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Course objectives

Whereas the impact of colonization and assimilation on the traditional livelihood of the
indigenous peoples of the circumpolar world was the main topic of CS 321, this course sheds
light on the changes in expressions of cultural self-determination of the indigenous peoples of
northern North America, Greenland and Northern Europe, and the Russian Arctic. Complex
issues in relation to culture, identity and self-determination were discussed in detail in the

previous module, which serves as an introduction to explain the theoretical background which
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subsequently will be applied in this, and the following modules where the case studies of the

different regions will be addressed.

In this module, you will be familiarized with the complex issues surrounding the revival of
cultures and languages in northern North America. We will explain how culture, identity and
self-determination apply to indigenous and non-indigenous people in the North. We will then
move to a more specific discussion of media, art and written literature and the importance of
family, recreation and education — such as the use of mother tongue in formal school systems
— for indigenous families in northern North America. The focus in this module is on the
indigenous people of northern North America whereas the next two modules discuss the
aboriginal populations of the Russian Arctic and Northern Europe/Greenland.

Upon completion of this module, you should be able to:

1. understand and explain complex issues in relation to culture, identity and self-
determination, and give concrete examples;

2. identify the threats to indigenous languages in northern North America and provide
examples of the revitalization of native languages in northern North America;

3. give examples of indigenous religion in northern North America;

4. describe art, media and written literature in northern North America, their definition,
redefinition and development over time;

5. explain the impact of media on the indigenous people in northern North America;

6. explain the importance of family, education and recreation as social institutions for
indigenous families in northern North America;

7. explain the different ways in which ethical, spiritual and cultural values transfer within

indigenous families in northern North America.

Introduction

This module discusses the way in which the identities of peoples in northern North America
are shaped and expressed. In spite of 200 years of European influence, northern indigenous
peoples still retain their identities and cultures. We start this module by presenting a native

and non-native perspective on the identity of northern inhabitants and their environment. To
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people who are natives of the North their homeland is familiar, and full of life, whereas to

southerners the North has been (and, often, still is) perceived as remote, harsh and empty.

Like identity, culture determines behaviour through traditional beliefs and observances, and
language is the foundation for any culture. According to Freeman (Freeman 2000:xiii),
language affects the way people think and the way people understand the world in which they
live, and is thus important in maintaining a distinct cultural identity. Unfortunately, formal
school systems have often been used to weaken the use of indigenous languages, thereby
affecting the identity of indigenous peoples (Ibid). Besides language and education, religion,
family, and art are all considered to be vital for reinforcing identities and allowing expressions

of self-determination.!

The media — television, radio, newspapers and more recently internet — has an impact on the
cultural self-determination of indigenous people, sometimes negatively because southern
media often misunderstand and misrepresent indigenous peoples and their cultures sometimes
positively when media are successfully used by indigenous peoples to express themselves or
gain worldwide attention for their issues. An example of such positive use would be the
public media campaigns of the Cree of James Bay to protest against the building of a new
hydro-electric project on their traditional homeland which resulted in a cancellation of the
plans by the governmental authorities in 1994 (Felt 2000:51-53). There are many theories
about the ways that media influence people. Global media can inform and bring greater
understanding of each other amongst different peoples, or it can negatively effect indigenous
peoples by eroding their cultures. On the other hand, indigenous peoples successfully use
mass media to reinforce their cultures, express their opinions, defend their rights and provide
others with accurate information — not southern perspectives — about themselves. Besides
through the media, indigenous peoples are successfully presenting and representing
themselves in many other creative forms, such as in written literature, through festivals, and in
art, for instance Inuit art, which is well-known and desired around the world. In addition to

northern writers and musicians, northern visual artists are also being heard and seen.

This module also provides an overview of the main characteristics of education, family, and

recreation, understood as social institutions. It summarizes the main contributions that each of

! Emphasized, especially, in article 3, 5, 31 and 36 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UN 2008).
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these institutions is expected to make in the maintenance and development of the societies in
which they exist. Education is often thought of as a public institution through which we gain
knowledge, skills, experiences, and credentials that are important outside the household.
While some aspects of public and private life remain relatively separate from one another, the
two spheres of life constantly shape each other, sometimes giving rise to new tensions and
problems. The module explores how family life and education are being reshaped in the north
of North America as communities try to achieve effective self-determination that addresses
local concerns while at the same time its members try to achieve the standards of societies

that place increasing value on formal education, knowledge, and global connections.

Indigenous and non-indigenous northern identities

Outsiders have identified the indigenous peoples of northern North America and put them into
groupings such as Dene (also called Athapaskan) and Inuit (Inuit and Inuvialuit in Canada,
and Inupiat, Yupik, and Aleut in Alaska). However, the indigenous peoples have their own
ways of naming and defining themselves. Each group of people has ways of defining itself as
distinct from neighboring peoples. While neighboring peoples may share some cultural
characteristics, each people has unique characteristics that identify them after living on their
land for centuries or even millennia. The distinct identities of peoples may be expressed in

language, religion, art and technology.

Identity changes continuously through time as people invent and learn new things, meet new
peoples with new ideas, develop new trade ties, move to new territories. However, even with
continuous change, a people can retain a sense of continuity — a sense of being the same
people — and even with the advent of European contact and the greatly accelerated pace of
change that it brought, the peoples of the North have retained their unique identities into the
twenty-first century. Culture, including culture of indigenous peoples, is alive; it can change
according to new circumstances. Traditional aboriginal activities are modernized when
indigenous peoples for example start to use snowmobiles during reindeer herding. But this
does not necessarily mean that they lose the core of their culture. Some northern peoples have
experienced more than 200 years of continuous contact with people of European ancestry; for
others that experience is only a few decades. Today, virtually all northern indigenous peoples

are in contact with non-indigenous people. In spite of the changes that this contact has
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brought in the form of missionaries, education, and government intervention, the indigenous

peoples of the North have retained their distinct identities.

There are many ways that people can express their identity. In the previous module we
concluded that each person has an individual identity that sets him or her apart from other
people, but there are culturally constructed ways in which each person creates identity.
Language — as discussed in the previous module — is one of the most obvious markers that can
be used to identify a person as belonging to a particular group, but there are other markers as
well, including religion, family, recreation, and art forms. For example, we may recognize a
bentwood hunting hat, beautifully decorated with painted designs, carved ivory pieces, and
grass, as belonging to an Aleut man; or we may recognize an elaborately beaded white
caribou or canvas amautik as belonging to an Inuit woman from Baffin Island. These are
markers of identity that people both inside and outside the culture can recognize. Such objects
tell us not only what culture the wearers belong to but also that they have pride in their

culture.

Religion is also an important marker of identity. Religious freedom remains difficult and
controversial for native Americans; partly due to the frequent efforts by European
missionaries to convert the indigenous peoples of northern North America into Christianity,
but also because many struggle to maintain relationships with their sacred places or have
limited access to traditional medicines and territories (Nelson 2009:227). In general, their
worldview regards humans and their environment as interconnected. Rather than dividing all
things into different categories — objects, natural phenomena, humans and animals — the
indigenous world consists of living social entities including plants, animals, and humans, but
also rocks, lakes and even snow. The Cree people of the Canadian North argue for instance
that all these objects and phenomena are creations of god and have souls (or inua in Inuit
language). Animals and natural forces are respected and if a Cree was not able to hunt a
particular animal because it was too far away, the Cree considered this as a sign given by the
animal in question that he or she would have a successful hunter later on. Patrick Attungana,
an Inupiat, provides another example. He says that the whale ‘gives itself to all of the
community.” However, in order for the spirit to return, the meat must be shared with the
community (Bodenhorn in Freeman 2000:137). This spiritual way of thinking about the world
is different from for instance, literal belief in the Old and New Testaments where human

beings dominate nature under god. There are different religious practices among the
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inhabitants of the circumpolar north. The Cree, for instance, used to sing hunting songs before
or after foraging events (Brightman 1993:104) Some of the religious practices are combined
with other denominations of world religions such as Russian Orthodox Christianity (in the
case of the Aleut people) or the Catholic Church (in the case of the Innu). Most indigenous
peoples, however, continued practicing their traditional religions by following the instructions
of respected individual specialists, better known as shamans, or in case of the Kaska people
‘nédete’e’ or ‘dreamers’ (Moore in Freeman 2000:192). Shamans mediate between human
beings and the spiritual world, for example, with the objective to heal those who are sick or
seeking to ensure the availability of animals. Communication with the spirits of nature
(including animals and phenomena) by songs, offerings or other performances such as the
‘shaking tent’ (Tanner in Freeman 2000:78) is another characteristic of the indigenous

religion of the native people of the American Far North.

Northern communities always had their own uniquely northern character. Besides objects to
express pride of identity, such as hunting hats and amautik, the indigenous peoples of the
North traditionally told stories of life on the land, of the experiences of the ancestors, of
interactions with the spiritual world, and other themes that derived from life as it was. With
new forms of expression such as the media, they continue the traditional art of storytelling,
telling their stories in written form and expressing themselves on the radio, on television, on
the internet, and in film. Moreover, the peoples of the North are telling new stories of the
experience of colonization and of their drive towards decolonization. The story of
colonization is one in which outsiders tried to erase the identities of northern peoples and
replace them with European ones or, at least, European-defined ones. The stories of
decolonization are ones in which the peoples of the North refuse to be defined by outsiders,

and instead reclaim their identities and express them in their own ways.

Non-indigenous inhabitants of the North have their stories, too. When people of European
ancestry first came to the North, some came to exploit northern resources as whalers, trappers,
traders, and miners, as well as in other roles. Other southerners were drawn to the North to
Christianize, educate, or regulate the indigenous peoples residing there. Many southerners
have gone to the North, realized their dreams of wealth and adventure, and returned to their
homes in the South. Other southerners have seen their dreams dashed in the harsh climate or
unfamiliar cultures of the North whereas some others who went to the North stayed there.

Southerners who have settled in the North have often tried to recreate Euro-American and
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Euro-Canadian society in northern communities with varying degrees of success. Although
most indigenous cultures have mechanisms for integrating outsiders into their communities,
the prevailing attitude of superiority among Euro-Americans and Euro-Canadians, has made it
likely that few could or would assimilate to indigenous cultures. Furthermore, the dictates of
distance, climate, and resources made it difficult to reproduce southern society in the North
and the northern culture southerners often admired turned out to be a romantic and unreal
notion of the North. As a result, few people of European ancestry became fully integrated into
northern indigenous communities and cultures. The ideas about identity and expression of
identity held by both indigenous and non-indigenous northerners will be discussed in more

detail in the following sections on identity, media, visual arts, and literary arts.

To the people who are native to the North, the North is their homeland: welcoming, familiar,
and full of life (Nelson 1983). To southerners, by contrast, the North has been (and, often, still
is) perceived as remote, forbidding, unknown, empty and strange. Simpson-Housley
(1996:12) argues that such descriptions easily can result in misconceptions. It is certainly true
that “strangeness” is only in the perception of the observer. As European colonialists left their
homelands over the last 500 years, and assumed the right to colonize others, they also claimed
the right to define the people. This process of defining non-Europeans as strange has been
called “othering” (Minh-ha 1991). While indigenous peoples have resisted external
definitions, they have to some degree accepted those definitions because of the power and
authority of the West. This module focuses on examples of ways in which the people of
Alaska and the Canadian North have resisted outside definition, but the fact remains that the
power of the colonizers to define is great. For instance, one of the ways to influence is by the
choice of words we use. If, for example, you attended Canadian or American schools, how
often did your text refer to North Americans of European ancestry as colonizers? Clearly,
Euro-Canadians are not indigenous to North America; therefore, they must be colonizers.
That is certainly the way indigenous North Americans see them, but people in power always
try to legitimate their power, not just legally or militarily, but by an even more powerful
force; ideology. When colonized people believe what the colonizers say, then the colonizers
are truly successful. Therefore, one of the ways Canada and the United States have tried to
define the original peoples of the continent is as ethnic groups. Such a definition makes each
group just one among many, with no claim to special status, land, or other rights. Moreover,
Norwegian researcher Einar Niemi (Niemi 2006:397) argues that categorization of collective

identities is used by politicians and scientists to support certain policy, control social thought
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and gain political purposes. The categories (such as nations, ethnic groups, classes,
immigrants and so on) are not neutral and play a role in the legitimatization of the selected
policy and in building hierarchy between groups of peoples and excluding some. For instance,
a people can be called indigenous or ‘immigrant’ at different times, immigrant meaning that
these people are not local, moved from another territory and have origins different from the
majority (Ibid). Indigenous people, on the other hand, are local and have been living on the

territory “since time immemorial”, and hence, have the right to this territory (l1bid).

Indigenous peoples in Canada and the United States have steadfastly refused to accept being
defined as ethnic groups. By contrast, they consider their identity to be layered. That is, the
indigenous people in a group may consider themselves to be Sahtu Dene (a specific group of
people with shared language, territory and identity), Dene (a group of related peoples with
related languages), and indigenous (the original people of a place; Aboriginal people). They
may consider themselves a people deeply rooted in a particular place while at the same time
sharing characteristics with indigenous peoples globally. Furthermore, indigenous peoples
nearly always consider themselves connected to lands within the state and as having rights
that pre-date the existence of the state. They generally argue that land is central to their
identity as indigenous peoples (Smith and Ward 200:6). The relationship between land and
identity is clearly reflected in the creative works discussed later in this module.

In recent years, a more positive attitude has been held by non-indigenous North Americans
towards indigenous peoples — the interest in Inuit art being a specific example. This interest,
however, can result in another problem, namely that of the appropriation and
commodification of aspects of indigenous culture. “Appropriation” refers to the act of using
something without permission of the owners, such as Aboriginal images and names.
“Commodification” refers to the marketing and sale of aspects of Aboriginal cultures.
Appropriation and commodification inevitably involve stereotyping that can have negative
affects on indigenous cultures, which are then romanticized and misunderstood. In such
situations, Aboriginal people are seen by outsiders as picturesque people, quaintly dressed
while singing and dancing to entertain tourists. Smith and Ward (2000:14) contend that such
commodification can “serve to sanitize the marginalization of indigenous peoples into a
familiar social and political reality.” In other words, an unreal image of indigenous people is

maintained while the real issues and problems of indigenous peoples are ignored.
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The impact of media on indigenous people

Today, the indigenous peoples of northern North America express their identity in many
ways. A few of these ways have been discussed briefly in this module, including the
expression of identity and self-determination through media and art.

Canadian communications theorists have been very influential in the development of media
theories. Marshall McLuhan’s concept of the medium as the message may be familiar to you.
He was concerned not only with the message that was being transmitted, but also with the
form through which it was conveyed, because he believed that how the message is perceived
is influenced by the medium (Vivian and Maurin 2000:2). McLuhan believed that the “global
village” — the new, widely available communications technologies — would contribute to
democratization (McLuhan 1964). Some influential media theorists of recent years, like Bill
Gates (1995) and Nicholas Negroponte (1996) have essentially adhered to McLuhan’s ideas.
However, Ginsburg (2000:36) claims that the media “failed to appreciate fully the
significance and persistence of cultural difference, as well as social and economic
inequalities.” These and other factors have affected the ways in which the realities of mass

media have played out in the twenty-first century.

American sociologists Paul Lazarsfeld and Robert Merton (1996:14) have suggested that mass
media serve a number of functions. One of these is the conferral of status on issues, persons,
organizations, and social movements. This means that the public believes that if a person or
an issue is represented in the media, he, she, or it must be important. Another function of the
media, according to Lazarsfeld and Merton (1996:16-17), is the enforcement of social norms
— that mass media are used to present a picture of what is considered ideal by society. The
third function of mass media, as contended by Lazarsfeld and Merton (1996:17), is its
“narcoticizing dysfunction”, by which the authors mean that mass media serve to render the
population politically apathetic: the public is too drugged or numbed by the entertainment
factor of the media to be concerned with important political issues. Although, the dominant
schools of thought in communications theory have not really considered how the media affect
remote and indigenous populations, mass media are pervasive, even in ‘remote’ northern
communities, which were isolated from the rest of the world only a few decades ago.

Northern communities are still isolated by great distances, the high cost of travel, and the
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unreliability of communication media, but the fact remains that even the most distant of
Arctic communities is connected to the world through satellite communication. This process
has been called “globalization.” As mass media bring urban, southern, “mainstream” values,
beliefs, customs, and products to the North, they change northern cultures (and peoples).
Alaskan Yupik educator Oscar Kawagley (1934-2011) expressed concern about this, saying
that satellite TV images beamed from the South present ideals that are portrayed as desirable
but are unattainable for young Yupik people (Kawagley 1995:58). These images of southern
lifestyles confer status on objects Yupik cannot have and on people Yupik cannot be.
Television programs portray the urban, southern lifestyle as the norm, signifying that there is
something wrong with the very different lives of northerners. This can create unhappiness and
dissatisfaction with those who do not meet the televised ideal. Moreover, the “narcoticizing”
effect of the mass media diverts the attention of northerners, especially of Aboriginal people,
away from political issues like loss of lands and resources and lack of self-determination, to

narcoticizing preoccupations like attaining material objects like cars and stylish clothes.

Some media critics such as Noam Chomsky and Ward Churchill would go so far as to say that
colonial governments, like that of the United States, not only encourage or influence the
media to present normalizing and narcoticizing images, but actually wage propaganda wars
and present disinformation in the media (Herman and Chomsky 1988; Churchill 1994).
Churchill argues that the US government very effectively vilifies indigenous American groups
that speak out about their ongoing colonization (Churchill 1994). Furthermore, media critic
David Taras (2001:195) claims that the Canadian media is in crisis because Canada is
inundated by American programming and the values that it brings. He says that rather than
being presented with serious news and information, Canadians are being “Disneytized” by
mindless entertainment. Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai applies a similar concept to the
Westernizing influence in other parts of the world, calling it a “McDonaldization” (Appadurai

1990:3).

Although the role of the mass media as a tool for further intellectual colonization is obvious,
there is also a growing awareness that telecommunications technologies can be used to
reinforce the unique identities of indigenous and remote northern peoples, like those of
northern Canada and Alaska (Ginsburg 200:29; Smith and Ward 2000:4).
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Expression of identity and self-determination

through media

In recent years, indigenous peoples have begun using media and other creative forms to
express their own points of view. These cultural activists present perspectives that counter
tendencies such as “Disneytization” and ‘“McDonaldization” by — as Ginsburg (2000:29)
argues — strengthening their communities and framing storylines that include indigenous
perspectives. In other words, indigenous artists and journalists working in the media are
offering an indigenous perspective educating the non-indigenous public about indigenous
issues and realities while at the same time preserving their cultural heritage for their own
communities’ futures. Indigenous media activists are also asserting their right to self-
determination and community ownership of cultural property. Ginsburg (2000:31) said,
“These activists were attempting to reverse processes through which aspects of their societies
have been objectified, commodified, and appropriated by the dominant society; their media
productions and writings were efforts to recuperate their histories, land rights, and knowledge
bases as their own cultural property.” The need for written material was initially less urgent
because the history of indigenous populations was embedded in places, songs, stories, dances
and movement from place to place according to the seasons rather than in written records
(Kawagley 2011:273-276). More recently, however, Inuit communities have started to
document their oral stories and cultural practices and also to incorporate these now

documented materials for use as part of the curriculum in educational programs.

Radio arrived in the Canadian North in the 1920s while television followed in the 1960s with
the development of satellite signal transmission. Programming in both media was initially
generated in the South and was focused on non-Aboriginal concerns. By the 1970s, Inuit were
becoming concerned about the assimilative effects of southern media. Historian Mary Vipond
(1992:155) argues that even the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), which is
supposed to serve all Canadians, has been criticized for a centralist bias that neglects
indigenous perspectives. Film curator Sally Berger claims that Inuit were concerned that
“radio and television broadcasts brought outside values, undermined the use of Inuktitut
language, created unrealistic desires and frustration, and increased generation gaps between

the young and the old” (Berger 1995a:105). Inuit responded by forming regional
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organizations to influence CBC programming and, in 1981, the Inuit Broadcasting
Corporation (IBC) was formed to produce Inuit culture and language programming (Berger
1995a:105). As of 2014, IBC offers programs such as: Takuginai (Look Here) — educating
Inuit children with cultural values such as respect for elders — and Illinniq (learning), focusing

on political and social development issues (http://www.nac.nu.ca/programming_e.htm). Both

programs are offered in the aboriginal language. This movement has also produced some
remarkable filmmakers, among them Zacharias Kunuk.

Zacharias Kunuk is an Inuit filmmaker from Igloolik, Nunavut. He has received international
acclaim with his award-winning film, Atanarjuat (The Fast Runner). According to Berger
(1995:111), Kunuk finds video a particularly appealing medium because of its ability to
reflect the oral tradition of Inuit culture. Kunuk started his career as filmmaker with the IBC
but, because he felt the organization was directed by ‘outsiders’, he found he could not
express an Inuk point of view and, therefore, began making independent films (Berger
1995a:105). His films include a four-part series portraying the seasons of traditional Inuit life
in the Iglook area; a 13-part series called Nunavut: Our Land (1995); and, the consummate
Atanarjuat (2001). Kunuk and his partners, Norman Cohn and Paulossie Qulitalik, in Igloolik
Isuma Productions claimed that presenting Inuit language and images on television is
important for their children and for educating outsiders about Inuit perspectives (Berger
1995h:188).

Whereas Zacharias Kunuk and Igloolik Isuma Productions have been very successful in the
film industry, other northern filmmakers have struggled to produce their films. The
filmmakers in Nunavut decided to band together to support their emerging industry, forming
Ajjiit; the Nunavut Media Association. Recent examples of First Nation film productions are
Older than America (2008) and Unikkausivut: Sharing Our Stories (2011). A co-production
between indigenous organizations and the National Film Board of Canada, Unikkausivut is a
collection of (archival) films offered in Inuktitut that sheds light on narratives told by Inuit
peoples themselves. Not only in Canada, but also in Alaska successful productions emanating
from joint initiatives which have been presented at film festivals partly because many Alaska
Natives now have wealth from their for-profit corporations and some of them are media and
public relations companies. Moreover, there is a proliferation of public and commercial radio
and television networks and Alaskan radio stations are available in contemporary Alaska,

such as the National Public Radio and Public Broadcasting Corporation which have networks
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of local stations — both radio and TV in every community and support local production.
Alaskan radio stations are available with general programming as well as with local native
programming — for example, the Alaska Public Radio Network (APRN) which is heard every
day throughout Alaska and has had a series designed to feature every single Alaska village on
the APRN network.

Although the need for indigenous television programming has been recognized for some years
and progress in its development has been made, the impact of southern-based media on
Aboriginal culture is still a concern, as expressed at the 2002 Inuit Circumpolar Conference
(Wilkin 2002). Kuupik Kileist, the chair of the special commission on communications, argued
that southern media can be a destabilizing force in the Arctic because of its enormous power
to shape public opinion. He cited the collapse of the seal industry in Canada following a

southern media campaign as an example (Wilkin 2002).

Newspapers in printed form exist in most of the larger northern communities in Alaska and
the Canadian Arctic, but in recent years electronic news media have also flourished, since the
use of the internet has become more common. The distance between northern communities
remains great, and transportation can be unreliable due to harsh weather conditions.
According to Zimmerman et al. (2000), the internet is both “a blessing and a curse for
indigenous people”: while the lack of control and censorship allows indigenous people to
represent themselves as they see fit, it also allows 