in the four separate countries they 

inhabit; Yupigeet in Siberia Russia, Inupiat in Alaska and the Western Canadian Arctic, Inuit of Canada, and Kalallit of 

Greenland Denmark. 

 

These people—indigenous to the coastal regions of Nunatsiavut (Labrador), Nunavik (Northern Quebec), Nunavut, the 

Northwest Territories (including the Arctic Archipelago) Canada; Greenland; Alaska and northeastern Siberia, Russia—

share ancestors as well as many cultural traits. They form an entirely separate group from the Amerindian tribes. Each of 

these regions, however, has its own language: Yupik is spoken in northern Siberia and along the central Alaskan coast, 

Inupik from northern Alaska across Western Arctic Canada, Inuktitut in Eastern Canada, and Kalallissut in Greenland. 

These all stem from the same linguistic roots. 

 

Inuit are thought to be of Mongolian origin, arriving into the North American continent from the Bering Sea more than 

three thousand years ago. Centuries of contact with non-Inuit have resulted in a small number of Inuit with mixed 

heritage. Inuit adapted remarkably to the cold climate of the Arctic through their intelligence and resolve and their 

physical traits that are adapted to the Arctic. 

 

 

HISTORY 
Paleoeskimos 

Somewhere around four thousand years ago the earliest inhabitants of the Arctic arrived on the coast of Alaska—

approximately ten thousand years after the first indigenous ancestors from Siberia arrived in America. 

 

These were the people of the Arctic Small Tool tradition, thought to have originated from among the seal hunters 

dwelling on the shores of Lake Baikal in Siberia. Their name stems from the minuscule size of their tools: stone harpoon 

tips, arrowheads and knives were sometimes barely an inch long. There are traces of this group along the Canadian 

littoral and into Greenland, indicating an eastward migration, although it is unclear over what time span. Carbon 14 

dates indicate that they may have been in Greenland by 2000 BCE. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

The reason behind this 5,600-kilometre migration is also anyone’s best guess. It may have been in pursuit of game, for 

the withdrawal two thousand years before of the ice sheet covering Hudson’s Bay and the islands must have brought on 

an explosion of wildlife. 

Independence I 

The Independence I culture were the first people to reach the High Arctic islands and northeastern Greenland. They are 

named for the fjord along which their remains were first found. These people seem to have lived in small bands, 

travelling almost constantly along the so-called ‘muskox way’ which describes their migration route. In spring the bands 

grouped together for seal hunting along the shores. Their houses seem too skimpy for the polar climate—although the 

climate in the north was warmer than it is now. They were little more than skin tents, with vertical stone slabs (called 

‘mid-passages’) in the middle of the dirt floor. Families appear to have virtually hibernated through the winters, sleeping 

under muskox skins as a fire made of muskox bones warmed the stones of the mid-passage. 

By about 1600 BCE, Independence I had more or less disappeared from the High Arctic, probably as a result of a cooling 

climate. 

 

Pre-Dorset 

Pre-Dorset is the name given to an almost simultaneous culture that lived mainly along the shores of the Foxe Basin and 

the Hudson Strait from 3000 BCE to 500 BCE. The Pre-Dorset seem to have been a more sedentary lot than Independence I, 

deriving most of their food from seal, walrus and caribou. Their tools included toggling harpoons, spears and bows and 

arrows (the latter made of driftwood and caribou sinew). 

 

The Pre-Dorset were not affected by the extremely cold winters until much later, around 500 BCE. By then, the climate 

had become so cold that the ground was permanently frozen, as it is today. The people adapted themselves by learning to 

hunt through sea ice, focusing on the breathing holes which walrus and seal keep open all winter. 

Dorset 

Next came the Dorset period, dating from 1000 BCE to 1100 AD and later in some areas. They occupied a triangular area of 

land, bounded by Victoria Island in the west, Ellesmere Island and northern Greenland in the north, and Newfoundland 

in the southeast. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

These small bands of seasonally nomadic people used only hand-thrown harpoons and lances to hunt, eschewing bows 

and arrows. Their winter houses were rectangular and partly submerged, usually clustered in groups of three to fifteen 

houses. Seals, walrus, and caribou were their primary quarries. 

 

Most remarkable about the Dorset people was their art: delicate carvings, realistic or abstract were made in ivory, antler 

or bone. Most are thought to have given magical powers to their makers or owners. Inuit legends are full of descriptions 

of the Dorset people, whom they call the Tuniit or Tunirjuat. 

Thule 

Around 900 AD a warming occurred in the north, causing the ice of the Beaufort Sea (north of the Bering Strait) to retreat. 

The settlements of the Denbigh and Ipiutak cultures of Alaska had grown, and these hunters of seals and whales were 

finding it more and more difficult to take enough for their needs. Consequently, a second migration to the east began. 

Within two hundred years these people, called the Thule by archaeologists, had spread over all the coasts formerly 

inhabited by the Dorset culture. 

 

The Thule were superbly adapted to the Arctic. They hunted whales that could feed an entire small settlement for a year. 

The hunters used open skin boats (umiaks) to take bowhead whales, which were then stripped of their blubber, meat, and 

baleen. Their houses, clustered in groups of six to thirty, were deep pits with rock slab floors, walls of piled boulders, and 

rafters of whalebone. The roofs were probably covered with animal skins and insulated with sod. A tunnel entrance kept 

the cold out. The houses were heated with soapstone lamp bowls filled with flaming seal and whale oil. Gadget-oriented, 

the Thule created clever tools and devices of bone, antler, ivory, and stone to accomplish their every task. 

 

The Dorset were, it seems, no match for the resourceful Thule. There are no signs of massacre, but the Dorset may have 

starved in unsuccessful competition with the newcomers, or perhaps they were simply absorbed by intermarriage. 

The end of the eighteenth century brought the ‘Little Ice Age’, in which cold winters in the eastern Arctic increased the 

extent of the sea ice and made whaling more difficult from land. This marked the end of the Thule culture, forcing the 

people in the region to leave their winter pit houses for temporary snow house villages on the sea ice. 

Contact and Conflict 

The early European visitors to the Arctic had little to do with Inuit, believing themselves superior in every way. Later, 

men like John Davis, William Scoresby and Dr. John Rae came to understand they had much to learn from Inuit, who, 

after all, knew a great deal more about the Arctic than they did. With few exceptions, the explorers tended to spend as 

little time as they could in the north, and consequently had only a minimal impact on the lives of their Inuit 



 

 
 
 
 

 

acquaintances. The late nineteenth century, however, brought a longer-term and much rougher group of Europeans to 

the Arctic: the whalers. 

 

The whalers often spent a winter in the north to take advantage of two summer seasons, and in doing so, came into close 

contact with Inuit. These latter learned of and adopted many of the labour-saving devices used by the whalers: canned 

food, cloth, wooden boats, and metal utensils, among others. They learned to hunt with guns, to knit, to dance Scottish 

reels and square dances. They also learned to drink alcohol. And they caught many of the European diseases to which 

they lacked immunity, dying in some areas by the hundreds. 

 

When the whaling industry disappeared from the Arctic at the turn of the century, as much from the near extinction of 

the bowhead whale as from the invention of electricity and plastics, Inuit lost their sources of supply for many of the 

commodities upon which they had come to depend. But other commodities soon brought new generations of southerners 

to the Arctic: white fox fur led the way in the 1920s, then the growing popularity of many other species of northern fur 

brought about the establishment of permanent trading posts in the north, with the largest trader being the Hudson’s Bay 

Company. Small towns sprouted, RCMP detachments were put in place, and missionaries of the Roman Catholic and 

Anglican faiths arrived, replacing many of Inuit traditional rituals and beliefs with those of dictated by the church. It’s 

worth noting the church also gave Inuit their first form of written language, still in use today. The construction of the DEW 

(Distant Early Warning) Line brought still more southerners into the north in the 1950s, also the time when the Canadian 

government chose to enact a ruling which brought Inuit under federal jurisdiction and established a network of schools, 

hospitals and administrative centres in the Arctic. The oil industry provided the most recent rush to the north, which 

lasted only a few years until the cancellation of government subsidies made much of the drilling unviable. Oil 

exploration and extraction continue to some extent, primarily in the western Arctic. 

Canadian Eastern Arctic Today 

There are about 40,000 people living in the Canadian eastern Arctic today. 30,000: of these live in Nunavut Territory, 

with the balance split between Nunavik Northern Quebec (where 12,000 people inhabit a region one third of the entire 

province of Quebec, about the size of France) and Labrador (where 5,300 Inuit live along the northern coast). 

 

The resulting population density is a scarce one person per sixty square kilometres: 85% or so of these people are Inuit, 

and 56% are under the age of twenty-five. Traditionally, Inuit lived in small groups of extended family members. 

Nowadays, Inuit communities range in size from just over 100 to over 7,000. Aujuittuq (Grise Fjord) and Ivujivik have 

populations over 140, while Iqaluit has over 7,000 and climbing. Most of these communities were formed over fifty years 

ago, when government officials persuaded Inuit to move into settlements so that their children could be near a school. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Inuit society has experienced rapid change. A people who once lived semi-nomadic lives now reside in settlements, 

always along coastal regions. Most of these changes were set in motion merely a generation ago. Inuit embrace the 

modern while retaining valued traditions such as hunting for subsistence and the manufacture of traditional clothing. 

 

In the old days, hunting, fishing, and trapping were virtually the only Inuit pursuits, although in the last few centuries the 

fur trade impacted hugely on their subsistence economy. For better or worse, Inuit became an unwitting part of the world 

economy—initially through trade with whalers in the eighteenth century, and later through the trading posts that 

sprouted in the Arctic in search of furs. However, their new reliance on the fur trade was subject to the whims of the 

market. When the price of fox fur plummeted during the depression they lost one of their mainstays, and with the steep 

decline in the demand for seal fur in the 1960s due to pressure from animal rights activists, Inuit lost nearly all means of 

purchasing the manufactured goods they had become accustomed to having. By the 1950s the federal government had 

taken administrative control of their regions, building schools and sending teachers north to educate the Inuit. 

 

At around the same time there was a government program under which Inuit of Inukjuak and Pond Inlet were relocated 

to Grise Fiord and Resolute Bay. The social and cultural impacts of this forced move were huge, with some families 

losing contact for many years. Their demand for compensation from the federal government was eventually answered, 

and many moved back to their old communities. Others chose to remain in the new settlements that they had helped 

forge, and so Aujuittuq (Grise Fiord) and Qausuittuq (Resolute Bay) remain two Inuit communities that have allowed 

Canada to claim its sovereignty in the high Arctic. 

 

Another major impact on Inuit way of life was the loss of great numbers of sled dogs in many Inuit communities. The 

Royal Canadian Mounted Police and other government authorities killed entire dog teams in the 1950s and the 1960s, 

and many once-proud owners of sled dogs lost their autonomy—and their means of transport. An annual Inuit dogsled 

race called Ivakkak was created in Nunavik to promote the return of the tradition of tundra sledding. Inuit, young and 

old, are again proud owners of their own sled dogs. 

 

By the end of the 1960s, Inuit had come under the control of the remote Ottawa government—and had become the 

objects of what has been called ‘welfare state colonialism’. Nunavut, and the other regions of the northern Canada, rely 

on transfer payments from the federal government: Ottawa spends more than $28,000 for every man, woman and child 

in Nunavut and in the Northwest Territories, compared to $2,700 per capita in Newfoundland & Labrador. 

Northern Politics Today 

A wave of Inuit nationalism arose throughout the circumpolar world in the early 1970s. In Alaska, the Inupiat and other 

Inuit groups joined the Alaska Federation of Natives and participated in treaty talks with the US government. In 1979, 



 

 
 
 
 

 

the Kalallit in Greenland obtained home rule Government within Denmark—but it was among Canadian Inuit that the 

most political change took place.  

 

In 1971 Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (Inuit United in Canada) formed to represent Inuit at the national level. Priorities were 

fair Inuit representation in regional government, and active Inuit involvement in the political progress of land claims for 

ancestral territories. Inuit then created their own associations within their respective regions, such as the Northern 

Quebec Inuit Association (whose mandate was later replaced by Makivik Corporation). In 1975 the association, alongside 

the Cree of James Bay, concluded a monumental task: the first modern day land claims treaty called the James Bay and 

Northern Quebec Agreement. This treaty opened doors for the Inuit of Nunavik for collective land ownership, rights to 

hunting, fishing, and trapping—and for the creation of Inuit directed administrative organizations such as the Kativik 

Regional Government. 

 

The 1970s were also when negotiations on the creation of Nunavut—Inuit-governed territory covering Baffin Island and 

what used to be central Northwest Territories—began. But it took twenty years of discussion for the Nunavut dream to 

become a reality. In 1999, the landmark Nunavut legislation was created, including the massive land claim and a system 

of public government representing all residents of Nunavut—both Inuit and non-Inuit. Inuit citizens also became 

taxpayers choosing to administer services through municipalities or hamlets. 

 

In 2005, the Inuit of Northern Labrador concluded three decades of negotiations for self-governance by establishing the 

Labrador Inuit Land Claims Agreement. Through this agreement came the Nunatsiavut government, a regional Inuit 

government within the Province of Newfoundland and Labrador. 

 

Currently, Inuit projects aim at relieving and preventing poverty, resolving social problems prevailing in the 

communities, creating sustainable development and jobs, and promoting education. 

 

Concern for the environment has taken on a greater importance in Inuit government organizations in the last few years. 

Inuit have been observing later ice formation and earlier ice break-up both at sea and in fresh water systems in recent 

years. One unexpected affect of climate change in the north has been increased interest in what used to lie beneath the 

ice: namely oil, minerals, and natural gas. As much as a quarter of the world’s remaining oil and gas resources are 

believed to exist in the Arctic. So naturally, the Arctic’s bordering nations—Canada, Russia, Norway, Denmark, and the 

United States—are jockeying for access and control of the reserves. To help curb discussions among these groups, The 

Arctic Council, an eight-nation and six “Permanent Participant” (various Arctic indigenous groups) was established in 

2002 to create guidelines for sustainable development and environmental protection of the Arctic. 

 

Finally, the likely opening of the Northwest Passage presents huge changes and challenges. Among them are: significant 

increases in shipping traffic which present political challenges related to sovereignty, socio-economic impacts due to a 



 

 
 
 
 

 

greater presence of southerners (at least seasonally), new possible narcotics trafficking and diamond trade routes, and 

environmental concerns over potential oil spills which would have catastrophic impacts on wildlife—there simply is no 

comprehensive oil spill response system in the Arctic. It is therefore absolutely critical that sound management and 

policy is established to ensure the fragile ecosystem is protected and that Inuit are directly involved in decision making. 

Inuit are also actively involved in creating businesses and stimulating the economy within their regions. Nunasi 

Corporation, an arm of Nunavut Tunngavik Inc (NTI), the birthright organization representing Inuit of Nunavut, and 

Makivik Corporation, the birthright organization representing Inuit of Nunavik, are partial mandates to create 

businesses in their regions to help stimulate the economy and create as many jobs as possible for Inuit. Both deal in 

investments and subsidiary companies including airlines (Nunasi Helicopters, First Air and Air Inuit), construction 

services, shipping, fishing, mining, and now with the creation of Cruise North Expeditions in 2005, tourism. 

 

 

 

INUIT TRADITIONS 

 
The customs, equipment and beliefs of Inuit of the 1850s are only now disappearing. Canadian Arctic Inuit are 

geographically divided into seven close-knit groups: Baffinland, Igloolik, Netsilik, Caribou, Copper, and Mackenzie Delta 

Inuit. Each of these offered variations in every aspect of life, from the hunting equipment they used to the style and 

decoration of their clothing. Many of the variations were due to the materials available and the climate. The following 

section focuses on Inuit of the Baffin Region. 

 

 

The Igloo 

 

Because of their seasonal movements, Inuit had no permanent homes. Instead, various types of shelter were used that 

were quick and easy to build, but solid enough, nonetheless, to withstand severe weather. 

 

The igloo was the winter home, consisting of a dome built out of blocks of wind-packed snow. The same skins used for 

the summer tent were hung as a lining to catch the melting water, and held to the outside of the igloo with leather thongs 

which passed through the blocks. A low tunnel entrance was an important feature, as was a raised sleeping platform 

made of snow within. Some igloos had smaller side domes for use as storerooms or dog shelters. 

Summer homes involved a snow base with an overhead tent made of skins. In the Baffin Region, the skins were hung 

from a central ridgepole, whereas Inuit of the western regions used a single standing pole to make a cone-shaped tent. 

There was no wood available, so heating was supplied by burning seal oil in soapstone lamps (qulliqs or kudliks). These 

were in the shape of half-moons, with a wick made of hair, Arctic cotton, or dried moss floating in the oil. The fire was lit 



 

 
 
 
 

 

by striking pieces of pyrite together, or by rotating a fire drill with a leather thong until the embers produced by friction 

caught in a little bunch of dried grass or catkins. 

 

Diet 

 

Inuit diet revolved around meat and blubber, with the latter providing the fat essential for survival in a cold climate. By 

preference, the meat from a freshly killed walrus or seal was eaten raw and still warm. In fact, many of the nutrients in 

meat disappear with cooking. Raw narwhal and beluga skin contain as much vitamin C as oranges, and raw seal liver is 

an excellent source of vitamins A and D. If the meat had been frozen and required cooking, this was done inside the igloo 

in a pot made from a hollowed out stone or from the waterproof hide of a walrus. The family ate in a circle around the 

pot. The father would spear a larger piece of meat with his knife, cut off a small chunk for himself and pass the knife 

along. 

 

Meat could be stored in the winter because it naturally stayed frozen, and fish could be dried. But there was never 

enough, and hunting was a continual process. 

 

Fish provided some variety to the diet, as did the partially digested contents of ptarmigans and certain sea animals. In 

summer, food was much more easily obtained, and the whole family gathered berries, roots, and leaves. The eggs of eider 

ducks, murres, and gulls were also collected (and often buried for consumption in December). 

The Hunt 

Winter was the hunting season for sea mammals. The best place to hunt walrus, beluga and the young seals was at the 

edge of the floe, and the equipment of choice included a harpoon and a lance. In February, when the sea ice is frozen to a 

1.5m/6ft thickness, seals have to scratch a conical breathing hole, or an aglu. The hunter would locate the aglu with the 

help of a dog, then replace a small plug of snow at the top with a wisp of down. When the down fluttered, the hunter 

would know that a seal had come to breathe—but this might take hours of motionless waiting in sub-zero temperatures. 

The hunter would have to make a quick and accurate thrust with his harpoon to kill the animal through the hole, and 

then enlarge it to haul out the seal. The catch would then be loaded onto a sledge and pulled by dog team back to the 

camp. 

 

Spring sealing, utoq, required stealth as well as patience: as cracks opened in the ice, the seals came out to bask in the 

sun. The hunter would approach them by slithering slowly across the ice—sometimes taking as long as two hours to get 

within harpooning distance. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Seal and walrus hunting required the specialized equipment of the skin kayak and the toggling harpoon. This latter was 

constructed in such a way that when the toggling head entered the animal’s body, the shaft and the foreshaft fell off, 

leaving only the embedded harpoon and line. Small animals could be retrieved by pulling on the line, but larger animals 

(bearded seals and walrus) had to be floated home behind the kayak using an inflated sealskin. 

 

In the late spring and during the summer, Inuit families would move away from their winter camps and ‘go out on the 

land’ where they fished and hunted birds, seal and walrus. August is the month for Arctic char fishing, when Inuit used 

(and still use) stone weirs (saputit) to hold the fish as they swim upstream to spawn. Once caught in the weir, the fish 

could be speared relatively easily. All sorts of creative devices were used for capturing birds: Gulls were hooked by 

burying a gull-hook in a bait of whale blubber; The hook was attached to a line which was anchored by a rock. Bolas 

made of stone or bone were swung at flying birds, and dovekies were netted on cliffs. 

 

In late August the caribou hunt started, since at this time of the year the animals’ coat had just the right length of hair for 

winter clothing. The hunt took place with much of the same social activity as the southern fall harvest: it was a time for 

bands to get together and for young people to meet. The area of the hunt was demarcated by inukshuk, simple sculptures 

of stones piled in the shape of a man, which were laid out to form a long V. The younger men were sent out beyond the 

opening of the V to drive the caribou towards the closed end. The hunters would be waiting behind the inukshuk with 

their lances and bows and bows ready to kill the frightened animals as they passed. Too heavy to carry intact, the caribou 

were butchered on the spot. The skins were dried at the summer camp, and the meat cached until the snow came and it 

could be picked up by dog team. 

 

Inuit never hunted for sport: in their mind, all animals had souls and, if abused, they would make the hunting bad. 

Transport 

The main craft for hunting was the one-person kayak, a light, slender boat that cut silently through the water and was 

easily carried. It was generally 3.5–6.5 metres long. Its framework was of rib bones or pieces of driftwood lashed together 

with sinew. This was covered with walrus or sealskin hides, stretched over the frame and sewn in. The hunter sat in a 

central cockpit covered in a waterproof cape of tanned stomach linings. Gear was lashed to the deck of the kayak with 

thongs tied onto ivory or bone knobs. 

 

If a larger boat was needed, Inuit used an umiak. An open boat 9–12 metres long, the umiak carried entire families with 

all their possessions and was essential in whale hunting. It was made of the same materials as the kayak, but in larger, 

thicker pieces. Instead of being sewn, the cover was attached to the inside of the boat with thongs. A sail made from seal 

intestines was sometimes added. If the whole family were using the umiak, the women would row while a man steered in 



 

 
 
 
 

 

the stern with a paddle. The other men in the family would travel alongside in the kayaks. This system of travel was 

common when moving en masse between summer and winter camps. 

 

Winter meant travel by dog sled, or komatik. These were usually 4.5–9 metres long. Crossbars joined two long runners—

narrow at the back, wider at the front. These were lashed on in such as way that the sledge could articulate slightly as it 

went over rough ground. The runners and the crossbars were made of wood, ivory, horn, baleen—or even frozen hides. 

Six to twelve dogs pulled the sledges, harnessed with sealskin or caribou hide thongs. The dogs in the far north were 

usually harnessed individually in a fan-shaped arrangement. The strongest were attached in front, and the lead dog had 

the longest harness of all. If the snow was particularly rough—in the spring, for example—the women would sew boots 

for the dogs to protect their feet from jagged bits of ice. A hunter with dogs had to catch enough food for them as well as 

his family—quite a commitment, since each working dog needed about a kilogram of meat and a healthy helping of fat 

daily. 

Clothing 

Clothing style and decoration varied from one group of Inuit to the next, and you could tell where someone was from by 

the clothes they wore. The regional differences lay not only in the shape of the garments but also in the type of skins, the 

use of dyes, and the sewing techniques practiced to piece the skins together. 

 

The type of fur or skin used depended on availability, but also on the activity of the wearer. For example, seal intestine 

was the most waterproof material available and widely used for kayakers’ gear. Greenland Inuit from the Melville Bay 

area treasured their pants made from polar bear furs, both as hunting camouflage and because they felt a close 

connection to their prey while wearing them. 

 

In the Baffin Region, caribou and sealskin clothing is still considered the best gear for hunters. Adult ringed seal skins 

are preferred when light, wind- and water-resistant clothing is needed. Baby sealskin parkas, once widely worn, have 

now become rare since few hunters have dogs and the seals’ breathing holes are difficult to approach undisturbed on a 

snowmobile. 

 

Caribou hide, with its superior insulating qualities, was the most common material for clothing across the Canadian 

Arctic. When caribou were scarce, squirrels, birds, and dogs provided less desirable alternatives. 

 

The style of the all-important parka (jacket/coat) seems to have been influenced by the early European visitors, 

particularly in Baffinland, where the cut of men’s traditional parkas resemble the caftans worn by the Vikings (mid-thigh 

length, with a slit up the front). 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

The amauti or amautik is a woman’s parka, but like most Inuit clothing and equipment, it has a spiritual as well as a 

utilitarian side. It was highly symbolic in this child-centric society. Traditional amauti had an enormous hood/pouch, the 

amaut, in which babies were carried stark naked except for a fox or bird skin cap. The pouch was lined with a re-usable 

diaper of caribou skin or moss. A woman’s refusal to wear the amauti was sometimes perceived as her rejection of the 

traditional role of the woman as child-bearer. 

 

The traditional footgear is the kamik, typically made of sealskin and sometimes lined with duffle cloth. In the old days 

the seams on the boots were stitched with narwhal sinew, which expanded when wet to plug the holes made with the 

needles. Nowadays, oddly enough, dental floss is the thread of choice for better quality kamiks, although synthetic 

thread is also common. 

 

In some areas, Inuit mitts are designed according to social and work roles. The women’s mitts are made from the skin of 

a caribou’s front legs because of the elegant white stripe. Men’s mitts make use of the caribou’s hind legs, which yield a 

thicker, warmer hide with the fur cut short on top to ease igloo building and hunting. Mitts made for children are 

fashioned from the fluffy, white legs of fawn caribou. 

 

 

LANGUAGE 

 
Inuit language reflects their culture and value system: strong emphasis is placed on nature and its elements. There are, 

for example, dozens of words to describe snow, because snow in the north comes in many different forms, and the 

quality of the snow is of great importance to the people who live there. Only a certain type of snow makes good igloos; 

other types make travel easy or difficult. It is on these bases that they merit their own words. Inuktitut has had to keep 

pace with the changes in the people’s lives. A number of the ‘new’ words are highly descriptive, illustrating Inuit 

perception of the object. 

ENGLISH INUKTITUT LITERAL MEANING 

clock siqingujaq sun follower 

steel savirajak knife material 

ship umiajuaq giant umiaq (boat) 

store niuvivik a place to buy things 



 

 
 
 
 

 

flag saimati an item to make people happy 

clerk adlati a person who writes 

radio naalaut to hear things from 

airplane qangatajuq an item that is able to fly 

RCMP pukitalik the striped one 

law maliigat items to follow 

computer qaritaujaq like a brain 

satellite qaritaujaq an item raised to the heavens 

fax sukatunik titiraut fast letters 

ozone layer silajuap igalavja protective window-like covering for earth 

HIV anamaijautiqarunituq no longer having any good warriors in the body to fight bad 

infection 

Snowmobile qamutaujaq like a sled 

 

There was no written form of Inuktitut until the missionaries arrived in the north in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Prior to this, Inuit history had been preserved through a tradition of storytelling. Day-to-day information, 

particularly hunting information, was recorded in drawings and symbols on hide or bone.
 

 
 


