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Útdráttur	

Þessi	 etnógrafíska	 rannsókn	 miðar	 að	 því	 að	 skýra	 notkun	 sleðahunda	 í	 samfélagi	

Kulusuk	 sem	 er	 lítið	 þorp	 í	 Austur-Grænlandi.	 Sleðahundar,	 sem	 eru	 forsenda	 fyrir	

hreyfanleika	 á	 norðurslóðum,	 eru	 órjúfanlega	 tengdir	 hefðbundum	 og	 sjálfsbærum	

lífsháttum,	 og	 eru	 enn	 þýðingarmiklir	 í	 grænlenskri	 menningu.	 Þó	 begir	 sívaxandi	

peningahagkerfið	 	 undir	 sig	 hefðbundna	 lífshætti	 svo	 við	 blasa	 aðlögunarferli	 og	

menningarlegt	viðnám.	Noktun	sleðahunda	endurspegla	þessar	breytingar	en	í	henni	má	

sjá	 fjölþætta	 merkingu	 og	 endurskilgreiningu	 á	 menningararfi	 norðurslóða.	 Vélknúnir	

snjósleðar,	nýtt	 innstreymi	af	vörum	og	peningum	og	styttri	 ístímabil	eru	bara	nokkrir	

þættir	 sem	 hraða	 endurskipulagningu	 sleðahundanotkunar.	 Sumir	 þessara	 þátta	 hafa	

væg	áhrif	 á	meðan	önnur	ógna	 tilveru	 sleðahundanotkunnar	 frá	grunni.	Umbreytingin	

frá	sjálfbærum	lífsháttum	yfir	í	markaðsdrifið	hagkerfi	fjölgar	áskorunum	í	veiðimennsku	

með	 sleðahundum.	 Ef	 veiðar	 bjóða	 ekki	 upp	 á	 stöðuga	 innkomu	býður	 ferðamennska	

upp	á	nýsköpun.	Í	loftslagsbreytingum	felast	hins	vegar	óþekktar	breytur	fyrir	svæðið	og	

ófyrirsjáanlegt	veður	er	stöðugt	áhyggjuefni	Grænlendinga.		Rannsókn	þessi	er	byggð	á	

þátttökuathugunum	á	notkun	sleðahunda.	Viðtölum	var	beitt	til	að	varpa	ljósi	á	upplifun	

og	skilning	fólks	á	sleðahundum,	loftslagsbreytingum	og	ferðamennsku.	Greining	þessi	á	

áskorunum	 og	 tækifærum	 Austur-Grænlenskra	 samfélaga	 varpar	 ljósi	 á	 félags-	 og	

efnahagsleg	hreyfiöfl	menningarfs	og	hreyfanleika	á	viðkvæmu	svæði.	
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Abstract	

This	ethnographic	research	aims	to	generate	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	use	

of	sled	dogs	 in	the	community	of	Kulusuk,	a	rural	village	 in	East	Greenland.	Sled	dogs,	

essential	 for	 human	mobility	 in	 the	 Arctic,	 are	 integral	 to	 the	 traditional	 subsistence	

lifestyle	 and	 remain	 a	 significant	 element	 of	 Greenlandic	 culture.	 However,	 the	

increasing	centrality	of	the	wage	economy	in	daily	life	is	shifting	traditional	practices	to	

new	paradigms,	reflecting	processes	of	adaptation	and	cultural	resilience.	Sled	dog	use	

perfectly	 reflects	 this	 transformation,	 unveiling	 multiple	 meanings	 and	 a	

reconceptualization	 of	 the	 cultural	 heritage	 in	 the	 Arctic.	 Snowmobiles,	 new	 flows	 of	

goods	and	money,	 increasing	 tourism,	and	a	 shorter	 ice	 season	are	 just	 a	 few	 factors	

hastening	 this	 reorganization.	Some	of	 these	changes	are	 impacting	 the	way	dogs	are	

used,	 while	 others	 are	 threatening	 their	 survival	 altogether.	 The	 transition	 from	 a	

subsistence	way	 of	 living	 into	 a	market-related	 economy	 amplifies	 challenges	 for	 the	

use	of	dogs	connected	to	hunting	practices.	If	full-time	hunting	can	no	longer	provide	a	

stable	 income,	tourism	offers	an	 innovative	approach	to	sled	dog	use.	Climate	change	

brings	unknown	variables	to	the	region,	and	the	unpredictability	of	weather	patterns	is	

a	 constant	 concern	 for	 Greenlanders.	 The	 framework	 for	 this	 research	was	 based	 on	

participant	 observations	 of	 sled	 dog	 practices.	 Interviews	 were	 used	 to	 generate	

relevant	 information	 addressing	 the	 inhabitants’	 perceptions	 of	 sled	 dogs,	 climate	

change	and	tourism.	The	analysis	of	challenges	and	opportunities	for	East	Greenlandic	

communities	sheds	light	on	the	future	socioeconomic	dynamics	related	to	mobility	and	

heritage	in	this	vulnerable	area.	
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1 Introduction	

“As	soon	as	he	halted	the	dog	came	fawning	upon	him.	She	stuck	her	slim	muzzle	
between	his	hard	paws,	resting	it	there	and	wagging	her	tail	and	all	her	body,	and	
the	 man	 gazed	 at	 the	 animal	 philosophically	 for	 a	 while,	 savouring,	 in	 the	
submissiveness	 of	 his	 dog,	 the	 consciousness	 of	 his	 own	 power,	 the	 rapture	 of	
command,	 and	 sharing,	 for	 a	 second,	 in	 human	 nature’s	 loftiest	 dream,	 like	 a	
general	who	 looks	over	his	troops	and	knows	that	with	a	word	he	can	send	them	
into	 the	charge.	A	 few	moments	passed	 thus,	and	now	the	dog	was	 squatting	on	
the	withered	grass	on	 the	bank	before	him,	watching	him	with	questioning	eyes,	
and	he	replied,	‘yes,	whatever	a	man	seeks	he	will	find		-	in	his	dog’	”.		

Halldor	 Laxness	 (1934)	 “Independent	 People”	 –	 English	 translation	 by	 J.A.	
Thompson	

A	 study	 based	 on	 the	 value	 of	 dogs	 should	 have	 some	 grounding	 on	 the	 primordial	

contact	between	humans	and	dogs.	After	more	than	a	century	of	scientific	debate,	we	

are	confident	that	wolves	(Canis	lupus)	are	the	direct	ancestors	of	the	current	domestic	

dogs	 (Canis	 familiaris),	 since	 the	 two	 share	 99%	of	 their	DNA	 (Grimm,	 2015).	On	 this	

premise,	 in	 1993,	 Canis	 familiaris	 was	 reclassified	 as	 Canis	 lupus	 familiaris	 by	 the	

Smithsonian	Institution	and	the	American	Society	of	Mammalogists	(Wozencraft,	1993;	

Morey,	2006).	Despite	this	reclassification,	dogs	do	not	presumably	have	a	single	origin	

(Morey,	 2006).	 With	 high	 probability,	 they	 evolved	 from	 different	 lineages	 originally	

from	Asia	and	Europe.	Likely,	major	commercial	routes	in	the	Middle	East	brought	and	

spread	dog	breeds	from	Asia	into	Europe.	At	the	same	time,	academics	concluded	that	a	

good	part	of	European	dogs	are	also	descendant	of	European	packs	of	wolves	that	went	

extinct	 between	 19,000	 and	 32,000	 years	 ago	 (Grimm,	 2015).	 Few	 breeds	 of	 dogs,	

including	 Inuit	dogs,	seem	to	carry	wolf	 traits,	both	 in	physical	and	behavioral	aspects	

more	than	other	breeds	(Lorenz,	1949).		

The	 divergence	 between	 wolves	 and	 dogs	 is	 still	 being	 determined.	 Some	

researchers	 estimate	 that	 dogs	 first	 appeared	 approximately	 150,000	 years	 ago,	

alongside	 the	origin	of	 the	Homo	sapiens	 sapiens,	while	others	estimate	 that	 the	 first	

appearance	 was	 no	 more	 than	 50,000	 years	 ago	 (Haraway,	 2003).	 A	 recent	 study	

(Botigué	 et	 al.,	 2017)	 narrowed	 down	 the	 time	 of	 the	 first	 approach	 to	 dog	

domestication	 in	Europe	to	a	period	between	20,000	and	40,000	years	ago.	However,	

there	 is	a	general	agreement	among	scholars	 that	human	domestication	of	dogs	on	a	

large	 scale	 began	 between	 15,000	 –	 9,000	 years	 ago	 (Lorenz,	 1949;	 Serpell,	 1986;	



13	

Morey,	 2006;	 Grimm,	 2015).	 These	 diverging	 theories	 highlight	 the	 difficulty	 in	

narrowing	down	a	precise	moment	in	which	humans	and	dogs	started	to	‘co-operate’;	

but	also,	they	provide	an	example	of	the	ancient	origin	of	this	affiliation.		

During	mid-twenty	century,	 the	 famous	ethologist	Konrad	Lorenz	 tried	 to	 imagine	

how	the	initial	meeting	between	dogs	and	men	happened.	According	to	Lorenz	(1949),	

Jackals	 started	 to	 follow	 the	 first	 human	 beings	 attracted	 by	 their	 leftovers	 during	

hunting	expeditions.	As	these	wild	dogs	started	to	comprehend	the	way	of	hunting	of	

men;	 similarly,	 the	hunters	began	 to	notice	 the	qualities	of	 these	animals.	The	 jackals	

were	able	 to	 follow	 traces	 almost	 invisible	 for	men,	 like	 small	 spills	 of	blood	or	 smell	

trails.	 The	 hunters	 began	 to	 throw	 pieces	 of	meat	 to	 the	 jackals,	 and	 the	 confidence	

between	the	two	species	 increased.	Soon	after,	 these	wild	dogs	were	 living	 inside	the	

first	 human	 dwellings.	 Generation	 after	 generation,	 small	 puppies	 were	 trained	 to	

defend	the	village	and	to	go	along	with	the	hunters.		

Although	nowadays	scholars	have	moved	away	from	jackals	to	consider	wolves	the	

direct	 precursor	 of	 dogs,	 the	 hypothesis	 of	 Lorenz	 has	 an	 interesting	 outcome,	 in	

relation	to	how	actually	dogs	started	to	be	domesticated.	 In	fact,	domestication	is	the	

crucial	point	from	which	the	egalitarian	relationship	human-wild	wolves	ceased	to	exist,	

transforming	these	wild	wolves	–	soon	dogs	–	 into	subservient	to	human	will	 (Serpell,	

1986).	Most	of	the	time,	traditional	hunters	viewed	animals	as	equal,	but	with	the	rise	

of	agriculture	and	animal	husbandry,	what	was	a	partnership,	became	an	ownership	in	

which	 dogs’	 role	 became	 the	 one	 of	 servants	 (Serpell,	 1986).	 What	 it	 has	 to	 be	

addressed	are	the	long-term	consequences	of	this	shift.		

In	her	book,	‘The	companion	species’,	Donna	Haraway	(2003)	clarifies	two	essential	

elements	 –	domestication	 and	 co-evolution	 –	 for	 the	 development	 of	 the	 human-dog	

relationship.	 These	 terms	 elucidate	 the	 progressive	 transformation	 of	 dogs,	 and	 how	

humans	 began	 to	 exploit	 and	 handle	 ecosystem	 services.	 If	 domestication	 influenced	

dogs’	 behavior	 and	 the	 human	 connection	 towards	 nature,	 co-evolution	 affected	 the	

entire	process	of	 coexistence	and	development	between	humans	and	dogs	 (Haraway,	

2003).	It	is	not	correct	to	look	at	transformations	in	the	dogs’	body	and	behavior	as	only	

biological,	as	well	as	not	accurate	to	consider	alterations	in	human	lives	as	mere	cultural	
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reactions.	 The	 processes	 which	 occurred	 within	 the	 two	 species	 are	 the	 effect	 of	 a	

history	of	co-evolution,	in	which	domestic	animals	shaped	humankind	and	vice	versa.	

Limited	resources	and	difficult	climate	shaped	the	existence	of	Arctic	communities,	

able	 to	 survive	 thanks	 to	 their	 reliance	 in	 traditional	 knowledge	 and	 practices	 (CAFF,	

2013).	 More	 than	 3000	 years	 ago,	 dogs	 became	 the	 Inuit	 essential	 life	 partners	

concerning	mobility	and	hunting,	 forming	one	of	the	most	 important	traditions,	which	

persists	to	this	day	in	across	the	Arctic	(Møhl,	1986).	Although	dogs	have	ceased	to	be	

indispensable	 in	 hunting	 activities	 in	 the	 majority	 of	 today’s	 world,	 they	 remain	

fundamental	for	the	mobility	of	Inuit	people	in	the	northern	hemisphere.	

In	East	Greenland,	hunting	is	still	a	crucial	part	of	the	traditional	way	of	living.	This	

widespread	practice,	deeply	embedded	in	Greenlandic	culture,	allowed	Greenlanders	to	

thrive	 in	 such	an	 immense	and	 remote	 territory.	Without	any	chance	 to	 interact	with	

other	 cultures,	 East	 Greenlanders	 developed	 their	 life	 according	 to	 the	 availability	 of	

natural	 resources	 in	 their	 land	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986).	 Hunting	 and	 fishing	 are	 the	

essential	 parts	 of	 the	 cultural	 relation	 between	 Greenlanders	 and	 their	 environment	

(Dahl,	1989).	Therefore,	hunting	practices	do	not	only	provide	food,	but	also	mark	local	

customs	 and	 traditions	 –	 shaping	 social	 structures	 within	 the	 East	 Greenlandic	

communities.		

Sled	 dogs	 –	 referred	 as	Qimmit	 (singular:	Qimmeq)	 in	Greenlandic	 –	 are	 the	 only	

domestic	 animal	 living	 in	 the	East	 region	of	Greenland.	As	a	direct	descendant	of	 the	

Arctic	wolves,	this	strong	animal	adapted	to	live	outside	all	the	year	around,	close	to	the	

human	 settlements	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986).	 East	Greenland	 –	 and	 the	 small	 village	of	

Kulusuk	 in	 particular	 –	 provides	 a	 convenient	 case	 study	 to	 shed	 light	 on	 the	 specific	

relationship	between	hunters	and	sled	dogs.	Life’s	rhythm	in	Kulusuk	is	led	by	different	

routines,	 according	 to	 the	 season,	method	of	hunting,	 and	accessibility	 to	 the	 region.	

The	mobility	of	hunters	through	the	surrounding	area	 is	possible	by	boats	 in	summer,	

and	by	sled	dogs	in	winter,	with	distinct	characteristics	for	each	method.	Winter	is	the	

hardest	season	for	a	hunter	–	lack	of	prey,	harsh	weather	patterns,	and	thick	ice,	shape	

the	mobility	 and	availability	of	 supplies	 in	 the	 region.	 Every	musher	must	 spend	 time	

and	effort	on	training,	equipment	and,	above	all,	on	providing	enough	food	to	the	pack	

of	dogs	(Petersen,	2003).	All	these	factors	have	several	implications	on	the	well-being	of	
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the	dogs	and	to	their	efficiency.	Nonetheless,	the	distinctive	traits	of	each	pack	would	

lead	to	different	characteristic	in	terms	of	strengths	and	weaknesses	–	i.e.,	faster	dogs	

are	 fitter	 for	 races,	 while	 stronger	 and	 resistant	 dogs	 are	 better	 for	 long	 distance	

travelling.	However,	there	 is	not	a	unique	way	of	breeding	dogs,	and	every	owner	has	

his	 method.	 For	 these	 reasons,	 opinions	 and	 daily	 routine	 of	 each	 hunter	 can	 help	

marking	boundaries	of	a	general	pattern	in	the	way	sled	dogs	are	used	and	educated	in	

Kulusuk.	These	differences	will	be	discussed	in	the	following	chapters.		

At	the	same	time,	external	factors	reveal	new	opportunities	and	challenges	for	sled	

dog	 use	 in	 East	 Greenland.	 Diminishing	 thickness	 and	 extent	 of	 sea	 ice,	 and	

unpredictable	 changes	 in	 climate	 patterns	 are	 just	 two	 of	 the	 effects	 impacting	

traditional	 living	 in	the	Arctic	due	to	climate	change	(Larsen	et	al.,	2014).	Without	sea	

ice	in	winter,	mobility	through	sled	dogs	is	largely	threatened.	The	current	possibility	to	

have	 open	 sea	 in	 winter	 is	 leading	 to	 a	 rearrangement	 of	 hunting	 grounds	 and	 the	

increased	 use	 of	 vehicles	 such	 as	 boats.	 Despite	 these	 radical	 changes,	 new	

opportunities	 are	 driving	 a	 rapid	 transition	 in	 the	 economy	 of	 isolated	 communities	

around	the	world,	like	Kulusuk.	In	the	Arctic,	the	ongoing	transition	from	a	subsistence-

based	economy	into	a	market-related	economy	is	leading	to	changes	and	adjustment	of	

the	 socioeconomic	 frameworks	 (Usher,	Duhaime	&	Searles,	 2003).	Kulusuk	provides	a	

functional	 case	 study	 of	 these	 variations	 in	 the	 region,	 and	 to	 the	 prospects	 brought	

with	 them.	 Alongside	 hunting,	 tourism	 is	 offering	 a	 new	way	 of	 using	 and	 perceiving	

sled	 dogs.	 Increasing	 interest	 in	 the	 Arctic	 is	 drawing	more	 people	 to	 the	 area,	 with	

significant	benefit	to	the	local	economy.	A	considerable	number	of	visitors	are	attracted	

by	the	so-called	last-chance	tourism	(Lemelin,	Dawson,	Stewart,	Maher	&	Lueck,	2010)	-	

the	desire	to	visit	places	with	high	risk	of	disappearing.	This	trend	is	leading	to	a	rapid	

expansion	of	the	tourism	sector	in	these	vanishing	destinations.	

Cumulatively,	 these	 factors	are	not	only	modifying	social	and	economic	structures	

of	the	East	Greenlandic	people,	but	are	affecting	the	perceptions	of	their	environment	

and	resources	as	well.	In	these	terms,	thoughts,	actions	and	perceptions	of	local	hunters	

in	 Kulusuk	 reflect	 the	way	 dogs	 are	 considered	 in	 relation	with	 their	 historical	 value,	

climate	change,	increasing	tourism	and	the	new	market	economy.	Through	interviews,	

the	 hunters	 and	 those	 involved	 in	 dogsledding	 in	 Kulusuk	 gave	 their	 impressions	 on	
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these	 themes.	 In	 addition,	 I	 used	 participant	 observation	 and	 visual	 material	 to	

document	 the	 importance	 of	 sled	 dogs	 for	 the	 people	 of	 Kulusuk,	 and	 the	 impact	 of	

climate	patterns	on	sled	dog	use	in	winter	2017.	The	moralization	of	dogs	in	this	region	

does	 not	 match	 with	 the	 criterion	 of	 morality	 of	 places	 in	 the	 world	 that	 are	 not	

dependent	on	subsistence	activities.	Animals	have	rights,	but	the	variety	of	values	and	

beliefs	around	the	world	differentiate	the	way	they	are	perceived	(Anderson,	2012).	The	

hunters	 of	 Kulusuk	 are	 a	 people	with	 a	 profound	 connection	with	 the	 delicate	 issues	

such	as	animal	rights,	climate	change	and	tourism.	An	insight	into	perceptions	related	to	

dogs,	environment	and	societies	in	the	Arctic	could	also	provide	a	way	to	reflect	and	re-

think	our	consideration	of	dogs	in	urban	contexts.	Dogs	in	Kulusuk	are	used	as	tools,	but	

their	value	as	natural	resources	provide	them	an	intense	meaning	community-wise.	For	

northern	communities,	hunting	is	not	a	mere	termination	of	other	living	beings	life,	but	

a	 continuation	 of	 the	 cycle	 of	 life	 –	 a	 process	 of	 regeneration	 (Ingold,	 2000).	 Even	

processes	of	domestication	based	on	human	domination	-	such	as	sled	dog	use	-	acquire	

a	unique	ambivalence	in	the	Arctic.	The	dependency	of	dogs	towards	the	hunters	is	tied	

up	to	the	reliance	of	the	hunters	on	their	dogs	to	reach	the	hunting	spots.		

The	 next	 chapters	 will	 attempt	 to	 illuminate	 several	 aspects	 of	 the	 relationship	

between	 dogs	 and	 hunters	 in	 Kulusuk,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 way	 secular	 traditions	 are	

interlinked	 generation	 after	 generation.	 The	 primary	 research	 questions	 of	 this	 thesis	

are	therefore:	

• How	 is	 the	 use	 and	 perception	 of	 sled	 dogs	 changing	 in	 Kulusuk,	 East	

Greenland?	

And	more	specifically:	

a. What	is	the	value	of	sled	dogs	within	East	Greenlandic	society?	

b. How	are	social	patterns	regarding	sled	dog	use	changing	in	the	Arctic	

due	to	climate	change?	

c. How	will	tourism	impact	the	use	of	sled	dogs?		
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2 Theory	and	Methodology	
In	Greenland,	the	critical	role	of	subsistence	activities	explains	a	lot	regarding	the	way	of	

living	of	indigenous	communities,	and	their	connection	with	nature	(Dahl,	1989;	Lynge,	

1992;	 Wenzel,	 2013).	 Ingold	 (2000)	 explains	 how	 hunter-gatherers	 adapted	 to	 their	

environment	differently	from	urban	and	agricultural	societies,	building	their	life	around	

dwellings	more	than	inside	of	them.			

The	Greenlandic	dog-human	relationship	bases	 its	 roots	within	 the	socioeconomic	

structure	of	this	type	of	lifestyle.	Strong	attachment	to	subsistence	activities	legitimizes	

the	link	between	Arctic	communities	and	their	fragile	environment.	The	impossibility	to	

develop	farming	has	always	been	the	main	driver	for	indigenous	communities	in	which	

the	 “spill	 of	 blood”	 has	 been	 a	 constant	 necessity	 in	 order	 to	 survive.	 Also,	

environmental	 changes	 modified	 the	 way	 Greenlandic	 societies	 needed	 to	 deal	 with	

fluctuations	 in	 resource	 availability	 (Hamilton,	 Lyster	 &	 Otterstad,	 2000).	 The	

interspecies	collaboration	of	sled	dogs	and	humans	exists	and	evolves	in	a	deep	sense	of	

the	context	in	which	it	occurs	(Stibbe,	2001;	Wenzel,	2013).	If	hunting	grounds,	climate	

patterns	 or	 income	 opportunities	 change,	 so	 to	 would	 the	 relationship	 between	

hunters,	 resources,	 and	 daily	 rhythms.	 In	 this	 sense,	 sled	 dogs	 are	 an	 iconic	

representation	of	the	transformations	within	Inuit	communities	(Tester,	2010).		

For	 decades,	 the	 classic	 literature	 regarding	 Inuit	 communities	 contributed	 to	

detailed	ethnographic	description	of	the	traditional	way	of	living,	and	to	the	relationship	

of	 Inuit	 with	 their	 environment	 (Wenzel,	 2013).	 In	 recent	 times,	 the	 established	

subsistence	 economy	 of	 northern	 communities	 faces	 a	 period	 of	 transition,	 with	 a	

consequential	 reconceptualization	 of	 local	 socioeconomic	 relations	 (Dahl,	 1989;	

Hamilton,	 Lyster	 &	 Otterstad,	 2000;	 Usher,	 Duhaime	 &	 Searles,	 2003;	 Tester,	 2010;	

Wenzel,	2013).	Poppel	(2010)	addresses	the	profound	meaning	of	subsistence	hunting	

for	the	sociocultural	dimension	of	Greenlandic	people	and	stresses	how	these	activities	

are	combined	and	mixed	 into	a	market	economy	reality.	The	rapid	 transition	 into	 this	

new	economic	dynamic	 -	 in	which	money	acquires	 importance	 -	drastically	affects	 life	

patterns	within	small	Arctic	communities	(Usher,	Duhaime	&	Searles,	2003).	Subsistence	

hunting	 is	 located	 at	 the	 margins	 of	 the	 contemporary	 policies	 due	 to	 increasing	

services,	goods,	jobs	and	an	incremental	centrality	of	money	flow	into	social	dynamics	
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(Poppel,	2010).	This	fast	modernization	of	Arctic	areas	leads	to	the	limitation	of	hunting	

practices	 to	 rural	 communities.	 Still,	 subsistence	 harvesting	 strengthens	 mutuality	

values	and	 local	 social	organizations,	despite	pressures	 from	broader	market	 interests	

(Usher,	 Duhaime	 &	 Searles,	 2003).	 The	 main	 issue	 related	 to	 the	 transition	 from	

subsistence	to	market	economy	is	rooted	in	the	different	outcomes	of	those	economic	

models.	 If	 subsistence	harvesting	 strengthens	mostly	 social	 relationships	 in	 their	pure	

essence,	 a	 market	 economy	 provides	 meaning	 only	 through	 the	 flow	 of	 goods	 and	

services	 (Wenzel,	 2013).	 The	 introduction	 of	 new	 income	 categories	 into	 Arctic	

communities	 has	 brought	 to	 life	 innovative	 opportunities,	 but	 also	 several	 unknown	

variables.	 Hunting	 was	 necessary	 to	 sustain	 families	 and	 was	 based	 on	 mutual	

stewardship	 between	 hunters	 (Dahl,	 1989;	 Hovelsrud-Broda,	 1999).	 The	 concept	 of	

market	 labor	 and	 commodities	 led	 to	 changes	 in	 cultural	 and	 economic	 settings,	

affecting	even	sled	dog	use	(Tester,	2010).	

If	 sled	 dogs	 were	 important	 hunting	 partners	 in	 the	 past,	 today	 they	 symbolized	

some	 of	 the	 challenges	 of	 the	 hunter-gatherer	 culture.	 Sled	 dogs	 –	 as	 all	 the	 other	

animals	 in	 the	Arctic	–	connect	 to	 local	 inhabitants	 in	a	 really	practical	way.	For	 Inuit,	

animals	 are	 not	 servants,	 but	 co-residents	 of	 the	 same	 environment	 (Wenzel,	 1991;	

Ingold,	 2000).	 Similarly,	 sled	 dogs	 are	 not	 commodities	 but	 assistants	 for	 hunting	

(Tester,	2010).	It	does	not	mean	dogs	have	better	treatment	in	Greenland	compared	to	

urban	 societies,	 on	 the	 contrary.	 However,	 their	 value	 dwells	 in	 the	 connection	with	

culture	and	environment	–	not	materiality	and	goods	production	(Tester,	2010).	Quite	

the	 opposite,	 with	 snowmobiles,	 we	 witness	 the	 manifestation	 of	 materiality	 in	 an	

Arctic	context.	These	machines	prove	the	gateway	of	the	economic	transition,	in	radical	

opposition	 with	 symbols	 of	 secular	 culture	 and	 mobility	 means	 (Tester,	 2010).	 Such	

fragmented	socioeconomic	scenario	guides	 to	an	uncertain	 future	 for	 the	Greenlandic	

culture.		

From	a	strictly	economic	perspective,	humans	tend	to	value	and	centralize	only	the	

ecosystem	 services	 able	 to	 provide	 monetary	 benefits	 (TEEB,	 2010).	 Certain	 cultural	

values	 cannot	 be	 identified	 readily,	 and	 their	 importance	 does	 not	 reach	 the	

understanding	 of	 all	 cultures	 and	 values’	 systems.	 The	 field	 of	 Environmental	 Politics	

defines	 two	 types	 of	 value:	 intrinsic	 and	 immaterial	 value.	 The	 immaterial	 one	 is	
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translated	 into	an	economic	perspective	by	humans	 (Robertson	&	Wainwright,	 2013).	

For	example,	we	translate	the	value	of	animals	into	food,	something	that	we	can	buy	for	

our	livelihood.	The	intrinsic	value	is	more	difficult	to	define	and	is	typically	the	inherent	

quality	of	something.	In	the	case	of	an	animal,	this	value	is	in	the	animal	itself.	We	can	

define	the	immaterial	value	thanks	to	our	economic	system,	but	to	define	the	intrinsic	

one	the	question	must	be	considered	from	an	anthropological	perspective.	In	order	to	

determine	 the	 intrinsic	 value,	 one	 has	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 object	 in	 question	 is	

valued	within	a	community	(Sukhdev,	Wittmer	&	Miller,	2014).	The	Arctic	region	lends	

itself	 to	 be	 an	 ideal	 case	 study	 because	 local	 communities	 have	 to	manage	 a	 limited	

natural	 capital.	 However,	 locating	 ecosystem	 services	 does	 not	 lead	 to	 an	 immediate	

comprehension	 of	 their	 importance	 within	 a	 community.	 The	 intrinsic	 value	 of	

ecosystems	and	resources	can	be	unveiled	only	through	a	profound	recognition	of	ways	

of	living,	traditions	and	customs	(Sukhdev,	Wittmer	&	Miller,	2014).	

Although	 indigenous	 communities	 through	 the	 Arctic	 differ	 in	 terms	 of	 language,	

culture	 and	 economic	 structure,	 there	 is	 a	 familiar	 pattern	 regarding	 dogs,	 and	 it	 is	

related	 to	 the	mobility	 during	 the	winter	 season.	Dogs	 high	 regard	 in	 Arctic	 societies	

highlights	their	 intrinsic	value	for	Arctic	communities	–	and	Greenlandic	people	 in	this	

particular	case	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986;	Petersen,	2003).	However,	starting	from	1950,	a	

process	of	modernization	 started	 to	 change	Greenlandic	 society	 slowly.	 If	 subsistence	

hunting	was	a	form	of	production	for	local	consumption,	now	the	production	has	turned	

primarily	 focus	 monetary	 rewards	 (Petersen,	 2003).	 Eventually,	 increasing	 interest	 in	

monetary	 values	 started	 to	 change	 a	 social	 system	 deeply	 rooted	 in	 sharing	 values	

(Wenzel,	 2013).	New	 forms	of	 income	 substituted	hunting	 as	 a	 full-time	 job,	 but	 also	

created	alternative	ways	to	carry	on	traditions	such	as	sled	dogs.	

The	global	interest	in	the	Arctic	has	brought	several	players	with	a	positive	effect	on	

the	 local	economy.	Tourism	has	been	identified	as	a	massive	opportunity	for	the	rural	

communities	of	the	Arctic,	but	also	as	an	activity	needing	to	be	continuously	monitored	

in	such	an	unexploited	and	fragile	region	(Müller	&	Jansson,	2007;	Ren,	Bjørst	&	Dredge,	

2016).	Greenland	is	a	peripheral	area,	and	its	type	of	tourism	is	closely	connected	to	the	

idea	 of	 pure	 wilderness	 and	 hostile	 territory	 (Müller	 &	 Jansson,	 2007).	 Cultural	

resources	also	attract	a	large	number	of	tourists	interested	in	witnessing	the	typical	way	
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of	 life	within	Greenlandic	communities.	However,	 the	east	of	Greenland	 receives	only	

3%	of	the	visitors	coming	to	Greenland	(Müller	&	Jansson,	2007).	Experiencing	hunting	

culture	and	dogsledding	are	two	of	the	possibilities	for	the	visitors,	attracted	by	such	a	

unique	landscape.	Even	the	vulnerability	of	the	Arctic	is	a	huge	driver	of	attention	in	and	

of	itself.	Tour	agencies	promote	this	area	of	the	world	as	a	vanishing	destination	to	visit	

as	 soon	 as	 possible,	 before	 it	 disappears	 (Lemelin	 et	 al.,	 2010).	 Management,	

infrastructures	and	education	regarding	sustainable	tourism	have	to	be	developed,	but	

tourism	 already	 offers	 benefits	 for	 the	 economic	 sustenance	 of	 the	 rural	 areas	

(Goulding,	Horan	&	Tozzi,	2014).	Management	of	the	Greenlandic	territory	is	led	by	the	

government,	but	the	impact	of	tourism	on	the	local	economy	is	already	evident;	and	it	is	

leading	 to	 a	 reconceptualization	 of	 local	 heritage	 and	 relationships	 with	 the	 outside	

world	 (Ren,	 Bjørst	 &	 Dredge,	 2016).	 The	 perceptions	 of	 locals	 regarding	 these	

opportunities	offer	a	particular	overview	on	an	on-going	process,	crucial	for	the	future	

of	 small	 Greenlandic	 communities.	 The	 measure	 to	 which	 knowledge	 of	 potential	

benefits	and	weaknesses	reach	the	inhabitants	provides	a	broad	picture	of	the	still	long	

road	 ahead,	 but	 also	of	 the	potential	 of	 such	new	market.	 In	 terms	of	 sled	dogs,	 the	

possibilities	 are	 tangible,	 and	 lead	 to	 an	 after	 effect	 on	 the	 dogs’	 treatment	 and	

conceptualization.		

At	this	point,	 it	 is	 important	to	address	the	ethical	position	on	which	the	research	

poses	 itself	within	 the	debate	of	hunting	societies	and	animal	 rights.	 In	 this	 transitory	

period,	the	traditional	way	of	living	of	Greenlandic	people	could	seem	obsolete,	or,	for	

someone,	 even	 barbaric	 if	 compared	 to	 urban	 contexts.	 However,	 to	 comprehend	

certain	traditions,	we	should	relate	them	to	the	historical	background	of	the	place,	and	

to	the	on-going	societal	shift.	Petersen	(2003)	talks	of	a	non-self-sufficient	society,	in	the	

Greenlandic	 context	–	 familiar	 units	 that	 started	 recently	 to	 buy	 goods	 from	 abroad,	

even	 the	 ones	 they	 could	 gain	 locally.	 Despite	 everything,	 hunting	 remains	 the	most	

important	 aspect	 of	 the	 old	 self-sufficient	 Greenlandic	 culture	 still	 alive.	 From	 the	

second	half	of	the	twentieth	century,	this	cultural	pillar	got	stronger	attention	from	the	

environmentalists	of	the	western	world.	Seal	hunting	–	one	of	the	most	important	Inuit	

traditions	–	has	been	viciously	attacked	as	by	animal	rights	groups,	putting	in	danger	the	

survival	of	 Inuit	hunters	 in	 all	 the	Arctic.	 Slowly,	 the	 concept	of	 subsistence	has	been	

simplified	 and	 minimalized	 as	 outsiders	 label	 seal	 hunting	 as	 a	 barbaric	 and	 cruel	



21	

practice	 (Wenzel,	 1991;	 Lynge,	 1992).	 What	 has	 been	 part	 of	 the	 Inuit	 culture	 for	

centuries	 has	 been	 criminalized	 because	 it	 is	 seen	 incompatible	 with	 the	 concept	 of	

modernization	 (Dahl,	 1989).	 The	 attack	 against	 seal	 hunting	 especially	 impacted	

Canadian	Inuit,	but	all	the	communities	of	the	Arctic	have	felt	the	sting	of	being	labeled	

as	 cruel	 and	 immoral	 (Lynge,	 1992).	 In	 recent	 years,	 attempts	 to	mitigate	 this	 unfair	

picture	of	Arctic	 indigenous	people	have	been	portrayed,	but	the	damage	was	already	

done.	 The	 sale	 of	 sealskins	 and	 seal-related	 products	 has	 been	 banned	 in	 several	

markets.	Without	 entering	 into	 the	debate	of	 seal	 hunting,	 this	 example	portrays	 the	

scenario	 in	which	Greenlandic	people	find	themselves,	and	how	they	are	embodied	 in	

urban	contexts.	

The	concept	of	compassion	for	animals	is	not	a	contemporary	phenomenon,	and	it	

has	 always	 been	 historically	 used	 to	 address	 the	 human	 bond	 with	 animals	 (Lynge,	

1992).	The	modern	moral	discourse	regarding	animals	can	sometimes	be	characterized	

as	hypocritical	and	incapable	of	recognizing	needs	and	cultural	differences.	Nowadays,	

the	controversy	lies	in	the	idea	that	a	subsistence	life	is	outdated,	due	to	the	increasing	

dependency	on	a	globalized	economy	 (Wenzel,	1991).	This	 study	steps	outside	of	 this	

debate,	 trying	 to	 analyze	 the	 context	 of	 Kulusuk	 in	 relation	 to	 its	 inhabitants	 and	

traditions.	No	moral	 accusation,	nor	predefined	ethical	position	will	 address	 claims	of	

what	is	right	or	wrong.	As	Anderson	(2012)	adequately	addresses,	the	respectability	of	

an	animal	 is	necessary	to	make	it	meaningful	 in	relation	to	the	particular	way	humans	

connect	 to	 them.	 It	 doesn’t	 mean	 animals	 do	 not	 have	 value	 if	 not	 connected	 to	

humans,	but	it	means	that	the	interest	we	put	on	them	reflects	the	type	of	relationship	

we	develop	with	them.	This	is	not	something	related	to	the	attributes	of	the	animal,	but	

to	the	meaning	this	animal	has	in	a	social	dimension	and	its	cultural	implications.	

Cultural	differences	create	a	skeleton	able	to	indentify	general	patterns	of	on-going	

economic	transitions,	but	climate	change	is	utterly	rearranging	human	life	in	the	Arctic.	

Greenland	has	been	considered	one	of	the	brightest	examples	of	the	effect	of	climate	

change	(Arctic	Council,	2016).	The	impact	of	climate	change	in	the	Arctic	is	not	uniform,	

and	 it	 varies	 according	 to	 social	 systems	 and	 characteristics	 of	 the	 environmental	

stressors	(Larsen	et	al.,	2014).	However,	several	studies	(Buijs,	2010;	Larsen	et	al.,	2014;	

Arctic	 Council,	 2016;	 Brinkman	 et	 al.,	 2016)	 address	 the	 importance	 of	 traditional	
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knowledge	and	adaptation	measures	 for	all	 the	Arctic	communities,	 in	order	 to	 tackle	

climate	 change	 and	 for	 a	wise	management	 of	 natural	 resources.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 sled	

dogs,	the	traditional	knowledge	of	Greenlandic	people	provides	an	interesting	feedback	

regarding	future	scenarios	 (Buijs,	2010).	Close	to	the	predictions	and	consequences	of	

climate	 change,	 there	 are	 the	 viewpoints	 of	 people	 that	 are	 firstly	 impacted	 by	 such	

changes.	Looking	at	how	and	if	the	hunters	of	Kulusuk	sense	climate	change	as	a	threat	

to	 dog	 sledding,	 could	 provide	 a	 hint	 of	 how	 people	 of	 the	 Arctic	 react	 to	 climatic	

variations.		

This	research	based	its	premises	on	the	primary	concepts	of	ethnographic	research.	

Throughout	a	fieldwork	of	four	months	in	Kulusuk,	I	gathered	interviews	with	the	goal	

of	obtaining	perceptions	and	comments	of	local	people	regarding	sled	dogs.	Participant	

observation	provided	a	fundamental	tool	for	the	acquisition	of	visual	material,	as	well	as	

in-depth	understanding	of	breeding	methods,	hunting	practices,	and	general	behavior	

towards	sled	dogs.		

As	Ruth	Behar	 (1996)	reported	 in	her	The	Vulnerable	Observer,	 the	 interactions	 in	

the	 field	 cannot	be	precisely	 reproduced.	 They	are	a	unique	and	essential	part	 in	 the	

“voyage”	 of	 the	 ethnography.	 The	 events	 and	 perceptions	 on	 the	 field	 form	 the	

emotional	and	intellectual	luggage	of	the	researcher.	The	struggle	against	subjectivity	in	

the	 research	 has	 always	 hit	 me.	 For	 this	 reason,	 I	 decided	 to	 embrace	 this	 project	

reporting	my	observations,	but	making	a	step	outside	of	them	in	my	writing	process.	 I	

tried	 to	 maintain	 an	 objective	 approach	 in	 a	 way	 to	 not	 influence	 my	 analysis	 and	

results	drastically.	Only	the	readers	can	say	if	I	accomplished	my	aim.	I	attempted	to	be	

consistent	and	limit	my	“presence”	in	the	text,	even	though,	I’m	still	not	sure	is	the	right	

approach	to	take.		

Hunters	were	the	primary	subject	of	the	project.	Kulusuk	is	a	small	village,	and	it	is	

easy	 to	 narrow	 down	 the	 number	 of	 sled	 dog	 owners.	 The	 still	 influential	 gender	

division	 within	 Greenlandic	 communities	 puts	 women	 in	 a	 non-active	 position	 in	

relation	 to	 hunting	 practices	 (Hovelsrud-Broda,	 1999).	 Especially	 in	 the	 past,	 hunting	

was	a	task	for	men,	while	women	were	taking	care	of	the	children,	skinning	and	cooking	

prey	and	creating	tools	 (Petersen,	2003).	Feeding	dogs	and	all	 the	activities	related	to	

hunting	today	are	still	exclusively	conducted	by	men.		
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According	to	Hammersley	&	Atkinson	(2007),	in	ethnography	there	is	always	a	level	

of	 ambiguity	 in	 dealing	 with	 the	 local	 informers.	 It	 is	 necessary	 to	 find	 a	 balance	

between	 the	 idea	of	 counting	on	people	 as	 sources	 of	 information,	 and,	 at	 the	 same	

time,	as	social	products	of	a	certain	reality.	An	ethnographer	does	not	have	to	validate	

the	subjective	perspective	of	each	social	actor	entering	in	the	research.	As	researchers,	

we	 can	 contextualize	 every	 data	 within	 the	 culture	 are	 formed,	 but	 they	 are	 just	

elements	to	analyze,	not	pure	truth	(Hammersley	&	Atkinson,	2007).	All	the	information	

–	both	from	interviews	or	just	 informal	conversation	–	were	a	potential	bias,	and	they	

have	 been	 analyzed	 according	 to	 the	 research	 strategy	 developed	 from	 the	 research	

questions	(Hammersley	&	Atkinson,	2007).		However,	the	process	of	codification	of	the	

information	has	been	a	continuous	work	in	progress.	An	iterative	process	in	which	data	

became	a	sense	of	an	 idea	and	vice	versa,	 in	a	constant	movement	back	and	 forward	

(Hammersley	&	Atkinson,	2007).		

Informal	 communications	 have	 been	 noted	 through	 field	 notes,	 while	 interviews	

form	the	recorded	material	of	voices	and	perceptions	of	the	inhabitants.	Some	data	can	

collide	 in	more	 collective	 general	 opinions,	while	 others	 are	 uniquely	 personal.	 Every	

interview	followed	a	semi-structured	form,	with	general	guidelines	that	could	lead	the	

conversation	among	the	central	themes	of	each	research	question.	The	reason	of	such	

structure	was	related	to	the	aim	of	recording	natural	settings,	where	usually	we	can	find	

more	 spontaneous	 behavior	 from	 the	 speaker	 (Hammersley	 &	 Atkinson,	 2007).	 This	

predisposition	has	been	anticipated	from	a	quite	long	process	of	familiarization	with	the	

informant,	 in	 order	 to	 build	 a	 friendly	 and	 relaxed	 environment	 (Hammersley	 &	

Atkinson	2007).	With	some	speakers,	the	building-relation	process	was	pretty	fast	and	

natural,	while	with	 others	 required	 time	 and	 effort.	 A	 huge	 obstacle	 in	 the	 interview	

process	 was	 the	 linguistic	 divide.	 In	 fact,	 only	 a	 small	 amount	 of	 the	 population	 can	

understand	or	 speak	English,	and	 this	affected	 the	amount	of	 interviews	gathered.	At	

the	end	of	the	fieldwork,	eleven	informants	were	interviewed	-	two	of	them	twice.	Of	

those	 eleven	 informants,	 eight	were	 active	 hunters,	 two	 teachers	 of	 the	 local	 school,	

and	 two	were	not-Greenlandic	people	working	 in	 the	 tourism	 industry,	and	 long	 time	

resident	in	Greenland.		
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Alongside	the	interviews,	a	visual	element	provides	information	about	the	context,	

giving	insight	into	the	context,	methods,	and	practices	related	to	sled	dogs	and	hunting.	

Doing	ethnography	means	also	being	 influenced	by	 the	various	 tools	 that	might	enter	

within	 the	 ethnographic	 field.	 Nowadays,	 photographers	 are	 experts	 working	 deeply	

into	specific	social	and	cultural	dimensions	(Pink,	2007).	The	reflexive	work	behind	the	

data-gathering	 process	 is	 the	 main	 driver	 to	 find	 visual	 meaning	 and	 ethnographic	

relevance	 in	 the	 photographic	work	 accumulated	 (Pink,	 2007).	 In	 the	 early	 history	 of	

anthropology	 –	 between	 1883	 and	 1930	 –	 Franz	 Boas	 believed	 culture	 could	 not	 be	

understood	 if	 analyzed	 through	visual	 tools.	 For	him,	 the	 language	was	able	 to	unveil	

the	deep	meanings	of	the	human	mind,	but	not	the	visual	tool,	able	to	show	only	the	

surface	of	things	(Pink,	2006).	At	the	beginning	of	the	twenty-first	century,	after	a	slow	

process	of	acceptance,	visual	methods	became	one	of	the	most	important	tools	in	the	

hands	 of	 anthropologists	 and	 ethnographers.	 Visual	 methodology	 turned	 into	 the	

perfect	way	to	 integrate	anthropological	aims	with	ethnographic	visual	material	 (Pink,	

2006).	Certainly,	 the	 issue	regarding	visual	material	dwells	 in	the	 interpretation	of	the	

images.	 The	 visual	 material	 of	 this	 project	 aims	 to	 portray	 the	 ethnographicness	 of	

photography,	which	 is	 in	 the	 inherent	content	of	 the	 information	 (Pink,	2007).	Photos	

can	 vary	 meaning	 according	 to	 the	 context.	 In	 this	 case,	 their	 contextualization	 will	

provide	 a	 structure	 for	 both	 the	 visual	 and	 written	 material.	 Small	 details	 were	

continually	 remarking	 differences	 in	 breeding	 methods	 and	 dog	 use	 among	 hunters.	

Photography	seemed	the	most	efficient	tool	to	frame	behavior	hardly	describable.	The	

aim	of	 the	 visual	material	 is	 to	 fix	 the	 temporality	of	 the	heritage	of	Kulusuk.	 In	 fact,	

cultural	 heritage	 has	 always	 been	 present	 and	 produced	 by	 people	 throughout	 time,	

according	 to	 experiences	 and	 historical	 context	 (Harvey,	 2001).	 Cultures	 provide	

knowledge	of	standards,	values,	and	practices	of	everyday	life.	Though,	these	assets	are	

interpretations	of	individuals	that	continuously	transform	and	evolve	them	(Bujdosó	et	

al.,	2015).	The	heritage	of	Kulusuk	is	present	now,	and	the	aim	of	the	visual	material	is	

to	show	it	for	how	is	it	today.		

To	 conclude	 this	 chapter,	 it	 would	 be	 appropriate	 to	 frame	 the	 concept	 of	

subsistence	 and	 its	 use	 within	 this	 project.	 The	 aim	 is	 not	 to	 distinguish	 indigenous	

lifestyles,	 but	 to	 offer	 understanding	 on	 how	 different	 economic	 paradigms	 can	

influence	a	whole	cultural	system.	To	use	Poppel’s	(2010)	arguments,	subsistence	in	the	
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Arctic	 is	 the	satisfaction	of	basic	human	needs	through	 labour	 for	personal	survival	as	

well	 as	 the	 family’s.	 Additionally,	 subsistence	 hunting	 is	 not	 only	 for	 the	 personal	

survival,	but	more	importantly	for	the	survival	of	an	entire	community	and	culture.	The	

reason	for	this	ethnography	is	to	report	and	preserve	cultural	heritage,	as	well	as	a	way	

to	 reflect	 on	 how	 to	 use	 resources	wisely	 –	 not	 only	 for	 environmental	 reasons,	 but	

even	more	for	the	preservation	of	cultural	identity.	Moreover,	the	study’s	ethnographic	

approach	 to	natural	 capital	aims	 to	encourage	possible	collaboration	between	natural	

sciences	 and	 humanities,	 in	 order	 to	 reduce	 the	 gap	 between	 quantitative	 and	

qualitative	 methods.	 Developing	 mixed	 methodologies	 can	 unveil	 understandings	

relevant	both	for	the	protection	of	biodiversity,	as	well	for	the	sake	of	communities	in	

the	Arctic.	The	human-sled	dog	relationship	in	Kulusuk	is	the	medium	through	which	the	

analysis	 of	 a	 reality	 in	 transformation	 can	 shed	 light	 on	 various	 dynamics	 –	 the	

connections	 between	 heritage	 and	 modernization,	 humans	 and	 animals,	 urban	 and	

indigenous.	 Aiming	 to	 understand	 the	 causes	 and	 effects	 of	 each	 context	 within	 a	

globalized	system,	rather	than	focusing	on	dissimilarities.	
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3 The	value	and	use	of	sled	dogs	in	Kulusuk	
The	value	of	sled	dogs	in	Kulusuk	can	be	addressed	only	through	a	deep	understanding	

of	their	use.	The	way	to	do	so	is	to	contextualize	sled	dogs	within	hunting	practices,	and	

their	historical	development	in	the	society.	To	start,	a	general	background	will	provide	

knowledge	about	the	region	of	Ammassalik,	Kulusuk,	and	its	people.	An	outline	of	the	

village	presents	a	detailed	 list	of	 the	profiles	of	mushers	of	Kulusuk	 in	2017,	and	how	

daily	 life	 rotates	 around	 hunting	 activities.	Mobility	 in	 winter,	 especially	 if	 related	 to	

hunting,	has	in	sled	dogs	their	main	actors.	Mushers’	behavior	towards	dogs	are	unique,	

but	 altogether	 reflect	 breeding	 patterns,	 hunting	 methods	 and	 social	 configurations	

within	the	community.	Furthermore,	the	socioeconomic	development	of	Kulusuk	makes	

visible	changes	in	the	use	and	perceptions	of	sled	dogs.	Essentially,	sled	dogs	–	as	social	

actors	–	are	directly	situated	in	the	heart	of	the	reinvention	of	life	in	Kulusuk.	

3.1 Background	–	Ammassalik	and	Ammassalimmiut	

The	east	of	Greenland	followed	a	separate	evolution	compared	to	the	west	part	of	the	

island.	Thus,	not	only	environmental	conditions	differ	between	the	two	regions,	but	also	

their	 history	 and	 exploration	 through	 time.	 From	 a	 climatic	 perspective,	 the	 East	

Greenlandic	 Polar	 Current	 shapes	 life	 and	 seasons	 in	 Tunu	 –	 East	 Greenland	 –	

intensively.	This	cold	marine	current	brings	down	to	the	coastline	huge	amounts	of	sea	

ice,	impeding	navigation	for	most	of	the	year.	The	new	drift	ice	accumulates	along	the	

coast	 in	 November,	 and	 slowly	 it	 freezes,	 providing	 a	 thick	 pack	 of	 ice	 on	 which,	 in	

wintertime,	 is	 possible	 to	 move	 through	 snowmobile	 and	 sled	 dogs.	 Only	 in	 June	 –	

sometimes	even	in	July	–	the	pack	ice	gets	less	dense	and	breaks	off	(Thalbitzer,	1914;	

Robert-Lamblin,	 1986;	 Petersen,	 2003).	 Cargo	 ships	 with	 supplies	 for	 the	 winter	 can	

reach	the	settlements	only	in	summer,	when	the	pack	ice	allows	to	access	the	coast.	In	

winter,	the	drift	ice	accumulates	and	increases	in	density,	until	it	forms	a	compact	and	

thick	pack	of	ice	that	can	extend	100	km	into	sea	from	the	coastline	(Thalbitzer,	1914;	

Robert-Lamblin,	1986).	Temperatures	do	not	drop	drastically	during	winter	–	the	mean	

temperature	 in	 the	 coldest	 month	 (February)	 is	 around	 -8°C	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986;	

Petersen,	2003).	On	the	other	hand,	storms	can	reach	critical	levels.	Storms	as	Piteraq	–	

the	strong	wind	from	the	ice	cap	–	and	Neqqajaar	–	the	wind	from	the	North	East	–	can	

affect	daily	life,	and	conditions	of	the	pack	ice.		
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Due	 to	 the	 ice	 forming	 a	 formidable	 natural	 obstacle,	 the	 exploration	 of	 Tunu	

occurred	 much	 later	 compared	 to	 the	 south	 and	 west	 of	 Greenland.	 The	 severe	 ice	

conditions	 influenced	 dwellings	 of	 the	 east	 coast,	 and	 nowadays	 only	 two	 areas	 are	

inhabited	–	Ammassalik	and	Ittoqqortoormiit	(also	known	as	Scoresbysund,	the	farthest	

north	 settlement	 of	 the	 East).	 The	 entire	 population	 of	 Tunu,	 3,286	 people,	 is	

concentrated	 in	 these	 two	 area	 (Statistics	 Greenland,	 2017).	 The	 Ammassalik	 area	 is	

located	 around	 the	 65°N	 –	 in	 the	 subarctic	 region	 –	 and	 it	 contains	 most	 of	 the	

population	of	Tunu.	The	municipality	 of	 Ammassalik	 –	 now	part	 of	 the	 newly	 formed	

Sermersooq	 municipality	 with	 administrative	 center	 in	 Nuuk	 –	 counts	 one	 town,	

Tasiilaq,	 and	 five	 smaller	 settlements:	 Kuumiit,	 Kulusuk,	 Tiniteqilaaq,	 Sermiligaaq	 and	

Isortoq.	 Ammassalik	 is	 the	 only	 area	 known	 to	 be	 inhabited	 in	 the	 east	 before	 1883,	

when	Gustav	Holm	–	Danish	explorer	–	departed	from	Nanortalik,	in	the	south,	to	meet	

the	Ammassalik	people	(Thalbitzer,	1914).	Holm	knew	of	the	existence	of	people	up	to	

the	66°N	in	the	east	because	they	had	occasionally	travelled	to	the	south.	 Indeed,	the	

first	written	information	regarding	the	people	of	Tunu	came	in	1864,	from	the	catechist	

Jakob	Lund,	who	worked	in	a	trade	station	close	to	Cape	Farewell	–	the	southernmost	

point	of	Greenland.	Probably,	 the	East	Greenlanders	reached	Cape	Farwell	 in	order	to	

trade	 with	 the	 people	 from	 the	 south	 (Langgård,	 2010).	 Overall,	 the	 people	 of	 Tunu	

were	 positively	 portrayed	 thanks	 to	 their	 outstanding	 skills	 as	 hunters.	 However,	 this	

idyllic	perception	quickly	changed	because	the	Tunu	people	were	not	Christian	yet,	and	

therefore	 still	 influenced	 by	 ‘the	 power	 of	 the	 Devil’	 (Langgård,	 2010).	 To	 reach	

Ammassalik,	 Holm	 and	 his	 crew	 –	 navigating	 by	 Umiak,	 the	 traditional	 Greenlandic	

women’s	boat,	made	of	seal	skin	–	faced	the	challenge	of	the	drift	ice,	blocking	passages	

along	the	coast.	During	the	trip,	the	expedition	found	the	help	of	several	natives	living	in	

the	southeast;	but	only	by	the	end	of	August	1885	–	two	years	after	the	departure	–	a	

part	of	the	crew	reached	the	Ammassalik	people	(Thalbitzer,	1914).		

The	people	of	Ammassalik	–	or	 the	Ammassalimmiut	–	were	with	high	probability	

Inuit	 of	 the	 Thule	 people	 that,	 in	 the	 farthest	 reaches	 of	 their	 expansion	 across	 the	

North	 Arctic,	 reached	 the	 region	 of	 Ammassalik.	 They	 dispersed,	 probably	 in	 small	

groups,	 through	 different	 migration	 routes,	 from	 both	 north	 and	 south,	 arriving	 in	

Ammassalik	 around	 the	 14th	 century	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986).	 North	 of	 Ammassalik	

conditions	 were	 not	 considered	 favorable	 enough	 for	 living,	 until	 1925	 when	 an	
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expedition	starting	from	Tasiilaq	reached	the	70°N	and	founded	Ittoqqortoormiit.	When	

Gustav	 Holm	 came	 back	 to	 Denmark	 from	 his	 first	 trip,	 he	 wanted	 to	 establish	 a	

permanent	trading	post	in	Ammassalik.	Thus,	in	the	summer	of	1894,	Holm	returned	to	

Tunu,	founding	the	first	Danish	colony	of	the	east	coast	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986).	Before	

1894,	the	Ammassalimmiut	were	living	and	adapting	to	their	territory	through	seasonal	

movements.	 Tents	made	of	 sealskin	 –	 and	 carried	 on	Umiak	 or	 sled	 dogs	 –	were	 the	

dwellings	 used	 in	 summer,	 when	 hunting	 trips	 oblidged	 entire	 families	 to	 follow	 the	

steps	of	the	hunters.	Turf	houses	were	used	as	dwellings	during	winter,	when	mobility	

was	 limited,	 and	 climatic	 conditions	 unfavorable	 (Thalbitzer,	 1914;	 Petersen,	 2003).	

However,	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 first	 trading	 post	 in	 Ammassalik	 slowly	 changed	 this	

nomadic	way	of	living.	Before	the	trading	post,	fluctuations	in	population	number	were	

frequent	 due	 to	 the	 scarcity	 of	 provisions	 and	 seasonal	 catches.	With	 the	 creation	of	

permanent	settlements	the	population	started	to	increase.	After	the	first	colony	in	the	

island	of	Ammassalik,	–	soon	called	Tasiilaq	–	other	colonies	began	to	rise	in	the	region.	

In	1909,	Kulusuk	was	founded;	followed	by	Kuumiit	in	1916	(Petersen,	2003).	

From	 then,	 settlements	 continued	 to	 increase	 and	 decrease	 in	 number.	 In	 the	

period	between	the	late	30s	and	early	40s,	it	started	a	rapid	transformation,	in	lifestyle,	

culture,	economy	and	social	interactions	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986;	Petersen,	2003).	First	a	

meteorological	station,	and	later	a	military	base,	introduced	the	local	communities	to	a	

new	 presence	 in	 the	 area.	 The	 approaching	 Second	 World	 War	 brought	 a	 new	

stakeholder	 to	 East	 Greenland:	 the	 United	 States.	 Between	 the	 50s	 and	 60s,	 villages	

started	 to	 diminish	 as	 a	 direct	 consequence	 of	 the	 social	 changes	 within	 the	

Ammassalimmiut.	 Larger	 settlements	 provided	 efficient	 medical	 and	 educational	

services,	 as	 well	 as	 other	 infrastructures.	 Harbours,	 power	 stations,	 radio	

communication	 and	 the	 beginning	 of	 fishing	 industries	 shifted	 the	 life	 of	 the	

Ammassalimmiut.	 New	 jobs	 were	 offering	 new	 opportunities,	 and	 a	 new	 way	 of	

supporting	 families.	 For	many	Ammassalimmiut,	hunting	 activities	were	 not	 anymore	

the	 main	 driver	 of	 the	 household	 economy	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986;	 Petersen,	 2003;	

Wenzel,	2013).	 In	1961,	also	commercial	aviation	opened	 the	doors	of	Ammassalik	 to	

the	world	–	with	the	first	(and	still	the	only	one	nowadays)	–	airport	of	the	entire	region	

in	Kulusuk	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986;	Petersen,	2003).		
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So,	 from	 a	 nomadic	 population	 of	 hunters	 and	 gatherers	 spread	 over	 a	 vast	

territory,	 the	Ammassalimmiut	became	a	sedentary	population.	Fortunately,	mortality	

and	fluctuations	of	food	availability	were	much	less	of	a	concern	compared	to	the	past.	

Before	 the	 arrival	 of	 Holm,	 the	 Ammassalimmiut	 had	 adapted	 social	 structures	

according	 to	 the	 local	environmental	 conditions	and	 resources	 (Robert-Lamblin,	1986;	

Usher,	Duhaime	&	Searles,	 2003).	 The	nomadic	 life	of	 Inuit	was	 related	 to	a	 series	of	

activities	 meticulously	 organized	 within	 the	 family	 –	 the	 men	 out	 hunting,	 and	 the	

women	 processing	 food	 and	 skins	 for	 products	 (Petersen,	 2003).	 Progressively	 after	

colonization,	 wooden	 houses	 took	 the	 place	 of	 tents	 and	 turf	 houses,	 and	 new	

technologies	took	over	the	old	lifestyle.		

Wooden	houses	and	 increasing	 services	are	a	 few	of	 the	 factors	 that	brought	 the	

Ammassalimmiut	 to	 move	 towards	 sedentarization.	 Even	 if	 a	 good	 part	 of	 the	

population	continued	to	prefer	a	life	as	their	ancestors,	in	the	1930s,	only	one-third	of	

the	natives	continued	to	live	as	nomads	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986).	Tasiilaq,	as	mentioned,	

was	the	first	settlement,	but	with	rapid	increasing	population	after	the	colonization,	the	

number	of	villages	continued	to	rise	exponentially	and	only	later	started	to	decrease.	In	

1925,	a	group	of	70	Ammassalimmiut	established	the	new	colony	of	Ittoqqortoormiit,	in	

the	north-east.	This	new	settlement	was	mainly	constituted	to	mitigate	the	problems	of	

overpopulation	in	Ammassalik	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986).	In	1894,	only	nine	villages	were	

registered	 in	 the	 region,	while	 in	1935	–	41	years	 later	–	 the	number	 increased	up	 to	

twenty-eight	 (Petersen,	2003).	The	 fluctuation	 in	number	of	villages	and	population	 is	

far	from	being	clear.	However,	the	number	varied	continuously	until	recent	times,	and	

to	the	persistence	of	only	Tasiilaq	and	the	other	five	settlements.		

3.1.1 Kulusuk	and	Kulusummiut	

Kulusuk	 –	 in	 old	 Greenlandic	 refers	 to	 the	 breastbone	 of	 a	 black	 bird	 –	 is	 a	 village	

located	 in	 an	 island	 with	 same	 name.	 It	 was	 the	 second	 settlement	 established	 in	

Ammassalik,	after	Tasiilaq,	in	1909.	Before	the	settlements	era,	the	area	of	Kulusuk	was	

not	at	the	center	of	the	traditional	hunting	routes	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986).	However,	its	

location	 provided	 a	 good	 shelter	 for	 boats,	 and,	 in	 1923,	 the	 village	 was	 the	 most	

populated	of	East	Greenland	–	108	 inhabitants,	15%	of	all	 the	Ammassalimmiut.	From	

1951,	the	village	also	had	a	shop	(Robert-Lamblin,	1986).	
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The	fact	Kulusuk	is	in	an	island	made	it	a	place	where	rhythms	are	imposed	by	the	

seasons,	 and	 pack	 ice	 extent.	 In	 summer,	 open	 access	 to	 the	 sea	 make	 possible	

navigation,	while	in	winter	the	only	way	to	move	out	has	always	been	by	means	of	sled	

dogs,	and	lately	snowmobile.	Indeed	–	in	contrast	to	the	other	villages	of	Ammassalik	–	

the	fjords	around	the	village	are	too	narrow,	and	rarely	is	the	ice	not	formed	thick	and	

stable.	The	southern	and	eastern	part	of	the	island	faces	open	sea	(Figure	1),	but,	even	

there,	 the	 pack	 ice	 gets	 too	 dense	 in	 winter,	 and	 marine	 navigation	 in	 that	 time	 is	

difficult,	if	not	impossible.	

From	the	beginning	of	the	1960s,	the	village	started	to	follow	a	distinct	evolution.	

Its	centrality	within	the	region	made	it	feasible	for	other	types	of	activities	than	hunting.	

In	1957,	an	American	radar	base	was	built	in	the	island;	along	with	the	aforementioned	

construction	of	 the	airport,	 in	1961,	provided	Kulusuk	with	some	particular	conditions	

compared	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 settlements	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986).	 The	 airport	 and	 the	

radar	 base	 brought	 several	 Danes	 and	 American	 working	 in	 the	 island.	 More	

importantly,	the	airport	transformed	Kulusuk	into	the	gateway	to	the	Ammassalik	area.	

Weekly	 connections	 with	 Denmark,	 Iceland	 and	 West	 Greenland	 made	 Kulusuk	

experience	the	 influx	of	foreigners	–	coming	for	short	or	 longer	visits.	Related	to	that,	

the	 local	 people	 started	 to	 develop	 a	 first	 foray	 to	 the	 souvenir	 industry,	 producing	

Greenlandic	handicrafts	to	sell	to	tourists	transiting	from	the	airport	and	village	(Robert-

Lamblin,	1986).	Soon	after,	also	sled	dogs	and	boats	were	used	to	drive	tourists	around	

the	area.	
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Figure	1.	Map	of	Ammassalik	(Hovelsrud-Broda,	1999).	

	

Taking	a	look	at	Figure	1,	the	centrality	of	Kulusuk	within	the	Ammassalik	district	is	

apparent.	Nevertheless,	the	Ammassalimmiut	did	not	consider	Kulusuk	a	strategic	place	

for	hunting.	Though,	its	location	offered	the	possibility	to	move	across	the	region	easily,	

and	reach	the	hunting	grounds.	Subsistence	activities	such	as	hunting	and	fishing	always	

played	a	major	 role	community-wise,	 in	Kulusuk,	as	 in	all	 the	rest	of	Greenland	(Dahl,	

1989;	 Hovelsrud-Broda,	 1999;	 Petersen,	 2003).	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 importance	 of	 sled	

dogs	 for	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 Kulusuk	 –	 referred	 to	 here	 as	 Kulusummiut	 –	 lies	 in	 its	

contribution	to	mobility	in	hunting.	Despite	that,	the	evolution	of	dogs’	use	throughout	

time	is	not	clear,	but	sparse	information	give	an	idea	of	the	development	of	such	“tool”.		

3.2 Sled	dogs	and	mushers	of	Kulusuk	

The	development	of	the	sledge	and	dog	formation	throughout	time	gives	a	preliminary	

idea	 of	 what	 historically	 changed	 in	 the	 sled	 dog	 use.	 New	 materials	 helped	 a	

progressive	 implementation	 of	 tools	 and	 equipment,	 and	 increasing	 food	 availability	

raised	the	number	of	dogs	per	pack.		

There	is	little	knowledge	regarding	the	differences	between	the	sledges	before	and	

after	 Gustav	 Holm	 ‘discovered’	 the	 Ammassalimmiut	 (Thalbitzer,	 1914).	 With	 high	
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probability,	 the	 sledge	 was	 made	 out	 of	 driftwood,	 as	 there	 is	 a	 lack	 of	 timber	 in	

Greenland.	Pieces	of	bones	and	sealskin	were	used	for	the	runners	of	the	sled,	and	for	

tools	such	as	harnesses	and	whips	(Thalbitzer,	1914;	Petersen,	2003).	Prior	to	the	1930s,	

the	sledge	was	of	a	smaller	size.	The	first	changes	had	occurred	when	the	first	sled	dog	

expeditions	from	the	west	got	to	Ammassalik	(Petersen,	2003).	From	a	tiny	sledge	made	

out	of	what	the	environment	was	offering,	the	sledges	started	to	be	improved	with	iron,	

carved	timber,	and	straps.	Slowly,	the	sledge	became	longer	and	smoother	on	ice.		

The	 sledge	 has	 uprights	 used	 from	 the	musher	 to	 hold	when	 needing	 to	 pull	 the	

steel	 brake	 on	 the	 back	 (Figure	 2).	 The	 sledge	 runs	 on	 a	 pair	 of	 skis,	with	 a	 sole-like	

bottom	part	made	out	of	thick	plastic.	Quite	often	the	Mushers	need	to	refine	the	slides	

in	order	to	make	it	slide	smoothly	on	the	ice	(Figure	3).	Above	the	skis,	crossed	pieces	of	

wood	 (Figure	 4)	 form	 a	 platform	 that	 can	 be	 used	 as	 a	 loading	 deck	 for	 tools	 and	

supplies,	but	also	to	give	seat	to	the	musher	and	other	passengers.	Currently,	most	of	

the	 people	 in	 Ammassalik	 use	 the	 sledges	 produced	 by	 Bianco	Mikaelsen	 in	 Tasiilaq.	

Nevertheless,	it	is	still	possible	to	meet	people	driving	sledges	built	by	their	own	family.	

Overall,	the	most	widespread	sled	design	in	Ammassalik	hails	from	the	small	village	of	

Isortoq,	 in	 the	 southern	 part	 of	 the	 region.	 Compared	 to	 the	 traditional	 sledge	 of	

Kulusuk	 (Figure	 5),	 the	 Isortoq	 one	 (Figure	 6)	 has	 the	 peaks	 in	 front	which	 are	much	

more	pointed.	 The	 area	of	 Isortoq	was	more	 feasible	 for	 polar	 bear	 hunting,	 and	 the	

mushers	used	to	flip	over	the	sled	when	the	dogs	were	in	proximity	of	the	bears.	In	this	

way,	the	peaks	would	fit	deep	into	the	ice,	holding	the	sledge	to	the	ground	while	the	

dogs	surrounded	and	attack	 the	bear.	 In	Kulusuk,	 the	 rounded	 form	of	 the	peaks	was	

conversely	 used	 to	 support	 the	 feet	 while	 unbuckling	 the	 mixed	 ropes	 of	 the	 dogs	

(Figure	5).			
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Figure	2.	The	modern	Ammassalik	sledge,	standing	upright	viewed	from	behind.	

	

	

Figure	3.	Young	hunter	works	to	refine	the	plastic	slides	of	a	sledge.	
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Figure	4.	Crossing	bars	below	the	platform	of	the	sledge.	

	

	

Figure	5.	An	original	 sledge	of	 the	Kulusuk	area	–	 the	main	differences	are	 the	 flat	panel	of	
wood	platform	and	the	rounded	peaks	in	front.	
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Figure	6.	Peaks	of	the	Isortoq	sledge	now	in	all	Ammassalik.	

	

On	the	back	of	the	sledge,	an	iron	brake	(Figure	7)	is	fixed	to	the	uprights,	and	it	is	

used	 mostly	 to	 slow	 down	 the	 sledge	 when	 necessary	 –	 especially	 when	 sliding	

downhill.	An	additional	brake	(Figure	7)	–	a	sort	of	hook	–	hangs	up	on	one	of	the	side	of	

the	uprights.	 Its	 function	 is	 to	hold	 the	 sledge	during	 the	 long	 stops.	 In	 this	way,	 the	

hunter	 can	 leave	 the	 sledge	 and	 the	 dogs	 alone,	without	 fear	 of	 them	 running	 away	

without	him.	The	first	brake	has	been	part	of	the	design	sledge	for	several	decades.	The	

hook	was	 introduced	around	 ten	 years	 ago,	 from	a	Danish	man,	 Lars	Anker	Møller,	 –	

one	 of	 the	 interviewees	 for	 this	 research	 –	 that	moved	 to	 Tasiilaq	 in	 2001.	 This	 new	

hook	allowed	the	musher	to	go	in	hunting	expeditions	even	alone.	Before,	a	partner	was	

necessary	in	order	to	hold	the	sledge	and	take	care	of	the	dogs.		

The	dogs	wear	harnesses	(Figure	8)	that	can	be	made	by	the	musher,	or	bought	at	

the	local	supermarket	–	Pilersuisoq.	The	harnesses	are	connected	to	the	sledge	through	

ropes	held	to	a	lace	(Figure	9)	at	the	front	of	the	sledge.	Dogs	are	connected	to	single	

ropes,	but	running	in	pairs	of	two	-	with	ropes	of	different	length	for	each	pair	(Figure	

10).	The	distance	between	the	pairs	of	dogs	varies	among	mushers.	The	measurement	

of	the	distance	is	taken	in	Isanner	(Isannii	plural);	East	Greenlandic	word	for	fathoms	–	
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outstretched	arms.	Most	of	the	mushers	put	the	first	pair	of	dogs	at	a	distance	of	1,5/2	

isannii	(fathoms)	from	the	sledge,	while	the	rest	of	the	pairs	are	at	a	distance	of	1/1,5	

isannii	between	each	other.		

	

Figure	7.	A	view	of	the	two	breaks	attached	to	the	sledge.	The	white	one	 is	 the	main	one	–	
used	to	slow	the	sledge	with	the	foot.	The	second	one	–	attached	to	the	blue	rope	is	the	hook	
–	used	to	anchor	the	sledge	to	the	ground	during	long	stops.	

	



37	

	

Figure	8.	Harnesses	for	the	dogs.	

	

	

Figure	9.	Lace	holding	the	ropes	of	the	dogs	together	and	to	the	sledge.	
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Figure	10.	Length	of	each	pair	of	ropes.	

	

The	 sled	 dog	 formation,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 composition	 of	 the	 sledge,	 explains	 a	 lot	

regarding	weather	patterns	and	morphology	of	the	territory.	Dogs	can	spread	 in	a	fan	

formation	when	the	 ice	 is	 thin	or	unsafe	(Figure	11),	spreading	the	weight	on	a	 larger	

surface.	Otherwise,	they	can	walk	in	line	(Figure	12),	in	a	tandem	formation,	when	they	

need	 to	dig	 through	deep	snow	 (Petersen,	2003).	The	 sledge	 is	narrow	and	permits	a	

better	 flexibility	 in	 rough	 and	 mountainous	 surfaces,	 where	 rocks	 or	 ice	 can	 form	

natural	obstacles.	
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Figure	11.	Dogs	in	fan	formation.	

	

	

Figure	12.	Dogs	in	tandem	formation.	
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Nowadays,	an	average	pack	of	dogs	for	a	sled	trip	is	12	dogs.	However,	mushers	can	

vary	the	number	of	dogs	according	to	the	carried	weight	and	length	of	the	trip.	Before	

the	Danish	colonization,	 the	number	of	dogs	per	hunter	was	much	 lower.	There	are	a	

number	 of	 possible	 reasons	 for	 this	 but	 surely	 the	 lower	 availability	 of	 food	 had	 an	

impact	on	the	number	of	individuals	per	pack.	In	addition,	it	is	highly	possible	sledding	

was	 used	 only	 as	 a	 supplement	 to	 walking,	 to	 carry	 things	 during	 the	 seasonal	

movement	of	the	hunters	(Petersen,	2003).	

Every	 musher	 has	 a	 basic	 equipment	 kit	 (Figure	 13)	 composed	 by	 three	 main	

elements	 -	 the	whip,	 the	gun,	and	 the	ajeepiaq	 (harpoon).	 In	addition	 to	 that,	usually	

the	sledge	is	equipped	with	a	mat,	an	additional	rope	and	harness	for	the	dogs	in	case	

one	breaks	during	the	trip,	and	lastly	a	shovel.	Other	tools	can	be	transported	into	a	big	

bag	fixed	at	the	uprights	(Figure	13).	Also	a	rope	is	tied	to	the	back	of	the	sledge.	In	this	

way,	 if	the	musher	falls	down	from	the	sledge,	he	can	try	to	grab	the	rope	and	as	 last	

resort	to	keep	the	dog	team	from	escaping.	

	

Figure	13.	A	fully	equipped	sledge	–	the	ajeepiaq	on	the	side	of	the	platform,	the	whip	in	the	
center,	 the	 gun	 anchored	 to	 the	uprights,	 a	 shovel,	 the	 additional	 bag	 at	 the	uprights,	 plus	
additional	harnesses	and	ropes.	

	



41	

Kulusuk	has	an	active	community	of	mushers	and	hunters.	In	the	rest	of	the	project,	

the	 terms	mushers	 and	 hunters	 will	 be	 interchangeable	 –	 between	 the	 Kulusummiut	

none	of	the	mushers	cannot	be	considered	a	hunter	too.	Historically,	hunting	and	sled	

dogs	 in	 Tunu	 are	 deeply	 connected,	 and	 on	 a	 sledge	 there	 will	 always	 be	 a	 rifle.	

However,	it	is	really	difficult	to	consider	all	the	mushers	as	full-time	hunters.	Nowadays,	

it’s	 almost	 impossible	 to	 sustain	 families	 with	 only	 the	 income	 coming	 from	 hunting	

activities.	The	sealskin	market	dropped	drastically	in	the	last	decades	due	to	the	impact	

of	 the	 anti-sealing	 campaigns	 started	 in	 the	 mid-50s	 (Wenzel,	 1991;	 Lynge,	 1992).	

Currently,	most	of	the	mushers	have	parallel	sources	of	income	(sometimes	connected	

to	sled	dogs),	hunting	became	their	recreational	activity	during	the	free	time	from	work.		

The	 sled	 season	 varies	 according	 to	 the	 time	 the	 pack	 ice	 freezes	 completely,	

allowing	safe	sledding.	Usually,	in	November/December,	when	the	first	snow	covers	the	

island,	 the	 first	mushers	 start	 to	 sled	 inland,	beginning	 the	 training.	 For	 the	dogs	 it	 is	

good	to	walk	on	deep	snow	in	the	mountains,	and	gain	more	strength.	From	January	to	

March,	 days	 get	 longer	 and	 the	 temperatures	 are	 lower,	 providing	 usually	 good	 ice	

conditions	 for	 sledding.	The	 ice	become	safe	and	 if	 the	snowfalls	are	not	 too	 intense,	

the	dogs	and	 the	sledge	are	able	 to	 run	quickly	on	a	 smooth	surface	of	 ice.	April	and	

May	are	commonly	 the	 last	months	of	 the	sled	season,	even	 if	 it	 is	not	 so	unusual	 to	

sled	in	June	during	the	coldest	years.	2017	was	a	pretty	unique	year	in	term	of	weather	

patterns	and	pack	ice	extent	in	Ammassalik.	In	chapter	4,	a	more	in-depth	analysis	will	

explain	the	winter	conditions	of	2017,	and	the	impact	on	sled	dogs	use.			

In	 the	 village,	 in	 2017,	 there	were	 eighteen	mushers.	Note	 that	 only	 people	with	

more	 than	eight	dogs	are	 considered	mushers	 though.	 In	 fact	 there	are	a	 few	people	

with	less	than	eight	dogs,	that	may	be	able	to	form	a	sled	team	in	2018.	Despite	that,	

the	interest	was	to	observe	daily	practices	of	more	or	 less	experienced	hunters	with	a	

wholly	formed	pack.	On	an	approximate	count,	every	musher	had	an	average	number	of	

twelve	dogs	per	pack.	Considering	also	 young	pups,	 and	 the	dogs	of	people	with	 less	

than	 eight	 individuals	 per	 team,	 Kulusuk	 has	 approximately	 as	many	 dogs	 as	 people.	

Following	is	the	list	of	mushers	during	winter	2017	in	Kulusuk:	

• Bendt	Abelsen*,	born	1962,	shop	manager	
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• Kunuk	Abelsen*,	born	1991,	hunter	

• Moses	Baraje*,	born	1960,	Airport	employee	

• Peter	Bosold*,	born	1987,	Airport	employee	

• Kunuk	Kilime,	born	1992	(ca),	hunter	

• Putso	Kuitse,	born	1950	(ca),	hunter	

• Gideon	Kunak,	born	1957	(ca),	hunter	

• Michael	Kunak,	born	1994,	Municipality	employee	

• Joorut	Maratse,	born	2001,	student/hunter	

• Angani	Mathiassen*,	born	1995,	Municipality	employee	

• Lars	Bianco	Mikaelsen,	born	1962	(ca),	hunter	

• Sejer	“Tinka”	Mikaelsen,	born	1987,	hunter	

• Tim	Peary	*,	born	1990,	hunter	

• Mads	Poulsen*,	born	1981,	hunter/fisherman/tourist	sailor	

• Poul	Poulsen,	born	1983,	employment	unknown	

• Geo	Utuaq,	born	1962,	tourist	operator,	and	Nuka	Kuitse**,	born	1996,	Geo’s	

assisstant	

• Justus	Utuaq,	born	1987,	Airport	employee/tourist	operator	

• Mugu	Utuaq,	born	1989,	Airport	employee/	tourist	operator	

	

*Mushers	interviewed	

**Nuka	Kuitse	used	to	drive	Geo	Utuaq’s	dogs.	
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The	fieldwork	emphasizes	the	variety	of	mushers.	The	mushers	use	and	breed	dogs	

differently	 according	 to	 personal	 preferences,	 behavioral	 characteristics	 and	 type	 of	

employment.	Also,	age	and	social	status	can	play	an	important	role	in	the	perception	of	

dogs.	 Seven	 of	 the	 eighteen	mushers	 were	 interviewed	 –	 Kunuk	 and	 Bendt	 Abelsen,	

Moses	 Baraje,	 Peter	 Bosold,	 Angani	 Mathiassen,	 Tim	 Peary	 and	 Mads	 Poulsen.	 This	

selection	was	mostly	because	of	language	barrier.	In	fact,	not	all	the	mushers	were	able	

to	speak	in	English.		

To	 add	 different	 perspectives,	 two	 foreigners	 –	 Matt	 Spenceley	 and	 Lars	 Anker	

Møller	–living	and	working	 in	tourism	in	Greenland	from	more	than	a	decade,	offered	

their	 contribution	 to	 the	 project.	 Furthermore,	 Justine	 Boassen	 –	 the	 headmasters	 of	

the	local	school	–	and	Fredrik	Wille	-	her	husband,	teacher	of	English	and	Social	Science	

in	the	school,	and	former	musher	–	provided	an	additional	insight	from	the	inside	of	the	

community.	Generationally	speaking,	the	interviewees	present	a	wide	spectrum	of	ages.	

The	youngest	 interviewee	was	21,	while	 the	oldest	57.	Such	diversity	provides	a	good	

balance	of	opinions.	 Every	hunter	provides	his	 view,	and	a	wide	 range	of	 generations	

offer	 different	 perspectives.	 The	 older	 generation	 may	 stress	 different	 aspects	

compared	today’s	use	of	dogs,	while	younger	generations	may	show	their	learning	from	

more	 experienced	 hunters.	 Voices,	 images	 and	 relations	 between	 findings	 develop	 a	

complex	structure	of	the	humans-dogs	relationship	within	Kulusuk.		

3.3 Hunting	as	a	way	of	life	

“Even	doctors,	or	pilots	will	continue	to	hunt	and	fishing	here	in	Greenland”	

Fredrik	Wille	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

If	 there	 would	 be	 the	 necessity	 to	 attribute	 a	 single-word	 to	 Greenlandic	 people,	

probably	 the	 best	 term	 to	 use	 would	 be	 hunters.	 For	 centuries,	 Inuit	 from	 all	 over	

Greenland	 based	 their	 life	 –	 and	 diet	 –	 on	 hunting	 and	 fishing,	 relying	 only	 on	 their	

capabilities	 as	 hunters	 for	 the	 community’s	 survival	 (Lynge,	 1992;	 Hovelsrud-Broda,	

1999;	 Petersen,	 2003).	 Above-mentioned	 is	 Fredrik	 Wille,	 a	 teacher	 at	 the	 school	 in	

Kulusuk.	His	words	came	 from	a	discussion	 regarding	 the	 risk	of	hunting	disappearing	

slowly.	He	didn’t	seem	concerned	at	all;	indeed	he	continued	saying	–	“It	will	always	be	

here.	We	go	 crazy	 if	we	don’t	go	out…for	a	week,	we	have	 to	go	minimum	one	day”.	
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Justine,	his	wife	and	the	headmaster	of	the	school,	reinforced	the	idea,	“because	it’s	in	

our	blood…hunting”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).	Nowadays,	Fredrik	has	only	two	dogs	for	a	specific	

reason	 –	 “I	 use	 them	 so	 they	 can	 call	 me	 for	 some	 polar	 bears”	 (A.F.	 8:1,	 2017).	 He	

stopped	going	hunting	with	dogs	a	few	years	ago,	but	before	then,	it	was	necessary.	

“I	learned	dog	sledding	from	my	father,	who	learned	it	from	his	father.	It	was	hard	
work	to	get	 food	enough	for	many	dogs	but	you	had	to	have	dogs…in	winter	you	
had	to	have	dogs	to	go	everywhere”.	

Fredrik	Wille	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

Especially	before	the	introduction	of	the	snowmobile,	there	were	no	other	ways	to	

move	around	the	pack	ice	(Petersen,	2003).	Peter	Bosold	–	a	local	musher,	employed	in	

the	local	airport	–	explained,	there	are	even	mushers	that	have	dogs	but	don’t	use	them	

anymore.		

“At	 that	 time	 they	were	using	dogs,	 and	now	 they	don’t	 use	 them	anymore,	 but	
they	 cannot	 give	 them	 away.	 Maybe	 it’s	 too	 hard	 for	 them	 to	 don’t	 have	 dogs	
anymore…I	know	some	of	them	who	have	that	thoughts”	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

Keeping	the	dogs	seems	related	to	the	idea	that	they	will	always	be	there,	 in	case	

the	hunter	wants	to	use	them	again.	A	lot	of	time,	having	dogs	is	a	way	to	go	away	from	

home	and	commitments,	to	feel	the	silence	outside	of	the	village,	not	only	for	hunting.	

This	opinion	towards	sledding	is	pretty	common	between	the	mushers,	and	more	than	

once	came	out	during	the	interviews.	

Moses	Baraje,	a	57	years	old	musher	working	with	Peter	 in	the	airport,	addressed	

the	importance	of	silence	in	his	trips	with	the	dogs	–	“When	I	do	ride	with	the	dogs	 is	

silence!	No	motor,	only	me	and	the	dogs…and	when	I	go	off	work	sometimes	I	take	the	

dogs	out	there.	So	my	problems	get	out	of	this”	(A.F.	7:1,	2017).	

	It	seems	to	be	a	way	to	reconcile	with	the	local	environment,	with	the	place	where	

Kulusummiut	grew	up,	and	where	they	still	live.		

Kunuk	Abelsen,	a	26	years	old	full-time	hunter,	commented	on	a	similiar	feeling.	For	

Kunuk	going	out	is	a	way	to	think	about	problems,	not	a	way	to	escape	from	them.	
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“It’s	 different	 going	 out	with	 your	 dogs…and	 be	 driving	 really	 long	 distance.	 You	
just	 clear	 your	 mind.	 You	 are	 in	 a	 different	 place,	 you	 don’t	 think	 about	 other	
people,	you	just	think	about	your	problems…a	lot	of	thinking”.	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:1,	2017)	

Ingold	 (2000)	 suggested	 that	 hunter-gatherers	 develop	 a	 different	 view	 of	 their	

environment	compared	to	urban	societies.	Hunting	societies	push	the	human	condition	

in	 constant	 engagement	 with	 nature	 and	 other	 creatures.	 On	 reverse,	 the	 Western	

worldview	 relates	 to	 the	 environment	 as	 something	 to	 construct	 according	 to	

preconditioned	cultural	design.	In	a	subsistence-based	society,	nature	does	not	need	to	

be	symbolically	grasped,	but	only	to	be	lived	–	in	constant	engagement	with	the	other	

creatures	dwelling	in	it	(Ingold,	2000).	This	engagement	with	the	environment,	in	which	

hunters	rely	on,	is	the	clue	to	comprehend	the	necessity	of	personal	reconciliation	with	

the	local	wilderness.		

In	 any	 case,	 having	 sled	 dogs	 is	 also	 a	 huge	 responsibility.	 To	 possess	 a	 pack	 of	

strong	and	devoted	dogs	requires	a	lot	of	good	training,	nourishment	and	attention	to	

their	needs.	Kunuk	started	to	breed	his	own	dogs	 in	2015,	and	since	then,	obligations	

increased.	Sled	dogs	do	not	concede	holidays:	

“Even	if	you	don’t	feel	like	it,	even	if	you	are	tired	or	sick,	you	have	to	go	out	and	
feed	 the	 dogs	with	 heavy	 food.	 Like	 seals,	 the	 big	 ones,	weight	 a	 hundred	 kilos,	
sometimes	even	two-hundred	and	you	have	to	work	for	it.	You	have	to	cut	it…and	
it’s	not	easy	work.	And	 it	means	you	have	 to	do	 it,	because	you	decided	 to	have	
your	 own	 dogs,	 and	 if	 you	 want	 your	 dogs	 to	 be	 happy,	 to	 have	 energy,	 to	 be	
reliable,	to	be	able	to	go	far	places,	you	need	to	do	it.	And	even	in	summer…having	
your	own	dogs,	you	don’t	have	holidays.	Well,	you	can	get	so	used	 to	 it,	you	can	
feel	you	have	like	a	holiday,	but	then	you	still	have	to	feed	them,	you	still	have	to	
give	them	water.	Like	all	year,	12	months.”	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:1,	2017)	

Sled	dogs	are	not	accessories,	but	a	means	to	reach	the	hunting	spots.	Especially	for	

mushers	with	no	stable	job,	dogs	are	an	important	part	of	their	life.	If	the	hunter	is	not	

successful	in	his	catch,	it’s	reflected	not	only	in	the	lack	of	hunting	game	for	the	family,	

but	also	 in	 less	 food	 for	 the	dogs.	 Lack	of	prey	has	an	 impact	on	 the	economy	of	 the	

hunter,	 because	 then	 he	 has	 to	 buy	 dry	 food	 for	 his	 dogs.	 Kunuk’s	 father,	 Bendt,	
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remembers	when	the	food	available	for	the	dogs	was	almost	exclusively	seals.	At	that	

time,	no	catches	meant	no	dogs.	

“Now	 we	 give	 to	 the	 dogs	 the	 food	 from	 Denmark.	 Before	 we	 had	 no	 like	 this.	
Before	we	had	big	seals	from	outside…In	November	we	put	them	in	big	bags	for	the	
winter.	 In	 this	 way,	 we	 give	 food	 to	 the	 dogs	 all	 winter.	 […]	 No	 seals,	 so	 dogs	
hungry…but	if	I	wanted	to	give	my	dogs	food	I	must	work	too	much”.	

Bendt	Abelsen	(A.F.	2:1,	2017)	

In	 Ammassalik,	 the	 scarcity	 of	 terrestrial	 mammals	 made	 the	 local	 hunters	

concentrate	 on	 the	 sea	 to	 obtain	 sources	 of	 food	 (Robert-Lamblin,	 1986;	 Petersen,	

2003).	Seals	have	always	been	the	primary	source	of	food	for	Greenlandic	people,	and	

their	 abundance	 made	 them	 a	 reliable	 resource	 throughout	 the	 year	 in	 Ammassalik	

(Dahl,	 1989;	 Hovelsrud-Broda,	 1999).	 The	 most	 common	 seal	 in	 Ammassalik	 is	 the	

ringed	seal	(Pusa	hispida),	followed	by	the	harbor	seal	(Phoca	vitulina)	and	the	bearded	

seal	(Erignathus	barbatus).	The	bearded	seal	is	bigger	than	the	other	two	species,	and	it	

also	 has	 a	 thick	 and	 robust	 skin.	 Especially	 in	 the	 past,	 bearded	 seals	 were	 used	 to	

create	 ropes,	dog	harnesses	and	whips,	 as	well	 as	 clothes,	 tents	 and	other	 tools.	 The	

skin	is	still	used	to	create	whips	for	the	sledge.	In	Figure	14	is	possible	to	see	a	bearded	

seal	being	butchered	starting	from	the	skin	that	will	be	used	to	create	whips.	The	three	

species	of	seals	stay	around	the	fjords	most	of	the	year	around.	In	summer,	the	number	

of	seals	increases	drastically,	and	other	species	populate	the	fjords	–	especially	hooded	

seals	(Cystophora	cristata)	and	the	Greenland	seal	(Pagophilus	groenlandicus).	Bearded,	

hooded	 and	 Greenland	 seals	 are	 bigger	 than	 the	 other	 species,	 and	 provide	 a	

considerable	source	of	provisions	(Figure	15).		
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Figure	14.	Butchering	of	a	bearded	seal.	The	skin	will	be	used	for	the	creation	of	new	whips	
for	the	sled	dogs.	

	

	

Figure	15.	Butchering	of	a	hooded	seal	on	a	floating	iceberg.	
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Especially	 in	summer,	hunters	are	able	to	catch	plenty	of	seals	 to	preserve	as	dog	

food	for	winter,	when	the	number	of	catches	drops.	According	to	personal	observation	

on	 the	 field,	 out	of	 10	 seals	 that	 could	be	 caught	 from	a	hunter,	 8	 of	 them	probably	

become	 dog	 food.	 The	 remaining	 two	 are	 eaten	 by	 the	 family,	 or	 shared	with	 other	

members	of	 the	community.	There	have	been	even	hunters	who	decided	 to	not	have	

dogs,	because	of	the	huge	amount	of	seal	meat	they	require.	With	Fredrik	and	Justine,	

discuss	hunters	that	preferred	to	walk	instead	of	having	dogs:	

Andrea:	 “Before	 most	 of	 the	 people	 were	 hunters…and	 did	 they	 need	 dogs	 to	
hunt?	

Fredrik:	 “Yeah,	but	 there	were	also	 some	hunters	who	didn’t	 have	dogs.	Only	 go	
with	Kayak	and	also	walking”.	

Justine:	“Like	Gideon	Kunak,	you	know	him?	His	father	is	a	good	hunter,	but	he	had	
never	dogs	when	I	was	a	child.	He	just	walked”.	

Andrea:	“So	Gideon	started	to	go	with	dogs	by	his	own?”	

Justine:	“I	think,	yeah…”	

Fredrik:	“But	Gideon’s	uncle	have	all	dogs”	

Andrea:	“So	maybe	he	started	with	the	uncle…”	

Fredrik:	“Yeah,	because	his	father	said	he	will	not	use	seal	meat	for	dog	food".		

(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

Gideon	 is	one	of	the	hunters	of	Kulusuk	that	presently	has	dogs.	Similarly,	his	son	

Michael	has	dogs.	However,	Gideon’s	father	didn’t	want	a	sled	team,	because	he	didn’t	

want	to	“waste”	seal	meat	as	dog	food.	The	meaning	of	seal	hunting	for	Kulusummiut	

unveils	 the	 connection	 between	 hunters,	 their	 dogs,	 and	 prey.	 To	 address	 the	

importance	of	seal	hunting	it	is	necessary	to	rely	on	our	capability	of	recognizing	value	–	

in	 other	 words,	 identifying	 the	 range	 of	 benefit	 this	 ecosystem	 service	 can	 bring	 to	

society	(Sukhdev,	Wittmer	&	Miller,	2014).	The	economic	benefits	gained	from	seals	will	

be	referred	as	immaterial	value;	while	with	intrinsic	value	will	be	considered	the	cultural	

value	of	 seals	 for	Kulusummiut.	 In	 subsistence	activities,	hunting	operates	around	 the	

idea	of	economic	efficiency	and	utility	for	the	social	system	(Usher,	Duhaime	&	Searles,	

2003).	Seals	in	this	sense	provide	food	both	to	the	household	and	to	the	dogs.	Sealskins	
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were	able	to	provide	an	additional	 income	for	the	hunters.	Unfortunately,	the	drop	 in	

the	 sealskin	 market	 drastically	 reduced	 the	 positive	 impact	 of	 this	 activity	 on	 Arctic	

household	 economies	 (Lynge,	 1992).	 Therefore,	 the	 immaterial	 value	 of	 seals	 is	 the	

profit	that	comes	from	selling	sealskin,	but	also	the	supplies	of	meat	for	dogs	and	the	

household.		

Culturally	 speaking,	 seals	 are	 the	 most	 traditional	 Greenlandic	 food.	 Then,	 the	

intrinsic	 value	 of	 seals	 goes	 beyond	 the	 economic	 profit.	 Primarily,	 eating	 seals	 is	 an	

important	 element	 of	 social	 cohesion.	 Kunuk	 states	 the	 double	 satisfaction	 behind	

hunting	seals.	

“When	 you	 feed	 the	 dogs	 and	 you	 feed	 them	 a	 lot,	 and	 you	make	 them	 full…it	
makes	 you	 like	 ‘aaah’	 [satisfied]…it’s	 good	 for	 the	 dogs!	 But	 I’m	 more	 proud	
bringing	food	for	my	own	family.	Like,	I	know,	my	parents	are	now	eager	for	fresh	
seal	meat…and	when	 I	bring	 it	back	home,	when	 they	cut	 it…they	want	 to	eat	 it!	
[…]	they	have	been	wanting	this	for	a	while,	and	that	makes	me	proud.	I	think	a	bit	
the	 same	 for	 the	 dogs,	 but	 not	 this	 much.	 Dogs	 are	 just	more	 obligation,	 but	 it	
makes	you	feel	good	when	you	make	them	happy	by	giving	them	a	lot	of	food”	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:1,	2017)	

The	 responsibility	 of	 feeding	 dogs	 is	 added	 to	 the	 responsibility	 of	 feeding	 the	

family.	 As	 Bendt	 reported,	 seals	 provide	 an	 excellent	 source	 of	 energy	 for	 the	 dogs,	

compared	especially	to	other	food	available	in	the	village.	

“Why	we	hunt,	it’s	for	the	dogs…meat	or	skin	for	the	dogs.	Because	if	the	dogs	eat	
these	 from	the	seal,	 they	are	 strong.	Only	 [food]	 from	the	supermarket,	 they	are	
not	really	strong”	

Bendt	Abelsen	(A.F.	2:1,	2017)	

The	 possibility	 to	 buy	 provisions	 in	 the	 local	 market	 has	 slowly	 changed	 the	

traditional	 subsistence	 harvesting.	 Along	with	 the	 other	 goods	 coming	 from	Denmark	

and	Iceland	processed	dog	food	made	its	appearance.	A	particular	type	was	developed	

by	 Lars	Anker	Møller	 specifically	 for	Greenlandic	 sled	dogs.	 In	 this	way,	 hunters	 have	

been	able	to	provide	their	dogs	food	coming	from	the	local	supermarket.	However,	this	

dry	 food	 is	 a	 burden	 on	 hunters’	 budget,	 and	 not	 everybody	 can	 afford	 it	 in	 large	

quantity	 (in	2017,	 the	average	cost	of	dry	dog	 food	was	around	14	DKK	per	kilogram,	

with	tiny	differences	between	brands).		
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The	 dichotomy	 between	 seals	 and	 dry	 dog	 food	 is	 a	 good	 simplification	 of	 the	

subsistence	 economy/market	 economy	 dichotomy.	 Seals	 –	 here	 as	 the	 subsistence	

economy	 –	 reflect	 the	 traditional	 way	 of	 providing	 food	 to	 the	 pack	 of	 dogs.	 The	

mushers	 obtain	 food	 for	 the	 pack	 thanks	 to	 their	 hunting	 skills.	 Dry	 dog	 food	 –	

representing	the	market	economy	–	provides	them	of	an	alternative	source	of	food	that	

does	not	require	hunting.	However,	most	of	the	mushers	do	not	consider	dry	food	the	

best	way	of	 feeding	dogs	–	at	 least,	 if	not	mixed	with	some	meat.	Peter,	 for	example,	

mixes	the	dry	food	with	some	seal	fat.	

“When	 I	 have	 some	 seal,	 I	 always	 give	 them	 seal	 meat,	 because	 there’s	 more	
energy.	Because	 that	 food	 I	buy	 it’s	 really	dry,	 so	when	you	give	 it	 to	 them…they	
use	a	 lot	of	energy	to	digest	 it.	 […]	 I	prefer	some	small	portion	of	meat,	and	that	
food	I	buy….so	they	can	mix.	Fat	is	really	good	to	the	dog	food.	Because	when	they	
eat	fat,	they	melt	it	in	the	stomach,	and	then	they	can	mix	with	the	dry	food".	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

The	 imported	dry	 food	 and	new	 tools	 had	 a	 notable	 impact	 on	 the	 size	 of	 a	 sled	

team.		More	accessibility	to	food	sources,	less	reliance	on	hunting	to	survive,	and	new	

weapons	 helped	 the	 hunters	 to	 sustain	 packs	 of	 dogs	much	 bigger	 than	 in	 the	 past.	

Fredrik	mentioned	this	difference	during	our	talk	–	“40	years	ago	a	hunter	would	have	

only	maybe	six	or	seven	dogs,	and	the	six-seven	dogs	are	not	for	pets.	It’s	for	him….for	

him	to	survive.	Now	a	man	would	have	twelve,	maybe	fourteen,	maybe	fifteen	dogs.	Too	

many…then	it’s	easy	to	take	two	big	[dogs]	out	for	the	children	to	play”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).	

The	 increasing	 size	 of	 dog	 teams	 is	 a	 consequence	 of	 the	 socioeconomic	

development	of	Kulusuk.	Kulusummiut	are	living	in	a	mixed	economy	where	subsistence	

and	market	values	interrelate	between	each	other.	Factors	of	production	belonging	to	a	

market-based	 economy	 are	 included	 in	 a	 subsistence	 model	 where	 mutuality	 and	

sharing	 values	 led	 the	 way	 for	 most	 of	 the	 time	 (Usher,	 Duhaime	 &	 Searles,	 2003;	

Wenzel,	 2013).	 Resources,	 labour	 and	 capital	 acquire	 a	 particular	 interrelated	 value	

typical	 of	 the	 development	 of	 a	 mixed	 economy.	 Resources	 are	 the	 foundation	 of	

subsistence	activities.	Labour	creates	goods	and	values	essential	for	the	household	and	

the	 entire	 system.	 Finally,	 capital	 is	 the	 relevant	 asset	 of	 a	 market	 economy,	 and	

impacts	 the	 local	 economy	 with	 monetary	 value	 and	 commodity	 production	 (Usher,	

Duhaime	&	Searles,	2003).	 In	Kulusuk,	natural	 resources	are	essential	 for	hunting	 life.	
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Instead,	labour	is	shifting	into	new	paradigms	–	the	hunter	may	have	another	job	on	the	

side	 of	 hunting,	 or	 other	 family	 members	 can	 earn	 money.	 The	 capital	 gained	 is	

necessary	to	support	the	family,	and	for	operational	and	maintenance	costs.	Money	can	

be	used	to	buy	tools	for	the	sled,	food	for	the	dogs,	as	well	as	gasoline	for	the	boat	or	

ammunition	for	guns.			

The	reconceptualization	of	the	subsistence	paradigm	leads	to	a	redefinition	also	of	

the	roles	of	a	hunter.	Hunting	is	central	within	the	community,	but	the	introduction	of	

capital,	and	new	typology	of	jobs,	makes	it	difficult	to	define	the	profile	of	a	hunter.	It	

would	be	erroneous	 to	 categorize	all	 the	mushers	of	Kulusuk	as	professional	hunters.	

Every	one	of	them	hunt,	but	their	social	status	differs.	Note,	that	the	word	professional	

does	not	identify	the	most	capable	hunters,	but	simply	the	ones	that	do	this	activity	as	a	

profession.		

To	 be	 a	 professional	 hunter	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 receive	 the	 authorization	 of	 the	

Greenlandic	 government,	 which	 has	 to	 verify	 the	 hunter	 does	 not	 earn	more	 than	 a	

certain	amount	of	money	per	year	from	other	jobs.	To	be	qualified	as	professional,	the	

hunter	also	needs	a	boat	or	 sled	dogs	–	 indispensable	 for	hunting.	Being	professional	

hunter	permits	you	to	hunt	precious	prey	regulated	by	quota	limits,	such	as	polar	bears,	

walruses,	 narwhals	 and	 other	 marine	 mammals.	 The	 application	 for	 professional	

hunting	license	can	be	done	yearly,	and	it	has	to	be	submitted	through	the	local	office	

for	 the	 municipality	 in	 Kulusuk.	 Sometimes	 long	 administrative	 time	 periods	 do	 not	

allow	all	the	hunters	applying	to	get	the	license.	

All	 the	 hunters	 that	 do	 not	meet	 the	 requirements	 for	 the	 status	 of	 professional	

hunter	 can	 get	 a	 license	 as	 recreational	 hunters,	 and	be	part	 of	 hunting	 activities	 for	

animals	without	 quota	 restrictions.	 They	 can	 also	 be	 involved	 in	 the	 hunt	 of	 animals	

with	quotas,	but	their	contribution	can	come	only	as	assistance,	and	they	cannot	kill	the	

animals.	The	following	pages	will	present	the	winter	hunting	methods	and	the	cultural	

meaning	of	 the	“big”	hunts.	The	hunt	of	Nanoq	–	Polar	Bear	 in	Greenlandic	–	unveils,	

even	more,	the	historical	importance	of	sled	dogs.	

3.3.1 The	winter	hunts	
It	has	emerged	how	hunting	shapes	life	in	Kulusuk.	Without	sled	dogs	in	winter,	hunting	

for	Kulusummiut	would	lose	an	important	aspect.	The	observation	of	hunting	methods	
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adds	 an	 important	 piece	 of	 the	 puzzle	 regarding	 the	 social	 construction	 of	 sled	 dogs,	

and	their	actual	performances	“on	the	field”.	

In	summer,	mobility	patterns	are	radically	different	from	winter,	and	the	abundance	

of	prey	to	hunt	changes	as	well.	Previously,	we	have	mentioned	the	scarcity	of	animals	

in	 Ammassalik	 during	wintertime.	Marine	mammals	 –	 such	 as	whales	 and	 dolphins	 –	

populate	the	area	in	large	quantity	during	the	summer,	but	winter	provides	an	entirely	

different	scene.	There	are	only	two	animals	a	hunter	can	chase	–	seals	and	polar	bears.		

Occasionally,	walruses	and	narwhals	can	be	found	in	winter,	but	they	are	rare.	Due	

to	the	lack	of	prey,	winter	offers	more	difficult	conditions	to	hunt	seals.	In	summer,	on	

top	 of	 the	 larger	 quantity,	 seals	 lie	 on	 floating	 icebergs	 most	 of	 the	 time,	 making	

themselves	 easy	 targets	 for	 the	 hunters.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 surprise	 that	most	 of	 the	 stored	

seals,	preserved	as	dog	food	for	the	winter,	are	coming	from	the	summer	expeditions,	

when	hunters	are	able	to	catch	dozen	of	seals	in	a	day.	Furthermore,	hunting	with	boat	

is	much	easier	thanks	to	the	flexibility	 in	movement	and	speed.	When	areas	seem	not	

populated	by	seals,	the	hunters	can	move	away	and	look	in	other	potential	spots.		

When	 the	 cold	 comes,	 and	 the	 icebergs	 form	 a	 uniform	 block	 of	 ice	 within	 the	

fjords,	 dogs	 are	used	 to	 reach	 the	hunting	 grounds.	Sealing	 in	winter	 is	 possible	with	

three	 different	 techniques:	 seal	 nets,	 waiting	 at	 the	 edge	 of	 the	 pack	 ice	 (or	 Kayak	

hunting),	and	stalking	(or	white	suit	hunting).		

	

1)	The	first	method	–	seal	net	hunting	–	consists	of	a	sedentary	way	of	hunting.	The	

musher	 uses	 the	 dogs	 to	 reach	 icebergs	 blocked	 within	 the	 pack	 ice.	 Close	 to	 these	

areas,	 the	 hunter	 digs	 three	 holes	 in	 the	 ice	 –	 not	 far	 away	 from	 each	 other.	 A	 long	

string	is	tied	to	the	ajeepiaq,	that	is	then	thrown	beneath	the	ice,	from	one	hole	to	the	

others	 (Figure	16).	The	hunter	grabs	the	ajeepiaq	 floating	beneath	the	 ice	(Figure	17),	

and	once	the	string	passes	in	all	the	three	holes,	it	is	tied	to	the	ends	of	the	net.	The	net	

is	tied	to	some	rocks	at	the	bottom	part,	so	when	it	is	inside	the	water	it	doesn’t	clench,	

but	instead	remains	outstretched	thanks	to	the	rocks’	weight.		

At	 this	point,	 the	hunter	pulls	back	 the	string	beneath	the	 ice,	carrying	down	also	

the	tied	net	(Figure	18).	Once	the	net	 is	under	the	water,	the	end	part	of	the	string	 is	

tied	to	the	ends	of	the	net	remaining	out	of	the	water.	The	two	extremities	–	and	the	
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central	part	of	 the	net	tied	to	the	string	–	are	united	at	 the	central	hole	to	a	piece	of	

wood	(Figure	19;	Figure	20).	In	this	way,	when	the	hunter	will	check	the	net,	can	pull	the	

string	and	feel	 if	seals	are	trapped	to	the	net	beneath	the	 ice.	Lastly,	all	 the	holes	are	

covered	by	snow.	

	

Figure	16.	The	hunter	ties	the	string	to	the	ajeepiaq	that	is	then	thrown	beneath	the	ice.		
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Figure	17.	The	hunter	grabbing	the	floating	ajeepiaq	from	beneath	the	ice.	

	

	

Figure	18.	Two	hunters	pass	a	seal	net	beneath	the	ice	by	pulling	the	string.	
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Figure	19.	Hunter	ties	the	three	parts	of	the	string	together.	

	

	

Figure	20.	The	string	is	tied	to	a	piece	of	wood	used	to	signal	the	location	of	the	net.	
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The	nets	are	usually	placed	close	to	anchored	icebergs,	or	close	to	the	edge	of	the	

ice	 with	 the	 mountains.	 According	 to	 local	 hunters,	 these	 areas	 are	 where	 the	 ice	

breaks,	and	the	seals	usually	go	there	to	breathe.	In	this	way,	there	are	more	chance	to	

catch	seals	 that	went	up	to	the	surface.	Typically,	once	the	nets	are	placed,	 the	holes	

need	to	be	checked	almost	daily	(Figure	21;	Figure	22).	For	this	reason,	the	hunters	with	

seal	nets	on	the	ice,	need	to	go	out	with	the	dogs	pretty	often.		

Most	of	the	seals	caught	in	this	way	become	dog	food,	mainly	because	Kulusummiut	

prefer	fresh	seal	meat.	The	seals	trapped	in	the	nets	are	usually	found	after	few	hours	

of	their	death,	and	the	body	is	already	stiff.	In	addition,	small	aquatic	worms	can	start	to	

eat	the	fat	of	the	seal	after	death.	For	this	reason,	the	more	often	the	nets	are	checked	

more	chance	there	is	to	find	fresh	seals	trapped.	The	ability	of	the	hunter	to	find	places	

where	the	seals	often	pass	beneath	the	ice.	If	located	in	a	good	spot,	a	huge	number	of	

seals	 can	 be	 hunted.	 Mads	 Poulsen,	 36	 years	 old	 hunter,	 remembers	 the	 abundant	

catches	of	last	year	–	“Last	year	I	caught	about	sixty	seals	in	two	months…only	with	the	

nets.	I	caught	always	minimum	five	in	the	nets.	Sometimes	I	went	up	to	ten.	It	was	not	

always	 that	we	can	go	out,	but	 if	 the	weather	was	good,	we	got	minimum	five	 in	 the	

nets”	(A.F.	3:1,	2017).		

To	check	 if	seals	are	trapped	 in	the	nets,	 the	hunter	needs	only	to	pull	 the	string,	

and	feel	the	weight	and	movement	of	the	net.	A	good	way	is	also	to	uncover	the	hole	

from	the	snow,	and	check	beneath	if	seals	are	trapped.	The	snow	covering	the	holes,	it	

is	to	hide	the	nets	from	the	light,	and	limit	the	risk	that	seals	will	notice	the	trap.	Sealing	

with	 net	 is	 possible	 until	 the	 pack	 ice	 is	 thick	 and	 stable.	 When	 the	 ice	 becomes	

unreliable,	the	hunters	take	them	back.		
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Figure	21.	Hunter	tugs	on	the	strings	to	feel	if	a	seal	is	trapped	in	the	net.	

	

	

Figure	22.	Hunter	removes	a	seal	that	is	stiff	from	being	dead	in	cold	water	for	hours.	It	will	
become	dog	food.	
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2)	The	second	method	is	through	waiting	from	the	edge	of	the	pack	ice	for	seals	to	

appear	in	open	water.	This	technique	is	undoubtedly	the	most	common	and	used,	also	

from	the	mushers	that	go	hunting	occasionally	for	fun.	Even	the	mushers	not	using	seal	

nets	can	carry	on	this	activity	alone,	or	with	other	mushers.	Kayak	hunting	is	common	

during	 all	 the	 winter,	 until	 is	 safe	 to	 reach	 the	 edge.	 The	 ice	 extent	 varies	 between	

winters,	but	 reaching	 the	edge	of	pack	 ice	 is	never	difficult.	Specific	areas	 remain	 ice-

free	every	year	due	to	marine	currents	that	hardly	allow	the	water	to	freeze	completely	

(Figure	25).		

Kunuk	reported	how	in	older	times,	the	ice	pack	extent	allowed	hunters	to	move	in	

many	more	 routes	 than	 today	 –	 “I	 heard	 stories	 about	 people	 taking	 off	 the	map	 of	

Kulusuk,	 and	 going	 in	 so	many	 different	 directions.	 Now	we	 can’t	 do	 that”	 (A.F.	 1:2,	

2017).	We	 will	 get	 back	 to	 the	 ice	 extent,	 and	 climatic	 conditions	 in	 Ammassalik	 in	

chapter	4,	but	for	now	is	important	to	address	how	the	hunting	routes	diminished,	and	

in	the	latest	years,	mushers	use	the	same	3-4	routes	available.		

This	 type	 of	 hunting	 requires	 a	 good	 dose	 of	 patience,	 and,	more	 importantly,	 a	

kayak	 that	 is	 constantly	 carried	on	 the	 sledge	 (Figure	23).	The	hunters,	once	 reaching	

the	edge	of	the	pack	ice,	need	to	wait	for	seals	to	appear	in	the	open	sea,	and	if	possible	

shoot	them.	Once	killed,	the	hunter	places	the	kayak	in	the	sea,	in	order	to	grab	the	seal	

–	which	usually	float	in	winter	thanks	to	the	huge	amount	of	fat	in	his	body	(Figure	24;	

Figure	25).	To	attract	the	seals,	hunters	use	the	ajeepiaq	to	make	noise	on	the	pack	ice	

(Figure	26).	If	seals	passing	beneath	the	ice	become	curious	of	the	sound,	they	possibly	

show	up	on	the	open	water.	Hunters	usually	 reach	 the	 ice	edge	early	 in	 the	morning,	

when	the	 first	 light	 rises.	Then,	 they	go	back	 for	mid-day	or	even	 later,	depending	on	

the	success	of	the	hunt	and	weather	conditions.		
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Figure	23.	Hunter	looks	for	seals	at	the	edge	of	the	open	sea	area.	

	

	

Figure	24.	Once	a	seal	is	killed,	the	hunter	will	kayak	to	pick	up	the	prey.	
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Figure	 25.	 A	 floating	 killed	 seal.	 The	 seal’s	 body	 fat	 allows	 them	 to	 float	 on	 the	 surface	
without	sinking.		

	

	

Figure	 26.	 The	 ajeepiaq	 is	 used	 to	 make	 sound	 on	 the	 pack	 ice,	 possibly	 attracting	 seals	
passing	beneath	the	ice,	or	in	the	nearby	area.	
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3)	The	third	method	–	here	called	stalking	–	is	used	only	when	the	ice	becomes	thin,	

at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 sled	 season	 –	 usually	 between	 end	 of	 April,	May	 and	 June.	 In	 that	

period	of	the	year,	the	seals	start	to	rest	on	the	pack	ice,	and	it	is	possible	to	approach	

them	 by	 just	 walking.	 This	 particular	 way	 of	 hunting	 has	 ancient	 origin,	 but	 was	

developed	 differently.	 In	 older	 times,	 hunters	 used	 to	 crawl	 all	 the	 way	 to	 the	 seal,	

imitating	gestures	and	sounds	of	the	seals.	In	this	way	the	prey	would	not	be	scared	of	

the	hunter	getting	closer.	Once	close	enough,	the	hunter	will	hit	the	head	of	the	prey	

with	a	special	harpoon,	killing	it	(Thalbitzer,	1914).		

Today,	 the	hunt	 follows	 the	 routine	 imposed	by	new	technological	 tools,	allowing	

the	hunters	 to	not	dress	up	 like	a	 seal,	but	 rather	 just	wear	a	white	 suit,	 such	as	 the	

paint	coveralls.	Dressed	in	white	as	camouflage,	the	hunter	wears	skis,	and	starts	to	get	

closer	and	closer	 to	 the	clueless	prey.	Once	 reaching	a	 favorable	distance,	 the	hunter	

can	lie	on	the	ice	and	shoot	at	the	target.	After	killing	the	seal,	the	hunter	needs	only	to	

ski	 to	 it,	 and	 grab	 the	 body	 (Figure	 27).	 In	 this	 method,	 sled	 dogs	 are	 still	 used	 for	

travelling	in	the	pack	ice.	Even	in	thin	and	unsafe	ice	conditions,	dogs	are	able	to	spot	

the	 dangerous	 ice,	 and	 to	 spread	 their	 weight	 on	 the	 fragile	 surface.	 With	 a	

snowmobile,	 it	 would	 be	 really	 dangerous	 to	 move	 –	 for	 the	 high	 risk	 of	 breaking	

through	the	ice.		

On	average,	a	smaller	number	of	dogs	is	used	during	the	sledding	on	unsafe	ice.	A	

pack	of	six/eight	dogs	can	be	enough	to	carry	a	small	sledge	big	enough	for	the	hunter	

and	the	prey.	Fredrik	said	that	hunters	used	to	train	the	dogs	for	such	ice	conditions	–	

“The	 trained	 dogs	 also	 know	 when	 is	 dangerous,	 so	 they	 will	 spread	 [on	 a	 fan	

formation].	And	some	hunters,	with	few	dogs	are	specialists	in	dangerous	ice.	They	train	

the	dogs	to	be	very	careful”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).		
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Figure	27.	A	hunter	wearing	white	 coveralls,	 and	with	polar	 bear	 skin	 skies	used	 to	 silently	
approach	the	seal	laying	on	ice.	

	

These	 three	 sealing	 techniques	 show	 the	most	 common	ways	 sled	 dogs	 are	 used	

during	 the	winter	 hunts.	 Every	musher	 of	 Kulusuk,	 professional	 or	 recreational,	 hunt	

with	 the	same	techniques.	Only	 the	 frequency	of	hunting	can	tell	us	more	about	who	

carry	on	hunting	as	a	profession,	and	who	as	a	hobby.	Though	sealing	is	surely	the	most	

common	hunting	activity,	there	is	another,	and	way	more	precious,	prey	to	be	hunted	

also	thanks	to	sled	dogs	–	it’s	the	king	of	the	Arctic;	the	polar	bear.		

	

The	polar	bear	hunt	is	probably	the	tradition	that	most	connects	sled	dogs	use	with	

its	symbolic	meaning.	The	symbolism	of	hunting	 in	the	Arctic	represented	by	the	fight	

between	 a	 pack	 of	 dogs	 and	 a	 polar	 bear.	 Dahl	 (1989)	 addresses	 how	 the	 structural	

position	 of	 subsistence	 activities	 have	 an	 ambivalent	meaning.	 In	 its	 traditional	 form,	

hunting	 is	 the	most	 important	unit	of	production	and	consumption	 for	 the	household	

economy	of	a	hunter.	On	a	secondary	level,	hunting	can	be	inserted	within	the	collateral	

activities	 of	 a	 household	 –	 it	 can	 be	 occasional,	 or	 a	 seasonal	 activity.	 Whether	 as	
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fundamental	 aspect	 of	 household	 sustenance,	 or	 as	 a	 collateral	 activity,	 polar	 bear	

hunting	provides	multiple	factors	driving	the	socioeconomic	relevance	of	the	prey.		

Hovelsrud-Broda	 (1999)	 analyzed	 the	 integral	 role	 of	 seals	 for	 East	 Greenlanders	

communities.	On	a	similar	 level,	 it	can	be	analyzed	the	role	of	the	polar	bear	hunt	for	

Kulusummiut.	The	relevance	can	be	addressed	in	four	different	components:	polar	bear	

as	a	 food	source;	polar	bear	skin	as	a	possible	source	of	money;	polar	bear	meat	as	a	

source	 of	 mutuality	 between	 households;	 and	 polar	 bear	 as	 relevant	 entity	 for	

community	cohesion	and	cultural	identity.	

	

Figure	28.	Hunters	return	from	a	polar	bear	hunt.	

	

In	 terms	 of	 food	 source,	 polar	 bears	 are	 among	 the	 most	 valuable	 prey	 of	

Ammassalik,	 and	 their	 hunt	 is	 strictly	 regulated	 by	 quotas	 and	 compulsory	 rules.	 The	

quota	varies	year	by	year,	according	to	the	number	caught	the	previous	year	–	but	it	is	

usually	assessed	at	around	twenty-five	individuals	per	year.	Hunting	bears	followed	by	

cubs,	or	generally	a	group	of	bears,	is	not	allowed.	Only	professional	hunters	can	kill	a	

bear,	and	a	detailed	report	of	the	hunt	with	witnesses	and	samples	of	the	bear	need	to	

be	 sent	 to	 the	 municipality.	 Greenland	 lacks	 a	 uniform	 monitoring	 system	 for	 polar	
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bears,	 but	 the	 population	 is	 considered	 stable	worldwide,	 with	 estimated	 population	

numbering	between	20,000-26,000	individuals	(CAFF,	2013;	Wiig	et	al.,	2015).		

The	hunt	usually	occurs	between	winter	and	spring	 (March	 is	considered	the	best	

month),	when	 the	pack	 ice	provides	a	 feasible	habitat	 for	 the	bears	 (Petersen,	2003).	

Sled	dogs	are	trained	to	follow	the	trail	of	the	bears,	and	once	reaching	and	surrounding	

the	big	prey,	the	pack	is	even	able	to	kill	 it	through	teamwork.	They	attack	one	of	the	

vulnerable	parts	of	the	bear,	the	anus,	and	drag	the	intestine	out	of	him.	The	stories	of	

polar	bear	hunting	always	recur	when	talking	of	sled	dogs	experiences.		

“When	 I	was	 young	most	 of	 the	 dogs	were	 hunters’	 dogs.	 […]	 There	were	many	
polar	bears	at	 that	 time,	 so	 they	used	 their	dogs	 to	polar	bear	hunting,	and	 then	
dogs	got	aggressive,	because	they	have	been	out	with	polar	bear	and	fighting.	That	
time	the	hunters	didn’t	train	their	dogs	with	food,	as	we	do	now	with	our	dogs”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

“They	 [sled	 dogs]	 can	 kill	 a	 polar	 bear!	 Like	 wolves!	 Dogs	 can	 do	 it.	 Not	 my	
dogs…old	dogs	can	do	it,	but	not	now…”	

Mads	Poulsen	(A.F.	3:1,	2017)	

Peter	and	Mads	refer	to	the	fact	hunters	didn’t	train	their	dogs	with	food	as	they	do	

now.	Until	 just	a	few	decades	ago,	hunters	provided	less	food	to	the	dogs	for	multiple	

reasons.	 Besides	 the	 economic	 cost	 of	 purchasing	 food,	 and	 scarce	 availability,	 the	

reason	 for	 nourishing	 them	 less	 was	 often	 aimed	 to	 increase	 their	 aggressiveness.	

Hungry	 dogs	 could	 more	 easily	 smell	 and	 attack	 polar	 bears	 in	 the	 wilderness.	 The	

training	of	dogs	was	all	connected	to	enhancing	the	wild	instinct	of	these	animals,	and	

their	 capabilities	as	pack	hunters.	Now,	 training	dogs	 is	different	and	more	 related	 to	

speed,	fitness	and	strength	–	attributes	important	also	in	the	past,	but	less	valued.	The	

topic	of	training	dogs	will	be	covered	in	the	following	chapter.	

Sled	dogs	are	surely	crucial	actors	in	this	particular	hunt.	Their	contribution	can	also	

be	as	sort	of	“alarm”	for	the	village,	if	polar	bears	approach	the	inhabited	area	attracted	

by	food.	A	lot	of	barking	during	the	night	can	be	related	to	this,	and	every	Kulusummiut	

knows	that.		

The	most	interesting	part	of	the	polar	bear	hunt	is	the	custom	behind	the	sharing	of	

the	prey.	Despite	 the	 fact	only	official	hunters	can	kill	 the	bear,	 the	real	prestige	–	as	
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well	as	the	most	precious	part	of	the	animal	–	goes	to	the	first	person	seeing	the	bear.	

This	person	could	be	the	hunter	himself,	but	also	someone	else	who	happened	to	be	in	

the	 right	 place	 at	 the	 right	 time.	 More	 than	 once,	 people	 that	 were	 not	 hunting	

encountered	 bears	 too	 close	 to	 the	 village.	 In	 these	 cases,	 the	 smallest	 part	 of	meat	

including	 the	spine,	 the	skull,	and	skin	 (claws	 included)	go	to	 the	“bear-watcher”.	The	

rest	of	the	meat	goes	to	the	first	five	people/hunters	that	literally	touch	the	carcass	of	

the	animal.	The	first	 four	gets	each	 leg	of	the	animal,	and	the	fifth	one	the	belly	part.	

This	 sharing	 system	 is	 used	with	 all	 the	 big	 prey	 available	 in	 Ammassalik	 –	 from	 the	

biggest	 seals	 (bearded	 and	 hooded),	 to	 walruses,	 whales	 and	 narwhals.	 The	 bear-

watcher	maintain	the	most	valuable	part	of	the	animal.	Both	the	skin,	claws,	and	skull	

can	 be	 sold	 for	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	money,	 or	 hung	 up	 in	 the	 house	 as	 valuable	

trophies.	

	

Figure	29.	The	return	to	the	village	with	the	bear.	
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Figure	30.	Sled	dogs	can	kill	a	polar	bear	thanks	to	their	teamwork.	

	

Usually,	the	preliminary	butchering	process	starts	where	the	bear	is	killed,	since	the	

rigor	mortis	could	make	the	body	to	hard	to	cut	after	hours.	Once	the	different	parts	of	

the	body	are	shared	between	the	hunters,	the	carcass	goes	back	to	the	village,	where	a	

joyful	crowd	welcomes	the	hunters.		

To	 the	 economic	 value	 of	 the	 pelt,	 the	 social	 significance	 is	 revealed	 from	 the	

reciprocal	nature	 following	the	hunt.	As	precious	prey,	 the	consumption	of	polar	bear	

meat	usually	happens	during	holidays,	special	events	and	birthdays.	However,	the	day	

of	the	hunt,	the	house	of	the	bear-watcher	is	filled	with	people,	coming	to	celebrate	the	

capable	observer.	While	pieces	of	the	bear	are	cooked	–	rigorously	boiled	as	tradition	–	

coffee,	tea	and	cookies	are	offered	to	the	hosts.		

At	the	same	time,	the	most	experienced	people	–	usually	old	women	or	hunters	–	

start	to	carefully	remove	the	fat	from	the	bear	skin	(Figure	31;	Figure	32;	Figure	33).	This	

important	process	 takes	hours,	and	once	completed	 the	preparation	of	 the	 skin	 is	 far	

from	being	finished.	
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Figure	31.	Women	and	hunters	 are	 experienced	 in	 cleaning	 and	butchering	 the	bear.	 It	 is	 a	
long	work	that	can	last	for	several	hours.	

	

	

Figure	32.	The	head	would	be	boiled	as	 the	rest	of	 the	meat,	and	once	will	 remain	only	the	
skull	will	be	exhibit	as	a	trophy	in	the	hunter’s	house.		
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Figure	33.	The	skin	of	a	polar	bear	is	being	cleaned	with	the	traditional	Inuit	knife	called	Ulu.	

	

After	the	first	step,	the	skin	is	hung	outside	to	dry	for	few	weeks	(Figure	34),	then	it	

washed	 two	or	 three	 times,	and	 further	clean	up	 to	 remove	 remaining	 fat	 (Figure	35;	

Figure	36).	As	mentioned	earlier,	the	sealskin	trade	had	dropped	drastically	 in	the	 last	

decades	 due	 to	 bans	 of	 trading	 it	 all	 over	 the	 world	 (Lynge,	 1992).	 Similarly,	

Kulusummiut	are	not	allowed	to	sell	the	polar	bears	skin	outside	of	the	country	legally.	

A	bear	skin	can	be	worth	a	significant	amount	of	money	 (the	value	can	vary	between	

10,000-30,000	DKK	according	to	the	size,	its	natural	quality	as	well	as	the	quality	of	the	

processing),	 but	 the	 difficulties	 in	 selling	 it	 outside	 of	 Greenland	 could	 decrease	 the	

economic	 value	 of	 the	 practice	 in	 the	 future.	 Though,	 mutuality	 and	 sharing	 values	

maintain	the	structural	 importance	of	such	activity	for	the	local	economy.	Most	of	the	

polar	 bears	 are	 shared	 between	 the	 first	 hunters	 to	 reach	 the	 scene,	 but	 it	 is	 pretty	

common	that	every	hunter	shares	his	part	of	the	meat	with	family	and	friends.		

As	 Dahl	 (1989)	 analyzed,	 for	 local	 communities	 the	 differentiation	 between	 non-

commercial	and	commercial	activities	do	not	affect	habits	and	traditions,	since	the	two	

can	 coexist.	 However,	 the	 increasing	 centrality	 of	 commercial	 activities	 leads	 to	 a	

reorganization	 of	 values	 and	 habits.	 If	 the	 cultural	 meaning	 of	 the	 practice	 remains	
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fundamental	 for	 local	 cohesion,	 the	 scarce	 economic	 return	 can	 transform	 it	 to	 a	

subsidiary	and	recreational	activity.	 In	the	same	way,	sled	dog	use	can	be	radically	re-

valued.	The	cultural	meaning	of	sled	dogs	remain	central,	but	the	economic	value	needs	

to	be	found	on	another	level	than	subsistence	activities.	Indeed,	lack	of	sled	dog	use	for	

hunting	 is	narrowly	related	to	the	decreasing	 importance	of	the	practice	as	a	full-time	

job.	As	Fredrik	explained	–	“Because	we	changed	having	jobs.	Like,	a	hunter	cannot	pay	

the	 bills,	 for	 too	 little	 money	 is	 being	 hunter	 today.	 But	 in	 old	 days,	 everybody	 was	

hunter.	Everybody	was	living	for	hunting.	Like	the	fat	of	the	seal,	was	for	the	heating,	for	

light,	for	everything”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).		

This	 reconceptualization	 of	 traditions	 related	 to	 hunting,	 further	 discussed	 in	 the	

next	chapter,	comes	from	both	the	different	uses	and	the	new	perceptions	of	traditions	

of	the	 inhabitants.	Focusing	on	the	winter	hunts	 links	the	old	traditional	customs	with	

the	 ongoing	 transformation	 of	 these	 activities	 within	 society.	 Modernization	 and	

cultural	 changes	 are	 modifying	 relationships	 with	 the	 environment,	 and,	 more	

importantly,	with	traditions.	 In	such	evolutionary	stage,	the	term	heritage	evolves	and	

acquires	 new	 meanings.	 This	 transformation	 explains	 the	 complexity	 between	 what	

remains	inherent	to	a	culture,	and	how,	at	the	same	time,	it	evolves	through	time.	

	

Figure	34.	Once	finished	the	cleaning	process,	the	skin	is	hanged	outside	for	several	weeks.	
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Figure	35.	After	the	drying	process	outside,	the	skin	is	placed	into	water	and	soap	for	one	or	
two	days.	

	

	

Figure	 36.	 After	 the	 days	 in	water,	 the	 skin	 is	 soft	 again	 and	 ready	 for	 additional	work	 on	
removing	the	remaining	fat.	
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Figure	37.	Once	cleaned,	the	skin	is	brought	outside,	and	being	stepped	on,	letting	the	snow	
absorb	the	water	and	soap.	This	entire	process	can	be	repeated	two	or	three	times	before	the	
skin	is	ready.	

	

	

Figure	38.	As	last	step	the	skin	is	hooked	and	stretched,	and	finally	placed	to	dry	in	the	sun.	



72	

3.4 Cultural	Heritage	and	traditions	in	the	new	globalized	world	
According	 to	 UNESCO	 (2003),	 cultural	 heritage	 can	 be	 divided	 into	 two	 branches	 –	

tangible	 and	 intangible	 heritage.	 Tangible	 cultural	 heritage	 refers	 to	 monuments,	

artifacts	 and	 collections	 passed	 by	 our	 ancestors.	 Conversely,	 the	 intangible	 cultural	

heritage	is	made	of	practices,	knowledge,	skills	and	rituals	of	a	community.	This	heritage	

passes	 between	 generations,	 but	 differently	 from	 the	 tangible	 heritage,	 it	 can	 evolve	

according	 to	 the	 environment,	 and	 through	 interaction	 with	 diversity	 and	 history.	

Despite	 the	 constant	 recreation	 of	 itself,	 the	 intangible	 heritage	 provides	 a	 sense	 of	

continuity	 and	 identity	 with	 the	 past.	 The	 concept	 behind	 the	 intangible	 cultural	

heritage	 is	 to	acknowledge	processes	of	cultural	 transformation	that	could	be	pointed	

out	 by	 globalization	 and	 environmental	 changes	 (UNESCO,	 2003).	 In	 this	 sense,	

traditions	are	the	natural	reflection	of	such	overall	view	of	immaterial	customs,	where	

the	roots	of	our	ancestors	influenced	culture	and	life	throughout	time.	

Hence,	 sled	 dog	 practices	 are	 part	 of	 the	 intangible	 cultural	 heritage	 of	

Kulusummiut.	A	heritage	 that	evolved	–	 initially	 in	 terms	of	pack	 size,	 tools	used,	and	

lately	 in	 the	 practical	 use.	 Dealing	 with	 modern	 development	 also	 means	 a	

reassessment	of	the	relationship	between	the	local	mushers	and	the	sled	tradition.	The	

value	of	musher’s	habits	is	not	in	their	absolute	validity,	but	in	their	contribution	to	the	

bigger	 picture	 –	 as	 personal	 perspectives	 and	 element	 of	 analysis	 (Hammersley	 &	

Atkinson,	2007).	

Breeding	sled	dogs	 in	Kulusuk	 is	not	the	result	of	guidelines	provided	by	manuals.	

All	 the	 knowledge	 can	 be	 passed	 generation	 through	 generation,	 or	 be	 part	 of	 the	

personal	development	as	a	musher,	as	a	man.	Sometimes,	 the	dissimilarities	between	

mushers	reflect	the	skills	and	knowledge	acquired	in	different	ways,	not	always	learned	

from	their	fathers	or	mushers	within	the	community.	

For	 part	 of	 the	 twentieth	 century,	 modernization	 and	 development	 were	

considered	 a	 process	 exclusively	 related	 to	 Western	 societies,	 while	 non-western	

societies	 should	 have	 had	 abandoned	 their	 traditions	 to	 progress	 as	 Westerners	

(Inglehart	&	Baker,	2000).	Today,	such	theories	are	considered	erroneous	and	obsolete.	

Instead,	we	can	observe	how	societies	influence	themselves,	leading	to	combinations	of	

cultures	 and	 customs.	 Inglehart	 &	 Baker	 (2000)	 theorized	 that	 to	 a	 certain	 extent	
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economic	development	leads	to	political	and	social	consequences.	However,	if	from	one	

side	economic	shifts	can	lead	to	cultural	changes,	it	is	also	true	that	every	society	would	

tend	to	preserve	their	heritage	and	traditions.	Traditionally,	the	subsistence	economy	of	

Kulusummiut	 was	 based	 on	 customs	 other	 than	money,	 so	 economic	 changes	 affects	

and	 modify	 certain	 cultural	 aspects	 of	 their	 life	 (Dahl,	 1989;	 Hovelsrud-Broda,	 1999;	

Petersen,	 2003).	 Before	 to	 going	 into	 the	 most	 radical	 changes	 on	 sled	 dog	 use	

introduced	 by	 such	 economic	 shift;	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 provide	 an	 overview	 on	 the	

“unwritten”	norms	of	sledding	in	Kulusuk.	Such	norms	point	out	the	importance	of	local	

knowledge	for	the	preservation	of	the	sled	practices.	

The	qualities	of	sled	dogs	are	produced	from	the	particular	selection	every	hunter	

makes	to	keep	only	the	best	individuals	of	the	pack.	All	the	dogs	of	Kulusuk	live	their	life	

outdoor,	without	any	shelter	or	kennel.	Their	strength	and	resilience	is	a	result	also	of	

such	 type	of	 life.	Usually,	dogs	are	chained	 in	pairs,	one	male	and	one	 female	 (Figure	

39).	The	 female	gets	a	 slightly	 longer	 chain.	Thus,	when	 the	musher	gives	 them	 food,	

the	 female	 can	eat	 the	 food	without	 risking	 the	male	 could	 steal	 it.	 Sometimes,	even	

siblings	 can	 be	 chained	 together,	 because,	 as	 Peter	mentioned,	 they	 are	 not	 used	 to	

fight	–	“It	is	about	the	family	of	dogs.	If	they	are	family	each	other	they	don’t	fight,	and	

they	 don’t	 get	 shy	 of	 each	 other,	 and	 scare	 each	 other.	 So,	my	 thought	 is	 best	 to	 be	

family	for	all	dogs”	(A.F.	6:1,	2017).	The	division	in	pairs	of	the	same	sex	is	necessary.	As	

wolf-blooded	dogs,	the	risk	of	killing	or	hurting	between	individuals	is	quite	high	(Figure	

40).		
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Figure	39.	Dogs	chained	in	pairs	–	female	with	a	longer	chain,	and	male	with	a	shorter	one.	

	

	

Figure	40.	Two	male	individuals	fighting	over	a	female.	
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Figure	 41.	 The	 winter	 location,	 with	 dogs	 chained	 close	 to	 the	 houses	 and	 to	 the	 sledge	
equipment.	

	

In	summer,	dogs	are	chained	a	bit	further	away	from	the	houses,	since	they	are	not	

actively	used,	and	their	noise	could	annoy	the	townspeople.	In	winter,	dogs	are	moved	

close	to	the	houses,	where	 is	much	easier	for	the	hunters	to	prepare	the	pack	for	the	

expedition	 (Figure	41).	 Educating	dogs	 to	 avoid	exaggerated	behavior	 is	 an	 important	

task	for	a	hunter.	A	poorly	educated	dog	can	bring	confusion	in	the	pack,	and	for	Kunuk	

a	good	dog	needs	to	be	polite	in	this	sense:	

“For	some	people	 is	different,	but	 for	me	 it’s	happy,	heavy	dogs…not	too	fat,	but	
not	 too	 active	when	 you	 go	 and	 get	 the	 harness.	When	 you	 put	 it	 on	 is	 not	 too	
active,	like	trying	to	kiss	you,	trying	to	go	that	way	and	that	way.	The	good	dog	for	
me	is	when	I	go	and	get	it	is	not	too	active.	I	put	it	on,	and	take	it	to	the	sledge.	And	
when	 I	 go	 and	 get	 the	 next	 one,	 and	 when	 I	 go	 and	 do	 that,	 the	 dogs	 that	 are	
already	 chained	 together	on	 the	 sledge	don’t	 fight.	And	 that’s	 a	 really	 good	dog.	
And	when	 I	go	 they	 just	go	 fast…and	 they	want	 to	go	 fast,	 they	want	 to	go,	 they	
want	to	pull.	That’s	a	good	dog”.	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:2,	2017)		

Improving	 the	 behavior	 of	 a	 pack	 is	 hard	 work.	 Especially	 puppies	 need	 proper	

training	to	fit	with	the	most	experienced	dogs	 in	a	sled	expedition.	As	mentioned,	the	
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sled	season	starts	in	November/December,	and,	at	that	time,	the	pups’	training	starts.	

For	this	reason,	the	best	time	to	have	new	born	pups	is	between	April,	May	and	June.	In	

this	way,	every	youngster	can	pass	the	entire	summer	free	and	be	strong	enough	for	the	

beginning	of	 the	season.	The	pups	born	during	winter,	usually	do	not	survive	the	cold	

(Figure	42),	or	if	they	do,	they	tend	to	be	weaker	compared	to	the	younger	ones.	

	

Figure	42.	A	mother	carrying	her	young	pup	who	did	not	survive	 the	 first	days	of	 life	 in	 the	
harsh	winter.	

	

The	 life	 span	 of	 a	 dog	 in	 Kulusuk	 is	 much	 shorter	 than	 in	 urban	 societies,	 and	

wasting	 six	 additional	months	without	 training	 can	be	 fatal	 for	 certain	dogs.	As	Peter	

said,	strength	needs	to	be	gained	when	the	dog	is	still	very	young.	

“The	new	pups	can	have	summer	to	grow	up,	and	then	they	are	big	enough	when	
the	first	snow	comes,	so	I	can	train	them	from	the	start	with	the	others…it’s	really	
important	 that,	 because	 if	 I	 just	 begin	 training	 the	 pups	 maybe	 in	 March,	 it	 is	
difficult	to	make	them	strong	as	the	others”.		

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

On	 average,	 sled	 dogs	 live	 around	 seven/eight	 years,	 even	 if	 exceptionally	 good	

dogs	can	live	more.	Sled	dogs	are	needed	at	their	“golden”	period	–	the	first	three	years	
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–	when	fatigue	and	first	signs	of	old	age	are	still	far	away.	Furthermore,	not	all	the	dogs	

should	produce,	 or	 at	 least,	 the	musher	will	 not	 keep	 all	 the	puppies.	As	 Kunuk	 said,	

only	the	youngsters	of	the	best	dogs	will	survive.	

“Not	 all	 my	 females	 dogs	 produce…I	 mean,	 they	 produce	 but	 not	 all	 of	 them	
survive.	Only	my	leader	and	the	good	dogs,	the	good	female	dogs	produce,	and	we	
take	 care	 of	 these	 puppies,	 specific	 puppies.	 Because	 good	 female	 dogs	 produce	
good	dogs.	And	If	you	want	the	best	dogs	of	your	own	dogs,	they	are	the	once	who	
produce	them.	And	then	you	take	care	of	them,	and	then	 is	better	to	make	them	
produce	 in	 times	 like	 these,	 May	 and	 April,	 by	 the	 time	 in	 November	 and	
December,	when	we	start	training	the	puppies,	they	will	be	big	enough…because	if	
they	were	born	in	October	or	November,	they	would	not	be	big	enough.	And	then	
we	have	to	wait	all	 the	way	to	March	to	train	them.	But	then	we	would	waste	so	
long	time	by	taking	care	of	them”.	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:2,	2017)	

In	 some	way,	 the	pedigree	of	 the	parents	of	 the	puppies	addresses	 the	quality	of	

new	 borns.	 The	 best	 dogs	 will	 produce	 the	 best	 puppies,	 and	 what	 happens	 to	 the	

others?	

A	musher	cannot	keep	a	pack	of	dogs	larger	than	a	certain	number.	Some	mushers	

can	have	more	than	fifteen	dogs,	but	it	is	really	rare.	Most	of	the	unwanted	puppies	are	

killed	 immediately.	 It	 does	 not	 make	 sense	 for	 a	 hunter	 to	 keep	 weak	 dogs,	 or	 any	

number	beyond	what	he	needs	 in	order	 to	hunt.	The	culture	of	 subsistence	arises	on	

the	idea	that	everything	produced	is	also	consumed	in	an	ideal	state	of	self-sufficiency	

(Wenzel,	 1991).	 It	 is	 a	 process	 of	 natural	 adaptation	 to	 the	 environment,	 but	 also	 of	

reciprocity	with	other	members	of	the	community.	If	a	dog	has	not	being	used,	it	could	

be	given	to	an	aspiring	young	musher	to	have	a	first	touch	with	the	dogs.	Alternatively,	

it	could	be	given	to	a	musher	of	whom	part	of	the	pack	died	of	some	disease	or	tragedy.	

However,	 every	 musher	 commonly	 has	 enough	 dogs	 for	 himself,	 and	 additional	

individuals	would	be	just	a	weight	on	his	budget,	as	a	waste	of	energy	and	time.		

An	individual	born	in	May	would	be	allowed	to	live	freely	for	the	first	six	months	of	

its	life,	without	any	chain	(Figure	43).	Usually,	the	pups	hang	around	their	pack,	avoiding	

contact	with	people	and	other	dogs.	During	its	first	stage,	young	individuals	are	diffident	

even	 to	 the	musher,	 but	 it	 is	 important	 that	 contact	 is	 established	early.	 The	musher	

would	not	accept	a	too	shy	dog	–	he	cannot	keep	an	individual	that	does	not	allow	him	
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to	 get	 close.	 Similarly,	 a	 too	 friendly	 dog	 risks	 to	 create	 chaos	 in	 the	 pack,	 especially	

while	sledding.	It	is	always	necessary	a	moderate	behavior.		

	

Figure	43.	Pups	roaming	free	in	the	summer.	

	

Training	of	 the	pups	differs,	but	 in	general,	what	a	hunter	does	 is	 to	bring	 the	six	

months	old	dogs	sledding	with	 their	mother	and	the	most	experienced	dogs	–	usually	

the	leaders.	

“First	 I	take,	for	training	[the	puppies],	six	dogs.	 I’ll	have	two	leaders	 in	front,	and	
their	mother	in	the	middle,	and	the	puppies	in	the	back.	So,	the	puppies	will	follow	
the	mother.	And	then	we	just	go,	because	they	will	be	just	following	their	mother.	
Without	 their	mother	we	 can	 train	 them,	but	 sometimes	when	 they	don’t	 follow	
their	mother	 they	 just	 don’t	 get	 right.	 They	 are	 confused,	 they	 are	 afraid	 of	my	
leaders.	It’s	better	to	train	them	with	their	mother”.				

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:2,	2017)	

Fredrik	–	who	is	from	a	generation	above	Kunuk	–	refers	how	hunters	worked	a	lot	

on	their	puppies	even	when	they	were	really	young.	Hunters	used	to	chain	the	pups	to	

stones,	 so	 the	dogs	would	have	 to	pull	 them	 in	order	 to	move,	and	 increase	 strength	

starting	at	a	young	age.	When	ready,	the	new	generations	will	take	the	place	of	certain	

particular	 dogs	 –	 the	 elderly	 ones	 and	 the	 ones	 with	 behavioral	 imperfections.	 After	
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years	of	observation	and	experience,	a	hunter	 is	able	 to	 indentify,	at	 the	end	of	each	

sled	 season,	 the	dogs	 to	 replace.	 For	 the	older	ones	 is	 a	matter	of	how	much	energy	

they	 have,	 and	 from	 the	 competition	 of	 the	 newborn	 dogs.	 As	 Peter	 said,	 it	 is	 just	 a	

decision	 he	will	make	when	 is	 time	 to	 form	 the	 new	pack	 for	 the	 season	 –	 “My	 first	

dogs…they	are	still	living.	They	are	about	six	years	old,	but	they	are	getting	old	now.	So,	

I’m	thinking	about	killing	them…or	maybe	one	more	year,	or	maybe	it	is	the	last	winter	

now…I	don’t	know,	I’ve	not	decided	yet”	(A.F.	6:1,	2017).		

In	other	cases,	it	is	not	a	matter	of	age	or	wrong	behavior	to	mark	the	destiny	of	a	

dog.	Sometimes	is	just	the	particular	affection	to	certain	dogs	or	purely	aesthetic	taste,	

as	 Fredrik	 made	 me	 notice	 –	 “The	 real	 hunters	 prefer	 good	 dogs,	 but	 anyway,	 also	

hunters	 can	 decide	 like…if	 a	 female	 dog	 has	 maybe	 six-seven	 puppies…that	 he	 can	

choose	maybe	someone	off,	because	of	the	color.	Maybe	he	prefers	white	ones,	maybe	

he	prefers	yellow,	black…”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).	

It	 is	 the	duty	of	 the	hunter	 to	kill	 the	puppies	he	doesn’t	want,	but	 regarding	 the	

grown	individuals	it	is	usually	the	municipality	that	takes	care	of	their	killing.	A	person	of	

the	village	 is	hired	by	 the	municipality	with	 the	 task	 to	kill	 the	unwanted	dogs	or	 the	

loose	 ones	 (Figure	 44;	 Figure	 45).	 Loose	 dogs	 can	 be	 dangerous	 for	 the	 community,	

since	they	could	attack	people	–	especially	elderly	and	kids	–,	enter	into	the	houses,	or	

cause	any	trouble.	The	“dog	killer”	can	change	between	years,	and	also	administers	the	

annual	vaccines	to	the	dogs.	Usually	he	also	works	for	the	municipality	for	other	tasks	in	

the	 village	 (i.e.,	 collecting	 the	 waste	 and	 garbage	 in	 the	 village).	 In	 2017,	 the	 guy	 in	

charge	 was	 Angani,	 one	 of	 the	 mushers	 of	 Kulusuk.	 According	 to	 the	 information	

gathered	from	him,	the	payment	for	each	dog	killed	is	125	DKK.	However,	 it	would	be	

difficult	 to	 say	 the	 number	 of	 dogs	 he	 killed	 in	 a	 year,	 since	 it	 can	 vary	 substantially	

between	months.	
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Figure	44.	Old	dogs	being	brought	to	the	local	dump	to	be	euthanized.	The	dog	killer	will	try	to	
euthanize	 the	dog	with	a	 single	 shot	 to	 the	head.	However,	more	 than	a	 shot	 is	 sometimes	
necessary.	

	

	

Figure	45.	A	 loose	dog	 is	 killed	after	 the	owner	has	been	given	a	 few	days	notices	 to	put	 it	
back	on	a	chain.		
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After	 the	 selection	 of	 the	 new	pack	 and	 the	 replacement	 of	 old	 individuals,	 each	

musher	starts	to	train	all	the	dogs.	The	training	process	decides	the	ranking	formation	

and	the	most	important	role	in	the	group	–	the	leaders.	The	leaders	are	usually	the	two	

dogs	 in	 front	of	 the	group.	 In	a	 theoretical	way,	 the	closer	 the	dog	 to	 the	sledge,	 the	

more	 undisciplined	 or	 “lazy”	 it	 is,	 and	 needs	 better	 control.	With	 a	 shorter	 rope,	 the	

“lazy”	 dog	 can	 be	 pushed	 to	 pull	more,	while	 good	 dogs	 are	 usually	 in	 front.	 Several	

hunters	made	me	notice	how	the	rope	is	perfectly	stretched	when	is	a	good	dog	pulling,	

and	how	is	slack	for	the	 lazy	dogs.	For	this	reason,	 lazy	dogs	usually	stay	closer	to	the	

sledge.	They	can	observe	the	rest	of	the	pack	and	the	hunter	can	control	them,	as	Peter	

told	me	–	“They	can	 look	after	 the	others	and	 learn.	And	 it	 is	easier	 to	me	 to	use	 the	

whip,	 if	 they	don’t	 push	hard	 enough”	 (A.F.	 6:1,	 2017).	 Sometimes,	 dogs	 that	 are	not	

used	 for	 a	 long	 time	 cannot	 follow	 the	 rhythm	of	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 pack.	 Also	 in	 these	

cases,	they	are	close	by	to	the	sledge.	In	extreme	situations,	the	hunter	can	pull	them	

over	the	sledge	to	rest	a	bit.	

The	leaders	are	the	perfect	example	of	what	makes	a	good	dog,	and	the	behaviors	a	

good	dog	should	have.	Here	some	of	the	different	ideas	of	hunters	regarding	the	leader	

and	its	duty	as	commander	of	the	pack.	

“The	leader	has	to	be	able	to	understand	what	I	say,	and	if	he	doesn’t	want	to	go	
where	I	want	to	go	he	goes	that	way.	Because	sometimes	we	get	this.	It’s	like	they	
understand	us,	 but	 they	want	 to	 go	home	anyway.	 So	we	go	 in	 that	way	but	my	
leader	tries	to	go	that	other	way…and	he’s	the	leader	so	the	other	dogs	just	follow	
him.	 I	want	my	 leader	 to	be	able	 to	 listen,	and	 then	 if	possible	constantly	pulling	
happy	and	fast,	because	a	good	 leader	makes	the	rest	of	 the	dogs	 in	behind	very	
good	 as	well.	 […]	 At	 some	 point,	 during	winter,	 I	 try	 a	 good	 dog,	who’s	 in	 front	
already	but	 then	 I	can	try	 it	as	a	 leader.	 I	mean,	some	dogs	can’t	be	 leader.	They	
don’t	 have	 the	 confidence.	 It’s	 like	 they	 keep	 looking	back,	 and	when	 they	 show	
vulnerability	the	other	dogs	just	attack	that	dog	who’s	not	confident.	So	we	try	and	
try.	I	try	all	the	dogs	I	think	could	be	good	enough	as	a	leader,	and	some	of	those	
dogs	they	surprise,	even	though	they	don’t	seem	to	be	convenient	as	leader”.		

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:2,	2017)	

“The	 dogs	 I	would	 say	 are	 like	 people,	 like	 us.	 Sometimes	 learn	 faster,	 someone	
learn	faster	right?	And	the	dogs	the	same.	So,	I	can	see	the	dogs,	and	which	one	is	
the	leader,	and	the	next	and	next”.		

Moses	Baraje	(A.F.	7:1,	2017)	
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“The	 leader	 is	 choosing	 himself,	 because	 he’s	 the	 strongest.	 The	 stronger,	 the	
cleverest	 is	 the	 leader.	But	 I	can	choose	the	 leader,	because	 I	can	help	him	when	
they	 fight.	 I	 can	 take	 the	 other	 one	 back	 legs,	 put	 him	 down,	 and	 let	 the	 other	
dominate	him,	because	I	know	this	one	I	prefer	it	as	leader”.	

Fredrik	Wille	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

Thus,	 the	 leader	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 character	 where	 strength,	 leadership,	 duty	 and	

reliance	 to	 the	musher	 are	 fundamental.	 As	 a	wolf-blooded	 dog,	 the	 selection	 of	 the	

leader	starts	within	the	pack.	It	happened	even	during	winter	2017,	that	the	other	dogs	

of	a	pack	turned	against	the	leader	killing	it.	It	is	a	matter	of	internal	leadership,	where	

the	 sex	 of	 the	 dog	 is	 not	 the	 main	 factor,	 but	 the	 relation	 of	 dominance	 is	 crucial.	

Frederik	mentioned,	 a	 hunter	 can	decide	 to	 guide	 a	 dog	 to	 become	a	 leader,	 putting	

down	the	aspirations	of	other	dominant	dogs.	In	other	cases,	the	leader	chooses	itself	

by	being	the	smartest	and	strongest	dog	of	the	group.		

The	 front	 leaders	 in	 the	 dog	 formation	 are	 two.	 To	 discover	 if	 the	 dominant	

individuals	are	also	the	fittest	for	this	role,	the	hunter	needs	to	try	them	in	that	position.	

As	mentioned,	the	leader	needs	to	pull	strong,	and	be	hardworking,	always	looking	and	

rely	on	the	musher	for	any	order.	It	has	to	be	the	first	individual	to	follow	the	directions	

imposed	by	the	musher,	and	 it	has	to	give	the	good	example	to	all	 the	other	dogs.	As	

Kunuk	said,	a	happy	and	hardworking	 leader	will	affect	 the	spirit	and	the	 force	of	 the	

entire	pack.		

During	the	observation	of	pack	dynamics	 in	sled	trips,	 it	happened	to	observe	the	

singular	behavior	of	smart	leaders.	Several	times,	while	setting	the	sledge,	most	of	the	

dogs	were	highly	excited,	moving	around,	mixing	with	the	ropes,	and	playing	between	

each	 other.	 Not	 just	 once,	 the	 leader	was	 the	 only	 individual	 not	moving,	 constantly	

observing	the	movement	of	the	musher	and	waiting	for	its	sign	to	start	running	(Figure	

46).	 Similarly,	 when	 stopping,	 the	 leader	was	 usually	 one	 of	 the	 quietest	 individuals.	

When	the	mushers	needed	to	reprimand	certain	dogs,	rarely	were	these	the	leaders.		
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Figure	46.	The	black	dog	looking	at	the	sledge	is	one	of	the	leaders	of	the	pack.	He’s	looking	at	
the	musher,	waiting	 for	 the	 sign	 to	 start	 running.	Unlike	 the	other	dogs,	he	 is	 the	only	one	
concentrated	on	the	musher’s	movements.	

	

	

Figure	47.	A	dog	formation	starting	its	trip	from	the	village.	
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The	best	way	to	train	and	make	dogs	reliable	is	to	use	them	regularly.	More	chances	

to	go	out,	better	and	more	experienced	the	pack	would	become.	The	most	 important	

attribute	for	dogs	is	resistance,	and	it	can	be	gained	only	through	long	and	exhausting	

days	outside	 running.	Moses	explained	how	the	 frequency	of	driving	 is	essential	 for	a	

good	pack	–	“If	I	drive	every	day	dogs	listen	to	me	more,	but	when	I	drive	once	a	month,	

the	dogs	are	different	 (A.F.	7:1,	2017).	Similarly,	Peter	told	me	that	going	out	 for	 long	

days	is	beneficial	to	the	pack.	The	more	the	dogs	come	back	home	exhausted	the	more	

they	will	get	stronger,	fit,	and	happier	to	go	out	again	–	“It	is	about	how	often	you	use	

the	dogs.	If	you	use	them	often	they	learn	quickly,	how	you	want	them	to	be;	but	if	you	

don’t	go	out	with	them	a	lot,	it	is	just	a	mess…”	(A.F.	6:1,	2017).	

The	mushers	give	commands	usually	composed	of	3	basic	words	–	two	referring	to	

directions,	and	one	to	let	the	dogs	lay	down	when	the	sledge	stops.		

	

Juju	[Juw	juw]	–	Left	

Li	li	li	[Hrii	hrii	hrii]	–	Right		

Arivinniaa	[Arrivenje]	–	Down		

	

In	addition,	small	other	sounds	can	start	 (tee	tee	tee!	or	go	go!)	or	stop	the	dogs.	

The	 stop	 sign	 can	 vary	 between	 mushers	 –	 some	 would	 use	 the	 word	 Taava,	 some	

would	whistle,	and	others	 just	 say	Stop.	 To	 this	 short	 list	of	words	–	 similar	 to	all	 the	

mushers	–	there	are	also	additional	words	that	each	hunter	can	teach	to	the	dogs	 for	

specific	tasks,	usually	connected	to	racing.	

Every	pack	of	dogs	follows	these	orders	carefully,	and	if	they	do	not	is	because	not	

used	often,	or	not	experienced	enough.	Every	dog	 is	also	used	to	follow	the	trails	and	

traces	created	by	previous	sledges	on	the	pack	ice,	as	a	sort	of	natural	highway	(Figure	

48).	When	 arriving	 in	 areas	with	 intersections	 of	 trails,	 they	would	 follow	 the	 bigger	

one,	or	react	according	to	the	orders	of	the	musher.	When	the	wind	covers	the	tracks	

with	 new	 snow,	 the	 dogs	 follow	 the	 traces	 of	 urine	 and	 excrements	 left	 from	 other	

packs.	 In	 unexplored	 areas	 where	 trails	 do	 not	 exist	 yet,	 the	 training	 of	 the	 dogs	

becomes	essential.	A	good	leader	and	its	pack	would	react	according	to	the	order	of	the	
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musher.	On	the	contrary,	clueless	dogs	could	feel	confused,	start	running	in	a	circle,	or	

not	be	able	to	understand	the	way.		

	

Figure	48.	The	clearly	defined	main	track	visible	on	the	pack	ice.	

	

Poorly	 trained	dogs	are	also	a	problem	because	 they	 could	 increase	how	nervous	

the	hunter	 is	with	them.	Violence	towards	dogs	does	not	always	affect	their	discipline	

positively.	Conversely,	it	could	have	a	negative	impact	on	their	confidence	towards	the	

musher,	and	consequently	on	 their	 speed	and	performance.	Most	of	 the	mushers	 say	

that	it	is	necessary	sometimes	to	hit	them,	but	balance	is	needed,	and	it	is	never	good	

to	exaggerate.		

“I	hit	my	dogs	too	when	they	don’t	listen	to	me,	so	I	have	to	hit	them.	Most	of	the	
owners	 of	 dogs	 have	 to	 hit	 their	 dogs	 to	 make	 them	 controlled.	 Because	 if	 you	
don’t	hit	them,	so	they	will	think	‘he’s	not	the	boss,	maybe	I’m	the	boss’.	So	they	
can	do	what	they	want.	It	is	not	good	for	the	dogs	to	get	that.	[…]	It’s	not	good	just	
hit	 them	 all	 the	 times,	 they	 don’t	 get	 happy	 anymore,	 and	 they	 don’t	 run	 fast	
anymore.	So	you	have…yeah,	balance”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	
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Moses	 addressed	 how	 the	 ice	 can	 be	 dangerous	 –	 dogs	 need	 to	 be	 careful	 and	

reliable	on	such	areas.	Hitting	the	dogs	is	necessary	to	maintain	discipline,	safety	skills	

and	increase	experience	–	“The	dogs,	like	I	said,	are	half	wild,	we	have	to	train	them	to	

listen	to	us,	because	sometimes	when	you	drive	it	is	dangerous	between	the	ice.	So,	we	

have	to	move	like	this	[carefully],	so	we	don’t	fall	in	the	water.	So,	we	have	to	hit	them	

sometimes”	(A.F.	7:1,	2017).		

It	 is	essential	to	keep	a	balance	in	the	approach	towards	dogs	for	several	reasons.	

As	previously	mentioned,	behavioral	imperfections	in	the	dogs	can	affect	the	choices	of	

the	musher.	A	too	shy	or	too	aggressive	dog	can	be	considered	useless,	and	therefore	is	

killed.	At	a	young	age,	hunters	 try	 to	 identify	personal	 traits	of	 the	dogs.	 If	 for	young	

dogs	 certain	 imperfection	 can	 still	 be	 corrected,	 for	 adults	 there	 is	 no	 time	 to	 shape	

deficiencies.	The	mushers	hit	the	dogs	in	order	to	remark	their	leadership	over	the	pack.	

However,	 the	shift	 into	other	activities,	and	an	 increasing	ethical	perspective	 is	slowly	

changing	 the	 approach	 towards	 dogs.	 In	 any	 case,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 understand	 the	

difference	 with	 an	 urban	 dimension,	 where	 dogs	 possess	 a	 higher	 ethical	 value	 but	

scarce	 utility	 as	 working	 animals.	 The	 bond	 between	 a	 hunter	 and	 his	 dogs	 is	 an	

existential	 one,	 and	 sometimes	 aesthetic	 and	 idealist	 perceptions	 miss	 the	 deep	

relationship	between	place,	landscape	and	culture	(Tester,	2010).		

Despite	the	changes	in	socioeconomic	settings,	there	is	a	lack	of	homogeneity	in	the	

processes	of	globalization.	A	temporal	disconnect	between	small	community’s	identity,	

and	the	processes	of	contemporary	transformations	(Tester,	2010).	In	Kulusuk,	we	can	

feel	a	sort	of	struggle	and	resistance,	but	at	the	same	time	acceptance	and	interest	 in	

such	 changes.	 It	 is	 a	 natural	 process	 of	 self-protection	 of	 identity	 and	 natural	 fear	 of	

cultural	 transformation.	Traditions	are	 taken	 into	 these	processes,	and,	 regarding	sled	

dogs	use,	perspectives	on	the	ethical	level	are	new	arguments	for	the	Kulusummiut.		

As	 Anderson	 (2012)	 explains,	 it	 is	 sure	 animals	 have	 dignity,	 but	 this	 attribute	 is	

deeply	related	to	the	use	and	the	way	human	perceive	and	relate	 it	 to	their	daily	 life.	

The	mushers	establish	an	authoritarian	relationship	with	their	dogs,	aiming	to	increase	

their	efficiency.	The	respect	of	Kulusummiut	towards	their	dogs,	it	may	not	be	related	to	

an	ethical	treatment,	but	to	their	commitment	to	a	similar	goal.	Dogs	need	to	be	able	to	
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assist	the	hunter	and	to	do	that,	 they	have	to	 live	also	 in	harsh	conditions	 in	order	to	

increase	strength	and	resilience	(Figure	49).		

	

Figure	49.	The	incredible	strength	of	sled	dogs	comes	from	their	resilience	and	adaptability	to	
the	different	conditions	that	Kulusuk	experiences.	

	

Besides	 hunting,	 outside	 inputs	 bring	 innovative	 ways	 of	 approaching	 traditional	

values,	and	redefine	heritage.	For	some	mushers,	the	sled	dogs	contribution	to	daily	life	

start	to	go	beyond	hunting.	Changing	the	use	also	changes	the	perception.	For	example,	

Peter	 explained	what	 dogs	mean	 to	 him,	 but	 also	 how	 the	meaning	 differs	 between	

people.	

“They	are	really	loyal,	they	don’t	get	mad	at	you,	and	when	I…I	don’t	know	what	to	
say…when	i’m	sad	I	can	just	go	to	the	dogs	and	touch	them.	It’s	like	we	are	friends	
of	the	dogs.	 It’s	about	from	person	to	person…because	there	are	many	here	they	
just	don’t	care	of	their	dogs.	They	just	have	dogs	to	have	them.	So	they	can	go	out	
when	they	need	it”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

The	differentiation	 in	perspective	 is	part	of	a	process	related	to	new	paradigms	 in	

the	way	of	living	and	dealing	with	traditions.	A	first	aspect	can	be	highlighted	from	the	
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different	feeding	habits	each	hunter	has	towards	their	dogs.	In	summer	and	winter	the	

amount	of	 food	given	 to	 the	dogs	differs	 radically.	 In	 summer,	hunters	 can	 feed	dogs	

even	just	once	a	week.	Dogs	are	not	used,	and	they	can	survive	with	a	smaller	amount	

of	food,	but	with	a	constant	refill	of	water.	Local	people	say	that	a	dog	can	easily	survive	

for	a	month	without	eating,	 just	with	water.	However,	nowadays	most	of	 the	hunters	

give	them	food	at	 least	once	a	week,	and	 in	 large	amount	–	some	hunters	even	more	

than	once	per	week.	 In	winter	 things	change	due	 to	 the	cold	and	 to	 the	 frequency	of	

use.	 A	 common	 unwritten	 rule	 is	 that	 at	 the	 end	 of	 each	 sled	 expedition,	 dogs	 are	

adequately	 nourished.	 When	 the	 dogs	 are	 not	 used,	 the	 feeding	 habits	 vary	 a	 lot	

between	mushers.	 These	dissimilarities	 give	 a	 small	 insight	 into	 the	 variety	 of	way	of	

using	dogs	according	to	social	conditions,	employment	status	and	type	of	activity.		

Angani	–	the	“dog	killer”	for	the	municipality	and	young	musher	–	during	one	of	our	

informal	conversations	said	something	interesting	about	feeding	the	dogs	–	we	(people)	

are	hungry	everyday,	so	dogs	are	hungry	everyday.	If	we	don’t	eat,	we	are	weak,	so	the	

dogs	would	be	weak	too.	If	we	eat,	we	get	energy,	we	get	strong,	and	the	same	for	the	

dogs.	This	 simple	but	effective	 thought	came	as	an	explanation	 to	 the	 reason	why	he	

tries	to	feed	his	dogs	almost	everyday	in	winter.	

	

Figure	50.	Hunter	feeding	the	dogs	with	seal	meat.		
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Figure	 51.	 A	 dog	 eating	 the	 head	 of	 a	 hooded	 seal.	 Large	 prey,	 such	 as	 a	 hooded	 seal	 can	
provide	a	significant	amount	of	food	to	a	pack	of	dogs.	

	

Full-time	hunters	–	a	minority	nowadays	in	the	community	–	tend	to	feed	the	dogs	

less	 than	 people	 sledding	 for	 recreational	 hunting.	 Indeed,	 the	 cost	 of	 food	 on	 their	

economy	 is	more	 relevant,	 than	 for	a	musher	with	a	 stable	 job	somewhere	else.	As	a	

result,	 the	condition	of	dogs	of	 full-time	hunters	 reflects	how	dogs	were	nourished	 in	

the	past,	when	dry	 food	was	not	available.	 Sometimes	 these	dogs	are	 thinner	 (Figure	

52),	and	at	a	first	look	they	also	seem	weaker.	However,	talking	with	different	mushers,	

no	 one	 should	 ever	 underestimate	 their	 potential	 in	 terms	 of	 aggressiveness	 and	

resistance.	 They	 may	 be	 slower,	 but	 the	 training	 of	 pure	 hunting	 dogs	 is	 radically	

different	from	training	for	racing	or	recreational	activities.	As	Fredrik	said,	being	fast	or	

good	 looking	 is	not	necessary	for	pure	hunting	dogs	–	“The	hunter	will	know	his	dogs,	

and	 know	 how	 to	 do	 with	 them.	 It	 is	 not	 a	 question	 of	 speed,	 it	 is	 a	 question	 of	

cleverness,	but	also,	hunter’s	dogs	can	kill	a	polar	bear.	 It’s	for	hunting.	Very	very	very	

few	here	in	Kulusuk	are	hunting	dogs	now.	Maybe	only	two,	three	[packs]	for	hunting”	

(A.F.	8:1,	2017).	
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Figure	52.	A	skinny	dog	not	particularly	well	fed	during	winter.	

	

Fredrik	 stated	 that	 most	 of	 the	 dogs	 nowadays	 are	 trained	 slightly	 differently	

respect	 sled	 dogs	 in	 the	 past.	 Regarding	 feeding	 habits,	 pure	 hunting	 dogs	 are	 also	

nourished	 after	 an	 expedition,	 but	 overall,	 less	 than	 the	 other	 packs.	 The	 amount	 of	

food	 provided	 is	 smaller,	 and	 usually	 it	 varies	 according	 to	 the	 luck	 of	 the	 full-time	

hunter	out	in	the	wilderness	–	more	prey,	more	food	for	the	family	and	for	the	dogs.			

Ingold	 (2000)	 explains	 how	 many	 anthropological	 discussions	 portray	 a	 constant	

opposition	between	westerners	and	other	societies	in	terms	of	relations	between	work,	

time	and	social	dimension.	The	historical	difference	is	surely	connected	to	the	growth	of	

capitalism,	and	to	an	increased	separation	of	social	life	from	factors	as	production	and	

work.	 Ingold	 (2000)	 also	 explains	 how	 in	 hunting	 and	 gathering	 societies,	 work	 is	 a	

matter	 of	 tasks,	 and	 time	 is	 intrinsically	 related	 to	 these	 tasks.	 The	working	 activities	

exist	just	in	association	with	the	personal	and	social	dimension.	There	is	no	separation	

between	life	and	work,	and	if	there	is	a	distinction	is	just	between	the	types	of	activities.	

In	 such	 traditional	 society,	 time,	 efforts	 and	 activities	 need	 to	 be	 balanced	 because	

there	 is	 not	 a	 final	 defined	 reward,	 as	within	 the	 job	market,	where	 certain	working	

hours	 provide	 a	 specific	 salary.	 Everything	 that	 a	 hunter	 acquires	 is	 variable,	 and	
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changes	with	the	seasons,	weather	and	luck.	If	there	is	a	lack	of	food,	there	are	choices	

to	be	made,	and	these	choices	could	affect	dogs.		

If	we	would	 consider	 the	 intrinsic	 value	 of	 dogs,	 their	meaning	 can	 be	 evaluated	

only	in	relation	to	their	environment.	As	organisms,	their	value	is	in	the	role	they	have	

for	 the	 larger	 unit,	 but	 are	 individually	 expendables	 (Anderson,	 2012).	 In	 a	 context	

where	animal	rights	are	radically	 important,	humans	admire	the	qualities	of	dogs	as	a	

rational	 response.	 However,	 in	 Kulusuk,	 admiration	 towards	 dogs	 is	 joined	 to	 the	

qualities	necessary	for	the	tasks	they	need	to	fulfill.		

As	 Anderson	 (2012)	 says,	 animal	 welfare	 originated	 in	 our	 sympathetic	 reaction,	

animal	rights	 in	our	respect	for	dogs,	and	environmentalism	in	our	wonder	for	nature.	

For	 Kulusummiut,	 the	 primary	 admiration	 for	 dogs	 is	 not	 aesthetic	 or	 related	 to	 the	

smartness	of	dogs	per	se,	but	in	their	contribution	to	the	significance	of	hunting	for	the	

social	 structure.	 The	 qualities	 of	 the	 dogs	 are	 essential	 as	 long	 as	 they	 serve	 the	

purpose.	Food	is	necessary	to	make	them	survive,	but	its	not	because	they	are	animals	

that	 deserve	 particular	 rights	 in	 such	 a	 harsh	 environment.	 The	 thin	 line	 between	

necessity	and	cruelty	towards	animals	needs	to	be	reinforced	through	comprehension	

of	the	historical	context	preferably	of	an	entire	culture	and	lifestyle.		

As	mentioned	in	the	historical	background	of	Ammassalik,	it	was	only	in	1951	that	a	

first	 shop	 was	 established	 in	 Kulusuk.	 Even	 then,	 hunters	 were	 living	 as	 nomads,	

following	the	rhythms	of	the	seasons	to	survive.	Lynge	(1992)	addresses	how	in	hunting	

societies,	the	ethical	dimension	found	its	meaning	in	the	respect	of	the	hunter	towards	

his	prey.	Similarly,	the	respect	for	the	dogs	is	in	the	knowledge	of	their	indispensability	

in	hunting,	but	also	in	the	practice	of	sledding	itself.	The	experience	of	wilderness	leads	

to	feelings	of	empathy	by	the	hunters	with	their	land	and	their	soul.	For	Lynge	(1992),	it	

is	ironic	how	animal	rights	are	built	within	urban	societies	that	does	not	live	in	nature,	

but	 instead	want	 to	possess	nature	and	manipulate	 it	according	 to	 its	own	will.	 It	 is	a	

contradiction	already	highlighted	from	Ingold	(2000)	that	separates	a	real	ecology	of	life	

in	which	 the	 division	 of	 culture/nature	 does	 not	 exist	 because	 it	 is	 part	 of	 the	 same	

entity;	 and	 one	 that	 radically	 differentiates	 the	 two,	 but	 that	 pretends	 to	 empathize	

animals	and	people,	nature	and	society.		
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For	Kulusummiut,	nature	and	animals	are	not	a	matter	of	only	 recreational	value;	

rather,	from	ecosystem	services	they	gain	value	for	their	economy	and	for	wellbeing.	In	

recent	times,	additional	studies	on	indigenous	communities	have	lead	to	major	interest	

in	cultural	ecosystem	services.	These	services	go	from	the	perception	of	cultural	identity	

and	 heritage,	 to	 knowledge	 and	 physical	 health,	 from	 recreation	 and	 ecotourism,	 to	

community	 cohesion	 and	 sense	 of	 place	 (TEEB,	 2010;	 CAFF,	 2015).	 Recreational	

activities	and	ecotourism	become	a	new	and	more	frequent	way	to	approach	the	sled	

dog	tradition	in	Kulusuk.	If	hunting	becomes	less	important,	its	practice	leads	to	a	new	

paradigm.	Hunting	with	dogs	might	not	disappear,	but	it	will	mutate	in	a	leisure	activity	

because	the	society	is	changing.		

“Because	we	changed	having	jobs.	Like	hunter…he	cannot	pay	the	bills	for	too	little	
money	 in	 being	 hunter	 today.	 But	 in	 old	 days,	 everybody	was	 hunter.	 Everybody	
was	 living	 for	 hunting.	 Like	 the	 fat	 of	 the	 seal	 was	 for	 heating,	 for	 light…for	
everything”.	

Fredrik	Wille	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

The	reconceptualization	of	hunting,	new	technologies	and	recreational	activities	did	

not	negatively	affect	 the	use	of	dogs.	The	sled	dog	practice	 is	an	 iconic	symbol	of	 the	

transformation	in	the	life	of	Inuit	communities;	a	symbol	of	cultural	struggle	surely,	but	

also	 of	 recovering	 through	 adaptation,	 resistance	 and	 redefinition	 of	 uses	 (Tester,	

2010).	 The	 strength	of	 a	 subsistence	paradigm	 is	 in	 its	 flexible	 structure	 (Dahl,	 1989).	

Hunting	grounds	and	prey	are	collective	rights,	and	every	hunter	controls	the	method	of	

production	through	the	means	of	transportation	–	boats,	kayaks	or	sled	dogs	according	

to	 the	 conditions	 (Dahl,	 1989).	 This	 flexibility	 is	 at	 the	 base	 of	 adaptation	 and	

redefinition	 of	 uses	 and	 methodologies.	 Furthermore,	 the	 structural	 importance	 of	

hunting	 explains	 the	 strong	 resilience	 of	 the	 entire	 cultural	 system	 and	 traditions	

connected	to	it	(Hovelsrud-Broda,	1999).		

The	 following	section	describe	a	more	 in-depth	analysis	of	 the	 recreational	use	of	

dogs,	and	give	a	profile	of	recreational	hunters.	In	parallel,	it	will	be	explained	how	sled	

dog	use	relates	to	technologies	and	alternative	uses	to	hunting.		
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3.4.1 Recreational	Hunters	
The	departure	 for	a	sled	day	 is	usually	set	when	the	sun	rises.	The	time	to	set	up	the	

pack	 of	 dogs	 on	 the	 sledge	 varies	 between	 mushers.	 The	 sledge	 is	 tied	 to	 a	 rope	

anchored	to	the	ground,	probably	a	rock	beneath	the	ice	(Figure	53).		Thus,	the	musher	

can	start	to	take	the	dogs	and	put	them	on	the	ropes	tied	to	the	sledge.	The	silence	of	

the	early	morning	 is	broken	from	the	constant	howling	of	the	dogs,	anxious	to	go	out	

sledding.	On	average,	a	good	musher	sets	all	the	dogs	in	thirty/forty	minutes,	and	then	

is	able	to	start	the	trip.	While	driving	the	hard	work	is	constant	–	detangling	the	ropes	of	

the	dogs	is	not	at	all	easy.	They	get	mixed	and	the	hunter	needs	to	pull	them	towards	

himself	and	separate	them	to	let	the	dogs	spread	properly	on	the	ice	(Figure	54;	Figure	

55).	The	weather	is	checked	before	to	departure,	but	even	then,	conditions	vary	on	the	

pack	ice.	So,	where	to	go?	

	

Figure	 53.	 Rope	 used	 to	 anchor	 the	 sledge	 to	 the	 ground	while	 setting	 the	 sledge	with	 the	
dogs.	
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Figure	 54.	 Hunter	 detangling	 the	 ropes.	 To	 detangle	 the	 ropes	 the	 dogs	 are	 pulled	 back	
towards	the	lace	fastens	them.	

	

	

Figure	55.	A	hunter	pulling	 the	 ropes.	 This	 requires	a	 lot	of	 strength,	 and	 it	has	 to	be	done	
several	times	during	a	sled	trip.	
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The	routes	to	follow	with	dogs	are	more	or	less	the	same.	The	mushers	with	nets	on	

the	pack	ice	go	to	check	if	seals	are	trapped;	while	hunters	with	Kayaks	(they	obviously	

could	also	have	nets)	go	 to	 the	edge	of	 the	 ice,	waiting	 for	seals.	Other	mushers	may	

decide	 to	 make	 a	 trip	 to	 clear	 their	 mind,	 but	 it	 is	 hard	 to	 say	 how	 much	 is	 for	

recreational	 purpose,	 and	 how	much	 for	 hunting.	 Kulusummiut	 know	 that	 being	 out	

means	 there	 is	 the	chance	 to	hunt.	As	Fredrik	 said,	 the	use	of	dogs	can	be	 related	 to	

various	things	–	“Mostly	for	hunting,	but	for	me	also	some	kind	of	hobby,	tradition,	and	

culture”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).		

The	gun	is	always	present	on	the	sledge.	However,	some	mushers	could	decide	to	

go	out	just	for	fun,	or	to	train	the	dogs	for	racing.	In	good	winter	seasons	it	is	possible	to	

do	 long	 trips	 all	 the	 way	 to	 other	 villages	 of	 the	 region	 –	 as	 Sermiligaaq,	 the	

northernmost	settlement	of	Ammassalik.	Eventually,	some	mushers	can	buy	seal	meat	

or	fish	from	hunters	of	the	other	village.	A	round	trip	to	Sermiligaaq	would	take	a	full	

day	 (60/70	 km	 one	 way),	 even	 more	 than	 twelve	 hours	 sometimes.	 After	 these	

exhausting	 trips	 the	 dogs	 get	much	 stronger.	 Besides	 these	 long	 trips,	 the	 usual	 sled	

trips	 lead	 to	 the	 hunting	 grounds.	 The	 routes	 on	 the	 pack	 ice	 are	 pretty	 defined,	

especially	 to	 reach	 the	 areas	with	open	 sea.	 The	 few	 full-time	hunters	 can	 always	 go	

there	during	the	week.	For	recreational	hunters	the	ideal	time	is	during	the	weekends,	

or	in	the	week	evenings	when	they	get	off	work.		

With	the	achievement	self-governance	from	Denmark	in	1979,	and	the	Home	Rule	

Government’s	 development	 plan,	 new	 job	 possibilities	 arose	 for	 the	 settlements	

(Petersen,	 2003).	 From	 then,	 income	was	 not	 coming	 anymore	 only	 from	 hunting	 or	

fishing,	 but	 from	 new	 types	 of	 jobs.	 Council	 members,	 technical	 repairs,	 power	 and	

water	 supplies,	 fire	 department,	 municipality	 workers	 are	 just	 a	 few	 of	 the	 new	

categories	of	jobs.	Also,	Kulusuk	had	even	more	favorable	conditions	than	other	isolated	

villages	thanks	to	the	local	airport,	and	fluxes	of	tourists	(Petersen,	2003).	Many	of	the	

mushers	of	Kulusuk	have	a	stable	source	of	income,	and	some	of	them	are	employed	at	

the	airport.	There	is	not	a	line	that	entirely	define	who	is	a	recreational	hunter	and	who	

is	not,	but	surely	employment	is	a	critical	factor	in	underlining	the	difference.	Note,	that	

with	employment	it	is	considered	every	job	that	does	not	include	sled	dogs	or	hunting	

as	primary	income.		
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At	 this	 point,	 trying	 to	 categorize	 hunters	 according	 to	 their	 social	 status	 or	

employment	 would	 be	 minimizing	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 situation.	 However,	 the	

definition	of	broad	categories	of	mushers	could	help	get	a	better	idea	of	how	different	

wages	could	mean	diverse	use	of	dogs.	Earlier	 it	was	addressed	how	full-time	hunters	

are	really	few	in	Kulusuk.	It	can	be	difficult	to	get	a	professional	hunting	license,	and	it	is	

not	 always	 the	 full-time	 hunters	who	 possess	 a	 professional	 license.	 The	 recreational	

hunting	 license	 is	 pretty	 common	 for	 all	 the	 mushers.	 Therefore,	 only	 in	 cases	 of	

particular	prey	the	presence	of	professional	hunters	is	needed.	Most	of	the	time,	as	in	

the	 case	when	 bears,	walruses	 or	 narwhals	 are	 spotted,	 someone	with	 the	 license	 is	

called	to	the	place	in	order	to	kill	the	animal.		

Returning	to	the	different	type	of	mushers,	a	specific	description	should	be	reserved	

to	the	ones	we	will	call	young	hunters.	These	people	can	easily	be	full-time	hunters	or	

recreational	hunters,	but	their	approach	towards	dogs	 is	different	respect	many	other	

mushers.	Young	hunters	are	around	25/27	years,	which	grew	up	in	a	period	of	cultural	

transition,	 in	 which	 tourism,	 racing	 and	 recreational	 activities	 started	 to	 rise	

exponentially	in	the	village.	Their	approach	towards	dogs	is	still	related	to	hunting,	but	

most	of	 the	time	they	would	not	keep	dogs	 if	 there	weren’t	alternative	ways	of	using	

them.	 These	 young	 hunters	 perceive	 and	 use	 sled	 dogs	 as	 hobbies	 and	 alternative	

monetary	 income.	 Some	 of	 them	 are	 keen	 to	 experience	 different	 things,	 and,	 in	 a	

certain	way,	more	“creative”	in	their	approach	towards	traditions.	In	the	next	chapter,	

we	will	analyze	the	relationship	of	mushers	with	tourism,	but	it	was	necessary	to	give	a	

broad	perspective	on	these	new	chances	for	the	hunters.	Young	people	are	particularly	

keen	to	use	dogs	in	alternative	ways,	and	could	keep	the	tradition	alive	mainly	for	these	

innovative	approaches.		

Another	broad	categorization	is	the	one	of	all	the	recreational	hunters	that	sustain	

themselves	 primarily	 through	 a	 stable	 job.	 These	 mushers	 are	 a	 specific	 part	 of	 the	

community,	which	benefit	from	certain	advantages	from	their	employment.	Their	status	

is	 the	perfect	 representation	of	 the	 cultural	 transformations	within	Kulusummiut.	The	

crucial	 drivers	 of	 this	 transformation	 are	 technological	 advancement	 and	 changes	 in	

social	life	dynamics	(Petersen,	2003).	Probably,	the	most	prominent	example	is	provided	

by	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 snowmobile	within	 the	 social	 and	 cultural	 values	 (Wenzel,	
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2013).	Indeed,	a	good	part	of	these	recreational	hunters	own	snowmobiles.	Moreover,	

thanks	to	their	wages,	often	provide	a	larger	quantity	of	food	to	their	dogs.	In	any	case,	

the	introduction	of	snowmobiles	cannot	be	considered	a	severe	threat	to	sled	dogs	use	

in	 Kulusuk,	 at	 least	 for	 the	 moment.	 Hunting	 with	 snowmobiles	 is	 still	 forbidden	 in	

Greenland	 in	 order	 to	 preserve	 the	 sled	 dog	 tradition.	 In	 addition,	 most	 of	 these	

recreational	 hunters	 consider	 sled	 dogs	 and	 snowmobiles	 as	 separate	 things	 that	 can	

easily	coexist	in	their	life.		

“I	see	them	completely	different	[snowmobile	and	sled	dogs],	because	I	just	use	the	
snowmobile	 for	 fun.	 I	cannot	use	 it	 to	hunting	or	dog	race.	So	when	 I	want	to	go	
hunting	I	have	to	take	dogs,	and	when	there	are	races	I	have	to	take	dogs,	I	cannot	
use	the	snowmobile.	There’s	different…if	there’s	something	I	want	to	go,	I	want	to	
go	 quickly,	 so	 I	 take	 the	 snowmobile,	 but	 I	 prefer	 the	 dog	 sledge,	 I	 like	 it	more.	
When	I	have	to	be	with	my	family	so	I	take	the	snowmobile”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

In	this	statement,	Peter	addresses	several	 interesting	points	that	summarize	some	

of	the	perceptions	of	many	mushers,	and	some	tasks	in	which	sled	dogs	or	snowmobile	

can	be	primarily	used.	 First	of	 all,	 Peter	 remarks	how	snowmobiles	and	 sled	dogs	are	

different	 things	 –	 dogs	 are	 for	 hunting	 and	 races,	 while	 the	 snowmobile	 is	 for	

recreational	activities.	Secondly,	he	says	how	the	snowmobile	is	more	useful	when	it	is	

necessary	 to	 reach	places	 faster.	 The	 snowmobile	 though	 is	 a	more	 common	 tool	 for	

recreational	hunters,	since	it	is	more	likely	they	could	afford	one.	

This	 point	 helps	 understanding	 how	 mobility	 patterns	 change	 according	 to	

technological	 advancement.	 If	 sled	 dogs	 have	 been	 used	 in	 the	 past	 thanks	 to	 their	

versatility	 on	 ice,	 the	 snowmobile	 offers	 a	more	 efficient	 way	 in	 terms	 of	 time.	 This	

change	 in	 mobility	 patterns	 should	 not	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 radical	 shift,	 but	 rather	 as	

coexistent	and	an	adaptive	process.	Snowmobiles	do	not	substitute	sled	dogs,	but	are	

simply	used	for	different	tasks	(Figure	56).	As	Wenzel	(2013)	explains,	certain	elements	

led	to	a	change	in	the	traditional	lifestyle	of	Inuit	people;	but	other	variables	have	been	

integrated	 in	 the	 traditional	 cultural	 norms,	 becoming	 a	 reflection	 of	 adaptation	 and	

resilience	capacities.		
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Figure	56.	The	coexistence	of	a	snowmobile	and	sled	dogs	for	a	recreational	hunter	of	Kulusuk	

	

Another	interesting	point	of	Peter’s	statement	is	the	fact	snowmobiles	are	used	for	

outdoor	activities	with	the	families.	Sled	dogs	are	exclusively	for	the	musher,	and	not	a	

tool	often	shared	with	all	the	components	of	the	family	(even	if	jointed	expeditions	with	

a	sled	partner	are	not	so	unusual).	Sled	trips	with	all	 the	 family	could	occur,	but	hard	

conditions	can	occur	during	sledding	trips.	As	Peter	said,	these	situations	do	not	make	it	

feasible	for	relaxing	activities	with	kids	–	“Sometimes	they	want	to	go	with	me	[his	wife	

and	their	two	young	kids]	on	the	sledge,	but	I	don’t	really…because	it	is	cold	when	you	

are	out	on	dog	sledding,	so	I	don’t	like	when	I’m	with	people	that	quickly	get	cold…so	I	

prefer	to	be	alone,	or	be	with	one	who	can	help	me”	(A.F.	6:1,	2017).		

Conversely,	the	snowmobiles	are	largely	used	for	recreational	activities	with	friends	

and	 family	 (Figure	 57).	 It	 is	 pretty	 common	 that	 groups	 of	 people	with	 snowmobiles	

gather	for	trips	around	the	mountains	surrounding	Kulusuk	(Figure	58).	During	the	four	

months	 in	 the	 field,	only	once	 sled	dogs	were	 seen	 to	be	used	as	a	 social	 activity	 for	

family	cohesion	–	during	Easter	time.	All	the	people	of	Kulusuk	gathered	a	bit	outside	of	

the	village,	bringing	food	and	feasting	happily	for	the	holiday.	During	this	event,	several	
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mushers	took	their	dogs,	and	reached	the	 location	with	the	sledge,	also	carrying	their	

family	(Figure	67).		

	

Figure	57.	A	family	on	a	snowmobile	during	the	gathering	of	a	children’s	sled	race.	

	

Figure	58.	A	snowmobile	trip	between	families	in	the	mountains	around	Kulusuk.	



100	

	

Figure	59.	A	communal	meeting	to	celebrate	Easter	on	the	outskirts	of	Kulusuk.	

	

Another	 interesting	 fact	 is	 that	women	 in	Kulusuk	do	not	 sled	alone.	Talking	with	

Justine,	this	taboo	seems	inherited	by	the	traditional	gender	division	of	tasks.		

“I	have	never	seen	women	[going	sledding],	when	i	was	child	and	young,	and	now	
here.	 But	 tourists,	 or	 Danish	 people,	 they	 do	 it.	 Otherwise,	 I	 think	 when	 i	 see	
women	do	it...crazy.	[...]	My	culture	is	important	for	me...in	my	culture	[sledding]	is	
men	job”.	

Justine	Boassen	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)		

Sledding,	 like	hunting,	has	always	been	part	of	 the	men’s	duties,	and	Justine	does	

not	 like	 even	 the	 idea	 of	 women	 sledding.	 For	 women,	 sledding	 is	 limited	 to	 family	

activities,	or	to	occasional	trips	with	the	men.	Tim	–	a	27	years	old	hunter	–	mentioned	

the	idea	of	going	out	with	his	fiancé	and	baby	for	a	picnic	out	of	town.	To	the	question	if	

he	uses	dogs	also	with	his	family	the	answer	was	pretty	clear	–	“No,	just	me,	but	now	we	

were	talking	with	my	girlfriend…maybe	we	go	eating	to	Apusiaajik	[the	glacier	in	front	of	

Kulusuk].	Maybe…”	(A.F.	5:1,	2017).	

Tim	doesn’t	have	a	 snowmobile,	 but,	 as	 for	Peter,	 the	difference	he	does	 see	 for	

that	tool	compared	to	the	dogs	is	pretty	clear.	Tim	uses	dogs	more	for	hunting	than	for	
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recreational	activities,	and	if	he	could	afford	a	snowmobile,	surely	he	would	use	it	only	

for	 fun	 in	his	 free	 time.	He	also	pointed	out	why	dogs	are	more	versatile	 for	hunting,	

than	it	could	be	a	snowmobile.		

	 Andrea:	“And	you	don’t	have	a	snowmobile?”	

	 Tim:	“Because	we	don’t	have	money”.	

	 Andrea:	“But	you	would	want	one?”	

	 Tim:	“Yes,	I	want”.	

	 Andrea:	“But	better	snowmobile	to	dogs?”	

Tim:	“No	no	no…we	go	hunting	with	dogs.	Snowmobile	not	for	hunting.	Just	like	
Justus,	he	has	one	and	dogs.	If	I		have	 snowmobile	 I	 keep	 my	 dogs,	 because	 I’m	
going	hunting”.	

Andrea:	 “If	 the	police	 says	 you	 can	go	hunting	with	 snowmobile	 you	 keep	your	
dogs?”	

Tim:	 “Yes,	 I	 keep	my	 dogs	 and	 snowmobile.	 Because	 snowmobile	 is	 too	 heavy.	
Dogs	open	on	ice,	so	I	keep	my	dogs”.		

(A.F.	5:1,	2017)	

Tim	doesn’t	speak	a	lot	of	English,	but	what	he	meant	with	“dogs	open	on	ice”	was	

pretty	 clear	 thanks	 to	 his	 gestures.	 Dogs	 can	 spread	 on	 the	 pack	 ice,	 when	 the	 ice	

surface	is	thin	or	unstable.	The	weight	of	the	snowmobile	would	not	allow	the	hunters	

to	reach	the	unstable	areas	in	the	hunting	grounds.		

The	 features	 of	 a	 pack	 of	 dogs	 compared	 to	 a	 snowmobile	 define	 why	 dogs	 will	

always	be	more	suitable	for	hunting.	Undoubtedly,	technological	advancement	led	to	a	

diversification	 of	 the	 mobility	 –	 something	 that	 also	 affected	 navigation,	 with	 the	

introduction	 of	 motorboats	 (Petersen,	 2003).	 The	 overall	 evolution	 of	 means	 of	

transportation,	as	cultural	and	economic	development,	 is	part	of	 the	 increasing	global	

interest	 in	the	Arctic	region	(CAFF,	2015).	Globalization	leads	to	challenges	in	terms	of	

cultural	continuity,	but	 it	also	provides	several	options	to	Arctic	communities.	The	use	

of	 sled	 dogs	 for	 racing	 is	 a	 new	 paradigm	 getting	 more	 enthusiasm	 between	

Kulusummiut.	
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The	continuum	in	Inuit	culture	is	not	entirely	homogenous.	Although	Canadian	and	

Greenlandic	 Inuit	 are	 historically	 perceived	 as	 part	 of	 the	 same	 identity,	 different	

histories	 led	 to	 social	 alterations	 according	 to	 the	 local	 contexts	 (Stenbaek,	 1987;	

Dorais,	1996).	Racing	has	never	been	a	common	use	of	dogs	for	the	people	of	Tunu.	On	

the	 other	 hand	 in	 the	west	 of	 Greenland,	where	 the	 influences	 of	 Canadian	 sledding	

have	 been	 more	 predominant,	 racing	 is	 a	 well-developed	 practice.	 Fredrik	 –	 that	

originally	comes	from	Qeqertarsuaq	(Disko	Island),	in	the	west,	but	lives	in	Kulusuk	now	

for	more	than	25	years	–	mentioned	that	 this	 transition	happened	 in	 the	 last	years	 in	

Kulusuk.	

“They	 were	 much	 more	 hunting	 dogs…racing	 dogs	 maybe	 only	 for	 last	 ten	
years…but	hunting	dogs	 for	 thousands	of	 years.	 […]	Maybe,	 they	 are	 good	as	 [to	
the	dogs	in	the	west],	I	don’t	know.	Maybe	they	are	good	as…because	it’s	the	same	
race…the	western	Greenland	dog	and	east	Greenland	dog	 is	the	same	family…but	
difference	 is	maybe	 from	west	Greenland	 they	have	been	 racing	 for	 longer	 time.	
Also	there’s	much	more	snow	here	[Kulusuk]…they	cannot	go	so	fast”.	

Fredrik	Wille	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

According	 to	 Fredrik,	 only	 in	 the	 last	 ten	 years	 racing	 has	 become	 an	 extensive	

practice	in	the	Ammassalik	region.	Besides	the	difference	development	of	sled	races	in	

the	West	and	East	Greenland,	also	 the	 typology	of	 terrain	affect	 racing	practices.	The	

East	seems	to	receive	more	intense	snowfalls,	and	it	is	not	always	possible	to	drive	on	

smooth	ice,	which	as	an	effect	on	the	speed	of	the	sled	and	dogs.		

The	 dog	 training	 for	 racing	 is	 slightly	 different	 from	 the	 one	 for	 only	 hunting.	 As	

noted	speed	is	not	a	necessary	attribute	for	hunting	dogs;	but	for	racing,	the	mushers	

need	 to	 train	 the	dogs	specifically	 for	 this	 task	–	 focusing	on	sprinting	and	resistance.	

Probably,	 resistance	 is	 the	 only	 attribute	 that	 can	 be	 considered	 important	 for	 both	

racing	 and	hunting.	 Even	 if	 training	 can	 change,	we	addressed	how	changes	between	

sled	 teams	 are	 challenging	 to	 define,	 since	 there	 are	 no	 packs	 in	 the	 village	 that	 are	

uniquely	used	 for	 racing.	 The	way	dogs	are	 trained	 though,	 it	 gives	us	 an	 insight	 into	

how	some	recreational	hunters	like	to	make	their	dogs	capable	of	racing.	Some	mushers	

of	the	community	are	even	famous	for	their	fast	dogs.	Sled	teams	used	for	racing	need	

to	go	out	quite	often.	These	racing	packs	require	more	food	than	other	dogs	–	aiming	to	
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have	fit	and	fast	animals.	Also	for	this	reason,	their	life	span	is	sometimes	even	shorter	

than	average	sled	dogs.	They	are	only	wanted	when	they	are	fast	and	energetic.		

“There’s	 a	 difference,	 because	 we	 [Peter,	 Justus,	 Mugu	 and	 Angani]	 are	 racing	
together,	and	we	have	to	feed	them	good	to	make	them	stronger	and	faster…so	we	
have	 to	 feed	 them	more	and	make	 them	bigger…and	when	 there	are	 races…they	
are	 looking	 for	 the	 dogs…there	 can	 be	 twenty	 dog	 sledges,	 and	 there’s	 some	
people	 that	 are	 looking	 for	 the	 dogs…and	 there’s	 a	 winner	 too	 for	 the	 most	
beautiful	dogs…when	there	are	races”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

Looking	 at	 feeding	 habits	 in	 the	 community,	 the	 perception	 is	 that	 the	 mushers	

more	into	racing	feed	their	dogs	more.	However,	several	factors	can	influence	feeding	

habits.	An	interesting	factor	is	also	the	competition	for	the	most	beautiful	dogs.	There	is	

a	 particular	 ethical	 perspective	 towards	 dogs,	 but	 we	 can	 see	 in	 this	 case	 a	

transformation	 into	 a	 new	 type	 of	 valuation.	 As	 with	 hunting,	 racing	 developes	 a	

relationship	 between	 the	 musher	 and	 the	 dogs	 aimed	 at	 a	 common	 goal	 (Tedeschi,	

2016).	 In	hunting	this	 is	a	relationship	based	to	build	a	working	 identity;	 in	racing	this	

relationship	is	transformed	into	a	sporting	identity.	An	activity	not	anymore	related	to	

necessity	and	subsistence,	but	voluntary	based,	free,	and	focused	on	gaming	(Tedeschi,	

2016).	 On	 the	 same	 path,	 is	 the	 attention	 to	 the	 aesthetics	 of	 dogs.	 Increasing	

interested	 in	having	more	beautiful	dogs	 is	 growing	 in	 the	community.	Beautiful	dogs	

could	be	preferred	 from	tourists,	or	even	noticed	by	 the	communities	during	 regional	

sled	races.		

Returning	to	training	methods,	the	attention	focuses	on	making	dogs	fit	and	strong	

since	the	beginning	of	the	winter.	Racing	teams	are	used	to	pull	additional	weight	that	

mushers	could	place	on	the	sledge	(i.e.,	40-60	kg	or	more	of	dog	food,	or	other	things	

with	heavy	weight),	to	drive	long	distances,	or	to	go	up	in	the	mountains	in	deep	snow.	

Any	chance	of	intense	sledding	could	be	suitable	as	training	for	racing.		

There	 is	 a	 unique	 training	 regime	 aimed	 to	 increase	 their	 speed	 and	 sprinting	

capabilities.	During	the	final	stages	of	sled	races,	hunters	use	particular	words	(or	one	

word)	to	make	the	dogs	accelerate	for	the	final	sprint.	These	words	are	personal	choices	

of	the	hunters	–	sometimes	in	Greenlandic,	sometimes	in	other	languages.	To	help	the	

dogs	 understand	 these	words,	 and	 relate	 them	 to	 the	 sprinting,	 each	musher	 uses	 a	
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training	technique	involving	food.	The	mushers	go	out	sledding	bringing	with	them	small	

pieces	of	seal	meat	or	dry	food	in	a	bag.	The	person	joining	the	musher	during	the	trip	

usually	gets	down	 from	the	sledge,	and	places	 the	pieces	of	meat	on	 the	ground	 in	a	

specific	 area.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 musher	 takes	 a	 long	 route	 with	 the	 dogs	 and,	 while	

coming	back,	(usually	200/300	meters	from	the	food)	starts	to	yell	at	them	the	sprinting	

words.	At	the	beginning	of	this	excercise,	dogs	cannot	understand	the	relation	between	

the	words	and	food.	Only	after	two,	three	times,	they	start	to	associate	the	words	with	

the	chance	to	find	food	soon,	and	through	excitement	start	to	go	faster.	Usually,	only	

small	pieces	of	meat	without	of	bones	are	the	“reward”	for	the	dogs,	since	bones	could	

suffocate	 the	dogs	which	are	 too	eager	 to	eat	 (Figure	60;	Figure	61;	Figure	62;	Figure	

63).	

	

Figure	60.	Sled	dogs	sprint	towards	a	child	placing	food	at	the	entrance	to	the	village.	
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Figure	61.	Dogs	being	fed	after	the	sprinting	in	a	race.	

	

	

Figure	62.	Dogs	eating	after	the	sprint.	
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Figure	63.	Dogs	reaching	the	food	after	the	sprint.	

	

Every	village	can	organize	a	race	between	the	local	mushers.	Also,	the	communities	

altogether	 usually	 organize	 a	 yearly	 competition	 including	 the	 best	 mushers	 of	 the	

region.	 In	 Kulusuk,	 there	 are	 two	 different	 races.	 A	 preliminary	 one	 is	 held	 during	

Christmastime,	 while	 the	 official	 competition	 usually	 occurs	 at	 the	 end	 of	 March,	

around	Easter.	In	winter	2017,	due	to	ice	conditions,	the	race	was	organized	few	weeks	

before	–	between	the	13th	and	16th	of	March.	Usually,	in	the	same	period,	there	is	a	race	

also	in	Tasiilaq	and	Sermiligaaq.	

The	 race	 is	 organized	 over	 several	 days	 because	 it	 is	 divided	 into	 categories.	 The	

race	of	the	first	day	was	for	the	kids	between	aged	six	to	fifteen,	over	a	distance	of	one	

kilometer,	with	four	dogs	pulling	a	small	sledge	(Figure	64;	Figure	65).	The	race	of	the	

second	day	was	for	kids	between	zero	and	six	years	of	age,	and,	after	that	one,	between	

women.	 The	 race	 for	 kids	 younger	 than	 six	was	made	over	 a	distance	of	 100	meters,	

with	an	adult	running	behind	the	sledge	for	safety	reasons	(Figure	66).	The	race	for	the	

woman	was	over	a	distance	of	slightly	more	than	one	kilometer,	with	the	sledge	pulled	

by	six	dogs	(Figure	67).	Most	of	the	women	that	participated	at	the	race	were	musher’s	

wives	 or	 close	 relatives,	 and	 the	 mushers	 controlled	 the	 sledges	 until	 the	 sign	 of	
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departure.	Until	 the	goal	 line,	 the	women	 just	 sit	on	 the	 sledge,	 sometimes	whipping	

the	dogs,	but	with	no	real	control	of	the	sledge.	A	sign	of	how	sledding	is	still	a	men’s	

task	in	Kulusuk.		

The	third	day	was	the	turn	of	couples	together	on	the	sledge.	And	finally,	the	fourth	

and	last	day,	the	big	race	between	mushers	with	their	full	teams	(Figure	68;	Figure	69).	

Not	 all	 the	 mushers	 competed	 in	 the	 big	 race.	 It	 was	 mostly	 recreational	 hunters	

participated	 as	 they	 train	 their	 dogs	with	 the	 aim	of	 racing.	 Full-time	 hunters,	 or	 the	

mushers	that	use	the	dogs	exclusively	for	hunting	activities	do	not	take	part	in	the	race.	

Despite	that,	some	young	hunters	are	attracted	by	the	idea	of	participating	even	if	their	

packs	are	not	experienced	at	racing.			

	

Figure	64.	Finish	of	the	race	for	children.	
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Figure	65.	Celebrations	for	one	of	the	first	three	children	to	arrive.	

	

	

Figure	66.	Race	for	young	children	(0-6	years).	
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Figure	67.	Finish	of	the	women’s	race.	

	

	

Figure	68.	Starting	of	the	final	race.	



110	

	

Figure	69.	Celebrations	for	the	2nd	place	win.	

	

Most	of	the	racers	use	small	sledges	for	the	competitions,	as	they	are	lighter	to	pull.	

In	2017,	 the	winner	was	Angani,	 followed	by	Nuka	and	Peter.	The	 race	demonstrated	

one	of	the	most	meaningful	moments	of	social	cohesion	witnessed	during	the	fieldwork	

(to	a	similar	level	to	the	polar	bear	hunt).	During	the	4	days	of	races,	all	the	community	

took	part	in	the	events.		

A	few	days	after	the	races,	the	community	gathered	in	the	local	school	to	provide	

the	winners	their	prizes.	Indeed,	all	the	mushers	interested	in	racing	involved	collecting	

money	 to	 provide	 prizes.	 The	 prizes	 were	 mostly	 tools	 or	 chains	 for	 dogs,	 but	 also	

candies,	 sodas	 and	 biscuits	 for	 the	 kids.	 Prizes	 for	 women	 were	 hand	 tools	 for	 the	

houses	–	another	 symbol	of	how	the	 traditional	gender	division	of	work	 is	 still	 strong	

within	the	community.	The	entire	event	was	perceived	as	a	sort	of	festivity.		

Like	for	hunting,	racing	 leads	to	the	reaffirmation	of	the	cultural	relevance	of	sled	

practices	 for	 Kulusummiut.	 Understanding	 the	 sled	 dog-human	 relationship	 allows	 to	

understand	more	human	sociability,	and	how	people	build	up	social	values	around	the	

world	 (Tedeschi,	 2016).	 The	way	 societies	 engage	and	 interact	with	each	other	 –	 and	

with	animals	–	provides	more	insight	into	cultural	identities	(Tedeschi,	2016).	The	high	
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sociability	behind	sled	dog	races	expresses	their	 importance	to	the	cultural	 identity	of	

Kulusuk.	The	 following	 section	will	 focus	on	 the	challenges	and	new	opportunities	 for	

sled	dog	use.	Some	of	 these	 factors	have	already	affected	sled	dog	practices,	and	will	

modify	them	even	more	in	the	near	future.		

	

	

Figure	70.	Sled	dogs	under	the	Neqqajaar	–	the	winter	storm.	
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4 The	future	of	sled	dogs:	opportunities	and	challenges	
In	 terms	 of	 perspectives	 on	 the	 future,	 Greenland	 is	 at	 the	 center	 of	 a	 flourishing	

debate.	Resulting	from	the	home	rule	movement	of	1979,	a	new	political	arrangement	

added	 greater	 autonomy	 to	 the	 largest	 island	 on	 this	 planet.	 On	 2008,	 Greenlanders	

voted	 for	 increased	autonomy,	and	 for	 the	 institution	of	Self-Rule	 (Nuttal,	2008).	This	

slow	process	towards	independence,	if	that	indeed	will	be	the	end	result,	is	also	a	sign	

of	growing	political	confidence	and	cultural	empowerment.	Greenland	is	still	dependent	

on	an	annual	block	grant	from	Denmark,	but	the	government	is	aiming	for	reliance	on	

internal	 resources	 in	 the	 future	 (Nuttal,	 2008).	 On	 a	 similar	 level,	 the	 Greenlandic	

government	 has	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 the	 global	 policy	 debate	 regarding	 climate	 change,	

since	it	is	deeply	connected	to	the	future	of	the	entire	island	(Nuttal,	2008).	Therefore,	

Greenland	is	experiencing	a	moment	of	crucial	transition,	while	it	also	needs	to	ensure	

uniform	social	welfare	(Auchet,	2011).		

Climate	 change	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 critical	 issues	 for	 a	 country	 in	 rapid	

transformation.	Changes	in	global	surface	temperatures	seem	to	be	within	the	range	of	

the	 IPCC	(2013)	climatic	models	 (Cowtan	et	al.,	2015).	The	future	of	 the	Arctic	sea	 ice	

appears	to	be	highly	uncertain	–	with	an	effect	also	on	the	Greenlandic	ice	sheet,	as	on	

oceanic	and	atmospheric	circulation	(Maslowski,	Kinney,	Higgins	&	Roberts,	2012).	The	

changing	global	climate	is	leading	to	a	decline	of	sea	ice	extent,	with	a	direct	effect	on	

local	 flora	 and	 fauna,	 as	 on	 the	 indigenous	 people	 of	 the	 Arctic	 region	 (Meier	 et	 al.,	

2014).	 On	 a	 global	 scale,	 climate	 change	 started	 to	 affect	 a	 considerable	 part	 of	

worldwide	 societies.	 Arctic	 communities	 are	 surely	 on	 the	 frontline,	 facing	 the	 most	

immediate	consequences	(IPCC,	2013;	Larsen	et	al.,	2014).	On	a	policy	level,	most	of	the	

attention	 is	 focused	 on	 adaptation	 and	 resilience	 (Larsen	 et	 al.,	 2014;	 Arctic	 Council,	

2016).	 Indigenous	 Arctic	 communities	 have	 always	 adapted	 to	 changes	 in	 their	

environment,	but	 the	current	alterations	could	 lead	 to	 the	disappearance	of	practices	

such	as	sled	dog	use.	As	an	innovative	economic	driver,	tourism	represents	a	compelling	

opportunity	for	Greenlandic	economy.	In	1991,	the	Greenlandic	government	addressed	

tourism	as	one	of	the	key	elements	to	focus	on	for	economic	development	(Kaae,	2002).	

After	a	few	decades,	the	debate	between	mining	and	tourism	development	is	still	under	

the	spotlight	(Ren,	Bjørst	&	Dredge,	2016),	but	the	country	is	emerging	more	and	more	

as	desirable	destination	for	tourists.	
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This	chapter	will	firstly	consider	the	opportunities	brought	on	by	tourism	for	the	use	

of	 sled	 dogs.	 The	 opinions	 of	 Kulusummiut	 help	 us	 understand	 more	 about	 the	

importance	 of	 such	 an	 innovative	 way	 of	 using	 dogs.	 Secondly,	 the	 perceptions	 of	

Kulusummiut	 regarding	 climate	 change	 will	 offer	 an	 overview	 of	 one	 of	 the	 biggest	

threats	 to	 the	 survival	 for	 sled	 dog	 use	 as	 a	 traditional	way	 of	 life.	 Furthermore,	 the	

observations	 carried	 on	 during	 the	 fieldwork	 will	 describe	 more	 specifical	 the	

development	 of	 the	 ice	 conditions	 in	 Ammassalik,	 and	 its	 direct	 consequences	 on	

sledding	expeditions	in	winter	2017.	

4.1 Tourism	&	sled	dogs	

Chapter	3	analyzed	the	features	of	recreational	hunters,	underlining	how	their	approach	

towards	sled	dogs	can	slightly	differ	from	full-time	hunters.	At	the	same	time,	full-time	

hunting	 is	 disappearing	 from	 Kulusuk.	 The	 impossibility	 of	 carrying	 on	 hunting	 as	

preponderant	economic	activity	is	balanced	by	tourism	–	a	new	profitable	way	of	using	

sled	dogs.		

From	1993	to	2000,	the	number	of	tourists	visiting	Greenland	grew	exponentially	–	

passing	 from	 less	 than	 5000	 (in	 1993)	 to	 more	 than	 30,000	 (in	 2000)	 visitors	 (Kaae,	

2002).	 In	 2016,	 the	 total	 amount	 of	 tourists	 reaching	 Greenland	 was	 75,553	 –	 7,5%	

more	 compared	 to	 2015	 (70,188)	 (Visit	 Greenland,	 2017a).	 Most	 of	 these	 tourists	

reached	Greenland	by	airplane,	and	a	smaller	part	by	cruises.	The	East	region	gets	the	

smaller	amount	of	tourists,	and	the	majority	arrives	by	air	(Kaae,	2002;	Visit	Greenland,	

2017a).	The	airport	of	Kulusuk	is	the	second	airport	in	terms	of	people	transiting	to	and	

from	other	 destinations	 –	 5,263	people	 in	 2016	 (Visit	Greenland,	 2017a).	 This	 data	 is	

relevant	considering	that	more	than	70%	of	the	air	traffic	of	Greenland	passes	through	

Kangerlussuaq,	 and	 that	 Kulusuk	 experiences	more	 travellers	 than	 the	 airport	 of	 the	

capital,	 Nuuk	 (Visit	 Greenland,	 2017a).	 Kulusuk	 absorbs	 around	 10-15%	 of	 the	

passengers	travelling	out	of	Greenland,	and	more	than	64%	of	them	are	tourists	 (Visit	

Greenland,	2017b).		

Tourist	 peak	 season	 is	 in	 the	 summer,	 especially	 July	 and	August,	 but	 the	 overall	

growth	of	 tourism	 invites	 expectations	 for	 positive	 growth	of	 visitors	 in	 the	 following	

years	 (Kaae,	2002;	Visit	Greenland,	2017a;	Visit	Greenland	2017b).	Leading	the	way	 in	

Arctic	tourism	is	most	prominently	the	image	of	wilderness,	remote	areas	and	a	fragile	
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but	 harsh	 environment	 (Maher	 et	 al.,	 2014).	 In	 addition,	 in	 recent	 years,	 the	

vulnerabilities	of	the	Arctic	region	became	a	new	driver	for	a	new	type	of	tourism.	The	

so-called,	 last-chance	tourism	(Lemelin	et	al.,	2010)	 is	a	trend	defined	as	the	desire	of	

tourists	 to	 visit	 endangered	 sites	 before	 they	 vanish	 or	 radically	 transform.	 Not	

surprisingly,	a	good	amount	of	potential	 travelers	seem	to	be	 initially	attracted	to	the	

stunning	 landscapes,	 glaciers	 and	 natural	 phenomenon	 of	 Greenland	 (Sonntag	 &	

Wagner,	 2016).	 In	 addition	 to	 that,	 surveys	 on	 potential	 tourists	 (from	 Germany,	

England	and	US)	addressed	how	wildlife	watching,	and	activities	as	skiing,	dog	sledding,	

and	 kayaking	 differentiate	 Greenland	 from	 other	 Nordic	 destinations	 (Sonntag	 &	

Wagner,	2016).		

The	interest	regarding	local	traditions	and	wilderness	activities	can	be	a	driver	for	a	

broader	 focus	 on	 sustainable	 tourism,	 and	 an	 increased	 involvement	 of	 local	

communities	in	such	activities	(Müller	&	Jansson,	2006).	Indeed,	tourism	is	a	promising	

opportunity	for	the	ease	of	accessibility,	and	for	the	wide	range	opportunities	it	offers.	

Furthermore,	 it	 can	 be	 attractive	 especially	 for	 young	 people,	 and	 also	 a	 good	

employment	 solution	 for	 peripheries	 –	 areas	 with	 less	 favorable	 climate,	 small	

population	and	difficult	accessibility	(Müller	&	Jansson,	2006).		

In	winter,	people	come	to	Ammassalik	for	adventurous	expeditions	involving	skiing	

or	 sled	 dogs.	 The	 mushers	 of	 Kulusuk	 work	 with	 the	 local	 hotel	 and	 foreign	 tourist	

companies	that	can	provide	costumers	with	sled	expeditions	as	long	as	a	week.	It	is	also	

popular	to	add	a	sled	tour	at	the	end	of	other	excursions	in	order	to	provide	a	taste	of	

traditional	 living	with	 the	 locals.	 In	other	cases,	 tourists	 can	stop	 in	Kulusuk	 for	 just	a	

few	days,	where	they	are	keen	to	try	a	sled	experience	of	at	least	one	day.	The	mushers	

plan	 long	 tours	 and	 reach	 tourists	 through	 their	 personal	 contacts;	 or	 the	 hotel	 of	

Kulusuk	can	call	the	mushers	when	their	guests	are	interested	in	sled	activities.		

Matt	Spenceley	is	a	Scottish	guide	and	tour	operator	in	Kulusuk.	For	Matt	the	first	

time	in	Ammassalik	was	around	eighteen	years	ago.	From	the	passion	for	climbing	and	

skiing,	 he	 created	 his	 own	 business	 in	 Kulusuk,	 where	 he	 now	 spends	 most	 of	 his	

winters	and	summers	guiding	tourists.		

“We’ve	always	travelled	by	boat	or	by	sledge	with	the	guys	from	Kulusuk.	And	then	
in	 the	 last,	 probably,	 fourteen	 years	 I	 guess,	 we	 have	 been	 organizing	 just	
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dedicated	 dog	 sledding	 trips	 too.	 But…some	 of	 the	 guys	 asked	 us	 to	 really	 push	
that…to	increase	their	work.	So	the	last	years	we	have	made	more	effort	to	that”	

Matt	Spenceley	(A.F.	9:1,	2017)	

According	to	Matt,	some	of	the	mushers	he	works	with	asked	to	increase	tours	with	

sled	dogs.	 Indeed,	the	general	perception	is	that	 local	mushers	are	really	 interested	in	

working	 in	 tourism-related	 activities	 with	 sled	 dogs.	 Some	 of	 them	 see	 in	 tourism	 a	

great	 opportunity	 to	make	 some	money,	 and	 to	 sustain	 also	 the	 expenses	 related	 to	

sledding.	

“I	 just	 like	 to	 have	 dogs,	 so	 I	 can	 go	 hunting	 on	 winter,	 on	 dog	 sledge,	 and	
sometimes	there’s	a	dog	race…and	I	like	dog	races….and	sometimes	there’s	coming	
tourists	 and	 they	 want	 to	 go	 dog	 sled,	 and	 they	 pay	 good,	 so	 I	 can	make	 extra	
money”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

The	 use	 of	 sled	 dogs	 for	 tourists	 offers	 a	 great	 opportunity.	 The	 mushers	 can	

combine	their	passion	for	sled	dogs	and,	at	the	same	time,	cover	the	expense	of	having	

dogs.	Not	all	the	mushers	are	positively	attracted	by	tourism	activities	though.	Some	of	

them,	more	into	hunting,	perceive	tourism	as	an	anomaly	in	the	use	of	dogs;	but,	based	

on	 my	 observation	 of	 Kulusuk,	 it	 is	 a	 minority	 of	 the	 mushers	 that	 have	 negative	

perceptions	of	tourism.	In	fact,	even	some	of	the	most	fervent	hunters	are	attracted	by	

the	opportunity	of	bringing	out	tourists.	Admittedly,	the	most	active	mushers	in	tourism	

activities	are	the	recreational	hunters	and	the	young	hunters.		

The	long	expeditions	require	dogs	trained	enough	for	travelling	long	distances	and	

carrying	massive	weights	on	the	sledge.	Some	of	these	trips	can	involve	more	than	two	

to	 four	 sled	 teams.	Each	 team	needs	 to	 carry	 the	musher,	 at	 least	one	 tourist,	plus	a	

certain	 amount	 of	 equipment	 (i.e.,	 tents,	 sleeping	 bags)	 and	 food.	Most	 of	 the	 time,	

these	trips	occur	between	March	and	April,	at	the	peak	of	the	sled	season.	The	tourists	

more	 interested	 in	 such	 activity	 are	 called	 globetrotters.	 According	 to	 Greenland	

Tourism	Statistics	(2018),	18%	of	the	people	going	to	the	East	of	Greenland	enter	 into	

this	 market	 segment	 that	 is	 also	 the	 larger.	 Globetrotters	 are	 considered	 all	 the	

adventurers	attracted	from	Greenland	in	the	broader	sense	–	aiming	to	experience	local	

lifestyles	and	the	environment.	Dog	sledding	is	probably	the	experience	that	epitomizes	
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this	 type	 of	 tourism.	 Recent	 studies	 have	 begun	 to	 analyze	 the	 impact	 of	 cultural	

tourism	 in	 the	development	of	 the	modern	concept	of	heritage	 (Bujdosó	et	al.,	 2015;	

Gravari-Barbas,	2018).		

Cultural	 tourism	 provides	 an	 efficient	 way	 to	 unite	 economic	 benefits	 and	 the	

conservation	of	local	values	(Bujdosó	et	al.,	2015).	The	recognition	of	heritage	from	the	

tourist	industry	can	lead	to	a	“revitalization”	of	traditional	practices,	but	it	can	also	lead	

to	 the	 production	 of	 new	 meanings	 (Gravari-Barbas,	 2018).	 Sledding	 is	 already	

perceived	by	 tourists	as	a	 representation	of	 traditional	Greenlandic	 lifestyle,	but	 their	

contribution	 is	 not	 merely	 in	 perception.	 Tourists	 are	 fuelling	 the	 survival	 of	 such	

practices,	 giving	 new	 patterns	 of	 use	 to	 the	 mushers	 of	 Kulusuk.	 For	 some	 of	 the	

Kulusummiut,	tourists	are	an	essential	part	of	the	current	sledding	season.		

For	 the	 hunter	 people	 is	 important	 in	 winter,	 because	 sometimes	 in	 February,	
March,	April,	we	have	 tourists	now.	 If	 you	want…if	hunters	want	money,	 so	 they	
have	 to	 work	 about	 [with]	 dogs.	 So,	 three	 months	 we	 work	 with	 tourists,	
sometimes	hunting.	So	it	is	important	for	the	people	in	Kulusuk	to	have	dogs.	

Bendt	Abelsen	(A.F.	2:1,	2017)	

The	 perspectives	 towards	 tourism	 are	 varied	within	 the	 community.	 In	 this	 case,	

Bendt	 expressed	 an	 idea	 oriented	 to	 centralize	 tourists	 on	 the	 activities	 of	 hunters.	

Despite	that,	not	all	the	mushers	consider	tourists	as	a	resource	without	which	sledding	

would	not	be	possible.	As	I	mentioned	earlier,	some	Kulusummiut	are	not	attracted	by	

tourism	 activities,	 but	 others	 cannot	 even	 imagine	 having	 dogs	 if	 tourists	 would	 not	

come	to	Kulusuk.	Such	attitudes	are	most	common	among	young	hunters.	They	do	not	

always	see	in	the	sled	dogs	tradition	the	most	efficient	way	for	hunting.	Some	of	these	

young	 hunters	 are	 interested	 in	 racing	 and	 recreational	 activities,	 but	 without	

maximizing	profits	through	tourists,	their	approach	in	sledding	would	probably	be	more	

careful.	For	example,	Bendt	always	had	dogs	and	Kunuk,	his	son,	would	use	the	dogs	of	

his	father	 if	there	were	no	tourists.	Keeping	two	packs	 is	expensive,	and	Kunuk	knows	

his	father	cannot	get	rid	of	his	pack.		

“Tourists	is	number	one	priority,	and	then	we	can	put	nets…seal	nets,	and	then	we	
use	 the	 dogs	 to	 get	 to	 the	 nets,	 take	 the	 seal	 and	 get	 back,	 more	 like	
transportation,	 and	 those	 seals	 are	 for	 the	 dogs.	 For	me,	 if	 there	 are	 no	 tourists	
who	are	 interested	 in,	 I	wouldn’t	have	dogs.	But	my	 father	would	have	dogs	still,	
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because	he	always…I	mean,	he	had	them	for	many	many	years,	and	before	tourists	
started	to	with	us,	he	had	plan	to	get	rid	of	them,	but	he	could	never	do	it,	because	
he	had	dogs	for	many	years,	and	he	couldn’t…he	just	couldn’t	get	rid	of	them,	but	
now	tourists	are	more	and	more	interested	in	them…and	now,	you	know,	we	need	
to	have	dogs”.	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:1,	2017)	

To	 a	 certain	 extent,	 this	 reaffirms	 the	 importance	 of	 cultural	 tourism	 for	 the	

preservation	 of	 sled	 dogs	 practices.	 As	 reported	 by	 Matt	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	

chapter,	some	hunters	explicitly	requested	to	increase	sled	trips	with	tourists.	Similarly	

to	Matt,	Lars	Anker	Møller	is	a	Danish	tour	operator	that	moved	to	Ammassalik	in	2001.	

He	 has	 significant	 experience	 with	 dog	 sledding	 has	 been	 a	 professional	 hunter	 and	

owner	of	a	pack	of	dogs	for	long	time.	In	2010,	Lars	also	introduced	an	important	tool	to	

the	sledge	of	Ammassalik	–	 the	second	brake	of	 the	 sledge,	known	here	as	 the	hook.	

Nowadays,	 Lars	 is	 living	 in	Tasiilaq,	 for	 the	 largest	part	of	 the	year,	and	he	has	a	vast	

experience	 of	 the	 region.	 Lars	 explained	 how	 in	 Tasiilaq	 hunting	 activities	 are	 still	

important,	but	sledding	–	also	due	to	the	topographic	features	of	the	territory	–	is	not	

for	 hunting	 anymore.	 Local	 hunters	 use	 the	 snowmobile	 to	 reach	 their	 boats	 in	 the	

other	side	of	the	island,	where	the	fjord	has	open	water.	

“I	 would	 say	we	 have	maybe	 two-three	 full-time	 hunters	 in	 Tasiilaq,	 and	 there’s	
only	 one	 of	 them	 that	 is	 still	 using	 the	 dog	 sled	 for	 hunting.	 Because	 the	 rest	 is	
using	 snowmobiles,	 because	 is	 faster.	 I	 remember	 when	 I	 started,	 when	 we	 go	
hunting	with	 the	dogs,	we	always	had	 to	be	away	3	days.	Today	you	can	go	with	
snowmobile.	 Half	 an	 hour	 out	 and	 then	 take	 the	 boat,	 and	 then	 back	 the	 same	
evening.	Before	 it	was	a	 travel.	We	had	overnight,	we	had	 to	bring	dog	 food,	we	
had	to	bring	everything.	But	all	this	is	over”			

Lars	Anker	Møller	(A.F.	10:1,	2017)	

Lars	 also	 provided	 a	 personal	 opinion	on	why	 young	people	 are	 less	 attracted	by	

sled	dogs,	and	his	fears	regarding	the	disappearance	of	the	practice.	On	a	similar	level,	

he	 explained	 how	usually	 tourists	 are	 looking	 for	 a	 “traditional”	 experience	with	 sled	

dogs	–	and	a	crucial	aspect	of	this	traditionality	is	being	accompanied	by	“locals”.	

“what	we	always	been	very	afraid	of	 is	that	when	I	 look	down,	 I’ve	passed	my	40	
(years),	if	I	look	down	who’s	behind,	who	is	younger…all	the	guys	I’m	driving	with,	
they	are	my	age	or	older.	Who	 is	coming	 from	down?	Are	 there	any	kids?	Any	 in	
their	20s	driving?	There’s	not	many.	[…]	The	younger	people	don’t	want	to…it’s	too	
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hard	 to	 drive	 dog	 sled.	 They	 see	 foreign	movies	with	 fast	 cars	 and	 snowmobiles,	
and	 that’s	 what	 they	 want.	 Now	 the	 young	 people	 are	 more	 interested	 in	 this	
snowmobile	 that	can	climb…that’s	new	thing.	They	are	all	over	 the	place.	But	 I’m	
afraid	 that	 dog	 sledding	 in	 Greenland	 it	 will	 survive	 but	 it	 will	 maybe	 be	 like	 in	
Svalbard.	 […]	 You	are	 guide,	 you	 come	here,	 and	 then	 you	drive	dog	 sledge	with	
tourists,	and	it’s	not	a	local	guy	that	is	driving.	I’m	afraid	that	is	going	that	way.	But	
I	can	feel	from	the	tourists	when	we	are	out,	that	if	they	have	to	choose	between	
me,	they	rather	want	to	go	with	one	of	the	local	guys	than	with	me.	[…]	They	are	
trilled,	and	also	see	how	they	handle	with	the	dogs...this	is	really	a	big	experience	
for	them”.		

Lars	Anker	Møller	(A.F.	10:1,	2017)	

In	a	nutshell,	the	thoughts	of	Lars	gives	a	wide	perspective	on	the	situation.	Lars	is	

hardly	 an	 outsider,	 but	 he	 experienced	 Ammassalik	 first	 with	 the	 eyes	 of	 someone	

coming	from	abroad,	and	slowly	he	became	almost	a	local	with	a	profound	passion	for	

Greenlandic	culture.	The	main	fear	 is	 the	disappearance	of	 the	practice	due	to	 lack	of	

new	mushers.	For	Lars,	a	lot	of	young	Greenlanders	are	not	interested	in	sled	dogs	–	too	

much	work,	 and	 less	 speed	 and	 flexibility	 compared	 to	 a	 snowmobile.	 From	 another	

point	of	view,	 tourists	seem	to	be	attracted	by	 the	 idea	of	experiencing	sledding	with	

locals	 rather	 than	 foreigner	mushers.	 Anyway,	 the	 idea	 of	 having	 foreign	mushers,	 it	

seems	unlikely	to	happen,	at	 least	 in	the	short	term.	Sledding	tradition	has	a	meaning	

because	 it	 is	deeply	 related	 to	Greenlandic	people	and	 their	culture.	 Isolated	cases	of	

foreigners	that	adapted	to	Greenlandic	life	exist	–	such	as	Lars	–	but	it’s	far	from	being	

the	 norm.	 As	Gravari-Barbas	 (2018)	 reported,	 globalization	 has	 become	 an	 important	

driver	 in	 the	 heritagization	 and	 reinforcement	 of	 local	 meanings.	 The	 increasing	

demand	of	heritage	and	sites	to	visit	can	lead	to	a	positive	shift	on	how	sled	dogs	are	

perceived	even	from	young	people	not	interested	in	sledding.		

Undoubtely,	rural	areas	represent	a	particular	case.	Hendriksen	(2014)	analyzed	the	

effect	of	urbanization	in	Greenland	-	the	tendency	to	move	into	larger	towns,	where	job	

opportunities	seem	to	be	more	prevalent	than	in	small	settlements.	Without	entering	in	

the	 debate	 of	 the	 reality	 of	 these	 opportunities,	 leaving	 small	 settlements	 for	 more	

urbanized	 areas	 is	 more	 likely	 to	 happen	 under	 specific	 circumstances.	 According	 to	

Hendriksen	(2014),	migration	to	towns	increases	when	opportunities	and	resources	are	

lacking	 in	 small	 communities.	 Until,	 resources	 and	 subsistence	 activities	 are	 still	

available,	people	tend	to	remain	in	settlements.	For	example,	in	communities	where	the	
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sealskin	market	has	been	historically	significant	but	no	profitable	anymore,	it	would	be	

more	likely	to	witness	a	depopulation	of	the	area.	As	remarked	previously,	the	airport	of	

Kulusuk	 makes	 the	 village	 a	 gateway	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 region.	 Opportunities	 from	

tourism	development	are	consequently	higher	than	in	other	settlements	of	the	region.	

Relating	 this	 to	 sled	dogs,	 it	does	not	 seem	strange	 the	high	dependency	of	a	 certain	

number	of	mushers	on	tourism.	Kunuk	addresses	how	his	family	has	two	packs	of	dogs	

only	because	of	tourism;	otherwise,	he	would	use	the	dogs	of	his	 father	to	go	out	 for	

recreational	activities.		

Andrea:	“Do	you	think	that	actually	you	wanted	your	own	dogs	in	the	first	place?”	

Kunuk:	“To	be	honest?	No,	I	don’t	mind	going,	for	that	kind	of	trip,	once	in	a	while,	
with	my	father’s	dogs.	But	I	had	to	get	my	own	dogs	to	get	[hesitant]…to	be	honest,	
I	 go	 with	 my	 father’s	 dogs.	 I	 started	 going	 with	 my	 father’s	 dogs	 with	 tourists,	
because	it’s	only	one	group	of	dogs,	but	then	we	started	thinking	if	 I	had	my	own	
dogs	we	would	get	like	double	profit…for	expeditions	like	eight	days,	five	days…and	
for	that	reason	I	got	my	own	dogs.	And,	you	know,	we	started	working	for	tourists	
in	the	winter.	And	then	get	double	profit,	and	that’s	really	good.	Because	before	we	
had	to	split	the	money,	and	I	don’t	like	it”.		

(A.F.	1:2,	2017)	

The	words	of	Kunuk	give	an	idea	of	how	tourism	could	be	an	important	tool	for	the	

preservation	of	 the	 sled	dogs	 tradition.	 In	 a	 family	 like	 the	Abelsens,	 dogs	have	been	

crucial	for	hunting	when	Bendt,	the	father,	was	young.	Nowadays,	Kunuk,	who	prefers	

to	 go	 hunting	 with	 boats,	 did	 not	 find	 it	 necessary	 to	 have	 his	 own	 pack	 of	 dogs.	

However,	tourism	can	provide	more	money	to	his	family,	and	two	packs	of	dogs	mean	

the	chance	to	double	the	profit.	For	recreational	activities,	Kunuk	could	use	the	dogs	of	

his	father,	but	tourism	activities	created	the	opportunity	for	a	new	pack	of	dogs	for	the	

Abelsen	 family.	 It	would	 be	 too	 simplistic	 to	 claim	 tourism	 is	 the	 only	 driver	 for	 new	

packs	in	the	village;	but	surely	situations	as	this	one	gives	an	hint	of	the	importance	it	

could	 have	 in	 the	 future.	 Kunuk	 may	 have	 had	 decided	 to	 create	 a	 new	 pack	 for	

personal	 reasons	too,	we	will	never	know,	but	 tourism	created	a	valid	reason	to	have	

dogs.		

Gravari-Barbas	(2018)	argued	tourism	has	the	role	of	a	heritage	producing	machine,	

both	in	a	symbolic	and	material	terms.	As	Lars	said	during	his	interview,	a	musher	in	a	

sled	during	tourist	season	can	earn	up	to	60.000	DKK	a	month	–	which	is	a	big	difference	
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compared	to	what	he	could	earn	from	hunting.	In	this	case,	the	production	of	heritage	

related	to	tourism	comes	to	 fill	 in	 the	economic	shortfall	of	a	 full-time	hunting	 life.	 In	

communities	 which	 are	 still	 highly	 subsistence-based,	 this	 contingency	 assists	

localization	 and	 small	 local	 economies.	 Jóhannesson	 &	 Lund	 (2017)	 addressed	 how	

tourism	can	function	as	a	collaborative	interplay	between	producers	and	consumers.	In	

this	particular	case,	consumers	(tourists)	reinforce	the	self-sufficiency	of	the	producers	

(Kulusummiut),	and	the	sled	tradition	finds	a	positive	contributor	to	its	preservation	–	in	

some	form.		

The	 choice	 of	 having	 sled	 dogs	 cannot	 be	 ascribed	 only	 to	 tourism,	 since	 it	 is	 so	

profoundly	related	to	Greenlandic	culture.	The	engagement	of	Kulusummiut	with	their	

territory	and	traditions	does	not	allow	jumping	into	a	fixed	idea	on	how	tourism	could	

influence	these	choices.	The	influence	of	tourism	on	possessing	dogs	can	be	seen	more	

as	 a	 societal	 sub-pattern	 that	may	 affect	 the	bigger	 structure,	 adding	 a	 valid	 value	 in	

keeping	dogs.	Tourism	could	be	a	driver,	but	it	is	not	the	only	one.		

Sadly,	not	only	positive	drivers	affect	the	sled	tradition,	and	new	challenges	arise	at	

the	 horizon	 bringing	 more	 uncertainty	 -	 urbanization,	 and	 climate	 patterns.	 To	

introduce	the	perception	of	Kulusummiut	regarding	climate	change,	here	are	reported	

the	words	of	Kunuk.	We	underlined	how	two	packs	of	dogs	are	helpful	for	increasing	the	

earnings	of	 the	Abelsen	 family.	However,	more	unstable	 ice	has	a	negative	 impact	on	

having	dogs.		

“They	[sled	dogs]	are	always	important	as	long	we	have	tourists,	but	now	I	fear	the	
ice	is	gonna	break…the	ice	pack…there	would	be	no	more	ice	pack,	so	I	will	have	so	
many	 dogs	 and	 I	will	 never	 get	 to	 use	 them	 for	what	 I’m	 supposed	 to	 use	 them	
for…and	 I	 feed	 too	many	 dogs.	We	 are	 getting,	 how	 do	 you	 say…we	 don’t	 have	
enough	food,	we	don’t	have	enough	seals,	we	don’t	have	enough	artificial	dog	food	
for	that	many	dogs….so	right	now	I’m	more	thinking	about	food…”	

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.	1:1,	2017)	

These	words	 come	 from	 an	 interview	 taken	 in	mid-February	 2017,	 in	 a	 period	 in	

which	 unusual	 warm	 temperature	 delayed	 the	 formation	 of	 stable	 pack	 ice.	 The	

negativity	 of	 these	 thoughts	maybe	does	 not	 realistically	 portray	 how	 the	 rest	 of	 the	

season	 went.	 Despite	 that,	 such	 words	 reflect	 the	 fears,	 and	 the	 perceptions	
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Kulusummiut	have	started	to	develop	in	the	recent	years,	due	to	the	unpredictability	of	

the	weather.		

4.2 Climate	change	&	sled	dogs	

“I	had	dogs	here	until	 ten	years	ago,	but	 then	 this	 climate	 change	 started,	and	 it	
was	not	always	safe	for	[to]	go	everywhere…you	had	to	be	very	careful”	

Fredrik	Wille	(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

Discourses	in	East	Greenland	about	climate	change	need	to	be	carefully	analyzed.	In	

the	 above	 passage,	 Fredrik	 refers	 the	 term	 climate	 change	 directly,	 as	 a	 fully	

acknowledged	contemporary	phenomenon.	The	news	media	repeatedly	refer	to	climate	

change,	 and	 Kulusummiut	 are	 aware	 of	 its	 significance	 in	 the	 representation	 of	

Greenland	(Buijs,	2010).	After	Fredrik	made	this	statement,	we	continued	talking	about	

climate	change,	and	where	people	started	to	hear	this	term.		

Andrea:	“And	do	you	think	people	here	feel	climate	change?	

Fredrik:	“Yeah,	yeah,	yeah…”	

Andrea:	“But	people	learned	listening	in	television	or…”	

Fredrik:	“No	no,	we	can	see	it	here,	we	can	feel	it	here!	Like,	twenty	years	ago	I	put	
nets	in	ice	for	seals…and	very	very	thick	ice.	I	had	to	work	a	lot	to	make	three	holes,	
but	now	in	winter	 ice	is	so	thin…and	thin	all	over.	And	also,	twenty	years	ago,	we	
could	 go	 dog	 sledding	 until	 June,	 now	 you	have	 to	 stop	 like	 in	May.	 The	winters	
now	also	different	every	year.	Old	days	winter	the	same	from	November	until	end	
of	May.	You	could	go	dog	 sledding,	but	now	you	have	 to	 start	 January,	 and	 then	
only	to	end	of	April,	because	of	the	climate	changing…”.		

(A.F.	8:1,	2017)	

Fredrik	affirms	climate	change	 is	not	something	 just	heard	 in	 the	news,	but	a	real	

issue	 that	 Kulusummiut	 feel	 in	 their	 daily	 life.	 Nuttall	 (2009)	 remarks	 how	 too	 often	

observations	 of	 indigenous	 people	 have	 been	 incorporated	 in	 scientific	 reports	

regarding	climate	change	without	a	proper	contextualization.	Such	views	are	part	of	a	

precise	 reality	 and	 sociocultural	 context,	 and	 we	 need	 to	 distinguish	 between	 mere	

observation	 of	 weather	 and	 traditional	 knowledge	 regarding	 climate	 change	 (Nuttal,	

2009).	 It	 needs	 to	 be	 carefully	 understood	 when	 is	 a	 matter	 of	 anomalies	 in	 the	

weather,	 or	 radical	 changes	 in	 the	 behavior	 of	 species	 and	 local	 hunting	 habits.	
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Furthermore,	 it	 is	 useful	 a	 critical	 point	 of	 view	 able	 to	 comprehend	 the	 variety	 of	

circumstances	that	could	affect	perceptions	and	interpretations.		

For	this	reason,	it	is	necessary	to	have	a	proper	introduction	to	the	winter	of	2017.	

In	 fact,	 to	 the	 local	 perception	 of	 climate	 change,	 a	 really	warm	winter	 surely	 added	

more	 meaningful	 responses	 to	 the	 conditions	 of	 the	 ice.	 Winter	 2017	 was	 an	

exceptionally	warm	winter	 in	 the	Ammassalik	 region.	As	 a	 consequence,	 some	of	 the	

opinions	regarding	climate	change	could	have	been	exaggerated	and	intensified	due	to	

the	annual	 conditions.	Despite	 that,	 the	 intensity	of	 feelings	Kulusummiut	have	about	

climate	 change,	 gives	 some	 insight	 into	 what	 can	 be	 already	 noticed	 in	 Ammassalik.	

Matt	witnessed	notable	changes	in	the	last	twenty	years	and,	as	a	foreigner,	he	is	also	

worried	for	the	mushers	he	works	with.		

“I	 think	 is	 very	 clear	 to	 observe	 the	 changes.	 The	 people	 received	 it	 massively,	
usually	 within	 living	 memory…in	 the	 tiny	 period	 I’ve	 been	 here.	 A	 couple	 of	
decades,	there’s	a	huge	change.	Seasons	seem	to	be	more	variable.	Last	year	there	
was	 lot	 lot	 of	 snow,	 this	 year	much	 less.	 It	 has	 always	 been	 a	 snowy	 place.	We	
receive	high	precipitation	from	the	ocean.	We	get	a	 lot	of	snow	but	yeah,	 it	does	
seem	to	change	more	from	season	to	season.	 I	mean,	this	season	has	been	crazy.	
We	 just	 had	 storm	after	 storm	after	 storm.	 […]	 Certainly	 quite	 a	 high	number	 of	
people	are	involved	here	for	tourists.	I	have	discussed	what	happen	if	the	ice	failed.	
What	would	we	do…cause	it	has	a	very	immediate	effect…also	their	incomes.	Some	
of	them	could	disappear”.	

Matt	Spenceley	(A.F.	9:1,	2017)	

Kunuk	experienced	a	period	of	 frustration	before	February,	when	 the	 ice	was	 still	

too	 soft,	 and	 the	 sled	 season	 seemed	uncertain.	His	main	 concern	was	 regarding	 the	

unpredictability	of	the	seasons,	and	how	it	seems	impossible	to	predict	how	it	is	going	

to	 be	 the	 following	 year.	 In	 addition,	 he	 has	 to	 feed	many	 dogs,	 and	with	 uncertain	

seasons,	even	tourism	trips	can	decrease	drastically.		

“The	 ice,	 becoming	more	 unreliable,	 the	 open	water	more	 reliable…so	 it’s	more	
convenient	for	me.	I	remember	like	in	January…November,	December,	January…we	
were	waiting	for	the	ice	to	freeze…it	didn’t.	But	it	got	so	late	at	that	point	we	were	
thinking	if	it’s	going	to	freeze	at	all!	And	I	want	to	know	if	it	is	gonna	freeze	at	all	or	
not.	Otherwise,	I	would	have	less	dogs	than	14	dogs	that	can	go	far	far	away	from	
here.	[…]	I	want	8	dogs….that’s	much	less	work,	much	less	dog	food…to	be	thinking	
about	all	winter,	or	all	summer.	But	it	finally	froze	on	February,	and	it’s	good.	But	
because	 last	 winter	 it	 froze	 November,	 December,	 and	 then	 we	 could	 go.	 And	
that’s	good,	because	then	we	know	we	have	the	whole	winter	to	go	with	the	dogs.	
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But	 this	 time	 is	 different…quite…how	 you	 call	 it?	 ‘concerning’…I	 was	 really	
concerning	 if	 was	 going	 to	 freeze…it	 is	 not	 going	 to	 freeze?	Why	 is	 it	 raining	 so	
much?	It’s	difficult	to	know.	But	now	we	have	much	less	snow,	more	open	water.	
And	 then	 we	 go	 with	 the	 boat	 much	 more.	 Like,	 I	 remember,	 the	 beginning	 of	
March,	 last	 year,	was	 really	 cold	 and	 then	we	 couldn’t	 go	with	 the	boat,	 but	 the	
entire	march	 [this	 year]	we	went	with	 the	 boat.	 Like	 almost	 everyday.	 […]	 But	 if	
someone	told	me,	for	real,	is	not	gonna	freeze	again…like	we	are	not	going	have	ice	
anymore,	we	are	not	gonna	have	good	 ice	 to	go	with	dogs	anymore,	 I	would	not	
have	dogs	 anymore.	Because	 they	 can	only	 in	 Kulusuk	 area,	 and	 you	 know,	 after	
going	5	times	over	there,	it	gets	boring”.		

Kunuk	Abelsen	(A.F.,	1:2,	2017)	

These	 words	 give	 an	 idea	 of	 how	 pessimistic	 feelings	 can	 affect	 some	 of	 the	

mushers	 in	 the	 community.	 Kunuk	was	 really	 frustrated	 in	 the	beginning	of	 February,	

when	the	sled	season	seemed	compromised.	Luckily,	at	the	end	of	February	condition	

got	 slightly	 better,	 and	 the	 pack	 ice	 got	 more	 reliable.	 However,	 the	 ice	 extent	 was	

really	 limited,	 and	 so	 were	 the	 hunting	 grounds.	 In	 some	 areas,	 close	 to	 open	 sea,	

hunters	needed	 to	 take	out	 the	nets	 in	 the	end	of	 February,	 since	 the	 fragile	 ice	was	

already	breaking	(Figure	71;	Figure	72;	Figure	73;	Figure	74).		

	

Figure	71.	Hunters	observing	the	pack	ice	that	has	already	started	to	break	in	February.	
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Figure	72.	Hunter	 jumping	on	unstable	breaking	 ice	 to	 take	back	 seal	net	 too	close	 to	open	
water.	Meanwhile,	the	musher	is	controlling	the	dogs.	

	

	

Figure	73.	The	hunter	returning	with	the	net	over	his	shoulder.	
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Figure	74.	A	hunter	checks	the	thickness	of	the	breaking	ice.		

	

The	access	to	open	water	is	one	of	the	crucial	factors	that	challenge	the	use	of	dogs.	

As	Kunuk	mentioned,	hunters	tend	to	prefer	the	boat	for	hunting,	and	if	the	icebergs	do	

not	impede	navigation,	most	of	the	hunters	will	go	out	on	the	sea.	We	already	reported	

the	reasons	leading	to	preferences	for	boats,	but	climate	change	is	turning	out	to	be	a	

crucial	factor	facilitating	this	trend.	A	clear	example	is	what	happened	to	Mads	the	past	

winter	of	2017.	Mads	has	always	been	a	hunter	actively	using	sled	dogs	during	winter;	

however,	the	limited	ice	of	2017	directed	him	to	other	alternatives.	If	for	Mads	seal	nets	

and	 edge	 hunting	were	 routine	 until	 the	 year	 before,	 now	 the	 access	 to	 open	water	

allowed	him	to	take	the	boat	even	in	winter.	Only	for	a	short	period,	when	the	pack	ice	

was	 blocking	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 village	 did	 he	 still	 use	 the	 dogs	 for	 hunting.	 As	 a	

consequence,	Mads	sold	most	of	his	dogs,	keeping	only	a	few	for	his	son,	with	the	hope	

the	pack	ice	would	be	more	stable	next	year.		

	 Andrea:	“So,	you	don’t	want	to	keep	dogs	anymore	for	hunting?”	

	 Mads:	“No,	no…now	I	just	use	the	boat,	that’s	why	I	sold	my	dogs”	

Andrea:	“But	do	you	think	if	next	year	the	ice	is	better…?	
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Mads:	“I	hope	always	will	be	better	with	the	ice…I	still	have	my	own	dogs…they	
can	make	puppies,	I	can	begin	again	next	year”.	

(A.F.	3:1,	2017)	

In	 this	 scenario,	 it	 is	 crucial	 to	 understand	 that	 Mads	 does	 not	 use	 dogs	 for	

recreational	 activities.	 Since	 it	 seems	hard	 to	hunt	with	dogs,	he	prefers	 to	 get	 rid	of	

most	of	them.	He	just	kept	a	few	for	the	occasions	the	ice	blocked	the	access	to	the	sea	

and	to	have	a	small	pack	that	can	reproduce	if	next	season	will	be	better.	According	to	

Mads,	 in	 2017	 there	was	 also	 a	 notable	 lack	 of	 seals	 in	 the	 sea.	 It	 is	 not	 possible	 to	

address	the	exact	reason	of	this	scarcity	but	some	local	hunters	connected	this	shortage	

to	 the	higher	 temperatures	compared	to	previous	years.	Several	mushers	pointed	out	

the	differences	in	the	ice	and	temperature	compared	to	the	past.	For	example,	Moses	

reported	 how	much	 colder	 the	 region	 was	 in	 the	 past	 –	 “For	 fifteen/twenty	 years	 is	

[was]	 different,	 more	 cold.	 Right	 now,	 about	 0°	 celsius.	 For	 fifteen/twenty	 years	 ago	

about	maybe	-10°	right	now.	And	the	ice	is	not	good	right	now.	Old	days	we	can	drive	to	

July”	(A.F.	7:1,	2017).		

Still,	Moses	is	not	too	concerned	about	the	future.	Unpredictability	in	the	weather	

has	always	been	present	in	his	life	in	Kulusuk,	and	he	can	remember	similar	periods	in	

the	past	–	“Fifteen	years	ago	we	got	two	years	no	 ice,	open	water	all	months.	 […]	So,	

maybe	next	year	is	good	again.	Like	the	seals,	maybe	next	year	a	lot	of	seals”	(A.F.	7:1,	

2017).	

To	a	certain	extent,	the	concern	of	the	locals	regards	a	specific	outcome	of	climate	

change:	the	unpredictability	of	the	weather.	Most	of	these	concerns	relate	to	decreased	

access	to	natural	resources	and	changes	in	mobility	patterns	(Buijs,	2010).	The	hunting	

grounds	change	as	 species	migrations	 shift,	and	more	unreliable	 ice	modifies	 the	sled	

dogs	season.	As	Peter	explains,	things	changed	a	lot	since	he	was	young.	When	going	to	

the	mountain	with	his	family	and	friends	he	wasn’t	able	to	see	open	sea	in	wintertime	

but	only	a	huge	field	of	ice	kilometers	away	from	the	coast.	Now,	even	in	February,	the	

floating	ice	is	scarce	and	not	homogenous	out	in	open	water	(Figure	75).	Open	water	is	

a	critical	factor	limiting	the	formation	of	solid	pack	ice,	since	waves	are	one	of	the	main	

reasons	the	pack	cannot	stabilize	and	be	uniform.		
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Figure	75.	View	of	the	sea	ice	from	the	mountain	of	Kulusuk	on	the	12th	of	february.	The	open	
ocean	is	visible	not	too	far	away	from	the	coast.	

	

Kulusummiut	do	not	only	recall	how	the	pack	ice	extent	has	diminished	through	the	

years,	 but	 also	 how	 sled	 routes	 in	 the	 winter	 of	 2017	 probably	 reached	 a	 historical	

minimum.	 Peter	mentioned	 how	 difficult	 it	was	 to	 reach	 Sermiligaaq,	 the	 period	 this	

was	possible	becoming	shorter,	and	how	 it	had	become	entirely	 impossible	 to	sled	 to	

Kuummiut.	

“It	is	first	time	maybe,	since	I	can	remember,	that	we	cannot	go	to	Kuummiut.	We	
can	go	to	Sermiligaaq,	maybe	one	week,	and	then	the	ice	getting	thin	again.	At	that	
time	we	were	in	Sermiligaaq	[around	the	27th	March],	it	was	really	dangerous.	The	
ice	was	really	thin…some	places	 I	can	see	the	water,	and	sometimes	the	dogs	felt	
down	into	the	water…it	was	dangerous”.	

Peter	Bosold	(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

In	2017,	the	annual	sled	race	didn’t	take	place	in	Sermiligaaq.	The	villages	used	to	

organize	 every	 year	 a	 sled	 race	 between	 all	 the	 best	 mushers	 of	 Ammassalik.	

Unfortunately,	 in	 the	winter	of	2017,	such	a	 race	was	not	possible	due	to	 the	bad	 ice	

conditions	 in	 most	 of	 the	 villages.	 As	 for	 many	 of	 the	 Kulusummiut,	 Buijs	 (2010)	

reported	how	Ammassalimmiut	observed	the	changes	 in	the	sea	 ice	that	now	tend	to	
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appear	 later	 in	winter,	and	disappear	earlier	 in	the	end	of	spring.	For	the	hunters,	the	

inability	 to	 forecast	 conditions	 year	 after	 year	 is	 a	 constant	worry.	 In	 a	 short	passage	

from	the	interview	with	Peter,	he’s	able	to	summarize	in	two	distinct	phrases	the	fears	

of	not	having	ice,	and,	at	the	same	time,	how	alterations	are	part	of	life	in	Ammassalik.	

Andrea:	“Are	you	scared	for	this	ice	for	the	future?”	

Peter:	“Yes,	now	I	have	that	thought	every	year…’are	we	going	to	get	ice?’	’’	

Andrea:	“But	this	is	the	first	year	you	think	that?”	

Peter:	“Yeah,	but	 I	have	always….but	what	 I	 think	always…maybe	we	are	going	to	
get	 ice	 again,	 because	 it	 always	 do	 so.	 But	 I	 have	 my	 fear…we	 don’t	 get	 ice	
anymore”	

Andrea:	“And	your	fear	is	for	the	dogs?”	

Peter:	“Yeah,	because	if	we	don’t	get	more	ice,	so	it	is	not	more	necessary	to	have	
dogs.	Because	we	are	just	an	island,	and	there’s	not	so	much	to	go	out	on	island.	So	
maybe	we	can….it’s	only	few	dogs	we	can	use”.		

(A.F.	6:1,	2017)	

To	the	concern	for	the	current	situation,	Peter	adds	the	eventuality	things	will	get	

back	to	the	usual	pattern.	As	for	Moses,	also	Peter	hopes	for	the	return	of	stable	winter	

seasons,	because	“It	always	do	so”.	Climate	Change	is	already	altering	the	current	way	

of	 living,	 and	Kulusummiut	 tries	 to	 adapt,	 as	 they	have	 always	done	 to	unpredictable	

changes	(Figure	76).	The	first	of	week	of	May	2017	the	sled	season	was	already	over	-	

the	ice	was	too	thin,	and	boats	were	able	to	break	it	(Figure	77).	
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Figure	76.	A	hunter	 checking	 the	 thickness	of	 the	 ice	 in	one	of	 the	hunting	 grounds.	 In	 this	
area,	edge	hunting	was	possible	throughout	the	entire	winter	since	the	water	never	froze.	In	
mid-March,	colder	temperature	created	a	thin	layer	of	ice	–	too	thin	for	nets	and	sledding,	but	
too	thick	to	find	open	water.	

	

	

Figure	 77.	 The	 conditions	 of	 the	 pack	 ice	 in	 front	 of	 Kulusuk	 on	 the	 8th	 of	 May.	 The	 dark	
patches	are	where	ice	was	almost	completely	gone	and	where	boats	were	able	break	through.	
The	sled	season	ended	at	least	a	month	in	advance	than	usual.	
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As	 Nuttall	 reports	 (2009),	 adaptation	 and	 resilience	 differ	 between	 communities,	

and	reflect	 to	how	these	communities	perceive	and	conceptualize	alterations.	Climate	

change	is	not	considered	for	the	bigger	picture,	but	for	how	it	affects	and	changes	the	

personal	wellbeing	in	relation	to	the	environment	and	world	they	live	in.	Thus,	climate	

change	will	 increasingly	affect	 the	daily	 life	of	Kulusummiut	 in	several	ways.	However,	

relating	 the	 changes	 to	 sled	 dogs	 use	 wouldn’t	 lead	 us	 to	 any	 certain	 conclusions,	

because	they	will	vary	according	to	the	way	Kulusummiut	will	perceive	them.	

What	seems	clear	is	that	the	sled	dogs	tradition	will	be	inserted	within	the	range	of	

activities	passing	through	a	reassessment	of	possible	economies	due	to	climate	change.	

In	first	instance,	in	a	future	with	even	more	unstable	pack	ice,	will	lead	to	the	shifting	in	

hunting	grounds	and,	consequently,	sled	routes		(Bujis,	2010).	As	various	studies	show,	

a	mixed	 approach	 between	 traditional	 and	 scientific	 knowledge	would	 help	 to	 better	

understand	 the	 critical	 factors	 and	 opportunities	 related	 to	 climate	 change	 (Sukhdev,	

Wittmer	 &	 Miller,	 2014;	 Arctic	 Council,	 2016;	 Brinkman	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 Scientific	

knowledge	could	assist	in	giving	more	insight	about	the	changes.	As	Lars	explains,	from	

the	 point	 of	 view	 of	 a	 foreigner,	 Ammassalimmiut	 will	 follow	 their	 land	 and	 its	

transformation.	Greenlanders	will	 adapt	 and	 cope	with	 such	 alterations	 –	 even	 if	 this	

would	mean	the	end	of	sled	dogs.		

“Locals	 here	 have	 always	 lived	 with	 the	 nature,	 they	 always	 have	 adapt…and	 if	
there’s	something	Greenland	can…they	can	adapt	 to	any	situation.	They	are	used	
to	it.	They	don’t	think	five	years	forward,	they	think	tomorrow.	It’s	the	furthest	day	
are	thinking.	So,	in	that	case,	the	way	are	living	is	fitting	in	with	this	environment.	
Of	 course,	 there’s	a	 lot	of	different	Greenlanders,	but	 if	 you	 talk	 to	 the	 local	 guy	
here,	he’s	not	concern.	He	just	follow	the	stream,	if	you	could	say	so	[…]	He	will	not	
be	crying	if	he’s	not	driving	sled	dogs...then	he	will	be	sailing!	He	will	still	do	what	
he	likes”.	

Lars	Anker	Møller	(A.F.	10:1,	2017)	

It	would	be	unwise	to	address	adaptive	capacities	as	the	solution	to	every	change	

that	will	occur	 in	Kulusuk,	but	plainly	Lars	addresses	an	 interesting	point	when	talking	

about	 these	 concerns.	 As	 we	 saw,	 the	 concern	 about	 climate	 change	 is	 the	 worry	

sledding	would	not	 be	possible	 anymore.	At	 the	 same	 time,	 in	 previous	 chapters,	we	

highlighted	 the	value	of	hunting	 for	Kulusummiut.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	disappearance	of	

the	sled	tradition	would	create	a	huge	gap	within	the	heritage	of	Kulusummiut.		
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Nuttal	 (2009)	 wrote	 that	 it	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 community	 will	

conceptualize	 such	 alterations.	 The	 profound	 link	 between	 sledding	 and	 hunting	

practices	 justifies	 the	 shift	 to	 sailing	and	other	hunting	methods,	 since	environmental	

factors	made	them	more	reliable.	That	said,	we	are	far	removed	from	having	a	precise	

idea	about	the	consequences	of	climate	change	for	the	future	of	sled	dogs.	As	long	as	

the	pack	ice	will	form,	mushers	will	use	sled	dogs	for	hunting,	recreational	activities	and	

tourists.	Access	to	open	sea	may	 lead	to	the	preference	of	sailing	for	hunting,	but	the	

real	 challenge	 for	 the	 survival	 of	 sled	 dogs	 is	 the	 ice	 formation,	 more	 than	 new	

technological	 advancements.	 In	 terms	 of	 resilience,	 we	 saw	 how	 tourism	 and	

recreational	 activities	 lead	 the	 way	 to	 the	 re-adaptation	 of	 sledding.	 Lack	 of	 sea	 ice	

would	be	the	real	challenge	for	the	persistence	of	sled	tradition,	much	more	than	the	

changes	 in	 lifestyle	 in	Kulusuk.	“If	no	 ice,	so	why	dogs?”	 (A.F.	2:1,	2017)	–	that’s	what	

Bendt	 said	 during	 one	 of	 our	 conversations.	 Just	 a	 few	words	 that	 give	 an	 insight	 on	

how	the	connection	between	climate	change	and	sled	dogs	is	maybe	easier	to	unravel	

than	many	other	dynamics.	
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5 Conclusion	
When	I	started	this	project,	there	were	many	outcomes	possible.	Responses	in	the	field	

could	not	be	forseen	and	could	have	been	different	from	the	final	result.	Since	the	first	

stages	of	the	fieldwork,	Kulusummiut	gave	me	a	sense	of	what	sled	dogs	meant	to	the	

community.	Sled	dogs	and	hunting	were	consistently	at	the	center	of	the	discussions	of	

everyday	life,	and	my	interest	in	sled	activities	has	been	part	of	a	bonding	process	from	

which	we	built	trust	and	a	mutual	curiosity.		

In	 the	 first	 and	 second	chapters	of	 this	 thesis,	 a	brief	history	of	 the	humans-dogs	

relationship	helped	to	contextualize	this	deeply-rooted	partnership	in	many	parts	of	the	

world.	 The	 Arctic	 is	 one	 of	 the	 places	 where,	 due	 to	 the	 harsh	 environmental	 and	

climatic	 conditions,	humans	and	dogs	established	an	 intense	 interspecies	dependency	

for	mutual	survival.		

On	 these	 premises,	 chapter	 three	 highlighted	 the	 connection	 of	 sled	 dogs	 to	

hunting	in	Kulusuk.	The	sled	activities	tell	the	story	of	a	collaboration	embedded	in	the	

blood	of	Kulusummiut,	carried	on	by	their	 fathers	and	forefathers.	The	sledge	and	the	

tools	might	 change,	 but	 sled	 dogs	 remain	 the	 fundamental	 part	 of	 the	winter	 hunts,	

when	the	pack	ice	covers	the	deep	waters	of	the	fjords.	Having	dogs	is	a	responsibility,	

but	it	also	provides	the	best	way	to	reach	hunting	grounds	–	where	to	catch	seals	and	

chase	polar	bears.	However,	 it	 is	not	only	a	matter	of	hunting,	but	also	 the	 feeling	of	

wilderness	experience,	solitude	and	connection	with	the	local	environment.	There	is	no	

idealization	in	the	connection	with	nature,	only	a	spontaneous	drive	to	feel	familiar	with	

what	makes	Kulusummiut	feel	“home”.		

As	part	 of	 a	 historical	 development,	 sled	dogs	 are	part	 of	 a	 heritage	 that	 evolves	

and	reconstructs	itself	constantly.	The	changes	in	the	way	of	living	of	Kulusummiut	lead	

the	way	 in	 this	 reconceptualization	of	 the	practice.	 Subsistence	economies	 are	 slowly	

giving	space	to	a	more	permanent	market	economy.	Hunting	 is	not	essential	as	 in	the	

past,	 and	 many	 mushers	 are	 able	 to	 work,	 and	 bring	 home	 new	 types	 of	 incomes.	

Despite	 that,	 hunting	 remains	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 Greenlandic	 culture,	 and	 even	 the	

mushers	with	jobs	carry	on	hunting	practices	with	dogs	in	their	free	time.	In	addition,	in	

the	last	decades,	sled	races	formed	a	new	and	novel	way	of	using	sled	dogs.	Now,	the	

annual	 sled	 race	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	meaningful	 winter	 cultural	 events	 for	 the	 entire	
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community.	The	tradition	of	sledding	is	an	inherent	part	of	the	life	of	Kulusummiut	–	it	

exists	and	evolves	according	to	the	situation.	For	most	of	the	mushers,	keeping	dogs	is	

not	a	duty,	but	part	of	their	being	Greenlander.	However,	to	be	a	Greenlander	it	means	

also	 being	 highly	 adaptive	 to	 any	 change,	 because	 life	 has	 always	 been	 a	 matter	 of	

adaptation	there.	There	are	no	long-term	thoughts,	but	just	approaching	the	reality	for	

what	it	is	today,	even	if	it	means	reconsidering	the	way	to	deal	with	traditions.		

In	 chapter	 four,	 the	 focus	passed	 to	 two	 crucial	 drivers	of	 changes	 for	 the	use	of	

dogs.	Firstly,	tourism	is	a	new	opportunity	in	the	transitional	use	of	dogs.	More	people	

are	interested	in	exploring	and	visiting	Greenland,	and	many	of	the	mushers	are	keen	to	

increase	 sledding	 for	 tourists.	 Even	 for	 young	 people	 not	 highly	 devoted	 to	 sledding,	

tourism	 could	 be	 a	 driver	 of	 interest	 in	 creating	 new	 packs.	 Some	 mushers	 see	 in	

tourism	a	way	 to	make	 extra	money	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 carrying	on	 their	 passion.	

Others	see	in	such	opportunities	a	compelling	reason	for	having	dogs.	

Secondly,	 the	 unpredictability	 of	 the	 weather	 brings	 up	 the	 attention	 to	 climate	

change,	and	its	effect	in	Greenland.	Climate	change	is	a	term	Kulusummiut	are	familiar	

with,	especially	when	 connecting	 it	 to	 the	memories	of	 the	weather,	 pack	 ice	extent,	

and	sled	routes	decades	ago.	In	the	memories	of	many	mushers	the	sled	seasons	were	

longer	 and	more	 stable,	 and	 the	 accessibility	 to	most	 of	 the	 region	 by	 sledding	 was	

much	 greater.	 Still,	 the	 fluctuations	 of	 the	 weather	 and	 ice	 conditions	 have	 been	

periodical,	and	some	years	have	been	worse	in	the	past.	However,	today,	some	mushers	

choose	to	get	rid	of	dogs,	reducing	the	pack	sizes,	because	of	sled	seasons	less	reliable	

than	 in	 the	 past.	 Despite	 everything,	 there	 is	 always	 hope	 things	will	 return	 to	 be	 as	

stable	as	before,	and	not	all	the	mushers	seem	concerned.		

Moreover,	 life	 in	 Kulusuk	 is	 in	 constant	 transformation.	 If	 the	 ice	 will	 disappear,	

Kulusummiut	 will	 have	 to	 find	 their	 way	 to	 adapt	 to	 such	 change.	 Technologies	 and	

resilience	will	help	the	reconfiguration	of	life	in	Kulusuk	–	even	if	it	could	mean	the	end	

of	 sledding.	 In	 the	worst	 case,	 people	 will	 use	 boats	 or	 snowmobiles	 instead	 of	 sled	

dogs.	Even	so,	 I	personally	doubt	sled	dogs	will	disappear	 in	 the	 forseeable	 future.	As	

long	 as	 there	 is	 snow-covered	 land	 or	 water	 covered	 by	 ice,	 some	 Kulusummiut	will	

drive	their	sledges.	During	one	of	the	conversations	with	Fredrik	and	Justine,	I	asked	if	

Fredrik	 misses	 sledding.	 He	 answered	 that	 when	 he	 wants	 to	 go	 out,	 he	 takes	 the	
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snowmobile.	So,	I	asked	again	–	“But	do	you	like	the	snowmobile	as	much	as	the	dogs?”		

His	answer	caught	me	unprepared	–	“Mmm,	ask	her...”	–	referring	to	his	wife	Justine	–	

“She	 told	me	many	 times	 that	 I	 love	my	dogs	more	 than	her...”.	 So,	 I	 turned	 to	her	–	

“Really?”.	She	replied	–	“Yes,	it’s	true”	(A.F.	8:1,	2017).	This	communication	is	one	of	the	

most	meaningful	I	could	receive.	The	importance	of	sled	dogs	cannot	be	summarized	by	

a	few	phrases,	but	 indeed,	 in	those	words,	there	 is	a	deep	recognition	of	the	value	of	

sled	dogs	for	some	people	in	Kulusuk.		

This	 research	 tried	 to	 reveal	 some	of	 such	 thoughts,	and	how	the	perception	and	

use	of	dogs	developed	in	the	community.	 It	also	attempts	to	give	a	sense	of	what	the	

future	might	bring.	Reconnecting	with	a	world	in	which	dogs	are	not	merely	a	domestic	

companion,	it	helps	to	reflect	on	how,	historically,	human	cultures	developed	closely	in	

relation	to	animals	and	nature.	Today,	most	of	the	people	tend	to	move	to	urban	areas,	

where	 job	 opportunities	 and	 living	 conditions	 might	 get	 better	 (Hendriksen,	 2014).	

Despite	that,	small	communities	like	Kulusuk	represent	a	way	of	living	that	still	trying	to	

survive	on	local	natural	resources.	The	transformational	processes	of	ways	of	living	are	

a	bridge	that	we	–	as	humans	–	need	to	document;	in	order	to	understand	how	societal	

changes	 affect	 traditions	 and	 humans	 approaches	 to	 the	 environment.	 The	 way	 the	

people	of	Kulusuk	live	is	not	better	or	worse	than	other	places,	but	it	is	distinctive;	and	

represent	 a	 part	 of	 contemporary	 history.	 In	 this	 sense,	 sled	dogs	 have	meaning,	 not	

only	 as	 transportation,	but	 in	how	Kulusummiut	develop	 their	personal	history	 today,	

without	forgetting	where	they	are	coming	from	–	without	forgetting	who	they	are.	
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