Surviving in the Arctic

Bowhead Whale

A Look at Inuit Culture
The Inuit people are well adapted to the climate of the Arctic region, and able to survive well in an area with very few resources. The Arctic

The Inuit used a variety of different tools to aid them in the hunting, cooking, and skinning of animals. This included spears, harpoons,

is considered to be the Northernmost part of the Earth; it includes Scandinavia, Russia, Canada, and the U.S. state of Alaska. The Arctic

arrows, bows, knives, ulus,traps, nets, hooks, pestles, and the pump drill. These tools were often crafted from bone or walrus ivory, as
well as drift wood and stone when they were available. Spears and harpoons were most often used by the Inuit in the hunt-

region is almost completely covered by water, much of it frozen. The Arctic region also experiences the most extremes of solar radiation;

ing of sea mammals such as seals and whales. The spear was crafted with a driftwood or bone shaft and either stone,

during the winter the Arctic is one of the coldest and darkest places on Earth, while the summer season brings sunshine and warmth for

bone or ivory for the projectile point attached at the end. Spears would have been used in the hunting of caribou at

24 hours a day. The Arctic has a vibrant water ecosystem with a variety of animals; jellies, shrimp, fish,
baleen whales, blue whales, bowhead whales, orcas, narwhals, seals, sea lions, and walruses. Land based
animals would include polar bears, foxes, caribou, hares, owls, and eagles. With the majority of these

Region Occupied by the Inuit

water crossings and hunting blinds. The spears could be thrown by hand or thrown using atlatls which were devices
used to throw the spears with a greater velocity. Harpoons such as the toggling Harpoon were used for hunting anything from small seals to large whales. While barbed harpoons could be used for fish and sea otters. These weapons

animals having white colouring in order to better camouflage into their surroundings. As for vegeta-

were made similarly to the spear yet had rope that let out so that the animal could move around and tire itself out; this made

tion and plant life there is very little, the Arctic is limited to grasses, sedges, and tundra vegetation

it easier for the Inuit to hunt for larger sea mammals. The tip of the harpoon was most often made from bone or ivory

such as mosses and lichens. This ultimately means that the Inuit had no access to wood materials other

and was detachable from the shaft of the tool. The harpoon was particularly useful during yearly whaling

than drift wood that washed ashore from the sea. Blankets of snow also meant that the Inuit had little to no access

expeditions. Bows and arrows were crafted similarly to the spear but were smaller and thinner. These

to stone materials during the winter season, but during the summer they would have used stone for tools, pottery, and

were most often used for the hunting of caribou and smaller land mammals.

lamps. The Arctic is often seen as a harsh and desolate environment, however the Inuit were able to adapt to the cli-

Hunting land animals could be made difficult due to the sound of crunching

mate and lack of resources; they became a thriving culture that respected their environment in every aspect of

snow (this would often scare the animals away). Therefore it was common

their lives. Perhaps this is part of the reason that they adapted so well to the Arctic.

for the Inuit to hunt in two groups; one to herd the animal closer to the
other group, while the second group would be waiting in kayaks on
Inuit would then use bows and arrows to capture and kill the

lakes or rivers. The
caribou and deer.

In order to learn more about the Inuit we must first understand that Inuit people descended
from two different cultures; the Thule and Dorset. These cultures thrived several thousand
years ago prior to the development of the Inuit. The Dorset culture developed around 500
For fishing the Inuit would use traps, nets, and hooks. Traps were often constructed in

B.C.E. from their descendants who had arrived in the area around 1500 years prior. This

areas where the shoreline would come in and out throughout the day. This allowed the

culture adapted to survive the arctic by hunting seals and other sea mammals through

Inuit to make natural traps with the addition of specifically places rock, or bone weights

holes in the ice that the animals would use for air. The Dorset also made kudlik lamps

and nets. These traps were also called fish weirs. With the use of traps the Inuit could

from soapstone and filled them with seal oil. Archaeological

set them in the morning and wait for the fish to naturally come in shore where they

evidence such as carvings and sculptures, suggests that

would be trapped when the tide receded throughout the day. This was an ingenious

the Dorset people were an active shamanistic culture.

idea that allowed for minimal exertion. The Inuit also practiced traditional fishing

The Thule culture, on the other hand, developed roughly around 900 C.E. in the
Northern Arctic. Thule culture differed from Dorset in that their primary source

with the use of hooks, fishing line and nets. Hooks would often be made from

of food was sea animals. The Thule utilized whale for their bone, blubber, and

ivory or bone, while the nets would be made from animal products such as hide,

baleen; but not often for food other than muktuk. The Thule were also known

hair, sinew, or intestines. Another tool used for fishing was the three-pronged

for utilizing every aspect of what they hunted in order to best survive. The

spear which had thin spikes made from bone or ivory attached to a shaft made
from driftwood or bone.

Thule expanded across much of the Arctic, replacing the Dorset and eventually becoming what we now know as the Inuit. What we do not understand
is whether the Thule came into contact with the Dorset at any point during
their expansion and whether they learned from each other or interacted.

As for the prepping and processing of animals the Inuit had many tools.

This is something that Archaeologists are still researching.

The pump drill was used to start fires or drill into bone or ivory. This was
important in the creation of tools from bone, as well as in the cooking of

The Inuit are hunters and gatherers who moved sea-

these animals. However, the Inuit did not often cook their food as fire was

Arctic Ocean

hard to sustain and resources such as wood and kindling were
used sparingly. Rather the Inuit would preserve and store their

sonly from one camp to another. Inuit communities usually held 100 to 1,000 members. These

food for use after hunting season, or would often eat raw

were considered to be regional bands and

meat. The ulu was an important tool used for the processing

were the most important social and political

of furs and skins. This was considered a womans tool, as the

relationships. Band members usually congre-

women were more often the ones to process the skins and

gated during the winter months; joining together

furs. The ulu was used to separate the skins from the animal
and to shave and remove the furs, as well as for cutting meat.

during seal hunting season. Yet during the rest of the

The Inuit would also use something called a kudlik which was used as an oil

year the Inuit would live in smaller groups of 2 to 5 members. These would

lamp. The Inuit would burn oil from whales or

usually consist of closely related family units; parents and children, as well as

seals to create light and warmth in their homes.

sometimes elders or unmarried individuals. These close-knit groups are very
important in understanding the culture of the Inuit, as they are very community
oriented; sharing knowledge, skills, and resources.

The practice of whaling was and still is a huge aspect of Inuit culture. Whaling is an
important seasonal hunting expedition which brings band members together as a
team. The Inuit never caught more than what they needed, and always used all aspects

Inuit dwellings were dependent on the region of the Arctic and the season. Most com-

of the animal. During whaling expeditions the Inuit would usually only hunt one whale,

monly Inuit would live in Igloos during the winter months; when there was more snow
and

ice

as it would be large enough to feed their entire community. Whaling would involve groups

available. The Igloo was built spirally from within and sometimes

of hunters going out on the water; some in an umiak and

lined with caribou skins to create an insulation. Igloos

some in kayaks. They would use a variety of tools but the

would have multiple chambers and passageways, as they

most important one was the harpoon. Modern Inuit people have

needed to be large enough to house between 15 to 20

adapted to the introduction of guns and other weapons and often

people. Igloos were often used during the more sedentary

use these when whaling now. The Inuit would use every aspect of the

months when the Inuit lived in larger communities. However, they

whale; skin, blubber, flesh and internal organs were eaten; baleen and

were still sometimes used during winter travel but were built smaller

bones were used for buildings, furniture and many smaller items; oil pro-

and less elaborate for this. Furniture in the Igloos consisted of cooking pots, oil

vided heat and light. This was part of the Inuit culture which respected the environment and everything in it; it

lamps, and low platforms. The Igloos were often kept at temperatures just below freezing. During the warmer

was also in part due to the limited resources in which the Inuit would use every aspect of the whale for survival. The

months when the Inuit lived in smaller groups the most common type of dwelling were tents. These tents were neces-

whaling culture was also representative of the community oriented views of the Inuit; the whale was always shared with

sary during the summer, as the Inuit were nomadic in these months; moving constantly as they followed animal herds.

everyone in the community. Everyone in the community was also involved in the processing or hunting of the whale; the hunt-

The tents were easier to put up and take down as they followed these herds. The Inuit tents were called tupiq and were

ers who went out and caught it, as well as the others who would process the animal by cutting and separating the different aspects

built entirely of animal products. The poles of the tent were made of drfit wood in the summer, while the rest of the tent

and then utilizing them for specific purposes. Due to the over-hunting of the baleen whale during the 18th

was usually sealskin (though it could be other animal skins) weighed down by rocks. The animal skins were sown together to keep water out of the tent. The hair was left on the skins at the back of the tent yet removed at the

and 19th centuries the baleen came close to extinction. The Europeans were drastically over-hunting

front of the tent. This allowed for a darker area in the tent where the sun could not penetrate in order to make

the whales as well as other animals. Unlike the Inuit the Europeans were not using the entire whale

a nice sleeping area, while the front of the tent would allow for sun to enter and make a nice living space. During

Kayak

and would sometimes catch the bowhead whales, cut out the baleen, and then throw the whale
back into the sea. The bowhead whale is now protected by the government and not allowed to be

the summer food was cooked outside of the tent in order to keep smoke outside; this allowed for nicer living conditions.

hunted; however, the Inuit have special considerations and are able to hunt them seasonly in
small amounts.
Transportation methods for the Inuit included dog sledding, kayaking, and the umiak. Dog sledding was used more for the transportation
of goods and equipment in snowy conditions. When using dog sleds the Inuit would most often walk while the dogs pulled the sled full
of equipment. This was often used when traveling for hunting trips. Kayaks were used for hunting as well as transportation between sites;
it could hold between 1 and 3 people. Kayaks were more often used in the hunting of sea mammals and for hunting caribou in rivers and

Umiak

The introduction of the Europeans caused major stress on the resources in the Arctic. This caused the Inuit to decline in numbers as the

lakes. The kayak was made from either driftwood or bone and then covered with either sealskins or caribou skins that had be de-haired.

animals they once relied on became over-hunted and verged on extinction. The Inuit always respected nature and were able to hunt in sus-

The umiak was also used during the hunting season. These boats were made with similar materials to the kayak; driftwood or bone with

tainable ways; only hunting for the animals that were not pregnant or young, hunting for only what they needed for survival, and ensuring

sealskins or caribou skins. The difference between the kayak and the umiak is that the umiak is not covered on the top, rather it has an

they used every aspect of the animal. However, the Europeans were hunting in an unsustainable manner, and quickly depleted the Arctic

open top and can transport a larger group of people. In some Inuit groups the umiak was considered the woman’s boat; they would use

resources. The introduction of diseases from the Europeans was another reason for the dwindling numbers of Inuit who had once thrived

it to transport families and possessions. While other Inuit groups would use the umiak as their primary transportation for whaling trips.

in the Arctic. Now with the addition of laws and regulations on Arctic hunting, as well as treaties and reserve land the Inuit will hopefully

A larger boat was necessary since the Inuit would take large groups of hunters on these whaling expeditions. However, some Inuit groups

be able to maintain aspects of their traditional way of life.

would use a combination of kayaks as well as an umiak on these trips.
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