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Plate 1
Simon Quassa from the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation relaxing with a ringed seal in 

the foreground after a day of filming seals for a documentary, 1988.
Photo: Michael Bravo
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Plate 2
Pudlo Pudlat, Aeroplane, 1976. 

Reproduced with the permission of Dorset Fine Arts
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Plate 4
Nathalie Grenzhaeuser, Kapp Amsterdam, 2007, from the series The Construction of 

the Quiet Earth. LightJet print, Diasec matte, 120 x 160 cm, edition 5 & 2 AP

Plate 3
Nathalie Grenzhaeuser, Hotellneset, 2007, from the series 
The Construction of the Quiet Earth. LightJet print, Diasec 

matte, 120 x 160 cm, edition 5 & 2 AP
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Plate 6
Nuclear icebreaker Yamal on its way to the North Pole carrying 100 tourists

Photo: Wofratz/Wikimedia Commons

Plate 5
Hunters survey the sea ice off the coast of Igloolik, 1988.

Photo: Michael Bravo
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Plate 8
“The Lab,” or Eastern Arctic Research Center, Igloolik, constructed in 1975.  The effort to involve the 
community in Arctic science included a competition to give the laboratory a local name. The winning 

entry recognized the building’s resemblance to a Snowy Owl, 1988. Photo: Michael Bravo

Plate 7
Green, modular, futuristic Arctic icebreaker concept from Setting the 

Course: Sustainable Arctic Shipping, Courtesy of DNV 2010.



Arctic Geopolitics & Autonomy

9

Plate 9
Arctic Perspective exhibition, HMKV at PHOENIX Halle Dortmund, June 18 – October 10, 2010. 

Curated by Inke Arns, Matthew Biederman, Marko Peljhan. Photo: Nejc Trošt

Plate 10
Arctic Perspective exhibition, HMKV at PHOENIX Halle Dortmund, 

June 18 – October 10, 2010. Curated by Inke Arns, Matthew Biederman, Marko 
Peljhan. Photo: Thomas Wucherpfennig, www.laborb.de 
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On the European Community agenda, 
Arctic geopolitics are “in,” while sealskins 
are officially “out.” Hardly a day passes 
without yet another news story about a 
race for resources in the Arctic. The states 
with waterfronts on the Arctic Ocean— 
Canada, Denmark, Norway, Russia, and 
the United States—have been largely 
cooperating to settle their low-level 
boundary issues and to meet United Na-
tions deadlines for submitting surveys of 
their continental shelves. The prospect of 
exploiting new oil and natural gas energy 
reserves for G8 markets is redefining the 
Arctic as a strategic environment. The 
promise of a practical northern sea route 
over Russia brought about by diminishing 
sea ice is turning the attention of power-
ful Asian shipping states northward. Our 
contributing specialist on geopolitics to 
this volume, Lassi Heininen, thinks that 
the Arctic is experiencing a profound set 
of political, economic, and environmental 
changes, which other experts agree con-
stitute a “state change” in the Arctic itself.1

In the face of global environmental 
concern, there is a grave danger that the 
autonomy of ordinary people who actu-
ally live in the Arctic is being sidelined by 
much more powerful strategic interests. 
The inhabited Arctic is no less interna-
tional in its politics and economics than 
the rest of the world. There is, however, 
an enormous gulf separating the experi-
ence and understanding of those who 
live in the Arctic and those who do not 

but are employed to advise or lobby for 
regulating it.

In late 2009 I was approached by 
the organizers of the Arctic Perspective 
Initiative, a transnational art, science, and 
culture collaboration, to edit a collection 
of essays to situate their project in its 
geopolitical context. Collaborating peri-
odically with artists has previously been 
important in the development of my own 
work. My debts to Inuit artists go back to 
1988 when, having finished my training as 
a satellite communications engineer, I met 
Zacharias Kunuk in Igloolik, a small Inuit 
community in Nunavut that is now the 
principal site of this project. Kunuk, an in-
ternationally acclaimed video-maker, has 
throughout his artistic career resisted po-
litical affiliation, a position grounded in his 
anticolonial politics. My working collabo-
ration with Kunuk has, for my part, been 
a source of intellectual freedom rooted 
in dialogue about landscape, history, and 
decolonization. The central premise in this 
book, that competing spatial narratives 
about the Arctic can be embodied and 
performed by using technologies to create 
autonomy, owes a significant debt to my 
conversations with Kunuk about telecom-
munications and storytelling. Readers 
will recognize that the spatial narratives 
privileged in this book are not necessarily 
those that sit easily alongside traditional 
geopolitical writing. 

While universities can encourage 
independent political critique, just as 
many researchers appear comfortable to 
be aligned with or sponsored by geopo-
litical interests. Intellectual freedom asks 
that we are reflexive and transparent in 
applying our critiques to our own politics. 
Recognizing the political conditions of 
one’s own freedoms is the precondition 

1
Alun Anderson, After the Ice: Life, 
Death, and Geopolitics in the New 
Arctic (New York, 2009); Oran Young, 
“Whither the Arctic? Conflict or 
Cooperation in the Circumpolar North, 
Polar Record 45, no. 1 (2008), pp. 73–82 

Introduction
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for building political autonomy capable of 
resisting exploitation and repression. With 
that spirit of reflection in mind, this book 
is a work-in-progress reflecting a set of 
ongoing conversations between a small 
number of artists, indigenous peoples, 
scholars, and journalists. 

Collaboration with the arts has a 
critical role to play in Arctic geopolitics. 
Thinking geographically first and foremost 
is an act of spatial and visual imagination. 
The public imagination of the Arctic is 
guided and framed by map projections, 
satellite imagery, photographs, and other 
forms of visual representation. Visual 
languages contain arguments, conceal 
interests, and highlight positions and 
perspectives. The role that different visual 
grammars and syntaxes play in shaping 
debates about the Arctic deserves more 
critical enquiry. 

The Arctic Perspective Initiative 
(API) comprises an international group 
of individuals and non-profit organiza-
tions, including HMKV (Germany), Projekt 
Atol (Slovenia), C-TASC (Canada), Lorna 
(Iceland), and the Arts Catalyst (UK). It 
aims to move beyond the dominant visual 
discourses in the geopolitics of the Arctic 
through a series of interventions in media 
and communications technologies in col-
laboration with people in the community 
of Igloolik, and other small settlements, in 
Canada’s High Arctic. 

Igloolik hosts a permanent popula-
tion of only 1,500 people, but it has for 
centuries been a crossroads and meeting 
place for Inuit peoples or miut. Compa-
rable to a caravanserai on the Silk Road, 
Igloolik was a node along a network of 
trails, traditionally known for regrouping, 
resting, eating, socializing. The confluence 

of trails around Igloolik span the width of 
the Canadian Arctic, and perhaps further 
to Alaska and Greenland.2

The “media-centric” approach of the 
API lead artists Marko Peljhan and Mat-
thew Biederman is a collaborative, artistic, 
and technological response to Igloolik’s 
own considerable arts and media his-
tory. Peljhan has come to Igloolik with a 
history of having explored how autonomy 
can be performed through technological 
experiments that have traveled to different 
kinds of extreme environments, initially 
setting out from his own country, Slove-
nia, around the time of its independence, 
which was replete with its own complexi-
ties of ethnicity and belonging.

In the volume’s opening and closing 
essays, Nicola Triscott and Lassi Heininen 
identify a paradox of representation in the 
Arctic. The “political character” of tech-
nology, Triscott reminds us (cf. Langdon 
Winner), means that industrial technolo-
gies have shaped how large parts of the 
Arctic are governed, lived, and imagined. 
Yet in surveying the media, popular cul-
ture, and the arts in relation to the Arctic, 
Triscott observes that representations 
are overwhelmingly fixated with strik-
ing images of ice and polar bears, to the 
exclusion of any political complexities. 
Heininen observes that with few excep-
tions the dominant discourses of Arctic 
geopolitics are blind to the reality of the 
Arctic as an inhabited region in which 
communities have forged their livelihoods 
out of flexible and intimate relationships 
with their ecosystems; yet both peoples 
and ecosystems are repeatedly trivialized 
in both geopolitics and the arts. 

Counteracting historical amnesia 
and contemporary self-interest and indif-
ference goes to the heart of these essays. 
Together with the Arctic Perspective 
Initiative, they aim to ground perspectives 
on politics and art in technological inter-
ventions (that include broadband com-
munications, environmental monitoring, 
satellite observation, video documentary 

2
Mapping and interpreting the histori-
cal network of Inuit trails across the 
High Arctic lands, coasts, and seas of 
North America is part of an ongoing 
collaborative project—The Inuit North-
west Passage Laboratory, directed by 
Claudio Aporta and Michael Bravo.
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—and writing) by making them embod-
ied, geographically anchored to a specific 
strategic indigenous place, and politically 
self-aware.

My own essay shows how a his-
tory of interventions around technolo-
gy have been critical in shaping ideas 
about Inuit autonomy and skill. Displays 
and performances of hunting equipment 
and techniques have cemented Igloolik’s 
reputation as a site of a particular kind 
of traditional culture. Skills like kayak-
ing that embody “autonomous masculin-
ity” have fascinated ethnographic observ-
ers and served as a common currency 
for men to build relationships across cul-
tural boundaries. However, this particu-
lar gendered rendering of autonomy is a 
two-edged sword. Nineteenth and twen-
tieth century collectors and naturalists 
reckoned that hunting instruments were 
the measure of a society’s rank, progress, 
and evolution. The classification systems 
of indigenous peoples into fixed cultural 
and spatial hierarchies, based on appar-
ent technological sophistication, have had 
such a profound impact on popular and 
elite political imaginations as to construct 
lasting geopolitical barriers to indigenous 
political participation. In truth, Igloolik is 
a terrific place to find people rich in ideas 
and willing to experiment and innovate. 
What is, however, profoundly challenging 
for Inuit is to overcome the dysfunctional 
economic structure that has made north-
ern Canada a provider of wealth and sov-
ereignty for powerful elites in southern 
Canada, with a culture of dependence in 
return. As well as being a source of imag-
ination and survival, technology then, 
when wrongly used, has created a deep 
structural legacy that has excluded indig-
enous peoples from full political and eco-
nomic participation.

One significant question for the API 
to ask is what kind of spatial politics at the 
community level would produce a more 
just international order for the indigenous 
peoples of the Arctic. Recognizing the 

considerable political achievements of the 
Permanent Participants (indigenous orga-
nizations) in the Arctic Council as well as 
national organizations like the Inuit Tapiriit 
Kanatami, what kind of roles can commu-
nities play? Specifically, are there commu-
nity-specific ways of experimenting with 
technology that suggest alternative politi-
cal spatial orders? The strength of indig-
enous technology and the arts—they are 
essentially inseparable—across much of 
the Arctic should be a source of real opti-
mism.

It’s interesting then, as Katarina Sou-
kup explains, to think about the Internet 
and digital broadcasting in terms that can 
be described as indigenous geopolitics. 
Eva Aariak, now the Premier of Nunavut, 
coined the term ikiaqqivik for “Internet” 
in the Inuktitut language, meaning “trav-
eling through layers.” Inuit have tradition-
ally conceived of their cosmology in very 
spatial terms, drawing concentric circles 
around the earth up to the heavens. The 
advent of broadband communications can 
enable northern people to compress time 
and space (as shamans in the past had 
done) and to live at the speed dictated 
by international markets and exchanges. 
More importantly, the much richer multi-
media capacities enabled by broadband 
open up the discursive space for commu-
nicating indigenous perspectives through 
technological performances and represen-
tations that are much more sympathetic to 
their cultural values. Because these tech-
nologies are not so narrowly textual, Sou-
kup explains, they provide a means to ar-
ticulate complex expressions of historical 
and political thinking that were previ-
ously denied by the cultural conservatism, 
or perhaps ethnocentrism, of histories 
wedded to the written word.  

Here projects like the API can 
contribute to community-based spatial 
politics and priorities that are surprisingly 
close to home. Zacharias Kunuk grew 
up at his family outpost camp, Siuraarjuk, 
on the other side of the Ikiq, about 
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fifteen miles across the sea from Igloolik. 
The power of the API “media-centric” 
approach was beautifully demon-
strated through a live real-time conversa-
tion about contemporary nomadism be-
tween Kunuk and Biederman at Siuraarjuk, 
and a panel of artists, authors, and cura-
tors at a public API event hosted by the 
Canadian High Commission in London, in 
May 2010. Kunuk and the panelists dis-
cussed the significance of access to new 
technologies for the next generation of In-
uit. The successful satellite-linked conver-
sation raised an obvious question: why 
is high-bandwidth digital telecommunica-
tions access not always available through-
out northern Canada rather than just in the 
centers of habitation? These other spac-
es of tundra, coast, and sea are the Inuit 
Arctic, and in the new logic of the cross-
platform digital world not being digitally 
connected increasingly implies econom-
ic marginalization. No wonder Kunuk’s top 
priority is to have a full media center capa-
bility at his traditional camp. The contrib-
utors agree: new media technologies are 
essential for maintaining the vitality of nar-
ratives that give places meaning.

Since narratives lie so close to the 
heart of northern indigenous societies, 
it is tempting to ask how far they really 
can reach into the geopolitical domains 
of state-dominated power. David Turn-
bull invites us to pose the question differ-
ently and with profound implications. It’s 
not that technologies carry narratives to 
new and difficult places. Narratives, he ex-
plains, are themselves technologies by 
which societies have for millennia navigat-
ed. The special quality of narratives, he ar-
gues, is that they are uniquely suited for 
traveling because they are able to hold 
complex combinations of knowledge in 
tension—and therefore together.

In keeping with the spirit of API, 
Turnbull’s account is itself a story about 
the stories we tell of human movement 
out of Africa and around the world. High-
lighting the role of movement in the ways 

we have come to know the world, he ar-
gues, destabilizes the dominant narrative 
of the journey out of Africa culminating in 
the sedentary civilization of Western Eu-
rope. Instead, he brings to the fore the last 
two great feats of human exploration— 
the Polynesian occupation of the Pacific 
and the Eskimo occupation of the Arctic. 
His essay contends that not only were the 
Eskimos and the Polynesians making real 
voyages of discovery, moving into liter-
ally unknown and unoccupied regions, 
they also developed socio-technical com-
plexes enabling them to move in extreme-
ly difficult environments that are still cen-
tral to their cultural identities today.

Technology complexes are social, 
cognitive, material, and narratological; 
these are the basis of the complex adap-
tive systems that have enabled no-
madic peoples to live strategically and 
flexibly. The absence of these quali-
ties and the considerable reliance of the 
world’s major economies on systems of 
standardized, mono-crop agrarian soci-
eties is conversely reflected in a loss of 
flexibility and responsiveness that endan-
gers our capacity to survive unprecedent-
ed change. Finally, we return to Lassi Hei-
ninen’s explicitly geopolitical reflections 
as he calls for an environmental “awak-
ening” as the Arctic becomes more tight-
ly coupled than ever with the rest of the 
globe. Can we learn from the kinds of me-
dia experiments in narrative taking place 
in Igloolik and elsewhere? Can internation-
al discussions about the Arctic environ-
ment move beyond political lobbying and 
jockeying for position of familiar vested in-
terests? Our narratives and collective self-
understanding enabled us to prosper in 
Polynesia and the Arctic. Do we have the 
narrative technologies for equitable shar-
ing that will enable us to navigate through 
uncharted waters in the coming decades 
and perhaps centuries?

Michael Bravo 
with Nicola Triscott
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Heading north toward the pole, disparate worlds collide. High-
tech electronic fortresses and entrenchments are sited here, 
and submarines glide beneath the ice. Oil extraction plants, 
mines, launch sites, and nuclear reactors dot the fringes of the 
Arctic landmasses, interspersed with scientific research sta-
tions and remote settlements. On this harsh, sparsely populated 
landscape, people still live, travel, and hunt across the softening 
tundra and sea ice. Livelihoods have profoundly changed since 
these technological structures came to the North, and now the 
impact of global warming threatens further change.

In the Arctic Perspective exhibition (ill. p.20) at the PHOE-
NIX Halle in Dortmund,1 the visitor enters through a darkened 
gallery, divided into two anechoic chambers. In each chamber, 
to either side of the viewer, lurk model submarines—one side, 
Russian, the other, American. The soundtrack in these rooms 
is of Inuit throat singing (kattajaq), a duet in which two women 
engage in a vocal contest to see who can outlast the other. The 
Arctic was the front line for the cold war, and it is still, it has 
been argued, an arena of tension. Interest in the high latitudes 
of the North has sharpened in recent times because of climate 
change and the need for energy and mineral resources. 

Where the development, use, and trajectory of technol-
ogy leads society is a critical issue anywhere in the world, but it 
has a particular urgency in the Arctic, where military, commer-
cial, and political stakes are high. These stakes are amplified 
by the technological demands linked to the extreme climate. 
In this essay, I look at the cultural and political character of 
technology in the Arctic, through the lens of investigations and 
representations in the work of contemporary artists, to explore 
how they and nonaligned citizens, more broadly, are interven-
ing in the politics of technology. I want to consider the signifi-
cance of these interventions in relation to ideas of nomadism 
and autonomy in contemporary culture and the specific milieu 
of indigenous Arctic people’s lives.

 
The “political character” of technology—as it has been termed 
by Langdon Winner—in the Arctic has tended to be shaped by 
forces controlled by strategic interests and commercial exploi-
tation, rather than by the needs of the peoples of the Arctic or 
by the challenges presented by climate change. 

In the Canadian High Arctic, Inuit societies—the small 
societies or miut groups of clusters of extended families within 
the Inuit world—for many centuries followed traditional patterns 
of a subsistence-led life that moved between well-known camps 
according to the seasons and the movements of the animal 
populations they were reliant on. Inuit long ago developed so-
phisticated technologies for surviving an environment that pro-
vided food, clothing, and shelter to satisfy all their needs, and 

1
The Arctic Perspective 
exhibition documents 
the work of the Arctic 
Perspective Initiative 
(API). PHOENIX Halle, 
Dortmund, June 18 to 
October 10, 2010. Orga-
nized by HMKV and the 
API partners.
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yet was also tinged by uncertainty and dangers that required 
respect and constant observation. By the early twentieth cen-
tury, whalers and missionaries had traveled north into the High 
Arctic from Labrador and west from Greenland, bringing with 
them new materials and technologies—ships, guns, medicines, 
and luxury goods—as well as new laws, Bibles, and diseases. 
All of these were to exert a deep and lasting impact on Inuit. 
They showed themselves to be accomplished at adopting new 
technologies for their own needs and taking advantage of new 
economic opportunities.

The strategic importance of the Arctic for Canada’s sover-
eignty grew in the decades following the First World War. The 
Arctic landscape for Inuit was traditionally a highly complex but 
well known network of trails across land, sea, and ice. It had 
been regarded by maritime powers as a maze of islands and 
channels, open at one moment and inaccessible at the next. The 
arrival of modern aircraft, however, heralded the promise of a 
new era of visibility and access from the air. Governments built 
airbases and radar stations in the Arctic to monitor the military 
movements of rival states, and new permanent settlements 
were developed around them. In the nineteen-sixties the gov-
ernment of Canada decided that all Inuit children should attend 
schools (and these schools emphasized different cultural tradi-
tions) and be enrolled in the principal institutions of the welfare 
state. Through incentives most Inuit were forced to vacate their 
traditional camps in order to meet the obligations that increas-
ingly were attached to the settlements: wage labor, healthcare, 
and schools.

Across the Arctic Circle, Russia—and formerly, the Soviet 
Union—has long been northward looking and has regarded 
Siberia and the Russian Arctic as strategically important to 
the security of its heartland. Before World War II, the Soviet 
Union established many meteorological and radio stations in 
the Arctic. The Soviet Union placed military-industrial assets in 
the North, and this is the main reason why the Russian Arctic is 
so populated compared with the Canadian North. The ice-free 
waters surrounding the port of Murmansk gave it unique impor-
tance as the home of the Soviet Northern Fleet. 

Energy and mineral resources have been key to the 
intense interest of Arctic-adjoining states in the High North. In 
the nineteen-sixties, the Canadian Arctic became the focus of 
an intensive search for oil, natural gas, and minerals. Oil fields 
were discovered in Alaska and on Canada’s Ellesmere Island, 
accelerating efforts to explore further. Around the same period, 
huge reserves were also discovered in western Siberia. The So-
viet Union constructed pipelines and created industrial centers 
for oil exploration and extraction, the beginning of economic 
dependence on exports from the region. The impact of the oil 
industry had a great impact on indigenous peoples across the 
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Circumpolar Arctic: in Canada, Scandinavia, Russia, and Siberia. 
In Siberia, the Khanty, traditional hunters and reindeer herders 
and once the ethnic majority in the region, are now a small minor-
ity among the settlers and migrant workers in the oil rich republic. 
Their once clean wilderness has been polluted by oil and dam-
aged through deforestation, undermining the resilience of their 
traditional ways of life. 

Another significant area of technological development in 
the Arctic is maritime transportation, driven by both commercial 
and strategic imperatives. The USA, Canada, and Russia have all 
been active in employing coastguard icebreakers, government 
research vessels, or military submarines to patrol the region. 
Commercial ships in the Arctic range from small fishing ves-
sels to large cruise ships to gigantic container ships. The major 
shipping lanes currently run along the Norwegian coast into the 
Barents Sea and around the Kola Peninsula of northwest Russia. 
As global warming reduces the extent of multiyear Arctic sea 
ice, new shipping routes over northern Russia are opening up, 
while some local and north-south routes in northern Canada are 
becoming more navigable.

The Arctic is also a significant platform for science. During 
the International Geophysical Year (1957–58), more than 300 Arc-
tic stations were established by northern countries. A major focus 
of scientific attention now, of course, is the effect of global warm-
ing on the cryosphere, and the impact of retreating glaciers, col-
lapsing ice shelves, and shrinking concentrations of sea ice on the 
interlocking terrestrial, atmospheric, and ocean climate systems. 

Despite this complex and inhabited technological landscape, 
representations of the Arctic in the media, popular culture, and 
the arts have tended to draw a rather different picture. Striking 
images of collapsing glaciers and polar bears adrift on icebergs in 
the media have shaped many people’s perceptions of the Arctic 
as a remote, challenging, beautiful, and fragile expanse of ice 
sheet. This Arctic of the imagination occupies an important place 
in the thinking of many who will never go there, but it is also 
perpetuated by many who have. Rarely, despite the increasing 
interest in the Arctic, does the political complexity of the region 
find visual representation as a contested arena of aspirations—a 
fragile set of ecosystems that are simultaneously a storehouse of 
resources, both renewable and nonrenewable, a transport zone 
and a theater for military operations, as well as homelands to 
dozens of different indigenous groups.

I can think of many artworks by artists who have visited 
the North in recent years that reinforce the perception of a 
uniform landscape dominated by ice, stark beauty, and empti-
ness. I include some of those who have visited the Arctic with a 
specific and well-meaning “climate change” brief. However, in 
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recent years there has been a growing number of artists’ works 
that recognize a more complex situation in which the Arctic is 
understood as a territory with a history of large-scale scientific 
and technological experimentation and industrial exploitation. 
Oil exploration, mining, nuclear testing, cold war surveillance 
stations, advanced research installations, scientific and mete-
orological stations, and military bases in the Arctic region have 
all been the focus of attention, as have the impacts of these 
technologies on the Arctic’s ecosystems. These are forming a 
group of works that counterbalance the body of representations 
depicting the Arctic as a parade of melting icebergs. 

Nathalie Grenzhaeuser’s photographic series The 
Construction of the Quiet Earth, 2007, (plates 3 & 4 p. 6, ills. 
p. 25) confronts us with the industrial transformation of the 
Arctic landscape. The photographs were taken in the Arctic 
archipelago of Svalbard. They show infrastructure from its 
mining history and modern scientific and research facilities. 
Grenzhaeuser’s photographs are neither simple nor passive 
documentaries. Single moments and parts of the landscape 
are digitally recombined and over-layered. While giving an 
impression of beauty, with striking skies and wind-blown 
landscapes, the contrast of man-made industrial plants and 
high technology with cold, seemingly inhospitable landscapes 
is unsettling. Man is here, but not in human form, his presence 
detected from stark structures, metal buildings perched 
precariously on icy slopes, containers strewn across a plain, 
large pieces of machinery, bleak impersonal huts, high-tech 
satellite dishes, and strange domes scanning the skies.

The theme of industrial exploitation of the land is taken 
up in the Center for Land Use Interpretation’s (CLUI) exhibition 
The Trans-Alaska Pipeline (ill. top p. 26). CLUI is a nonprofit 
research and education organization studying the nature and 
extent of human interaction with the landscape in North Amer-
ica. Without being explicitly critical, CLUI artists produce de-
tailed photographic evidence and other forms of documentation 
of contested sites—nuclear test sites, military installations, oil 
fields. CLUI’s Trans-Alaska Pipeline exhibition was an extensive 
series of photographs and maps examining in detail the four-
foot wide, 800 mile-long pipe, which spans the entire state from 
top to bottom, bringing the entirety of oil extracted from Prud-
hoe Bay in the Arctic Circle—the largest oil field in the United 
States—to market. The pipeline, the exhibit explains, “created 
overland access across the Last Frontier . . . and brought bil-
lions of dollars to natives, Alaskan residents, construction work-
ers, and, of course, the oil companies.”

Several artists have looked at the legacy and contemporary 
existence of military technologies in the Arctic. Charles Stank-
ievech’s The DEW Project, 2009 (ill. bottom p. 26), for example, 
is a multimedia work inspired by the joint US-Canadian military 
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Nathalie Grenzhaeuser, Schmelze, 2007, from the series 
The Construction of the Quiet Earth. LightJet print, Diasec 

matte, 120 x 160 cm, edition 5 & 2 AP

Nathalie Grenzhaeuser, Zuckerhut, 2007, from the series 
The Construction of the Quiet Earth. LightJet print, Diasec matte, 120 x 160 cm, edition 5 & 2 AP
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Center for Land Use Interpretation, The Trans-Alaska Pipeline. 

Charles Stankievech, The DEW Project, field Installation at the 
Yukon and Klondike River confluence, 2008.
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radar network, Distant Early Warning Line. This was a system of 
radar stations in the far northern Arctic region of Canada, with 
additional stations along the north coast and islands of Alaska, 
the Faroe Islands, Greenland, and Iceland. The DEW Line was set 
up to detect incoming Soviet bombers during the cold war. The 
field installation component of Stankievech’s project featured 
a geodesic dome on the frozen confluence of the Yukon and 
Klondike Rivers, a remote sculptural installation which also acted 
as a distant listening station, allowing people to listen to the river 
flow and ice shifting via submerged hydrophones, and broad-
casting those sounds via radio station and the Internet. 

Another of CLUI’s projects documents Thule airbase in 
Greenland. This isolated American outpost is the largest, north-
ernmost community on the planet, home to 1,100 people, all 
of whom live and work at the base. Built in 1951 as a refueling 
station for American bombers, Thule airbase caused the forced 
relocation of Inuit to the neighboring location of Qanaaq. Thule 
exists today to support two radar and telemetry stations and a 
long runway capable of servicing large military aircraft. CLUI’s 
aim is to make a documentation project, with little critical inter-
pretation, leaving the viewers to form their own interpretations 
and opinions. 

In those spaces beyond our familiar world, such as those 
of advanced technology, the polar regions, oceans, and deep 
space—where cultural imaginaries have long competed with 
more factual reports—we are perhaps as apt to believe the 
storytellers as the scientists or spokesmen. In 2009, the Palais 
de Tokyo in Paris organized the exhibition Gakona, featuring 
artworks by Micol Assaël, Ceal Floyer, Laurent Grasso, and 
Roman Signer, which played with facts, rumor, science, and 
imagination surrounding modern technology. Gakona is a village 
in Alaska, home to the American HAARP research program 
(High-frequency Active Auroral Research Program), which 
studies the transmission of electricity in the uppermost portion 
of the atmosphere. HAARP is surrounded by a cloud of rumor 
and conspiracy theory; its forest of antennas have been blamed 
for disrupting climate, beaming hazardous electromagnetic 
waves, influencing human behavior, and feared as an advanced 
weaponry, able to disrupt weather and communications over 
large parts of the planet. Laurent Grasso’s work HAARP for the 
Gakona exhibition looked very like the field of antennas at the 
Gakona facility, a large construction of metal poles and wires, 
connected to black boxes on the floor. Visitors were not allowed 
to enter the room, although the antennas were apparently not 
connected to receivers. Was this to elicit a frisson of paranoia, 
simply to avoid damage, or to echo the discourse of security 
that surrounds many modern technological installations?

In contrast, Bureau d’Études, a French art collective spe-
cializing in mapmaking, produced a map that purports to offer a 
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factual and objective display of military and industrial activity in 
the Arctic, Conquête du Grand Nord, for the @rt Outsiders fes-
tival in 2009. The map shows military bases, nuclear reactors, 
radar stations, posts, sites of nuclear tests, mines, oil extraction 
plants, and polluted areas. 

Two films by the Russian artist Pavel Medvedev have ex-
plored the impact of technology and industrialization on people 
living in the Russian Arctic. Medvedev makes short yet complex 
and intensely visual documentary portraits of some of post-
Soviet Russia’s most isolated people and places. In his 2002 film 
Vacation in November, landscapes of white snowfields in north-
ern Russia contrast with scenes in the blackness of the region’s 
mines, seen through the headlamps of the miners. But this initial 
visual contrast between the traditional snowscapes populated 
by reindeer herders and the gritty dirt of the mining industry is 
gradually peeled away in Medvedev’s film, uncovering a more 
complex, interlinked reality. The reindeer herders, it turns out, 
are in fact miners on vacation, and at the end of their round-up 
of the reindeers, they slaughter the creatures with clubs, skin-
ning the carcasses for fur and meat. They must do this because 
the mine has cut their wages in the post-Soviet years, and they 
can no longer afford to live on their salaries alone.

Medvedev’s 2006 film On the Third Planet from the Sun 
is a haunting picture of life in the country’s Arctic Arkhangelsk 
region, where inhabitants forage in swamplands for scrap metal 
left behind from rocket launches in a region where H-bombs 
were tested. “I present ordinary people in problematic situa-
tions,” Medvedev says, “but I don’t try to elicit pity. I see these 
people as fully developed, living their lives as they find them. 
My task is to respect them and show how they are interesting. 
I dream that the lives of my characters might be better, but my 
only job is to film them. The more films like these are shown, 
the more public opinion would pressure for change.” 

Langdon Winner (1986) developed an analysis of the political 
character of technology, arguing that the physical arrangements 
of industrial production, warfare, communications, etc., have 
not only transformed the exercise of power and the experience 
of citizenship, but they have also introduced “inherently political 
technologies” which are, by their very nature, centralized or de-
centralized, egalitarian or inegalitarian, repressive or liberating.

Following this analysis, one way to look at emerging tech-
nologies is to consider the extent to which they lock people into 
certain systems or, conversely, enable users to adapt them to fit 
their own purposes, resources, knowledge, and culture. There 
are highly centralized and controlled technologies, such as cen-
tralized nuclear power and genetically modified (GM) crops, that 
offer very little, if any, flexibility for how they are used, and re-
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quire very specific infrastructures and systems to support them. 
At the other end of the spectrum, there are examples of partici-
patory technologies that provide an open platform for new sorts 
of use, such as microrenewable energy, intermediate technolo-
gies for agriculture and the Linux operating system, technolo-
gies that place control for usage and further development in the 
hands of the user (Stilgoe, 2007).

A question, therefore, that could be asked of any emerg-
ing technology is whether it is locking us into one system or 
providing scope for openness and autonomous use. Another 
is whether the technology has been developed specifically to 
benefit people—the users—or to serve commercial or military 
interests. Most science and technology is not human-centered. 
It is developed for a range of economic, military, and social 
reasons, but rarely any that put the long-term good of people in 
general and the planet as the primary objective. The operational 
framework for scientific development primarily derives from 
the strategic and commercial importance attached to advanced 
technologies, including nuclear energy/weaponry and space 
technology. The spread of technology, particularly in the devel-
oped world, then comes through a partnership between science 
and industry. Often, new technologies are developed through 
military applications, for warfare, before gradually filtering into 
civilian industries, and then into civilian use. (Chapman, Yudkin, 
1992) This can be seen in the cases of the personal computer, 
the Internet, imaging systems, and telecommunications. 

These processes seem to be out of the control of the 
wider citizenry, whose everyday lives are nonetheless shaped 
by the systems, products, and discoveries resulting from scien-
tific and technological research. The question then arises as to 
how people, encouraged to be passive in the face of powerful 
knowledge elites, can reassert some autonomy by shaping the 
content and direction of science and technology.

The strategies by which citizens have tried to affect, or 
disrupt, the centralized systems of science and technology, 
have been explored—and in some cases pioneered—by art-
ists whose work intervenes socially and politically in the public 
realm. Tactics include involvement in early stage research and 
development (which Winner identifies as the critical point for 
shaping an emerging technology), the sharing of expertise and 
knowledge between specialists and non-specialists, illegal or 
unregulated use, civil disobedience, citizen appropriation of sci-
entific and technological applications, independent or collabora-
tive development, political action, and diplomacy.

The artist Ashok Sukumaran has produced a series of 
projects developing and exploring the concept of “leakage,” the 
illegal or unregulated use of technology. He considers that an 
alternative history of many technologies could be written as a 
series of attempts, not to communicate information or transfer 



30

Arctic Geopolitics & Autonomy

benefits, but rather “to insulate, or isolate, unwanted forces or 
state or commercial secrets from others.” Often this notion of 
insulation has a practical dimension in the nature of the technol-
ogy, such as in electrical insulation or in isolating nuclear waste, 
but it also includes the commercial imperative to control the 
products of technology, and to control knowledge and exper-
tise. In all this, Sukumaran notes: “the phenomena of ‘leakage,’ 
such as the stealing of over 30% of electrical power in the In-
dian grid, or the constant stream of ‘pirate’ production of digital 
resources, exists as a continuous mirror. Power flows, leaks, 
out of the official system into various ‘illegitimate’ venues.”2

These concerns invoke questions of property, ownership 
and of access rights. Sukumaran’s work sharing_01, 2007 (ills. 
p. 31), part of his ongoing project on electricity in the urban 
environment, involved a ninth-floor resident of a block of apart-
ments on the wealthy Carter Road in Mumbai who agreed to 
“share” two electrical connections in her house with a tempo-
rary occupant of the road below. A switchboard on a wall by the 
road gave control of the electrical connections in the house and, 
on the road, a 60 watt bulb and a standing fan were located. 
The light and the fan were made available to street food ven-
dors. Passers by could also determine the “balance” between 
the two consumers. The two supplies were moderated to en-
sure that the total consumption did not exceed what the house 
would use normally. For instance, when the vendors took more 
electricity, the house received less and its lights dimmed.

Sukumaran’s project is a useful source of reflection for 
the purpose of this cahier in that it demonstrates a technology 
(the electrical system) with an infrastructure so inflexible and 
controlled that even those with the necessary wealth (the ven-
dor) cannot easily benefit from it. However, by a small artistic 
intervention and act of cooperation, the system is shared, for a 
while at least. In “real life,” the vendor would either need to join 
those members of Indian society who illegally tap the electrical 
system or set up his own generator or—in the spirit of API— 
purchase a solar panel.

“Leakage” and interception activities extend across the 
spectrum of the informal economy, from the unregulated to 
the illegal. The history of the informal economy, as with the 
history of leakage, has been integral to continuing attempts on 
the part of governments and institutions to control and regulate 
aspects of their economies, which increasingly include techno-
logical developments. No such regulation has ever been wholly 
enforceable.

Since 1993, the American arts collective Critical Art Ensem-
ble (CAE) has critiqued through its writings and artistic practice 
the processes and politics of biotechnology, one of the least 
publicly understood technologies of our time, and an area that 
is highly controlled and regulated. CAE’s actions aim to involve 

2
Ashok Sukumaran 
(unpublished, untitled, 
2008).



Nicola Triscott • Critical Art and Intervention in the Technologies of the Arctic

31

Ashok Sukumaran, sharing_01, street vendor. A dimmer switch on the promenade wall gives control 
of the two connections in the apartment, and (on the road) a 60 watt bulb and a standing fan. 

Ashok Sukumaran, sharing_01, view of the apartment, 
vendor’s cart, and the shared connections. The fan and light by the cart and in the 

apartment are circled.
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Critical Art Ensemble, Beatriz da Costa, Claire Pentecost, 
Molecular Invasion, 2002

Makrolab mkII, overhaul, Projekt Atol / Marko Peljhan, Aljaž Lavrič, 
Matevž Frančič, 1999, photo: Miha Fras
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people in the routine processes of biotechnology, to let them see 
and use them, and realize that they can understand biotechnol-
ogy if they wish and can participate in the discourse around it. 

One key area in which CAE aims to stir debate is the ap-
propriation of food production systems by major corporations, 
specifically by the promotion and distribution of genetically 
modified (GM) food systems. In their performance work Free 
Range Grain, 2003–4, CAE constructed a portable, public lab, in-
viting the public to bring food products labeled as “GM-free” or 
organic and to test them to see if this really was the case (often 
it was not). In Molecular Invasion, 2002–4 (ill. top p. 32), CAE 
developed this critique into a tactical response to corporate 
agricultural biotechnology and attempted to “reverse-engineer” 
genetically modified canola, corn, and soy plants through the 
use of nontoxic chemical disrupters. In an accompanying text, 
CAE presented their critique of corporate biotechnology and 
outlined a series of “contestational biology” tactics, taking ideas 
of civil disobedience into bioscience. Contestational biology 
must be conducted, according to CAE, by directly engaging 
biology (biotechnology) itself in order to disrupt the course of 
profit back to the biotech corporations such as Monsanto.

Notions of interception and leakage, and of direct engage-
ment with technology, have been integral to some of the works 
of one of API’s lead artists Marko Peljhan.3 When Makrolab—
Peljhan’s nomadic research station developed and tested 
between 1997 and 2007 (ill. bottom p. 32)—was installed for 
the first time in 1997 at the exhibition Documenta X in Kassel, 
the lab residents using its broadcasting and receiving aerials, 
tapped into communications, routed via international Inmarsat 
tele-communication satellites, capturing private telephone con-
versations, satellite-controlled navigation systems, and military 
and economic communications. 

Makrolab, as an idea, was born in 1994 on the island of Krk, 
off the Croatian coast, with the Yugoslav civil wars raging in the 
skies. Peljhan’s initial purpose was to establish an independent, 
self-sufficient performance and research structure, an isolated 
outpost for survival and a critical reflection of the societal condi-
tions in which he and his collaborators found themselves. The 
ultimate goal was to design a system that could work in a hostile 
environment, both for humans and for technology. Makrolab 
subsequently evolved in remote and isolated areas of Scotland, 
Australia, Slovenia, Italy, and Finland, with independent research 
projects undertaken by its changing crews in the broad zones of 
telecommunications, climate, and migration patterns.

In considering his response to the changing geopolitical 
and social circumstances in Eastern Europe and the world, and 
the unveiling of previously invisible divisions and political pref-
erences, Peljhan became interested in the process of “conver-
sion.” This is the way in which military-industrial technologies 

3
Marko Peljhan and 
Matthew Biederman set 
up the Arctic Perspective 
Initiative in 2007.
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gradually filter into the civilian domain. Peljhan set out to short-
circuit this process and convert these technologies for tactical 
and artistic/media use.

Interested in radio and telecommunications, and research-
ing military strategy, Peljhan has been particularly aware of sur-
veillance technologies and the ability of intelligence specialists 
to monitor the communications infrastructure and to precisely 
locate, record, and analyze much of what was being done in 
the electromagnetic spectrum. He has noted, too, that tele-
communication laws and the interests of telecommunications 
monopolies tend to suppress new and independent media. He 
has developed a critical and practical interest in setting up au-
tonomous communications networks for artists and progressive 
social advocates. Radio is key to his research: he founded and 
coordinates the Insular Technologies initiative, which proposed 
an autonomous high frequency radio network long before the 
advent of wireless Internet. As long ago as 1997, he suggested 
building a global independent satellite telecommunications 
network, an alternative to the Intelsat system. His interests have 
extended logically into developing citizen surveillance and sens-
ing strategies, and have found a new home and exigency in the 
High North of Canada’s Arctic.

While the tactics of artists and those interested in social 
change have frequently focused on empowering people by giv-
ing them information about technologies and access to them, 
increasing access to knowledge and information does not auto-
matically enhance democracy. Genuine democracy, as Winner 
understood, involves the pursuit of common ends through 
discussion, deliberation, and collective decision-making. An 
additional tactic suggested by Bruno Latour in his book The 
Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy 
is the ancient art of diplomacy. Latour explains that there will 
always be conflicting versions of reality among different groups 
of people and deliberates about how this situation can best 
be handled. He suggests that diplomacy—the management of 
communications and relationships between nations or groups, 
or, in its modern form, the skill of resolving differences through 
agreement and harmony, provides one workable method. 

API works with this notion of diplomacy on two levels: 
first, in its methodology it adopts an inclusive and open working 
strategy with the people of the Arctic. Second, it introduces free 
and open media systems to help enable indigenous peoples 
of the North to communicate directly between themselves and 
with people in the South.

Traditional technologies of indigenous Arctic peoples were de-
signed for a flexible, nomadic lifestyle. Their technologies were 
mobile, resilient to harsh conditions, adaptable to changing 
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circumstances, and dependent on sharing skills, resources, and 
knowledge throughout the extended family and society. Within 
the span of just a few generations, Inuit communities have 
undergone a huge transition. New settled living and working ar-
rangements, technologies, education, and commercial systems 
brought wholesale by external institutions have changed and 
threatened Inuit traditions, customs, skills, and languages. 

Inuit and other indigenous Arctic people have adapted to 
these new circumstances and technological systems. Many Inuit 
have—as Michael Bravo notes—become accomplished techno-
philes, actively incorporating and adapting new technologies 
into their everyday lives. Rifles and snowmobiles are frequently 
cited examples, but the Inuit appropriation and development of 
broadcasting and filmmaking to sustain and promote their own 
culture and interests are also notable interventions in the poli-
tics of technology.4 Likewise, Lassi Heininen has observed how 
indigenous groups have organized themselves using technolo-
gies associated with institutions of law and diplomacy to exert 
pressure on governments and corporations in support of their 
interests.

Despite these rapid changes to the fabric of their societies, 
Inuit have remained closely tied to the land. When the oppor-
tunity arises, some Inuit still leave their communities and live 
out on the land for a time. As Katarina Soukup’s essay demon-
strates, there is a very active interest in utilizing new technolo-
gies that can enhance and enable a “contemporary nomadism,” 
the ability to move, work, and live on the land while remaining 
in contact with communities and having access to new media 
and environment-monitoring technologies.

In recent decades, the concept of “nomadism” has had a 
popular makeover in contemporary culture and cultural stud-
ies, in North American literature as well as in the European 
avant garde. Contemporary notions of nomadism include the 
perpetual traveler and the “technomad”—a nomadic cyber 
lifestyle. The use of the “nomadic” as a discourse—whether 
philosophical, literary, technological, or physical—involves a 
rejection of borders and boundaries, and a move to escape the 
confines of fixed identities of nationality, religion, economic 
status, or gender. In their book A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles 
Deleuze and Pierre-Félix Guattari refer frequently to the idea of 
philosophical nomadism: a line of enquiry and approach that 
requires an ability to think outside of the dominant structure. 
Those who move from one place to another, who do not “be-
long” in any one physical space, those who refuse to accept 
the conditions of the State, those who subvert—these embody 
Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “nomadology.” More than a 
lifestyle choice, Deleuze and Guattari saw nomadology as an 
alternative approach to understanding the history of civiliza-
tion, providing multiple narratives and suggesting an alternative 

4
In the nineteen-seventies 
it was clear to Inuit 
leadership that television 
—able to fill every living 
room in the Arctic with 
images depicting southern 
attitudes, values, and 
behaviors—represented 
a new and potentially 
devastating threat to Inuit 
language and culture. 
The Inuit Broadcasting 
Corporation was set 
up as a response and, 
since 1981, has been 
making and broadcasting 
programs about Canadian 
Inuit culture for Inuit 
people in their own 
language of Inuktitut. 
In 1990, Igloolik Isuma 
Productions became 
Canada’s first Inuit 
independent film and 
TV (and now Internet) 
production company.
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history to that of territories, grand designs, and institutions in 
traditional historical narratives.

One should be very cautious in suggesting there is real 
common ground between “nomadism” as a term of the way 
of life of traditional indigenous hunting societies and the more 
recent concept of “nomadism,” but it is perhaps unsurprising 
that traditional nomadic lifestyles hold an appeal for artists, with 
their sense of autonomy rooted in a shared history of mobility 
across borders, and social values that were hostile to the use of 
coercion and interference in the affairs of others.

In the Arctic Perspective Initiative, the concept of a nom-
adology of thought and the contemporary Inuit way of life, with 
its deep ties to the land and its flexibility and adaptability, come 
together. The goal of the API project is to design and develop 
a system of mobile technologies and infrastructure to sup-
port and enhance contemporary seminomadic or seasonally-
nomadic livelihoods. This goal is underlain by utopian notions 
of autonomy, and an understanding of the social and political 
character of technology, with the knowledge that to set up sus-
tainable systems needs a structural approach that starts from 
the interests, knowledge, and lifestyles of the people for whom 
it is designed.

Indigenous Arctic people have adapted to changing 
political and environmental circumstances. They have negoti-
ated gigantic land settlements, set up cross-national political 
groups, secured high levels of self-determination in Nunavut 
and Greenland, lobbied for better land management, protected 
their own culture and language with self-run broadcasting and 
film companies, and become prominent in media coverage of 
climate change. By designing their own technological systems 
—using free and open technologies and utilizing sustainable 
energy—indigenous people of the North would be better 
placed to develop technological infrastructures that fit their 
own resources, knowledge, and cultures, and place control for 
their further development firmly in their own hands.
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Is it a truism that men, regardless of country and culture, love 
gadgets? The pleasure of using technological devices also 
seems to apply to Inuit men, at least most of those I know in 
Canada’s northeastern Arctic territory of Nunavut. And if this is 
so, perhaps “gadgets and gear” are a common pastime, even a 
shared language, for certain kinds of blokeish men from every-
where and all walks of life. Does this offer any insights into how 
men build political and cultural autonomy for their societies, 
which goes beyond conspicuous consumption?

Taking apart and repairing 85 horsepower outboard 
engines, experimenting with new pocket-size GPS receivers, 
driving bigger and badder SUVs definitely speaks to a certain 
Inuit masculinity, reflected in the kinds of activities that count 
as “work”: making, fixing, moving. This autonomous masculin-
ity carries associations of independence, mobility, and a strong 
sense of the male individual self. Locating the source of au-
tonomy in work is difficult to pin down. This is partly because 
autonomy is a theoretical concept with multiple philosophical 
meanings that evade simple definitions. For instance, does the 
autonomy in the work of a hunter reside in the skillful control 
and coordination of the human body? Or is it located in the 
work that the technological device itself is capable of perform-
ing, and then extended to the person using it? Or is this au-
tonomy more like an ironic or reflexive gesture, an aesthetic 
self-awareness  of one’s relationship to landscapes where the 
conditions are constantly changing? Perhaps in this latter sense, 
autonomy speaks to a shared sense of self-regulation and not 
something that can be bought or consumed.1 

Inuit culture has long been admired for a specific set of 
idealized hunting technologies. If you imagine peeling away the 
veneer of new industrial technologies, you may find these tech-
nologies revealed in the centuries-old craft traditions of work-
ing with the materials offered by the environment to create a 
traditional mobile, practical, insulated approach to dwelling. The 
lightness and agility of Inuit kayaks, the symmetry and insula-
tion of an expertly constructed igloo, the precision and balance 
of a harpoon head, or the sensual feel of the snow through 
the sole of waterproof sealskin boots: these are interpreted as 
expressions of a more embodied sense of autonomy that has 
existed in harmony with the environment, and has been tested 
and proven over time. Ironically this is in fact a very conserva-
tive understanding of autonomy that is at odds with the Inuit 
fascination for experimenting with technologies.

It is curious that while Inuit young and old enjoy both 
craft-based and industrial technologies, many thoughtful 
outside observers—journalists, explorers, and anthropologists 
—tend to privilege the traditional craft knowledge as authen-
tic over and above technologies of industrial origin, which 
are largely ignored or dismissed as though they were merely 

1  
Simon Schaffer, 
“Enlightened Automata,” 
William Clark et al., The 
Sciences in Enlightened 
Europe (Chicago and 
London, 1999), pp. 
126–65; Otto Mayr, 
Authority, Liberty, and 
Automatic Machinery in 
Early Modern Europe, 
1st ed. (Baltimore, 1989); 
Marshall Berman, All 
That Is Solid Melts into 
Air: The Experience of 
Modernity (New York, 
1988). 
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Arctic Passage: Inuit “canoes” hauled up on the sea ice after a morning of navigation 
and hunting. Photo: Michael Bravo, Igloolik, 1988.

Arctic Homeland: packing up after lunch on the sea ice. 
Photo: Michael Bravo, Igloolik, 1988.
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superficial and not engrained within the culture itself. However, 
my Inuit friends do not feel any less traditional in their identity 
on account of using snowmobiles and outboard engines; on the 
contrary, those who can afford them, crucially, have far greater 
mobility and access to the traditional camps where long-term 
family memory, spirits, and tradition are situated. Industrial 
technologies are essential for sustaining traditional aspects of 
identity. 

On my reading, the popular interest in traditional Inuit 
technology sits perfectly alongside traditional Inuit interest in 
industrial technology. This suggests to me that technological 
fetishism can find expression in very different kinds of autono-
mous masculinity that are asymmetrically linked. Maybe “gad-
gets and gear” are a way of breaking the ice in a cross-cultural 
conversation, something like a “Berlitz guide” for getting around 
in another culture. Those of us who find autonomy in our own 
lives through cars, PCs, mobile phones, the electricity grid, etc., 
seem to be fascinated by the “nomadic” gear of a traditional 
hunting society. Is this because we recognize something of our 
cultural selves in them, a bridge to the culture of other men? 
Perhaps we fall into the classic trap of a romantic and con-
structed sense of our own humanity’s deep history? Or perhaps 
this speaks to a deep masculine fear that when our own way 
of life totally disintegrates and we are survivors in a world like 
that described by Cormac McCarthy in The Road, the ultimate 
specialists in self-sufficiency will be the ones with the autonomy 
to soldier on. Now, as it happens, indigenous peoples of the 
Arctic all tell us that survival is the result of social connected-
ness and not skill per se; being an isolated individual, no matter 
how talented, is the certain road to death.2

What lies behind this appetite for “trading down” from 
the industrial to the artisanal, from the autonomy of living in a 
globalized world of complex industrial systems to a different 
autonomy that comes from self-reliance and skillfulness? 

The apparent recognition of verisimilitude in skill and tech-
nology across cultures has a significant history that can help us 
to unlock the wider story about the role of gender in cross-
cultural technological interventions and conversations. Nine-
teenth-century Arctic explorers in general jumped at the oppor-
tunity to try their hands at igloo-building or driving dog teams 
when encountering Inuit communities. Early twentieth-century 
polar explorers repeatedly drew on, borrowed, and transplant-
ed the techniques of northern indigenous peoples with dogs, 
sleds, caribou parkas, in executing their heroic tests of mascu-
line strength on expeditions employed at both ends of the earth 
for explicitly geopolitical aims. By the nineteen-thirties, kayaking 
was becoming a regular pastime on Arctic expeditions. Post-
war kayaking grew into a popular activity together with canoe-
ing. There is plenty of evidence then to show that the wider 

 2  
Cormac McCarthy, The 
Road (New York, 2006).
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enthusiasm for these Inuit technologies has been anything but 
casual. Inuit technologies have permeated the geopolitical ex-
pansionist goals of nation-states and have found a home at the 
core of middle-class recreation in northern countries.

Skill as a Cross-Cultural Vocabulary

The historian Michael Adas has argued that the West has used 
its modern advantages in technological development to con-
struct a dialogical divide between the West and the Rest.3 This 
is congruent with Edward Said’s thesis in Orientalism that the 
orient is primarily an act of literary and cultural imagination de-
fined by binary oppositions like masculine/feminine, dominant/
submissive, and rational/intuitive.4 The considerable scholarship 
that has since looked at Said’s work usefully reminds us that the 
way cross-cultural communication is framed, using literary de-
vices together with its aesthetic appeal, is in fact structured by 
geopolitical relations of asymmetry and inequality. That obser-
vation is highly pertinent to this discussion.

In the geopolitics of exploration, the cross-cultural pairings 
of technologies like the whaling ship and the kayak are framed 
by spatial politics in which cultures have been historically clas-
sified by technology, economics, and scale, as I shall go on to 
explain. Consider other pairings like the field station/house and 
the igloo; the rifle and the harpoon/spear; Goretex extreme-
weather clothing and caribou parkas. The pairings make sense 
because of a notion of shared function and because of a sup-
posed contrast between artisanal and industrial cultures. The 
Inuit technologies and skills that are the most collectable mirror 
the Western gaze, and are those most strongly associated with 
hunting activities. 

That is certainly not to say that Inuit women are any less 
skillful than the men. The control, knowledge, work, and self-
discipline required for preparing and sewing sealskin to make 
a waterproof boot (kamik) or a caribou skin into a winter parka 
requires knowledge and skill of the very highest order—and 
the expertise of some of the northern indigenous peoples was 
brought together and showcased by the British Museum in 
an exhibition entitled Annuraaq—Arctic Clothing from Igloolik 
(2001) curated by a team led by Jonathan King.5 Moreover it is 
seldom appreciated that a small minority of Inuit women have 
been accomplished hunters in their own right. However, this 
is not to be confused with the cultural politics of cross-cultural 
pairing or verisimilitude that I believe is closely linked to the 
valorization of hunting.

The gender of the indigenous Inuit hunter as represented 
in exploration and travel writing exists in tension: masculine by 
virtue of possessing rational qualities and the power of precise 
judgment like the explorer and soldier, but female by virtue of 

3  
Michael Adas, Machines 
as the Measure of Men: 
Science, Technology, and 
Ideologies of Western 
Dominance (Ithaca, 1990). 

4 
Edward W. Said, Oriental-
ism (New York, 1978). 

5  
Jonathan King et al., 
Arctic Clothing of North 
America: Alaska, Canada, 
Greenland (Montreal, 
2005). 
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The two Greenlanders posing with their Kayaks alongside an Expedition Aircraft plays up 
the idea of the expedition witnessing a technological encounter between tradition and 

modernity. Photo: Alfred Stephenson / Scott Polar Research Institute

“Recovering from a Rolling Kayak,” British Arctic Air Route Expeditions, 1930–31. 
Kayaking was the subject of dozens of photographs by Gino Watkins’s expedition 

reflecting the fascination and joy they derived from the skills of this Inuit technology. 
Photo: Henry Iliffe Cozens / Scott Polar Research Institute
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a submissive relationship to the male gaze of the gentleman 
ethnographic observer. And, of course, this characterization 
of gender is too crude, but I hope it suffices here to illustrate 
my argument about its importance. Following the work of Lisa 
Bloom and others, we now recognize that gender in explora-
tion entails a multiplicity of historical roles and relationships, 
particularly where sexuality, exchange, and translation come 
together to generate specific orders of trust and intimacy in 
cross-cultural communication.6 

It is worth pausing to understand why indigenous peoples’ 
traditions and livelihoods are so badly served by the ways in 
which categories of technology are routinely employed in geo-
political discourses. Political power is associated with particular 
large-scale systems of transportation and communication. Fol-
lowing Joseph Nye, I borrow the term “technological sublime” 
to refer to the particular set of masculine qualities associated 
with the use of technological rationality to produce spatial con-
trol over great distances. Nineteenth-century trans-continental 
railways or twenty-first century container ships are good ex-
amples.  

When we examine the cultural categories and hierarchies 
that inflect technological systems with meanings of power and 
gender, we can begin to  appreciate why certain long-distance 
technologies belonging to indigenous traditions are often— 
wrongly—assumed to be local or parochial. Paradoxically Inuit 
technologies are admired for their extraordinary mobility over 
great distances, and yet they are largely considered irrelevant in 
geopolitics, which is a discipline with roots in the spatial politics 
of peoples and nations. To understand more clearly how ap-
parently analogous kinds of skills are valued differently across a 
cultural divide, we need to take a step back to see the historical 
forces that have shaped ideas of culture, value, and exchange. 

The rituals of the naval officer learning to handle indig-
enous canoes or other vessels, and the indigenous hunter 
visiting the explorer’s ship were complex acts of communica-
tion and reciprocity—this was clearly understood by explorers, 
from James Cook in the South Seas (1766–1779) through to 
William Parry in the Arctic (1818–1827). The journals of explor-
ers of the European Enlightenments are infused by discussions 
of this reciprocity because it was so crucial to building and 
evaluating degrees of mutual trust in the societies they were 
visiting. Trying out each other’s watercraft, tools, and weap-
ons were opportunities to build trust and confidence, to gain 
a measure of another society, and to calibrate the presence of 
the other on their respective maps. Moreover, when trust was 
breached, as sometimes happened, miscalculations about the 
purpose, display, speed, and maneuverability of small indig-
enous craft in some cases exacted a violent toll on the survey 
vessels moored offshore. 

6  
Lisa Bloom, Gender on 
Ice: American Ideologies 
of Polar Expeditions 
(Minneapolis, 1993). 
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Let’s take a closer look at the tacit language of skill. The 
anthropologist Tim Ingold has invited us to think of skill as pos-
sessing an interiority in contrast to technology as knowledge 
being defined by exteriority; that is to say, knowledge that 
belongs to formal, rule-based systems. The politics of Ingold’s 
distinction are rooted in a critical analysis of the Industrial Revo-
lution. Therein lies the geopolitical imagination: the machinery 
of capital expropriates spatial inequalities in the distribution of 
labor, it dominates and forces out the ownership of skill found 
in the artisans; subsequently it romanticizes craft knowledge 
through the lens of nostalgia. The skill put on display in craft 
reenactments is there to show us who we are by virtue of what 
we no longer require of our industrialized selves.

The art of kayaking is embodied in a paddler’s feel for the 
water translated from his body through the supple skin frame 
of the kayak to the water, as well as through the extension and 
balance given to the body provided by the force and movement 
of the paddle. These skills are acquired through observation, 
mimicry, and trial and error, not by reading a set of instructions. 
On the other hand, many observers and collectors of ethno-
graphic objects have instead or also focused on the external 
design and structural qualities of artifacts such as a particular 
kayak: its weight, overall length, beam, draft, materials, and 
specific variations attributable to ethnicity and local customs.  
The contrast between the interiority and exteriority of skill offers 
a generic account of the fundamental difference in the way Inuit 
and explorers understood the same material culture that we call 
“kayaking.” The explorers could shift from the inside to the kay-
aking to the outside, positioning kayaks comparatively along-
side other kinds of indigenous craft in their schemas or “maps 
of mankind.” Is that the whole story? Crucially, the autonomy 
implicit in mastery of one’s craft is inflected by the experience 
of encountering others’ framings of skill. 

In scientific field experiments, when two parties exchange 
performances, techniques, or feats of skill, they are trying to 
map each other’s skills in relation to their own, simultaneously 
calibrating their tacit gestural knowledge in relation to their mu-
tual understanding and trust. They are, in fact, seeking to bridge 
their interior understandings of skill. Officer training in the Royal 
Navy, for instance, was also acquired largely through appren-
ticeship in situ and, to a much lesser extent, from navigation 
schools. Having a highly developed embodied capacity to read 
the wind and the sea was crucial—but more important was a 
comparable embodied knowledge of how to maintain discipline 
and cohesion in a ship’s crew.

In my view, this goes to the heart of the cross-cultural 
masculinity associated with trying to emulate skilled perfor-
mances with hunting technologies. It speaks to a presumed 
common ground that is sharply at odds with the external mean-
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ings attached to the objects in their utterly different technologi-
cal systems. Kayaks for Inuit are part of a social economy of 
finding and sharing food across the extended family networks 
joined by routes across their territories. For members of the 
Cambridge Arctic Air Expedition, the technique of kayaking, 
recorded in literally dozens of photographs, appears to have 
been a desire to share and understand traditional Inuit skill at 
precisely the historical moment when explorers’ reliance on 
such surface-based technologies appeared to be giving way to 
the superior power of aviation. 

Technologies like kayaks and igloos have proved so im-
portant in spatial politics because, for statesmen, geographers, 
and ethnographers, these have been consistently adopted as 
markers of a masculine, and hence a putatively autonomous 
and objective, rendering of a culture’s capability. This became 
a means of linking the classification of geopolitical power and 
the ethnographic classification of technological power. These 
classificatory schema (e.g., evolutionary progress) provided an 
index or scale against which artifacts could stand in as mark-
ers of the progress of peoples. Ethnographic comparisons and 
judgments were part of the lingua franca of the politics of colo-
nies and frontiers.7 Actually this was just as true of precision sci-
entific instruments that served as an index of intellectual power 
among European states (e.g., rivalry between Germany, France, 
and England at world fairs). Comparisons of tools and weap-
ons purchased, bartered, or stolen from indigenous peoples 
were similarly discussed and debated by men of science (e.g., 
Inuit vs. Aborigines of Australia). Of course, the same kinds of 
classificatory index were used to construct tables showing the 
relative divisions between the peoples of industrialized nation-
states possessing technology and those societies that were 
perceived (often wrongly) to be nomadic tool users lacking 
political institutions. The criteria for indexing peoples changed 
over time, but they served a constant pedagogical purpose, 
teaching their audiences that there is a spatial order distinguish-
ing the peoples and nations of the world. Politics, technology, 
and ethnography could all be submitted to measurement and 
division. Actually similar logics of classification are ubiquitous 
today, infecting elite and popular cultures. They abound in our 
everyday vocabulary of ethnicity and entitlement.

Peripheries are often good places from which to think 
differently about spatial orders and hierarchies. In her ongoing 
study of community-based thinking about governance, Jackie 
Price has argued that Inuit spatial principles of orientation used 
at traditional camps may be just as applicable to her experience 
of life in Nunavut’s communities or towns. Moreover, it is a 
mistake to imagine that communities are bounded and divorced 
from the space of the land and sea around them. Taking up her 
insight, we might agree then that there is no a priori reason 

7
“Technologies of 
Indigeneity: Measuring 
the Danes and 
Eskimos,” in Narrating 
the Arctic: A Cultural 
History of Nordic 
Scientific Practices, 
ed. Michael Bravo and 
Sverker Sörlin (Canton, 
MA, 2002), pp. 235–73;
George Stocking, ed., 
Objects and Others: 
Essays on Museums 
and Material Culture, 
1st ed. (Madison, 
1988). 
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why Inuit should believe that being able to kayak counts as a 
stand against modernity or a defense of the space of traditional 
culture. Equally, there is no reason to suppose that a kayak 
equipped with GPS, satellite Internet access, and an array of 
environmental monitoring sensors is any less traditional than 
one without them.8 The greatest obstacles to experimenting 
with—let’s call it the “open source kayak”—are the formidable 
layers of historical sedimentation that still tell us this “must be 
wrong” and unfaithful to Inuit values! The impressive record of 
indigenous peoples in making cultural and political interven-
tions across the grain of dominant geopolitical categories is 
itself an argument against a theory of geopolitics based on rigid 
or discrete prescribed hierarchies of scales and levels. 

In one sense the Arctic Perspective Initiative is all about 
autonomous masculinity with the love of communications gear 
—but with a difference! Marko Peljhan’s work, starting with his 
Makrolab project and building up to his present collaboration 
with Matthew Biederman in the Arctic Perspective Initiative, is 
designed precisely to bypass and therefore subvert the classifi-
catory histories that tell people where they stand in the pecking 
order of nations. When the artists bring to Igloolik their own 
Unmanned Autonomous Devices, designed in Slovenia and 
equipped with inexpensive arrays of sensors for environmental 
monitoring, their intention is to democratize the way we think as 
much as what we know.

To see more clearly why Igloolik is such a good place for 
thinking, I want to introduce two earlier examples of technologi-
cal collaborations and experiments in the community. My inten-
tion here is only to illustrate aspects of opening up technology 
and politics, not to be comprehensive.

Two Technological Experiments at Igloolik
Experiment 1: The Research Station

The Eastern Arctic Research Center, known locally as the “Lab” 
or the “Snowy Owl,” is visually one of the most prominent build-
ings in Igloolik (plate 8 p. 8). It was instigated as an experimental 
technology in three senses: to explore a new design for a house 
of experiment, to create a state platform for observing social 
change in Inuit society, and to cultivate science as a useful civic 
activity. The Lab overlooked the community while also being 
set apart from it. The architectural design was an experiment in 
modernism and an example of a trend to imagine a future Arctic 
with modernist “science cities.” To the visitor’s eye, the Lab 
resembles a flying saucer or a mushroom. My impression is that 
the feeling of surveillance derives from its height and the relative 
elevation of the land that slopes down toward the shoreline. 

Opened by the Canadian government in 1975, its 
principal intended users were government and university 

8 
Claudio Aporta and 
Eric Higgs, “Satellite 
Culture: Global 
Positioning Systems, 
Inuit Wayfinding, 
and the Need for 
a New Account of 
Technology,” Current 
Anthropology 46, no. 5 
(2005), pp. 729–53. 
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researchers from southern Canada, as well as student field 
schools. Its remit, however, also encouraged the senior resident 
scientist to facilitate sharing between scientists and the com-
munity. It seemed diplomatic to encourage visitors to explain 
what they were doing and, where possible, to show how the 
research could be useful for local people. Creating work for staff 
and guides, showing educational films for the public, com-
municating research results, and answering the community’s 
questions—these were examples of ways the community could 
use science and technology. It was a traditional model of the 
“public understanding of science” with the exteriority of expert 
knowledge practice writ large upon the local landscape. In due 
course, the Lab would become an exchange house for learning, 
trading, and negotiating different kinds of skill through a varied 
set of national and international relationships.9 

Intrigued by its design and intended function in the com-
munity, I went to visit its architect, Guy Gérin-Lajoie, at his 
home near Mont Tremblant in Quebec. He explained to me that 
he had found inspiration in the work of Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe (1886–1969) (pers. comm. 2000), particularly his dedica-
tion to exploring modularity and materials. Gérin-Lajoies devel-
oped innovative, energy-efficient plastic composite materials in 
the form of fiberglass-reinforced polyester panels. His philoso-
phy was a “total approach” in which modular units were made 
in “shapes and textures compatible with the materials.”10 The 
idea was that people would, one day, be able to buy room-sized 
units off the shelf and assemble and extend them quickly and 
easily along steel grids into new shapes and sizes. The panels 
could in principle be very quickly assembled by a small number 
of men in the short period of an Igloolik summer. In practice the 
building was constructed over two summers by a team from the 
community led by the first resident scientist, Andris Rode, who 
remembers it as a physically very demanding project. 

Highly insulated and modular, the idea was to find a 
vernacular style to complement the community and landscape. 
The popular allusions to Mars suggest it didn’t entirely succeed. 
However those working in it grew to be very affectionate about 
the building.

Spatially, I think the basic operational model applied to 
the network of the several northern research stations replicated 
the core–periphery model of the southern-based Arctic admin-
istration. This was transposed onto Igloolik’s relationship with 
the regional network of trails and camps. The Lab itself was 
a fixed building, a scientific hub for knowledge-gathering. A 
sub-field outpost station at Sarcpa Lake was used mainly by 
student groups, but transportation was a problem. The Lab was 
supported by an adjacent garage stocked with a small number 
of trucks, snowmobiles, and all-terrain vehicles for local trans-
port around what is a small island. Being able get off the island 

9  
Michael Bravo, 
“Science for the 
People: Northern 
Field Stations and 
Governmentality,” 
British Journal of 
Canadian Studies 
19, no. 2 (2006), pp. 
221–45. 

10  
“Montreal Architect 
Perfects Technology of 
Modular Living Space,” 
The Citizen, July 14, 
1990, section C, p. 1.
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separates those who have access to traditional camps from 
those who do not. Lab managers bemoaned the fact that their 
slim budget did not allow them to purchase a decent boat for 
traveling off the island during the summer, its busiest season. 
Of course they had none of the helicopter time available to 
scientists at the Polar Continental Shelf Project. The practical 
alternative was to make arrangements with local guides who 
supplied their own equipment and vehicles. Ironically, it was 
precisely the station’s lack of autonomous mobility in its field-
work that helped give the community a more significant role in 
the everyday practice of science. Access to the waters around 
Igloolik was negotiated and therefore contingent on the life and 
movements of community members.

The dependence of scientific research on hydrocarbons 
and internal combustion engines was rarely remarked upon; 
for decades the whole way of life in each Arctic community had 
depended on an annual fuel drop. Core–periphery relationships 
were so deeply embedded in state thinking about the Arctic 
that the extraordinary cost of living has too often been seen as 
a natural property of the Arctic without sufficient recognition 
that it is as much a property of the core–periphery systems of 
production, infrastructure, and distribution. 

Electricity in Nunavut’s communities is tied to diesel 
generators. Consequently, discussions about restricted mobil-
ity and communications took the energy systems as “givens.” 
Instead, discussions inevitably revolved around budgets, costs, 
and the threat of closure. Since the Lab’s heating required the 
constant use of a diesel generator, heating accounted for the 
principal nonsalary component of the budget.

What makes Arctic Canada so expensive?11 Its economy 
is almost totally dependent on hydrocarbons for passenger 
travel (airplanes), fresh supermarket food (airplanes), central 
heating (community-based grid with local generators), and rural 
mobility (snowmobiles, boats). The lion’s share of profits from 
hydrocarbon and mineral extraction go south with only a tiny 
fraction supporting the tax base of the northern regional econ-
omy. Add to this a small service sector economy, together with 
an airline monopoly, and it becomes clear that the Canadian 
Arctic is configured around an asymmetric economy: profits 
flow south, state subsidies and transfer payments flow north. 
Forced dependence on the state may seem like an economic 
sleight of hand, but it is a very tragic legacy that permeates so 
many aspects of people’s lives. That may (in part) be why the 
autonomous masculinity of the Arctic is sometimes expressed 
through the mad freedom of driving machines to their very 
limits and beyond. And perhaps the Arctic Perspective Initiative 
has something to say about this madness.

It is no surprise that the fiscal model of scientific research 
for much of the Circumpolar Arctic is caught up in a tradi-

11  
A general overview 
of Arctic economic 
systems is provided in 
Gérard Duhaime et al., 
“Economic systems,” 
AHDR (Arctic Human 
Development Report) 
(2004), pp. 69–84. 
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tion of state policies that at their heart envisaged funding for 
community-based knowledge and research as a tax rather than 
as an investment. In my opinion, the remarkable successes of 
the Igloolik research station owed more to its carefully man-
aged insulation (not disconnection) from the state than from the 
Arctic environment. Nevertheless, the vulnerability of the Arctic 
research networks became painfully obvious in the nineteen-
nineties as the system was starved of funding and the state’s 
investment in visiting researchers became critically reduced.12

The story of this research station (and many others) in 
Arctic Canada is that it was run on a shoestring budget, much 
to the credit of those individuals who managed these stations, 
sometimes at their own expense. What they achieved was often 
the product of their ingenuity and never-say-die commitment. 
One example succinctly illustrates the economics of Arctic 
research. In the mid-nineteen-nineties, professor Paul Hebert of 
Guelph University calculated that it would cost less to transport 
and run his biology field school at Cairns by the Great Barrier 
Reef in Australia, than to fly them to Igloolik for the same period 
(pers. comm. 2006). After years down under, he is now back in 
the North, but, closer to home, in the sub-Arctic.

And yet the much older Inuit subsistence model of hunt-
ing, trails, and camps—admittedly with its own central nodes— 
demonstrates that there are other viable technological systems 
that have been incredibly successful in managing distance in 
the Arctic. As David Turnbull explains in his essay, the Inuit 
social-cognitive-material competences enabled them to function 
as a resilient adaptive system and to play a part in the history of 
humanity’s story, which began “out of Africa” and over millen-
nia reached the Arctic.

Experiment 2: The Floe Edge Boat

The Lab’s second director or manager, John MacDonald, had 
come to Igloolik in 1985 with a keen interest in Inuit language, 
culture, and art. Many of the Lab’s Inuit staff, past and present 
—including George Qulaut, Louis Tapardjuk, Leah Otak, Paul 
Irngaut, and Maurice Arnatsiaq—were also attracted by a keen 
interest in studying Inuit traditional knowledge and have an 
impressive string of achievements to show for it.13

I asked John MacDonald to tell me about the floe edge 
boat project, which had been suggested to John by George 
Qulaut, his senior member of staff. The idea was to design a 
small fiberglass boat that could be used by hunters at the floe 
edge (where the sea ice meets the water). Hunting marine 
mammals at the floe edge, particularly seals, is a central part of 
Inuit life in late winter, spring, and early summer. Yet retrieving 
them from the water at the floe edge is difficult and requires 
skill, physical strength, speed, balance, and agility. A heavy or 

12  
John England, 
“Canada Needs a Polar 
Policy,” Nature 463, 
no. 7278 (January 14, 
2010), p. 159. 

13  
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was their collaboration 
with John MacDon-
ald, which led to the 
publication of John 
MacDonald, The Arctic 
Sky: Inuit Astronomy, 
Star Lore, and Legend 
(Toronto, 1988). 
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Floe edge boat experiment in the Igloolik community swimming pool to determine 
the seal-equivalent ballast limit of the prototype, 1985. Photo: John MacDonald

Joannie Ijjangiaq carrying out experimental maneuvers with the floe edge boat proto-
type near the Igloolik shoreline, 1985. Photo: John MacDonald
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slippery animal can be unwieldy, cause a hunter to lose bal-
ance, or even to capsize. George explained that the plywood 
boats then in use were cumbersome to maneuver. The reader 
needs to imagine a hunter who, having managed to kill a seal, 
has to pull the seal up and over the gunwale, come alongside 
the edge of the ice (of some thickness), get out of the boat, and 
then haul the boat and the animal onto the ice—not so easily 
done! In a situation like that, there are design trade-offs be-
tween a boat’s stability, size, shape, and maneuverability.

The Lab staff found partners in Victor Aqatsiaq and Cain 
Iqqaqsaq, members of senior standing at the Igloolik Hunters 
and Trappers Association (HTA). After testing two prototypes, 
they started small-scale production. The HTA was given the 
mold and basic manufacturing training for their staff. Each boat 
was essentially handmade and required about four days’ work. 
Boats were purchased and orders began also coming in from 
the neighboring communities of Arctic Bay and Pond Inlet. Sub-
sequently the project was showcased at Expo 86 in Vancouver.

Part of the project’s initial appeal for the Lab was that it 
fulfilled its “technology transfer brief.” MacDonald was himself 
a recreational sea-kayaking enthusiast. Likeminded friends had 
persuaded Nordkapp in northern Norway to send a mold to 
Iqaluit to see whether Inuit might constitute a new emerging 
market for (fiberglass) kayaks! Having tried his hand at producing 
some Nordkapp kayaks, MacDonald brought his experience to 
the floe edge boat project. The HTA added their tacit knowledge 
and experience of floe edge boats to this marriage of experimen-
tal practice. The Igloolik swimming pool was used for the labo-
ratory phase of testing. The photograph on page 53 shows the 
team simulating the buoyancy of a loaded boat by adding pas-
sengers (in place of a seal). This was critical because the hunters 
wanted a very low freeboard (i.e., the height of the gunwales 
above the water) to make it simpler to load the catch. The team 
constructed two prototypes, one with a symmetrical bow and 
stern, and a second with dropped stern to enable a hunter to pull 
a seal on board at the waterline (ill. p. 53). The team played with 
the design, modifying the shape of the mold, adding a central 
keel and two parallel rail keels either side. (Nordkapp enthusiasts 
and other readers wanting to produce a similar design are rec-
ommended to place the rail keels about ten inches either side of 
the central keel for optimal stability and performance.)

It is strange that floe edge boats have not become a 
regular feature of the Igloolik shoreline. Why did production of 
the floe edge boat not really take off after its initial successes 
and acclaim? After all, this seems like a perfect example of 
an experiment in using new materials to improve an existing 
traditional technology—a pattern repeated time and again by 
Inuit over the centuries with wood, iron, and plastic. There is no 
obvious answer except that the HTA lacked the institutional will 
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to undertake the production on a commercial basis. I have also 
sometimes observed that scaling up successful experiments of 
any kind is a difficult challenge in Nunavut because of the rela-
tive lack of local experience in raising capital and implementing 
economic development projects. 

Conclusion

Earlier in the essay I introduced the idea that skill can be un-
derstood as a gestural language with a capacity for shared tacit 
meanings that can bridge what are otherwise radically differ-
ent cultural perspectives. Skill in the field sciences is normally 
embodied as experimental practice. Yet even the most esoteric 
skills like the use of navigation instruments lend themselves to 
a wide range of symbolic spatial performances. The floe edge 
boat exemplifies this reading of skill perfectly. As John Mac-
Donald described to me the experiments with the prototypes in 
the Igloolik swimming pool and on the beach, I could see the in-
terplay of many elements that historians tell us are characteris-
tics of experimentation between the laboratory (station, garage, 
and swimming pool) and the field (beach, floe edge): bricolage, 
iteration, trial and error, messiness, self-discipline, demonstra-
tion, precision, measurement, replication, humor, and imagina-
tion. Which of these qualities were highlighted when the boat 
was displayed and described at Expo 86 in Vancouver would be 
interesting to know. In general, an expo is a textbook example 
of displaying indigenous skill and ingenuity that grew out of the 
nineteenth-century tradition of world’s fairs—exhibitions whose 
purpose was to host large displays of nations’ achievements in 
industry, innovation, and the arts.

Though it seems too bad that the floe edge boat, today, 
is more of a forgotten artifact or a museum piece than living 
technology being used all over Nunavut to haul seals onto the 
ice floe, it is easy to lose sight of the boat’s greater significance. 
It illustrates the capacity of the Igloolik community to work with 
the Lab to mobilize international construction technologies to 
produce new knowledge and designs to meet their own needs. 
It is actually one of many examples of how the mixed indige-
nous-settler northern communities are knowledge-rich—argu-
ably having a surplus of ideas and creative thinking—enabling 
them to build autonomy flexibly and adaptively in response to 
their own changing needs and priorities as they identify them. 
This is incredibly important to remember because people who 
live outside the Arctic overwhelmingly still perceive modernity 
as something the world inflicts on its geographical peripher-
ies, a necessary if regrettable step in the march of progress for 
those who lack modern technology. Yet this view totally fails to 
recognize that indigenous societies have a long and continuous 
history of political and technical inventiveness. 
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When the time came a few years ago to find an Inuktitut term 
for the word Internet, Nunavut’s former Official Languages 
Commissioner, Eva Aariak, chose ikiaqqivik, or “traveling 
through layers” (Minogue, 2005). The word comes from the 
concept describing what a shaman does when asked to find out 
about living or deceased relatives or where animals have disap-
peared to: travel across time and space to find answers. Ac-
cording to the elders, shamans used to travel all over the world: 
to the bottom of the ocean, to the stratosphere, and even to the 
moon. In fact, the 1969 moon landing did not impress Inuit el-
ders. They simply said, “We’ve already been there!” (Minogue, 
2005). The word is also an example of how Inuit are mapping 
traditional concepts, values, and metaphors to make sense of 
contemporary realities and technologies.

Like shamans in the digital age perhaps, Igloolik Isuma 
Productions (http://isuma.ca), the acclaimed Inuit media-art col-
lective behind the award-winning feature film Atanarjuat (The 
Fast Runner) (Kunuk, 2001), employs cutting-edge technologies 
such as high-definition video and wireless broadband to “travel 
through the layers” of time, geography, language, history, 
and culture. Isuma’s films, like the award-winning Atanarjuat, 
the thirteen-part Nunavut (Our Land) television series (Igloolik 
Isuma Productions, 1994–1995), and the feature film The Jour-
nals of Knud Rasmussen (Kunuk & Cohn, 2006), allow us to the 
see the living traditions of the past and demonstrate through 
their re-creation in film and video that Inuit are still able to 
practice them in the present. Isuma’s films extend the ancient 
art of Inuit storytelling into the digital age through video art 
and filmmaking, appropriating these technologies to present to 
the world a discourse from a distinctly Inuit point of view and 
thereby combat the historical media image of the Inuk as Other. 
In this media report, I hope to illustrate how Isuma “travels 
across time” through its films and videos and “travels across 
space” through its work with the Internet.

Traveling across Time

In the period of a few generations, communities of Inuit through-
out the North have undergone a dramatic transition from life-
styles based predominantly on nomadic subsistence hunting 
and fishing to a sedentary, wage-based, consumer economy. 
Values, traditions, and skills that had in some cases existed for 
thousands of years were challenged and threatened by new 
conditions, living arrangements, and other stressors. Starting 
early in the twentieth century, missionaries both promoted wide-
spread conversion to Christianity and concomitantly devalued 
and stigmatized traditional religion and healing practices. Sha-
mans and their traditional practices were denigrated and sup-
pressed. The few shamans that continued to practice did so in a 
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way that did not draw the attention of governmental and Chris-
tian religious authorities. In many instances, the missionaries 
were eventually seen by the Inuit to be replacing the shamans, 
and Christian beliefs and practices became widespread.

As elsewhere among Aboriginal populations in North 
America, young people were mandated to go to school, of-
ten in residential settings far from their original communities. 
These institutions facilitated further loss of cultural traditions, 
both through their emphasis on the values and traditions of the 
dominant southern culture and the active denigration of the 
traditions, languages, and beliefs of the Inuit culture. As the 
twentieth century progressed, the presence of both the federal 
government and the military played a greater role in the lives of 
the Inuit. Communities were consolidated into large settlements 
with residential populations sometimes numbering in the thou-
sands, and lifestyles changed significantly in many ways. Al-
though there is evidence of 4,000 years of continuous habitation 
on the island (called Iglulik, “or place of houses”), the settled 
community known today as Igloolik was created only in the last 
fifty years, when federal government agents coerced Inuit living 
in small nomadic hunting camps in the region to settle in one 
location as a way of more easily administering them.

Arctic scholar Robin Gedalof writes how the Inuit are 
“time-travelers,” and “. . . are probably the only people in his-
tory ever to have made the transition from the Stone Age to the 
Atomic Age in one generation. . . . [They] have adjusted from 
an admittedly rich but primitive nomadic isolation to a life of 
satellite communication. They have grown up in a bone culture 
and have grown old driving tractor-trailers and typing out their 
memoirs for the benefit of millions of people . . .” (quoted in 
Columbo, 1997, p. 12). Indeed, Isuma’s upcoming feature film 
documents some of these dramatic changes. The Journals of 
Knud Rasmussen (2006) is about the cultural encounter that 
occurred when the Danish explorer Knud Rasmussen and his 
Greenlandic companions passed through the Iglulik region in 
the nineteen-twenties during the fifth Thule expedition, a voy-
age by dog-team across the Arctic from Greenland to Alaska. 
Rasmussen’s goal was to collect material, spiritual, and intellec-
tual elements of indigenous culture in order to prove that there 
was a common language and culture across the Arctic (Ras-
mussen, 1999). Rasmussen was unique among Arctic explorers 
in that his grandmother was an Inuk from Greenland, he was 
raised in both Denmark and Greenland, and, more importantly, 
he spoke Inuktitut fluently.

In 1922, Rasmussen met the famous Igloolik shaman 
Avva and his family. He stayed with them for a period of time 
and collected the life stories of Avva and his wife, Orulu, before 
leaving for another region. This moment in time would later 
prove to be a turning point for Inuit in Igloolik, unleashing 
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many of the radical changes described above. Indeed, one year 
later, Rasmussen returned to Iglulik and found that Avva had 
converted to Christianity.

While these changes are astonishing, Inuit culture and 
identity has nevertheless remained profoundly tied to the land. 
The Inuit of Igloolik, for instance, have been in regular contact 
with the South for over forty years, and actively incorporate 
southern technologies and consumer products into their ev-
eryday lives, all while renewing and reinventing “appropriated 
uses” that suit their needs. From this is born a contemporary 
aesthetic that is rarely understood or valued—since the outside 
world prefers the classic symbols of ancient/traditional Inuit 
culture associated with Otherness.

Igloolik, a remote community of 1,200 people on an island 
in Canada’s eastern Arctic, has a long, rich history of community 
media production for cultural purposes. In the nineteen-seven-
ties, Isuma cofounder Paul Apak Angilirq participated in the Inuk-
shuk Project, an experimental federal program that trained Inuit 
in basic television production skills. In 1975 and again in 1979, 
the community of Igloolik voted against accepting satellite televi-
sion, preferring instead to wait until Inuktitut-language television 
programming became available, which it did with the establish-
ment of the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation (IBC) in 1982. 

Paul Apak Angilirq and Zacharias Kunuk worked for IBC for 
a number of years before deciding to leave that organization to 
pursue independent media production. Their chief complaints 
with IBC were that the management was based in Ottawa and 
that they never had the budgets to make drama that could visu-
ally illustrate oral history and storytelling by the elders. In the 
late nineteen-eighties, the pair met New York video artist Nor-
man Cohn at an IBC training workshop in Iqaluit, and the three, 
along with Igloolik elder Pauloosie Qulitallik, founded Igloolik 
Isuma Productions in 1990. As Canada’s first Inuit independent 
production company, Isuma’s mission is to create a distinctive 
Inuit style of community-based filmmaking that preserves and 
enhances Inuit culture, creates needed employment, and offers 
a uniquely Inuit point of view to the global media audience. 
Since 1989 Isuma’s twenty-five films have won awards and criti-
cal acclaim in Canada and worldwide, including the Camera d’or 
at Cannes in 2001 for Atanarjuat (The Fast Runner).

Isuma is known for its unique “docudrama” aesthetic, 
which brings forward the past and melds it into the present. In 
many of Isuma’s earlier videos (such as the Nunavut [Our land] 
series), actors were given only a general story arc and impro-
vised the details. As Norman Cohn points out, Isuma’s docu-
drama is “based on people living the dramatic experience . . . 
Inuit historical fiction is possible because the traditional history 
is so close in time to contemporary life, there are still people 
who can live their traditional history as actors. So that instead 
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of having to act out, having to simulate the building of a stone-
house, we actually build a stone-house” (quoted in Wachowich, 
1997a). In more scripted projects, such as Atanarjuat (The Fast 
Runner) and The Journals of Knud Rasmussen, actors often 
inhabit their namesakes1 and ancestors, which Cohn describes 
this way: “Instead of taking an actor and putting him in a char-
acter, we take a character and put him in the actor” (quoted in 
Wachowich, 1997a).

For his part, Zacharias Kunuk sees Isuma’s style of film-
making as a way of reimagining an obliterated past:

After the missionaries dropped their religion on us, 
storytelling and drum-dancing were almost banned. 
[Filmmaking] is one way to bring it back. And sha-
manism, I have never seen it. I have only heard 
about it. I can only imagine how it looks. One way of 
making it visible is to film it. Not because there is a 
Qallunaat [white] director telling you what to do. You 
just make it up. (quoted in Wachowich, 1997b)
Isuma’s films and videos are always based on the oral 

history of the community elders. In the case of The Journals 
of Knud Rasmussen, the film’s storyline is based on the events 
recounted in Rasmussen’s writings, but as the film’s codirector 
Norman Cohn asserts, “Those events are interpreted through an 
Inuit point of view. . . . Like looking at your reflection in the win-
dow and seeing through to the other side of the window pane” 
(Norman Cohn, Secretary-Treasurer, Igloolik Isuma Productions, 
personal communication, October 31, 2004).

Stephen Muecke, Professor of Cultural Studies at the 
University of Technology in Sydney, has written a great deal 
about how the form of discourse shapes our understanding 
of Aboriginal history: “The main problem for Aboriginal His-
tory, as I see it, is to authenticate the appropriate discourse 
for its transmission. At the moment the ‘authentic’ accounts 
of Aboriginal history are firmly locked in academic standard 
English” (1983) Isuma’s unique style of docudrama counters 
this privileging of the written word penned by Europeans as the 
“authentic,” “true” historical record. The films do this by appro-
priating communication tools to transmit an audiovisual form of 
Inuit oral history and storytelling to a hybrid audience: Isuma’s 
primary goal is to delight other Inuit, and its secondary goal is 
to connect with a global media audience. Indeed, Cohn argues 
that “[Inuit] storytelling as an oral form is most compatible in 
contemporary form with film-making or theater” (Norman Cohn, 
personal communication, October 31, 2004).

Traveling across Cultures and Space

For many years these media artists in Igloolik have dreamed 
of how to use the Internet in Igloolik to enhance and promote 

1
In Inuit culture, children 
are bonded to their 
ancestors through their 
Inuit name or namesake 
—tuqlluraniq. According 
to Inuit custom, children 
“inherit” that person’s 
family relations along with 
the name. This is reflected 
in terms of address be-
tween people: a young 
child named after the 
deceased husband of an 
elder woman would call 
her “wife,” for instance. In 
turn, the elder would call 
the child “husband.”
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Young people of Igloolik, photo taken during API visit in 2009. 
Photo: Nejc Trošt

The camera is turned back on API crew member Nejc Trošt. 
Igloolik, 2009. Photo: Nejc Trošt
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Inuit culture as well as their own creative process. While dial-
up access has been available in Nunavut for several years, 
it has been a slow and unstable means of connecting to the 
Internet, with connection speeds usually in the 14.4 kbps range 
that most southern Internet users last experienced a decade 
and a half ago.

Previous experiences using the Internet and the World 
Wide Web by artists in Igloolik include the experimental Live 
from the Tundra project (http://nunatinnit.org) produced by the 
Arnait Women’s Video Workshop of Igloolik in August 2001. A 
group of Inuit and non-Inuit artists took a two-hour boat trip from 
Igloolik to a traditional Inuit outpost camp called Najuktuktujuk, 
far from phone and power lines. The camp was presided over by 
elders Enuki and Vivi Kunuk (the parents of filmmaker Zacharias 
Kunuk). Over five days the group uploaded daily audio, video, 
photo, and text dispatches to the Web from what was dubbed 
the Nunatinnit Mobile Media Lab, employing a high-speed data 
satellite phone (which at that time meant 64 kbps).

This daily journal of life in a remote outpost camp was 
meant to give the world a sense of the experience of living 
on the land in the High Arctic, as well as to push the aesthetic 
and technological possibilities offered by digital media and the 
World Wide Web—namely, hypertext, satellite technologies, 
streaming media, networked experiences, and mobile comput-
ing. Specifically, hypertext and integrated media permitted the 
expression of simultaneous, parallel, yet different experiences 
of the same event or moment in time (for instance, a seal hunt, 
sunset, walk on the land, performance, discussion, etc.). Thus, 
the same story or account of an experience may be told from 
different points of view (Inuit, southern, elder, youth, male, 
female, etc.) and through different media (sound, video, photo, 
drawing, text, etc.).

While a successful experiment in remote, mobile com-
puting, the satellite phone technology used for Live from the 
Tundra was exorbitantly expensive (airtime alone cost U.S.$10 
per minute, never mind the cost of the phone terminal itself). It 
did, however, give Igloolik artists such as Zacharias Kunuk the 
desire to explore the possibility of one day establishing a per-
manent mobile media lab out on the land, in a traditional camp 
outside the community of Igloolik, streaming their media art to 
the rest of the world through the Internet (Soukup, 2001).

The rollout of wireless broadband in every community 
throughout Nunavut in 2005, thanks to the efforts of the non-
profit Nunavut Broadband Development Corporation (http://
www.nunavut-broadband.ca), now makes cultural uses of the 
Internet far more interesting (and affordable). It may also be as 
revolutionary to the economic and cultural thread of the Arc-
tic as the launch of satellite communication across Northern 
Canada in the nineteen-seveties—or even more so. Broadband 
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can accommodate media-rich content, such as audio and video 
streaming, and thus a departure from text-based Web interac-
tion, which is especially appropriate for a culture based on an 
oral language like Inuktitut (the language only came into written 
form less than 100 years ago, with the introduction of the syl-
labic writing system by Christian missionaries). Beyond cultural 
uses, broadband also brings great potential for distance learn-
ing, e-commerce for Nunavut’s artists and craftspeople, and 
distance-medicine for a small population spread across a vast 
territory. Wireless capacity makes Internet accessible outside of 
the communities within a radius of thirty kilometers, meaning 
that Inuit will be able to use this form of communication from 
their hunting camps if they wish.

Isuma’s goal is to find a way through wireless broadband 
for Inuit artists to return to a thoroughly contemporary nomad-
ism that does not seek to throw Inuit back into the Stone Age, 
but instead marries tradition with the modern: remaining out 
on the land, living a traditional life of hunting and gathering, all 
while being in contact with the rest of the twenty-first century 
through the Internet. In Isuma’s case, this means making films 
and television outside of the confines of town, in the beauty of 
the Arctic landscape where the company’s films are shot, and 
having a remote media lab at Siuraajuk, the ancestral home of 
Zacharias Kunuk’s family. This traditional hunting camp, about 
three hours by skidoo over the frozen sea ice, was the loca-
tion for Isuma’s feature film, The Journals of Knud Rasmussen 
(2006). For Zacharias Kunuk, who would consider himself a 
hunter before calling himself a filmmaker, the appeal of this “out-
post camp media lab” is obvious: “being able to edit a movie, 
take email, and if you see a seal in the bay, you drop everything 
and go out after it” (Zacharias Kunuk, President, Igloolik Isuma 
Productions, personal communication, August 27, 2001).

In fall 2003, Isuma began developing SILA (http://www.
sila.nu), an e-learning website about Inuit culture, based on its 
current and future films and videos. In Inuktitut, the word sila 
means “atmosphere, the outside, temperature, weather, the 
world.” It is the dominant force in the Canadian Arctic, even in 
today’s modern world. Nature and the vagaries of weather still 
trump modern technology in the Arctic. Funded by Telefilm 
Canada’s New Media Fund, SILA represents Isuma’s first large-
scale new-media project.

In the development process for SILA, Isuma consulted 
Inuit elders to understand traditional Inuit ways of learning and 
teaching, and these have been incorporated into the website 
activities and modules. The website lesson plans also adapt 
and incorporate elements of Education Nunavut’s innovative 
new curriculum based on Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ) (Nunavut 
Department of Education, 2003). IQ is defined as the Inuit way 
of doing things and the past, present, and future knowledge, 
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experience, and values of Inuit society. The pedagogical frame-
work and guiding or foundational principles are based on the 
essential elements of humaneness, collaboration, environmen-
tal stewardship, acquiring skills and knowledge, being resource-
ful to solve problems, achieving consensus in decision-making, 
and serving the common good. IQ values creativity and innova-
tion in all of these essential elements, as well as in the discipline 
of the arts, to recognize the importance of creative expression 
in Inuit life and the value of artistic excellence as a way of inter-
preting and sharing culture and values. Isuma strongly be-
lieves that the core values and foundational principles of an IQ 
pedagogy will have meaning and significance to teachers and 
students of both Inuit and non-Inuit backgrounds. Like Isuma’s 
films, the website is designed for a dual audience.

The biggest challenge in creating the website was to 
transpose Isuma’s collaborative, community-based filmmak-
ing style to the Web. At the core of SILA was the design and 
programming of an online collaborative space for creating 
content from different, remote locations, and also for those with 
or without much knowledge of Web design to contribute and 
work together. Behind SILA is a high-performance open source 
infrastructure, which allows for dynamic content management 
in real time. This authoring tool enables users with different 
access levels to contribute content through a very simple Web 
interface. Text, audio, video, and images are stored in a data-
base, dynamically displayed and instantly available online.

Muecke (1984) also suggests a multitextual and collabora-
tive approach to documenting Aboriginal history, one that nei-
ther privileges one point of view (non-Aboriginal) nor entrenches 
the dominance of the written word (most often English). Mul-
tiple forms of discourse can therefore represent a historical 
account. In much this vein, “Live from the Set” (http://sila.nu/
live), the online production journal that chronicled the six-week 
shoot of the The Journals of Knud Rasmussen, attempted to 
capture this diversity of cultures and points of view, as well as 
document an Inuit style of filmmaking. The collaborative au-
thoring tool developed for SILA was first used to produce “Live 
from the Set.” The site featured video, audio, and hundreds of 
photographs produced by a crew of both Inuit and non-Inuit, as 
well as written blogs from ethno-historian Nancy Wachowich 
(University of Aberdeen), Inuit writer Jobie Weetaluktuk, and 
Isuma’s own “embedded journalist,”2 S. F. Said, a film critic 
with the London Daily Telegraph, who followed the entire film-
ing process from first shot to production wrap. The goal of the 
website was to create a space on the Web that would open up a 
cross-cultural dialogue and intersubjective exchanges between 
contemporary Inuit life and culture and the outside world, be-
tween different aesthetic visions, and between different media 
(audio, video, text, image). In the hypertextual environment of 

2
This playfully refers to 
the term used to refer 
to journalists who were 
attached to a military unit 
involved in an armed 
conflict during the 2003 
invasion of Iraq.
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the Web, these disparate visions could exist simultaneously, 
even in contradiction. Another way in which Isuma appropri-
ates this new technology for literally traveling across space, 
to compress vast expanses of geography, is by allowing the 
world public to connect directly with Inuit artists and the Arc-
tic environment. Considering that forty years ago, traveling to 
this region of the Arctic was only possible by ship (and took 
many, many months), and even today is only accessible by air 
(a return economy plane ticket to Igloolik costs in the order of 
$3,000), Igloolik is still extremely remote and difficult to visit by 
conventional means.

In the future, Isuma will join forces with other artists and 
Igloolik-based Nunavut Independent Television Network (NITV; 
http://nitv.nu) to stream live video and video-on-demand from 
the community, as well as to interact with other communities 
in Nunavut and around the world through video conferencing. 
Isuma is also collaborating with international projects such as 
Slovene artist Marko Peljhan’s Makrolab (http://makrolab.ljud-
mila.org/current), an autonomous, mobile media-arts lab that 
was planned to be installed in Nunavut for Polar Year 2007.3

Isuma’s videos, films, and Internet projects demonstrate 
how a community can appropriate communication tools to 
serve their own cultural, aesthetic, and linguistic purposes of 
Inuit culture. These audiovisual representations also enable Ca-
nadians to connect more directly with the images and their Inuit 
creators, and to establish a distinct and authentic Inuit voice 
within a global media discourse.

3
The original plans to in-
stall Makrolab in Nunavut 
have since evolved into 
the Arctic Perspective 
Initiative.
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We speak with certainty without accepting exclusive 
truths. Knowledge for the Indian person is something 
that comes from within the person and the com-
munity. It arises from consensus. Movement is part 
of us. Explanations are not necessary—only stories 
which remind, acknowledge, and honour the power 
and the force of movement. People have moved 
from place to place and have joined and separated 
again through out our past, and we have incorpo-
rated it in our songs, stories, and myths because we 
must continually remember that without movement 
there is no life.1

This is a story about the stories we tell of human movement 
out of Africa and around the world. It’s stories at three levels, 
or maybe it’s stories all the way down. To be able to move, to 
extend ourselves in space and time, we have to tell stories to 
persuade our trusted companions to accompany us, and to 
establish networks of connection. In moving we leave trails, 
markers of our passing, just like the animals that, in the past, 
we may have been tracking. We follow and describe those 
trails, and in the process create another set of trails and sto-
ries—cognitive trails, trails reflecting our cultural and disciplin-
ary backgrounds, our practices, and our understandings. These 
stories are in turn the feedstock of the narratives of human 
prehistory and movements out of Africa. Narratives that, as 
Donna Haraway points out, naturalize understandings of the 
human condition and its possibilities.2 They are among the 
most formative materials from which we create human identi-
ties and relations, geopolitics and autonomy. It is important, 
therefore, to find ways of retelling those narratives which in the 
past have largely supported Western hegemony and marginal-
ized alternative ways of being, knowing, and moving. 

Bacteria, pigs, rats, pots, plants, words, bones, stones, ear-
rings, boats, tools, diseases, and genetic indicators of all variet-
ies, are among the markers and proxies that leave complexes 
of interweaving trails and clues that are integral to stories of 
understanding human movement and knowledge assemblage 
around the world. The problem is the markers and trails do 
not all tell the same story. A further complication is that move-
ments, assemblages, and interactions are constrained or en-
abled in a performative process of coproduction, by genes, by 
terrain, by climate and sea level changes, by kinship relations, 
by material technologies, by social and cognitive technologies, 
knowledge strategies and transmission. 

Against this background of multiplicity and coproduction 
this paper advances four claims. Movement itself often goes 
unexamined in accounts of human change and development. 
Understanding human movement requires the inclusion of 
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social and cognitive dimensions in the usual suite of genetic, 
archaeological, and linguistic dynamics. Highlighting the role 
of movement in the ways we have come to know the world 
destabilises the dominant narrative of the journey out of Africa 
culminating in the sedentary civilization of Western Europe 
and instead brings to the fore the last two great feats of human 
exploration—the Polynesian occupation of the Pacific and the 
Eskimo occupation of the Arctic. Not only were the Polynesians 
and the Eskimos, unlike most of the human groups who left 
Africa, making real voyages of discovery, moving into liter-
ally unknown and unoccupied regions, they also developed 
socio-technical complexes enabling them to move in extremely 
difficult environments that are still central to their cultural iden-
tities today. Finally, the multiplicity of stories and the totality 
of interacting components can, on the one hand, be conceived 
dynamically as a complex adaptive system in action, or, on the 
other hand, as being unifiable in a grand synthesis; this paper 
argues for holding these two approaches in tension with one 
another.

The stories we tell ourselves about the origins of moder-
nity and civilization, about how humans got to be everywhere, 
have undergone a profound transformation courtesy of the 
“geneticization” of history. The dominant narrative of how we 
left Africa, spread through Asia, Europe, the Americas, and 
ultimately the Pacific and the Arctic is now being retold in terms 
of our genes. In many ways this has been a beneficial corrective 
to a story that previously had been almost entirely Eurocen-
tric, devoted to showing how modernity and civilization were 
unique and radical, Western, developments arising in the Upper 
Palaeolithic Revolution around forty to ten thousand years ago. 
It was in Europe, on this account, that humans first learnt to 
“paint, carve, dress, weave and exchange goods.”3 They went 
on to another revolution—the Neolithic, after which they settled 
down, became sedentary, developed agriculture, built cities, 
invented writing and the rule of law, and voilá—civilization. In 
this Eurocentric version of history “the European Upper Pa-
laeolithic became the model for what it means to be human.”4 
However, such stories of revolutions are framing devices serv-
ing to privilege Europe as the locus of civilization and obscur-
ing the complex set of transformations conducing to modern 
human behavior that have been in continuous process since at 
least 200,000 years ago, and possibly even 900,000 years ago. 
As Bruno Latour puts it, We Have Never Been Modern. We have 
always been becoming modern in the ways we shape our en-
vironment as we move through it, and are in turn shaped by it. 
Hence there are no great divides between humans and nature, 
or between us and our ancestors.5

The gene story, in alliance with recent archaeology, not 
only claims an African origin for humanity—“we are all Afri-
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cans now,”6 but even more radically, it decenters the origins of 
modernity, relocating it to Africa. However, this rethinking of 
the origins of civilization still conceals a number of preconcep-
tions, false perceptions, and misunderstandings that amount to 
a fundamental méconnaissance, as Pierre Bourdieu calls it. 

The problem is not just with the over-geneticization of his-
tory. There are a number of intersecting misconceptions in the 
méconnaissance that underpins the “greatest story ever told.” 
In telling this story of how humans, i.e., Homo sapiens sapiens 
got to occupy every environmental niche with the exception of 
Antarctica, it is seldom emphasized that other groups of Homo 
sapiens, our cousins if you like, managed to occupy a good 
proportion of Africa, Asia, and Europe, though not the Ameri-
cas, the Pacific, or the northern latitudes. These close relatives, 
Homo neanderthalensis and Homo erectus for example, were 
very nearly as mobile and adaptive as we are. Only recently 
have we come to acknowledge them as having very similar 
abilities to our own. They had imaginative self-awareness, as 
shown by their capacities for symbolization through the use 
of ochre, making beads, stringing them as necklaces, singing, 
innovative tool-making, and burying their dead. They quite 
possibly developed language, given they had a hyoid bone, the 
essential piece of voice-making apparatus that primates lack. 
They had the basic prerequisites for mobility—the technologies 
of connection—string and stories, and they put them into use 
up to a million years before we did. Indeed their primate pre-
decessors also left from Africa unconstrained by what we see 
as continental boundaries, moving as climate and environment 
permitted. The differences between these varieties of humans 
seem to have been a matter of degree. Where they became sig-
nificant may have been in the material and cognitive elaboration 
of symbolization and the strategic development of long-distance 
exchange networks.7 That is, humans became more intimately 
engaged in the making of meaning and value, in developing a 
socio/cognitive/technical complex that both enabled, and was 
dependent on, mobility—the capacity to move over long dis-
tances to make connections and gather together materials and 
resources that had more than utilitarian value. 

The telling of the human story is always skewed to make 
some group and their knowledge-tradition look exceptional and 
different by comparison with another who will be dismissed as 
primitive, nomadic, or irrational. The Neanderthals are classi-
cally portrayed as beetle-browed, thuggish killers who were 
easily eliminated by us humans because we were smarter. 
However, this conception no longer fits with the archaeological 
story that Homo sapiens sapiens moved out of Africa into what 
is now Israel, but were driven out again by Neanderthals who 
had the capacity to resist in the environment of the day. Only 
later were humans able to override them, and even then they 
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Çatalhöyükk 9.5 thousand-year-old post-agriculture; all domestic spaces, 
no monumental architecture. Photo: David Turnbull

Gobekli Tepe, 11.5 thousand-year-old preagricultural monumental architecture. 
Photo: David Turnbull
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were cohabiting in some regions for up to 30,000 years before 
the environment changed to suit Homo sapiens sapiens bet-
ter than it did Neanderthals. And of course, as the winners, we 
developed both the classificatory terminology and the articula-
tion of its metaphorical usage. The genetic orthodoxy is that 
modern humans and Neanderthals are unrelated, and this is 
reinforced by recent archaeological evidence from the south 
east Pyrenees indicating that Neanderthals occupied the same 
site, but without any interaction. This story is based on the 
analysis of a small section of ancient DNA. Full genetic analysis 
may well reveal that we are all just one variable and interbreed-
ing group, and further archaeological evidence may yet reveal a 
more complex mosaic of varieties of encounters. The story that 
could overthrow all previous stories is the discovery of what is 
claimed to be an entirely new and completely separate spe-
cies—Homo floriensis on the island of Flores in the Indonesian 
island chain, though I remain skeptical, given the claim is based 
on only one skull.  

My own research concern, as a sociologist of science, is 
to examine and explain the ways in which we gain knowledge 
of the world by looking at how knowledge is moved, assem-
bled, and transmitted. One of the reasons for this emphasis on 
movement is that it tends to be downplayed or even silenced 
in many accounts of the place of humans in the world and the 
ways in which the sciences have come to understand it. Fixity 
in space and place has become the foundation stone of West-
ern rationality and epistemology. In this sedentarist metaphys-
ics, movement is equated with wandering, irrationality, and 
the primitive, something that needs to be controlled and set in 
logical, linear order.  

The production of scientific knowledge has come to de-
pend on a tightly demarcated organization of space and move-
ment. The emphasis on sedentism, being settled in place, as 
the touchstone and precondition for civilization and modernity 
is set against the placeless, nomadic, wandering of indigenes.8 
Again it serves to privilege the “Neolithic revolution” in Eu-
rope as the source and origin of all that counts as regularized 
and legitimate forms of moving and knowing. This space and 
knowledge story is now destabilized by recent archaeological 
work at Çatalhöyük and Gobekli Tepe. At Gobekli in eastern Tur-
key, Klaus Schmidt is excavating a massive mound in which a 
complex of stone circles was built around 11.5 thousand years 
ago, with elaborately carved giant T-shaped stones defining the 
spaces. Gobekli Tepe is so ancient, its builders were hunter-
gatherers who had not yet developed agriculture. It consists 
entirely of public spaces and with no apparent domestic spaces 
or habitation.9 By contrast, at Çatalhöyük, Ian Hodder’s teams 
are excavating a large urban agglomeration in central Turkey 
with a population of up to 10,000 people. Çatalhöyük was built 
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around 9.5 thousand years ago by people with agriculture, but 
consists entirely of individual houses—all domestic spaces with 
no public spaces.10 These two sites reveal there is no longer any 
fixed and necessary connection between the way space is or-
dered and the production of knowledge. People over time have 
experimented with a variety of ways of assembling, knowing, 
and moving in the world.

The movement of people into the Pacific ought to be, 
in theory at least, an ideal model for understanding human 
migration. It is relatively recent, within the last three to four 
thousand years, it has clearly defined boundaries and has been 
largely free of external influences. However, it has proved to 
be remarkably complex. There is currently no consensus on its 
origins, its dynamics, or its chronology, reflecting the difficulties 
that have been encountered by the disciplines involved, includ-
ing genetics, archaeology, linguistics, anthropology, paleoecol-
ogy, sociology, history, zoology, botany, history of technology, 
architecture, mythology, indigenous knowledge, computer 
simulation, experimental voyaging—the list goes on. The Pacific 
example shows how hard it is to work backward from a given 
demographic and linguistic state of affairs: such as the wide 
geographical spread of the Austronesian languages, and the oc-
cupation of the vast expanse of Pacific Ocean islands by Mela-
nesians, Micronesians, and Polynesians. Different researchers 
have plotted the trails of markers and proxies from genes to 
pigs and sweet potatoes to canoe design, but again they do not 
all tell the same story. They point to differing origin points and 
routes of transmission; a key question is whether or not these 
stories should be molded into one coherent unified whole. 

The relatively recent phase of colonization and terraform-
ing where the Polynesians moved into the remote Pacific, 
occupying and transforming all the islands including Hawaii, 
Easter Island, and New Zealand by bringing with them their own 
plants and animals, has become the subject of a series of de-
bates and controversies. There was a brief period of consensus 
around the strategic voyaging model, following the early period 
in which it was claimed that deliberate Pacific voyaging was 
beyond the capacity of the indigenes and must therefore have 
been a result of accidental drifting, but that strategic consensus 
is now being re-evaluated.11

Captain Cook was the first to recognize that the peoples of 
the Pacific were of one nation and asked the question that still 
puzzles us today, “How shall we account for this nation spread-
ing itself so far over this vast ocean?”12 Cook was of two minds, 
entertaining the possibility that the one nation of Polynesians 
had the technical and cognitive capacity to have settled the 
islands deliberately, while also wondering if some of the islands 
had been found accidentally. Much of his ambiguity on this 
issue is reflected in his difficulties in understanding the chart 
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Tupaia’s Chart showing the reconstructed plotting diagrams and maps of the 
Leeward and Windward Society Islands. Anne Di Piazza, and Erik Pearthree. From 

“A New Reading of Tupaia’s Chart,” The Journal of the Polynesian Society 116, 
no. 3 (2007), pp. 321–40.

Tupaia’s Chart found in Banks’s personal collection and preserved in the British Library. 
Copyright British Library board, all rights reserved (Add. 21593 C)
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Ewerat’s Chart. Ewerat, an Inuit hunter, reveals his knowledge of the navigation and 
geography of Arctic waters from Aivilik (lower right) to the strait beyond Igloolik 

(small island, upper left). Source: W. E. Parry, Second Voyage for the Discovery of a 
North-West Passage, 1824
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drawn by the Tahitian Tupaia, whom Cook picked up and took 
with him when he left Tahiti on his first voyage on Endeavour 
in 1769. Tupaia was the leading Pacific navigator of the day and 
in effect showed Cook around. On the voyage, he drew a chart 
for Cook of all islands he knew. Tupaia’s chart was not only a 
puzzle for Cook, but for all subsequent analysts. Until recently, 
it did not appear to make sense, many of the islands seemed to 
be incorrectly located or were duplicated, leading Cook to have 
severe reservations about Tupaia’s geographical knowledge. 
Now two French oceanists, in a very telling re-analysis of the 
chart, have found that “Tupaia’s Chart, while having the appear-
ance of a map, is in fact a mosaic of sailing directions or plotting 
diagrams drawn on paper.” They conclude that their unraveling 
of the Chart

. . . highlights the difficulties of understanding or 
sharing knowledge on both sides. Cook, in his own 
words, believed Tupaia was drawing a map. Tupaia 
seems indeed to have tried to include distance in his 
plotting diagrams, thereby going beyond the tradi-
tional system of representation. Cook clearly re-
mained fixed in his Cartesian world, adding cardinal 
points to Tupaia’s Chart. But both could look at the 
manuscript and see their own system represented: 
Cook reading islands on a grid and Tupaia reading 
islands radiating out from different centers.13

In other words Cook, and Tupaia worked with differing 
epistemological and ontological assumptions about space 
and time and how they can be represented, assumptions that 
were incommensurable and mutually unrecognized. They both 
thought they were drawing a map, but did not realize they had 
no common agreement about what maps are or how they re-
cord and enable movement. Though they each had an effective 
system of navigation, they were operating within completely 
different socio-technical-religious networks. For Cook and his 
fellow enlightenment European navigators and explorers, the 
system was one of calculation and long-distance control cen-
tral to the establishment of empire. For Tupaia and his fellow 
Polynesian navigators the system was one of exploration and 
settlement by kin-based replication.14

The prevailing orthodox explanation of movement into 
remote Oceania has been one of deliberate strategic voyaging 
through the deployment of a complex of socio-technical skills; 
including canoes capable of windward sailing, a sophisticated 
body of navigational knowledge, environmental and topograph-
ical knowledge, along with social institutions for storing, teach-
ing and reproducing that knowledge.  Geoffrey Irwin set the 
paradigm with computer simulations showing the navigators 
would have strategically chosen to start off exploring against 
the wind, thereby ensuring a safe return downwind, leaving to 
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last the most difficult route, sailing downwind to New Zealand 
with no assurance of return.15 This paradigm seemed to be 
confirmed by a multitude of replica voyages. However, Atholl 
Anderson, a constant critic of this model, argues that the early 
canoes were very unlikely to have had the windward capacities 
required. He has recently proposed a model based on seeing 
the early voyagers as having rather simple canoes, and oppor-
tunistically using long-term variability in wind patterns, due to El 
Nino and the Southern Oscillation (ENSO), to sail eastward and 
southward across the Pacific.16 Other models are now proposed 
based on simulations, evolving canoe design, subsistence strat-
egies, etc., opening up the field to a number of widely differing 
understandings of from where, when, how, with what, and why 
people moved into and throughout the Pacific.

This pattern of early agreement or dominance of a single 
model, followed by a proliferation of new research in a variety 
of disciplines revealing flaws in the early model and provoking 
calls for a new synthesis that has not yet emerged, has been 
played out in all the stories of great human movements—out of 
Africa, into Europe, into Asia, into the Americas and the Arctic. 
While it is self-evident that the move into the Pacific was by 
sea, only recently has maritime movement started to challenge 
the terrestrial orthodoxy as a key component in all the great 
migrations, but especially out of Africa along the “Great South-
ern Arc” and into the Americas.  Both are now conceived as a 
process of “coastal migration” suggesting a mix of strandloping 
and voyaging.17

The story in the case of the Americas is very like that of 
the Pacific. A dominant paradigm—the “Clovis first model,” 
which holds that settlement of the Americas began after 13,500 
years BP—has been overthrown by once controversial but now 
accepted archaeological dating, and by rethinking the possible 
entry routes. One of the controversial human occupation sites 
in question, Monte Verde in Southern Chile, is now largely ac-
cepted as dated at circa 14,500 BP, which makes it difficult to 
accommodate on the “Clovis first” model. This model was based 
on the assumption that migration into Alaska was only possible 
across the Beringia land bridge after the Last Glacial Maximum 
(LGM) at around 13,000 BP, when an ice-free corridor opened 
up. An alternative coastal route is now plausible, given accu-
mulating archaeological evidence of human occupation along 
the west coast, especially on the islands off California—though 
such evidence has been hard to obtain because of the rise in sea 
levels after the LGM. What has really challenged the assumption 
of terrestrial movement across a land bridge is the articulation of 
a coastal migration model in which people could have followed 
the “kelp highway” (the kelp forests of the Pacific rim, which the 
model suggests were relied on for diet) from Japan to Baja Cali-
fornia and thence to Latin and South America.18 This opens up 
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the possibility of a much earlier time frame and multiple groups 
overlapping each other and penetrating the interior simulta-
neously. However, like the Pacific example, there is no agree-
ment on how many migrations there were, what routes they 
took, and when they occurred. There is broad agreement that 
the migration or migrations were out of north east Asia and were 
separated from the migration of the predecessors of the modern 
Eskimo and Inuit by around 10,000 years, but there is no agree-
ment on dates, numbers of migrations, or routes. There is some 
evidence that the land bridge may have been flooded as early as 
11,000 years ago all of which tends to support a coastal migra-
tion route along with other possible overland routes.

Thus it appears that all the great migrations into south east 
Asia, into the Pacific, and into the Americas may have utilized 
a coastal path, and that they could only have occurred with the 
deployment of socio-technical complexes sharing some com-
mon broad characteristics. They would also have shared some 
climate constraints and sea level changes. The forms of move-
ment and interaction would have been entirely dependent on 
the specific historical context, but bringing the movements into 
focus requires the recognition of its inherent complexity. 

As humans move in a given environment, they are not 
simply moving through it, they shape and affect it, and vice 
versa, the environment shapes them. This coevolutionary adap-
tive process, or coproduction, is historical, time dependent, and 
hence irreversible. However, the process of movement is much 
more than an ecological niche construction or a gene/habitat 
interaction. As the anthropologist Clive Gamble argues “what 
characterizes social life in humans rather than hominids is our 
ability to extend social relations across space and time.”19 That 
extension is basically performative, being based in our bodily 
movement.  It is our bodies that give us our location, our spatial 
and temporal orientation in the world. In the process of making 
connections cognitively, socially, and linguistically, we come to 
know the world and to alter it.20 We also deploy tools, materi-
als, artifacts, and knowledge in complex systems of trade and 
exchange, thus proliferating “chains of connection” in social 
networks.21 In tracing these chains of connection, in following 
the trails of languages, genes, canoes, or pigs, we are, at the 
same time, creating cognitive trails that deploy the ontologies, 
epistemologies, and methodologies of our own disciplines. The 
seductive dream in the minds of many researchers is of a grand 
synthesis, a convergence of all disciplinary data, under one of 
the many banners that have been variously proposed, including 
archaeogenetics, phylogeography, genomic anthropology. Such 
a synthetic consilience is an ideal toward which to aim, but it is 
one which should be subject to constant challenge. Rather than 
restricting the possibilities, I would advocate acknowledging that 
the process of understanding a complex adaptive system like 
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human movement can itself be conceived as just such a system. 
One of the key components on which all forms of move-

ment depend is a social technology of kinship—a network of 
relatedness, bonding, and obligations that enables the transmis-
sion of property and knowledge across generations through 
a classification of friends, enemies, and strangers. These 
conceptions of kinship and relatedness are social and cultural 
constructs and do not map directly onto genetic and biological 
relationships. Hence the necessity of finding ways in which the 
differing stories of relatedness and movement can be enabled to 
work together.

The development of complex forms of social cognition 
is, Clive Gamble suggests, a prerequisite for overcoming the 
limitations of co-presence and extending relationships in space 
and time. To get to Australia, kinship was needed just as much 
as boats.22 A view that is consonant with Robin Dunbar’s “so-
cial brain hypothesis.”23 Dunbar argues that “Primate societies 
are implicit social contracts established to solve the ecological 
problems of survival and reproduction more effectively than 
they could do on their own. Primate societies work as effec-
tively as they do in this respect because they are based on 
deep social bonding that is cognitively expensive. Thus it is the 
computational demands of managing complex interactions that 
has driven neocortical evolution.” In large part the symboliza-
tion and feedback essential to the development of such social 
networks depends on keeping track of relatedness and kinship 
through forms of telling: performing and representation, story 
telling, singing, dancing, painting, building, and weaving. It is 
now apparent that each of the so-called dispersals needs recon-
ceiving, not as simply mass migrations or demic diffusions, but 
as human movements that were relatively fast and strategic, 
requiring great flexibility in a diversity of environments, neces-
sitating complex information exchange systems that allow group 
planning and feedback. Such information exchange systems are 
typically an integral component of a socio-cognitive-technical 
complex, in which a wider interacting system of relationships, 
language, materials, genes, and people, were coproduced in the 
process of human movement. An especially salient example of 
the social, cognitive, and material components essential to the 
strategic approach to moving into an environment never en-
countered before is that of the Inuit and Eskimos, for whom, in 
the special conditions of the Arctic, the complex of movement 
technologies are still fundamental to their way of life today. The 
extreme climate conditions of the Arctic meant that they had to 
develop material technologies allowing them to create a series 
of mobile “survivable microclimates” including string, needles, 
finely sewn weatherproof clothing, igloos, fire, wolf taming, 
sledges and boats or canoes, and sophisticated fishing technolo-
gies harpoons, hooks, and nets.24 
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But in addition to these material technologies, as Claudio 
Aporta has shown, the Inuit had to solve their specific local 
problems of “passing on information about territory from season 
to season and generation to generation” created by the real-
ity that “they can only travel in the Arctic in the winter after the 
snow creates a new blank territory.” To do this they deploy an 
Inuit socio-cognitive technology of knowledge communication 
and exchange in the form of a “network of lived story trails”; a 
form of knowledge movement and assemblage that, like Tupa-
ia’s, is unrecognized in the wider society, but which in this case 
has often proved superior to GPS based navigation.25

Aporta reveals the geographic extent of the Inuit’s so-
phisticated network of routes, the way the Inuit have made use 
of an intimate knowledge of the Arctic environment, and how 
their trails represent significant channels of communication and 
exchange across the territory. 

To the Inuit, the Arctic is a network of trails, connecting 
communities to their distant neighbors and to fishing lakes 
and hunting grounds in between. What is remarkable is that 
although the trails are not permanent features of the land-
scape, their locations are remembered and transmitted orally 
and through the experience of travel. They do not use maps to 
travel or to represent geographic information. Rather, the jour-
ney along the trail, or the story of the journey, becomes one of 
the main instruments for transmitting the information. 

The memory of the trail is intertwined with individual and 
collective memories of previous trips, as well as with relevant 
environmental information—the conditions of the snow and 
ice, the shape of snowdrifts, the direction of winds—and place 
names in the Inuktitut language. The trails are not permanent, 
but disappear when the sled tracks get covered after a blizzard 
and as the snow and ice melt at the end of each spring. Never-
theless, the spatial itinerary remains in people’s memory and 
comes to life again when individuals make the next trip. The 
trails are “lived” rather than simply traveled.26 

This movement-based framework provides a profoundly 
different epistemology and sense of identity. As Tim Ingold 
puts it, “For the Inuit, as soon as a person moves he becomes 
a line. To hunt for an animal, or to find another human being 
who may be lost, you lay one line of tracks through the ex-
panse, looking for signs of another line that may lead you to 
your quarry. Thus the entire country is perceived as a network 
of lines rather than a continuous surface.”27 Claudio Aporta 
sums it up: “travelling [for the Inuit] was not a transitional activ-
ity between one place and another, but a way of being . . . the 
act of travelling from or to a particular location plays a part in 
defining who the traveller is.”28

Human movement from a performative/emergent per-
spective is a continuously evolving complex adaptive system 
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with multiple interacting and transforming components, includ-
ing genes, environments, language, cognition, material, and 
social technologies, constrained by the conditions for possibility, 
such as climate and sea levels. 

What then does this conception of the movement of 
humans through the environment do for ways in which to think 
about how to follow the trails of genes, proxies, and markers, 
trails which are themselves coproducing a diversity of cogni-
tive environments? How should the reflexive process of under-
standing how we came to be the way we are as a species be 
conceived? As I indicated earlier there is an ongoing attempt at 
synthesis and consilience which has a powerful and important 
dynamic, in which geneticists, linguists, and archaeologists, 
etc., are constantly looking at each other’s data and models for 
clues on origins, dating, and connections. However, while such 
a dynamic consilience is laudable as goal-directed research, 
it is less desirable if it moves toward an insistence on com-
mensurability between disciplines or towards subordination to 
the norms of one discipline. What I would suggest is that three 
things need to be kept clearly in mind. First, because it is in 
the nature of science that all disciplines are subject to radical 
evaluation of their ontological assumptions and models on an 
irregular basis, it is vital that such assumptions and models be 
challenged with alternative conceptions. Second, the suggested 
performative conception of human movement as a complex 
adaptive system ought to be reflected in the ways the disci-
plines involved interact. Finally what needs to be included in all 
this are indigenous perspectives. Much research in the area has 
the implication of telling people “who they really are,” where 
they come from, who they are related to, and what counts as 
authoritative knowledge. Such matters of identity, relationship, 
and authority are central to every cultural group’s conception 
of themselves and are intensely political. The people who are 
directly affected must also have a voice in the process. 

Tom Dillehay, the archaeologist renowned for his exca-
vation of the Monte Verde site in Chile, has had to meet the 
most damning of criticisms over many years, from the “Clovis 
first” establishment. They simply insisted that his dating must 
be wrong because it could unquestioningly be assumed there 
could only have been an entry route over the Beringia land 
bridge after the Last Glacial Maximum (LGM). Now that Dille-
hay’s empirical work has eventually been accepted, he has 
written a very important reflective piece on how to proceed in 
understanding the peopling the Americas, which could be ex-
tended to all understandings of human movement and historical 
change generally.

He argues that the question of how people populated the 
Americas
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must be answered at all scales and by all disciplines. 
Along these lines, researchers need to anticipate the 
first peopling process empirically and theoretically, 
observe its material, skeletal, and molecular corre-
lates, and its variation and linkage at different scales, 
and relate them to similar issues on a global scale, 
meaning cross-cultural comparison to the study of 
early migration behavior in Old World archaeology, 
as well. Variability in the peopling process can be 
studied by a wide range of paradigms, including bio-
logical, ecological, and anthropological paradigms. 
Flexibility between local, hemispherical, and global 
questions, between context and artifact, between 
essentialism and materialism, between reduction-
ism and emergence, and between different datasets 
to create inclusive analyses and more theoretical 
understanding of the process in an interdisciplin-
ary manner is one goal. Another is to integrate the 
sheer complexity of multiple databases beyond the 
traditional focal points of sites, artifacts, genes, and 
skeletons and integrate them into a descriptive and 
analytical whole. To do so requires both an interdis-
ciplinary scientific and theoretical framework.29 

Such an integrated process cannot be one of synthesis and 
commensurability alone: it must allow the productive tension 
of working with and against an emergent, nonlinear process 
of interactive multiplicity and incommensurability. We need to 
imagine a space in which all our storied trails can be performed 
together, where mobility and connection can flourish.
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In the early twenty-first century there are two main discourses 
on geopolitics and security of the Arctic or the High North (the 
term used in Canada and Scandinavia for the Arctic waters 
and rimlands). They offer contrasting accounts of the High 
North as it has emerged in the post–cold war period. The 
mainstream discourse emphasizes its stability and peacefulness 
and the absence of armed conflicts or likelihood of them.1 
In this account the industrialized and militarized High North 
of the cold war started to thaw in the late nineteen-eighties 
and was transformed from a situation of confrontation to 
one of international cooperation. This produced increased 
interrelations between people(s) and civil societies, as well 
as transboundary cooperation between states. The other 
discourse, a minority view, argues that the Arctic, framed 
narrowly as the waters of the Arctic Ocean, has the potential to 
become a “race” for natural resources, particularly those related 
to energy like oil and natural gas, and consequently, to escalate 
in the direction of armed conflict.2 

There are geopolitical and economic realities correspond-
ing to real changes in the Arctic.

The resource-rich region is under pressure for an increas-
ing utilization of its energy resources, as it has been over the 
centuries for fish stocks and marine mammals. Its northern 
seas are the subject of maritime border disputes, particularly 
the boundaries between exclusive economic zones (EEZ) de-
marcating the continental shelves of the littoral states. Efforts 
by Canada and Russia to safeguard the sovereignty and control 
of actual and potential shipping lanes in their northern waters 
have attracted international attention. Furthermore, the land 
claims of Arctic indigenous peoples are linked to debates and 
conflicts over ownership, access, and use of land, water, and 
sea ice. These are the parameters around which the discourses 
of northern geopolitics are discussed: those of conflict and 
cooperation.

The predicted conflicts have not (yet) materialized. The 
Arctic region is stable and peaceful. There is increasing circum-
polar cooperation among indigenous peoples’ organizations. 
There is renewed region-building with states as major actors. 
There is emerging a new kind of relationship between the re-
gion and the outside world.3 That much is clear. However, there 
are two other perspectives that deserve more attention and can 
enable us to approach Arctic geopolitics that go beyond the 
familiar terms of conflict and cooperation. First, there is a new 
and significant multi-dimensional geopolitical, geo-economic 
and environmental change that has occurred in the High North. 
Second, the region is playing a changing and more important 
role in world politics. These two closely related perspectives, 
when combined, raise a key question that has been consistently 
overlooked in the cold war legacy of Arctic geopolitical studies. 
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Where, in the geopolitical analysis, are the peoples of the Arctic 
and their relationship to its environment? In the second part of 
this essay, I focus on the role of northern indigenous peoples as 
international actors, and the importance of their environmental 
“awakening.”

A Spectrum of Changing Visions 

Classical geopolitics privileges the point of view of states. This 
projects the Arctic primarily as a reserve of natural resources 
and a space for the military. This does not, however, paint 
a faithful picture of the Arctic, since it has been framed by a 
spectrum of visions—ranging from an external image as a 
frozen colonial periphery, to an internal image as a homeland 
of people(s) confronting many changes within the region, 
including geopolitical issues. 

One aim of this cahier is to take a longer view of the 
Arctic, recognizing that its history is crucial to understanding its 
character. David Turnbull discusses in his essay how relations 
between peoples within and across the region, and between 
them and the peoples of lower latitudes, took shape some thou-
sands of years ago, involving complex assemblages of strate-
gies, knowledge, and technologies. This very spatial human 
history developed long before any state entered the High North. 
Early communication, networks, and crossroads of northern 
indigenous cultures included frequent traveling, exchanges of 
goods and experiences, trade, marriages, migration, and recip-
rocal visits within the circumpolar north.4 Seen in the context 
of this timeframe, colonization and militarization are, indeed, 
fairly recent phenomena. The Viking Age saw the emergence of 
networks of communication between the North Atlantic, north-
ern Europe, and Russia along east–west as well as north–south 
trade routes.5 Centuries later, European explorers ventured into 
northern seas to search for new wealth and a new sea route to 
China and India. They were followed by thousands of whalers. 
Indigenous and other local peoples established long-lasting 
contacts with traders (including some whalers), and were fol-
lowed by fur traders and missionaries.6

The advance of states in the North happened incremen-
tally, step-by-step, over centuries. They took control of land 
and water by establishing a host of regulations: giving hunting 
privileges in northern “no-man’s” forests, trading with northern 
peoples and controlling the terms of trade, collecting taxes, 
building churches, establishing garrisons, utilizing natural 
resources, occupying lands and waters, and finally legitimizing 
all this by drawing national borders. Thus, colonialism was not 
an abstract political force; it brought explorers, missionaries, 
tax collectors, newcomers/settlers, and state authorities. These 
groups were armed with definitions and “geo-names,” such as 
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the label “Arctic” that we take for granted—tools to describe 
and control these “unmapped” regions for political purposes.7 
As a result, there is a multiplicity of different images—internal 
and external—some existing in competition, while others are 
shared by the peoples living in the North, scholars working on 
northern issues, or enthusiasts of the North. 

The capitalist world-economy is the background context 
against which the advance of states needs to be framed. The 
socioeconomic development of the northern regions, notably 
from a hunting-herding-gathering economy into industrializa-
tion has happened in a short time period with frontier capital-
ism advancing unevenly at different speeds in different parts of 
the Arctic, but following a clear pattern. Immanuel Wallerstein 
famously described the relationship between core and periph-
ery in terms of “the accumulation of capital, the social organiza-
tion of local production processes, and the political organization 
of the state structures in creation.”8  This invites us to consider 
more carefully relationships extending to other regions and 
communities while not forgetting the importance of the unified 
state system with its pronounced emphasis on national inter-
ests and territorial sovereignty. The power of economic and 
political elites, and nationalistic and militaristic interests should 
not be overlooked. One of the key impacts of states has been 
to transform borders, once permeable or negotiable, into fixed 
boundaries that can be patrolled or closed. This runs against 
the spirit of the tradition of a “borderless” space viewed either 
as a frontier for fruitful communication or as a borderland for 
exchange of goods and ideas. No wonder that the cold war 
period did so much to freeze interregional and international 
cooperation within the region.

First Geopolitical Change

Northerners in the nineteen-eighties began to consider the 
Arctic’s potential as a means of re-establishing horizontal 
connections and functional cooperation across the cold war 
political divide. Inspired by the international movement of 
indigenous peoples, the Saami and the Inuit had begun nation-
building projects in part to fulfill a desire to recognize and 
interpret the circumpolar North as a region in its own right. 
They began defining themselves across borders as one nation 
and organizing their joint political bodies such as the Saami 
Council and the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC). 

Severe environmental neglect and damage was one of the 
lasting legacies of the cold war. Radioactive leaks and waste, 
together with other toxic industrial and military substances, have 
in recent decades become concentrated in northern regions. 
This was exacerbated by long-range air and water pollution 
concentrated by atmospheric winds in the Arctic and absorbed 
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in still higher concentrations up the food chain. Northern peo-
ples became acutely concerned with the declining state of their 
ecosystems, and responded by becoming much more active in 
environmental cooperation. International environmental organi-
zations, such as Greenpeace International and the World Wild-
life Fund, also initiated their own programs and campaigns for 
Arctic environmental protection. The growing recognition of the 
threats posed by anthropogenic climate change pushed envi-
ronmental issues into the foreground for northern residents all 
around the Arctic, encouraging them to examine the threats to 
their traditional livelihoods and cultures, as well as the resilience 
of core activities such as fishing and catching marine mammals. 

This new situation of a growing, “wild” international co-
operation, or “connectivity,” between non-state actors pushed 
the governments of the Arctic states to pay attention to issues 
related to the fragile Arctic environment. Bilateral agreements 
on scientific and environmental cooperation were signed as 
environmental protection became a new field of foreign policy. 
The so-called Murmansk speech by the Soviet President Mikhail 
Gorbachev gave the initial impetus for the current intergovern-
mental cooperation in the Arctic.9 The Arctic Environmental 
Protection Strategy in 199110 and a plethora of other post-cold 
war initiatives established new institutions of international coop-
eration, such as the Arctic Council in 1996. 

Consequently, the Arctic geopolitics ceded ground to 
more human-oriented concerns,11 and the new international co-
operation of the nineteen-nineties was a significant and funda-
mental structural change in circumpolar geopolitics and interna-
tional relations. This emphasized the importance of cooperation 
across national borders with a view to fostering common and 
comprehensive security and promoting a new kind of human 
development and democracy that aimed to include indigenous 
and regional voices and space for their different aspirations for 
self-determination and autonomy.12 

Today the political landscape of the Arctic can be inter-
preted as a success story in the post–cold war era. The central 
aim of the main new intergovernmental and non-governmental 
organizations, forums, and networks—to decrease military 
tension and increase political stability and peace—has been 
fulfilled. Further, we can define the state of circumpolar geo-
politics and international relations in terms of three levels or 
scales: first, increasing circumpolar cooperation and intentional 
mobilization by indigenous peoples’ organizations and subna-
tional governments; second, region-building with states as ma-
jor actors; and third, a new kind of relationship between the cir-
cumpolar North and the outside world.13 Taken together, these 
three factors arguably portray a much more complex, multilay-
ered role for the Arctic in world politics than in former colonial 
days. But what are the prospects that this might change?
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Another Geopolitical Change

The “soft” power represented by the rich variety of 
multilateral actors has innovative and flexible structures, but 
are they strong enough to count where there are issues of 
sovereignty and national security, and where the hegemony 
of power based on realist thinking remains central to the 
thinking and control of agendas by key states? With the 
growing global strategic importance of the Arctic, it is 
certainly possible to argue that the post–cold war period in 
the Arctic is over, notwithstanding the presence of its soft 
power institutions.14 So which case is more plausible?

Let’s not forget that the Arctic is no terra nullius. Its territo-
ries are under national sovereignty with fixed national borders; 
even most maritime boundaries have been agreed upon. Fur-
thermore, the entire region enjoys considerable lively coopera-
tion between states, with the Arctic Council being the most 
important soft-law instrument.15 Arctic states are still the major 
actors of the region and are a crucial source of regional politi-
cal and social stability through intergovernmental cooperation, 
through channels that do not significantly impinge on national 
sovereignty or strategic interests.

Admittedly, climate change with its severe impacts pre-
cipitating physical change, such as the increasing melting of 
sea ice or the collapse of areas of permafrost, brings home the 
growing level of uncertainty that contributes to the vulnerability 
of this region.16 Passage through the Arctic, particularly Russia’s 
Northern Sea Route, is now more accessible than was once the 
case. This mobilizes a range of international interests that are 
positioning themselves in new ways around navigation and en-
vironmental issues. This state change in the sea ice in particu-
lar, and the climate more generally, will test the resilience of the 
fragile Arctic ecosystems. The severe socioeconomic impacts 
of climate change endanger both environmental and human 
security as well as pose questions about the state sovereignty 
of Canada and Russia. 

The position of the eight Arctic states is changing, never-
theless. More strategic emphasis is now placed on sovereignty 
and national interests linked to climate change or energy secu-
rity. Evidence is that the littoral states are using all legal rights 
available to them in the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS) to establish Exclusive Economic Zones or 
to make submissions for sovereign rights to resources on the 
main basin of the Arctic Ocean. All of the Arctic states (except 
Sweden) have recently approved their own strategy or policy 
on Arctic or northern issues, setting out their national priorities. 

This new position is best illustrated by the two ministerial 
meetings of the five Arctic Ocean littoral states that took place 
in May 2008 and in March 2010.17 The three nations without 
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High Arctic coastlines and continental shelves (Sweden, Fin-
land, Iceland) as well as the six Permanent Participants (i.e., 
Indigenous Peoples’ organizations) took exception to being 
excluded from such important discussions, leading commen-
tators more generally to ask whether this might jeopardize or 
marginalize the Arctic Council itself. The counterargument is 
that because the Arctic Council is a soft-law instrument, it has 
avoided issues dealing with industrial-scale exploitation of 
natural resources (oil, natural gas, and marine mammals) and 
traditional security. Whether this signals a return to the politics 
of a more lasting and strident nationalism is unclear.

Without doubt the geostrategic importance of the Arctic in 
world politics and the globalized world economy is increasing. 
Besides the region’s continuing military-strategic importance to 
the major nuclear powers, the growing interest in its rich energy 
resources and associated financial instruments, together with 
the growing potential value of trans-Arctic sea routes has put 
the Arctic squarely on the world map. Powers from outside the 
region—in Asia (China, Japan, and South Korea) and Europe 
(France, the United Kingdom and the European Union)—are 
now actively exploring their policy options for the Arctic. More 
importantly, the United Nations has an important role to play 
through the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
and the above-mentioned UNCLOS. 

Beyond the geostrategic interests, knowledge practices 
and their implicit values also politicize the Arctic on the global 
stage.18 The reputation of the region as a scientific “laboratory” 
or “workshop for research” amplifies the attention given to its 
environment and climate change. This is accompanied by a 
growing realization that the Arctic’s ecosystems make a major 
contribution to the diversity of nature on Earth—the old idea 
of the Arctic as a barren region is wrong and now discredited. 
This new epistemological attention to the Arctic as a sentinel 
region for the globe is reflected in some measure in innovations 
in political and legal arrangements, as for example patents and 
new intellectual property rights. Discussions about reforms to 
principles of governance invite public debate. This may help 
to explain why the Arctic is now to offer new fertile scope for 
interventions and explorations in contemporary art, such as the 
arts-science interactions represented by the Arctic Perspective 
Initiative. Peripheral spaces usually offer more room for brain-
storming, innovation, and the exploration of human-nature 
relationships than the core centers.19 

The official discourse of northern cooperation and conflict 
carries the burden of realist/classical geopolitical theory and its 
fixation with mystifying national security and attending to state 
sovereignty and nationalistic interests.  Instead I now want to 
explore how indigenous peoples as international actors pur-
sue their own agendas for northern cooperation. For them the 

18  
Lassi Heininen, “Impacts 
of Globalization, and the 
Circumpolar North in 
World Politics,” Polar Ge-
ography 29, no. 2 (2005).

19  
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findings.
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Map showing the members of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference. 
Author: Kmusser/Wikimedia Commons

Abandoned Early Warning Radar Site, part of the former DEW (Distant Early Warning) 
system, Kangerlussuaq, Greenland. Photo: Catherine Crouch, USAF/DefenseImagery.mil 
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Inuit woman reading Woman’s Home Companion magazine, Alaska. ca. 1903–1915. 
Photo: Lomen Brothers, Nome, Alaska. Glenbow Museum

Judge William Morrow at land claims hearings, Fort Norman, Northwest Territories. 
Summer 1973. Left to right: James Wah-Shee, president of N. W. T. Indian Brotherhood; 
Julian (surname not known), aged 90 years; Judge William Morrow. Glenbow Museum.
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environment is nothing less than “the material basis for human 
existence,” and is in danger of being “destroyed as a result of 
human activities,”20 particularly for the peoples living in the 
Arctic! 

Indigenous Peoples as International Actors

From the perspective of international law, the Arctic is divided 
into the eight Arctic states by national borders and the territories 
and internal waters fall under their national sovereignty. This 
state-centric viewpoint does not however represent the whole 
picture. The Arctic region is home to many different indigenous 
peoples, including the Inuit in North America, the Nenets in 
Russia, and the Saami in Fennoscandia. These peoples have 
become effective actors with a considerable voice both in their 
domestic and in international affairs, where institutionalized 
northern cooperation is a key component.21

Greenland is a particularly interesting case study because 
the Inuit there make up almost ninety percent of the population. 
Greenland negotiated with Denmark a legal subnational govern-
ment, which then acquired responsibility and greater autonomy 
in several policy areas, including language policy and the 
utilization of natural resources.22 Greenland has since assumed 
self-determination through a 2009 referendum, a significant 
step toward full independence. That said, Greenland is legally 
still under Danish rule, including control of foreign affairs and 
defence.

Running through this book is the idea that autonomy finds 
political expression in different forms and practices. Both the 
meaning and usage of the term nation have long been contest-
ed.  Early modern usage referred to ethnic groups or peoples as 
nations, whereas it was subsequently appropriated by nation-
states. Most northern indigenous peoples have since been mi-
norities in their nation-states, and consequently, their main aim 
is to find opportunities to secure the right to self-determination.
To that end many indigenous groups today describe them-
selves as nations within nations (or across nations), and are 
prying open the assumption that nationhood must be synony-
mous with discrete territorial boundaries. These definitional 
and semantic shifts fit with the global trend to redefine and 
treat indigenous peoples as international actors—nations with 
a population, an identity, a right to self-determination, and, it 
is hoped, a territory in the future. Crucially for this book, these 
meanings can retain considerable continuity with the traditional 
grassroots networks of communications, witnessed by oral his-
tories, written records, and institution-building from precolonial 
times through to the present.23 

Take for example, the Saami people, whose homeland is 
divided by the national borders of four states. Mentally there 

20  
Yrjö Haila, ”Johdanto: 
Mikä ympäristö?” in Y. 
Haila and P. Jokinen, eds. 
Ympäristöpolitiikka: Mikä 
ympäristö, kenen politiik-
ka (Jyväskylä, 2001), p. 9.

21  
For more about the Saa-
mi, see Kristiina Karppi 
& Johan Eriksson, eds., 
”Conflict and Cooperation 
in the North,” Kulturens 
Frontlinjer, Skrifter från 
forskningsprogrammet 
KULTURGRÄNS NORR 38 
(Umeå, 2002).

22  
Natalia Loukacheva, The 
Arctic Promise: Legal 
and Political Autonomy of 
Greenland and Nunavut 
(Toronto, 2007), pp. 
30–32.

23  
Abele and Rodon 2007 
(see note 6), pp. 45–63.
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has been a strong feeling of possessing the unity of one nation. 
They were among the first northern indigenous peoples to start 
nation-building. The establishment of the (Nordic) Saami Coun-
cil in 1956 connected Saami living in Norway, Sweden, and 
Finland, and Russia since the early-nineteen-nineties. The radi-
cal transnational Alta movement against the construction of a 
hydroelectric power plant spawned a national awakening (even 
though that particular fight was lost), especially among young 
Saami and Saami artists, and contributed to the Saami people’s 
self-recognition as a pan-national actor.24 Similarly, Inuit living in 
Greenland, Canada, Alaska, and the Russian Far East extended 
their traditional understanding of homeland by building pan-
circumpolar connectivity across national boundaries. The Inuit 
Circumpolar Conference (now a Council) was founded in 1977. 

In the late nineteen-eighties and early nineteen-nineties, 
northern indigenous peoples took a series of significant steps 
to build deeper connectivity and cooperation between their 
organizations. For example, Inuit politically and geographically 
separated by the Bering Strait began to form new links to the 
Russian Far East.25 On the other side of the circumpolar north, 
the Saami Council and the ICC contributed to the post–cold war 
Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy—the involvement of 
indigenous organizations had been neither automatic nor clear at 
the outset. Then, working with the Russian Association of Indig-
enous Peoples of the North (RAIPON), they collectively support-
ed the establishment of the Arctic Council in 1996.26 Although 
indigenous peoples’ organizations were not invited to become 
founding members of the Arctic Council (like the Arctic states), 
they were designated Permanent Participants, which gave them 
rights of active participation and full consultation in the Council. 

The status of Arctic Council Permanent Participants is 
rare, if not unique, for indigenous peoples in global terms. It 
has opened many doors and created a platform for discussing 
human development and sustainability face to face with the 
governments of the Arctic countries. The indigenous peoples, 
being citizens of states, do not have equal status to the govern-
ments of those states, and have much more limited financial 
resources with which to support participation at the Council’s 
meetings and in its working groups.

All this adds weight to the arguments in favor of greater 
autonomy through self-determination or self-governance.27  
Achieving the “collective right to decide their own future” has 
become the main aim of the worldwide movement of indig-
enous peoples.28 Arctic indigenous peoples have received 
increasing recognition of their respective aspirations to nation-
hood. This is a result of their rich and resilient cultural heritage, 
vigorous activity, and self-consciousness as nations. Vital to this 
process of political emergence is the ability of northern peoples 
and communities to develop “innovative political and legal 

24  
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mansk at the 16th Annual 
Sami Conference in Mur-
mansk, Russia, October 
15–18, 1996.

25  
Mary Simon, “A Mes-
sage from Mary Simon, 
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(October 2003).

26  
See “Declaration on the 
Establishment of the Arc-
tic Council. Ottawa, 19th 
day of September 1996.” 

27  
Jerry McBeath, “Changing 
Forms of Governance in 
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and Southcott 2010 (see 
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28  
“UN International Decade 
of Indigenous Peoples: 
Common Objectives and 
Joint Measures of the 
Saami Parliaments,” a 
declaration of the meeting 
of the Saami Parliaments 
during the spring and fall 
of 1997.
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arrangements that meet the needs of the residents . . . without 
rupturing the larger political systems in which the region is 
embedded.”29 

If nation-building possesses an inherent geopolitical 
teleology, how far will it go for Arctic indigenous peoples? The 
ultimate aim of many—to own and control their land and waters 
—remains, as yet, neither recognized nor implemented. The 
reality is that the national borders dividing indigenous commu-
nities still carry great geopolitical weight. There are, however, 
more claims on land and water leading to new settlements; 
the first agreements between the natives, central, and regional 
governments have already been signed; and there are already 
the examples of self-governance of Greenland and Nunavut that 
indicate a clear shift in that direction. Furthermore, internation-
alization, as well as globalization, has a political logic for Arctic 
peoples as they attempt to clarify their legal positions and as-
sert their rights to self-determination, sometimes in conflict with 
the interests of nation-states. In addition, the Arctic is being 
integrated into the intensifying globalization of world politics.30 

All this is a northern version of environmental “awaken-
ing,” started partly by indigenous peoples’ organizations and 
partly by some environmental organizations and a few scien-
tists and scholars. Another key factor is the local or traditional 
ecological knowledge that comes from indigenous people and 
other Northerners living close to nature. To be concerned about 
the state of the environment is very natural or even a way of life, 
for them, and is also a necessity for survival. In the last decade, 
there has been an “awakening” in the recognition of climate 
change, and particularly of global warming, in the High North.

Environmental “Awakening” by Indigenous Peoples31

One of the arguments running through this cahier is that 
indigenous peoples have experimented with a range of 
technologies—legal, communicative, and environmental 
—across a range of scales, to exercise their engagement 
with, and stewardship of, the environment. Consequently in 
environmental protection, indigenous peoples’ organizations 
have pursued their own agendas. When, for example, the Saami 
mobilized indigenous support across national borders to resist 
the damming of the Alta River in Norway, they simultaneously 
worked in close collaboration with environmental movements 
and the scientific community. 

As a result, cooperation between indigenous peoples and 
scientific communities has become important in creating new 
examples of epistemological cooperation for the Arctic.32 The 
findings of the Arctic Monitoring Assessment Programme were 
used to push governments into signing the global Stockholm 
Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants.33  Similarly the 
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Arctic Climate Impact Assessment,34 which brought together a 
synthesis of scientific evidence and indigenous environmental 
concern to warn of the effects of climate change on northern 
traditional livelihoods, has had a considerable impact on gov-
ernments and intergovernmental organizations. 

The strategic military and resource value of northern 
indigenous homelands have in many cases drawn attention to 
the divergence of interests between states and their indigenous 
peoples, and has led to disagreements and even conflicts. More 
generally, environmental protection of the Arctic has become  
more complex, sensitive, and international in scope and has put 
it firmly on foreign policy agendas.35  Environmental advocacy 
by international environmental organizations and intergovern-
mental organizations has inflamed conflicts between indigenous 
peoples, local entrepreneurs, and national and regional authori-
ties. Trade in marine mammals, minerals, and forest products 
have all caused deep consternation for indigenous peoples 
seeking to sustain their traditional livelihoods.36 

This brings me back to the potential importance of the 
entire Arctic region in world politics. Here northern indigenous 
peoples, and their organizations can play an important role if 
they choose to do so. This raises the broader question as to 
what counts as environmental action in the spatial politics of 
indigenous peoples. How and where will the metaphor of the 
“laboratory” or “workshop” be productively used in climate 
change issues, be deployed in the future? How will the interplay 
between traditional and scientific knowledge create new mod-
els for action for international cooperation on environmental 
protection?

Conclusion

The Arctic is an environmental linchpin with a critical role in 
global environmental issues. It is, however, unclear whether 
the post–cold war stability and broad international cooperation 
will continue. One way to support this fruitful process is to 
recognize indigenous peoples, their livelihoods and agendas, 
particularly where they deal with the environment. Northern 
indigenous peoples have not yet been explicit about their 
interpretation of geopolitics and have not spelled out an agenda 
for it. They have, however, actively participated in, and to 
some extent even led, Arctic governance. In other words their 
perspective on geopolitics is thus far implicit. The question 
remains whether they will define their geopolitics explicitly and 
formally.

Context is crucial. Despite the fact that the lands and wa-
ters of northern indigenous peoples are mostly divided by na-
tional borders, they nevertheless define themselves as nations, 
and the Arctic as their homeland. They have become credible 
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political actors with stronger voices in their own affairs, and as 
international actors in international and inter-regional northern 
cooperation. Consequently they have created a special northern 
regional dynamics and “connectivity.” Given their resilience in 
the face of these rapid and multi-dimensional changes, is there 
not every reason to believe that northern indigenous societies 
can remain viable and thrive in the future?
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Igloolik during the midnight sun, 2009. 
Photo: Matthew Biederman

Nejc Trošt performing preflight checks of the Bramor UAS in Igloolik, 2009. 
Photo: Matthew Biederman
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API discussing the Kallitaq design with the members of the Pond Inlet HTO, 
2010. Photo: Matthew Biederman 

Harry Ikerapik Ittuksarjuat navigates Foxe Basin with the assistance of an 
onboard GPS system, 2009. Photo: API
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Unloading fuel to cache at Maniqtuuk Island for the return to Ikpik, Foxe Basin, 2009. 
Photo: Matthew Biederman   

Looking for a way through the sea ice. Zacharias Kunuk and crew, 
Foxe Basin, 2009. Photo: API 
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Harry Ikerapik Ittuksarjuat returning to Ikpik with a Caribou buck, 2009. 
Photo: Nejc Trošt
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Herve Paniaq searches for holes in the pack ice while navigating in Foxe Basin, 
August 2009. Photo: API

Harry Ikerapik Ittuksarjuat at Ikpik settlement after returning there for the first time in 
approximately twenty years. Harry spent several years with his parents, a few other 

families, and Father Fournier during his youth. 2009. Photo: Marko Peljhan
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Camp at Ikpik. Bramor UAS in foreground with API’s sleeping tent behind. In the 
distance, Marko and Matthew hang an antenna from the old church of Ikpik,

2009. Photo: API
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Zacharius Kunuk’s camp at Siuraarjuk. Solar panels connected to API’s Isagutaq power 
system are used to power the cabin and supply electricity for the first satelitte video link to 
London on the ocassion of the “Autonomy and Technology in the North” panel at Canada 

House, 2010. Photo: Matthew Biederman

Zacharias Kunuk and Matthew Biederman appear on screen live via satellite 
connection from Siuraajuk, NU, to Canada House, London, UK, during the Autonomy 

and Technology in the North panel discussion, 2010. Photo: Paul Glen
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