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Chapter 1: The Arctic Cosmos
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Inuit Worldview

The Inuit occupy one of the most extreme environments on earth. Their traditional territory stretches across the circumpolar Arctic, from the coasts of Chukotka in northeastern Siberia through Alaska, across the Canadian Arctic Archipelago and mainland, and over to Greenland. The people who have lived in these regions for thousands of years developed a worldview that reflects that landscape in every detail.

The foundation of traditional Inuit thought is animism. Everything has a spirit. Not just animals and people, but rocks, ice, wind, water, tools, and food. The Inuktitut term for this indwelling spirit is inua, sometimes translated as "its person" or "its owner." A rock has its own awareness, its own presence, its own capacity to act in the world. The sea has an inua. A harpoon has an inua. A particular stretch of coastline has an inua. In the traditional Inuit framework, these are observable facts about the world, not metaphors.

This animist foundation shaped everything. How people hunted. How they traveled. How they built shelters and raised children and resolved conflicts. The Inuit did not traditionally have a centralized religious authority. There was no priesthood, no scripture, no orthodoxy. Beliefs and practices varied from community to community, family to family, and even person to person. What held the system together was not doctrine but shared experience of the same environment, the same animals, the same seasonal cycles, and the same fundamental understanding that the world is alive and paying attention.

There is no single authoritative version of Inuit cosmology. What was true for a family in Igloolik might differ in significant details from what was true for a family in Uummannaq or Point Barrow. The ethnographic record is full of contradictions and variations, and these are not errors. They are features of a living, decentralized tradition that adapted to local conditions and local experience. A community that depended heavily on walrus had a different spiritual relationship with the sea than a community that depended on caribou. A group that endured especially severe winters might emphasize different spirits, different taboos, different stories. The underlying framework was shared, but the details were local and personal.

The concept of sila is central to this worldview and nearly impossible to translate into English with a single word. Sila can mean weather, atmosphere, air, sky, intellect, wisdom, spirit, the universe, or consciousness itself. Rachel Attituq Qitsualik, an Inuit writer and cultural commentator, described sila as "arguably the most important concept in classic Inuit thought," noting that it operates across intellectual, biological, psychological, environmental, and geographical dimensions simultaneously. Sila is the breath of the world. The intelligence that permeates everything. What makes weather happen and what makes thought possible. When the weather is calm, sila is calm. When a person thinks clearly, their sila is strong.

Some ethnographers have compared sila to mana in Polynesian traditions or qi in Chinese thought. None of these comparisons are exact, but they point in the right direction. Sila connects a person's inner life to the outer world. Disruptions in human behavior can cause disruptions in weather. A change in the weather can signal a change in the spiritual condition of a community. The inner and outer are not separate categories.

The other key concept is tarniq, usually translated as soul. Traditional Inuit belief holds that humans have at least two souls. The tarniq is the personal soul, the essential self. It is sometimes described, in Iglulik accounts recorded by Knud Rasmussen, as a miniature image of the person housed in a tiny bubble of air somewhere in the body. The tarniq gives life and health. When it departs, the person dies. After death, the tarniq may travel to one of several afterlife destinations, or it may be reincarnated into a newborn child through the practice of naming.

The naming system illustrates how these soul concepts operated in daily life. When a person died, the community would wait for a child to be born and give the child the deceased person's name. The name carried the tarniq with it. The child would then be addressed with the kinship terms appropriate to the deceased. If a grandmother's name was given to a newborn boy, that boy might be called "grandmother" by the dead woman's relatives. The child was understood to carry the personality, the knowledge, and certain memories of the deceased. Death was not final in the way that Western cultures typically understand it. People cycled through bodies. Names were vehicles for souls. The community's relationship with its dead was ongoing and intimate.

The second soul varies by region and terminology. Some groups speak of the anirniq, the breath-soul, which is more directly tied to physical life. Others describe additional soul components associated with a person's shadow or reflection. The underlying idea is consistent across communities: a person is a composite of spiritual elements that can separate, travel, and recombine. If a person falls ill, the cause may be that their tarniq has been displaced or stolen, often by a spirit or through the action of a shaman. Healing requires locating the tarniq and returning it. If a hunter consistently fails, it may be that the animals' tarniit are being withheld by a spirit who has been offended.

Sea, Land, and Sky

The Inuit universe is organized into three broad realms: the sea, the land, and the sky. Each has its own spiritual character, its own inhabitants, and its own rules.

The sea is the most important of the three for most coastal Inuit groups. It is the primary source of food: seals, walruses, whales, fish, and other marine life. It is also the most dangerous and unpredictable element of the environment. Sea ice can shift without warning. Storms can appear in minutes. A kayaker caught in open water during a sudden weather change faces death.

In spiritual terms, the sea is Sedna's domain. She lives at its bottom, in a place called Adlivun in many traditions. The sea mammals that the Inuit depend on for survival are hers. They come from her, and they return to her. When the hunting is good, Sedna is satisfied. When the hunting fails, she is angry or in pain, and someone must go down to her to set things right.

The land is the domain of caribou, muskox, Arctic fox, hare, polar bear, and other terrestrial animals. Land-based hunting was critical for inland groups, particularly those who followed caribou migration routes. The land also provided materials for tools, clothing, and shelter: stone, bone, antler, driftwood, and animal skins.

The sky is the realm of Sila in its most expansive sense — the weather, the atmosphere, the celestial bodies. The Inuit name for the celestial sphere is Qilak, and it was understood as the dwelling place of departed souls and certain powerful beings. The sun, Siqiniq, and the moon, Taqqiq, are major figures in Inuit tradition. In many versions of their story, they are siblings whose relationship involves transgression and flight. The brother pursues the sister after a violation of sexual taboo, and in their flight they are transformed into celestial bodies. The sister becomes the sun, the brother the moon, and they chase each other across the sky forever. The story encodes real astronomical observations: the sun and moon do appear to pursue each other across the Arctic sky, and their relative positions shift dramatically throughout the year at high latitudes.

The sky was also where some souls went after death. In many traditions, there are at least two afterlife destinations. One is above, in the sky, generally described as a pleasant place with good hunting and mild weather. The other is below, often in or near the sea, associated with Sedna's realm. Which destination a soul reached depended on the manner of death, not on moral behavior during life. Those who died by violence or during childbirth might go to the upper world; those who died of illness or old age might go to the lower. The Inuit afterlife was not a reward-and-punishment system. It was a continuation of existence in a different location, determined by circumstances rather than moral judgment.

Inuit astronomy was practical. Stars and constellations were used for navigation, time-keeping, and seasonal prediction. The constellation Aagjuuk, identified with the stars Altair and Tarazed, was one of the most important seasonal markers across much of the Canadian Arctic. Its position relative to the horizon told hunters when conditions were right for specific kinds of travel and hunting.

The ancient Inuit understood the earth, Nunarjuaq, as a flat, stationary body at the center of the universe. Celestial objects moved around it. The sun was a ball of fire that sank below the horizon in winter because the cold and darkness weighed it down. The moon was a flat disc of ice. These were reasonable interpretations of observable phenomena by people living at a latitude where the behavior of celestial bodies is genuinely unusual. The sun does not simply set and rise each day in the high Arctic. It disappears for months, then returns and stays for months.

The three realms were not sealed off from each other. Spirits moved between them. Shamans traveled between them. The boundaries were permeable, and one of the shaman's primary functions was to navigate those boundaries on behalf of the community.

The relationship between sea and land was particularly charged. In many traditions, there are strict rules about keeping them separate. Products of the sea and products of the land must not be mixed. Caribou meat and seal meat must not be cooked in the same pot or eaten at the same meal. Caribou-skin clothing must not be sewn while people are living on the sea ice and hunting marine mammals. These separations reflect the understanding that the sea and the land are governed by different powers with different requirements, and mixing them risks offending both.

This tripartite cosmos — sea below, land in the middle, sky above — is the stage on which the Sedna story plays out. She rules the depths. The shaman must descend through the layers to reach her. The community above depends on what happens in that encounter.

Spiritual Ecology

In the Inuit context, the relationship between people and the environment is governed by spiritual rules that have direct ecological consequences. Break the rules, and the animals disappear. Follow the rules, and the animals offer themselves. This is a literal description of how the Inuit understood the mechanics of their world.

The central principle is reciprocity. Animals are persons with awareness, preferences, and the ability to choose. A seal chooses to present itself at a breathing hole. A whale chooses to approach a hunting party. They do this because they are treated with respect. Respect means following the proper protocols: the right words, the right actions, the right attitude. It means sharing the kill with the community. It means not wasting any part of the animal. It means observing the taboos associated with that species.

The Iglulik angakoq Aua told the ethnographer Knud Rasmussen: "The greatest peril of life lies in the fact that human food consists entirely of souls." Every meal is a spiritual transaction. Every hunt is an encounter between persons. The danger is not just physical — the risk of falling through ice or capsizing a kayak. The danger is spiritual: the risk of giving offense, of failing to reciprocate, of treating a living being as a dead thing.

This reciprocal relationship extended to the treatment of animal remains. After a seal was killed, fresh water was often poured into its mouth — the seal, living in salt water, is thirsty, and offering it a drink is a gesture of hospitality and gratitude. Among some groups, particularly the Yup'ik of western Alaska, the seal's bladder was returned to the sea in elaborate ceremony so that the soul could be reborn in a new body. Bones were treated carefully and not given to dogs or discarded carelessly, because the animal needed them to reconstitute itself in the spirit world.

These practices are ecological in their effects. They promote the full use of killed animals, discourage waste, and embed conservation principles in daily life. But for the Inuit, these practices were not about conservation. They were about maintaining a relationship. The animals would keep coming as long as the relationship was healthy. If it broke down, no amount of skill or effort would produce a successful hunt.

Sedna is the ultimate enforcer of this system for marine animals. When people violate the taboos, when they fail to show proper respect, the offenses accumulate in Sedna's hair, tangling it into painful, filthy knots. Since she has no fingers, she cannot comb her own hair. The tangles cause her suffering and anger, and she withholds the animals. The only remedy is for a shaman to journey to the bottom of the sea, comb out her hair, and confess the community's transgressions. Sedna's anger is the mechanism by which the spiritual ecology self-corrects.

The spiritual ecology also governs the timing and methods of hunting. Different species have different seasons and different rules. Taking an animal at the wrong time, or in the wrong way, or with the wrong tool, is offensive. The consequences are communal, not individual. One person's transgression can cause the entire community to starve. Everyone has an interest in everyone else's behavior.

This system operated in real time, in response to real events. When a community experienced a run of bad hunting, the first question was not about weather patterns or animal migration. It was about who had broken a taboo. The angakoq would investigate through trance or divination, the offender would be identified, and they would be required to confess publicly. The confession itself was part of the remedy. Public acknowledgment helped restore the flow of animals. The spiritual ecology functioned as a system of environmental feedback: poor outcomes triggered social investigation, which triggered behavioral correction, which restored the balance between people and animals.

Pre-Contact Traditions

Establishing what Inuit traditions looked like before European contact is complicated. The Inuit had no written language until relatively recently, and the ethnographic record begins with European observers who brought their own biases and agendas. The earliest detailed accounts come from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, by which time some groups had already been in contact with European whalers, traders, and missionaries for decades or centuries. The Norse encountered Inuit in Greenland around the eleventh century. Basque whalers were active in the eastern Arctic from the sixteenth century onward.

Certain features of pre-contact tradition can be reconstructed with reasonable confidence from archaeology, oral tradition, comparative analysis, and the earliest ethnographic records.

The Thule culture, the direct archaeological ancestor of the historic Inuit, spread across the Arctic from Alaska to Greenland roughly between 1000 and 1600 CE. The Thule people were sophisticated maritime hunters. They hunted bowhead whales using umiaks — large open skin boats crewed by organized whaling teams. They used dog sleds, built semi-subterranean sod houses insulated with whale bone and turf, and developed a tool kit that included toggling harpoons, float gear, and snow goggles. Their technology was specifically adapted to the Arctic marine environment and highly effective.

The Thule expansion was rapid by archaeological standards. Within a few centuries, Thule-related material culture appears across the entire North American Arctic and into Greenland. This expansion likely followed the distribution of bowhead whales and other marine mammals, and may also have been influenced by the Medieval Warm Period, which opened sea routes and shifted animal migration patterns. During the subsequent Little Ice Age, roughly 1600 to 1850, cooling temperatures forced adaptations in subsistence patterns. Bowhead whale hunting became less viable in many areas, and communities shifted toward smaller marine mammals, fish, and caribou. This period of adaptation shaped much of what the first European ethnographers would later record as "traditional" Inuit culture.

Before the Thule, the Dorset culture occupied much of the same territory. The Inuit call the Dorset people Tuniit and describe them in oral tradition as a separate people who were already in the Arctic when Inuit ancestors arrived — physically powerful but shy, eventually displaced or absorbed. Genetic evidence from a 2014 study published in Science confirmed that the Dorset were a distinct population with minimal genetic contribution to modern Inuit. The Dorset appear to have lacked some technologies the Thule brought with them, including dog sleds and the bow and arrow, but their own adaptations to the Arctic were remarkable. They survived in the eastern Arctic for roughly four thousand years.

The spiritual traditions of the pre-contact Inuit are harder to trace archaeologically, but certain material evidence is suggestive. Dorset culture sites have produced extraordinary small carved figures — polar bears, birds, human faces — and maskettes that appear to be ritual or spiritual in nature. Some of the Dorset carvings are among the finest small-scale sculptures produced anywhere in the ancient world. Thule sites contain amulets, carved animal figures, and other artifacts consistent with the animist practices described in later ethnographic accounts. The continuity is strong enough to suggest that the core elements of Inuit spiritual life — animism, shamanism, the importance of animal-human relationships, and some form of sea-spirit belief — are very old.

The Sedna figure specifically is harder to date. The myth is widespread across the Inuit world, from Greenland to Alaska, with cognates among the Yupik peoples of western Alaska and Siberia. This wide distribution suggests considerable antiquity. If the story was already established across the full range of Inuit territory by the time of early European contact, it likely predates the Thule expansion, or at least traveled with it. Some scholars have argued for a central Canadian Arctic origin; others for Alaska. With an oral tradition and no written records, pinning down a single point of origin is probably impossible. What can be said is that the story is central to how Inuit communities across the Arctic understood their relationship with the sea, with animals, and with the spirit world.

Pre-contact Inuit society was organized around small, mobile groups — typically extended families or clusters of families that came together and dispersed seasonally. Winter camps on the sea ice might bring several families together for seal hunting at breathing holes, a cooperative activity that required numbers. Summer dispersal along rivers and coastlines allowed smaller groups to pursue caribou, char, and other seasonal resources. Leadership was informal, based on competence — hunting skill, good judgment, the ability to maintain social harmony. There were no chiefs in the formal sense. Decisions were made by consensus, and social control was maintained through gossip, ridicule, song contests, and in extreme cases, ostracism.

The angakoq, or shaman, held a unique position. Angakkuit were not leaders in the political sense. They were specialists in the spirit world: healers, diviners, mediators between the human and non-human realms. Their authority came from demonstrated ability to produce results. An angakoq who failed to heal the sick or restore the hunting would lose credibility quickly. The position was earned through performance, not inheritance.

Angakkuit could be of any gender. Some of the most powerful in the ethnographic record were women. The role was open to anyone who experienced a spiritual calling — typically a period of illness, isolation, or unusual experiences that marked them as someone with access to the spirit world. Training involved apprenticeship with an experienced angakoq and the acquisition of helping spirits called tuurngait. These were spirits — often of animals or deceased persons — who had entered into a partnership with the practitioner. They served as guides, protectors, and sources of power during shamanic journeys. An angakoq might have several tuurngait, each with different abilities. The relationship was personal and reciprocal, maintained through ongoing attention and ritual. Losing a tuurngaq could leave an angakoq powerless. Gaining a particularly strong one could transform an ordinary practitioner into a figure of considerable influence.

The pre-contact world was not a paradise. Life in the Arctic was hard, and the historical record — including Inuit oral tradition — is full of accounts of famine, conflict, suffering, and death. The spiritual system was not a guarantee of prosperity. It was a framework for understanding and responding to a world that was powerful, dangerous, and beyond full human control. Sedna, the mutilated woman at the bottom of the sea, is not a comforting figure. She is a reflection of the world as the Inuit experienced it: sustaining and capable of sudden, devastating withdrawal.
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Chapter 2: The Many Names
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Sedna, Sanna, Nuliajuk

The woman at the bottom of the sea has no single name. Across the Inuit world, from the fjords of East Greenland to the river deltas of western Alaska, she is known by at least a dozen distinct names in half a dozen related languages. Each name carries its own shade of meaning, its own emphasis, its own relationship to the community that uses it. The proliferation of names is not confusion. It is evidence of how deeply this figure is embedded in Arctic life, and how differently different communities have understood her.

The name most widely recognized outside the Arctic is Sedna. This is the spelling that Franz Boas, the German-American anthropologist, recorded during his fieldwork among the Inuit of Baffin Island in 1883 and 1884. Boas published it in his 1888 monograph The Central Eskimo, and because Boas was enormously influential in the development of American anthropology, his spelling stuck. It became the default in English-language scholarship, popular writing, and eventually in the broader culture. When NASA named a distant trans-Neptunian object in 2004, they called it Sedna. When non-Inuit people encounter the sea goddess for the first time, it is almost always under this name.

The word itself probably means "the one down there." The etymology is not entirely settled, but this is the most widely accepted interpretation among linguists who work with Inuktitut. It is a locational name, a description of where she lives rather than who she is. She is the one at the bottom. The one below. Boas did not invent it. He transcribed it from Inuit speakers using the phonetic conventions available to a German-trained scholar working in English in the 1880s. The Roman alphabet is an imperfect fit for the sounds of Inuktitut, and the name he wrote down was a snapshot of a spoken word, frozen in the orthographic conventions of that particular moment.

The modern standard romanization from Inuktitut syllabics ᓴᓐᓇ is Sanna. Older sources also render it as Sidne or Sidna. These are not different names. They are different transcriptions of the same word, filtered through different ears, different orthographic conventions, and different moments in the development of Inuktitut writing systems. The shift from Sedna to Sanna reflects a broader movement in Inuit communities toward standardized spelling systems controlled by Inuit language authorities rather than by outside observers.

Nuliajuk is the name used among the Netsilik Inuit of the central Canadian Arctic, particularly in the Kivalliq region of what is now Nunavut. Knud Rasmussen recorded this name during his Fifth Thule Expedition in the 1920s. The meaning is debated. Rasmussen glossed it as "the lubricious one," suggesting a sexual or sensual connotation, though this translation has been questioned by later scholars and by Inuit language speakers who offer alternative readings. Some interpret the name as relating to marriage or wifehood — nuliak being a root associated with "wife" in several Inuit dialects. Others connect it to a quality of being desired or desirable. The ambiguity is real and probably unresolvable from the outside, because the word exists in a language with complex polysynthetic morphology where meaning shifts depending on context, suffix, and speaker.

Nuliajuk is not simply another label for the same concept. Among the Netsilik, the sea goddess has specific characteristics and story elements that differ from the Baffin Island version Boas recorded. In the Netsilik tradition, Nuliajuk lives at the bottom of the sea and controls access to sea mammals, but the details of her origin story, her household arrangements, and her relationship to other spirits have their own local texture. She has a co-wife named Isarraitaitsoq. Their husband is Kanajuk, a scorpionfish spirit. They have an adopted child, stolen from a sleeping mother while the father was out hunting at the breathing holes. These details do not appear in most other regional versions. They are Netsilik. They belong to Nuliajuk.

The Netsilik also preserved a pre-transformation name for the figure who would become Nuliajuk. Before her descent to the sea bottom, she was Uinigumasuittuq — "the one who never wanted to marry." This name captures a key element of the origin story as the Netsilik told it: the young woman's refusal to take a husband, her resistance to the social expectations placed on her. The name survives in Rasmussen's transcriptions and in later Netsilik oral accounts recorded by the Canadian Museum of History. It is a reminder that the sea goddess had a human life before she became a spirit, and that her human life was defined by refusal. The names track her through that transformation — from a woman with a will to a power at the bottom of the sea.

Each name belongs to a specific community, a specific dialect, a specific version of the story, and a specific set of relationships between people and the sea. Using the names interchangeably, as popular writing about Inuit mythology frequently does, flattens real differences into false uniformity.

Regional Variations

In Greenland, the sea goddess is known by several names depending on dialect and region. In West Greenlandic, the dominant language of Greenland's population, she is Sassuma Arnaa — "Mother of the Deep." Sassuma derives from sassuk, meaning the depths of the sea, and arnaa means "mother" or "old woman." This is a descriptive title more than a personal name. It identifies her by her location and her role: the mother who lives in the deep, the one who presides over what lies beneath the surface.

In other parts of Greenland, she is Arnakuagsak or the related form Arnaqquassaaq. The name translates roughly as "old woman of the sea." Arnaq is the root for "woman" in Greenlandic, and the suffix construction conveys age or veneration. This name emphasizes her status as an elder figure, someone ancient and powerful, rather than her location or her emotional state. Among Greenlandic Inuit today, children still play a game at the shoreline involving Arnaqquassaaq — wading as close to the waves as they dare while calling out "Arnaqquassaaq kamagit" (roughly, "Mother of the sea, show your wrath") and then scrambling back when a wave comes in, as if the goddess herself were reaching for them.

In the Thule district of far northern Greenland, home to the Inughuit, the name is Nerrivik. This translates as "the eating place" or "the place of food." The root is nerri-, to eat, and -vik is a locative suffix meaning "place of." Nerrivik is not a personal name at all but a functional title. She is the place where food comes from. This name strips away personality and narrative and reduces the figure to her most essential function in Arctic life: she is why there is something to eat.

The contrast between Nerrivik and Nuliajuk is instructive. One name identifies the figure entirely by her ecological function. The other invokes something about her personal nature — the desired one, or the wife. One emphasizes what she does for the community. The other hints at who she is as a being. These are different ways of relating to the same underlying power, shaped by different communities with different priorities and different storytelling traditions.

In Igloolik, a community in the northern Qikiqtaaluk region of Nunavut, the name is Takannaaluk, sometimes rendered in older sources as Takánakapsâluk. The meaning is "the great one down there" or simply "the one down below" — etymologically close to Sedna, both names locational, both pointing downward. Rasmussen recorded extensive material from Igloolik, and the Takannaaluk traditions are among the most detailed accounts of the sea goddess in the ethnographic record. In Rasmussen's account, Takannaaluk sits with her back to the lamp and her back to the sea animals, her hair hanging in tangled, filthy masses over her face so she cannot see. She is described as implacable, furious, sometimes surrounded by a shelter wall that the visiting shaman must physically kick down before approaching her. The Igloolik elder and storyteller Hervé Paniaq later contributed to published versions of the Takannaaluk story, ensuring that the Igloolik telling remained available in both Inuktitut and English.

Among the Copper Inuit of the Coronation Gulf area in the western Canadian Arctic, she is Arnapkapfaaluk — "Big Bad Woman." This is the most overtly hostile of the names. It does not describe her location or her function or her age. It describes her temperament. She is big. She is bad. The Copper Inuit traditions around the sea goddess are generally darker in tone than those from other regions. The anthropologist Diamond Jenness, who lived among the Copper Inuit during the Canadian Arctic Expedition of 1913–1918, recorded a version in which the sea goddess is feared as a dangerous, malevolent force rather than a figure who can be soothed or appealed to through compassion.

In Labrador, at the community of Killiniq on the northern tip of the peninsula, she was known descriptively as "Old-woman-who-lived-in-the-sea." This is not a proper name in the usual sense but a description recorded in English by early observers. The original Inuttut term may have been more compact, but what survives in the record is this phrase, which functions as both identification and summary.

Other names appear more sporadically in the literature. Taluliyuk and Taleelayuk are recorded in some western Nunavut and Inuvialuit sources. The Canadian Encyclopedia lists these alongside Nuliayuk and Sedna, noting that the core narrative — a young girl cast into the ocean who becomes keeper of all sea mammals — is among the most famous of all Inuit stories. The sheer number of recorded variants, even within a single region, suggests that the naming was never fully standardized. A family in one camp might use a name that the family in the next camp over did not recognize, or recognized but did not prefer.
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