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ABSTRACT

Inuit women’s perceptions of pollution are examined through a qualitative ethnographic
study conducted in Coral Harbour, Nunavut. Pollution is evident in the Arctic food chain
through the presence of such substances as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and heavy
metals. This study examines the cultural construction of Inuit women’s perceptions of
pollution. A broad cultural conception of pollution was utilized in which pollution is
understood as the culturally constructed disintegration of social boundaries. Using a
feminist methodology, in-depth interviews were conducted with 47 Inuit women in order
to highlight women’s voices and to contrast their discourse with the scientific discourse
and the discourse of the popular press regarding pollution in the North. For many Inuit,
cultural identity is linked to the procurement and consumption of traditional foods. The
possibility of access to their foods being limited by pollution or perceptions of pollution in
the Arctic food chain concerned Inuit women as this would pose a threat to their cultural
identity. Many women stated a willingness to consume their foods despite the potential
risk of contaminants. Inuit women are aware of the discourses on contaminants but their
concerns focus on pollution and the social. Their perceptions of pollution focus on the
invasion of pollutants, such as drugs and alcohol which have been brought into their

communities from the outside and which are causing disruptions.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

“Pollution is in the world—I think made by Qallunaat™ was told to me by an Inuit

woman in Coral Harbour, Nunavut.

Statement of the Problem

When fishing was no longer a viable means of subsistence for the Qjibway on Grassy
Narrows Reserve in Northern Ontario because of mercury contaminated rivers, the residents
moved from 95% employment to 95% unemployment within a year (Vecsey, 1987). The
social pathology which ensued was multilayered, and community members continue to suffer
from the devastating effects of pollution. In 1969, very high levels of mercury were found in
fish from the southem part of the English-Wabigoon River, downstream from the Reed Pulp
and Paper mill. A decade later, Vescey (1987), an “expert” (sic) researcher engaged by the
Chief of Grassy Narrows learned about the “20,000 pounds of mercury dumped into the
English-Wabigoon River system” (p. 288) which resulted in the closure of commercial fishing
on all its lakes and tributaries for residents on the Grassy Narrows and Whitedog Reserves
(Vecsey, 1987).

Fish in the 300-mile river system from Dryden, Ontario, to the Manitoba border

“carried body burdens of mercury that were sometimes forty times the standard of 0.5 ppm

'Qallunaat means more than two white people (Euro-Canadians) and is the plural form of
Qallunaaq (singular).



parts per million’ set for export and human consumption by the federal [Canadian]
government” (Shkilnyk, 1985, p 187-189). Some fish were found to contain mercury burdens
comparable to those found in the fish of Minamata Bay,® Japan, and several Qjibwa
individuals on the reserves tested as high as 300 ppb; this compares with the “safe” level of
less than 100 ppb (Shkilnyk, 1985). The initial injury (mercury contamination) was a direct
effect but it was also insidious and persistent. Effects of poisoning were evident on
individuals' bodies--high levels of mercury were detected in blood and hair samples, and
people exhibited physical symptoms consistent with mercury poisoning (though a medical
diagnosis remains inconclusive). However, more pemicious effects continue to be revealed
by the disintegration of the social body of the community. Suicides, child and wife abuse, and
alcoholism are just some of the problems faced by this community which is now in despair
(Shkilnyk, 1985; Kidd, 1993).

Not only are there the possibilities of physical health problems developing from
contaminants, but, as evidenced in Grassy Narrows, it has been shown that psychosocial
effects, defined as a “complex of distress, dysfunction, and disability” which manifest in a
wide range of “psychological, social, and behavioural outcomes as a consequence of actual
or perceived contamination” commonly develop (Dunn et al., 1994, p. 1093).

Because of accounts in the literature portraying disruptions in Northern communities

%0.5 ppm is equal to 500 ppb (re body burdens of fish).

*Village residents in Minamata were severely affected by mercury poisoning from effluent dumped
by a petrochemical company. By 1970, more than 100 people were dead and over 1,000 were left with
irreversible neurological damage. Minamata disease was one of the first indicators that humans could
be affected by pollutants in the food chain (Shkilnyk, 1985).
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subsequent to various types of contamination, I became concerned about the possibility that
Inuit in the Canadian Arctic could be affected by such a calamity. Having spent many years
working among the Inuit, I grew attentive to the likelihood of significant quantities of
contaminants being found in the Arctic which might result in a curtailing of their traditional
subsistence activities. Northern examples of pollution include radioactive fallout, mercury
contaminated rivers, and oil-slicked beaches and oceans where it was evident that more than
the immediate physical environment was polluted; pollution of the social body of the
community also occurred. (Beach, 1990; Miller, 1990, Kidd, 1990; Palinkas et al., 1993).
In response to these events, a contaminants discourse has emerged--which is
represented in various milieux. Discourse (a form of conversation) is contextual, and is
dependent upon the speaker’s/writer’s knowledge or interest in the topic under discussion.
Discourse is also cultural--inasmuch as the intended meanings may be readily understood only
by another person in, or familiar with, the same cultural milieu. In their effort to describe the
current topicality of the environment where “facts abound...and meanings flow and collide,”
discourse is described by Myers and Simon (1996) as “the totality of things written and read,
spoken and heard” (p. 4). Most scientists develop a discourse related to their specific
discipline, for example, biologists may concentrate on contamination of marine mammals;
nutritionists might examine pathways of Arctic food sources; and biochemists often track
contaminants such as organochlorines and heavy metals. In addition, there exists a thriving
contaminants discourse in the popular media. The scientific and popular discourses may in

themselves pose a threat to Inuit perceptions of pollution as the fear of contaminants

“‘Kaufert and O’Neil (1993).



(chemophobia) may be as alarming as the actual contaminants. For example, psychological

effects on the Inuit could lead to a reluctance in consuming their traditional foods.

Obijectives and Purpose of Research

My primary objective in undertaking this research project was to explore perceptions
of environmental health risks on the part of Inuit women living in Coral Harbour, Nunavut,
by gathering data that represent a discourse; this discourse may be seen as an alternative to
published accounts about contaminants. My purpose was to highlight Inuit women’s voices
so that their concerns could be heard and understood by “outsiders” who are trying to
communicate to the Inuit about the risks of contaminants in the Arctic.

The idea of an Inuit women’s discourse was developed further when I decided to
explore contrasting discourses on pollution in two other genres--those of the scientific and
of the popular press. These two domains of discourse were initially intended to be utilized as
contributing to the review of the literature. However, further examination of the differences
in the discourses augmented a deeper understanding of Inuit women’s perceptions of
contaminants, and these domains developed into essential components of the critique. Each
of the three domains of discourse in this study articulates an independent discourse--though
it is evident that the discourse of the popular press emerges from that of the scientific; Inuit
discourse is rooted in their lived cultural experience as well as being somewhat influenced by
the popular media. The result of my analysis of these discourses is a subjective interpretation
of the relevance of the print media to Inuit women’s perceptions of pollution. I believe that

this type of examination is necessary, not only to demonstrate that each domain of discourse



is appropriate in its own context, but that when the intent is to communicate pertinent

contaminant information, the speaker of each discourse understands or at least listens to the

message (or effects) of the other discourses. Because each domain or discipline represents a

different model of reality, one domain cannot claim to be the ultimate authority regarding

pollution.
Related abjectives of the study were:

1. to identify nutritional and sociocultural advantages for Inuit who consume traditional
Arctic foods, and to explore some of the potential risks of consuming foods which
may have been contaminated by environmental pollution;

2. to describe the changing influence of cultural beliefs and practices related to food on
health status and health care decisions undertaken by the Inuit; and,

3. to explore a range of potential risk behaviours on the part of Inuit women and their

families if faced with health threats in the context of environmental or social pollution.

The Basis for My Research Enquiry

My exploration of Inuit women’s perceptions of pollution started with a narrow
conception of contaminants--effects of chemicals on Inuit women’s lives. 1 moved into the
broader conception of pollution largely as a result of listening closely to {nuit women’s voices
in my exploratory study in Povungnituk, Nunavik in 1994. There I asked Inuit women what
their perceptions were of potential problems associated with the ramifications of reports of
pollutants such as PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) in the Arctic food chain. Because their

responses to questions of pollution highlighted their current social problems, I extended my



original question prepared for the larger study to include pollution in any form that was
considered by Inuit women to have an impact on their family and community lives.

In order to take an ethnographic and culturally sensitive approach to pollution as
perceived by Inuit women, I concluded that I needed to conduct the major study in a
community where I was well-known. The community which immediately came to mind was
Coral Harbour, Nunavut, (formerly Northwest Territories, or NWT) where I had successfully
conducted research in the past. 1 spent November and December, 1995, in Coral Harbour
gathering my data. In addition to talking with Inuit women in that community, I examined
various types of media reports about contaminants that were accessible to Inuit (such as
Northern newspapers and television reports) and I compare this discourse with that found in
the scientific literature--and not usually accessible to Inuit.

The discourse of science assumes its authority by its very (dominant) existence;
popular discourse tends to over-simplify or exaggerate and heighten fears (of unknown risks
of pollution), whereas Inuit discourse, which is embedded in their everyday life, reflects
changes in material (including social) conditions. It has been suggested that the form of Inuit
contaminant discourse is a knowledge that “acts to delimit the impact of scientific statements
which may describe their food as contaminated” (O’Neil, Elias & Yassi, 1997, p.31). This
“counter discourse” or “subjugated knowledge” can be seen as a resistance to scientific
discourse which has generally been accepted as the dominant form (Elias and O’Neil, 1995).
Discourse itself is knowledge (not just text), and entrenched in this definition is the important
factor of the role of communication in its dissemination.

Before I made the decision to explore differences in discourse (although my main



objective remained to highlight Inuit women’s perspectives), I initially looked at the problem
of contaminants in the Arctic from a practical perspective. By considering problems that have
arisen from occurrences of contamination of food sources in other geographic areas, I
believed that we should be able to anticipate potential difficulties that might appear in the
Canadian Arctic if sufficiently high levels of contaminants were discovered. Recognition of
potential problems--particularly social problems--is a first step toward their resolution or
prevention.

For example, in 1985 it was discovered that the people of Smithville, Ontario were
exposed to PCB contamination through leakage to the groundwater from a nearby PCB
transfer station built in 1978. PCB incineration and clean-up commenced in 1989, and it was
during this period of time that Smithville residents became very concerned and psychosocial
distress became manifest at the individual, family and community levels. A study conducted
in 1992 showed that the chemical exposures were insufficient to cause physical health effects
in the population; hence, any observed effects can be attributed to perceived risks. Impacts
of perceived risks to environmental contaminants are as real as the impacts of actual
contamination, and effects at each level of social organization must be understood in its
relation to the others. These psychosocial effects are influenced by characteristics of the wider
social, cultural, and community systems (Dunn et al., 1994).

Both anticipation and recognition of potential problems in a timely manner could help
alleviate stress and allow any issues to be dealt with before they became intractable.
Unfortunately, the Canadian Arctic is not excluded from the list of “polluted places”--in fact,

it has been described as a ““sink™ for contaminants (Muir et al., 1992). Harmful environmental



substances, such as PCBs, and heavy metals such as mercury, are known to exist in food
chains at various locations throughout the North. Pollutants are carried to the Arctic by the
atmosphere and by ocean currents from distant areas around the globe; they are deposited in
the Arctic environment (the air, land, and water) where they are ingested by benthic
organisms, biomagnified up the food chain, and finally consumed by humans (Dewailly et al.,
1993).

The recognized social and psychological impacts of the Exxon Valde:z oil spill in
Alaska provide a model for anticipated impacts from similar events that could occur in the
North (Palinkas et al., 1993). In Alaska various kinds of losses developed, including loss of
both women’s and men’s work, mainly related to a dramatic decrease in traditional hunting
and fishing pursuits. In affected Native communities, in addition to the loss of actual foods
and the pride of being able to feed one’s family, important sociocultural elements, such as the
camaraderie of the hunt (for men), and the sharing of the fruits of the hunt (women’s task)
were lost. Although women continued to be immersed in childcare and household
responsibilities, it was reported that some men with empty time on their hands instigated
domestic violence, and drug and alcohol problems escalated in the community. Women
became victims of abuse from jobless men, and, in addition, suffered from feelings of
uselessness and of becoming burdens on the already stressed resources of the community

(Palinkas et al., 1993; Miller, 1990).

Focus on Inuit Women. “Women and babes” is the answer to a question that is,

perhaps, rhetorical, “who would be most effected by such a catastrophe as a total loss of Inuit



foods?” Not only are women the most likely to suffer from unhealthy domestic circumstances,
it has also been postulated that various physical health problems could result if high levels of
PCBs were found in Inuit women.® It is known that because organochlorines (such as PCBs)
easily cross the placental barrier and bioconcentrate in milk fat, it is likely that foetuses and
breast-fed babies would become the most heavily exposed, and thus comprise the most
susceptible group. Adverse neuro-developmental effects have been observed in exposed
children in some studies, correlating with the estimated maternal exposure and presumably
with in utero exposure (Dewailly et al., 1993).

Not only are Inuit women’s bodies potential victims of contaminants, their immediate
social bodies would also suffer deeply as a result of cultural losses. Most Inuit prefer
consuming their traditional food, not only for its superior nutritional benefits, but most
particularly for the sociocultural values associated with the hunt. Because I had been told that
they still rely on local food sources for approximately 50% of their diet (Egan, 1990), I was
interested to learn from Inuit women what aspects of hunting activities they would miss the
most if an abatement were necessary. How could women find substitutes for such activities
as the drying of fish or the preparation of animal skins--skills that would have to be
abandoned? Because I thought that it was important that Inuit voices be heard (particularly

women’s voices), I wanted to hear from the Inuit women themselves what their opinions were

SPCB-contaminated cooking oil in Taiwan was ingested by women who were still producing
malformed children six years later. PCBs have an estimated half-life of seven years in humans (Shane,
1989). In addition, Seager (1993) reports that “women suffered disproportionate effects” from the
Bhopal disaster in 1984 when thousands of people were exposed to methyl isocynate (MIC), and writes
about the “overlooked gynecological and reproductive problems” (p. 100). For example, of 2,210 live
births at the time of the gas leak, 150 infants died within six months and spontaneous abortions
increased from 9% to 31% in a year (Seager, 1993).

9



regarding the contaminant controversy. What would they do in such a situation? Would they
change their diet, or continue to eat Inuit food that was potentially contaminated? Would they
become victims of cultural pollution?

There is little evidence that Inuit women’s specific concerns regarding contaminants
have been considered to date in planning the management of environmental health issues in
the North. Elucidation of their perceptions and concerns--which are based on culturally-
framed qualitative factors--is critical to risk management efforts in Northern communities.
Contaminants in the Arctic food chain, and understanding of these contaminants, could alter
the traditional hunting patterns and dietary habits of Inuit in the Arctic. Because food is one
of the major pathways for contamination in humans, any modifications to the Inuit’s access
to their traditional foods would play critical roles in sociocultural change. Even without the
threat of environmental contamination, rapid sociocultural change may bring problems of
resentment, alienation, depression, and powerlessness (Briggs, 1985). Today, not only are
their traditional hunting grounds at risk from southern-generated contamination, their whole

future and identity as Inuit is at stake.

Inuit Identity. One example in the academic literature which illustrates cultural
influences in food preference is the acknowledgement by Clyde River Inuit that their
traditional food is a marker of their identity; they assert that by choosing to eat hunted animals
Inuit identity is maintained (Borré, 1991). Being a genuine Inuk (/nummarik) means that the
individual holds a cumulative knowledge that is derived from direct contact with the

environment (O’Neil, Elias & Yassi, 1997). Briggs (1997) recognizes that it is when cultural

10



traits (such as hunting, or eating Inuit foods) are threatened, that they are accorded
emblematic status; these emblems, or markers of identity, serve to strengthen their “sense of
ethnic rootedness” (p. 229). The mutual benefits experienced by both animals and hunters (the
hunter is able to sustain human life and the animal agrees to become part of the body of the
Inuit) is analogous to the symbiotic relationship which the Inuit have with their land (Borré,
1991; Mauss, 1979). If "blood is made of what you eat and determines who you are" (Borré,
1991, p. 54), it follows that a switch to imported food might change a person who was born
an Inuk into an adult who is less than real (true) Inuit. It is not merely the pursuit and product
of the hunt which signifies a preference for traditional foods, rather, it is an overall feeling of
well-being which prevails when a more traditional lifestyle is assumed. Although it has not yet
been shown, it is possible that changes in the physical Arctic environment in the form of
detectable or perceived contaminants in the food chain may influence changes in dietary

behaviour among the Inuit, which could then erode their feelings of identity and well-being.

Potential and Known Contaminants in the Arctic

It is well documented in the scientific literature that substances such as
organochlorines and heavy metals exist (in relatively low concentrations) in food chains
throughout the Canadian Arctic; however, a direct link between contaminants in the Arctic
food chain and ill health among the Inuit has not been clearly established (Lockhart, 1995).
The possibility of contamination of food chains anywhere is a threat to all species and is of
no small importance to Inuit in the Canadian Arctic. In addition to its nutritional value,

traditional food is very important to the psycho-socio-cultural aspects of Inuit life.
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Prior to 1972, there were no regulations governing land use in the Arctic with the
result that wastes from work projects, including mines and equipment from the Distant Early
Warning (DEW) lines, were abandoned throughout the Arctic (Government, 1991). An
estimated 10 tonnes of PCBs were taken into the Canadian North for the DEW line stations,
of which only 2.7 tonnes have been recovered. However, this represents only a fraction of the
total PCBs deposited north of 60° annually--about 6 tonnes (Barrie et al., 1992). Without
significant pollution sources of its own (because of its small human population and general
absence of industrialization), the Canadian Arctic, as well as almost all other areas of the
circumpolar Arctic, is becoming the receptor of chemical contaminants released elsewhere on
the globe (Barrie et al., 1992). Over the last twenty years, scientists have detected an
increasing variety of toxic contaminants in the North (see Table 1), including pesticides, heavy
metals and radioactive fall-out (Twitchell, 1991).

Primary sources of Arctic pollution include local mining activities (which are
increasing in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut), and heavy industry in industrialized
America, Europe, and Asia (traces of pesticides and related chemicals from southeast Asia
have been detected in snow samples and in the tissues of Arctic wildlife). This is in addition
to areas of current and potential hydrocarbon (oil and natural gas) production in Arctic
Russia, Canada, and Alaska (Arctic, 1990; Lockhart, 1995). Although levels of pollutants are
lower than in most urban areas, Arctic ecosystems are more susceptible to biological damage
at lower levels. One explanation for the fragility of the Arctic is that, because many Arctic

organisms are adapted to systematically storing biological energy, they become
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Table 1
Arctic Environmental Contaminants

1 Chlorinated industrial organic compounds
Chlorobenzenes (CBZs)
semi-volatile agents: PCBs
PCDD/PCDFs--polychlorinated dioxins/furans

2 Organic pesticides
Polychlorinated camphenes (PCCs), eg Toxaphen
Hexachlorocyclcohexanes (HCHS)
Chlordane
DDT/DDE
Aldrin/Dieldrin

3 Polycylclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAH)

Eg Benzo(a)pyrene (B[a]P)
4 Metals

Mercury

Cadmium

Lead

Arsenic
5 Acids

Sulphur oxides
Nitrogen oxides

6 Radionuclides
1950s/60s bomb test product
Chernobyl products (e.g. Cs')

Adapted from Barrie et al. (1992)
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accumulators and concentrators of organic pollutants and toxic metals. This means that
animals (including humans) at the top of the food chain may carry much higher pollutant
concentrations than those in the ambient environment (Arctic, 1990). In contrast to southern
and temperate biological systems which have, for the most part, cleansed themselves of
radioactive fallout deposited in the 1950s and 1960s, the Arctic environment has not been
able to do so. For example, arctic lichens accumulate radioactivity and then transmit it to
animals (caribou) and humans, where it remains in their bodies (Thomas et al., 1992). When
a pollutant in solution is deposited on the ground it can then be carried through the root
system of plants into the plants themselves or it can be leached out and carried to
underground aquifers, or through surface runoff to lakes, streams, and eventually the sea
(Stern, 1973; Government, 1991).

Because the organs and fatty tissues of Arctic marine and terrestrial animals are major
concentrators of organochlorines and heavy metals--and mammals form a large part of the
Inuit diet--large amounts of toxic substances may be accumulated by humans. Studies have
shown that those Inuit whose diet includes a high percentage of traditional foods have high
levels of identifiable "chemicals used only in the south" (pesticides) in their body tissues and
breast milk (Arctic, 1990). Humans around the globe are unequal victims of their own
participation in the destruction of the environment, but the Inuit are victims only of the
consequences. Their traditional way of life has not contributed to environmental degradation,
but it has been affected by various types of anthropogenic pollution. People’s perceptions of
pollution are important factors in determining their choice of response to the risks of

pollution. They are influenced by a complex of sociocultural factors arising from historical and
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contemporary community life, and one of the main objectives of this study is to place Inuit
women’s perception in context and elucidate the impacts of pollution perceived by Inuit

women in one Canadian Arctic community.

Conceptual Framework

In my endeavor to explore the broad topic of pollution, I have been guided by cogent
analyses on this theme by Mary Douglas (1984;1992). Her insight in regard to issues
encompassing notions of dirt directed my preparation for field work for this study. In
particular, the cultural model Douglas constructs (illustrating pollution behaviour) has greatly
facilitated the analysis of my research data. Cultural theory assumes that a culture is a system
of individuals who hold each other mutually accountable; the social environment, moreover,
is systematically drawn into the picture of individual choices (Douglas, 1990; 1992). Other
researchers too, have noted that it is in the context of the local community that significant
influence is exerted on the psychosocial effects of environmental pollution (Dunn et al., 1994).

Following Douglas' (1978) recommendation of taking a phenomenological® approach
in the research process, I undertook a systematic analysis of Inuit women's perceptions of
pollution and of how they arise from a complex of sociocultural factors, including social
norms, policies, and institutions. The influence of the sociocultural environment of the Inuit
will become apparent in Chapters Six and Seven where I present the voices of Inuit women.

In seeking to understand notions of pollution, I anticipated (thanks to Mary Douglas

¢ Phenomenology in sociology is approached by examining how the common-sense knowledge about
society feeds back through social action into the moulding of society itself (Bullock et al., 1988).
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and the women of Povungnituk) that we cannot examine various given meanings in isolation
as all concepts of pollution are parts of a cultural whole. This anticipation was realized in my
conversations with women in Coral Harbour when they told me about their current health and
social problems. Mary Douglas (1992) advises us to consider "links between taboo-thinking,
which uses natural dangers to uphold community values, and our modern approach” (p. 4).
I was particularly interested in connecting traditional Inuit values with modern ones, and I
explored various aspects of cultural change. I asked women their thoughts on possible
disruptions in social networks (including symbolic and social relations associated with
traditional food in gift exchange) if access to Inuit foods were diminished. Would there be a
change in family roles in order to establish protective strategies and coping behaviour?

It is understood that cultures are not static; they are continually evolving, and cultural
values are consequently modified in order to retain some semblance of order in the ever
changing lifestyle. Technology forces change, and few can resist the compelling conveniences
it brings; for the Inuit this includes new forms of housing, clothing, transportation and
communication. Many Inuit with whom I spoke lamented the loss of traditional simplicities
(or inconveniences), and state that modernity arrived too quickly (and unannounced) for them
to adequately cope with all the ramifications. Pollution is deemed to be one of the more

disagreeable consequences of modernity.

Religion and Pollution (the Sacred and the Profane) Many Westerners believe that
cleanliness is next to godliness—establishing its place among the sacred. Holy things (the root

meaning of holiness is "set apart") must be protected from defilement (or dirt); indeed,
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separation of the sacred and profane is essential (Douglas, 1984). Practical expressions of
these notions were presented to me by Inuit women when they talked about the necessity of
preserving the separation of the lake used for drinking water and the sewage lagoon.
According to Durkheim (1961), the sacred can be distinguished from the profane by rules
expressing its "contagious” character. (Sacred) expressions of morality are treated as
contagious--contact with them is believed to be a danger--as when crossing forbidden
boundaries. External boundaries refer to those in a society or a human body; dirt (pollution)
must be kept out to avoid harm or danger. Hence, because it needs to be protected from the
profane, the sacred (or cultural norms) is continually surrounded by prohibitions. Because 1
had learned that spirituality was an important issue among the Inuit, some of my interview
questions addressed issues of good and evil and community cohesion.

Earlier ideas in the West can be traced to Robertson Smith (1889) who classified
religions as advanced or primitive on the basis of their viewing a distinction between the
sacred and the profane. He also advocated an ethical view of religion, stating that true religion
was rooted in the ethical values of community life. This idea was taken up by Durkheim
(1961) who believed that primitive gods were part of the community and that their powers
and influence helped structure the general social order; a cultural commitment to a common
set of values Durkheim termed collective conscience’.

In the New Testament, which informs both Western and contemporary Inuit views,

there are references to the bestowal or withdrawal of blessings as, respectively, the sources

’Durkheim used the term collective conscience in referring to those simpler societies which are based
on mechanical solidarity, i.e. where the division of labour is less advanced. In more complex societies
where organic solidarity operates, a shared collective conscience is less important (Jary & Jary, 1991).
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of good things and of danger. In Deuteronomy XXVIII, 1-24, blessings are given when order
is created; women are made fertile and food is provided in the form of livestock. When
transgressions have been committed, chaos follows; the fruits of the body as well as of the
fields/hunting grounds are cursed. Evidently, fertility/prosperity is permitted only when
conformity to expected rules of behaviour are followed.

There is an Inuit folktale which echoes wamings of chaos/disorder following the
commission of sins. Sedna (Nuliajuk) is the goddess of the sea--also known as the Sea
Mother® of the Inuit, or "the one down there” (Merkur, 1991). There are several versions of
the story (Rink, 1875; Boas, 1901; Rasmusssen, 1931) but from a compilation of the accounts
I have heard, it emerges that when all is as it should be and people (Inuit) are conforming to
the proper ideals, Sedna wears her hair in neat plaits and sends food in the form of sea
mammals for the Inuit to hunt and consume. However, if improper behaviour has occurred,
Sedna's hair becomes entangled in the rough waters she creates, and she withholds their food
sources. During such periods of poor hunting, it is assumed in the camp that a transgression
has occurred. The camp leader will entreat the transgressor to publicly admit her sins so that
Sedna will once again restore order.

This parable-like account may seem to have an orientation whereby social order is
fundamental to sociocultural norms. Sociocultural beliefs regarding pollution (disorder) may
be seen as coercive in that they help maintain social solidarity and the concept of shared

values. One of the older women in Coral Harbour told me:

¥Sea Mother mythology has been differentiated into three tale types: the dog-husband myth, the
storm-bird myth, and the myth of the origin of the sea animals (Merkur, 1991). The latter has a wide
polar distribution—from Alaska, across Canada to West Greenland.
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“Some angakoks [shamans] used 10 heal the sick...they were not like gods but
like prophets; if somebody made a mistake or did something wrong—that
angakok would know. "’

Anachronistic explanations usually ignore social change whereas folktales and traditional

beliefs are continuing in their influence and relevance to a community coping with constant,

and in some cases, escalating change.

Perceptions of Pollution Just as beauty is deemed to be in the eyes of the beholder,
pollution is construed by all senses of the perceiver. Mary Douglas uses the term “dirt” as a
synonym for pollution, and in this research study the word pollution was used by many Inuit
women to describe an invasion of dirt in various forms (such as “smog,” “smoking,” “the
ozone layer”) from the outside. The Inuit cultural/community boundary was crossed when
such pollutants as alcohol, drugs, PCBs and tobacco were brought in by outsiders. Intrusions
from without are regarded as potentially threatening because it seems that not only are the
physical boundaries of the society/community being threatened, but the spiritual/cultural limits
are being tested continually.

The Western idea of dirt is dominated by the knowledge of pathogenic agents, but
Mary Douglas (1984) acknowledges that Western ideas also express symbolic systems in a
manner similar to less complex cultures, and that differences in pollution behaviour are just
a matter of detail. Western ideas of pollution include regarding dirt as offensive, and it is with
this understanding that she asserts, "dirt is essentially disorder” (Douglas, 1984, p. 2). Hence,
in order to get rid of dirt (disorder) we re-order our environment; this may be seen as a

positive, creative action which makes the achievement conform to our cultural ideas of
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cleanliness. Dirt is described as a residual category--a by-product rejected from an orderly
system. Douglas explains that whatever we perceive is organized into patterns conceived by
us; individuals approach issues through their own unique and cultural lenses and a frame is
constructed that establishes a set of assumptions (Gitlin, 1980). The act of perceiving is not
merely a passive effort. From stimuli affecting our senses we select those with which we are
familiar and which have meaning to us; this filtering system is a pattern-making tendency
called schema. In perceiving, we accept and reject cues according to their fit into the pattemn
we are building. Ambiguous cues are treated as if they harmonized with the familiar but
blatantly discordant ones tend to be rejected. Facts which may be related but do not fit into
the categories we are devising we tend to ignore--so that they do not disrupt established
assumptions. When anomalous cues are accepted, assumptions may need to be modified. That
is, we accommodate a new experience, label it, and take ownership of it. As these new
experiences accumulate, we gain more confidence in our (refined) assumptions (Douglas,
1984).

Distinct cultures support distinct concepts of pollution--though cultural patterns of
values regarding pollution usually change over time. Culture provides a positive, perhaps even
rigid, pattern of values by which we organize our precepts. Individuals in any society may
re-order their own perceptions privately (as will be seen in later chapters when I discuss my

research findings), but in the public arena anomalies’ are confronted in a culturally defined,

*Mary Douglas (1984) reports that in some West African tribes the rule that twins should be killed
at birth eliminates the social anomaly that a human womb cannot bear two babies at the same time.
It has also been reported to me that in earlier times Inuit would nurture only one of a set of twins after
their birth as there was room for only one baby in the amoutik (a woman’s outer garment).
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acceptable manner.

In any discussion of perceptions of pollution, what is actually being asked is “what do
you believe are the risks of (xyz) happening?” Mary Douglas (1984; 1990) asserts that the
word and the concept of “"risk” has changed over time. The original meaning of ‘the
probability of an event occurring’ invokes a neutral concept,'® but today, risk tends to be

associated with only negative outcomes.

o
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As a construct, risk may be defined as the probability of a (usually unwanted) event
occurring, key components of which are probability and hazard. In the context of
contaminants, the probability of occurrence of a particular effect depends on (a) the potency
of the toxicant, (b) the susceptibility of the exposed individual, and (c) the level of exposure.
The latter depends upon the sources of the toxicant, the events surrounding its release, and
the pathways through which it can reach humans. Hazard refers to factors which cause
adverse health effects, such as viruses, bacteria, and chemicals. Risk then, is a function both
of the nature of the effects induced and of the probability of their occurrence (Krevski, 1987).

The process of risk assessment and management has usually focused on the scientific

identification of health hazards and the determination of heaith risks. It is the conscious

'®The concept of risk originally emerged in the seventeenth century where, in the context of
gambling, a specialized mathematical analysis of chances was developed. In the eighteenth century,
the analysis of risk had uses in marine insurance-—the chances of a safe retum of a ship compared to
it being lost at sea. In the nineteenth century, humans were considered to be risk averse as economics
was the motivating force. Its current construct has less to do with technical calculations of probability
than with politics, and hence, power (Douglas, 1990).
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attempt to identify the sources of risk, to define the conditions of exposure to humans, to
relate the conditions of exposure to harmful effects, and to estimate the experienced risk
(Krevski, 1987). The calculation of risk for the scientist is an objective endeavour conducted
without ideology, politics, or preference, and hence, it is unbiased.

It is accepted in the scientific community that in any discussion of risk we usually
distinguish between " real” and "hypothetical" risks; the real type of risk can be identified and
quantified. For example, cigarette smoking has been shown epidemiologically to pose a
known health hazard—there is a real risk of early death from lung cancer or heart disease. The
use of food additives or low-level exposure to some chemicals poses hypothetical risks; they
may contribute to cancer mortality, but there is no evidence to prove a definitive causal link.
Hence, it may be difficult for the public to sort out what is real and what is not. As will be
seen below, for many of the Inuit women with whom I talked, a risk is not considered real
unless they have witnessed its untoward effects.

Risk analysis seems to presume that choice among hazards should follow a purely
rational model of decision making but the choice of risks people tale is heavily influenced by
social and cultural contexts. Mathematical models aid in the scientific assessment of risk, but,
as explained by Boyer (1991) “ultimately the gap-filling is not a purely scientific act; it reflects
the values of individuals who are making the decision and the political cuiture in which they
operate” (p. 23). Some risk analysts admit that it is they who must broaden their “own

concept of risk using expressed public preference as a guide” (Hohnemser, 1981, p. 51).
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Perceptions of Risk

Because risk is, in part, a social construction, then evaluating perceptions of risk is a
social process. For the general public, low probability events are not usually deemed
important in their evaluation of risk. Risk aversion is mainly attributed to becoming aware of
vivid but unlikely events (like Three Mile Island). In these case, because their knowledge is
socially derived, and constructed in socially approved terms, their knowledge limits are
confined to their world view. Public perceptions, in general, are often based on concern over
a different set of consequences than those in technical risk assessments. For example, personal
relevance, familiarity with and complexity of the risk, as well as control over exposure to it,
affect peoples’ perceptions of risk.

In order to address issues surrounding the problem of risk in a particular ethnic group,
a holistic approach is needed, whereby a whole view of human action is explored (Douglas,
1992). In fact, only by taking cultural values into account (including concepts of mutual
accountability) can an outsider study risk perception in a specific cross-cultural situation.
Because I was cognizant of the history, mores and customs of Inuit culture, I was better able
to construct an overview of the community's attitudes towards risk. Even then, as I was told
by several Inuit, the concept of risk must be considered in a specific context--such as the risk
of drowning in an old, dilapidated boat, or the risk of falling through thin ice. In fact, I was
told by several women that “nobody talks about risks” and that it is an individual’s decision
to take risks. As other researchers too, have found, the concept of risk is a construct which
can take on different meanings depending on the context of the discourse (Kaufert and

O’Neil, 1993).
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Some people (in any ethnic group) appear to be more risk averse than others. A
chosen risk is usually taken with some knowledge of possible harmful consequences, but in
response to my asking women if they thought that Inuit take risks (in the abstract sense),
some told me that they thought that Inuit took risks such as abusing drugs and alcohol
without realizing that they would become addicted.

Perceptions of the risks of pollution--starting with the individual body, including the
social body, and extending to the body politic--are influenced by a complex of sociocultural
factors arising from historical and contemporary community life. Inuit traditional ecological
knowledge (TEK) has guided their risk decisions throughout time and this knowledge has
been communicated to contemporary Inuit who now want to demonstrate that their extant
ideas about risk are still relevant to competent management of the Arctic environment.

Research into risk perception based on a cultural model reveals that risk (in all its
implicit meanings) may be seen as a social construct (Douglas and Wildavsy, 1982) and as a
collective construct (Brown, 1987). As I leamed from the Inuit, people's risk perceptions and
attitudes are influenced by the accumulation and assimilation of personal experiences over a
lifetime, as well as by interpersonal communication in a variety of networks (Brown, 1989).
Individual preference can be understood only by cultural theory, as risk-taking behaviour
adheres to a reasonably predictable pattern of understandings between the person and others
in the community (Douglas, 1992). This is a concept I was able to employ in Coral Harbour
because I was familiar with the Inuit ideology of individual choice being accommodated
within the context of community cohesion. For example, most women told me that they were

willing to take the individual risk of eating potentially contaminated hunted food because,
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besides enjoying the taste, they needed Inuit food to survive--as Inuit.

Individuals in a cultural group are assumed to sift information through a "collectively
constructed censor” (Douglas, 1990, p. 11); hence, it is essential to take cultural values into
account when studying risk perception. The veracity or authority of (new) facts, Douglas
(1990) concedes, is advanced by a consensus that supports the current political system--
thereby creating a politico-cultural bias—-because each culture is based on a distinctive attitude
toward knowledge. For example, individualistic (Westem) culture may praise and reward new
knowledge--and it attempts to discredit the old cultural knowledge. But in a hierarchical
culture—or even in a society like the Inuit which tends to be more equitable--self-protection
of the system is assured by demonstrating confidence in its old knowledge. New knowledge
is not disregarded, but it is how the new knowledge is perceived and assimilated by the
individual--whether it is accepted or rejected from the established patterns of belief--that
reinforces a person's cultural allegiance. When I tested this assertion in Coral Harbour, I
understood the real promise of Nunavut: new ideas are selected, sieved, and successfully
utilized within a traditional framework. (However, some Inuit women consider Nunavut to
be a risk.)

For Mary Douglas, the modern Western dialogue about risk "plays the role equivalent
to taboo or sin" (Douglas, 1990, p. 7). To be "at risk" states Douglas, is equivalent to being
sinned against and vulnerable to events caused by the behaviour of others (who are also
opponents). It means to be in danger. The sin/taboo discourse, belonging in the discourse of
religion, is aimed at the conservation of morality and community solidarity; to be "at risk" is

the reciprocal of being "in sin" and to be "in sin" means to be the cause of harm or the
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perpetrator of a deed that results in harm. In contrast, states Douglas (1984), the aim of
(secular) risk discourse appears (to some) to be community disintegration in the style of an
individualistic culture--which is skeptical of religious faith but supports industrial expansion.
This differs, in my estimation, from the significance of risk discourse in the Inuit context--
where individuals are able to develop their own concepts of risk without contributing to social
disintegration. For example, when I asked women what other people knew about pollution,
I was informed that they could not speak for others. In addition, I was told that individuals
make their own choices regarding which risks they choose to take. No comments were made
that appeared to denigrate individual perceptions or actions as having the potential to taint
Inuit culture.

A "chemophobia" epidemic (fear of chemicals--a sort of chemical reaction) is the
cause of much fear among people who may be confused or uncertain as to the reality of the
risks, and what it means to them and their families (Whelan, 1993). For example, Shkilnyk
(1985) reports that she was told by a resident of Grassy Narrows Reserve, “...I got a letter
from the government saying that I had a high mercury level. I think it was over 200. The letter

said I was “at risk.” But what does that mean for me...?” (p. 192).

Risk Communication It is accepted and understood that the public often responds to
risk differently from the experts, and this has implications for risk communication and
management. Kasperson (1987) notes that risk managers who operate on the basis of
technical risk assessment only, using numerical estimates of mortality and morbidity, continue

to be surprised by the broader perceptions of risk of the general public. Although people are
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generally rational in their approach to risk, greater attention needs to be paid to the qualitative
(sociocultural) aspects of risk. The scientific literature on the risk of Arctic contaminants is,
generally, inaccessible to the Inuit.

But, because they had received contradictory messages from scientists in the past,
Inuit women told me that they were suspicious about their advice. Risk communication
should adapt to the social contexts in particular communities and strive to recover lost trust
in expert knowledge.

For the Inuit, the qualitative attributes of hazards assume greater importance than the
numerical level of risk. Because their concept of risk is embedded within the local context,
it is at the local level that dialogue on risk should be established. Kasperson (1987) advises:

“A broader approach to consequences of a multidimensional conception of

risk will almost certainly provide greater insight into public response and

concern” (p. 294).

Communication in the form of health advisories is one vehicle for informing the public about
health risks. Health care providers could use the local radio to provide culturally appropriate
advice on topical health issues, or printed bulletins could be distributed in public venues such
as the health centre, the schools, stores, and community centres. In adapting to the social
contexts communication efforts can help improve the understanding of public information and

health professionals can continue in the maintenance of public health and safety.

Qutline of the Thesis

The remaining chapters of this thesis follow the path of the research process beginning
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in Chapter Two where I discuss how the research was actually conducted within an
ethnographic framework. The qualitative research method I used coalesced with a feminist
perspective which allowed me to engage in a collaborative relationship with all participants.
Women'’s voices are distinctive and distinct in this study; they are the dominant voices
because I chose to conduct in-depth interviews with women only. An important element in
the success of feminist ethnography is the part played by the researcher; my being accepted
as a known quantity—one who has worn several hats (nurse, researcher, friend)--was critical
in the gathering of rich data.

Chapter Three provides the socio-cultural background information essential for
understanding the meanings of my observations and conversations. The context of risk
perception encompasses people and places in the North, and includes a history of Arctic
peoples and characteristics of the Arctic ecosystem. Consideration is given to the
politico/social aspects of Arctic life as such issues are influential in Inuit perceptions of
pollution and in the choices Inuit make. In Chapter Four I present a review of the scientific
literature describing various contaminants found in the Arctic (mainly organochlorines and
heavy metals) and an examination of this discourse is compared with the popuiar media
discourse of pollution--mostly newspaper articles--in Chapter Five.

Chapters Six and Seven are devoted to the voices of Inuit women in Coral Harbour.
The following themes emerged: food; health; contaminants; perceptions of pollution;
perceptions of risk; trust; power and blame; and community wellness. Themes described
encompass the large range of health and social issues current in the community. My findings

in these two chapters show that, for the women with whom I spoke, pollution can appear in
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many forms, from drug and alcohol consumption to visible air and water contaminants to

possible invisible contaminants in Arctic wildlife. Erosion of traditional Inuit social structures

by various forms of southern-generated pollution was identified as having a negative impact

on Inuit identity. As well as asking about types of pollution, I asked Inuit women about the

status of their current lives and how they thought this might change if Inuit food became too

contaminated for consumption. This was the worst scenario they could imagine as they have
suffered multiple losses in recent decades. L.osses were recounted in our conversations and
they are presented in this manuscript as contributions to the overall picture of their
perceptions of pollution. Women thought that it was important that their voices be heard
because the so called “experts” look at things differently and are not always cognizant of
important facets of the lives of the people involved. I was told that if the real problems were
identified by the people suffering from them, then realistic solutions could be initiated.

In Chapter Eight I address the related study objectives, summarize my conclusions,
and provide explanations of my interpretations of some of the meanings in the three domains
of discourse. The focus remains on Inuit women’s voices and their perceptions of pollution;
this is compared with the language'! of the risks of pollution published in the popular press
and in the scientific literature. Central to my thesis that perceptions of pollution are culturally
constructed was highlighted in my final question to participants, “how would you feel if you
couldn’t eat Inuit food any more?” Their answers are enlightening--and unforgettable:

“I would feel that part of our tradition had been taken away from us. It
would be a big loss;”

"I use the term “language”™ in the same sense as Kaufert and O’Neil (1993): concepts, values,
symbolic forms, as well as words.
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“I would feel terrible. I don't think I would last too long—I'm too used to
eating it...we crave for certain Inuit foods—worse than wanting a cigarette; "’

“I would die right away. I think everybody would die.”
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CHAPTER TWO

The Research Process

The year before I conducted my fieldwork in Coral Harbour, Nunavut, I carried out
a feasibility study regarding perceptions of environmental health risks on the part of Inuit
women in Povungnituk, Nunavik. At that time substantial work was being done (and
continues today) in Northern Québec in connection with the Arctic Environmental Strategy;
similar research on environmental health issues, though on a much smaller scale, was
proposed for the Keewatin Region of Nunavut.

In the first study (which Yin, 1993, would describe as an exploratory case study) I
spoke with key informants including the mayor, the employment officer, physicians, nurses,
native midwives, and the head of the women’s organization. I informally interviewed 18
women (not in-depth) regarding their perceptions of the risk of contaminants in the Arctic
food chain. Before going to Povungnituk I had constructed a short interview guide based on
my own knowledge of Inuit ideas of food, but in conversation with people there, perceptions
of pollution were expanded to include sociocultural issues which were of current concern to
Inuit in that village. My stay in Nunavik was enlightening as it was here that I was informed
by a member of the women’s committee that of course people have concerns about the
possibility of their traditional food being contaminated; however, other problems, such as
drug and alcohol abuse as well as child and wife abuse were more significant at that time than
fear of contamination of food. This assertive, well-informed, Inuit feminist spoke with a

frankness and an authority that is rare in any town. I will never forget my long conversation
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with her—it was pivotal in the re-formation of the interview guide which I subsequently used
in Coral Harbour.

After spending a few weeks in Povungnituk--a new and unfamiliar Inuit community
for me--I more fully appreciated the advantages of working in an aboriginal community where
I had been known and trusted for an extended period of time. I value the cooperation of
people in Povungnituk, but the feminist methodology I had decided upon for my project
requires a close connection with local women (and men), and I was fortunate in having these

ties already established in Coral Harbour.

Fieldwork Preparation

In order to be able to conduct research in Coral Harbour, it was first necessary to
obtain a science licence from the Nunavut Research Institute in Iqaluit. At that time this
entailed: completing an application form indicating university affiliation, sources of funding,
and writing a short research proposal; requesting permission from the Hamlet Council of
Coral Harbour and the Keewatin Regional Health Board; and because my project was
“contaminant-related research,” I also had to apply to the chair of the Policy Advisory and
Technical Committee on Arctic Contaminants in Yellowknife (see Appendices A, B,C, and
D). Evidence of approval from the Ethics Committee at the University of Manitoba (Faculty
of Medicine) was also mandatory (Appendix E). Before going to the field I developed two
forms: one was a consent form (which was subsequently translated into Inuktitut) for
participants to complete before granting me an interview; the second was an explanation of

the study itself (see Appendices F, G,& H). The interview guide (Appendix I) was initially
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created from knowledge gained in my previous experiences of working with Inuit as well as
ideas gleaned from copious reading on topics regarding cultural constructs of risk. It was
augmented by invaluable contributions from Inuit women in Povungnituk.

After I received my letters of approval to conduct the research, I phoned some people
in Coral Harbour in order to engage an interpreter and to locate a place to stay. A friend

announced my project on the local radio prior to my arrival.

Research Participants.

Because it had been announced that I was conducting research in the community, no
one was surprised to be asked to take part. In the 128 households registered in Coral
Harbour, there was a total of 672 residents, and 37 of these individuals were Qallunaat. Of
the 635 Inuit, approximately 48% were under the age of 18 (n=304). Fifty-one percent of the
remaining 331 individuals were women (n=165);, of these, 133 were eligible for this study.
Those who were excluded were: non-Inuit women; women who had a disability that
prevented them from participating; those who were absent from the community during the
study period (either away at school, visiting other communities, or hospitalized); members of
the family with whom I lived; the interpreter who worked with me; and women under the age
of 18.

I conducted in-depth interviews with 47 Inuit women, supplemented with input from
numerous other informants in the community. Each woman was provided with a study
explanation sheet and was invited to ask any questions; she then signed a consent form. She

was assured of confidentiality and understood that she would not be identified in the
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completed manuscript. Fifteen of the 47 participants did not speak English, and since my
Inuktitut is somewhat limited, I engaged an interpreter I had worked with in the past to
translate when necessary. All of the women with whom I spoke, who ranged in age from 18
to 63, were mothers of adopted or natural-born children, or were pregnant at the time. I
wanted to interview women from all age groups, so I purposefully limited the number in each
group. Group A was composed of women in the 18 to 29 age range (n=15); group B, 30 to
44 years (n=14); group C, 45 to 59 years (n=12); and group C+,' over 60 years of age (n=6).
The women aged 44 and younger usually spoke English as most of them had attended school.

Within the purposeful sampling approach, I used the stratified purposeful strategy in
order to “capture major variations rather than to identify a common core”--though this
happens too (Patton, 1990, p. 174). I selected a number of women from each age group by
the opportunistic method. I simply met people on the street, in the stores (in exchange for an
interview, I carried home the groceries for one participant!), at people’s houses, or sometimes
I called women to request an interview. Initially, I had aimed to interview 20% of the
sampling frame (n=27) because I thought that this would be a manageable number, but
because the interviews were going very well, I decided to continue until it was time for me
to leave the community. Forty-seven women out of a possible 133 eligible for inclusion in the

study represents more than 35% of the total. Nobody declined to be interviewed.

Research Schedule During the weeks I spent in Coral Harbour, I conducted in-depth

'For some partly explicable reason, I did not want to assign anyone (particularly the elders) to the
‘D’ category--perhaps because this has connotations of failure. My cultural (academic as well as

Qallunaaq) baggage is evident.
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interviews every day of the week and on weekends, either during the day or evening--
whichever was the most convenient for the participants. I tried to interview those women who
did not speak English during the day on weekdays so that my interpreter would not have to
forego family responsibilities. With one exception--where the interview was held in the
workplace--all interviews with participants took place in their homes. If there were many
visitors in the house at the time of my arrival, or if other members of the family were watching
the television, or listening to the local radio or the CB radio, I was taken into a bedroom in
order to conduct the interview without undue noise interrupting us. Of note the following
modes of communication were in operation when I entered the houses: television, 30; radio,
18; CB radio, 23 (the easiest and quickest method of contacting someone or of getting a
message out to the community). No one appeared shy with me or reluctant to allow me into
their house, as I had visited many of them in their homes on previous occasions and, as Finch

(1984) explains, I was treated as a guest--not merely an inquisitor.

Research Process and Analysis All of the interviews were voice-taped and I checked
that each tape had been properly recorded after each interview. When I returned to Winnipeg
I then transcribed all of the tapes. I entered all pertinent data into Paradox (version 7), a
relational database management system which enabled me to link and sort variables. Besides
entering the answers to each of the 53 questions on the interview guide I posed to the 47
participants, I also added another 18 variables--such as, which methods of communication
were in operation when I entered the house (television, radio); the number of adults and

children living in the house; in which language the interview was conducted; and the
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participant code number. Sometimes several questions became fused into a single
variable/field (for, example, where they appeared to be asking for the same information and
if similar responses were given). In other cases--those for which everyone gave the same
response (such as belief in God, or milk is good food for growing children)--answers were
not entered into the Paradox table to prevent it from becoming unnecessarily cumbersome.

As well as entering a single word or syllable for many of the responses (there were 68
fields), I also typed in all comments verbatim. These comments were often supplemental to
a simple yes/no answer and they also comprised the total answers for several questions such
as “what do you think the government could do to help the Inuit be healthier;” “what kinds
of things do you think are dangerous;” and “what do you think others know about
contaminants.” I created a database table for each of these questions--one record per
participant. From all of the data entered, major themes were revealed by the use of “queries”
and were compared across all interviews. Records were sorted across numeric, Boolean
(true/false), and text fields, and were filtered. For example, I might ask what is the most
common food consumed in a particular age group; or, what was the health condition most
feared by all participants; or, for Inuktitut only speakers, what was the most common concept
of pollution. I also counted how many people mentioned TB, drugs or abuse in their
responses (that is, without being prompted). I then determined which topics appeared to be
the most important or common in the interviews and constituted themes. Themes may be
described as topics, issues, or concerns which a person talks about at length or to which she
constantly returns during the interview. Hence, themes can represent topics which are the

most meaningful to the person at the time of the interview (Hayes, 1994). In this research
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study, themes were derived from the total number of responses; recurring themes were
determined in this study by asking Paradox to group, count or sort answers to a particular
question.

By using the thematic process, concerns are contextualized as they are then linked to
the way people experience everyday life and each other. The relational database system,
however, did not solely determine the form and content of my interpretation. In addition to
data entered into Paradox, I also examined my field notes for references to themes identified
in the Paradox tables. These notations, as well as responses to my questions regarding food,
health, and contaminants, illustrate a kind of mapping of evolving health concepts and
precepts (such as increasing fears of cancer) in the community of Coral Harbour. It was
important that I, as a researcher, be cognizant of the socio-cultural determinants of health
relevant to the culture. For example, I knew most of the people who had died of cancer in
recent years and the women expected me to understand the depth of their concemns. I did not
solicit specific answers to my questions, and all of the explanations/associations which I
discuss in later chapters in this thesis were presented to me by my research participants,
though the interpretations are my responsibility.

I had an opportunity to return to Coral Harbour the following summer--for just one
day. I was asked to take part in a television documentary for the World Wildlife Fund.? I was
able to arrange some interviews with community residents who were willing to talk about

contaminants in Arctic wildlife--their food resources. It was interesting for me to observe

*The WWF obtained verbal permission to conduct the documentary from the Department of Health
in Yellowknife who also recommended that the film makers contact me. Their approval mechanism
was much simpler than the process that I (and other academics) must undergo.
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someone else conducting interviews on this topic—even though their focus was more on the
plight of the animals! Six months later, in February 1997, I returned to Coral for two weeks.
I spoke with most of the women who had participated in the 1995 study and I asked them if
my interpretations were sound. They validated my analyses and brought me up to date on the
happenings in the community.

The greatest factor which contributed to the success of this research endeavor lay in
the rapport established between myself and community members over a span of 13 years. In
addition to interviewing in the field, and examining published accounts in the academy and
popular press, I believe that the most salient feature of this qualitative research dissertation
is the overriding influence of feminist methodology whose effect is conspicuous throughout

the study.

alitative Method

Qualitative research was the obvious choice for this ethnography as it is the site of
multiple methodologies. By crosscutting disciplines and subject matter, I was able to gain an
in-depth understanding of how Inuit act in, and give meaning to, their lives (Hayes, 1994).
Qualitative research involves an interpretive approach by its emphasis on the interpretation
of phenomena in terms of their meanings for people affected in the investigation. Such a
naturalistic inquiry examines real world situations as they naturally unfold, that is, without any
intervention or manipulation on the part of the researcher--although quantified data may be
included (Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). My inclusion of quantitative data is

restricted to percentages and ordinals, that is, how much or how many participants furnished
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particular responses. Lévi-Strauss’ (1966) idea of researcher-as-bricoleur (a worker who
gets the job done) may be applied to the qualitative researcher. She collects the data, and in
the interpretation of the information, she produces the dricolage—a set of practices which
constitutes an emergent construction of the bricoleur s method; this changes as different
tools/practices are added to the puzzle (as explained in Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).
Qualitative research may involve the use of a variety of empirical materials, research
practices, and theoretical paradigms such as grounded theory, case study, feminist
methodology, Marxism, life history, participant observation, or whatever other strategies
appear to be suitable in a given context (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). One of the advantages of
qualitative research is that because there is no unified set of practices, an individual researcher
is free to make use of selected elements she finds most suitable for addressing a particular
research question. However, in all qualitative research there are three major components: 1)
data, which are gathered from a variety of sources--interviews and observations being the
most common; 2) analytic procedures which may include coding or diagramming of
conceptual relationships; and 3) written and verbal reports of the research findings (Strauss
& Corbin, 1990). Reliability in the traditional meaning of replicability is meaningless in
qualitative research (Janesick, 1994), but “validity” of the research findings is enhanced by
procedures which reduce the possibility of misinterpretation in the communication process.
These procedures are termed triangulation®--a process of using multiple understandings to

clarify meaning by identifying different ways the phenomenon is being perceived (Stake,

*Triangulation is an alternative to validation. It is the combination of multiple methods that adds
rigor, breadth and depth to a single study (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).
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1994).

The (gendered) researcher approaches the research process with an idea (or theory)
that specifies a set of questions which renders the data to be analytically examined (Denzin
& Lincoln, 1994). Stake’s (1994) dictum that the most effective and simplest rule for the
qualitative research method is to “place the best brain available into the thick of what is going
on” (p. 242) promotes a degree of reflectivity' on the part of the researcher. Because I was
not following a rigidly predetermined theoretical perspective, I tried to explore my own
cultural understandings and anticipate the subsequent readers’ interpretations by including and
contemplating a combination of local actors’ meanings.

Qualitative research is a set of interpretive practices of which grounded theory is one
example. Grounded theory (referred to as “theoretical sampling” by Janesick, 1994, p. 209)
uses an iterative process through a succession of questions and answers. It is derived
inductively from the study of the phenomena it represents, for example, theory derived from
the phenomenon of risk perception. Hypotheses proposing relationships among concepts
(such as fear of loss of Inuit identity if access to Inuit food is lost) are systematically derived
from actual data related to the phenomena, and the research findings constitute a theoretical
formulation of the problem under investigation (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). I utilized grounded
theory in this study because a new approach was needed to look at an old problem, that is,
the problem of perceptions of risk and pollution in the Arctic. It has been postulated that

grounded theory may now be the most widely employed interpretive strategy in the social

“Reflectivity is a term used by Stake (1994) in reference to the problem posed by the researcher’s
etic bias; reflectivity is used to challenge her frame of reference.
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sciences (context is imperative), as emerging explanations or categories from empirical data
illustrate its utility in its explicit commitment to theory development and theory verification

(Yin, 1993; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

Feminist Methodology

The selection of feminist methodology for this qualitative study was not a difficult
decision to make. It was not based solely on the fact that Inuit women were to be the
subjects (in contrast to the objects) of the research, but that I wanted to include them as
active agents in the gathering of knowledge (Strathern, 1987). As in many other societies,
Inuit women are usually responsible for the preparation and distribution of food, and I
planned to place emphasis on eliciting women’s knowledge regarding food. Admittedly, I
wanted to find out Inuit women’s perceptions of risk in consuming potentially contaminated
Arctic foods, but more importantly, I was resolved to undertake a polyvocal ethnographic
enquiry that would encompass aspects of feminism appropriate to the Inuit cultural context.

Although there is no uniform canon of feminist research principles, it is still possible
to characterize some dominant conceptions, the most salient of which is feminist support for
qualitative methods (Stacey, 1988; Jayaratne & Stewart, 1991; Reinharz, 1992). By
promoting feminist methodology I am not advocating an essentialist position. Like Seager
(1993), I want to examine “the ways in which gender and gender relationships enter into
environmental issues, and the ways in which environmental issues are shaped by gender-
specific constructs” (p. S). In the Inuit context, gender relationships could be affected by

changes in family roles if hunting and fishing pursuits were curtailed because of highly
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contaminated country foods. Would women (or children) become the breadwinners?

Some will undoubtedly question (or even speculate) how a feminist analysis of
problems regarding the seemingly genderless environment could contribute to our
understanding of the issues involved. Environmental problems in the Canadian Arctic (as in
most areas of the world) are not simply physical systems in crisis; they are the result of
bureaucratic arrangements and non-Inuit cultural conventions that create conditions of
environmental destruction. The “environmental crisis” which is forecast by some is not just
the sum of such signs as the depleting ozone layer and global wamning; it is a crisis
precipitated by the dominant ideology (Seager, 1993). The question of agency’ is seldom
addressed in conventional evaluations of environmental problems, but it is a central issue in
a feminist enquiry as feminism is rooted in an analysis of associated social, cultural and
political institutions. If one accepts that the institutions that control our environment are
constructs of male culture, then it becomes clear that only a feminist enquiry will reveal the
gendered consequences of environmental stress at the social level.

Undisputedly, there are many feminisms (the term itself is contested), but feminist
methodology may be seen as the sum of feminist research methods® (Reinharz, 1992). By
utilizing feminist methodology, which involves engaging in a collaborative approach where

no hierarchical relationship is established, I had the opportunity to be involved in every step

SAgency refers to individual or group capacity to exert influence or power.

¢“Methods,” as defined by Harding (1987), are the particular procedures used in the course of
research (e.g. interviews), whereas “methodology” applies to the broad principles of how to conduct
research and how theory is applied (e.g. survey research methodology, and epistemology as a theory
of knowledge.) In the sphere of the qualitative method, for example, feminist methodology refers to a
much broader theory of how to do feminist research (Jayatne & Stewart, 1991).
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of the project—-from research design to negotiating the study site, and to the finished written
product. Moreover, I personally interviewed each participant and analyzed the data.

An important objective of feminist methodology is to conceptualize women’s
behaviour as an expression of social contexts (Reinharz, 1992). In response to Mohanty,
Russo and Torres” (1991) call for a more finely honed historical and context-specific feminist
approach, the exploration of Inuit women’s perceptions which I undertook addresses all
pertinent sociocultural factors--such as disruptions in family and community activities.
Feminist research is not only about women (and often by women); it is for women. As a
feminist, I believed that I was able to place women’s own definitions of their problems or
concerns at the centre of the enquiry. This enabled the women with whom I spoke to
formulate problems themselves and plan for potential action.

In general, I prefer to designate the methodology in which I engage as a “feminist
perspective,” and at the same time I align myself with Moore’s (1988) view of feminist
anthropology, which she sees as the study of gender—of the interrelationships between women
and men in a context where gender cannot be marginalized. Gender (not sex) is socially
constructed, and it is reconstructed within a framework that interacts with, but is not limited
to, biological considerations (Farganis, 1989). Feminism and anthropology have been
described as having an “awkward relationship™ (Strathern 1987). Their views may be seen as
not readily reconcilable as both disciplines rise out of, and focus on, the two fundamental and
political systems of difference: gender and race, each of which is rooted in self/other
distinctions. Anthropology, claims Moore (1988), offers a critique of feminism based on the

deconstruction of unifying categories which are based on oppression. However,
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anthropological discourse is also described as the discourse of the self and of dominance
(having its roots in colonization), and paradoxically it defines self (reflexively) as the study
of the Other (Abu-Lughod, 1990; Mohanty, Russo & Torres, 1991).

There is an implicit assumption in anthropology that there are many truths, and the
discipline has become critical of the notion of objectivity (Abu-Lughod, 1990). Objectivity
used to be accepted as a necessary characteristic of ethnography (Spradley & McCurdy,
1981), but in the promotion of (subjective) feminist ethnography, rather than endorsing an
inferior project, I am advancing an interested, more complete research process. By studying
and describing what women in a particular society really do--as opposed to what they are
assumed to do--I, like other feminist researchers, am attempting to overcome a long history
of the systematic neglect of women (particularly the indifference to women’s representation’)
in the ethnographic literature. I elected to focus on Inuit women because their views on
contaminants in Arctic foods have not been considered to date. By positioning Inuit women
at the centre as “subjects” of my enquiry, those who have traditionally been constituted as
Other are turned into selves, that is, transformed from objects to subjects. In the traditional
Western hierarchical system, women have long been Other to men’s self.

Abu-Lughod (1990a) asks “what difference feminism could make to the doing of
anthropological research” (p. 9), and answers that, because women are recognized as

knowers, their experience is taken into account throughout the feminist research process. For

'Representation is explained by Edward Said (1978) as a discursive system involving political
choices and political forces—authority in one form or another. Representations, he adds, are put to use
in the domestic economy of an imperial society. Attention to the politics of representation, states bell
hooks (1992), has been crucial for colonized groups in the struggle for self-determination.
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myself, having undertaken several years of training in anthropology, I believe that the practice
of conducting research as ethnography emphasizes direct participation in, and experience of,
social realities. Feminism’s contribution to the ethnographic process, particularly in a cross-
cultural setting, is that it reinforces an unsettling of the boundaries that have formed in the
enquiry of the self studying the Other (Abu-Lughod, 1990a). I have found that ethnographic
fieldwork is enabling for all participants: women’s lives are made visible and their voices are
heard. In summary, feminist methodology is an egalitarian approach which is characterized

by authenticity, reciprocity, and intersubjectivity (Stacey, 1988).

Ethnography

Both the activity of doing anthropological research (which includes nondirective
interviewing and participant observation), and the written results of the endeavor constitute
ethnography--the process of describing a culture. Many feminist scholars, such as Reinharz
(1992) and Mies (1991), identify the ethnographic method as being well suited to feminist
research because its contextual, hands-on approach allows for a reciprocal relationship
between researcher and participant. Ethnography emphasizes the interplay among variables
situated in a natural context, and credibility is established in the identification and examination
of all related factors (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Because the only possible approach to
ethnographic fieldwork is an inter-subjective one, fieldwork may be seen as franslation and
the resulting ethnography as fext. The text becomes the product of an interactive process
between the describer and described (Clammer, 1984).

The concept of the “ethnographic present” is a familiar one in anthropology and it is

45



commonly used in the writing of the ethnography. However, this does not mean that as an
ethnographer, I can ignore the facts and interpretations of history, or any diachronic changes
in the community, or across Inuit culture. These aspects of cultural change are woven into the
description and analysis of data in order to produce a credible ethnography. A feminist
enquiry is also an appropriate choice for an ethnographic community study as it emphasizes
the experiential, and values engagement with all those participating in the research process--in
contrast to the objective stance of detachment.

In this ethnographic study, it was essential that I take a holistic perspective of the focal
issue because the whole phenomenon (of perceptions of pollution) is examined as a complex
system formed of interdependent parts. Some investigators, however, advisedly warn against
the pitfall of “ethnographic encyclopaedism” whereby the researcher collects countless pieces
of information® which are not relevant to the focus of the study (Clammer, 1984). I tried to
avoid doing this by centering the study on the inter-relationships of relevant facts and their
interpretation. I have to admit, though, that in the past when I have left the fieldwork setting
and I am in a later stage of completing the ethnography, seemingly meaningless facts can
illuminate a perplexing question (good field notes are indispensable). Consequently, a
comprehensive view of the community, ranging over the social fields of kinship, politics, and
customs, is a necessary feature in ethnography--in contrast to a purely thematic study. In the
current study, although I focused my questioning on matters of pollution, I learned more

about health and social problems in general, and about types of pollution specifically, by

®Malinowski, on the other hand, insisted that an ethnography should deal with the totality of all
social, cultural and psychological aspects of the community (Malinowski, 1922/84).
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inviting participants to delineate their perceptions of general problems in the community.
Identification of current problems undoubtedly influenced their response to inquiries regarding
their perceptions of risk of environmental contaminants.

By concentrating on (thick)® description, ethnography is not disregarding theory. In
fact, in the phenomenological method, it is the description of experience which is the focus,
not only of what subjects do but also their voiced intentions, the mann