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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines soapstone carving arnong Inuit in Lake Harbour, NWT, as a 

sociaJ/y adapted form of emp)oyrnent. A tirne allocation diary, participant observation and 

informai interviews were irnplernented. The ernpirical evidence reveals two important 

aspects of soapstone carving. First, carving acts as an important source of income for the 

mostly part-time carvers and their families in Lake Harbour. As such, carving functions as 

part of a household economic strategy that serves to capitalize the harvest of country food. 

Second, it notes that Inuit often produce carvings collectively, usually with the help of farnily 

members. Also, the returns from the carvings are shared not only among those who 

participate in the production of the sculpture, but among members of the extended farnily 

as a whole, following the patterns of kinship-based food-sharing. Thus, not only is carving 

an important supplement to other forms of incorne, it is an integral part of the existing 

social forrns of Inuit society, most notably generalized reciprocity. 



RESUME 

Cette these examine la sculpture de stéatite parmi les Inuit dl' Lake 1 hl! hou!, TNO, 

en tant que une forme d'emploi adapté à leur mode de vic', Trois methodes de r('cherche 

furent déployes (des age.nda,> d'allocation temporelle, l' tJbservation participatoirc, ct dcs 

entrevues), qui ont réveles deux aspects importants de la sculpture dc steatite. 

Premièrement, les sculptures rapportent un revenu considérable aux tailleurs, pour la 

plupart engage dans cette activité à temps partielle, et leurs familles. De cettc fUfoll, la 

sculpture forme une partie intégrale des strategi es de survie domestiquc, SUI tout Cil tant que 

source de capital pour les activités de chasse. Deuxiemement, les sculptures sont souvent 

produit de facon collective par la famille imm~diate. Cependant, le revenu cst lion 

seulement partage parmi les sculpteurs, mais avec la famille élargie, scIon les nonnes de 

partage commensal. Donc la sculpture de stéatite represente non seulemcnt un supplement 

important aux revenu global, mais est aussi intégré aux forme sociaux Inuit existants, 

notamment la réciprocité généraliseé. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1 ntroduct ion 

When James Houston went to Cape Dorset in 1951, he no doubt had little idea about 

the forces he wOlild shortly set into play (Winnipeg Art Gallery 1983, Houston 1980). A 

young artist intcrested in arctic landscapes, Houston also bought a few Inuit carvings, which 

soon found a southern market. U/timately, what began as little more th an a lark has grown 

into an industry which is extremely important to the northern economy. As a result, bis 

name is now synonymolls witb modern Canadian Inuit art. 

Houston managed not only to popularize Inuit sculpture as a distinct genre of Native 

art; he also set into motion a debate about the significance and place of carving in Inuit 

culture and society. Many observers (see, for example, Millard 1987, Swinton 1972) argue 

that Inuit art, as it is now practised for the market, has lost its original socio-cultural 

meaning. However, the main premise of this thesis is that carving is not solely of economic 

importance to Canadian Inuit, but that it also significant to contemporary northern culture. 

Both of these aspects are examined in depth through field reseal'ch conducted in Lake 

Harbour, NWT, betwecn 1989 and 1991. 

Problematic 

There are two central and c1osely-linked concerns which this thesis will address in 

establishing the material and social importance of soapstone carving. First: are Inuit 
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soapstone carvings genuine? Critics (see for example Swinton 1972, Martijn 1964, Millard 

1987, among others), especially during the 1950s and 1960s, have contt'Ildcd that soapstol1c 

carving's conternporary incarnation was the direct result of commercial intercession. 1 will 

argue, following Geertz (1983:97, see also Fienup-Riordan 1983, Gmburn 1987, Ll'Blolld 

1987, Ray 1981, Simard 1982), that it is necessary to analyze soapstone carvillgs "within the 

other modes of social activity ... [and] ... to incorporate it into thc tcxture of il particular pattern 

oflife ..... ". Such placement is accomplished through exarnining how Inuit carving conrO/ms 

to a norrnatively based set of social and economic practices. It is by cxamining how the 

production of soapstone art fits into the Inuit patterns of gencralized cooperation and 

reciprocity that we can establish if they represent the genuine Inuit article. 

The second point relates to the nature of the modern soapstonc carving indw.hy a~ 

it affects individuals. Too often, figures and analyses of the industry discuss carvillg at the 

level of the region or cornmunity without regard to the economic or social IclationsÎlip 

between the carver and society. As McGhee (1978: 204) has pointed out therc is a dearth 

of "studies dealing in depth with the Eskirno artist in relation to his Isic) work and to his 

[sic] society ..... " This study will do exactly this because it is only by studying the artist, as 

a producer, that the cooperation and reciprocity among carvers at thc hOll~chold, extcndcd 

family and community levels can be established. 

A corollary aspect of the econornics of Inuit carving is the cxaminatioll of the 

interconnection between this household activity and the wider subsistcncc cconorny. 

Although there has been sorne research (sec, for example, Graburn 1976 and ()uiglcy and 

MacBride 1987) linking carving and harvesting (i.e. the returns from carving can be u,;cd 10 
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subsidize the harve!.(), very little attention has been given to how carving is integrated into 

Inuit subsistence patterns. ft is also important to note that mu ch of the literature views both 

carving and harvesting in a like manner from at least the late 1950s to the present. This 

similarity illustrates the interconnectedness of hunting and carving within Inuit society. In 

short, 1 will argue that carving is a successful culturally adapted economic strategy which is 

f!llly integrated into Inuit society. 

Geo&:raphy and the Northern Economy 

This thesis contributes to the field of geography in two central ways. First, 

geClgraphers are currentJy grappling with the concept of the household econornic strategy 

and the informai economy as a means of supplementing incorne in single industry towns 

when manufacturing plants downsize or shutdown (see Hudson and Sadler 1986, Mackenzie 

1988). The informai economy is often viewed as a strategy of earning income when there 

are few other choices (Mackenzie 1987, Ross and Usher 1986). Many geographers have 

bcgun to examine native strategies for earning income by combining assistance received by 

mcmbcrs of the extcnded family (see Wolfe 1990 and Peters 1984). Peters examines how 

natives in Winnipeg supply a place to live and financial support for members of their 

cxtended families and residents of their rural reservations. In turn, the members of the 

cxtenacd family givc child care and emotional support to the urban native. Peters concludes 

that this is an important strategy among natives: the "ability to take in borders or 

accolllmodate family and kin results in an important coping mechanism for urban and rural 

native people ..... " (Peters 1984: 36). This thesis examines the household and extended family 
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strategies among carvers ln Lake Harbour, building on the work of Peters. Wolfe and 

Mackenzie. 

Second and, more generally, geographers have typically carried out studies on the 

economic aspects of Canadian Inuit's traditional sector - the harvest. For cxample. Miiller

Wille (1978) conducted an analysis of the costs associated with hunting - pointillg out thc 

large investment Inuit must make in order to carry out their customary activitics. Anothc .. 

important example is the work carried out by Usher (1976) on the economic/rnonctary valuc 

of country food in the northern native econorny. He rneasured. in dollar values, the wcalth 

generated by and for Inuit by the harvest of country food. This thesis builds on the carlier 

work carried out by geographers on the harvesting sector and argues that economic 

geographical analysis should by carried out on soapstone carving. I-Ience, this thesis will 

examine the incorne generated by Inuit from soapstone carving, and will bricfly consider the 

expenses needed to capitalize it. 

Chapter Review 

After a brief introduction to Lake Harbour in Chapter Two, the Baffin comrnunity 

chosen for this study, Chapter Three traces the development of carving from the Prehistoric 

Period (B.C. 2000 to 1700 A.D.), referring to the earliest carving noted in the archaeological 

record. This chapter also details the introduction of soapstone carving as a widespread 

practice as weil as tracing the development of the commercial aspects of soapstonc carving. 

The aim of this section is to examine the transformation between soapstone carvings 

produced for domestic use, and artifacts produced for exchange on a market. 
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Iil"'""--------------------------------

Chapter Four introduces the concept of soapstone carving as an income-producing 

(subsistence) strategy. If soapstone carving is to be understood as a fully integrated part of 

the subsistence economy it is crucial to understand exactly how lhis integration occurs. 1 will 

argue that this i~ accompli shed through an analysis of carving at the level of the individual 

carver and his/her famlly (ilagiit) and/or household (illugiikl. Thus, the chapter offers a 

comparative analysis of the relationship between carving and hunting at the level of the 

household, and attempts to determine the economic role of carving in the household and 

the "dialogue" between hunting and carving. 

Chapter Five begins with a review of the literature on Inuit art, focusing on the 

theoretical parallels and concrete interconnections between research done on carving and 

hunting. Also included is a review of the major critiques of Inuit art that have shaped 

southern understanding since 1950. As will be shown here, sorne observers have begun to 

reject the early assurnptions about Inuit art as a form that reflects a culture in decline, and 

instead describe the art as, for better or worse, a part of Inuit culture. Finally, Chapter Five 

reiterates rny contention that soapstone carving is more th an an exogenous economic adjunct 

to modern Inuit life; but an integrated element of Inuit society. 

Chapter Six is comprised of two sections offering supporting evidence of the 

assertions advanced above. In the first, 1 present evidence that shows that carving is a 

cooperative activity: that is, work on many carvings is shared among members of a family. 

The second part presents an ethnography of soapstone carving which describes the wider 

interaction between carvers. A discussion of how the money return from the sale of a 

cooperatively-produced carving is shared among members of a family in a manner similar 
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to meat produced from the hunt is presented. In both sections, the theme of a pa rail cl 

between hunting and carving is emphasized inasmuch as cooperation in carving is analogous 

to cooperation in harvesting. Moreover, kinship-based food-sharing. discussed at a 

theoretical level as generalized reciprocity, is also analogous to the sharing of the cash 

return of carving sales to members of the household. Examples of how the return l'rom 

carving is indirectly shared among members of the extcndcd family will he discusscd. 

Chapter Seven combines the largely economic analysis of chapt ers Tht ee and Four 

and the social analysis of chapters Five and Six into an ove rail consideration of soapstolle 

carving as a fully integrated, socially adapted form of self-employment. Here 1 note that 

commercial aspects of Inuit art are crucial to understanding its importance in Inuit society 

today. Although commerce in conternporary soapstone art has been present sincc contact, 

the impact of commercialisation on carving as a creative activity and its socio-cultural 

meaning for Inuit has been, and is, a source of contention. 1 argue that carving has bccome 

integrated within the very cultural system that sorne commentators (e.g. Swinton 1972, 

Carpenter 1973) argue no longer exists. 

Sorne Definitions 

Before moving to Chapter Two, a number of terms - "Inuit art," "Inuit soapstone 

carving," "Contemporary Western Art," "subsistence," and the "harvest," require claboration. 

1 am not, in any sense, trying to redefine any of these concepts, especially in terms of thcir 

aesthetic relations, but merely explaining their meanings as used in this thesis. 

The terrn "Inuit art" generally refers to sorne cornbination of the following products 
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from Arctic Canada: carvings in stone, ivory, bone, and antler. It also inc1udes, in the most 

modern sense, weaving, drawings and prints. 1 do not inc1ude so-called "craft" items such 

as scarves, greeting cards and jewellery. In short, "Inuit art" inc1udes, in this thesis, any 

artwork produced by Inuit which is sold, regardless of style, aesthetic content or form. 1 also 

note that the medium of stone now inc1udes marble as such carvings, have been sold 

commercially since 1990. Marble is currently being heavily promoted by the Economie 

Dcvelopmcnt and Tourism, a branch of the Government orthe Northwest Territories, which 

es1imates ihat it will rival soapstone in two to three years. 

Here "Inuit soapstone carving" refers to any commercially produced stone carving by 

Inuit. First, actual "soapstone" is a white stone which is composed mainly of talc, but also 

contains other minerais resulting in a stone which is nonetheless so soft is can be scratched 

by a fingcrnail (Gibbons 1988: 6-7). The most common form of "soapstone," however, is 

serpentinite which is related to asbestos, and is potentially dangerous to carver's lungs. 

Scrpentinite cornes in seveml shades from light green to black, is harder and so polishes 

weil (Gibbons 1988: 6). This is the type of stone utilised by Lake Harbour carvers and is 

the most popular in the commercial art market. 

Next, 1 will describe the Western contemporary perspective of art. "The two 

principles which are at the foundation of aesthetic value in the modern world" wrote 

Zolberg, are that the "work is the creation of a single artist and that it is unique .... ." 

(Zolberg 1990: 82). Thus, the contemporary Western Art perspective tends to focus upon 

the creation of a single talented individu<)l, not on art which is cooperatively made. This 

vicw serves as a useful counterpoint to the process of production of Inuit soapstone carvings. 
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Subsistence is usually thought of as the mate rial harvest of animais, generally ignoring 

the social relations of production and distribution. For this discussion, howcvcr, Wenzc\'s 

(1991: 137) analysis of subsistence encompasses both its economic and societal aspects: "Wc 

can think of subsistence as composed of two parts, resource harvcsting and the distribution 

of these products. Harvesting is the ecological element and sharing the socio-economic purt 

of a single system .... " Thus, subsistence is material production for social ends. Moreover, 

as money plays mainly a resource role in Inuit life, soapstone carviug, as a resourcc 

capturing activity, is here considered as an element of subsistence. 

MethodoloKY 

Methodology holds a great deal of fascination for me; wc spend so mu ch time 

considering and organizing our methods, only to have them appear seemingly minor to the 

outcome of our work. Yet sound method is largely responsible for reliable data. 

The data presented in this thesis was gathered during 1wo field scasons: the first was 

from June 28 to August 14, 1989 and the second was from September 21 to October 12, 

1990 using two distinct methods. The first season 1 utilized time allocation diaries, 

supplemented by informai interviews and participant observation. Dunng the second, 

shorter research season, 1 concentrated on gathering a series of observations u~ing a very 

structured key. A third trip in the summer of 1991 allowed me to confirm clements of my 

interpretation through individual and group meetings. 
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Method 1: Time Allocation 

In 1989 1 combined three separate methods: participant observation, iniormal 

interviews and surveys or "diaries." The central thrust of the first field season was to 

attempt to measure the "productive" hours of the day of the participants - that is the number 

of hours spent in wage labour, carving, housework, hunting, etc. My objective was to 

rneasure the number of hours spent by carvers in the production of carvings each day 

relative 10 other work, and th en 10 discern how much they received for ~ach carving, in 

order to construct a carving wage. As a supplement, 1 al 50 sought information on the other 

"productive" activities in order to follow the movement of the incorne earned frorn carving, 

and the overall level of sharing of country food and household labour. 

The method most suited 10 this aim, given the constraints on my time in Lake 

Harbour, was the time allocation diary. Adapting a format used by Berk and Berk (1977, 

see also Gross 1984), the diary format is structured so that the participants themselves track 

how mu ch time is spent doing various activities, most importantly carving and hunting. 

The approach which 1 utilised in 1989 was a combination of two methods of 

recording bchaviour: tirne allocation and survey techniques. The survey technique provides 

for interaction and discussion, between the res(,archer and the participants. Usually carried 

out once, the typical survey rrovides, as it were, still photographs or series of generalizations 

about the behaviour of the "subjects." Time allocation, on the other hand, offers a 

continuous series of observations on the behaviours of a number of individuals. Discussion 

is not part of time allocation diary studies but it can paralJel it qui te easily. In fact, most 

researchers recommend pairing time allocation with other research protocois. 
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Table 1.1: Number of Data Days for Five Survey Families. 1989 
-

Household Survey Period Days Missed Total Days Surveyed 

1 15/07 - 10/08 0 27 

II 23/07 - 12/08 4 17 

III 16/07 - 13/08 5 23 

IV 22/07 - 14/08 4 20 

V 17/07 - 10/08 9 14 

Total 15/07 - 14/08 22 101 

ource: Du UlS, FIeld Notes, 1989. p 

Each of the five study households (i.e. the sample) was askcd (approximatcly) every 

day (see Table 1.1) how mu ch time they spent doing various tasks. Household members 

were also asked how much cash was spent on groceries; whether thcy consumed country 

food that day; and what kind it was (see Appendix 1 for protocol). A selcctcd houschold 

member would go over the responses with me on each visit. While it was not always 

possible to have the same individual review the diary, 1 tried to rcgularizc this as much as 

possible. By the end of the study, participants were able to recall their activities accuratcly, 

because they knew in advance what questions they would be askcd. 1 supplemented each 

survey with observations from the household and the informai interviews. 

Method II: Structured Observations 

The second field season in 1990 employed a detaiJed observation format which was 

developed by Pitman and Eisikovits (1989) and adapted for use among Inuit by mysclf and 
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Arlene Stairs (see Appendix 2). Pitman's field protocol enables detailed descriptions to be 

amassed in a catcgorical and comprehensive manner such that ail aspects of the carving 

scenarios could be recorded. 

These structured observations were supplemented with formalized interviews which 

sought information on how different carvers share work on a carving and how they help 

each other in specialized tasks. Most of the prominent carvers in town were interviewed 

usÎng thÎs format, as weil as several of the lesser-known carvers, and a few who are just 

starting to carve. A total of fourteen in-depth interviews were conducted. 

My field methodology, then, was based on a combination of three different methods: 

survey diary, interviews, and participant observation. Based on this combination of 

techniques, 1 constructed a full portrait of carving activities among Lake Harbour artisans. 
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CHAPTER 1WO 

LAKE HARBOUR: ECONOMY, DEMOGRAPHY AND GEOGRAPIIY 

Introduction 

The Hamlet of Lake Harbour, N.W.T. is located 130 kilometres southwest of Iqaluit, 

the regional centre on Baffin Island (see Map 2.1). Lake Harbour IS locatcd in Meta 

Incognita peninsula, noted for its hiIJy terrain speckled with Jakes. The settlement is nestled 

in a saucer-like bay which contains the harbour and most of the structures (sec Photo One). 

To the immediate north, the hamlet is bordered by Soper L1ke, a brackish lake; to the 

south, the community faces Hudson Strait. Lake Harbour's biogeographical location is 

unique: the nearby Soper River valley offers the only area of discontinuous permafrost on 

Baffin, with stands of three metre high willow trees. 

Lake Harbour has a long history of human habitation. Maxwell (1973) estimates that 

the area has been occupied for approximately 4500 years. Archaeological rescarch along 

North Bay and the coast of Hudson Strait indicates relatively contmuous occupation in the 

are a from B.e. 2500 to A.D. 500 including both Pre-Dorset and Dorset sites (Maxwell 1973: 

336). The presence of a Thule culture occupation dates back to about 1100 A.D. (Maxwell 

1985: 283-285). 

Historically, Lake Harbour Inuit are among the first to experience contact with 

southerners. According to Ross (1975), pre-whaling contact with Inuit in the North 

Bay/Lake Harbour area began in about 1810 and lasted until 1860, wh en whaling in the 
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Photograph One: Above is the seUlement of Lake Harbour, October 1991. The harbour 
is at the bottom of a saucer-Iike valley surrounded by a series of low hills. Please note at 
the left of the photograph, the jutting heel-shaped hill, or qimmiq, which is the inspiration 
for Lake Harbour's name in Inuktitut: Oimmirut. 
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area began in earnest (1975: 25). These early contacts resulted in sporadic trade inasmuch 

as the whalers might arrive at the Middle Savage I-slands (then known as Saddleback) at 

intervals of as long as every four years. The amount of trade was sm ail (1975: 27) and 

although sorne trade occurred for pelts and whale oil, Ross argued that "[m]uch of the trade 

carried out from Company ships and discovery vessels alike was essentially a souvenir 

trade ..... " (1975: 27). Kemp (1974: 17) has noted that sustaÎned contact between Lake 

Harbour-area residents and Euro-Americans only occurred in the late nineteenth century 

with the establishment of a whaling station on Big Island (see Map 2.1). With this came the 

exploitation of a local mica quarry (Kemp 1974). 

A fJuctuating population has been a recurring theme in Lake Harbour's history as a 

settlement. Indeed, Ross demonstrates that Lake Harbour/North Bay's history is speckled 

with incidents of large population fluctuations (see Table 2.1). In 1884-1886, Ross indicates 

that therc were approxlmately 100 Akuliarmiut resident in the North Bay area (Ross 1975: 

112, c.f. Boas 1964). By 1888, this number had doubled to 200 and again dropped to 125 

by 1904. In 1911, the population had risen to 311, above its current level of 341 Inuit 

(Du puis 1990, Ross 1975). 

With whalcrs came missionaries: an Anglican Mission was established in 1909 but 

only sporadically occupied (Graburn 1963: 2). Nonetheless, as Kemp (1974: 17) has written, 

this was when the "most important early contact began" inasmuch as it was the most 

sustained and most consistent to that point in time. In 1912, with the construction of the 

Hudson's Bay Company (or Bay) post, the first on Baffin, the presence of whites settlement 

in the L1ke Harbour Area became continuous. By 1927, a Royal Canadian Mounted Police 

15 



Table 2.1: Population of Lake Harbour/North Bay, 1888-present 

Year Popul~tion Year Population 

1884-1886 100 (200) 1960 120 

1888 200 1961 138 

1904 125 1966 144 

1911 380 1974 260 

1956 237 1981 252 

1957 243 1985 285 

1958- January 174 1986 325 

1959- December 140 1990 341 

1959 126 

~ources: Ross (1975), UnioiJrn (l'JOJ), Kemp (1'J74), Statlsttcs Canada (llJS6). 

post was also in place (Graburn 1963: 2, Kemp 1974: 18). As Kemp (1974:18) noted: 

these three establishments [i.e. RCMP, HBC and the mission] made IIp the 
triumvirate of agencies that controlled the changing pattern of Inuit 
adaptation until the carly 1950's when the United States Air Force re
estabJjshed a base at Frobisher Bay. 

The deveJopment of Frobisher Bay (now Iqaluit) as a regional centre (since thc 1950s) had 

a great impact on Lake Harbour. Indeed, as Graburn (1963: 3, 21) documcnts, bctwcen 

1956 and 1960 the Lake Harbour population dropped by over 100 inhabitants, largcly duc 

to lucrative wage employment in Iqaluit. The post-war period is also charactcriz,ed by the 

arrivai in Lake Harbour of medical and educational services (a nursing station in 1956, the 

school in 1963 and a full-time teacher in 1965). 
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çontemporary Lake Harbour 

Population 

In 1986 (Statistics Canada 1986) there were 325 people living in Lake Harbour, an 

incf'ease of 29.4% from 1981. Of these, 305listed their home language as Inuktitut, and five 

more wcre bilingual. In terms of residential structure, the 1986 population can be broken 

down into what Stati'ltics Canada has dubbed "economic families in private households," 55 

houscholds with 310 members. This population is disproportionately young, with 

approximately 19% of the population beJow the age of five and 51 % of the population 

below the age of 25 (see Table 2.2). Further, only 1.5% of the population in Lake Harbour 

were ovcr 65 in 1986. 

Table 2.2: Population by Age and Sex, Lake Harbour, 1986 

Age Males Females Total 

0-4 25 35 60 

5 - 14 40 35 75 

15 - 24 40 25 65 

25 - 34 20 25 45 

35 - 44 15 15 30 

45 - 54 10 10 20 

55 - 64 5 5 10 

65 - 74 5 0 5 

75 and over 0 0 0 

Total 160 165 325 

~ourcc: LJu HIIS, l".eldnotes, IlJHIJ-l l)l) 1. 
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The Local Economy 

Cash wages are most often earned by working for either the municipal. federal or 

territorial governments, although the private sector is an important employer as weIl. This 

component consists largely of outfitting, construction and employment at the two retail 

outlets: the Bay (Northern Stores) and the Cooperative. In general, the Illlmber of 

employers and waged positions is quite low, as is typical of a northcrn community. 

As shown in Table 2.3, the Statistics Canada data reveal a total ullemploymcnt rate 

of nearly 42% (40% for men and 50% for women). Furthcrmore, of those who held jobs 

(in conventional terms), over half worked part lime (53% for men and 50% of women). 

These data show a definite trend of underemployment in Lake Harbour. The iow 

employment level is not surprising when the limited number of jobs available in the 

settlement is considered; in 1990 there were only approximately 80 jobs in Lake Harbour 

(including part tirne, casual, and full-time jobs), while there were 125 people in the labour 

force (those over 15 who are able to work). 

Despite the employment figures, the average family income in Lake Ilarbour in 1986 

was $23,772 (Statistics Canada 1986). While this seems high. it should be noted that 17% 

of census families (or ten households) have an average annual InCOIllC of undcr $5,000 pc .. 

annum and a full quarter (15) of the families (the comparison includes local Euro-Canadian 

families), had an average annual income in 1986 of less th an $10,000 per annum. Another 

25 percent earn more than $40,000 per year (Statistics Canada 1986). For rnany famifies, 

the importance of incorne earned from carving and country food production is erilieal. 
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Table 2.3: Employment in Lake Harbour for Males and Females, 15 years and 
over (1986) 

Males Females Total 

Total in the Labour Force 75 50 125 

Worked full year/full time 35 15 50 

Worked Part ycar/part time 40 25 65 

Uncmploymcnt rate 40% 50% 42% 

Total Population, 15 years and over 95 90 185 
,ourcc: Po ulahon and Owelltn Charactenstlcs - Census DIvIsions and Subdivisio p g ns, 
Northwest Terntories: Part 2 (Catalogue # 94-124), September 1988 (20% Sample Size) 

The Subsistence Economy 

The most extensive work on the local subsistence (i.e. harvest) economy has been 

done by Kemp (1971, 1974, 1975). As he notes harvesting in the area is extensive and 

centred around certain resources - ringed seal, sorne bearded seal, white whale (beluga), 

caribou, fowl, fish and polar bear (Kemp 1975, Dupuis, 1989, 1990, 1991). Harvesting 

follows a general seasonal cycle: whaling in the spring and summer close to the settlement 

and at the floc edge in the late winter; fishing oecurs largely in the summer and a{so 

through the ice in the spring; finally, sealing occurs in different forms and intensities 

throughout the year, as does caribou hunting. At present, Lake Harbour's polar bear quota 

is 13 animais, and the white whale quota is at 35. AIso, gathering is practised in the late 

spring and early summer and the foodstuffs most frequently gathered are eggs, seaweed, 

clams and berries. 
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Services 

Typical of any modern northern settlement, Lake Harbour has a range of services 

present. Aqiggiq School teaches grades kindergarten to grade nine, however further high 

school education reqUJre<; a move to Iqalui t. Kindergarten through grade three is taught in 

Inuktitut, while the higher grades are taught in solely in English. There is, of course, a grcat 

deal of Inuit n.ltural content in the curriculum in these later grades. 

Passcnger nlght~ to Lake Harbour from IqaluÎt arrive threc tÎmcs a weck; but mail 

corn cs onJy on Wedncsday. Retai) stores include the Bay and Kimmik Cooperative. The 

Cooperative also opcrates an eight room hotel, which currently serves as the focus for a new 

tourism plan. Another important set of services are communications. Lake Harbour has 

a local radio statioll which broadcasts in Inuktitut twicc a day evcry weekday for two hours, 

and two hours every Saturday and Sunday. 

The seUlement is establishing the Soper River valley as the Katannilik territorial 

park, connecting Iqaluit to Lake Harbour by ad venture trail. Future plans include making 

the Soper river a Canadian Ileritagc River. Many residents view tourism developrnent as 

an excellent opportunity for the hamlct's carvers. 

Inuit retain local control ovel civic administration. The Ilamlet is administered by 

an c1ecfed Ilamiet couflcil, with ten councillors and the mayor. Each important aspect of 

the local community is administered through council commi1tees: for example the recreation 

and Ilunter's and Trappers Association committees, and the committee to adrnÎnister the 

cooperative store. 

20 



Stone Deposits of the Lake Harbour Arca 

The area's geology is important, inasmuch as the abundance of locally available stone 

has lead to an important carving industry. The most important deposit in the are a is, of 

course, soapstone. There are three types of soapstone in the vicinity: white, green (both 

light apple green and a darker brownish green), and black. The white soapstone (qakuqtaq) 

deposit i~ located just south of the hamlet's boundary and it is approximately a one hour 

walk from town. While it is the most easily obtainable stone, it is also the stone of lowest 

value as carvings made from it Jack the gloss of darker stone, hence a lower market price. 

This is unfortunate for Lake Harbour's carvers because the white soapstone is the softest 

and the easiest and quickest to carve. Hence, carvers must go further afield to fetch another 

type of soapstone that is harder, and more time-consuming. It is the black soapstone which 

is the shiniest and the most valuable. This material, known as qirniqtaq lies just along the 

inlet toward the Hudson Strait (see Map 2.2), about a fort y minute boat ride from Lake 

Harbour. 

Finally, the third and fourth soapstone colours found locally are the well-known Lake 

Harbour "apple green" soapstone and a lesser-known darker brown-green soapstone. The 

light green (nunajaq or dry land soapstone) is found at Markham Bay, a two day boat trip 

from the settlement (see Map 2.2). This stone tends to have faults and cracks which lower 

the value of carvings. The darker stone (tininnija -Iow tide soapstone) is found mu ch closer 

to the settlement, and is valuable because it "takes the shine" and has fewer faults. 

Also found in the Markham Bay area are deposits of marbJe (qakutangua: to be like 

white). There is also marble in the Soper River valley area. The Markham Bay stone is 
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very light pink, while the Soper stone is a deep orange. Local carvers are beginning to 

experiment with both of these stones. A large deposit of semi-precious lapis JazuJi is also 

found in the Soper River valley, just northeast of the northern tip of Soper Lake. A few 

Inuit stockpile the stone to use as inlays in rnarble and soapstone carvings. Last are deposits 

of mica (qillaqiaq) which were mined extensively at the turn of the century by a Scottish 

whaling company (Ross 1975: 83). 

The Carvin&: Indus .. )' in Lake Harbour: Background and Overview 

As 1 noted above, trade in Inuit carvings at Lake Harbour has a long history, dating 

back at least to the tirne of the whaJers. Wh en James Houston visited the village in 1951 

as part of a southern Baffin tour to promote carving, he observed that "there was not rnuch 

walrus ivory and stone was scarcely used except for making seaI oil lamps ..... " (Houston 

1980: 9). Houston concluded two things: first that local ivory carving had been influenced 

by trade with Amcrican and Scottish whalers (i.e. carving centred around the production of 

cribbage boards) and second, that soapstone carving of human and animal figurines had not 

yet become a trade item in Lake Harbour by the early 19505. 

Ninc years later Graburn (1963) studied the incipient sculpture industry and wrote 

that although "soapstonc and sorne ivory are available," carving was "very limited, and orny 

a few men engage in this occupation ta increase their incarne significantly ..... " (1963: 10). 

He estimatcd that the carving wage in Lake Harbour was a paltry five to fifteen cents per 

hour except for those carvers who were very skilful (1963: 10). Not surprisingJy, Graburn 
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concluded that: "the great majority of men consider it unprofitable ..... " (Graburn 1963: 10). 

By the rnid·1960s, however, the carving industry in Lake Harbour was beginning ta 

expand. Higgins' (1968: 133) Area Economie Survey of southern Baffin estimatcd that, with 

sorne variation, annual carving incomes of households in L1ke llarbour had almost douhled 

between 1962 and 1967, frorn $7300 to $12,400. Hc furthcr estimated that catving (thcre 

is no distinction between ivory and soapstone carving) represented 17.1 pcr cent of totnl 

incorne for farnilies, approxirnately the same level as welfare payments, while hUllting 

represented about 29 per cent and wages 37 per cent (Higgins 1968: 136). lIiggins thus 

concJuded that there "is no doubt whatever that arts and crafts could be cxpanded in the 

settlement to the Eskimos' advantage ..... " (1968: 136). Thus, throughout thc 1960s a stcady 

increase in carving participation can be se en in Lake Harbour and by 1967 carving came to 

represent nearly one fifth of the village incorne. 

In 1970 Lake Harbour's cooperative was founded and by 1978 (Graburn 1978: 140) 

at least 50 per cent of the adult residents were active carvers. The carving industry had 

expanded from almost nil to including more than half the adult population of the town in 

the twenty years since Houston's visit. Although current estimatcs of participation in art 

production at Lake Harbour are not quite so high, carving is still a major industry. The 

Northwest Territories Departrnent of Economic Developrnent and Tourism (ED&T, Worrall 

1984) estimates that Lake Harbour exported approximately $350,000 worth of arts and crafts 

for 1983 aJone. This figure rnainly repres€'nts carving, as there is little other craftwork 

undertaken in Lake Harbour. Moreover, ED& T also estimated that, in the carly 1980s, 

there were 32 carvers in the Hamlet who earned more than $1,500 per year. Of thesc 32, 
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ten carvers earned more than $3,000 per year and eleven earned more that $5,000 per year. 

Presumably, this is an estimate of those who carve on a somewhat regular basis; there is no 

estimate on those who earned less than $1,500 per year and/or those who were part-time 

carvers. 

Participation in sculpting is pursued by many of Lake Harbour's residents. There are 

seventy-nine carvers in the seUlement and approximately 30 of the carvers are "regular 

carvers," that is, making on average, one carving per week. The rest are occasional carvers 

who pfùduce a carving, on average, once per month (Dupuis, field notes, 1989-91). 

Age is an important determinant in the level of participation in carving. In Lake 

Harbour, the average age of women carvers is much higher then men - 53 percent of male 

carvers are below the age of 35, while 67 percent of female carvers are 35 and over (see 

Table 2.4). Since the ove rail age m~ke-up of Lake Harbour is quite young, the youthful 

subset of male carvers should come as no surprise. Why are the female carvers 

disproportionately older? 1 estimate that this phenomenon is a reflection of the employment 

opportunities in the settlement. Several of the women under the age of 35 speak and write 

English qualifying them for office and service sect or work. Older women tend to speak very 

little English and carving is one of their few means of cash employment. For younger men, 

employment tends to revolve around a very few high status jobs (i.e. Hamlet Senior 

Administrative Officer, GNWT Liaison Officer) or occupations involving manuallabour such 

as construction or truck driving. They see part-time carving as a means of supplementing 

hunting activities. For example, one carver paid for a hunting trip with the proceeds from 

a $250 carving sale (Dupuis, field notes, 1990). As we can see, carving is an important 
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Table 2.4: Age and Sex Breakdown of Carvers in Lake Harbour (1990) 

Age Male Female Total 

less than 15 1 0 1 

15-24 12 1 13 

25-34 16 7 23 

35-44 7 7 14 

45-54 Il 5 16 

55-64 5 4 9 

65 and over 3 0 3 

Total 55 24 79 
)ource: Du UlS, -Fjeld notes, T"U. p 

means of earning an income for a large percentage of Inuit in Lake Harbour. 

There are several important summary points to note about Lake Harbour. The first 

JS that conventional employment Jevels indicate substantial undercmploymcnt in the 

settlement. Second, carving has supplemented traditional harvest activities and offercd an 

alternative to wage employment (i.e. jobs) for at Jeast three decades. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
CARVINGS AND CASH: mE R1SE OF SOAPSTONE CARVING AS A 

COMMERCIAL ENTERPRISE 

Production-for-Use: The Prehistory of Inuit Art 

Robert McGhee has traced the "roots" of contemporary carvmg in the Inuit 

archaeological record. The earliest evidence of Canadian Inuit art is found in the 

Paleoeskimo Tradition from roughly 2000 B.C. to 500 B.C. (McGhee 1976: 205-206). The 

record suggested that "[a]lthough alI ASTt stone artifacts appear to be functional, an 

aesthetic element in their manufacture is suggested by the fine-grained and highly coloured 

materials, decorative serration of edges, [and] extremely fine and detailed workmanship 

(sic) ..... " (McGhee 1976: 205). 

While the Dorset period (c.B.C.2500 - B.e.SOO Martijn 1964) sawa decline in the 

manufacture of "aesthetic" stone objects, there was the appearance of animal and human 

effigies (McGhee 1971): 206; Tafon 1983: 44). Several materials were used, incJuding 

soapstone. Many of these pieces were stained with red ochre and/or covered with skins. 

AnimaIs were decorated with incised markings in diagonal or criss-cross patterns for possible 

use in shamanic activities (Ta~(m 1983: 44-45, Taylor 1967: 42-44). 

While art is weil known from ail phases of the Arctic Sm ail Tooi Tradition, the more 

recent Thule culture (c.1000 - 1600 A.D. Martijn 1964) is "generally characterised as the 

most utilitarian and pedestrian, technically efficient yet aesthetically dull, of any period of 

Eskimo history ..... " (McGhee 1976: 208). This time period saw the manufacture ofutilitarian 

soapstone lamps, and the intricate skeletal patterning on effigies is replaced by a simple "Y" 
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type design. Instead of the many different forms of figurines found in the ASTt, TJude 

culture produces only two central types, a simplistic woman form, and a bird or bird-woman 

form (McGhee 1976: 208). These later artifacts may have be'.!l1 produced either as 

ornaments or amusements. 

Despite arguing that artifacts from this period were pedestrian in scope and design, 

McGhee (1977) suggested one year later that these artifacts were, in faet, symbolic. 

McGhee based his assertions on Inuit mythology arguing that certain matcrials had 

associations with seasons, the environment and gender. Indeed, McGhec (1977: 142) argued 

that the "apparent association of ivory in Thule teehnology with weapons for hunting sca 

mammals, women's tools, and tools associated with winter life ... was expressed in Thule 

technology to a greater extent th an in their historie descendants ..... ". 

Thus, there is considerable evidence in the prehistoric record of an artistic tradition 

in stone and other media. These artifacts, including day-to-day to objects creatcd for and 

within the context of shamanistic and other beliefs, were produced for use within the 

societies that created them. 

'production-for·Exchan~e: Soapstone Carvint: in the Historie and ContemporaO' Periods 

Blodgett has described the so-called Historie period (1400 - 1700 A.D.) as one bcing 

characterised by two central events: the Little Ice Age (1600 - 1850) and contact with 

Europeans (1860 - present, 1988, c.f. McGhee 1976). With regard to art, McGhec 

contended that "this period saw a reduction in the variety and complcxity of technology and 

in artistic production .. .in apparent response to a deteriorating c1imate ..... " (1976: 209). 
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Indeed, McGhee (1976: 209-210) suggests that the Historie Central Eskimo had the second 

lowest artistic productivity of aU Inuit groups in both the pre-historie and historie periods. 

In any case, despitc a dearth of primary evidence, we know that European contact is crucial 

to Inuit art because it contains the earliest incidents of trade between Inuit and buyers. 

George Swinton places the origins of artwork production-for-exchange as beginning 

carly in the last century. Indeed, Swinton contends that "it is possible to pinpoint the 

beginnings of the "commercial production" of art as occurring in the first two decades of the 

nineteenth century ..... " (1972: 119). Martijn (1964: 554) notes that with contact came Inuit 

art that "exhibited unmistakeable signs of cultural disruption ..... " Thus, to Martijn (1964: 

554) Inuit art in the Eastern Arctic, was in decline. Martijn cites "explorers, travellers and 

anthropologists," who visited the coast of Hudson Bay and Baffin Island from the early 19th 

to the mid-20th century as observing little in the way of artistic productivity, except for sorne 

ivory figurines. There were exceptions, notably around what is now Lake Harbour (cf. Ross 

1975). In any case, and despite this apparent lull in artistic production, trade in artifacts, 

tools and fur between Europeans and Inuit had begun. 

Martijn also notes that "[t]hroughout the whole 19th century there was a steady 

demand for Eskimo souvenir carvings in the Eastern Arctic ..... " (1964: 559). However, trade 

during this period was sporadic, only occurring when the ships arrived and this could be in 

intervals of months or years (Martijn 1964: 560). lt was only with the purchase of soapstone 

carvings by the HBe that the trade began to take the shape it has today. "By the 1930's," 

Martijn rccounted, "supplying carvings to outsiders had become a commonplace occupation 

for Canada's Innuït (sic) ..... " with the HBC retailing carvings in the south. 
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The 1930s also saw a new player enter the business of Inuit art: the Canadian Guild 

of Crafts. The Guild sought "ta encourage the native peoples of Canada to producc good 

traditional crafts ... " (Watt 1980: Il). Ta this end, in 1930 the CGC prescllted an exhibition 

of "artifacts and small ivory carvings" at the McCord Museum in Montl cal. At the saille 

time, the Hudson's Bay Company had made several attempts to "encolllage and dcvclop an 

Eskimo craft market but none were successful..." (Watt 1980:11). Nine ycars later, the Guild 

again tried ta encourage the development of a market for Inuit crafts in the south as Il 

poliey because "poor hunting years in the north caused acute suffcring and dcprivat;ol1 

among the people and that this condition might be alleviated by dcvcloping il market for 

Eskimo crafts in the South ..... " (Watt 1980:11). In accordance with this policy, another 

exhibit of Inuit walrus ivory carvings and se al skin crafts was sponsored in 1939. 

It was only in 1947, however, that "the Guild had been informed that small stone 

carvings were being made in the Ungava and the Guild was askcd to do cvcrything in its 

power to encourage this work ..... " (Watt 1980: 12). The CGC respondcd by sending James 

Houston ta Port Harrison ta investigate the artifacts. He returned with duce in 1947. 

These carvings were enough ta persuade the Guild to underwrite HOllston's second trip in 

1949, with the HBC agreeing ta "supply food in return for pieces of good craft work ..... " 

(Mitchell 1980:12). James Houston brought one thousand pieces of Inuit art to Montreal, 

selling ail at an auction in three days. It was from this trip that the Îndur,try expanded and 

formed the shape it has today. 

Canada's Department of Resources and Development saw the growing intcrcst in 

Inuit art as an opportunity to establish carving as an industry which would providc 
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temporarj economic support for Inuit (c.f. Graburn 1978, Martijn 1964: 561). Martijn 

argues that the government "envisaged the building up of a carving industry whereby the 

Eskimos complete dependence on the fox fur industry might be lessened, and his economy 

supplemented by a new incorne .... ." (1964: 561 see also Myers 1984). 

In econornic terrns, the 1960s were a mixture of dire warnings that the carvlOg 

industry was too unstable to be a continuous source of income (Graburn 1969, Jenness 1964) 

and admissions that it filled in "an econornic gap" left by lack ofwage employment (Graburn 

1969a: 159, see also Graburn 1969b). Swinton holds the former view and wrote that in 

1957, several people predicted the end of Eskimo art "within this generation" 
or perhaps "within ten to fifteen years" 1 was one of thern. We were wrong. 
We looked into the future and said, "how would it be possible for one's art to 
survive when one's culture is dying. (1972: 107). 

Art as an Economie Strate", 

Inuit art has evolved into a "strategy" which not only provides a reliable income but 

which is uniquely Inuit. The concept of carving as an economic strategy is not new. Jenness 

(1968) was among the first to discuss carving in this manner; however, he felt that due to 

the vagaries of the market in the south, the strategy could provide only a supplement to 

Inuit income which would be neither sustainable nor stable. He wrote that "soapstone 

carvings are not a safe base on which to build a people's economy; and they can never 

become such a base ..... " (1968: 143). 

As noted above, Graburn recognized the commercial importance of soapstone carving 

Hl 1969. He wrote that "[f]or many Eskimos carving has become the major source of 

livelihood and the majority of adult Eskimos get at least part of their cash incorne from 
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selling carvings ..... " (1969a: 459). Also in the 1960s, soapstone carving began to be referred 

to as an industry by Indian and Northern Affairs (Robertson 1960: 3). Early writings still 

minimized its importance, however, with Robertson arguing that carving was only as "a 

complement to hunting and fishing," while Graburn said it would only be donc by "the old 

and infirm .... "(1969b: 167). 

ln the 1970s, Inuit art came to be viewed as an increasingly important economic 

enterprise, and one which was rapidly becoming a necessity. Ana]yses of the marketing 

process (Issa es 1972, Robertson 1974) ofInuit art emerged and artwork was seen as not only 

economically important to Inuit, but as providing a sound investment (Arbuckle 1987, 

Schrager 1986). To Robertson (1974: 10), artists who "are involvcd with craft shops in those 

settlements are not on welfare but are able to walk with dignity and pride." 

Graburn, one of the foremost authors of work on Inuit art, agreed with Jcnncss' 

eartier interpretation. Graburn (1975) argued that soapstone carving would soon be 

replaced with oil and gas development and, as such, carving was still at best a short tcrm 

strategy. By the end of the decade, however, Graburn began discussing the economic 

importance of the incipient industry. He noted that the sale of handicrafts for ail Arctic 

communities had reached sorne two million dollars per year and record cd that sorne Inuit 

made up to $1000 per month if they were weil known carvers, while the average income was 

on the order of $150 per month (1976: 41). Finally, Graburn saw Inuit utilizing the incorne 

earned from handicrafts as a means of purchasing snowrnobiles, rifles, outboard motors, 

essentially capitalizing the hunt. 

Along with the analysis of soapstone carving as an industry came the discussion of 
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it as an occupation. Graburn compared carving with wage labour, hunting and trapping and 

concluded that carving was as "risky" as hunting wh en compared with the steady flow of 

income from wage labour (1976: 47). He constructed annual and monthly carving salaries 

and argued that in many settlements sculpting is the largest single source of income whereby 

"most of the Eskimos major possessions such as guns, snowmobiles, out-board motors, and 

even houses are paid for by the sale of sculptures ..... " (1976: 41). Graburn argued that the 

harvest now required a cash inrome, and the sale of fur and fox pelts "became increasingly 

unprofitabJe" (1976: 46) and as su ch the sale of carvings had become an important formula 

to supplement the harvest. 

Within two years, however, Graburn reiterated his statement that carving could 

provide only an unstable economic market, except for certain settlements. and suggested that 

carvers would prefer the security of wage labour or hunting. He warned that wh en fur pelt 

priees were high. Inuit would prefer to hunt since it would not only provide cash from the 

sale of pelts. but also meat which provided "a reaffirmation of their Inuit identity ..... " (1978). 

At the same time he paradoxically saw that Inuit art had evolved into a "vehicle for 

economic development" (1978: 137). To him. the income from carvings not only rescued "an 

increasingly poverty-stricken ex-tribal society out of a situation of rampant dependency." but 

also "provided a transition from a land-based to a commercial production economy" (1978: 

137). Graburn also felt that the sculpture industry's apparatus of cooperatives could provide 

a training ground for future Inuit economic and political leaders. So, Graburn heId an 

apparently contradictory stand that Inuit art market was an unstable base for an economy 

and yet was a suitable route to economic development. 
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This period was characterised by a series of fluctuations in the carving market. The 

1960s and 1970s are generalJy viewed to be central "growth years" for the Inuit art market. 

Moreover, it "is now generally agreed that 1981...represents a peak year for Inuit art 

sales ..... " (Souchotte 1985: 6). By the mid-1980s Inuit art expcrienced "a serious downtum" 

in the market, rebounding in 1987 (Atia with Allerston 1987: 18). Most recently (\)p I-Iere 

1990/91: 49), the market for carvings has been described as being in a period of slow growth 

with the high-end (i.e. greater than $2,500 per carving) market rclatively untouched, 

confirming what Lake Harbour Inuit have indicated to me. Despite this weak market, Inuit 

show few signs of decreasing their depend€!nce on carving as a means of earning income. 

In many ways this period is as notable for its contradictions as for its ideas. For 

example, just as Swinton argued the art had become "an economic necessity" (Swinton 1986: 

8) he also commented that "when other economic resources arc brought along, art will 

diminish in its share of the economic structure of the north ..... " (1986: 8). While observers 

are advancing the concept of soapstone carving as a major economic factor, indeed a 

necessity in the north, both Graburn and Swinton continue to discuss its unreliabiJity and, 

in Swinton's case, predict its decline. 

Recent work on soapstone carving has proven the early predictions of the fate of the 

industry to be false. Gibbons, a DINA official, stated that "[c]ontrary to a widely held belief, 

carving has been a far more important and reliable source of cash in the north than has 

fur ..... " (1988: 4). As of 1988, the annual value of direct payments to Inuit for soapstone 

carvings was estimated to be worth between five and ten milJjon dollars. There were 

estimated to be approximately 2000 carvers, 200 of which are estimated to make in excess 
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of $5000 per year. Approximately one percent of carvers are capable of earning $30,000 -

$50,000 per year (WorraH 1984). 
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CHAPTERFOUR 

ART FOR WORK'S SAKE: CARVING AS A REVENUE EARNING STRATEGY 
AMONG FIVE INUIT HOUSEHOLDS IN LAKE HARBOlJR, N\VT 

... and ail at once he found himself staring into an art store wiudow. Atuk 
pressed his nose against the window to have a better look at the Eskimo 
sculpture on disJ-!ay and the priee being asked for it. He was spcllbound ... 
'l'm rieh,' Atuk shouted. 'l'm rieh.' (Mordeeai R ichlcr 1963, The 
Incomparable Atuk: 40). 

Introduction 

This quote touches several points crucial to this discussion of Inuit art. The lirst is 

the marked tendency during the 1960s to see Inuit art as totally commercialized. Second, 

as is c1ear from The Incomparable Atuk, for Inuit, soapstone carving became an important 

and welcorne source of incorne. A third point is that the actual incorne Inuit reccived rarcly 

equalled southern priees. 

This section analyzes the relationship between earving and subsistenec at the level 

of the household. Both carving and hunting are forms of subsistence incomc but while 

earving provides rnuch needed cash, hunting provides country food for the houschold. In 

an economy where food priees are at least 60% higher than in the south, hunting provides 

a source of food quality and quantity that is extrernely diflicult to replace with purchased 

southern substitutes. Hunting, however, is an expensive pursuit and carving sales orrer one 

rneans of financing the harvest of country food. 

More generally, carving also serves as a useful part-time job. In a setting wherc 

ernployment is scaree, carving provides the individuaJ with a flexible rneans of accurnu]ating 
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and distributing income within his/her household (and to members of the extended family 

in other households). Therefore, it is necessary to understand the actions of the individu al 

carver in order to ascertain the importance of carving in the community economy. The 

concept of carving for earning a living is not a new one. What is different is that it has been 

adaptcd into Inuit subsistence culture and, thus, into the normative pattern of Inuit society. 

Economie Strafcl:ies of Soapstone Carvers 

ln contemporary geographic literature, the concept of an economic strategy is often 

formed in the urban and industrialized context as a means of coping with economic change 

or upheaval. The most common incident is lay-offs in towns where there is little or no other 

means of employment (for Canadian examples see Mackenzie 1988 or Critchley 1990, and 

for a British example see Pahl 1984). As Mackenzie has shown, people who survive 

economic upheaval due to plant c10sures in single-industry communities do so mostly by 

falling back on the so-called "informaI" economy. This form of economic activity is 

unrecorded by typical economic indicators. Sorne individuals turn to barter; sorne of the 

most corn mon examples arc the exchange of services including babysitting as weil as arts and 

crafts producticn. Thcse strategies are typically ones of last resort and often short-term. 

For Inl it, however, informai economy participation is not a result of any failure in the cash 

or formai economy. Rather it is the nature of an economic set of activites focused on 

immediate utilization of resources, not accumulation (Ross and Usher 1986, Wenzel 1991, 

Langdon 1984). 
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In essence, my goal here is to examme carvmg as a strategie contribution to 

subsistence. This will be done through case studies of five Lake Harbour hOllscholds. First, 

however, it is important to operationalize my use of the terrn "stratcg)." J anscn (1979) in 

his work on by Inuit rniners in Rankin lnlet defined economic strategy as 

one ineome-producing aetiv;·y ... among a lirnited nllmber of others within the 
sarne cultural group (the Eskirno). An econornic stratcgy then, is a category 
of activities which centre around a corn mon theme. Each strat('gy is made up 
of different but related activities or tactics. Stated anothcr way, tactics arc 
specifie variations within a single econornic strategy. (1979: 8). 

In short, Jansen described an economic strategy as a coherent collection of tactics for 

earning incorne. These tactks, Jansen argued, contribllte to an overall theme of four 

strategies that he has delineated. Jansen's four strategies are: economic spccialization, 

economic generalization, entrepreneurship, and social assistance dependence. Unly the lirst 

two will be considered here. Economic specialization involved full-time and year-round 

employment such as full-time work on the producti Jn of arts and crafts production, janitorial 

and retail work. The key is that the individual relies on "a single incorne producing 

method ..... " (Jansen 1979: 59). The individual need not have specializcd ski Ils, but rncrcly 

focus on one particular "tactic." Jansen appears to presume that full-tirne work prec1udes 

part-time arts and crafts production on the side. As the data 1 collected will show, this is 

not always the case. 

The second strategy considered here is that of the "econornic generalist." This 

individual "combines a nurnber of incorne-producing tactics to achieve a livelihood in the 

settlement ..... " (Jansen 1979: 61). Combinations consist of part-tirne and/of seasonal 

employment, arts and crafts production, garnbling, and social assistance, and what Jansen 
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terms as a greater reliance on "informaI support networks" than the specialist. These tactics 

can occur simultaneously and/or in different combinations, or one at a time. Access to 

these informaI support networks, Jansen argued, are available to and used by participants 

in ail the various strategies, however the generalist tends to rely on the network the most. 

The informaI support consists of food and equipment sharing and the "right to dernand from 

other members assistan(~ in times of need ..... " (1979: 65). 

Wolfe has taken Jansen's analysis of economic strategies one step further and links 

household econorny to individual economy (cJ. Wolfe 1990). White Jansen's focus is on the 

(usuaJJy male) econornic generalist or specialist, Wolfe discusses the strategies of how the 

different members of a household contribute econornically to that unit. Wolfe's work 

examines the impact of microenterprises on three native reserves in southern Ontario. She 

defines microenterprises as "small-scale, labour-intensive, largely cash-based and horne-based 

seJf-employrnent activities, run by people with little capitaL ... " (1990: 13). She concludes 

that "in each of the reserves, both personal and household incornes are derived from 

multiple sources ..... " (1990:. 14). Thus, not only are there multiple or mixed strategies 

arnong individuals, but Wolfe introduces the notion that mixed income strategies can be 

initiated by ail members of the households - including women, teenagers, and in sorne cases, 

children. AIso, Wolfe notes that even those with full-tirne employment were able to operate 

their rnicrocnterprises on the si de. 

TIle NWT Advisory Council on the Status of Wornen (NWTACSW) coneurs with 

Wolfe noting that northern women often use arts and crafts as a supplement to other 

income. The NWT ACSW has concluded that arts and crafts production is employed to a 
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great extent by northern native women as a means of generating and supplementing incollle. 

The report also points out that "Women are the foundation of the arts and crafts industry 

and the key to its vitality ..... " (Fogwill and Fennell with Irving 1990: 215). Thus, the arts and 

crafts industry, as the report argues, is very much a part of this mixed stratcgy: 

Very few women de pend on the sale of crafts as their only source of income, 
but these sales can be significant and critical to the survival of their families. 
Typically, they arè combined with transfer payments, wages and subsistcnce 
activities. (1990: 215). 

Arts and crafts production, then, operates as part of a combination of incomes, including 

those of the subsistence harvest. 

The importance of carving to women has also been documcnted by Quiglcy and 

MacBride (1987:205-206), in Sanikiluaq, where almost half of the carvers arc women. 

However, of the carvers who earn over $1000 a year (about two thirds of the total), only one 

third were women, white of those above $10,000 a year, none were women (1987: 206). 

Although women are almost equal in numbers in the "carving force," it appears that women 

carvers either produce fewer carvings per annum th an do males or simply are paid Jess. 

As Wolfe pointed out above, chiJdren are also involved in arts and crafts production, 

but their participation, ev en more than that of women often go es unacknowledged. Chil dren 

as soapstone carvers was first noted by Swinton (1965:127), who 'Nrote that "No book about 

Eskimo art would be complete without mentioning children both as subjects and as 

carvers ... " There has, however, been little documentation on the participatory roles of 

adolescents and children. Quigley and Mac Bride (1987), supply data on Sanikiluaq carvers 

under 19 years of age. Approximately 8 per cent of the carvers (18 of 153) were youths but 

only two earned over $1000. 
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Based on the information above, the importance of women's and children's 

contribution to the household income as carvers can be seen. As Wolfe has shown, it is not 

uncommon for several members of the same househoId and/or family to be involved in arts 

and crafts production. By understanding the degrees of involvement of various carvers 

which make up a household, an overall household economic strategy can be determined. 

Finally, from this, the economy of the extended family can be understood. 

Jansen also described the informai network groups as induding support such as 

shared meat and shared equipment. He neglected, however, to mention the important 

contribution of the sharing of labour su ch as in babysitting and cooking in the household 

economy. Such "helping out" enables many women to work outside the home and/or carve:. 

Women's carving incorne can th en be recycled back into the family, and support hunting and 

other subsistence activities (c.f. Condon 1987: 142). 

Jansen also irnplied that econornic generaIisL rely much more heavily on this 

informai network resource than those who work full-time (i.e. speciaIists). AlI households 

in this study, however, relied quite heavily on the informaI network but in different ways 

according to their needs. 

Thus, this literature provides a useful framework for the analysis of carving as a 

"tactic" within a "generalist's" economic strategy that mixes together several forms of income. 

In Wolfe's t~rrns, carving is part of a "mixed bag" of incornes. This means carving must be 

exarnined within the context of household econorny and as an incorne producing activity that 

one or more rnembers rnay be participating in at various leveIs of intensity. 
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Market Factors and Economie Stratea:ies 

When exarnining the kinds of strategies employed by carvers it is important to note 

that the "popularity of a carver" is an important influence on the priee carvers will receive 

for their work (cJ. Graburn 1976, Myers 1984: 137). Carvers well-known to sOllthcrn bllycrs 

ean expect up to a few hundred dollars more per earving than thcir lcsscr known pccrs, 

simply based on their reputation. None of the carvers surveyed in Illy study wcrc well

known carvers 50 their 'Norks were unable ta attract very high priees at either the Bay or the 

Co op. (The co-op manager in Lake Harbour stated that known carvers ean expect ta see 

about $200-$400 more per carving). 

Size and detail of carvings are also factors in the pricing of earvings. As Myers (1987: 

137) notes, when considering a sale priee for a carving, factors eonsidered by purchasers are 

"how diffieult it lis] to make a carving, i.e. how hard the stone lis] and how mueh dctail was 

work~d ..... " The Cooperatives employa 32-point scale whieh considcrs the dctail on a 

sculpture in order to determine the priee. Size is also important as it is the larger pieces 

that tend to find their way into high-rent gallery space. So part of the economic strategy 

involved, then, is for the "unknown" earver to produce detailed, hard-stone, larger carvings, 

that in the end lead ta a higher return for the earver's investment of time. 

The Carvina: Households: Economic Generalists at Work 

Participants in native handieraft production, eonsciously or not, invoke a strategy of 

cornbining sources of incorne (the "tadies"), thus aJlowing a conclusion that they are 

"economic generalists." Data from the study of households of carvers in Lake Harbour bear 
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this conclusion out. 1 will aaalyze this generalist strategy and discuss it in relation to the 

"non-carving households" who are themselves in sorne ways economic generalizers also. 1 

wjJJ also examine a tactic known as "target-marketing" which is an element strategy invoked 

by the carvers below. 

The data are divided into two sections: carvers and the non-carvers. Non-carvers are 

an important part of this discussion since, in comparative terms, they employa differing, if 

sometirnes overlapping range, of incorne earning tactics. Carvers are generally 

underernployed and/or members of underemployed households and carving fi)]s the 

economic gap that is a resuJt of this condition. Both groups rely on country food as weIl. 

As seen in Figure 4.1, Households 1-111 are related and are part of an extended 

family unit (see Damas 1971, 1972). Household IV is also related, but is attenuated from 

the main extended family or core unit (see Balikci 1964). Household V was included in the 

study because the two women are single parents and their inclusion sheds light on the 

strategies outside the extended family. They are connected to another ilagiit, but are friends 

with the woman in Household III. 

TIle Carving Households 

Household 1 

Household 1 consists of a young couple, a woman (henceforth to be referred to as Carver 

1), her husband (Carver 2) and their two children. As shown in Table 4.1, this household 

is a classic example of the mixed income strategy. Carver 1 works part-tirne and thus brings 

home approximately sixteen percent of the total monthly incorne. Carving by both adults 
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Table 4.1: Sources of HOllsehold Incarne Among the Five Study Households, 
July ll~August 13, 1989 

Carving Employment Government Total 
Incorne Incorne Transfers 

1 Jousehold 1 $380 $240 $911.48 $1531.48 

Household lIa $60 $542.50 $811.48 $1423.98 

Household lib $805 n/a n/a $805 

HOII~chold III nia $1800 $63.48 $1863.48 

llou~chold IV nia $3800 $63.48 $3863.48 

1 Jouschold V nia $2051 $95.22 $2146.22 

)ource: Vu lm, t-'IC)C p note!>, l~~~. 

adds another twenty~five percent of the monthly incorne with the remainder of the cash 

incomc from governrnent transfer payrn~ Ms. 

HOU5Choid 1 al 50 receives a great deal of support through what Jansen terms 

"informai support networks", essentially kinship-based food sharing and cooperative labour 

groups. For WOllJen, this includes sharing housework, cooking and babysitting enabling the 

women to cngage in either wage labour or carving. For example, as shown in Table 4.2, 

Houschold 1 had a low hunting incorne during the research period, yet they consumed 

country food on 85 percent of the days surveyed. This food came from other related 

houscholds, no1ably frorn Household II. Moreover, almost eight percent of the housework 

for this hOllschold, not including babysitting, was performed by relatives who live elsewhere 

within thc Hamlet. For example, on one occasion Carver 1 dressed her niece's hair "Carver 

3) and in return Carver 3 stayed ail night to do a major house-c1eaning. Carver 3 has also 

hclpcd with preparing meals, while other relatives occasionally helped with cooking and 
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Table 4.2: Production and Consumption Values of Country of Fiw Stud)' 
Households, July 13 - August 14 

Production of Days on which Da~s on which 
Country Food by Country Food Country Food fWIll 
Dollar Value* was Consumed othel Iiollsehoids 

was COIlSUllH.'d 

Household 1 $8.72 85% 95<l/o 

Household lIa $1624.80 78% 79% 

Household III $1785.55 680/0 23% 

Household IV $4590.32 84% 12% 

Household V nia 290/0 100% 
~ource: Du UIS, fleur notes, I9~ P 
'To obtain the dollar value for household production of country food, 1 simply trackcd the 
country-food production of each hunter and multiplied the number of llsablc kiloglams by 
the lowest available commercial meat price in town: hamburger @ 12.45 pcr kilograrn. 

cleaning. Thus, kinship-based food and household-Iabour sharing constitutes an important 

tactic for this household. 

Carver 1 also supplernented her monthly incorne of $240 at her part-time job (she 

works six hours per week) with an extra $220 a rnonth from carving. While her part-time 

job paid $10.00 an hour, carving paid $8.46 per hour (see Table 4.3). Ocspite the fact that 

her carving wage is lower than her working wage, carving alJows this wornan ta rentain in 

the home and watch her children while "working." Moreover, the wage is roughly 

comparable to her salary when it is considered that the carving incorne is tax frcc (M. 

Arsenault 1990, persona) communication). Thus, carving allowed this woman to almost 

double her monthJy earned incorne. 
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Carver 2 was "officially" unemployed during the study period. Carving allowed him 

to carn cash to further supplement household earnings. His contribution was $160 during 

the study period. Despite the fact that Carver 2 had the second lowest carving wage at 

$5.82 an hour of the sample (see Table 4.3), this hourly payment is still greater th an the 

lowest full-time non-government wage in town, in this case the Bay at $5.65 an hour. 

Moreover, the carving wage is tax free and the carver can set his/her own hours. 

There is one other factor that contributes to this household's generalist strategy. This 

relates to the employment pattern over time. In other words, the unit practices a mixed

incorne earning strategy not only at any given time but over time as weil. A review of the 

household's employment practices in 1990 and 1991 indicates that the householders flow in 

and out of wage employment and carving. In the fall of 1990, Carver 2 was working full

time and only rarely carving, while Carver 1 continued her part-tirne work/part-time carving 

strategy. By surnmer 1991, Carver 2 had been laid off and was primarily carving while 

Carver 1 continued within both streams. 

Household 1 represents the "c1assic" example of the economic generalist -i.e. relying 

on several tactics as a means of earning incorne. Recall that the family earned income 

through a mixture of employment, carving, and government transfers, as weil as sharing in 

country food from the other households in the extended family - most notably household II. 

Moreover, when the hourly wages earned by Carvers 1 and 2 are considered, the relative 

importance of soapstone carving cornes to the fore. The concept of economic generalization 

is cspecially dear when the longer term employment strategy of the household is analyzed. 

This is partly characterized by the f10w of its practitioners into and out of the labour force 
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Table 4.3: Carving Employment and Price Data for Households 1 and II, Jllly 11-
August 13, 1989 

Carver Number of Total Hours Average Total Sai" Carving 
Carvings spent Number of Priee in Wagc 

Carving Hours per Dollars 
Carvlllg 

1 4 26 6.5 220 $8.46 

2 2 27.5 13.75 160 $5.82 

Subtotal 380 

3 1 7 7 60 $8.57 

4 4 16 4 80 $5.00 

5 4 54.5 13.63 725 $13.30 

Subtotal 865 

~ource: Du UlS, .Fleld notes, 1989 p 

as a means of intensifying both carving and country food production. That is, incollle from 

wage labour serves to capitalize carving through the purchase of power tools, as weil as for 

hunting equipment. Although carving is only one element of an overall stratcgy, it is a 

component at least as lucrative as wage labour. 

Households lia and lIb 

Households lIa and lIb are analyzed together because both young couples iuhabit the same 

dwelling, but they have differing strategies. The diary respondents for HOllschold lia WCIC 

a woman (Carver 3), her husband and their two daughters. Household lIb consists of a 

young woman (Carver 4) and her husband (Carver 5), who provided data on their activitics 
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but who did not respond to the formaI surveys. Carver 6 also resides in the same domicile, 

rented by the parents of Carver 4 and Carver 3's husband. There are eight other residents 

of this domicile (see Figure 4.1). 

During the study, Carver 3 earned only $60 from the sale of one carving. She had 

low output for two reasons; she had been working on a second carving that was only finished 

after the re5earch; second, she began working at part-time wage labour during this period. 

Her husband a/so began full-time work during this time. As shown in Table 4.1, carving is 

secmingly not a crucial aspect of this household's strategy as it represents only ten percent 

of the household employmcnt income and only four percent of total income. Yet carving 

in this houschold is significant for sevpral other reasons. First, Carver 3's employment wage 

was $7.50 an hour and while carving she averaged $8.57. Thus Carver 3 supplemented her 

employment income at a higher hourly wage. Second, the carving wage is tax free, 

enhancing its bcnefit to the carver. Third, Carver 3 found it more convenient to look after 

her baby while she was carving than while at her job. At work, she was not easily able to 

take breaks to nurse or attend. For this member of the hausehald, carving provided a 

strategy for raising extra money at a better hourly wage within a more flexible schedule. 

Again, the employment histories of this household distinguish them as economic 

generalists. By 1990, Carver 3 had apparently recognised the bet1er return available ta her 

from carving and had begun to pursue it on a near full-time basis. Her h:Jsband had been 

a carver, but abandoned it because as an unknown he relt he was unable to compete with 

weil known artists. However, in 1990 he returned to carving as a central means of earning 

im.ome. By 1991, however, with the poor carving market, both husband and wife returned 
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to part-time wage labour to maximize their incornes, but both continued carving part-time. 

Mernbers of Household lIa represent the typical economic generalists. Although there 

was little large-scale utilization of carving (carving accounts for less than ten pel cent), the 

household nonetheless assembled income from several sources. As shown in Table 4.1. 

nearly forty per cent of household incorne during the study was from wage employment, 

while the rest (fifty seven percent) came largely from Uncmployment Insurance bencfits and 

the famify affowance cheque. Also, Carver 3 utilized the informai support network providcd 

by her husband's family whife she carved and worked. This hOllsehold harvcstcd and 

consumed a great deal of country food - three quarters of the study day!> saw at Icast sOllle 

country food consumption (see Table 4.2). Coupled with their employmcnt histories, 

Household lIa characterizes weil the strategy of the economic gcncralist - combining several 

small-scale sources of income at different times to producc a viable income. 

By 1990, the dwelling housed yet another carver - fourteen year-old Carver 6 1 (sec 

Figure 4.1). Carver 6 iIIustrates the important contribution that adolescents makc to the 

household economy. He was able to provide his mother with houschold expense money 

earned frorn the sale of a carving. 

This household also contained another young couple (Carvers 4 and 5) for wholTl 

carving is the sole means of cash income (see Household lib in Table 4.]). Carvcr 5 

participated in labour for income-in-kind (he worked on a ncw house - for a snowmobile 

in return). Carver 5 (see Table 4.3) earned $725 during the study period from carving whiie 

his partner, Carver 4, earned $80. ft should be noted that they both produced four carvings 

1 There is no wage data available for Carver 6 - he is merely 
designated sa to simplify references to the carvers. 
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(see Table 4.3). Carver 5, however, made four large carvings that, on average, earned 

almost two hundred dollars each. Carver 4, known as a fast carver, sold four very small 

carvings for approximately twenty dollars each. Despite her speed, size is more important 

in determining the priee of a carving, 50 this explains why Carver 5'5 carving income is so 

much higher than Carver 4's. Even 50, at $5.00 an hour, Carver 4's carving wage still 

compares reasonably weil to the lowest full-time wage in town - $5.65 at the Bay. It would 

appear that Carvers 4 and 5 are economic specialists inasmuch as they seem to rely on 

carving as their primary strategy. 

Household IIb's employment history reveals, however, that they are indeed economic 

generalists. In 1990, Carver 4 began making large carvings, selling one for $350. In 1991, 

she entered the workforce because carving became tedious and because the carving market 

was decJining.2 Carver 5 began a series of temporary/seasonal jobs throughout 1990 and 

1991 that enabled him to buy power carving too1s for everyone in the family. (This applies 

largcly to residents of Households lIa and lIb, but other members of the extended family 

may use the equipment). In this household, wage labour was used to capitalize carving - the 

purchase of expcnsive carving tools - and as a periodic income alternative when art markets 

are weak. 

Another element in this couple's strategy consists of utilizing informaI econOffilC 

supports. Since they live with their extended family, rent and the expenses that many other 

householders have are avoided. This is also true for Household lIa. Household lia both 

Z As one Inuk explained to me, the carving market had indeed 
experienced a slump when l was in the field in late 1990. It was 
sorne tirne after the slump hit that Carver 4 began working. 
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produced ($1624 worth) and consumed (on 78% of the days studied) a great dent of country 

food. They also relied on country food from other members of the extended fumily ~ on 

79% of study period days, Household lIa consumed country food that came from outsidt' 

their household. 

1 have described a strategy for the carving households ~ reflecting the economic 

generalist's scheme of assembling several different sources of incomc ,Ner time. First, 

Household 1 represented the "cJassic" case of the mixed income strategy derived by 

combining carving with employment, transfer payments and informai support. HOllsehold 

II relied more on government transfer payments and wage employment, using carving as a 

me ans of earning immediate incorne within a flexible schedulc. Houschold lib, cOl1sisting 

of two carvers who relied entirely on carving as a means of earning incollle, dcmonstrates 

a problem central to the sculptors, the dependence of carving on markets. llere wagc 

labour and informaI support was sought. 

The Non-Carvin&: Households: Employment as a Specialist's Tactie 

Jansen contended that full~time wage labour tendcd to be the domain of an 

"economic specialist" as those who work full~time tend to less involvement in informai 

support networks and sidelines like carving or hunting. As 1 will show below, Jansen has 

underestimated the participation in these latter activities by so~called specialists. 

Household III 

Household III consists of a young couple and their daughter (sec Figure 1). The 
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income-earning strategy here appears to be based on wage labour as both the respondents 

have stable empJoyment. The woman works fulJ-time and her husband, aJong with his part

time job, sells surplus caribou to the Hunter's and Trapper's Association for extra cash 

(from which he can carn several hundred dollars a season), along with occasional outfitting. 

Carvers tended to move into and out of the labour force. In this case, however, between 

1989 and 1991, both respondents remained in the same jobs and saw employment as their 

central means of support. The difference between this "specialized" household and other 

generalist households is the tendency to maintain a steady employment pattern. 

For this household, there is a great deal of involvement with the kinship-based food

sharing, they both share meat and eat at his parents alrnost every day. His parents are the 

central "repository" (Damas 1971) for the extended family in that almost ail of its members 

eat there everyday. Thus, for this farnily the integration of wage labour with kinship-based 

food sharing is the basis of their strategy. 

This household may be an economic specialist in Jansen's terms, however, utiJization 

of informai support is not restricted to econornic generalists and/or carving households. This 

couple, then, mixes employment as the central strategy and looks to outfitting and hunting 

(to sell meat) simply as a means of earning extra cash. However, from year to year, full

time and parHime cmployment is the central means of earning incorne for this family as 

other revenue-earning activities are a sideline as opposed to an important element of the 

rnonthly incorne. 
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Household IV 

Household IV consists of an older couple and their two sons. TIlis household is Ilot 

directly a part of the extended family unit described above. (The male respondent is only 

related to Household II because Carver 3's father-in-Iaw and the man's grandfather were 

brothers). 

As shown in Table 4.1, 98 per cent of the cash income cornes from wage labour, and 

the remaining two percent cornes from family allowances. This household is fairly typical 

of economic specialists insofar as their cash income cornes almost entircly from one source. 

The man retained the same job over the three yeaTs of the stuày, again indicating that those 

who have jobs tend to rely on wage labour as a strategy over time - hence spccializing in 

full-time labour. Also, like Household III, they combine full-time labour with a great deal 

of hunting - they harvested almost $5000 in country food income in one mon th. So, even 

those who work full-time continue to rely heavily on country food incorne. 

Household V 

Household V is not related by kinship directly to any other study households. It was 

included because 1 was interested in examining the strategies employed by single women 

with children. The members are two sisters and their children - the youngcr woman has two 

and the older woman has one. 

The first aspect of note is the prominence of full-time wage labour and absence of 

carving activity - both women work full-tirne and have continued at their same jobs 

throughout the period 1989-1991 (see Table 4.1). Both women leave thcir children with 
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their parents while they are working. One expressed the importance of the free child care 

received from their parents by expJaining to me that she did not know how she would 

manage otherwise. 

This woman is a classic economic specialist insofar as her central form of income is 

from wage labour. However, like Households III and IV, she also relies heavily on informai 

support, such as babysitting and country food. For example, aIthough this woman did not 

hunt, she consumed country food on one third of the study days, ail of which came from her 

extended family. 

The Household Stratea:ies: Discussion 

As we can see, part-time carving households tend to utilise a mixed income/economic 

generalist's strategy - that is carvers attempt to construct an adequate income from several 

different sources. Wc also saw that carvers tend to combine different sources of income not 

just at a single time but over time as weil - combining different sources of incarne at 

different times depending on available resources. 

The carvers flow betwecn cmployment and carving, and use this as a strategy over 

time. Carver 2 (from Household 1) worked full-time in 1990 and yet eventually gave up that 

cmployment to return to full-time carving and Carver 3 (from Household lIa) found carving 

to bc more lucrative and I?ventually quit her job to carve full-time. Carver 4 (Household 

lIb), however, has taken on a part-time job as a means of supplementing her carving 

activities. Carver 5 (Household lIb) found seasonal work, which paid significantly higher 

than his carving wage, to be temporarily more lucrative th an carving and as such he was able 
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to purchase carving equiprnent. Thus, carvers in the study flowed between the work force 

and the carving market. 

Another important point was the prominence of the informai support network. Ali 

the carvers, as weil as the full-tirne workers, relied on kin-based food-sharing as weil as 

.other help, such as babysitting. What also came to be seen was the Icvcl of participation 

in carving activities of teenagers (Carver 4, 6 - Households lIb and II) and wOlllen (Carvcrs 

1 - Household l, 3 and 4). 

Non-carving families tend to draw cash income from generally only one wagc source, 

with sorne reliance on kinship-based food-sharing and other aspects of informai support. 

They have captured a secure, long-term job, which they supplement with side activities. 

Thus, 1 suggest that these households rely on this form of income and Illutual support more 

than J ansen suspected. 

What conclusions can we draw based on an in-depth examination of these five 

households? Before doing so, recaU the discussion in Chapter One about the carving 

industry and Lake Harbour. In Lake Harbour, of approximately sevcnty carvers only Il 

earn more than $1500 peryear (Dupuis 1989,1990, WorraIl1984). Moreovcr, in Sanikiluaq 

only nine per cent of carvers earned more than $5000 per year, and only 36 pcr cent carncd 

above $1000 per year (Quigley and MacBride 1987). Essentially, few carvers earn large 

incornes frorn carving alone and, thus, obviously must seek money from other sources. 

What the above reveals is that because carving represents only a small pcrccntagc 

of incorne for most carvers, and because there is 50 little full-tirnc employment in town, 

rnany carvers are required to combine a series of tactics in order to produce an adcquatc 
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cash and in-kind incorne. 

An in-depth examination alJows up to ask the foJlowing: how conscious are these 

strategies? In one case, sorne carvers dropped out of a course offered by Arctic ColJege 

bccause the money they would receive from attending the course was less than the money 

they felt they could earn by carving. This indicates that carvers are very weil aware of the 

combinations neccssary to maxirnize their incornes. Carvers are aware of their choices and 

opportunities. They, however, are generally presented with limited choices, given the 

employrncnt situation in Lake Harbour and facing the vagaries of the carving market. 

Hence, the strategy is, 1 would argue, a conscious one used by Inuit. It reflects a 

maxirnization at any given time of the available resources at hand. For instance, wh en 

Carver 4 noticed a decline in the carving market, she undertook part-tirne wage labour. 

This market depreciation was characterized by an unwillingness, on the part of the Bay and 

even the Coop, to purchase every carving in town. Hence many carvers invested their time 

in producing sculptures :hat would not be purchased until the market irnproved. 

Thus, Carving represents a "tactic" within a wider mixed-income strategy. In the 

carving households, carving was utilized to fill a gap left behind from unemployrnent and 

underemployrncnt in Households 1 and II. Carving represents, as compared with the non

carving famifies, a rneans of earning income when wage incorne is unavailable (as with 

Carvcrs 2 (HOllschold I} and 4 (Household lIb}), under-available through work (see 

Carvers 1,2 and 3) or as an alternative to work when the return is lucrative enough (Carver 

5 (Houschold lIb}). This is in contrast to non-carving households where incorne through 

ernployment and a combination of informaI support are adequate to provide a stable 
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Income. Thus, although carving is not the econornic revelation portrayed in Richler's (1963) 

novel, it does offer Inuit an opportunity to maximize available resollrces and achievc Il 

viable incorne. 

TarKet Marketina:: A Tactic for the Unknown Carver 

Carvers employa series of tactics, the best known of which is "target-marketing." 

Target marketing, as described by Nelson Graburn (1976), is a system whereby carvcrs 

produce a sculpture with a specifie purpose (for example, when cash is needed to mect il 

long-term goal. Graburn described this instance of target marketing as occurring "whcn 

individuals or families wanted to accumulate enough money to buy particular items, suclt 

as a gun, a motor or even a boat.. ... " (Graburn 1976: 46, see also Myers 1984). Urody 

provided an example of an instance of a specifie Ileed also, when he wrote that a "carver 

who needs something that costs $30 will find a piece of stone of just the right size and carve 

an object worth just $30 ..... " (Brody 1975: 175). As Myers wrote the 

incorne derived from earving is important to Inuit who look llpon carving as 
another way to get what they need. There is in faet a direct relation between 
carving production and eonsumption as Inuit make earvings, not to get rieh, 
but to satisfy immediate needs. (Myers 1984: 136) 

Thus, we can expand on Graburn's original definition of target mal keting, the sale 

of carvings to accumulate cash for a specifie purpose, into a more encompassing definition. 

It can include selling earvings aimed at specifie amounts and/or for immediatc needs. 

Inuit who carve do not have to wait for the typical every-second-'OlUfsday payday that 

typifies the wage sector of Hamlet life. If money is needed immediately fOf hunting or food 

(cf. Quigley and MaeBride 1987), carving can provide the equivalent of an aftcrnoon of 
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wage work in the typical village job. Most "day" carvings were completed in less than 5 

hours and are sold !fl either the Bay or the Coop. For example, Carver 1 went fishing one 

wcekend and before he left, he sold a carving for $80 and bought just over $50.00 worth of 

general groccries for the family and supplies for the trip. This event occurred between two 

cvcry-sccond-Thur5day paydays. Carver 4, whose only employment is carving, sold three 

sm ail carvmgs shc made in one day (labour time - 11 hours) for $60.00 which she used to 

play Bingo that evening. Carvcr 1 made and sold carvings between paydays to buy groceries 

at Icast twicc during a month long period. 

Another instance of a carving being sold to finance a hunting trip occurred with 

Carver 3. She and her husband wanted to go out weekend caribou hunting 50 she 

complcted and sold two carvings for $165 - $100 for one carving, $65 for the other - an 

adequate sum for the purchase of food, fuel and ammunition for the trip. This is another 

c1ear indication of carving functioning as a means to capitalize the hunt at instances when 

cash is needed. 

This discussion surrounding target-marketing ilIuminates an important aspect of the 

rclationship between carving and the subsistence economy. That is that the return from 

carving often directly capitalizes subsistence harvesting. This expands on Graburn's earlier 

work (1976) on the relationship between carving and harvesting. However, as shown, 

carving is only one part of an incorne that not only capitalises hunting but also broadens the 

support base of the subsistence in general. 

According to Graburn (1976) carvers utilize the money from carving to capitalize the 

hunt. Wenzel (1989, 1991) and Dahl (1989) have both illustrated how wage labour 

59 



capitalizes harvesting by providing cash to purchase gasoline. capital cquipmcnt, supplies, 

and others necessities which are needed for harvesting. As rny data shows. carving has a 

direct relationship to subsistence. 
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Introduction 

CHAPTER FIVE 

THE GENUINE ARTICLE: CARVING AS GENUINE, 
ACCULTURATED OR COMMERCIAL ARTFORM? 

Soapstone carvings have been viewed through many different lenses since their 

"discovcry" by the south: as a "primitive" artform; as an expression of spirituality; finally, as 

crass commercialism. InitialJy, soapstone sculpture was seen as an expressly "traditional" 

activity both "primitive" in character and embodying elements of Inuit spirituality. However, 

as it grew in economic importance, critics argued that money had become the sole 

motivation of producing soapstone carvings, therefore it retained little cultural significance. 

These opposing views parallel much of the early discussion of Inuit subsistence (see 

Wenzel 1991, Usher 1981). The 1970s and 1980s saw analysis of Inuit kinship-based food-

sharing as part of the larger socio-economic aspect of Inuit society. More recent material 

discusses Inuit society in ways which allow wildlife harvesting and soapstone carving to be 

synthcsized as elements of a subsistence economy - through an examination of the role of 

cash in the subsistence economy. 

Before elaborating on how southern opinions of Inuit carving have shifted back and 

forth, it is lIseflll to note two key issues in this discussion. First, the literature on the 

cultural importance of carving and harvesting have followed parallel courses in the approach 

taken in their portrayal. Beyond this parallel, however, are the economic interconnections 

bctween the two phenomena, as carving has become an increasingly important means of 

capitalizing the harvest. Second, there is the development of not only the artifact but the 
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role of the artist in subsistence as weil. An examination of the role of the carver is crucial 

in the conceptualization of how soapstone carving relates to Inuit society as a whole -

especially as it relates to subsistence ,culture. 

Soapstone Carvin(: as "Traditional" Artifact 

The earliest writings on contemporary Canadian Inuit art, publish('d by its 

"discoverer," James Houston (1952:99, see also Martijn 1964:547), describes an artform that 

Houston feH still "genuinely" reflected an Inuit cultural consciousness untouched by southcrn 

jnfluence. He wroî.e that "geographic remoteness protected the Eskimos ... and [that] the 

link between past and present in their art is as yet unbroken ..... " Houston was not al one, 

Evan Turner (1963) also believed that Inuit art was still "untouched" as a traditional artform. 

Turner, wh en he and other members of the Eskimo Arts Committee went North in 1962, 

encountered what he described as "primitive" artists creating "primitive" art. However, even 

then, he expected su ch purity to be short-lived, sensing that the encroachment uf 

"civilization" (i.e. market-driven production of carvings) would erode the cultural content of 

the form, discrediting it as art. He wrote that 

the encroachment of "civilization" will affect the primitive values [of art] and 
eventually undermine them entirely. With time this will happen in the 
Arctic ... As is so of every artist, an Eskimo artist who doe~ a subject for a 
reason other than a need to express an idea or, perhaps, sincc he i~ 
"primitive," to rid himself of il fear or compulsior., creates a work of liule 
conviction and thus of no quality. (Turner 1963: 228-229). 

This article is important not only because of the fear it expresses about 

commercialism, but also because it represents an attempt to examine the art market from 

the point of view of Inuit. The article describes the marketing situation faced by Inuit and 
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discusses the production of Inuit art by describing one Cape Dorset artist, Kenojuak, at 

work. 

By the late 1960s however, cultural interpretations of Inuit art had for the most part, 

changed significantly. Martijn (1964:560-561) wrote that "historical Canadian Eskimo 

carving was never the 'hitherto undiscovered' and 'free from any outside influence' art which 

certain present-day writers have mistakenly believed it to be ..... " Since that time, much of 

the literature on Canadian Inuit art has concerned itself with whether Inuit art is "genuine," 

or a product of southern aesthetic and/or commercial influence, thus redirecting its form 

and purpose. 

One of the most notable cri tics of the view that Inuit art was culturally genuine was 

anthropologist/artist Edmund Carpenter. Carpenter (1961: 362) distinguished art made for 

consumption and appreciation by Inuit and art for the southern marketplace, calling the 

latter "souvenir art." Carpenter argued that "traditional" carvings were made for self-

expression and religious reasons as part of a "rituaJ aet of diseovery." Their importance was 

in the artistic act of revealing the artwork, not the final product. He wrote: 

Eskimo are interested in the artistic lct, not in the product of that activity. 
A carving, like a song, is not a thing; i1 is an ac1ion .. .It's senseless to assume 
tha1 when wc colleet these silent, stagnant carvings, we have coJlected Eskimo 
arL .. : (Carpenter 1961: 362\, 

earpenter (1961: 362) positcd that so-called souvenir art WJ.S no longer ritualistic, but 

was "assertive" and "individualistic" - qualities which went against the "traditional, aboriginal 

techniques." Thus, Carpenter suggested that while there had indeed been a genuine Inuit 

art, which was ritualistic in nature, this had been supplanted by art made for economic 

motivations. 
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Twelve years Jater, Carpenter (1973) reaffirmed his critiques describing an artforrn 

devoid of traditionaJ Inuit cultural significance, an artform that was no longer Inuit in uny 

sp.nc;~ lu essence, the "traditional" artform had disappeared, having lost uny ritual 

significance. He then posed (and answered) one of the most oft repeated questions in the 

Inuit art world: "Can the word Eskimo legitimately be applied to this modern stone art? 1 

think not.. ... " (Carpenter 1973: 194). The "roots" of the "new" art fOflll lay in the south, the 

source of its audience and therefore its market. Carpenter, then, constructed a temporal 

segregation of Inuit art: the pre-contact time period wh en Inuit art was complctcJy il part 

of Inuit society and the post-contact period where ail authenticity bccame lost, replaced by 

commercial motivation. 

Carpenter did, however, make a concerted attempt to analyze the new Inuit art 

within the context of modern Inuit everyday life. He wrote that "the study of Eskimo art 

must be the study of Eskimo worJd view ... Not what this art means to us, but what titis art 

means for whom it was intended ..... " (Carpenter 1962 in Martijn 1964). Although Carpenter 

is perhaps best known for his declaration that Inuit art is not culturally repre~cntatiYe, he 

took an important step in the examination of Inuit art: positing that the meanillg of the 

artifact for the society that created it is at least as important as its meaning to us. 

Early criticism of Inuit art focused on "genuineness": was soapstone carving a "pure" 

artform or had it been influenced by southern market intervention? Analysis was largely 

based on an either/or formula: the artifacts were either from a pre-contact (i.e. pure) period 

or from the post-contact or market period. This form of analysis quickly Jead to the yiew 

that Inuit art was, in fact, the product of acculturation. 
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Not ail views about the alleged authenticity of Inuit art were as extreme or as "all-or-

flothing" as Carpenter's. Many (such as Martijn 1967 and Graburn 1969) argued that Inuit 

art in the post-Houston era was more an art of acculturation, meaning a mixing of 

traditional and commercial values and/or aesthetics. Essentially, this view posits that the 

Inuit artform is a product of a culture in transition. It differs from Carpenter's view that he 

saw the art work as no longer Inuit. Acculturation implies that the work itself is genuine, 

but that the culture is in a state of flux. Martijn (1964, 1967) was a strong proponent of this 

VICW. While commercialism was eroding the artform, he still feh 

that Conternporary Canadian Eskimo carving is an Eskimo art, but one of 
directed acculturation ... Yet, as a valid art form in its own right, and one of 
considerable merit, it serves at present as a reflection of the individual 
Eskimo himself in a statc of transition ..... " (Martijn 1964: 583). 

H'! then noted that this state of transition, however, would ultimately lead to assimilation 

'Jf Inuit art, whereby carving would lose the "unique intimacy with nature on which it has 

.'llways becn based ..... "(l967:17). Unlike Carpenter, Martijn saw Inuit carving as authentic 

and still connec(cd to contemporary life, albeit a way of life which appeared to be 

disintegrating. 

Inuit Carvin&: in an Acculturation Framework 

The concept of acculturative art represented a belief that Inuit carving had in sorne 

way bcen altercd by its market relations. Graburn defined art of aCL Ituration as, 

transitional, commercial or airport art. The arts of acculturation may be 
dcfined as art production which differs significantly from traditional 
expressions in form, content, function and often medium (1969a: 465), 

and forcefully asserted that the artform had undergone intrinsic modification through market 
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influences. The implication was that a new artform has been created. 

An example of this view is Graburn noting that the market now dictated the content 

and size of soapstone carvings. In pre-contact times, Inuit had produccd pinguak, which 

were three or four inch miniatures meant to be handled as opposed to the catvings up to 

three feet tall and tens or hundreds, of kilograms in weight, which ai e made today. To 

Graburn this refiected that Naesthetic impulse is subjugated to the profit motive ..... " (GI aburn 

1969a: 465). He cancluded that the market had succcssfully altered .1 traditional artfarm 

into one which yielded a more saleable product. Moreover, Graburn (1969a: 466) saw this 

as an indication that Inuit cuhure was on a "march toward assimilation" and that this "ncw" 

art was merely symptomatic. 

Graburn was joined in his opinion by George Swinton. Swintan fclt that southern 

market pressures had influenced soapstone carving ta the extent that it had become - in his 

own words - a "new art" (1958: 47). Moreover, the new art had become "individualistic" and 

"non-utilitarian," reflecting how "the Eskimo is consciously tied to a market, subjcct h the 

laws of supply and demand, and only vicariously does it [art] relate to his life ..... " (Swinton 

1958: 44). So, like Gr tburn, Swinton saw the nature of carving changing duc to the 

pres!'ures of the market and that this change was a symptom of a decline in the culture as 

a whole. 

But Graburn and Swinton al~a interpreted this "new" artform as a positive symbol in 

Inuit society. First, it functioned as a means of employrnent for Inuit. Second, apart from 

anyeconomic contribution, it also pravided a means for asserting and/or maintaining Inuit 

identity. Soapstone carving provided a rneans whereby the' whiteman" couJd respect Inuit 
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because Inuit could produce something that whites could not. Graburn argued that in 

the E5kirno case the artists' own choices of subject matter as weil as the 
pressures of the market preserve a model of "Eskimo-ness" which is not really 
traditional but 1'> in faet spenal enough to be distinctive enough and maintain 
the Eskimo's !>elf-respect in a situation where mu ch el se is changing ..... 
(Graburn 1969a: 467) 

Graburn saw Inuit soap,>tone art as a successful adaptation that provided economic support 

and sorne sense of Identity during a period of change. Graburn, Swinton and Martijn agreed 

that, while Inuit art was commercialized, it maintained a great de al of Native content and 

"magic." 

Swinton also feH that the art stood as a symbol or cultural icon for Inuit. Again, 

carving functions as a means of asserting cultll' e in the face of cultural disintegration. In 

this way, Swinton argued that the carvings are "the Eskimo's new magic, designed to 

establish equality, if not superiority, in a field in which the White Man cannot compete ..... " 

(Swinton 1958: 47). For Swinton, carvings symbolized Inuit culture. Art also represented 

a new field of endeavour which could remain uniquely Inuit, despite southern domination 

in otller are as and thus strengthened the society against southern culture. 

Graburn, Martijn and Swinton each created a most paradoxical paradigm. In the face 

of assimilation, carving provided a new identity for Inuit - something which they could cali 

their own. This evidcnt contradiction has become an important and enduring aspect of Inuit 

art criticism. Inuit art is at once symbolic of acculturation and a symbol of cultural 

continuity, and even renewal. 

Notably lacking in the general discussion of Canadian Inuit art is the role that art and 

the artist play in daily Inuit society and culture (see, however, Turner (1963)). In Alasl~a, 
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Ray made a major contribution to this literature by providing a detailed discussion of 

A1askan Ivory Carvers, as opposed to analysis of simply the artifacts. Unlike Turner and 

Carpenter, Ray chronicled the process of producing the artifact anJ advanced the concept 

that carvings could be integrated within the Alaskan Eskimo culture and still be produced 

commercially. She wrote that the carvers "beautiful creations have resulted from a 

necessary, though enjoyable, occupation, not from an esoteric pursuit.. .... " (1961: 132). 

Rayargued that ivory carving was an essential part of Yup'ik society and saw ivory 

carving as "a natural and inevitable part of living, and ... [o]nly wh en the Eskimos no longer 

live permanently on the islands will there be a change ..... " (1961: 154). Ray outlined a 

"carving culture" in which she described the process by which childrcn lcarned how to carve 

and how carving equipment, materials, and ideas were developed and sharcd among the 

carvers. Most importantly, Ray attempted to analyze the carver in tcrms of his own culture. 

She differentiated the concept of art and artist in Eskimo society from Euro-Amcrican 

definitions and argued that, "Despite the fact that the non-Eskimo WOJ Id might assc.'s a 

carver and his work as artist and art, he will say, not in negation, but as a statcrnent of faet, 

"l'm no artist.. ... "" (1961: 132). 

Ray offered us a crucial perspective of Inuit soapstone carving - that the artifact can 

be produced commercially and still possess cultural integrity. Morcovcr, the E.,kimos Ray 

studied saw carving as an occupation, not just as an aesthetic endeavour or exercise. It was 

a view of art through an entirely different lens. 

These points are crucial because they lead in the 19805 to Eskimo/Inuit art being 

discussed as an ad that had to be understood from within the context of the socicty that 
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produced it. Ray, and to a degree Carpenter and Turner before her, address the experience 

of the carver and considers the role of the artist and artifact in his/her society. 1 n 

counterpoint was the issue of the "genuineness" of Inuit soapstone carving. Graburn and 

Swinton categorically saw Inuit carving as being formed by southern market forces and that 

market's dictates. Apart from a small role as a means of tenuously maintaining sorne 

identity in the face of assimilation, Inuit soapstone carving was reduced to the state of 

commodity. 

What is most prevalent in the critical discourse on the relationship between Inuit art 

and Inuit society at this level is a conceptualisation of Inuit soapstone carvings almost solely 

as a commodity. In other words, the carvings are not Inuit because they are commercial. 

This form of understanding negleds the role of the carvers within the society, a view thal 

remains absent until the 1980s. 

Carvine and the Economy: Acculturation and Loss of Local Control 

As 1 noted earlier, the literature on Inuit harvesting and soapstone carving have 

followed a parallcl course. This parallel is by no means accidentaI. It reflects the "Jens" 

through wluch Inuit culture was viewed at various times. The central theme of post-war 

litcraturc was that the "traditionalness" of both hunting and carving was disappearing. This 

temporal Jens, in fact, reflected an overall attitude that the Inuit culture was itself 

disappearing. To Graburn, there was a "march towards assimilation and homogenization 

of the peopJes of the world ..... " (1969a: 467). 

Swinton has drawn a direct connection between the change in both Inuit art and Inuit 
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subsistence. His view was that the northern economy was shifting from subsistence-based 

to commodity-based production. He wrote: 

Changes in Eskimo art show a marked analogy to the changes in economy 
and, in fact, reflect accurately the changing phases of culture. The decisive 
shift to a money economy ... correlates with the commercial phase of the new 
Eskimo art. Production of this art today is no longer for the artists own 
gratification, but for the gratification of others, known or unknown. (Swinton 
1965: 229-230) 

Commercialism had overtaken Inuit art in mu ch the way that money was now the motivation 

in Inuit harvesting. To Swinton, this commercial cooptation included the loss of the values 

once embedded in the production of indigenous art: 

commercialization of the hunt broke the sacred bonds between animal and 
man, and led to the secularisation not only of the hunt but of Eskimo life 
itself... At that vely same time and for that very same reason (I.e. 11 adc 
which, compared to hunting, is a vicarious way of providing for onc's 
livelihood), the Inuit discovered the potentinl for making likenesscs ... as a 
means for barter. The contact with the whites engendcred the secularisation 
of art as weil as the hunt. (Swinton 1972: 128) 

The views expressed by Graburn and others on the loss of cultural values 

accompanying accuJturative art f10w directly from contemporaneous work on the economy 

of the North. Wilmott (1961), in an influential analysis, described an economy split into two 

spheres (as he termed it, a dual economy). One sphere, the livelihood of the camp, was 

largely based on harvesting but with some petty commodity production (mainly furs) and 

that of the settlement, which was largely dependent on wages and the commodification of 

labour. These two lifeways interacted to sorne, but only a very small extent. To Wilmott, 

there was a 

shift from subsistence production to wage labour which ... represents the total 
entrance into a money economy which was begun when the Eskimos began 
trapping. The result is profound change in every aspect of culture, including 
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social organization. (Wilrnott 1961: 5). 

This argued not only for an econorny that was divided into two spheres, but also that 

multi-focused commodity production would replace the mainly non-cash incorne earned by 

Inuit through the harvest. Wilmott described a non-cash resource econorny that he felt was 

inevitably on its way to becoming wage-based. As a result of this change, Wilmott believed 

that Inuit cultural values would be affected. (See also Jenness 1964, Graburn 1969 and 

Nelson 1969.) 

Acculturafive Art Revisited: The Recent Debate 

One aspect of modern Inuit art that does not seem to have been addressed 
is what place it plays or will play in the consciousness of the Inuit 
themselves ... Recently 1 was privileged to carry out ... a series of interviews with 
people prominent in the collecting. criticism and marketing of Inuit art. To 
each one 1 put the question: What place do you think modern Inuit art has 
in the consclQusness of native people themselves; does it have a spiritual or 
communal part to play? In just about every case, the answer was that it 
seemed to mean very little to the Inuit artist except economically ...... (Millard 
1987: 27). 

In this intcrpretation. it would appear that little progress had been made since 19505 and 

1960s on understanding Inuit art in relation to Inuit society. As before, the econornics of 

carving arc highlightcd, while cultural aspects are seen as, at best, problematic. Debate on 

the nature of Inuit art has received reecnt expression in the American Review of Canadian 

Studies (henceforth ARCS) (Lipke 1987). This issue, titled: "Is it Eskimo? Is it Art?" 

contains articles by Graburn, Millard and Swinton iIlustrating quite weil that questions as 

to the nature of InuitiEskimo art have yet to be satisfactorily answered. 

ln their ARCS discussion, these specialists appear to have reforrnulated the nature 
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of an acculturation art, with acculturation viewed in a different way when compared with 

their earlier interpretations. Inuit art remains a cultural symbol embeddcd within 

Inuit/Eskimo society. Essentially, this Iiterature reveals Inuit/Eskimo aI 1 to be an artform 

that is part of Inuit culture, rather than as something driven by non-Inuit fOlcco;. 

Swinton (1987) has remained a proponent of Inuit art as a product of acculturation 

and continues to argue that carving is largely a commercial venture. He posits that the Inuit 

art industry is "an essentially commercial expression of the acculturating Inuit popula tioll ..... " 

(1987: 18). But he goes on to maintain, however, that this commercial nature does Ilot 

negate its ability to express contemporary Inuit culture - one which has acculturated. This 

"acculturation is largely a matter of more opportune survival...and even 'materialprogrcss.' 

Their cultural traditions survive - albeit in new and altered ways - despite the "threats" ..... " 

(Swinton 1987: 16). Thus, Swinton redefines acculturation as a route to matcrial gain and 

not necessarily destructive of Inuit culture. Inuit art may be commercially motivated, yet 

is can simultaneously express Inuit society. 

However, despite this new view of acculturation, Swinton's vision of the ovcrall 

position of art within Jnuit society has not significantly changed. Swinton asserts that Inuit 

art does have cultural significance, despite the fact that sorne of it is "banal" and created 

usually for comml'rcial export. Swinton even sees these infcrior exarnples of Inuit art as 

being as mu ch a part of Inuit cultural heritage as pink flamingos are to North America.) 

culture. He wrote that "these inferior art objects are still "art" in a cultural sense .... " 

Moreover, ail "contemporary 'Inuit art' production is symptomatic of the changing inuit 

lifestyle with aIl its objects, even the most banaJ, which have become revealing symt ols of 
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the state of contemporary Inuit society ..... " (Swinton 1987: 16, 19). 

Nelson Graburn, from the rnid-1970s on, began to examine the role of carving within 

Inuit society. He contended that carving had in sorne ways replaced hunting as a means (',f 

definmg malc/fcmale roi es in Inuit society and that "the aesthetic values expressed in 

Eskimo sculpture and thcir appreciation of it are in direct concordance with the main male 

role, that of the hunlcr, having been transferred to the lucrative occupation of the 

sculptor ..... " (Graburn 1975: 68). To Graburn, carving not only replaced hunting in the Inuit 

econGm;c relationship with the south, but that the same occurred within Inuit social 

reJationships. 

Moreover, Graburn sees parallels between the language of hunting, carving, and even 

sex roles. He writes that "the Eskimo language expresses explicit parallels between the 

processes of hunting, male sociosexual behaviour, and making good sculpture ..... " and that 

"the values in carving are directly related to maleness" (Graburn 1976: 49). For him, 

carvings which are "large and difficult" and especialJ}' made of hard stone are the most 

highly valued. Women's carvings, on the other hand, are "not as admired or as competitive 

in this activity as men ..... " (Graburn 1976: 49). Soft stone is only suitable for women, the 

disabled, the c1derly and children. Further, the act of carving involves attacking the stone 

with a wcapon sllch as an axe, again paralleling hunting. 

Graburn's writings from the 1970s approach two important aspects ofInuit soapstone 

carvings. First, he attempts 10 contextualize carvings within Inuit society. Second, Graburn 

considcl's the l'oIes of the carvers within Inuit society - not merely focusing the artifacts but 

on the produccrs. 
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By the late 19805, Graburn had extended his analysis of Inuit art to includc Inuit 

ideas about what their art means to their society. Graburn saw the Western concept of art 

as "recently constructed" and not able to account for what Inuit themsclves perceivc their 

art to be. He wrote that "1he word "art" is our Western category, for which thel c is no 

isomorphous equivalent in Inuktitut, and Inuit art exists only as we designatc it thus ..... " 

(Graburn 1987: 62). Graburn, moreover, began to consider Inuit art Ilot just as sOlllcthing 

which had only commercial value, but also as something intrinsic to Inuit culture. He 

contended that art "exists within a huge social network involving personal and social 

institutions, tied together by values and expectations ..... " (Graburn 1987: 63). 

Graburn thus argued that Inuit art must be analyzed in tenns of its social context, 

to be se en in terms of its place and role within that society. Howevel, he maintaincd the 

notion that the art was the product of an acculturated society. To him, Inuit art is ruled by 

the market, noting that the 

story of Inuit art is one in which the Canadian art INorld has slIcccssivcly 
incorporated Inuit sanasimajangit as a minor segment of if<; complcx and 
troubled self, calling this segment "Eskimo (now Inuit) art," III roughly the 
same way that the Canadian (world) cconomy has incorporated and modifïcd 
the Inuit ways of making a livelihood ... dllring this ccntury. (Gr ahufIl 1987: 63) 

Essentially, Graburn asserts that southern market forcc~ have "incoi pOl ated" Inuit art just 

as the world economy has IOcorporated the harvc!>t. So, Graburn rnaintains his carlier 

stance that portrays both carving and the harvest as cntirely commercially-motivatcd activites 

(see Graburn 1969a, 1971, 1987). 

Research on Alaskan mask and ivory carving resembles Graburn's in that it also 

came to consider art as part of local social institutions. When Ray rclcased her Artist,; of 
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the Tundra and the Sea in its second edition (1980) she added further comments about 

Eskimo ivory carving. She portrays essentializes ivory carving to the patterns of Eskimo Iife 

and establishes that it i~ the Eskimos who control the destiny of carving. She wrote that, 

1 wish 1 could be here a hundred years hence to see what changes the Eskimo 
artist will have made. Perhaps the most noticeable changes will be in the 
greater use of non-native materials, subjects and styles. Yet, as long as there 
are waJrus, there will be ivory; and as long as there are walrus hunters there 
will be carv<.'rs ..... " (Ray 1980: xii). 

The connection between hunting and carvmg IS c1early made here, and is integral to 

contextualizing Yup'ik art. 

Like Ray, Fienup-Riordan represents a different direction (from critics such as 

Swinton and Carpenter) in the analysis of Alaskan Eskimo (or Inuit) art. While interested 

in the artist, she is deeply concerned with how art fits within the patterns of Yup'ik culture. 

Riordan chronicled "the development of a ri ch and complex ceremonial tradition, central 

to which wcre the construction and use of large elaborate hooped masks ..... " (Riordan 1987: 

40) and thcn dcscribcs the ri tuai surrounding the mask in ways often absent from the Inuit 

art debate. She integrates an understanding of the artifaet and artist to the ceremony within 

the Yup'ik way of lire. Ultimately, Riordan concludes, that the mask serves as a metaphor 

for an understanding of the Yup'ik world view - "conti nuit y in the use of the hooped mask 

today providcs a kcy material metaphor for the system of cosmological reproduction by 

which and through which the Yup'ik people viewed and continue to view the universe ..... " 

(1987:51). 

Analysis of Inuit soapstone carvmg In Nunavik has taken significant steps in 

connecting Inuit society and art. In a study of cooperative stores Simard (1982) concluded 
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that culture influenced the production of soapstone carvings. He wrote "L'aspect sans doute 

le plus frappant de ces activites reside dans le poids extraordinare qu'y assument les factures 

lies a l'environnement social elargi ..... " ISimard 1982: 89). Thu~, Sunald pOlllts out an 

important aspect of studying Inuit soapstone carving - that the "social ellVII onlllent," 01 social 

and cultural factors of Inuit life, are crucial to an understanding of the market for Inuit 

soapstone. Simard th en attempted ta describe the cooperative movemcnt and the soapstone 

market from the Inuit point of view, e!isentially to present how Inuit view the sale of 

soapstone carving. This is almost the same task that Turner attempted twenty years beforc, 

but this time i1 was more successful. 

Simard states that Inuit neither create art for art's sake nor make a distinction 

between arts and crafts or between the aesthetic and economic value of their carvillgs. They 

carve to earn a living and to support the hunt. Simard elaborates, 

D'une certaine facon, ce type de travail est bien adapte aux modes de travail 
lradionncls. Le cI;asseur sculpte selon ses besoins monetaires, pas.,anf du fusil 
à la lime au gré de ses stratèges de subsistance. (Simard 1982: 69). 

In this way, Simard contextualizes the manner in which carving capitalises the hUIlt. Also, 

Graburn (1976) discussed how carving was a means of purchasing the tools of the hunt; to 

Simard, carving is integrated into subsistellce. 

One of the most articulate discussions of Inuit art, is offered by Lcblond (1989) who 

argues that it is necessary to: 

changer de point de vue, à adopter celui des autres, afin de conprendre un 
pet. mieux la place d'une certaine production d'artefacts (ou d'oeuvres d'art) 
dans une certaine société. Dès lors, nos critères esthétiques ne peuvent 
op~rer de la mème façon ..... (Leblond 1989: 23). 

Like Simard, LeBlond found that southern aesthetic values cannot be invoked when 
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examining Inuit art and that the path to understanding Inuit art is bi-directional: first, the 

outside cultures must realize that Inuit art possesses its own cultural context; and, second, 

to unders1and Inuit art we must understand the diffc::rences between the two cultures. 

LeBlond's perspective on Inuit art c10sely follows the work of Clifford Geertz. 

According to Geertz, 

the definition of art in any society is never wholly intra-aesthetic, and indeed 
but rarely more than marginally 50. The chief problem presented by the sheer 
phenomenon of aesthetic force, in whatever form and in result of whatever 
skill it may come, is how to place it within the other modes of social activity, 
how to incorporate it into the texture of a particu)ar pattern of life. And such 
placing, the giving of art objects a cultural significance, is always a local 
matter. (Geertz 1983: 97). 

Geertz diminishes the aesthetic aspects of art and concentrates on the cultural and/or 

societal. Instead, he argues that it is not the artifacts which should he of concern, but what 

makes them significant within the creator society (1983: 119). Art, then, is part of a society's 

world-view ("the way of being-in-the-world" 1983:97). 

ll1C literature on Inuit art has moved gradually toward an integration of artifacts 

with the culture that produced them. Indeed, as Riordan work best represents, it is 

necessary to construc1 a "full understanding" of the role of the artifacts and ar1ist in a 

culture. This is best done, not through "analysis," or the taking apart of the relationship 

hetween artifact and society, but through a synthesis in which ar1ifacts are examined within 

the cultural traditions from which they spring. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

YOUR CARVING OR MINE?: COOPERATION AND RECIPROCITY IN THE 

PRODUCTION OF SOAPSTONE CARVING 

Introduction 

Geertz has argued that the true challenge of any analysis of art is to "place it within 

the other modes of social activity ..... " (Geertz 1983: 97). As 1 suggested in Chapter Five, 

mu ch of the Iiterature on Inuit art (and Native art generally) has begull to adopt this 

direction in recent years. My intent here is to explore exactly how Inuit soapstone art lits 

into the pattern of Inuit society and culture. 

Soapstone carving for sale is a new activity in terms of the history of Inuit sculpture. 

This new economic activity has been incorporated into Inuit society and culture via the 

cooperative manufacture of Inuit soapstone carvings, a process which notably involves the 

extended famiJy in the creation of a single carving and shared remuneration. Cooperation 

and reciprocity are integral parts of Inuit culture and the extension of these behaviours to 

commercial carving indicates the integration of art into Inuit culture as a whole. 

The Cooperative Production of Soapstone Carvin(:s 

One key aspect of art as a social adaptation at Lake Harbour is the cooperative 

manner in which soapstone carvings are produced. Cooperation in both harvesting and the 

production of carvings are specifie instances of a larger cultural pattern of "sharing" in Inuit 

society. Following Geertz, this chapter will place art within the patterns of Inuit society and 
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the collaborative production of soapstone carvmg IS typical of the overall pattern of 

cooperation in Inuit life in Lake Harbour. 

As noted above, the concept of cooperative effort among Inuit is by no means a new 

one. Cooperative effort in hunting has been documented since Boas (1888/1964: 89-94) and 

more current discussion" can be found in Damas (1971), Nelson (1968: 378-79) and Wenzel 

(1981, 1983). AC' J~elsall wrote: 

Cooperatjvene~s in hunting and travelling is an aspect of Eskimo life which 
has been discussed time and again. It has long been necessary for these 
people to work together and share the proceeds of their efforts, large and 
smal!. (Nelson 1969: 378) 

Nelson further dlscusses the importance of cooperation in ail aspects of Inuit Iife. Damas 

(1971) and Wenzel (1983) Imk coop\..ration in the hunt with kinship. Damas concluded that 

the 

hunting groups which were typical local groupings were held together ... by 
primarily kinship ties, facusing as they did on the extended family ... Probably 
the most important factors were the need for group cooperation in hunting 
and the custom of communal eating. (Damas 1971: 51) 

He go es on to argue that "group participation in cooperative enterprises, other food 

distribution mcthods ... and the various socializing events provided the chief means of internaI 

unit y ..... " (Damas 1971: SI). KinslllP, the n, is the central organizing factor in terms of 

cooperative hunting groups. 'Olis link between kinship, cooperation and economic 

production is crucial ta the present discussion as it is integral to soapstone carving. 

Among native groups in general, the concept of cooperative or collective work among 

artisans is relatively cammonplace. In her work on the native people of the southwest 

United States. Schneider (1983) documented a process of production of native artisans and 
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craftspeople which was intrinsically different from the contemporary western perception of 

the work processes of artists. She notes that anthropologists "have failed to recognize that 

art objects may be started by one person and finished by another ... or th.1t seve! al people 

working together may make an item" (Schneider 1983: 103) and outlincs an 1 III pot tant aspect 

of the production process - 1hat it is neither a discretr cvent nor isolationist. Artists. for 

exampIe, can work collectively, either in order to seek help or just for company. l1ms, the 

process of artistic production is conceived in an entirely different manner from the Western 

contemporary perception of the process of artistie production. 

Ray has documented several types of cooperation among Alaskan IVory carvcrs 

covering the many stages of the production of an object, from the sharing of tools and idcas 

to the sharing of the ivory as weil. Ray noticed that " ... [u]nlimited cooperation and help arc 

given within the group not only in earving but in ail areas of life. As in prewhite days, food 

is shared, c10thing distributed, and labor given to ail who are worthy of it. .... " (1981: 114). 

Like Damas, Ray notes that cooperation is nof unique to carving; rather it nows through 

aU aspects of Inuit life and as my data show, carvers in Lake Harbour do ail these things 

as weil. 

According to Ray, the Alaskan carvers also shared ivory. In hcr discussion of this 

form of allocation, Ray introduces a link between walrus hunting and carving. For instance, 

at the end of every walrus season the ivory is divided among the hunters who participatcd. 

However, even non-participation did not mean exclusion. According to Ray, "a carvcr who 

has a surplus of ivory will "Ioan" a tusk to another, expecting to be rcpaid at a latcr date, 

preferably when he, himself, is running low on ivory ..... " (Ray 1981: 32). Anothcr cxamplc 
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is the trading of ivory for services. This practice, however, was comparatively rare and 

mainly a device to provide ivory for a weIl-liked carver who is "too proud to ask ..... " (Ray 

1981: 33). 

Although this particular form of cooperation is not completely analogous to Lake 

Harbour Inuit activities, it does establish that a "tradition" of cooperation in art is consistent 

across Inuit society. Stone, tools, ideas, information and work are shared among the carvers 

of Lake Harbour. Notably, so is the money earned from carving. 

How Carvings are Made: An Ethnography 

A description of how soapstone carvings are produced is crucial to understanding how 

work is shared and the importance of sharing profits. 1 have divided the production process 

into discrete stages. Thus, this description will proceed in the step-by-step manner that Lake 

Harbour artisans work (although reality is never as neat as the observer might wish). 

Before the discussion of the production of sculptures can begin in earnest, it is 

necessary to outline the social setting of the production process. Part of the intrinsic 

difference bctween Inuit and southern art production relates not only to the way each is 

creatcd but also with whom they are produced. For Inuit, there is a necessary aspect of 

collaboration. In fact, many carvers work together in small kin-based groups - especially 

teenagers, children and young couples. 

Teenagers, such as Carvcr 4 and her friends tend to work together in the family's 

carving shack along with her friends and/or cousins. Up ta ten adolescents and young 

adults might be in the shack on any given evening, with perhaps four people carving white 
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others are listening to the radio, chatting and snacking on store bought treats. When the 

weather was calder, Carvers 4 and 5 often did their polishing in the house while listcning 

to and singing along with taped Inuktitut songs. On one occasion, they polishcd two 

carvings, one by Carver 5 and one by Carver 4's younger sister. Carver 4 was mel c1y thcrc 

to socialize. 

Most men carve alone. Carver 2, for instance, never carved with his wifc or other 

relath"es. 5uch male behaviour was not uncommon in Lake Harbour; often scveral of the 

most prominent carvers in town can be seen outside, or just insidc, thcir carving shacks 

working alone. In one case, 1 watched two well- known carvers working only ten feet from 

each other and they never stopped to speak or carve "together". This is not to say tltat male 

carvers do not socialize while they are carving. One of Lake Harbour's best-known carvcrs 

works at the confluence of two roads and stops several times a day to chit-chat with passcrs-

by. 

Women often carve or finish works in progress in their homes wherc they can watch 

their children. Carver 1, for example, carved in her kitchen wh cre shc could he lIear her 

children, aIthough, she would occasionally work at the family carving site bchind Ilouschold 

II, at tÎmes when she needed to use a power 1001. earver 3 also found larvmg more 

convenient than wage labour because it was easier to nurse her young child. She would 

occasionally carve in the porch of her house to be near her child in ca~e it cried. When 

finishing or polishing carvings, most women work in their living rooms in the presence of 

their children. This is an important aspect of women's carving: while men carve alone, the 

women almost always work near their children. One wornan even gave up her full-tirne job 
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to take up carving because the hours were flexible enough to allow her to care for, and be 

close to, her young child. Women also tend to mix carving with their household ch ores. 

y oung couples also carve together. During my second visit to Lake Harbour, Carver 

3's husband had just begun carve and the couple worked c10sely together. Likewise, Carvers 

4 and 5, anothcr young couple, often do the same. By carving in groups, su ch as the young 

couples and teenagers do, information about carving is often shared between them. 

IIowever, for the older carvers, while they do socialize, carving is not a social activity. 

One: Stone and Tools 3 

As 1 noted in Chapter One, Lake Harbour residents are fortunate in that soapstone 

quarries are very close by: three major sites are ail within a two-day boat ride along the 

coast. Trips to quarries usually take about a week and are interspersed with hunting and 

camping activities. The carvers generally return with several pieces of one to two foot sized 

portions. Family members will usually go out to soapstone sites in the summer and fall to 

generate a cache. For example, Carver 5 often made trips with family and friends to local 

quarries so that he and Carver 4, his wife, had a new cache of stone to work with. 

Members of Households l, Il and lIa ail use this carving area located behind 

Household II. At tÎmes they have utilized a shack belonging to this household as a carving 

location. The power tools belong to Carver 5; however the entire extended family was 

pcrmittcd to use them at the communal carving area. The rest of the tools: files, chisels, 

hammers and sandpaper are bought or made along the way by the different carvers and 

3 l should note that Saladin D'Anglure (1978) also constructed 
a step-by-step description of the carving process. 
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stored together and any family member is aIJowed to use them. Thus, tools appenr to be 

pooled (a form of generalized reciprocity discussed by Damas 1972) in one location allowing 

for different carvers to use the tools. This corresponds to the sharing of tools by the ivory 

carvers in Alaska described by Ray above. 

Two: The Design 

The next step, after the procurement of the stone, is to decide what the carvillg will 

be. Carvers usually examine a piece of stone to get an idea about what sort of ligure bcst 

corresponds to the shape of the stone. In sorne cases, an artist knows in advancc what s/he 

would like to make and selects the stone accordingly. A carver, however, often changes his 

or her mînd several tîmes while roughîng out a stone with an axe or hammer and chisel. 

At this stage, breakage is common and the carver must revise the design to fit the newfound 

slze. 

The carving production process begins as follows, 

Carver 5 began work on a large block of brown-green stone. He initiated a 
discussion in Inuktitut and English (for my benefit) with his wife (Carvcr 4) 
about what it should be - a seal, a polar bear or an Inuk. The wOlllan's 
response was "I don't know - it's up to you." He cxamined the stone and 
began to act out positions to determine which position a person wOlild be in 
that would best match the existing shape of the ~tone. Ile evcntually dccided 
to carve an Inuk. (DlIpuis, lield notes, 1990) 

It should be noted that in thls example the wife is the more expericnccd carver. This 

excerpt illustrates an important point: that discussion, the seeking of advicc or, as 1 term it, 

consultation occurs at almost every stage of the production proccss. Consultatioll;s 

essentially the verbal exchange of advice or information on a carving and includes 
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unsolicited information. Although the final decision of the subject is ultimately that of the 

initiator of the carving, it is c1ear that the opinions of others is often sought. 

Consultation is important because it is a means of lateral and vertical instn.lction 

between carvers (Stairs 1990, cf. Lave 1984). For example, through this method of informaI 

"advice," children can learn how to carve from each other and from older carvers. It is, in 

most cru.es, a way tha1 less experienced carvers, though not necessarily the youngest, can 

gain guidance from those artists with more skil!. In one case, an accomplished sculptor 

seizcd the work of a less experienced carver who was obviously stumped and drew in penciJ 

on the piece a pattern. Thus, part of the production pror.:ess of carvings often involves the 

carver learning from others how better to complete a carving. 

'i1.i:: aspect of consultation is an important part of the production process and clearly 

indicates an aspect of cooperative manufacture of soapstone carvings. As bath Schneider 

(l983) and Zolberg (1990) have pointed out, this manner of the creation of art is very 

different from Euro-American popular understanding of art production. Inuit carvings are 

c1early produced by artists who work together, exchanging advice on what ta make and how 

best to make it. 

Threc: Working the Stone 

Once the decision is made on the subject of the carving, the carvers' next step is ta mould 

and then to file down the stone to its final form. The carvers mould the stone by chipping 

off fragments of stone with an axe and/or a hammer and chisel. This step usually takes one 

10 {wo hours of hard, manuallabour. Carvers often saw off portions of the stone to reduce 
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the hard work of chipping. 

The next step is to improve the rough shape with steel files and rasps, a 1 the while 

adding detail to the figure. This is by far the most time-consuming, and 1110st di fficult stage 

of carving and this task can have a duration of several hours. FOI example, th ~ fnlds of a 

woman's parka (amautiq) would be shaped at this juncture, as would the muscullltUl e on an 

animal. 

Power tools, however, are indeed an innovation in the filed in that the removc rnuch 

of the tedious and difficult labour in the creation of a carving. 50 these tools have rLplaccd 

much of the work in bath the chopping and the filing stages. As a result, the two stages arc 

largely united such that after being worked on with a power saw and/ or a grinder, a t.:ar 'ing 

is almost ready for polishing wh en the form is finished. 

Bath chopping and filing often occur outside next ta the carver's home or a fami Iy 

rnernber's home, in a porch or in tool shack (his/hers or a farnily rncmber's shack), althougll 

there are sorne exceptions. The following is a description of an outdoor chopping, filing 

and power-sawing session involving Carvers 4 and 5. 

Carver 4 and 1 are sitting bchind the house on cushions from an old sofa and 
the woman is doing sorne filing wlth a 12 inch file on my carving - roughillg 
the carving out 50 1 will have a better idea how to approach the carving. The 
eleven year old boy, the woman's younger brather, 15 working on a scal ncxt 
to us wÎth a file. Carver 5 is below u,> at the bottom of a sllght lfIc1ilJC behind 
the house working using a grinder on a blrd with ouhtretched wings. Ile ha,> 
fashioned the carving 50 that one of the out~tretlhed wing .. will be the ~tand 
for the carving. The woman looked at the carving and told her husband that 
it was not going to work and she wa~ not gomg to hclp hm1- The husband 
replied that it would work, and that he had donc thi~ before. The wornan 
repeated her earlier sta1ement again twice. The husband then worked on the 
carving with an electric power tool for another half hour and rcturned to show 
it to us with it almost completely shaped except for the smoothing out of the 
carving. He th en brought the carving up for his wife to examine and shc 
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glanced at the carving and commented "Fifty Dollars." The woman thell took 
a file and made a comparative measure of the wings and thl'Il she bcgan to 
file the carving in a few strategie locations which Îndicated where the best 
places to round certain portions of the carving. (Dupuis, field Ilotes, I(90) 

The three important types of help between carvers arc illllstrated in this account. 

In the first, consultative stage, Carver 5 sought verbal advicc on what kind of carving to 

make from Carver 4, the more experienced carver. The second important exchange betwecll 

these two earvers eoncerns economic information of importance to Cm'vcr 5. The exchange 

of economic information Îs an important part of the carving process. Anytillle a carving is 

sold, the information on the sale priee is spread throughout the family. In this way, Inuit 

are aware of current market variations in the priee of carvings in the scttlement. 

The final form is actual physical help by one carver to allother, which can be 

subdivided into two types. The first is seriai or sequential work. the second is simultaneous 

work. SimuItaneous help often occurs wh en a carver becomes "stllck". When thcrc is !Juch 

a prablem, another carver may ehip, saw or drill the unfinished pieee, or, using a pencil or 

a pen, sketch lines on the stone. We saw this above wh en Carver 4 made strategie markings 

with a rasp on the sculpture for Carver 5 to follow-up. Another example of this occurred 

when one young carver was working on a polar bear and temporarily lost his "vision" of what 

to do next. His girlfriend then picked up the bear and made a few chips along the body and 

head of the bear to give the young carver an idea as to the next step. In this rnarHlcr and 

in this setting, younger earvers can learn from eaeh other the best techniques, tools and 

materials ta use. 

These forms of collaboration typify the qualitative differences bctween Euro-

Canadian and Inuit approaches to art. Among Inuit, the production process involvcs carvcrs 
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Photograph Two. This photograph shows a carver filing her carving behind a house. This 
reveals how carvers typically work outside the home in extreme weather conditions. The 
tools she is using are typically shared among several family members. 
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Photograph Three. This photograph shows the same carv~f filillg a carving in her kitchcn, 
allowing her to keep an eye on her children. 
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working together in groups exchanging information and help throughout the many stages of 

the work. The give and take of advice and help is embedded within the pro cess of 

production. There is much halting for discussion, consultation and physical help during the 

process of creation. Clearly, the production of a carving i., not always a discrete act, one 

artist's product, nor does it involve producing one carving at a time. For instance, Carver 

5 at one point worked on several sculptures simuItaneously. Ultimately, the ideas, 

information, materials, and tools of the carvers are shared among the members of the 

extended family in the collaborative effort that goes into many soapstone carvings. Hence, 

aJthough a carving is sold under one artist's name, often the advice and help of several 

individuals have gone into its creation. 

Five: Polishing the Carving 

Seriai or sequential help occurs wh en a carving is begun by one individual and 

finished by another. The most common example of sequential carving occurs during the 

polishing of carvings by either the wife or child(ren) of male carvers. 

Polishing is the final step in completing any carving and it generally involves three 

stages. 11le polisher fills a tub with water, submerges the carving, and sandpapers the 

scratches that remain from the filing stage, with three to four different grades of sandpaper, 

ending with the finest. 11le effect of sanding in the water produces suds. Then, the stone 

is often rubbed with lard or occasionally shoe polish is used. The exception to this stage is 

when a carver seeks a "rough" finish. This work is tedious, taking at least two to three hours 

to sandpaper a carving while one's hands are submerged in water. Next, finishing touches 
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are etched into the carving - that is the forming in of the eyes and mouth of an animal or 

person. There may also be a roughing out or scratching of the smoothed surfacc ta add 

texture, for example, to simulate the plumage of a bird's wings. 

The filing and finishing touches usually occur insidc thc home - lIsually in the "living" 

room of the house. Female carvers generally polish thcir own carvings and orten those of 

their husbands. Carver 3 explained that she does most of the polishing for hcr hllsband, 

who noted that he polishes "only when 1 have to." Most married carvcrs 111 fact admittcd 

that their wives have done sorne polishing of their carvings at somc point in thcir carecrs. 

Many women "retire" and children then polish the carvings of thcir father. 

Thus, we have seen the different forrn of cooperative labour, seriaI or sequential, that 

occurs in the production of soapstone carvings. Often, differcnt stagcs are cornpleted by 

different people - usually in a gender or generational division of labour - or in simultancous 

labour which generally involves peer sharing. For example, hclp with carvings is gencrally 

between peers - usually between spouses or arnong adolescents - although on occasion an 

eider carver is approached for information by less experienced sculptors. Information, thcn, 

especially economic, cuts across ail boundaries and is availablc to anyone: advicc is given 

freely to less experienced carvers who may seek it or receive it unsolicited. 

Generalized Reciprocity and Soapstone Carvin&: 

The cooperative production of carvings is only one way in which Inuit have adapted 

soapstone carving to their "particular pattcrn of life" (Geertz 1983: 97). Another rneans is 

through the distribution of the cash incorne earned from carvirig. This, as wjth harvesting, 
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involves kinship. WhiJe the first form of cooperation directly entails production, the second 

is concerned with allocation. 

lbis reciprocity occurs among those who work on a carving together. It corresponds 

to the distribution of country food along kinship lines, generally described as generalized 

reciplocity. In thi" case, even those who are not involved directly In the production of a 

carving are able to share in its returns. Tlus strongly suggests that Inuit soapstone carving 

has been incorporated into the already exi:~ting pattern of kinship-based food-sharing. 

Although it rnay Le the case that members of a carver's extended family would share the 

return in any case, it is nonetheless important to see this activity as integrated into this 

essenl~al practice of Inuit society. It is useful, therefore, to examine the literature on 

kinship-based food-sharing as it may relate to sharing in carving. 

Kinship-based food-sharin,! <ningig) has long been recognized as an important activity 

among Inuit (Rasmussen 1929, Birket-Srnith 1950). While this and more recent discussions 

(Balikci 1968) have shed some light on the nature of these practices, it was only in the l~ 70s 

that writings on Inuit sharing concerned itself with the societal and economic context of 

reciprocity, thus crcating a cogent theory on the subject. Based on work by Birket-Smith 

and Boas, Sahlins argued that sorne Inuit transactions were based on "generalized 

reciprocity," (1972: 193-236). This form of reciprocity "refers to transactions that are 

putatively altruistic, transactions on the line of assi.,tance given and, if possible and necessary 

rcturned ... [thus theI ... material si de of the transaction is repressed by the sociaL ... " (1972: 

193-194). When something IS shared then, the expectation is that the pers on will reciprocate 

whcn it is socially required, or failing that when they are able, or indeed not at ail. Though 
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there are economic implications to sharing, Sahlins established that social factors were the 

central motivation and the result is an economic system driven at lea!-t to some degree by 

social considerations. 

Following up on Sahlins (1972) and on his own work on kinship, Damas (1972) 

identified the extended family as the main economie unit in Central Eskimo ~oeiety, 01' in 

his words: the "ultimate repository of food~ (1972: 232). Significantly, HIC il:tgiit was the 

focus of food redistribution. Kin relationships are the basis of most social behaviour in Inuit 

society including the redistribution of country food. Just as country food is shmed among 

the members of the extended family 50 too are the cash returns of a sold soapstone carving, 

and there is generally a reciprocal relationship surrounding both actions. Critical, howcver, 

is that the return from a carving, like hunting, is shared among kin, but not nceessarily in 

direct relation to how much time they contributed to the effort. 

Wenzel (1983) provided an important empirieal example of how the shal'ing of non

"traditional~ resources, such as money generated from wage labour, has bccn integratcd 

economically and culturally into subsistencc. Instances of intra-ilagiit sharing can be secn 

as analagous ta sharing that occurs for food. Thus, "clement,> of thi~ kind of sharing arc 

structurally similar to traditional modes of biologleal resourcc distribution within and 

between families ..... " (Wenzel 1983: 89). Wage labour, then, is not only ncccs~ary ta the 

maintenance of the subsistence eeonomy, but that it can become integratcd into sarne, 

allowing the widest disposition of the resulting incarne. Wenzel argucd that wage labour 

itself and/or the returns from wage labaur eould be shared following the sarnc pattcrn of 

food-sharing, that is, along kinshjp lines. The Clyde River mine warkers, upon thcir return 
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from work at the Nanisivik mine site, distributed their earnings among members of their 

extended families through the sharing of goods bought with earnings from the mine. For 

example, an older man warked at the mine to earn money ta put towards a snowmobile for 

his son. 

Sharin&: in the Return of Carvin&: 

ft is after the polishing stage of c.3rving that most of the money is shared frorn the 

sale of sculptures. For example, in the case of Household lIa, Carver 5 poli shed 4's carving, 

in approximateJy 1.5 to 2 hours of work. In return Carver 5 asked for a tube of superglue 

worth approximately five dollars. Wh en Carver 5 sold a carving worth $175, he gave Carver 

4 $80.00 for the 1.5 to 2 hours of work Carver 4 spent polishing his carving. 

One very well-knawn carver from Lake Harbour explained the interactions 

surrounding the sharing of money among carvers. He explained that his wife polishes most 

of his carvings and that occasionally he helps her with the polishing. He said that it was 

very important to him that she helped him by polishing his carvings and that he usually gives 

her "about 50 percent of the money, sometimes ail of it because she does not have a job and 

she needs the money for the children" and he described her as a "housewife and polisher" 

(DlIpllis, field f1otes, 1990). 

These two examples indicate sorne very important points. First, that the sharing from 

carving replicates the pattern of generalized reciprocity. The point is that spouses and 

others may collaborate and the money earned from a carving is shared with the wife and 

other members of his family. Also, while sharing may, in part, be compensatory, the carver 
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also realises that his wife's contribution to the manufacture (If the carving allows more timc 

to produce highly priced carvings. Cooperation also optimizes opportunity. 

It is also common to ask one's wife to do the et ching in of the facial fealUrcs on the 

carving. Carver 1 had trouble working the details on the bird's face and so he asked his 

wife, a more experienced carver, to adjust the face for him. After the carving was sold fOI 

$80.00 he gave her $20.00. He explaincd "She takes what she needs." Aguin, the cash 

return is shared not in proportion to the work done on the carving. but in upprcciation of 

the contributor's role. 

As one informant explained to me, the sharing of money from a carving oecms in the 

context of "a family helping each other out... The money usually goes to something for the 

house ..... " Often someone in a household will simply ask another person to apply the coat 

of lard to a carving. There may not be monetary remuneration for such a service. 

However, the money does enter the larger realm of the kin group. 

Another typical occurrence of sharing involved in seriai work is when a carvcr breaks 

a carving and gives it to another carver out of frustration. Carver 1 broke a carving and out 

of frustration he gave it to his wife, Carver 2. Although Carver 1 had donc a great deul of 

work roughing out the carving, the carving became "her carving" and as sudl she kept the 

money when it was sold. Another instance saw Carver l's sister leave an unfinishcd carving 

for the family when she returned home from a visit. Carver 1 cxplained that "she left it 

for us." This form of sharing is emblematic of larger patterns of sharing in the cxtcnded 

family. 

Furthermore, money is often shared with members of the extcndcd family not 
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involved directly in the production of a Clrving. The most outstanding example of this form 

of sharing is through annual trips in search of stone, The trip not only provides stone, but 

hunting and gathcring opportunities as weil as the chance for visiting for participant 

members of the extended family. Carver l's brother finances a trip to quarry stone each 

year and ail the mcmbers of the extended family are invited. Each member provides what 

they can afford for the trip which utilizes the infrastructure (i.e. boat) from Carver l's 

brother whose sole source of incorne is carving. Thus, in this very indirect way the resources 

of carving are shared among ail members of the extended family. 

Hence, it is dear that the concept of generalized reciprocity is the best means for 

understanding the distribution of the cash income from soapstone carving sales. Recall that 

generalized reciprocity exists wh en "the time and worth of reciprocation are not alone 

conditional on what was given by the donor, but also upon what he will need and when, and 

likewise what the recipient can afford and when ..... " (Sahlins 1972: 194). When something 

is given, i.e. work on a carving, the expectation is that the return, i.e. the sharing of the 

rnoney, is based on necd. This would explain the varying levels of return for work on a 

carving that lasts from two to four hours. The important aspect of the sharing of carving 

money is, as one carver explained, that the money go es ta cover the financial needs of the 

family. In sa doing, the producer is fulfilling n0rmative kinship responsibilities. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION: BRINGING IT ALLTOGETHER: CARVING 
AS AN INTEGRATED ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ADAPTATION 

Introduction 

The central focus of this thesis has been 10 analyze Inuit soapstone carving as a fonn 

of employment and local household economy. ft is, however, an occupation that has bccomc 

integrated, indeed been adapted, into the deeper pattern of Inuit society. Moreovcr, it is 

a form of employment that is an essential part of an overall mcornc-producing strategy for 

men, women and children/adolescents. While investigating carving as an occllpation, (i.e. 

indicating hours worked and wages earned), a more complex set of tacties initiatcd by 

relatively unknown carvers was uncovered. These tactics consisted of the blending of earving 

with other forms of employment over time (incIuding harvesting and other subsistcncc 

activities, most notably sharing) to produce a relatively viable ceonomic stratcgy in a 

settlement where typical employment strategies (i.e. full-time employmcnt, full-time 

harvesting) are not often an option. 

Carvinl: and the Subsistence Economy 

In an imp04il,.ant empirical example, Wenzel (1983) discusses how wage labour 

integrates into the Inuit subsistence economy in severa) ways. First, the moncy from wage 

labour is crucial as a means of directly financing the harvest. Essentially, acccss to money 

has become crucial to participating in the harvest aspect of the subsistence economy. 
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Wenzel argued that "money is the intermediate resource which opens paths into the wider 

environment. Indeed, research ... suggests not only that participation in wage labour is 

compatible with subsistence activities, but also that subsistence without wage labour 

involvement may be impossible for many Inuit under contemporary conditions ..... " (Wenzel 

1983: 82). So, we sec the connection between wage labour (be il mmers, as at Clyde, or 

carvcrs) and the harvest: money is necessary ta sustain the modern hunt. Money can be 

funnellcd directly to support the harvest, as Graburn (1976) suggested, as a means of direct 

capitalization. Or, in an examplc from Lake Harbour, the money from the sale of a carving 

purchascs supplies, such as food and tackle, for a fishing trip. 

Second, at a larger scale, Wenzel argues that Inuit have integrated wages, when 

necessary, into the subsistence economy. He sees that "money must be viewed as a part of 

the local subsistence economy and as a resource amenable ta traditional controls and 

arrangements, not unlike recognised traditional resource items ..... " (Wenzel 1983: 91). In 

this manner, carving, tao, is integrated into the subsistence economy as a whole, in the same 

way that wage labour is integrated. However, bath carving and wage labour function as 

more than just a means of capitalizing the harvest directly, but also providing necessary cash 

as an input into the subsistence system. By providing cash, carving has become an important 

element of the subsistence economy which supports not only the halvest per se, but the 

other important aspect of the subsistence system - reciprocal sharing. Thus, what we 

see, at least at Lake Harbour, is a system that allows carvers to practice economic 

generalization through the combination of cash income with income-in-kind, much the way 

wage earners and harvesters do. In Lake Harbour, sorne carvers move freely between 
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sculpting and ernployment and are a part of an extended family unit. This gives them accl'SS 

to country food. Ultimately, carving does not merely paratlel dcvelopments in other parts 

of the subsistence system, it is ir.tegrated within it. 

Carvin.: and the Household Economy 

Art for art's sake makes no more sense than gin for gin's sakc. (Maugham 
1977: 26). 

In this passage, Somerset Maugham makes the important point that art is ortcn creatcd for 

other than intrinsic reasons. In the case of Inuit soapstone carving, one motivation is to 

secure an incorne, an income that is a segment of a larger revenue earning strategy for 

carvers in Lake Harbour. This thesis has attempted to understand these strategies invokcd 

by "invisible" carvers by discerning their activities at the individual levc\ and through their 

interactions with other subsistence contributors at the household and extended family levcls. 

As 1 noted in my introduction, typical studies of Inuit artisans tend to examine the 

carving or print only as an aesthetic object, usually outside of the context of the larger 

society that produced it. When an atternpt to understand the carvcr is made - llsually the 

approach is to study one usually famous carver - often through the device of a biography 

(e.g. Blodgett's Kenojuak 1985). While this can be extremely uscful (sec Ficnup-Riordan 

1987, Saladin D'Anglure 1978) the format is not conducÎve to an undcrstanding of an 

important aspect of Inuit society - the relationship between carvcr and the larger social 

universe within which other activites are considered. 

1 portray the unknown carver not only in the context of that particular carver's 
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household and his/her extended family but in comparison with other "unknown" carvers in 

his or her family. 1 attempt to reveal the relationship between a carver and the extended 

famiJy, in order to highlight the importance of analyzing the carving pro cess at the 

household and/or extcnded family leveJ. UJtimately, 1 seek to understand the underlying 

relationships between carving and other facets of contemporary Inuit life. 

It is important to note that using households as an analytical category is that they 

represcnt an incomplete socio-economic grouping unit, like the individual biography. It is 

the extended family which is, as Damas (1972) noted, the "minimal" economic (and 

analyticaJ) unit. What is useful about studying the relations at the Jevel of the household 

is that it alJows for an emic view Df the interactions between members of the extended 

family. In this case, it has allowed me to construct the social relationships of carvers to the 

ila~iit (extended family). 

Studying at the level of the household also allows for more than the strategies of the 

individual carvers to be understood, since it encompasses both economic and sociallevels 

of interaction. At the economic levcl, it suggests that there may indeed be tactics employed 

by a nuclear family to gain the best possible access to ail sources of incorne over time. As 

demonstrated eartier, the use of the household as a unit of analysis allows for a detailed 

study of not only the individual carver, as discussed in Chapter Four, but also of his/her 

articulation to the extended family. The broadest illustration of a carver's articulation to 

the extendcd family (i.e. the social level) was when Carver l's brother (the head of 

Household Vl)t subsidized a quarrying trip for the entire extended family, suppJying his boat 

and many supplies. 

100 



Ultimately, the designation of the "household" has little independent socioecollomic 

meaning when studying Inuit; the important economic unit is the extended family. TIle 

household, however, does provide a physical focus which tends itself to an analytical 

understanding of the social and economic relationships between carvers, their extended 

family, and the community as a whole. 

Men. Women and Children: Carvin&: Profiles 

This work has focused on carvers at two levels of abstraction to date: the hOllsehold 

and the extended family. While this has revealed the interconnections between carvers, it 

has negtected the very different strategies, tactics and goals of the individual male, female 

and adolescent\child. 

Female Carvers 

One important factor relevant to female carvers in Lake Harbour is that there are 

none well-known as artists. This is not to say renown is impossible - there was one "name" 

(by southern standards) female carver in Lake Harbour but she moved to another settlement 

(Arseneault, personal communication), and while Eva hulu is weil knowll and oftell noted 

in art publications, she has not reached the stature of many male carvers who have southern 

exhibitions of their work. 

Another important point about Lake Harbour female carvers is that the average age 

of women carvers is much higher then men - 53 percent of male carvers are below the age 

of 35, while 67 percent of femate carvers are 35 and over (see Table 4.2). Since the overall 
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age make-up of Lake Harbour is quite young (see Table 2.1), the youthful subset of male 

carvers should come as no surprise. But why are the female carvers disproportionately 

older? Part of the answer lies in the flexibility of a carver's schedule is attractive to women. 

As one woman noted in an interview, she actually began carving and quit a lucrative full

time job because of the flexible schedule that carving offers. Also, both Carver 2 and 

Carver 3 carve in thcir homes (especially Carver 2) so that they can watch their children. 

Furthcrmore, the ability to care for their children while working is an important reason why 

womcn enter carving at a later age. Also, many of the younger women speak and write 

English and so they pursue office and retail work. 

Women participate in an "invisible" manner in carving - but their contribution is only 

invisible to those who purchase the carvings in the south. Males may have "big names", but 

it is commonplace for women 10 contribute to even these carvings. Thus, wh en the carving 

is sold, only the man's name appears on the carving and the woman's contribution is not 

noted. While women's efforts may be unseen by us, male carvers understand the importance 

of the contribution made by women to the art. As one carver explained it: his wife is a 

"housewife and a polisher" and 1hat her help was important to him. Moreover, when he sells 

the carving he gives her sorne or ail of the money to run the household. 

Hence, the wife's role as a polisher is not a minor role in the production pro cess nor 

is i1 perceived in tha1 rnanner by men. The femate carver is contributing to the cooperative 

production of soapstone ar1, and shares directly in its benefits. Thus, when the Northwest 

Tcrri10rics Advisory Council on the Status of Women's report decIared that women's 

contribution to arts and crafts production was "invisible" and seen mereJy as "an extension 
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of their role in the household" (Fogwill and Fennelll990: 215) it was only partially correct. 

Moreover, that women's contributions are "underestimated, unrecognized, and undervalued" 

(Fogwill and Fennell 1990: 215) is not the case among Inuit. 

Children and Adolescent Carvers 

Children and adolescents participate in the production of carvings in two main ways: 

they produce sculptures in their own right and, like the women, they participate as li 

component of a cooperative pro cess by polishing the carvings made by others. As one 

carver explained, his wife no longer polishes his carvings hence he has asked sOllle of his 

grandchildren to polish his carvings. This is what Stairs describes as "backwards chaining" 

where the 

final steps of essential adult tasks are progressively left undone for childrcn 
to complete, thus giving them an immediate and important role in cOflllllunity 
work. A young girl may first comp~ete the final trim on her fathcr's new pair 
of kamiks (skin boots), then the next year sew togethcr severa' of thc eut 
pieces as weil as trimming. (Stairs 1988:3) 

Thus, children learn how to polish and slowly they master the earlicr steps in the 

carving process. In 1989, 1 observed Carver 4's ten year old sister polishing her fathcr's 

carvings. By 1991, this girl, now twelve, was an active carver (sclling her own carvings) and 

participated in Carver 4's group carving sessions, described in Chapter Four. From 

beginnings as a polisher, she, in two years had become a carver in her own right. 

Children learn several aspects of the entire carving process as they participate. Indecd, 

Eisemon et al (1988) argue that it is through carving with their parents that Inuit chjldrcn 

in Nouveau-Quebec acquire their carving skills (Eisemon et.!!l1988: 18-20). They suggcst 
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that: 

[s]kills in these domains are acquired spontaneously during childhood through 
play, practice and participation in various stages of the production process. 
This often occurs dunng casual observation of adult carvers while children are 
carving with adults. (Eisemon et.ru 1988: 19) 

Inuit children, thcrefore, appear to Icarn how to carve while actually participating in the 

production of the soapstone carvings. Furthermore, children enlist the help of more 

experienced carvers when they are "stuck." Eisemon et al noted that the children "often 

asked questions when they encountered problems with their carving ..... " (1988: 20). This 

correlates with my description (Chapter 4) that adolescents from the carving circles often 

offered advice and physical assistance with a carving when they are "stuck." Thus, children 

appear to be integrated within the production process and their contribution, like women's 

above, is often concealed (c.f. Stairs 1990). 

A final issue is the designation of carving as a "social aetivity" for children and 

teenagers (Eisemon et.ru 1988: 20). In this case, the "children did not want to carve without 

each other and they both wanted their father to be there carving with them ..... " (Eisemon 

et lÙ 1988: 20). As 1 illustrated in Chapter Four, teenagers and, in sorne cases, adults carve 

together in small often kin-based groups. 1 would argue that carving is in faet a "socializing" 

activity. As Stairs (1988) and Wenzel (1986) have both noted, part and parcel of any Inuit 

activity is the inculcation of adult cultural values to children. 

Male Carvers 

A profile of the male carvers is perhaps the simplest and the most difficult task as 

this group represents the majority of carvers and encompasses the most diverse set of traits. 
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As was noted in Chapter Six, most men tend to carve aione especially if they are oider. 

while younger males often work with their spouses if they too are carvers. 

The profile of the typical male carver is of a yOllth (linder 25 ycars of age). This is 

explained by the patterns of employment ir a northern settlement. For men. employment 

tends to revolve arollnd very high statlls jobs. of which there are only a few (i.e. Senior 

Administrative Officer, Government Liaison Officer) with the only other option being 

manual labour su ch as construction or truck driving. Construction is quite scasonal, so 

younger males are often drawn to carving in the winter as a means of earning a cash 

income. Men also see part-time carving as a rneans of supplernenting and financing thcir 

hunting activities. For example, Carver 5 paid for one particular hunting trip with the 

proceeds from the sale of a $250 carving at a time when very little construction work was 

available. Older men, however, tend to be either well-known carvcrs who work at their art 

full-time, or they have found a relatively stable job by which they support hunting activitics. 

Thus, it is generally younger men, economic generalists, \\'i.v t~lrn ta c?lving as a rncans of 

securing a viable income. 

Ingenuity: Carving within the Subsistence Culture 

Dissension in the meaning of Plains artifacts has often revolved around issues 
of authenticity and age. Non-Indians are prone to ask wh ether an object is 
"really traditional, is "really Indian." (Pakes 1987: 27). 

Pakes describes weil the perceived lack of authenticity or genuineness surrounding 

"commercial" Native art and dance. His maintains that the concept of a genuinely traditional 

ceremony or artifact is an interpretation attributed by outside observers, often wanting to 
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see "old \Vays" preserved, and any perceived deficiency is interpreted as counterfeit. Pakes' 

response is, "To the question "Is it Indian?" one can only answer that in the performance of 

the powwow we are wltnes5ing a reconciliation of what being "Indian" ought to mean 

now ..... " (Pakes 1987:45). Thus, when contemplating the authenticity of a Native artifact, 

one must uItimately consider what meaning that artifact holds culturally for the society that 

produced it. 

C/early, Pakes' argument concerning the powwow parallels the controversy over Inuit 

art's genuineness. As set forth in Chapter Five, a similar argument with regard to Inuit art 

is whether the influence of southern market forces on Inuit art has transformed the 

traditional artform. However, just as Pakes notes that the powwow must he se en in the 

present context of its meaning to Plains' Indian society, others contend that Inuit art must 

he viewed in the same manner (Fienup-Riordan 1987, LeBlond 1989, Graburn 1987). 

To this end, and as 1 have asserted elsewhere (Dupuis 1990),1 have investigated Inuit 

soapstone carving within its sociocultural and socioeconomic contexts. Ultimately, soapstone 

carving is linkcd to the core relationships of Inuit society: generalized reciprocity, 

cooperative endeavour and the mutual support system of the extended family. 

Carving, then, is genuinely Inuit, despite many earlier "Iiterary" descriptions to the 

contrary. The carvings arc genuincly Inuit because, when examined within the context of 

Inuit society, wc sec that they fit juto the established patterns of Inuit life. Thus, not only 

is carving successfully integrated within the subsistence economy, it is also a sociaHy adapted 

activity tha1 coordinated with the Inuit values emhedded within Inuit suhsistence culture. 

Inuit soapstone carvings are perceived from many realms throughout the 
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contemporary period. As 1 highlighted in Chapter 5, sculptures are viewed as both a socio

economic artifact and as an artform - are they genuine in both spheres'? The answer is yes 

because the artifact i1self is not the issue. What is crucial is that, for the artist and Inuit 

society in general, the carving represents a means of reaffirming the cultural patterns and 

customs of cooperation and generalized reciprocity. 

These conclusions on soapstone carving contribute to earlier geographic work on 

cultural elements of the northern economy. In the vein of earlier work of Miiller-Wille 

(1978), Usher (1976), and Wenzel (1981), this thesis has examined the incollle gencrating 

capacity of soapstone carving among Inuit in Lake Harbour. 1t concludes that, based on an 

analysis of the contribution of soapstone carving to one extended family (tluce households), 

soapstone carving represents an important economic strategy for many "unknown" soapstone 

carvers. 

Inuit soapr.tone carvmgs are perceived from many realms throughout the 

contemporary period. As 1 highlighted in Chapter 5, sculptures are vicwed as both a socio

economic artifact and as an artform - are they genuine in both spheres? The answcr is yes 

because the artifact itself is not the issue. What is crucial is that, for the artist and Inuit 

society in general, the carving represents a means of reaffirming the cultural patterns and 

customs of cooperation and generalized reciprocity. 
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___ _ 

I)c....=-"L D-()~/\r ,=- ': 1 ~ ~ 1 _ .... : .. l ~. _ • ; ," ~ :'\ :- :-I~ 1 

4) How long Ijll~ I~(,I) ':,P'?""j lr~',,'e]ill"; 1,( ~,,~ f,-:"" th,? I-Jl,p',l,1tIl~ ôt-e.5·:- . = ",=",:]':'::' 

record time [lt=r'."),j':. ln fr,:JctlO:'··: :-:T f-II':'!,-': e 1:: ~ 1, ~ :' 11-:, ':'1.,: ' • 

1 .......... (1 ___ • ___ ,., .... ').-:. 1 

5) How mllcl'I t.nne v· ... ô'=, :[·en! r':'''·,~''-lt''J i,ilÙ ::I·:'t~q-,: -,.- '-Ir.!'·!?,- e'~:.n~t"r·I-?t",t

(Agom, pleô·:.e '-':'(('l'!j t,lf'llo? pe'-"~:I:'; 'l' "-:-;':'1'Y:': (11 f·-,.,·-·:. e'~ l ,1::',::' \ -
etc,) 

<ib..onr "'CL.I_.~·Jc..!·'bt=": 'JI ':.' 
()()<b()f'-()<ibc,:~. - ,,,: ~t,';·::; ' .. ': 1·' 

1/3. 



l 

-et:, -IlL iii IlL ~ ~ L --Il-. -IL IL. .L B.L IL. ~. Bi.. a.- -Id.... L:L.. w... U . , 
nn,C..,rC t>L~Cr-' bC~t>cr-rc t>c..,r-'t>nr cp>r<1cL.: 

~r-'It 
! RINGEO SEAL 
1"' ...................................................... "" .......................... ft .............................................................. .. 

1 t>J~1. 
BEAROEO SEAL 

.. .. .. • .. .. " ................ " ................................ 41 ....................................................................... .. 

bâ.Pc-" 1 

HARP SEAL ' 

4< . 
HOODEO SEAL 

.. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ... .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .... .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. . .. .... .. .. .. . .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 

~ 1 <1â.&\b 
1 WALRUS 
................................................................................... " .................. " ................................................... .. 

! p,-....) Lb Po-:> 
! NARWHAL 

Pc-..,l,b bt>..ob:::)" 
BELUGA 

: ........................................................................................................................................................... .. 

" Q....D 
POLAR BEAR 

~Ab-l" J l CHAR 

Figure: ~ep~rting format for harvest statistics f IW 

::>"::> 
CARIBOU 

· ........................................................................... . 

t>r~ 
MUSKOX 

· ............................................................................. . 
t>bc-I» 
ARCTIC HARE 

<lLP" 
WOLF 

n 

· ................................................................................ . 

nn..9cr4" 
FOX 

<lrrb 

PTARMIGAN 

bJb 

SNOW GOOSE 

cr;c-" 
BRANT 

rn'b 
" EIDER' 

fG&s/LoCiü 
..... 
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Section II Data Gathering Sheet 4 

Date: Time (beg.& end): 
Special Event/Setting?: 

1) Learner (age, sex) 

2) Others (how many) in Setting (age(s), sex(es), their (kin) relationship to the Icarner, and 
interaction with (eamer 

3) Setting (InformaI or Institutional) 

4) Activities (who is doing what) 

5) Interpersonal relations occurring (record dialogue and subtext) 

6) Atmosphere 

7) Objects/Tools etc. 

8) Values (learner derives from incident) 

9) Comments 

4 This forro is adapted from Pitman and Eisikovits (1989). 
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