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Abstract

This thesis aimed to examine the diverse perspectives on sustainability within and between
Inuit communities in Greenland, Nunavut, and Alaska, and to compare them with those of
non-Inuit communities. This thesis is a comparative case study between the Pikialasorsuaq
project in Greenland and Nunavut, Canada, and the Willow Project in the North Slope,
Alaska. The Pikialasorsuaq is a polynya located between northern Greenland and Nunavut,
Canada, a unique ecosystem that serves as a cultural landscape for the surrounding Inuit
communities. External factors, such as climate change, shipping, and tourism, threaten the
livelihood of the polynya. This is why the Inuit Circumpolar Council established the
Pikialasorsuaq commission to find solutions for saving the Pikialasorsuaq by utilizing both
Inuit and non-Inuit knowledge. The oil development in Alaska has received considerable
criticism, particularly with the Willow project, which was approved by the US government in
2023. The Inuit organization Sovereign Ifupiat For a Living Arctic (SILA) is strongly
opposed to the project, arguing that it has a negative environmental and cultural impact on
Inuit communities. However, the Inuit organization Voice of Arctic Ihupiat (VOICE)
supports the project, stating that the economic benefits will preserve Inuit culture.

Six documents from the Pikialasorsuaq Commission, Voice of Arctic Iflupiat, and SILA have
been analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis, investigating patterns and themes related
to how Inuit frame sustainability. The theoretical frameworks of postcolonial theory,
epistemological pluralism, and various types of sustainability served as critical lenses in the
discussion section, where the findings were compared with one another and also with
dominant non-Inuit sustainability frameworks. From the analysis and discussion, the findings
showed that Inuit perspectives differ both within Inuit communities and between them. The
Pikialasorsuaqg Commission framed that sustainability is not only about protecting the

polynya from environmental changes, but also about achieving political sustainability in
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order for Inuit communities to determine what initiatives should be made. The Voice of
Arctic Ifiupiat framed sustainability as economic, but not solely for monetary reasons, but to
be able to stay on their ancestral land and preserve their culture. The organization SILA had
the same goal of protecting culture and the communities; however, they believe that the
Willow project will harm the land and water where they live. Both organizations on the North
Slope have a focus on political sustainability, as they sought self-determination to define
what sustainability means and how they should approach it. This is true for both cases, where
postcolonial theory served as a lens to reveal that political sustainability is the foundation for
both. Because for Inuit to act on any other type of sustainability within the kinds of
sustainability, economic, environmental, social, or cultural, they would have to have the

authority to do so.

This study showed that Inuit communities are diverse and cannot be generalized into one
rationale. Some of the perspectives also share similarities to non-Inuit frameworks in terms of
economic sustainability. However, what all the cases have in common is how the different
types of sustainability overlap and are interconnected, rather than being separate entities, as is
common in non-Inuit frameworks. Epistemological pluralism has helped by saying that all
kinds of knowledge, from Inuit or non-Inuit, are equal, and to achieve inclusive
sustainability, all knowledge should be acknowledged. This is not only true in terms of
ethics, but also if sustainability initiatives are to be effective, they must include Inuit
knowledge. The uncovered Inuit perspectives in this thesis are merely a reflection of what is
presented in the chosen six sources. They therefore do not reflect all Inuit perspectives across
regions, or from the communities that have provided the sources. Nevertheless, this thesis
highlights the importance of recognizing that Inuit perspectives are not uniform, but share

some commonalities, and could therefore serve as a framework for other Inuit communities.



Y

Table of Contents

1.

2.

5.

6.

7.

Introduction 1
Theory 9
2.1 POSTCOIONIALISH ...................oeeoiiieieee ettt ettt b bttt e bt e bt et nee e 9
2.2 Epistemological DIUFALISHL .............................coociiiiiiiiiiiiiee ettt ettt 11
2.3 Types of SUSLATHADILILY...................c.ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiic et 13
Methodology 15
3.1 PRIIOSOPIY Of SCIEHCE................c..c.coiiiiiiiiiiiiieiieeete et 15
3.2 CASE CROICE................oeeee e e ettt b e ettt 17
3.3 DaLA COUECHON ...ttt et ettt ettt ettt 18
34 ARAIYZING TRE AALA....................c..c..coiiiiiiiiiiiiiieece e 21
3.5 CROUCE Of TREOVIES ...ttt 23
3.5.0 POStCOIORIALISHN..............c..c..oeeeeeieiiiiieeieeteteetetee ettt st n e s 23
3.5.2 Epistemological PIUFALISH.........................cccccoovuiiiiiiiiieiiiieeee ettt ettt et sttt st 24
3.5.3 Types of SUSTAINADIIILY ..............c..cocooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieteceee ettt ettt et sttt et st sae e 24
Se0 ETRICS ... ettt ettt h bttt h et e bt e nee et e bt et enee e 25
.7 LEMEEATIONS .........c..ooeeeeeiiiieieeee ettt ettt ettt et et h e bttt et b e e bt et e et e ee e et et et e ee et et e enee e 25
Analysis 26
4.1 Report of the Pikialasorsuaq COMMISSION........................cccocceioeiiiaiiaiiiieiieeit ettt 26
4.2 Pikialasorsuaq Leaders’ statement, APril. 2019 ....................ccooceiiiiiiiiiiiiiieii et 34
4.3 Pikialasorsuaq Commission Press release May 2018 .................cccoocooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiieit e 43

4.4 VOICE resolution — ”"Advancing the Willow Project to Ensure a Stable Economic Foundation for North
Slope Residents and COMMURILIES” ........................ccocoeiiuiieiieeiieeit et eete et et e vt esaeesiaeastaeasaeeebeesabeasaseenseas 46

4.5 Interview with VOICE — “Exploring the Willow Project in Alaska: An Interview with Voice of the Arctic

TFEUPIAL ...ttt ettt ettt et a et ettt a e ettt b et et e n et e bt enb e nteeneenns 51
4.6 Willow Project's Record of Decision, Sovereign Iitupiat For a Living Arctic Press Response (SILA)..... 56
Discussion 60
Conclusion 70
References 73




Appendices
APPERAIX A ...ttt b ettt ne et e bt et enee e 79
APPERAIX B ............ooiiiiiiiiii ettt et b ettt h ettt 80
APPERAIX C ...ttt h et ettt et et enee e 83
APPERAIX D ..............ooooiiiiiei e ettt b ettt be ettt enee e 87
APPERAIX E ..............oooiiiiiiii ettt h ettt n et e bt et enee e 89
APPERAIX F .............oooiiiiiiiiiieeee ettt b et ettt b et et enee e 92

APPERAIX ... ettt ettt ettt ettt et enee e 96



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 1

1. Introduction

Sustainability has become a prominent theme in global environmental discourse, and
the way different groups perceive and understand sustainability varies. According to Throsby
& Petetskaya (2016), a Western perspective on sustainability tends to focus on economic,
social, and ecological aspects. However, these frameworks tend to differ from Indigenous
perspectives, such as those of the Inuit, which often reflect cultural, historical, and political

concerns about sustainability (Marquardt et al., 2024).

This introduction section also serves as a literature review, by outlining Inuit and non-
Inuit knowledge systems and summarizing the existing research within this field. In the
context of this thesis, the term “non-Inuit” is used to refer to the opinions, perspectives, and
knowledge systems that come from outside Inuit communities. This term helps emphasize the
distinction of Inuit experience perspectives, while also offering a more neutral way of

describing external viewpoints.

In Western contexts, knowledge is gathered through empirical observation and
quantitative data and is primarily based on science-based research (Marquardt et al., 2024).
Indigenous knowledge has received increasing recognition within sustainability research,
particularly in Arctic contexts. Some scholars, such as Berkes (2018) and Krupnik & Jolly
(2002), have emphasized the importance of traditional knowledge within environmental
monitoring. In the Arctic, Inuit knowledge has been acknowledged as being dependent on
relational and intergenerational experience of the land. This challenges non-Inuit frameworks,

which therefore also calls for more inclusive ways of knowing (Whyte, 2013; Smith, 1999).

Although there is a shift in research, few scholars have explored the internal diversity
of Inuit sustainability perspectives across different regions and communities. For example,

Hudson and Vodden (2020) have examined Inuit-led planning in Labrador, highlighting that
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self-determination plays a significant role in shaping sustainability efforts. However, they do
not compare Inuit perspectives within the communities. Jelin¢i¢ (2002) explores Inuit
perspectives on sustainability, focusing on a specific case, also acknowledging that these
views might differ in other regions or within the groups themselves. However, in
contemporary literature, the generalization of perception among Inuit communities is still
prominent. The lack of comparative research, therefore, reflects a gap in the literature. Even
though the perspectives of Inuit and Indigenous peoples are included, it is rarely examined

that there are multiple realities within Inuit communities themselves (Marquardt et al, 2024).

1.1 Aim of the thesis

Therefore, this thesis aims to explore the diversity of perspectives within and between
Inuit communities on sustainability, comparing them with non-Inuit perspectives, as well as
how these perspectives are understood and practiced. It also highlights the importance of this
study, as multiple complexities in Inuit’s perspectives may not be fully recognized. So, to
fully understand the meaning of sustainability for Inuit communities, literature cannot
diminish their perspectives. It is essential to realize that one should not assume that all Inuit
have the same perception of sustainability, since it could reduce Inuit identities to one, and
could cause problems when dealing with sustainability initiatives, which then wouldn’t fit. It
1s also an ethical issue and creates a romanticized version of the true “Inuit-voice”, which
might reproduce stereotypes. It is safe to assume that some Inuit “adopt” non-Inuit
understandings of sustainability, which do not correlate with traditional Indigenous
knowledge of the land, resources, and the connection to people and culture. To contextualize
Inuit understandings, the following two sections examine how Inuit and non-Inuit knowledge

and sustainability are framed in current academic literature.
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1.2 Non-Inuit sustainability and knowledge

As mentioned, dominant non-Inuit sustainability frameworks often focus on
historically emphasized measurement, economic growth, and expert-driven decision-making.
When examining the Sustainability Pillars model, the Western understanding of sustainability
is typically characterized by environmental protection, economic development, and social
equity, which are often defined in terms of carbon emissions and biodiversity (Purvis et al.
2019). Although these paradigms are intended to overlap, they are often differentiated.
Therefore, approaches to addressing environmental, social, and economic concerns are
typically discussed in isolation from one another. Moreover, the Western world normally
reflects an anthropocentric worldview, where nature is viewed as a resource to be protected
by humans, rather than an entity in its own right (Ferndndez & Savcisens, 2020). It separates
humans from the natural world, and sustainability is viewed as a set of problems that can be
addressed through technical innovation and policy optimization (Purvis et al., 2019). In their
study, Ferndndez and Savcisens (2020) analyzed the concept of sustainability in several
Western media outlets from 1999 to 2018. They concluded that, over time, complex
sustainability issues have been simplified to focus on the environment, politics, and economy,
and that, despite differing views on sustainability, it has become more homogenized.
Although these approaches have contributed to environmental awareness, they have often
marginalized alternative ways of knowing and governing, including the perspectives of Inuit

communities (Marquardt et al. 2024).

1.3 Inuit sustainability and knowledge

In contrast, Inuit understandings of sustainability look at the interconnectedness
among land, water, animals, ancestors, and future generations. This means that rather than

being based on efficient use of resources or quantifiable data, sustainability is closely
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connected to cultural continuity, ethical responsibility, and traditional knowledge systems
(Inuit Circumpolar Council, 2021). According to Berkes (2018), spirituality and knowledge
brought down from ancestors are, therefore, often inseparable from environmental

understandings, and land is not just inhabited, it is lived with.

Indigenous knowledge is contextual and reflects both lived experience and
observational expertise (Marquardt et. al., 2024). It also evolves in response to environmental
changes and political influences (Whyte, 2013; IISD, 2023). This is evident in the
Pikialasorsuaq project, which illustrates how sustainability can be viewed not only in
environmental terms but also in terms of cultural identity. However, Inuit perspectives should
not be generalized, since differences exist both between and within the communities. This is

also true for non-Inuit, where differences also exist.

Nevertheless, the contrast between dominant non-Inuit and Inuit approaches is still
significant to acknowledge. As sustainability becomes an increasingly global priority, it is
vital to understand the epistemological and cultural assumptions underpinning different
visions of a sustainable future. By recognizing that these differences exist, without defining
what is right or wrong, it is possible to create a pace that is more inclusive and incorporates
ways of knowing that also reflect Indigenous values, history, and culture. This is not only
necessary from an ethical standpoint, but also a way to create more effective and well-suited

strategies that also reflect Inuit culture.

Therefore, this thesis is important as it addresses the need for Inuit knowledge in
sustainability initiatives, as these often differ from those of non-Inuit perspectives. This
research, therefore, contributes to the sense of Inuit perspectives on sustainability and how
these might differ from non-Inuit research. It provides insight into how different

epistemologies shape sustainability and why including Inuit concerns in research is essential.



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 5

1.4 Cases of Pikialasorsuaq and North Slope Alaska’s Willow project

To explore these different issues, this thesis presents a comparative case study that
examines Inuit perspectives from the Pikialasorsuaq Project and the oil development project
Willow in the North Slope, Alaska. Both cases show differences and similarities in the Inuit
perspective, both among and between communities. In the following paragraphs, both cases

will be described, and their importance to this thesis will be explained.

Pikialasorsuaq, also known as the North Water Polynya, is a unique and ecologically
rich marine area located between northern Greenland and Nunavut, Canada (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, n.d.).

Unlike other Arctic waters, this area remains ice-free during the winter, making it a
vital habitat for marine life, however, external factors such as climate change, shipping and
tourism threaten the livelihood of the polyna (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, n.d.). It has also
served as a cultural landscape for the surrounding Inuit communities, and their livelihoods

and identities are closely tied to its biodiversity (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, n.d.).

In 2016, the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC) established the Pikialasorsuaq
Commission to articulate an Inuit-led vision for the future of the transboundary region
(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, n.d.). The commission has gathered traditional knowledge and
community priorities, forming a series of recommendations (Pikialasorsuaq Commission,
2017). This included establishing a group led by Inuit experts to inform decision-making,
protecting the Pikialasorsuaq area, and ensuring that Inuit knowledge is integral to

environmental stewardship (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017).

In October 2023, the governments of Greenland and Canada took an important step by

signing a Letter of Intent. They agreed to collaborate, utilizing science and Indigenous
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knowledge to manage the area. They aim to protect the land and culture while supporting

development that aligns with Inuit values (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017).

The Pikialasorsuaq project has developed a unique approach to addressing
sustainability issues. Rather than only using non-Inuit frameworks such as science or
government approaches, it also emphasizes that Inuit leadership is dedicated to preserving
tradition and recognizing the connection between people and nature (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2017). They have therefore used both Inuit and non-Inuit forms of knowledge.

The oil development case from Alaska's North Slope gives other insights into the
perspectives of Inuit. Oil development in Alaska has been a central debate within economics
and politics, and one of the most well-known debates, were about the Willow project (The
Guardian, 2023). It is led by the company ConociPhilips, and the Willow project for oil
drilling was approved by the US government in 2023 (The Guardian, 2023). The project
received global attention, as many were concerned about its environmental impact (The
Guardian, 2023). It received heavy criticism from many different groups, including
Indigenous groups (The Guardian, 2023). However, other Inuit communities have supported
the development, emphasizing that it is an opportunity for economic growth and job creation.
They argue that sustainability is not only about environmental causes, but also about ensuring

economic and social sustainability (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023).

A key actor who believes this is the Voice of Arctic Ifupiat (VOICE), a nonprofit
organization that represents several Inuit communities across the North Slope (Mohar &
Slapar Ljubutin, 2023). They have on several occasions advocated for self-determination,
stating that Ifiupiat should have the right to determine what aligns with their interests (Mohar
& Slapar Ljubutin, 2023). VOICE argues that the oil project will not harm their communities,

and that economic growth will help preserve their culture (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023).
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Other Inuit organizations, such as SILA, believe that drilling for more oil contradicts
global efforts to protect the planet and is harming the Inuit way of life, as well as their well-
being and the animals living among them (SILA, 2023). They call for a total transition away
from fossil fuels, to protect the environment and future generations, as they call it a betrayal
against them (SILA, 2023). The organization has also received widespread global support for
its opposition to these oil drilling operations (SILA, 2023). The Willow Project reveals a

significant disagreement regarding Arctic sustainability.

1.5 The importance of the cases

Pikialasorsuaq is a fascinating example because it is one of the few big sustainability
projects in the Arctic led by Inuit communities and uses their traditional knowledge
(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2023). The project focuses on protecting and sharing control of
the vital marine area between Greenland and Canada. It demonstrates how the Inuit view
sustainability as more than just environmental protection. It is also about preserving their
culture, ensuring they have enough food, and ensuring future generations can live well.
Pikialasorsuaq challenges the conventional non-Inuit approach to environmental

management, which is characterized by the use of technology and prioritizing efficiency.

Comparing Pikialasorsuaq with the North Slope in Alaska, particularly concerning oil
projects like Willow, reveals that Inuit communities hold differing views on sustainability and
development. While Pikialasorsuaq focuses on protecting nature, many Inuit groups in Alaska
support responsible oil drilling because they view it as a means to build a stronger economy
and gain more control over their future. However, both cases are similar, as they both utilize
the right of self-determination to legitimize their political stance, yet still result in different

perspectives. Comparing and examining these approaches helps to understand the complex
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issues in Arctic environmental debates and highlights why we must consider each

community’s needs and values.

It is important to note that these cases are only a reflection of how sustainability is
presented, and can therefore not define the Inuit perspectives that are included in this thesis,
but only draw conclusions from what has been presented. The cases also don’t speak for other
Inuit communities in the same region or across regions. For example, even if this project
included all Inuit regions across different countries, like Russia, it would still be impossible
to generalize, because there are significant differences between and within communities and
nations. Each region and community has its unique history, challenges, and views on
sustainability, so it is important to remember that this is just one case study, not a universal

model for all Inuit perspectives.

This thesis, therefore, focuses on how sustainability is understood and represented in
Inuit-led initiatives by comparing two contrasting cases: the Pikialasorsuaq project in the
Canada-Greenland region and the North Slope of Alaska. The different views of Inuit
perspectives will be compared, as well as those of dominant non-Inuit sustainability
discourse. By applying the theories of postcolonialism, pillars of sustainability, and
epistemological pluralism, this thesis employs a critical lens that seeks to understand the

underlying paradigms behind the understandings and perspectives of Inuit.

To correctly answer the problem formulation, three sub-questions have been

formulated, each offering a different focus:

1.6 Sub-questions:

L. How do documents from the Pikialasorsuaq project frame sustainability

concerning Inuit knowledge, governance, and ecological protection?
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IL. How do North Slope Inuit organizations articulate sustainability in the context
of oil development concerning Inuit knowledge, governance, and ecological protection?
I11. In what ways do these Inuit understandings of sustainability compare with

dominant non-Inuit sustainability discourses?

By addressing these questions, the thesis contributes a deeper understanding of how
different sustainability paradigms coexist, conflict, or align within Arctic sustainability
politics. It also highlights the importance of epistemological plurality in shaping more just

and culturally grounded sustainability strategies.

2. Theory

This section will introduce the theories that have been applied to this thesis as a
critical lens. The theories of post-colonialism, epistemological pluralism, and sustainability
pillars are described, along with their relationship to the thesis. Why these theories have been

chosen will be explained in the methodology section 3.5.

2.1 Postcolonialism

Postcolonial theory is a method of analyzing the world that focuses on the effects of
colonialism, as well as its aftermath (Smith, 1999). It examines how colonialism has affected
those who were colonized, power structures, ways of thinking, and its ongoing influence

today (Smith, 1999).

In Smith's “Colonization Methodologies,” from 1999, she writes about how
knowledge has also been colonized within Indigenous communities in various ways. In her
book, Smith (1999) explains that research is deeply tied to colonialism. During colonial
expansion, Western scientists and scholars were sent into Indigenous territory to measure and

rank the people living there, rather than observing and learning with them. This would then
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be used as “evidence” for research to justify the colonialism, and thereby also labelling
Indigenous people as “uncivilized” or “in need of governance”. They were seen as “objects”

of a study, rather than participants, which gave the researcher the voice and power.

Being marginalized is the result of this, but also that this would reinforce colonial
ideologies, and Indigenous people are often portrayed as “primitive,” which makes them
seem as if they are frozen in time and that they are not evolving (Smith, 1999). It overlooks
the complexity of Indigenous cultures, their diversity, and the constant change they undergo
(1999). According to Smith (1999), research is therefore biased and built to serve
colonialism. She emphasizes that to decolonize, Indigenous people must be recognized as

knowledge producers, rather than being treated as subjects.

In her research, Smith (1999) referenced the concept of “colonization of the mind”.
This concept is very complex and extends beyond physical colonization, encompassing the
impact on a person's identity, thoughts, language, understanding, and worldview (Ngiigi wa
Thiong’o, 1986). “Colonization of the mind” occurs when colonized people begin to adopt
the colonizer’s views about themselves (Ngligi wa Thiong’o, 1986). That could, for example,
lead them to believe that their culture is inferior and that Western education and science are
superior. They internalize the colonization, and it changes who they are (Smith, 1999). It
devalues the knowledge of Indigenous people, and they may believe that their ways of

gathering knowledge are inferior to Western ways (Smith, 1999).

For Inuit communities, this also means that some understandings and knowledge may
not be purely their own, but also a product of colonization of the mind. Denmark, the USA,
and Canada have colonized Inuit communities (Raspotnik, 2022; Argetsinger, 2024). This
could have influenced how some Inuit see sustainability. Meaning, it is essential to keep in

mind that the colonizer’s colonization of their minds may have influenced their viewpoint.
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However, this is not to be generalized. Inuit could have a more non-Inuit view, without it
being caused by a colonization of the mind. According to Smith (1999), reconnecting with
Indigenous identity and reclaiming knowledge systems, oral histories, and governance

structures is a means of decolonizing the mind.

Decolonization is, however, not something that should be viewed as a “symbolic
gesture”. In their work, Tuck and Yang (2012) critique Western institutions used for
decolonization as a token, rather than as a genuine return of land or power. They argue that
anything less than giving recognition to Indigenous sovereignty, returning land or power, or
an end to settler entitlement is not decolonization, but rather just a metaphor. There is no
synonym for decolonization; therefore, when Indigenous anything is included, the word
“decolonization” is often used. Therefore, when the word is used wrong, it is seen a sign of
tokenism. Tuck and Yand (2012) call this “move to innocence”, so it is a way for settlers to

appear empathetic, without giving up any power and remaining in control.

In the context of Inuit sustainability perspectives and knowledge, this could mean that
when Inuit knowledge and attitudes are invited to be shared, they are not given the power to
define sustainability on their terms. So, when some research incorporates Inuit perspectives,
the question is whether it is returning the power of the land, governance, and knowledge

systems, or if it is merely tokenism that includes Inuit communities.

2.2 Epistemological pluralism

For many decades, research has employed a one-way approach to knowledge, which
is insufficient when addressing complex issues that require more nuanced insights, such as

climate change or social justice (Miller et al., 2008).

To tackle this, many have become interested in epistemological pluralism, which

means that there are different ways of knowing, and these are all legitimate (Miller et al.,
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2008). Different epistemologies should therefore not be seen as opposite, but rather as
complementary to each other, to gain a better understanding of complex issues (Miller et al.,

2008; Beaumont & de Coning, 2022).

Epistemological pluralism, therefore, recognizes that different knowledge systems
exist, which can include both a more positivist stance and Indigenous knowledge. It also
acknowledges that each knowledge system contributes valuable insights, which are all shaped
by its assumptions about learning, how it is produced, and its intended purpose (Beaumont &

de Coning, 2022).

Miller et al. (2008) illustrate this in an example of urban ecology and social-
ecological research in Alaska, which emphasizes how efforts to manage and understand
social-ecological systems often fail when applied only through one epistemological lens.
Their study provides an example of attempts to manage resources that excluded Indigenous
knowledge and focused solely on institutional science. This resulted in resource management

failing, as the Indigenous people did not resonate with it, leading to ineffective outcomes.

This example is directly relevant to Inuit understandings of sustainability. Inuit
knowledge systems are not tokens that should be applied to Western science, but should be
included. Within epistemological pluralism, Inuit knowledge systems therefore exist just as

readily as non-Inuit knowledge, and complement each other (Miller et al., 2008).

This point is further reinforced by Beaumont and de Coning (2022) through the lens
of complexity theory. They argue that climate change research should move beyond debates
about whether there is a single superior method. Instead, they encourage scholars and
researchers to embrace uncertainty, be open to other ways of knowing, and foster dialogue

across differences. They describe pluralism as not about collapsing different epistemologies
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into one single approach. It is about allowing different learning styles to coexist while

preserving their unique qualities and values.

Within research on Inuit knowledge, it is essential not to judge Indigenous insights
against typical scientific standards. It is also important to note who holds power in research,
so that power is not one-sided. Smith (1999) also elaborates on this, explaining that Western
research has often treated Indigenous knowledge as inferior, irrational, or non-scientific. She
argues that knowledge is tied to power, so who gets to produce and define what counts, and
that often, research has been used to erase Indigenous knowledge systems. She also believes,
as Miller et al. (2008) do, that Indigenous knowledge must coexist with Western knowledge

and should be seen as equally legitimate.

Epistemological pluralism justifies the integration of Inuit knowledge into
sustainability research, and it challenges the notion that there is a single way of knowing. It
emphasizes that diverse epistemologies are equally legitimate and should coexist in a

complementary manner.

2.3 Types of sustainability

In this thesis, sustainability is examined through a five-pillar framework “the pillars
of sustainability”, which includes economic, environmental, social, cultural, and political
pillars. This has been chosen as an expansion of the traditional three-pillar model of
sustainability, which typically encompasses only economic, environmental, and social
dimensions (Purvis et al., 2019). This model has become a standard in research; however, it
has often been criticized for being too simplistic, due to its theoretical limitations and

oversimplification of complex and interconnected issues (Purvis et al., 2019).

This criticism highlights that the model does account for how sustainability is shaped

through cultural or political factors. This thesis, therefore, incorporates these two pillars to
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provide a broader understanding of sustainability, particularly in the context of Inuit

perspectives.

Although this is a typical framework for non-Inuit communities, it can still help in
understanding the priorities and views that Inuit communities hold on sustainability. This
framework is therefore carefully employed, and the criticism from Purvis (2019) that it is
simplistic and often fails to demonstrate how the pillars overlap or are interconnected is

acknowledged.

The economic pillars focus on how resources are used and the development of the
economy, including concerns about jobs, trade, and innovation. The environmental pillar
focuses on protecting nature in terms of biodiversity, while also addressing climate change.
According to Purvis (2019), these two pillars are the most recognized within debates on

sustainability, and the third pillar in Western contexts is often overlooked.

The third dimension, social sustainability, refers to the needs of individuals within
society, including their access to healthcare, education, and overall well-being. This is often
measured with statistics and policies, or the quality of life in a non-Inuit context. However,
Throsby and Petetskava (2016) describe that social sustainability is understood more in terms
of connection within Indigenous groups. This means caring for one another and sharing

traditions and knowledge.

As mentioned, this thesis incorporates a fourth pillar, culture, to address the
importance of cultural values, language identity, and heritage in shaping how sustainability is
lived and experienced. Nurse (2006) argues that culture is not just an additional pillar, but it’s
the foundation upon which the other dimensions rest. This is also mentioned by Throsby and

Petetskaya (2016), who show that Indigenous sustainability is very closely tied to culture in
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terms of language, traditional practices, and relationships with the land. Culture is, therefore,

deeply embedded in how communities understand and make decisions about sustainability.

The final pillar included in this thesis is political sustainability. Purvis (2019) argues
that the standard three-pillar model often overlooks politics, yet it is essential to understand
how decisions surrounding sustainability initiatives are made. It is therefore necessary to

examine the role of governance within this discourse, as it may reveal power imbalances.

These three theories are used throughout the thesis as a way to understand and
discover the perspectives of the Inuit. As mentioned, the use of these methods will be

discussed in more detail in the following section.

3.  Methodology

This section outlines what methods have been used to address the problem
formulation, how they were used in the analysis, and why they have been chosen and are
relevant for this thesis. The section will start by explaining the philosophical considerations

that have guided the approach to the thesis and how the problem formulation is understood.

3.1 Philosophy of science

3.1.1 Ontology

This thesis employs a critical realist ontology, which is grounded in the work of Roy
Bhaskar, first introduced in 1975 (Bhaskar, 2008). Within critical realism, it is stated that
there is a real world, which exists independently of our perceptions and knowledge of it
(Bhaskar, 2008). There are, therefore, constructs, mechanisms, and relations that might exist,
but are not observable, and still have some effects (Bhaskar, 2008). This could include
climate change, political structures, or cultural systems. Within this thesis, this would mean

that phenomena such as the melting of ice in the Arctic or pressures from oil extraction
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developments are acknowledged as existing, regardless of how they are interpreted by those
observing them. Critical realism is highly beneficial to this thesis, as it is a middle ground
between positivism, which reduces reality to only what can be measured, and constructivism,
which denies the existence of a world outside our perceptions (Danermark et al., 2002; Sayer,

2000).

3.1.2 Epistemology

This thesis adopts critical realism as its epistemological stance, which posits that,
although a real world exists, the knowledge we construct of it is fallible and subject to change
(Sayer, 2000). Critical realism often distinguishes between the real” world, which exists
without human perception, and the “observable world” (Danermark et al., 2002). This means
that people can observe the world, but the way they acquire knowledge of it differs
(Danermark et al., 2002). This means that the way Inuit communities and non-Inuit
communities gain their understanding of sustainability depends on the context. Critical
realism, therefore, also supports a reflexive interpretation, as we can attempt to understand
reality, but we must be aware of our perspective and also examine the deeper causes behind
what is observed (Danermark et al., 2002; Fletcher, 2017). It therefore makes it very suitable
for this study, because it helps to understand how Inuit communities' perception of
sustainability is shaped by culture, but also recognizes the influence of the “real world”, such

as climate change or politics, on them.

3.1.3 Methodological framework

This study employs an abductive approach because it allows for a flexible process,
enabling movement back and forth between data and theory (Bryman, 2016). This approach
is beneficial for understanding complex concepts, such as sustainability. Abduction allows the

researcher to explore previously unexplored ideas and then refine the theory throughout the
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research process (Bryman, 2016; Danermark et al., 2002). This represents a middle ground
between deductive reasoning, which seeks to reject or accept hypotheses, and inductive

reasoning, which builds theory solely from data (Bryman, 2016).

In this thesis, the “theory” refers to ideas or concepts that are used to make sense of
the world, such as how Inuit communities practice sustainability. It also includes academic
theories such as postcolonialism. These theories help to understand the data, and the data may
also challenge or shape the theory. As said, therefore, going back and forth between theory

and data.

If this research were to use a deductive method, it could risk applying non-Inuit
frameworks to the understanding of Inuit communities. An inductive approach could
overlook important and deeper social systems, such as power dynamics or colonial histories,
that shape perspectives and influence the way people think. An abductive approach is
therefore also suited to critical realism, as it recognizes a real world that exists, but people

engage with it through different knowledge systems (Danermark et al., 2002).

3.2 Case choice

This thesis is a comparative case study, with the Pikialasorsuaq project and the
Willow project as the primary cases. As described in the introduction, both cases relate to
Inuit knowledge and their views of sustainability. There are, therefore, some significant
similarities, as both cases relate to how different communities perceive sustainability both
between and among them. They also have some crucial differences, as they differ in how

sustainability is framed.

The two cases serve as the primary sources in this thesis, providing various

perspectives from different Inuit communities. They offer insights into how perspectives may
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vary across communities in Greenland, Canada, Alaska, and also in non-Inuit communities.
Thus, the cases present opportunities to understand how sustainability perspectives are both

represented between and within Inuit communities.

Furthermore, a comparison of the Willow projects two organizations reveals that the
two parties hold differing views on sustainability. Both cases are selected as they offer
valuable insights into different epistemological standpoints, since they come from distinct

ways of knowing.

The study is limited to Inuit communities in Greenland, Canada, and Alaska, as they
are directly affected by the two projects. While it would be beneficial to include other Inuit
communities, time and scope constraints would make this problematic. Even if this study
included cases from all Inuit communities in the Arctic, it would still not be representative
enough. Inuit perspectives would still differ within Inuit communities and, therefore, cannot
be generalized across all Inuit communities. Though this thesis does not represent all Inuit
communities, its findings may offer insights into how other Inuit groups might perceive

sustainability.

3.3 Data Collection

3.3.1 Documents

To analyze how sustainability is represented in the Pikialasorsuaq and Willow
projects, six key documents were examined, comprising three sources for each project. These
documents will be analyzed using a Reflexive Thematic Analysis, which will be explained

further in Section 4.4.1.
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Document 1: Report of the Pikialasorsuaq Commission, November 2017

This report was selected as a key document because it is a vital resource that offers
valuable insights into how Inuit communities understand and perceive sustainability
(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017). The report not only includes recommendations on how
to safeguard Pikialasorsuaq, but it is also based on interviews with Inuit people in Canada and
Greenland. They provide quotes in which they express their opinions regarding climate
change, the meaning of Pikialasorsuaq to them, the cultural aspects, and how they gather
knowledge. The report also strongly emphasizes the importance of Inuit knowledge in this
project, as it directly affects Inuit communities living around the area. The commission also
compares Inuit knowledge with non-Inuit knowledge, emphasizing that Inuit knowledge
should not only be included but also be the leading way. Since the report directly contrasts
Inuit and non-Inuit frameworks, it gives valuable insights into epistemological pluralism and
postcolonial concerns. This document therefore provides direct insights into Inuit

communities, and the shared quotes reveal diverse opinions, not all of which are the same.

Document 2: Pikialasorsuaq Leaders’ statement, April. 2019

This document is a political statement from Inuit leaders, supporting the
recommendations outlined in the 2017 report (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019). Although it
is shorter than the report, it still aligns with the ideas presented in the report. This statement is
also more formal, as it is designed to be a public communication. By examining this
statement, it can give insights into how Inuit communities present their sustainability

initiatives and views to be seen by governments, institutions, or organizations.

This statement has therefore been chosen, as it helps to understand how Inuit voices

are being used within policy and public discussions. This thesis connects its focus on
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postcolonial ideas and the pluralism of epistemology to the understanding of different

knowledge.

Document 3: Press release, 2018

This press release was published following the 2017 report and provides insights into
what happened after the recommendations were made (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018). It
is helpful to see if ideas and concerns from the Inuit communities have been followed up on
and if action has been taken. It is beneficial to analyze how Inuit perceive the implementation
process. It also illustrates how traditional knowledge and community-based values are being
incorporated into governance discussions and could be helpful to any non-Inuit challenges

that may arise.

Document 4: VOI Statement on Willow Record of Decision

This document is an official statement from the NGO Voice of the Arctic Ifiupiat
(VOICE), which emphasizes support for the Willow Project on the North Slope (Voice of the
Arctic Ifiupiat, 2023). It describes the potential for economic benefits and the enabling factors
for Inuit on the North Slope. The NGO highlights that the project could generate economic

benefits, including job opportunities and revenue for local businesses.

They reflect a perspective where the extraction industry is a means to achieve
economic sustainability, and also argue that sustainability is not only about environmental
protection, but also about the well-being of their communities. Including this document

highlights the diversity of perspectives between Inuit communities.

Document S: Exploring the Willow Project in Alaska: An Interview with Voice of

the Arctic Ifiupiat
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This interview provides a more personal perspective from representatives of the Voice
of the Arctic Ifiupiat (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023). It is a valuable source for the thesis,
providing direct insights into why some Inuit communities support the Willow project. The
interview offers a more informal tone and provides direct insights into the experience of one
of the VOICE representatives. VOICE highlights again in this interview that sustainability is
not only about environmental causes, but also about ensuring the well-being of their
communities. This perspective challenges the assumption that indigenous communities are
not interested in economic development projects such as oil extraction. It aligns well with
epistemological pluralism, explaining that there are different perspectives on sustainability
not only from non-Inuit and Inuit, but also within Inuit communities. The interview will help

showcase that local conditions shape Inuit knowledge.

Document 6: SILA press release, 2023

The final document is a press release from another North Slope Inuit organization,

SILA, that describes the opposition that it has towards the Willow Project (SILA, 2023). The
press release, although an outward communication tool, has a very personal connotation, as it
describes how devastated and disappointed they are with the US government. They believe
that this project will harm the environment, the land, and the animals that inhabit it. They are
generally opposed to the use of fossil fuels and advocate for a complete transition away from
them. This press release is beneficial in this thesis, as it presents a direct opposing viewpoint
to that of the fellow Inuit organization, VOICE in the North Slope. It is therefore helpful to

show how perspectives differ within Inuit communities.

3.4 Analyzing the data

3.4.1 Reflexive Thematic Analysis
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To analyze the chosen sources, the analysis will follow the Reflexive Thematic
Analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke, (n.d.), which aims to identify patterns, themes, and
meanings. This analysis focuses more on the underlying meaning and perspectives, rather

than just on the language use.

This can help uncover how sustainability is conceptualized and practiced within Inuit
communities. The Reflexive Thematic method is grounded in a constructionist perspective,

analyzing how realities are produced within the data (Braun & Clarke, n.d.).

A thematic analysis is beneficial as, unlike other qualitative content analysis methods,
it focuses not only on explicit statements but also on underlying meanings and ideas (Braun
& Clarke, n.d.). This thesis is therefore interested in the semantics of the chosen documents

to uncover the perspectives of Inuit communities.

The analysis will follow the following approach by Braun and Clarke to ensure

consistency and accuracy.

Figure 1
Visual of Braun and Clarke’s (n.d.) Reflexive Thematic Analysis
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The analysis starts by getting familiar with the sources and reading them thoroughly
multiple times. Then, codes can be established by identifying key phrases or words within the
document, and these codes have been assigned some initial themes, which help reveal the
patterns that arise. After revising the initial themes and determining if any can be grouped,

the themes are finally established.

Some of the findings and generated themes will be presented in the analysis; however,
the Appendix will illustrate how the codes evolved into initial themes and then into final
themes. The Appendix is presented in a linear model, but the development of themes has not
been linear, as the themes have been reviewed and renamed several times before the final

themes were established.

The thesis focuses on the perception of sustainability in order to explore how Inuit
perspectives are presented in the chosen sources. This makes Reflexive Thematic Analysis
particularly well-suited for this purpose, as it helps identify patterns and themes. To better
capture these patterns, the study utilizes secondary sources for contextualization, allowing for

a deeper understanding of issues such as regional knowledge and the history of colonization.

3.5 Choice of theories

3.5.1 Postcolonialism

To properly understand how sustainability discourses have been shaped by
colonization, it is essential to employ a critical lens through postcolonial theory. As
mentioned, policies and sustainability initiatives often marginalize Indigenous knowledge

(Smith, 1999), also neglecting Inuit perspectives and cultural priorities.
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Applying postcolonial theory provides a critical lens for examining non-Inuit
sustainability initiatives and how they have historically overlooked Inuit perspectives. It

could also help highlight power imbalances, instances that undermine Inuit decision-making.

It can help define why Inuit perspectives are shaped the way they are, and also why
specific knowledge is perceived as more valid. It can also be used to explain how Inuit
understandings might have adapted non-Inuit perspectives, through the concept of

“colonization of the mind”, as described in the theory section.

3.5.2 Epistemological pluralism

As a secondary theory, the thesis employs epistemological pluralism, which posits

that there are multiple ways of knowing, all of which should be valued equally.

This theory is very beneficial to this study, as it gives an analytical approach to
challenge the dominant non-Inuit epistemologies. Both Inuit and non-Inuit give valuable

insights into how knowledge is produced and exists.

3.5.3 Types of sustainability

As described, this thesis uses the pillars of sustainability framework to define how
Inuit perceive sustainability. The pillars of culture and political sustainability have been
incorporated into this thesis, as the three-pillar framework may be too simplistic for this
study, as it does not capture the deeper levels of cultural or political importance within Inuit
communities. Although it is a non-Inuit framework, it still helps define this complex
discussion of sustainability. However, the criticism of this framework is acknowledged, and it

is therefore applied carefully in the findings.
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3.6 Ethics

Within a study like this, it is crucial to consider the ethics behind it, especially when
working with Indigenous groups, such as the Inuit. Bhattacharya (2007) emphasizes the
importance of showing respect for different knowledge systems. Although this thesis only
uses publicly available documents, it is crucial to represent the opinions of Inuit communities
carefully and not take quotes out of context (Seale, 2004). When analyzing documents like
these used in the thesis, it is essential to be reflexive in interpretation, in order to explain or
present what has been said (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004), and not to speak on behalf of any
Inuit communities. The researcher should therefore pay attention to any power dynamics, as
they could subtly influence meaning. It is therefore important to reflect (Guillemin & Gillam,

2004), which also makes the analysis method of Reflexive Thematic Analysis beneficial.

3.7 Limitations

This thesis focuses on Inuit perspectives on sustainability, acknowledging certain
limitations. First, the documents used from Pikialasorsuaq, and the North Slope are produced
within specific regional contexts. They can therefore not be considered representative of all
Inuit communities across the Arctic. The findings should therefore be seen as context-based,
rather than being universally generalizable. Second, even though these are region-based, there
is no way to conclude one perspective of any of the Inuit communities mentioned in this
thesis, as it recognizes that all community perspectives vary within the communities
themselves, just as they do on a regional level. It can therefore not be universally
generalizable. Third, some documents are produced for public-facing communications, and
their language, tone, and content may have shaped how sustainability is represented. These
documents remain highly relevant and full of insight, as they show how Inuit communities

are represented in such documents.
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4. Analysis

The findings of the analysis are represented in this section, and the complete list of
themes can be found in the Appendix and will be cited throughout the analysis. The
procedure for all six sources has been the same. To get familiar with the sources, they have
been read thoroughly multiple times. Key phrases, keywords, or sentences have been
identified throughout the documents, which are used as codes. Each code has been assigned
an initial theme, which has been examined and refined into a final theme, represented here.
The method was not linear, the development of themes has been going back and forth

between the initial theme and the final theme to best fit the problem formulation.

4.1 Report of the Pikialasorsuaq Commission

The document is a key document produced by an Inuit Initiative from the Inuit
Circumpolar Council (ICC). The report was published in November 2017 on the
Pikialasorsuaq Commission's webpage. The report presents findings from interviews and
consultations of Inuit communities on both sides of Pikialasorsuaq, in Canada and Greenland.
The report focuses on the future of Pikialasorsuaq, as it is an essential ecological system that
supports high marine life and is home to many mammal species. The same goes for Inuit
communities, which have made their livelihood from the polynya, and it has been a

significant part of their lives and culture.

The report has been compiled in response to concerns from both Inuit communities
about environmental changes and the lack of Inuit influence on marine-life protection
governance, which affects the Pikialasorsuaq, and to determine what should be done to
protect it. The commission proposes three recommendations for future governance, based on
testimonies from communities and showing Inuit perspectives. The recommendation includes

an Inuit-led management authority, ensuring that Inuit voices are included and leading the
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initiatives. A designated protected area, where Inuit have the complete autonomy to decide
how to manage it. And the re-establishment of free travel between Inuit communities in

Canada and Greenland.

The report includes both direct quotes from Inuit and the conclusion the Commission
has drawn from that. To investigate whether there are any differences or similarities, the two

have been be analyzed separately to gain a comprehensive understanding.

4.1.1 The Commission

The complete analysis with codes, initial themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix

A.

Economic development pressures and shipping

In the report, the commission frames sustainability in terms of environmental risks
and change, thereby emphasizing the urgency of climate change and other ecological
changes. The commission highlights that increased development, which includes tourism,

shipping, and resource extraction, all place pressure on the ecosystem.

“The management authority should establish a framework for regulating activities, including
transportation, shipping, and off-shore industrial development. (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission,

2017, p. xii)

In response to the increased shipping, the Commission states that regulations could be
a possible response, as it has concluded from the Inuit it interviewed that many view shipping
as problematic for the Pikialasorsuaq. However, the Commission does not rule out that

shipping does have an economic effect, which benefits the region:
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"Shipping is important in this region and has a significant economic effect.”

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. 12)

The economic development occurring in the Arctic encompasses shipping, mining,
and tourism, all of which present both opportunities and challenges for Inuit communities.
The activities could provide economic benefits, but they are also harmful to the environment

and threaten traditional ways of life (WWF Arctic, n.d.).

Environmental change and threats

This theme highlights how the Commission frames sustainability as a response to
accelerating environmental disruption. The language emphasizes the rapid pace of change

and the ecological vulnerability of the region:

"The Pikialasorsuaq is seriously threatened by rapid change in the region, including

climatic and environmental change." (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. viii)

Although this theme is not as heavily represented as others, it plays a crucial role in
why the Commission wants to act in protecting the Pikialasorsuaq. It reflects a perspective
that aligns partially with dominant Western sustainability models, which often begin with
scientific assessments of environmental risk. However, in the context of the report, this threat
is directly tied to the need for Inuit governance and long-term sustainability. The statement
also subtly positions environmental change as justification for deeper Indigenous
involvement. This connection underscores how even scientific risk discourse can serve

postcolonial and pluralist goals when rooted in Indigenous authority.
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Inuit knowledge and governance

This theme highlights how the report portrays the Inuit not only as participants but
also as knowledge holders and leaders in environmental governance. It highlights a push

toward self-determination and protection against marginalization.

In the report, the Pikialasorsuaq Commission emphasizes that it is the Inuit
communities living around the polynya who are best suited to know how to care for and

protect it. As the report states:

“Each community emphasized that the Inuit who live in the region are best placed to

monitor and manage the region.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. X)

Because Inuit communities have lived experience and generational knowledge of the
area, the report argues that their knowledge should not be a small part of governance. It
should lead the way instead. Inuit should hold decision-making power in how sustainability

and protection efforts are carried out:

“Inuit who live and use the Pikialasorsuaq must be recognized and respected as

leaders in ensuring the protection of this area.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. XII)

The report highlights that Inuit communities on both sides of the polynya have the

most profound cultural, ecological, and spiritual connection to the area:

“There is no one better suited to fully articulate the meaning and intrinsic value of the

Pikialasorsuaq than those who live it and depend on it.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017,

p-5)
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To ensure that Inuit voices are not sidelined, the Commission proposes formal
governance structures, such as an Inuit-led authority. This would help prevent the kind of
marginalization that Indigenous peoples have historically faced in policy and environmental
decision-making. This emphasis on Inuit leadership reflects a rejection of the colonial

tendency to position Indigenous knowledge as secondary to Western science.

As postcolonialism suggests, by reclaiming knowledge, it is a form of decolonization
since it moves away from adopting non-Inuit knowledge systems. This theme aligns well
with the problem formulation, as it demonstrates that sustainability is not only about

environmental issues, but also about power structures and knowledge.

Inuit communities in both Canada and Greenland have long sought self-determination
to regain control over their lands and resources. In Canada, the 1993 Nunavut Land Claims
Agreement established the territory of Nunavut, which granted Inuit rights over land use and
governance (Campbell et al., 2011). On the other hand, in Greenland, the 2009 Self-
Government Act transferred some powers from Denmark to the Greenlandic government,
which included control over natural resources (Kuokkanen, 2021). These historical points

reflect broader efforts by Inuit to gain control over environmental governance.

4.1.2 Interviews

The complete analysis with codes, initial themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix

B.

Cultural and ecological connection

This theme focuses on how the Pikialasorsuaq is not only viewed by Inuit

communities as a physical space, but also as a site of profound cultural, spiritual, and

ecological connection. Sustainability, from this perspective, is not isolated into
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environmental, social, or economic categories, as often found in Western sustainability
models (Purvis et al., 2019); instead, it is understood as an interconnected way of life rooted
in knowledge, land, and tradition. This reflects a form of epistemological pluralism, where

different systems of knowing must be recognized in environmental governance.

In the report, the Commission often includes direct quotes from Inuit community
members who describe the significance of the Pikialasorsuaq. For them, it is not just a
polynya—it is their livelihood. It provides food through hunting and fishing, as well as

resources for making tools and clothing. It is also an essential habitat for many species.

“Inuit [...] have recognized the area as critical habitat for many migratory species

upon which they depend for their food security as well as cultural and spiritual connections.’

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. VIII)

Some describe the land and sea ice as embedded in their daily lives and well-being,

both physically and mentally:

“It is our life. It is just the way we live off animals, birds, and fish. [...] And when we
go out on the land, out on the ice, or camping, fishing, it is our way of being healthy.

Mentally healthy and overall.” (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission, 2017, p. 11)

The polynya is an integral part of a way of life. The Inuit describe a deep relationship
with the land they inhabit, where everything is interconnected. To truly understand the

environment, one must live there and adapt to the land’s resources:

“It should also be understood that if you want to adapt to the land where you are
living, you need to live off the food that this land is providing you with, and that is exactly

why people have lived and survived by.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. 6)
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This lived experience is also how knowledge is passed down. It is not just

observational, but generational and spiritual:

“This knowledge has developed over thousands of years hunting, fishing, and

traveling across the region.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. 22)

The report therefore makes it clear that Pikialasorsuaq is not only environmentally
significant, but also culturally and spiritually vital to the Inuit communities that live around it.
When Inuit speak of the land and water, they do not separate entities. Everything is
interconnected and has meaning in relation to everything else, including animals, ancestors,

and future generations.

This theme supports the overall argument of this thesis by demonstrating that
sustainability, for Inuit, is inseparable from cultural survival and ethical relationships with the
environment. Here, we see a holistic epistemology, rooted in practice, responsibility, and

spiritual continuity.

Inuit culture is deeply rooted in the land and its natural environment, drawing on
traditional knowledge and wisdom. For example, in Nunavut, there is a knowledge system
called Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit (IQ), which emphasizes the interconnectedness of people,

animals, and the land (Nunavut Impact Review Board, n.d.)

Environmental change and outside threats

In the report, the added quotes from Inuit interviewees focus on the direct threats to
the environmental issues that affect the Pikialasorsuaq and the way of life for the Inuit

communities;
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"Now that giant ships will pass through the waters, the area of sea will be "too small’

for both wildlife and the huge ships." (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission, 2017, p. 12)

The Inuit interviews indicate that they do not want shipping to be in the area, as they
believe it disrupts their way of life, and there is no room for them there. Some even express

that there is a need to prohibit shipping to make sure the land and the people are protected:

"I think if we are to be successful in protecting the area, the shipping should be

prohibited in the future.” (p. 13)

They are also concerned about climate change, and how it is going to affect the area:

“But today there is climate change and I am aware of that since the Greenlandic
people who are our fellow Inughuit do not travel here anymore.” (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2017, p. 9).

These concerns are not only rooted in the environmental changes that are happening
and altering the Pikialasorsuaq. However, it has a negative impact on hunting for food, which

also makes their culture suffer:

“Those are our arctic chars that we eat, and if only a small amount of oil is leaked,

those are the species that we would lose forever.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. 12)

The emphasis on “our” shows this connection, that the Inuit interviewee has to the
animals that live in the Polynya, and therefore gives it a sense of connection to it. Mostly,
when the Inuit interviewees discuss tourism, shipping, or development, their biggest concern

is not to disrupt the land, the animals, and their way of life.
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However, some of the interviewees also acknowledge that economic development can

be beneficial, but only under the right conditions.

"As far as I know, if our land and our animals were not affected too much, then we

would agree on the proposed economic activities.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2017, p. 15)

It reflects the complexity within Inuit perspectives upon sustainability, and that there

is not one true meaning of it.

Climate change has led to increasingly unpredictable weather, and the environment in
the Arctic has worsened, directly impacting Inuit communities. Melting and thinning of the
ice have led to animal migration, which disrupts hunting practices and can therefore pose

risks to food security and cultural preservation. (The Guardian, 2018).

4.2 Pikialasorsuaq Leaders’ statement, April. 2019

This Leader's Statement was written in 2019 and is accessible on the webpage of the
Pikialasorsuaqg Commission (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019). It is issued by Inuit leaders
from Greenland and Nunavut through the Commission. The statement builds on the
recommendations presented in the 2017 report and emphasizes the need for Inuit-led
monitoring. It also focuses on partnerships and collaborations with the Canadian and Danish
Governments to ensure the management strategies. The complete analysis with codes, initial

themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix C.

Governance and knowledge blending

This theme has been developed, as it describes how Inuit leaders call for collaboration

with governments to protect the Pikialasorsuagq.



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 35

“Today, for the benefit of Inuit Nunangat and all Canadians, Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau and Inuit leaders commit to working in partnership together, and with the
Governments of Denmark and Kalaallit Nunaat, to develop a path forward for advancing the
sustainable marine management and environmental protection of the Pikialasorsuagq region,

and to facilitate mobility for Inuit of the region.” (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission, 2019, 47)

The statements also emphasize the importance of integrating Indigenous and Western

knowledge systems into decision-making processes.

”Planning will be founded upon systems developed during the establishment of other
Arctic marine protected areas as well as evidence-based Indigenous and Western knowledge

[...] "((Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019, 97)

This theme of collaboration and working together is mentioned multiple times
throughout the statement, and the leaders who have written this statement underscore that it
will be important to protect and safeguard Pikialasorsuaq successfully. They also believe it
will open up other future opportunities for collaborations. Interestingly, although this leader's
statement follows the report made by the Pikialasorsuaq commission, it has a higher focus on
showcasing how Inuit should work together with governments, rather than emphasizing Inuit
self-determination, a prominent theme in the 2017 report. The explanation for this could be
that the leader's statement is something presented to the public and serves as the outward
voice of the Pikialasorsuaq Commission. For it to be easier to “digest”, they focus a lot on

blending knowledge with others.

Blending systems of knowledge can be empowering, but can also be risky, as it could
reinforce power imbalances if Inuit perspectives are not genuinely included. It is therefore

important, as it addresses the implementation of epistemological pluralism.
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Inuit-led projects sometimes face challenges when negotiating their authority within
state structures, and often have to work with national systems that do not reflect their ways of
knowing. In Greenland, Inuit have more control over internal matters due to their self-
government arrangement (Gad, 2017). Even though these developments show progress, there
are still some power imbalances behind, especially in how Indigenous knowledge is
sometimes just ,,invited* into Western structures (Aikenhead & Michell, 2011).
Epistemological pluralism is about equal legitimacy of knowledge, but it is not always
achieved in practice. Therefore, when Inuit voices are included in formal agreements, such as
the Leaders' Statement, it is essential to recognize that their inclusion may have some

underlying colonial power structures.

Cultural and ecological connection

This theme explores the cultural and ecological connection between Inuit
communities and the Pikialasorsuaq, not just as a physical space, but also as a cultural

symbol.

“The Pikialasorsuaq influence and importance extend to an even larger cultural and
ecological region than the boundaries of the ever-changing polynya, supporting globally

significant wildlife populations.” (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission, 2019, 92)

The statement describes it as an ecologically local place, where wildlife can live
freely, and it is where Inuit communities gather food. It is therefore also described as a vital
part for Inuit, as they depend on the polynya. Many of their identity and cultural practices are

deeply embedded in it.
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“It has supported Inuit of the region for millennia; as a food source through
harvesting, and as a travel route connecting Inuit communities.” (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2019, Y2)

These statements demonstrate that Inuit communities possess a holistic understanding
of sustainability, where everything is interconnected and interdependent. This means that
cultural identity, survival, and biodiversity are interconnected. The theme highlights the
importance of acknowledging Inuit knowledge systems that are grounded in experience,

tradition, and spiritual connection.

This theme also supports the research aim, as it shows that Inuit sustainability cannot
be categorized solely within the non-Inuit sustainability frameworks of economic, social, and
environmental approaches. There is also a need for a cultural perspective, which recognizes

that all the paradigms are interconnected and dependent on each other.

Environmental and development threats

This theme explores how the leader's statement, including the pressures of climate
change, will have an environmental impact on the area, as well as the economic development

occurring in the Arctic.

The statement highlights that climate change is threatening the Pikialasorsuaq,
indicating that the ecosystems are undergoing changes, which will consequently pose risks to

the biodiversity of the Polynya and the Inuit communities surrounding it.

“Now, the Pikialasorsuaq and the Inuit that depend on it are facing possible threats
of climate and environmental change and increased human activity.” (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2019, Y2)
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They also point out that these climate changes are making new areas accessible in the

Arctic, which means there will be increased human activity in these regions.

“Easier accessibility to the area and its resources from the effects of climate change is
expected to increase the amount of fishing, shipping, tourism, and development in this

region.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019, 93)

While the statement acknowledges that economic developments will be beneficial, it
also stresses the need for Inuit involvement in governing them. This shows that these threats
are not only environmental but also political, as these rises in economic benefits could

overlook the wishes of Inuit communities.

The ice in the Arctic is retreating due to climate change, making new areas and routes
accessible for oil exploration, commercial shipping, and tourism. These activities offer
economic possibilities, but could also pose as a threat to Indigenous peoples who live and
gather food (Ford et al., 2012). These changes are therefore not only ecological but also

cultural, as they can threaten food security for Inuit communities.

Global sustainability frameworks and community concerns

This theme examines how international conservation goals, as outlined in the
Convention on Biological Diversity, intersect with the needs and lived realities of Inuit
communities. The statement places the Pikialasorsuaq within a broader international network,

as it references the global biodiversity targets and protected areas.

“The Conference of the Parties [ ...] adopted a Strategic Plan for Biodiversity for the
2011-2020 period, which called for Protection of coastal and marine areas, especially areas

of particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem, through effectively and equitably
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managed, ecologically representative and well-connected systems of protected areas and

other effective area-based conservation methods.” (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission, 2019, 1)

However, for Inuit communities, sustainability is not just about meeting external goals
that are set out, but it is their livelihood. For them, securing food and cultural survival is

crucial, and it is about achieving long-term resilience.

i3

nuit communities in Nunavut, Canada, and Kalaallit Nunaat, which are closely
associated with the Pikialasorsuaq, have expressed concerns about food security in the
region, as a matter of survival, and have also expressed concerns regarding the future of the

Pikialasorsuaq.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019, 93)

It shows that there is the same wish from both the Inuit and non-Inuit sides to protect
the Pikialasorsuaq. However, it also shows that the reasons behind it are different. The way it
is presented, the non-Inuit frameworks focus more on meeting international quotas, whereas
Inuit communities view this as their way of life. This becomes especially clear in the way

state-led language appears in the document. For example, the phrase:

., This initiative will support strong Inuit communities through the protection of the

environment and preserving the biodiversity of this unique region* (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2019, 98)

It positions the Inuit as passive recipients of state action, rather than actual leaders.
Even though they use words such as “partnership” and “self-determination”, the phrasing still
suggests that it is the government that is managing the process, and Inuit are included within
the structure. It therefore reveals some tension between what is said and how the postcolonial

language gives meaning. It raises questions whether it reflects actual, genuine
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epistemological pluralism, or if Inuit participation is shaped to fit non-Inuit governance

norms.

The biodiversity targets and global marine protection frameworks of the United
Nations are increasingly influencing the shaping of Arctic policy (UNEP, 2011). When
international goals are imposed without adaptation to Inuit knowledge, they risk reproducing
colonial governance, even if it is well-intentioned. This theme reflects this tension between

global environmental narratives and Inuit realities.

Inuit governance, sovereignty, and leadership

This theme brings together statements that advocate for Inuit leadership in managing
the Pikialasorsuaq. This theme is reflected in a strong postcolonial stance, which asserts that
Inuit, not just included, must lead governance. However, many of the phrases in the Leaders’
Statement seem to frame Inuit communities as if it is supported by the government or are

allowed by the state. Rather than it being initiated by Inuit communities themselves:

“[...] to advance Canada’s commitment to a renewed relationship with Inuit, one
based on the recognition of rights, respect, co-operation, and partnership.” (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2019, 96)

Here, the Canadian Government is mentioned first, which frames it as the initiator,
rather than something that is a result of Inuit demand. This is very different from the report

written by the Pikialasorsuaq commission, as they are clear in their wish for Inuit governance.

“Reconciliation and self-determination are key to this government’s commitment to
Inuit and establishing Inuit leadership in the Pikialasorsuaq supports this goal.”

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019, 8)
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These phrases position the Canadian government as the primary actor. If they are
offering Inuit leadership, rather than it being something that has been negotiated, it

undermines the idea of true sovereignty.

“Inuit participation in marine management is needed to ensure the sustainable

development and protection of the area and its resources.” (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission,

2019, 13)

Here, they write “participation,” which implies involvement, but not necessarily

authority. In contrast, the only phrase that centers Inuit priorities is:

“[...] the Pikialasorsuaqg Commission issued a report in November 2017 identifying
overarching objectives that Inuit from Nunavut, Canada, and Kalaallit Nunaat seek to
achieve; including the need for Inuit management and monitoring of the Pikialasorsuaq, and
easier mobility for Inuit between Canada and Kalaallit Nunaat.” (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2019, 95)

This represents a rare instance in the document where Inuit goals and leadership are
described on their terms. This theme supports the research question by exploring Inuit self-
determination within the context of sustainability discourse. Postcolonial theory highlights
the struggle for sovereignty and how the language of inclusion may still reflect underlying

power imbalances.

The call for Inuit self-determination comes from a long history of exclusion from
land, resources, and state policies. Despite the creation of Nunavut, absolute power over
policy and development often remains in federal structures, which limits Inuit influence

(Kuokkanen, 2021).
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In Greenland, despite the 2009 Self-Government Act granting greater autonomy, the
Danish state continues to exert significant influence over key decisions regarding resource

extraction (Kuokkanen, 2021).

Mobility, culture, and border challenges

This theme encompasses statements or phrases that highlight how mobility across the
Pikialasorsuaq has become a challenge and how it is deeply rooted in culture and familiarity.
It has linked communities across Canada and Greenland, but the increase in security has

limited this connection.

Travel across the Pikialasorsuaq by sea ice, open water, or by air has helped sustain
strong family, cultural, and trade connections between Inuit in Nunavut, Canada, and

Kalaallit Nunaat.” (Pikialasorsuag Commission, 2019, Y4)

This issue has been highlighted here and in the 2017 report, indicating that it is one of
the more significant concerns for Inuit communities. This highlights the importance of
cultural sustainability for Inuit communities and reflects the broader political and historical

forces that shape what sustainable living means for them.

The Arctic has historically been a borderless homeland for the Inuit, allowing them to
move freely across regions that are now divided by national boundaries. Today, there is an
increase in international laws, as well as cost barriers that limit cross-border travel, even
between closely related communities in Nunavut and Greenland (Pikialasorsuaq Commission,

2017).

Maintaining mobility is not only a logistical issue, but it is also a matter of cultural

sustainability, as well as preserving language and shared traditions.
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4.3 Pikialasorsuaq Commission Press release May 2018

The press release from May 2018 was issued by the Pikialasorsuaq commission to
announce the publication of its 2017 report (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018). The press
release follows a more formal tone of voice, but remains very similar in content to the
original press release. They followed the recommendation made by the commission, which
they are important and has a focus on Inuit self-determination. The complete analysis with

codes, initial themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix D.

Governance and knowledge blending

This theme encompasses how the press release envisions how the recommendations
should be governed, which incorporates various epistemological perspectives. As the
Leaders’ Statement highlights, Inuit experts, the government, and other stakeholders need to

collaborate to ensure the future of Pikialasorsuaq.

“During the workshop, it was clear that there is support from the academic and
government research communities, as well as local governments, for collaboration between
Inuit living in the area. It produced an implementation framework for management options
that brings together local knowledge experts, Governments, scientific research, and NGOs
for a shared and sustainable management model for this great region.” (Pikialasorsuaq

Commission, 2018, 99)

This phrase reflects a blended approach that brings together different communities

and knowledge systems to find the best working solution for Pikialasorsuagq.

“Participants discussed the current governance of the Pikialasorsuaq, existing

monitoring and research programs among many other issues.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission,

2018, 94)
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This theme also resonates with the theory of epistemological pluralism, as it illustrates
how diverse actors with different knowledge systems are brought together. However, a
postcolonial theory also reminds us that collaboration does not mean equality. By blending
knowledge and governance, there is a potential threat that Inuit knowledge could be reduced
to a supporting role. This theme, therefore, contributes to the analysis by showing how

sustainability can reinforce or challenge existing power structures.

The Arctic has become an increasingly important venue for international cooperation,
where various global actors aim to protect ecosystems while balancing sovereignty and
Indigenous rights (Koivurova, 2010). Inuit communities are frequently “invited” to
environmental governance, but often the frameworks used are shaped by the state and

international institutions.

This raises concerns about tokenism and unequal power, as blind knowledge systems

do not always equate to shared authority (Nadasdy, 1999).

Cultural identity, preservation, and mobility

This theme encompasses phrases that highlight not only the ecological significance of
Pikialasorsuaq, but also, as the other Pikialasorsuaq documents have described, its cultural

meaning for the Inuit Communities. It is a living cultural space:

"The Pikialasorsuagq is not just an ocean, or a unique wildlife area impacted by
climate change. This is our home, our Nuna. This shared body of water defines who we are

as people — it connects us." (Pikialasorsuaqg Commission, 2018, Y2)

Not being able to travel across the polynya is one of the biggest concerns among Inuit

communities, and the press release emphasizes this:
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"Removing travel barriers for people living in the communities adjacent to
Pikialasorsuaq was at the heart of the Commission’s work.” (Pikialasorsuag Commission,

2018, 96)

It is not only tied to being able to travel, but it is also a means to maintain cultural
practices, visit family, and preserve their language. It is deeply rooted in cultural

sustainability.

"We travelled freely between our communities and not being able to visit family

’

because cost and documents are hard on our communities — we are one people.’

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018, 47)

”Communities on both sides of the Pikialasorsuaq asked for free mobility between
their communities to visit family and friends, preserve our language and cultural ties.”

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018, 47)

This theme, therefore, emphasizes that sustainability also encompasses cultural
practices and how to maintain them, and thus demonstrates that some perspectives of

sustainability have a cultural foundation.

Inuit sovereignty and leadership

Like the report from the Pikialasorsuaq commission, this press release also strongly
emphasizes Inuit leadership when managing the region. The Commission is responding

directly to communities and calls for Inuit-led governance:

"The Commission is responding to the communities, who have called for greater local

stewardship of this shared marine region through an Inuit Management Authority, and an
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Inuit-led monitoring regime, and through free mobility to travel across the Pikialasorsuaq.”

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018, 43)

They promote that local communities should manage the area:

"Importantly, communities from the Pikialasorsuaq spoke to community priorities that
will define the implementation of the Commission’s work to manage and monitor the area, to
lead in its conservation, and to promote local involvement in scientific research in the

region.” (Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018, 95)

This reflects a postcolonial theory, where Inuit governance should not only be
included but also be at the center. The press release showcases that it is fundamental for the

initiative and should not be a secondary consideration.

Furthermore, the commission recommends this Inuit-led leadership to be a guide for

other types of Indigenous stewardship:

"The work of the Pikialasorsuaq Commission may be a global model for Indigenous
stewardship and supports the concept of self-determination and Indigenous Protected Areas."

(Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2018, 410)

This theme therefore aligns with the problem formulation, as it shows that Inuit
knowledge and Inuit-led policies should be centered when concerning sustainability

initiatives that directly affect the Inuit.

4.4 VOICE resolution — ”Advancing the Willow Project to Ensure a Stable Economic

Foundation for North Slope Residents and Communities”

This document is an official resolution made by the organization Voice of the Arctic

Ifiupiat and was released on November 3, 2022 (Voice of the Arctic Ifiupiat, 2023). The key
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points in the resolution are that VOICE shows its support for the Willow Project and states
that it will be a way to gain economic benefits, thereby ensuring cultural preservation. It also
emphasizes the historical importance of self-determination and the Ifiupiat's long history of
economic, cultural, and ecological interdependence. The complete analysis with codes, initial

themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix E.

Economic sustainability and cultural continuity

This theme emphasizes that for the Ifiupiat in the North Slope, economic development
is a necessity for sustaining communities and is also not separate from cultural survival. The
resolution argues that development, in the form of resource extraction, can provide jobs,

infrastructure, and help fund local services.

"[...] the region and communities benefit from responsible development on the North
Slope, though, among other things, continued strengthening of the Borough's tax base,
employment opportunities across the North Slope entities, contracting opportunities for the

tribes and Alaska Native corporations..." (Voice of the Arctic Iiupiat, 2023, §11)

The resolution also ties it to the Willow Project and states that it will be a source of

economic sustainability within the region.

"[...] recognize the need by the Biden Administration to advance the Willow Project
further to support the economic foundation of the North Slope region and ensure the
sustainability and viability of its eight communities and the Ifiupiaq culture.” (Voice of the

Arctic Iiiupiat, 2023, 412)

VOICE therefore sees this development as essential to survival, rather than it being a
threat. For them, the Willow project aligns with economic sustainability, a concept often

found in non-Inuit sustainability frameworks, particularly in the three-pillar approach.
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Sustainability, therefore, job opportunities, economic benefits, and gaining autonomy. It
therefore also shows that it goes beyond just the economic sustainability, but also intertwines

with social sustainability, as it is for the well-being of their community.

This both challenges the non-Inuit sustainability models, which focus on
environmental conservation; however, it also aligns with them, as there is a high emphasis on

economic sustainability.

This view is not entirely different from that of some Indigenous communities, as for
some communities, economic development is tied to the survival and preservation of their
culture, as insufficient infrastructure and high costs of living can pose significant challenges
(Wilson, 2020). Therefore, projects like Willow can be seen as a necessary way to ensure

these aspects (Wilson, 2020).

Protecting nature and traditional ways of life

This theme highlights how the Ifiupiat of the North Slope understand sustainability as
a balance between protecting the environment and continuing their traditional ways of life. In
the resolution, they write that Ifiupiat have relied on the sea and land to survive and to sustain

their culture.

"[...] the North Slope Iiiupiat have adapted to thrive in the Arctic, living off the

aquatic and land resources to sustain their lifestyle, traditions, and culture.”" (Voice of the

Arctic Iiiupiat, 2023, 7)

The Inuit community is deeply connected to the land, a connection that reflects their
cultural identity. Their approach to the land is characterized by observation, respect, and

responsibility. They have lived in the land for many years and therefore know it well. The
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resolution highlights the need for an extraction idea that respects both the land and its

inhabitants. And therefore again, balancing the environment, but also balancing development

"[...] developing local content and responses concerning activities within the region
that allow for protection of the lands, waters, and subsistence resources used by the Arctic

Iniupiat for thousands of years." (Voice of the Arctic Iiiupiat, 2023, 93)

This aligns with an Inuit view on sustainability. It is viewed as a cultural identity,
encompassing the use of the land for resources to survive, for hunting, and in protecting the
land, as well as the potential for economic sustainability. Everything is tied together and
intertwined. From a theoretical perspective, this theme aligns well with epistemological

pluralism, as it highlights different ways of understanding what sustainability entails.

This theme supports the problem formulation, as it provides another insight into how
Inuit view sustainability, not only in the context of environmental protection, but also in a

way that respects the land and the sea.

Governance and representation

In this theme, it is highlighted that the Ifiupiat in the North Slope have a desire for
self-governance and self-determination. This also includes a desire to be active and engaged

in discussions concerning the Arctic.

"[...] promote the social welfare of the Iiiupiaq people [ ...] including [ ...] developing
local advocacy and engagement [...] to state, federal and international forums addressing

Arctic issues." (Voice of the Arctic Iiiupiat, 2023, 1)

In the resolution, VOICE emphasizes that there is a need for Inuit representation, both

within government decision-making and externally.
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"[...] acting to protect the interests of the Arctic Iniupiat.” (Voice of the Arctic Ifiupiat,

2023, 94)

"[...] and being a conduit for information transfer with outside organizations,
including both governmental and non-governmental entities."” (Voice of the Arctic Inupiat,

2023, 96)

This theme, therefore, connects to the problem formulation, as it shows how Inuit
governance is framed not only as a desire to be included in internal decision-making, but also
in broader international frameworks. It reflects a postcolonial theme, as shown, that the Inuit
want to be visible and have a genuine voice in sustainability decisions, thereby reaffirming
the role of self-determination. The North Slope Borough, established in 1972, has provided a

unique framework for Indigenous governance over land use (Case & Voluck, 2012).

By doing this, the communities were able to collect funds from oil companies, which
could support various issues, such as funding for schools, healthcare, and housing. It was a
significant step toward self-determination because it allowed the Ifiupiat to make their own

decisions.

Self-determination and political history
This theme centers around how the Iflupiat’s support for the Willow project is linked
to their history of political activism. The document recalls how the North Slope Ifiupiat were
the only ones who protested against a major law called the Alaska Native Claims Settlement
Act (ANCSA), and this resistance helped create their government, the North Slope Borough.
"[...] the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) had one voice of opposition,

the North Slope Iiiupiat.” (Voice of the Arctic Iniupiat, 2023, 48)
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"[...] the region's opposition to ANCSA spurred the creation of the North Slope

Borough... an act of Ifiupiat self-determination.” (Voice of the Arctic Iniupiat, 2023, 99)

By adding this, it demonstrates that VOICE is not succumbing to outside pressure on
this project; instead, they have consistently fought for their own decisions and self-

determination.

This connects to postcolonial theory because it demonstrates how the Inuit take
control and leadership through their own decisions and are not influenced by outside

pressurces.

The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) was an American law passed in
1971 to settle land disputes with Alaska Native people. It provided Native communities with
money and land; however, it also required them to relinquish their traditional land claims
(Case & Voluck, 2012). Many Inuit, especially the North Slope Ifiupiat, opposed this law, as
they believed it did not reflect Indigenous values, which led them to form the North Slope
Borough (Case & Voluck, 2012). This history shapes how self-determination is understood

and underscores postcolonial claims to define development locally and decide for themselves.

4.5 Interview with VOICE - “Exploring the Willow Project in Alaska: An Interview with

Voice of the Arctic Ifiupiat”

The interview was published on the website of Global LIS on 20" April 2023, written
by Hana Mohar and Katja Slapar Ljubutin. The interviewee is a representative from VOICE,
an organization that advocates for the interests of its members (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin,
2023). The representative explains that VOICE is supporting the willow project and
emphasizes its importance for self-determination and economic benefits. The interview also

responds directly to criticism of VOICE’s support of the project by saying that they should
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listen to the native voices of Alaska, as the project aligns with their values. The complete

analysis with codes, initial themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix F.

Economic sustainability and cultural continuity

In this first theme from the Interview with Voice of the Arctic Ifupiat, it shows how
VOICE views the Willow project as essential to securing the economic stability and,
therefore, the survival of the Ifiupiat culture. In the interview, it is highlighted that this

development is not just for economic benefits, but the culture is also dependent on it.

"The Willow Project represents the long-term economic well-being of the North Slope

Iniupiat." (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 93)

"The project ensures a viable future for our communities, generating economic
stability for generations to come, and advancing our self-determination as Alaska Natives."

(Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 43)

They argue that this project can help communities gain self-determination and
generate jobs, tax revenue, and funding for social services. All of this will enable the Inuit

communities to remain on their ancestral lands.

"...more than 81 billion in property taxes... will help to provide basic, yet essential,

services like education, police, fire protection..." (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 94)

"...help secure our communities’ future... allowing us to continue practicing and

strengthening our traditions..." (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 99)

From VOICE, they are very convinced that this is not only an economic opportunity

in terms of monetary gains, but rather a way to sustain their culture. It therefore overlaps with
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some of the sustainability pillars, specifically economic sustainability and cultural
sustainability. As shown here, VOICE recognizes that sustainability is holistic and everything
is interconnected. Both aspects are very intertwined and therefore challenge the non-Inuit

view that these pillars are separate.

The arguments from VOICE both support the theme of epistemological pluralism, as
they demonstrate different ways of understanding sustainability and how to handle
knowledge. It also reflects postcolonial theory, as they strongly articulate their form of

development, which may contradict outside interests or opinions.

Since the Arctic Alaska located more remotely, it presents some challenges in terms
of infrastructure, which, as mentioned, makes it desirable to gain economic opportunities
(Wilson, 2020). This makes it especially desirable for Ifiupiat, as they are able to receive

economic benefits while still staying on ancestral land.

Governance and representation

In this theme, VOICE represents itself as an authoritative voice for the Inuit in the
Arctic North Slope. They are advocating to get local benefits, but also to make their voices

heard in national and regional discussions.

"Our twenty-four member organizations work collaboratively to ensure the Arctic

Slope’s collective voice is heard locally, regionally, and nationally.”" (Mohar & Slapar

Ljubutin, 2023, 1)

"VOICE serves to protect the interests of the Arctic Slope Iiiupiat by providing local

advocacy and engagement,;" (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 1)
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In the document, VOICE frames that it is essential to ensure that [fiupiat’s viewpoints

and voices are not overshadowed or marginalized.

"We urge outside activists to listen to Alaska Native voices..." (Mohar & Slapar

Ljubutin, 2023, 97)

"We ensure our communities are heard by speaking with a unified voice..." (Mohar &

Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 410)

This theme directly connects to postcolonial theory, as it demonstrates that VOICE
aims to empower Inuit communities in the North Slope to have a voice in the discussion and
reflects how governance should encompass not only inclusion but also leadership and

representation.

Protecting nature and traditional ways of life

Even though that VOICE in the Interview is voicing their deep support of the Willow
project, they also have some environmental considerations. They emphasize the importance
of protecting the land and traditional values, and state that the development of the Willow
project and the protection of cultural traditions are not mutually exclusive. If that were the

case, then they would not agree to support the project.

"Willow has been designed to protect our traditional subsistence activities while

providing economic opportunities..."” (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 96)

"We know that Willow can coexist with our traditions and would not support it

otherwise." (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 8)
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Again, they are also showing that sustainability can intertwine, and different pillars in

the non-Inuit viewpoint are not true.

"...resource development and our subsistence way of life are not mutually exclusive."”

(Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, q7)

"Understanding and embracing that interdependence is paramount to the longevity of

North Slope Iiiupiaq culture and traditions." (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 98)

By saying this, they argue that economic benefits will ensure the preservation of their
culture and create independence. Furthermore, the Willow project, despite being aware that

some criticize its environmental aspects, can still be sustainable for the land.

Self-determination and political history

Throughout the interview, it is frequently mentioned that the Willow project could

offer a potential avenue for self-determination among the North Slope Ifiupiat.

"The economic benefits derived from Willow will go far in advancing Iiiupiat self-

determination.” (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 99)

"VOICE has worked tirelessly to empower our communities and advance the self-

determination of our people.”" (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 49)

It is noticeable here that this phrase not only focuses on the economic advantages this
project could bring, but also on its political implications. In this phrase, VOICE presents
itself in a way that makes them not just a passive recipient of oil developments, but also an

active player in the decision-making process, which could therefore shape their future.
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"Alaska’s North Slope Iiiupiat should — and ultimately did — play an important role in

the process around Willow..." (Mohar & Slapar Ljubutin, 2023, 99)

It therefore strongly reflects postcolonial theory, as the Ifiupiat not only want to be
included and seen as active participants, but they are also playing an active role in their
development. They do not want to be spoken for, and they are reclaiming political

sovereignty through this project.

4.6 Willow Project's Record of Decision, Sovereign Ifiupiat For a Living Arctic Press

Response (SILA)

The press release was published by the Ifiupiat organization SILA on March 13, 2023.
They released it as a response to the approval of the Willow project, expressing their
disappointment with the US government, particularly after years of protests against oil
development in the North Slope Arctic (SILA, 2023). The emphasis is on how these issues
have gained widespread recognition, and many others have joined the opposition. SILA
believes that the oil extractions will harm the local communities close to it. The complete

analysis with codes, initial themes and final themes, can be found in Appendix G.

Environmental justice and local harm

This theme encompasses how SILA believes the Willow Project is a direct violation
of environmental justice, and it is particularly devastating to the Ifiupiat community of
Nuisquit. In their press release, SILA begins with the disappointment of the project's

approval, despite many years of protests from Inuit communities.

"Early Monday morning, the Biden Administration approved the development of the

Willow Master Development Plan. This great disappointment comes after years of
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grassroots, Iiiupiaq-led opposition, especially from the community most impacted, Nuigsut.”

(SILA, 2023, 91)

They point out that it is documented that not only will it harm the environment, but it
will also cause harm to the communities in Nuigsut, affecting their physical and mental

health.

"The Bureau of Land Management acknowledges... it will have a disproportionate

adverse effect on Nuigsut's health, subsistence, and sociocultural systems." (SILA, 2023, 43)

In this theme, SILA clearly states that it is entirely against the interests and well-being
of Inuit communities, and their voice has been marginalized, even though there have been
many protests. This contrasts significantly with VOICE, which has a strongly pro-opinion
towards the Willow project. It also reflects postcolonialism, as it suggests that Inuit voices

have not been heard and, therefore, marginalized.

Nuigsut is where Ifiupiat communities are located near the Willow project, and they
have been very vocal about their opposition to it (Guardian, 2023). For Indigenous
communities, environmental justice often means protecting themselves from unfair harm
caused by large projects that are approved by the state (Scheidel et al., 2023). This gives

context to SILA's concerns, as the Willow project reflects historical patterns.

Local and global environmental solidarity

Sila also mentions that the opposition towards the Willow project is not something
they are sharing. However, it is the movement in both Alaska and globally that demonstrates
that the environmental concerns they have proposed, which are shared by both Inuit and non-

Inuit communities worldwide.
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"With the support of millions worldwide, Willow went from predominantly an Alaska-

based issue to a global concern within weeks..." (SILA, 2023, 92)

This international solidarity helps elevate the voices of smaller communities and

illustrates the deep connection between climate issues across regions.

There is an emerging form of global environmental activism that opposes Arctic
drilling projects, such as the Willow project. In recent years, a stronger coalition has emerged
between local and global movements (SILA, 2023) SILA’s emphasis on global solidarity

demonstrates how global movements can enhance local resistance.

Sustainability and the climate crisis

This reflects how the press release not only focuses on the environmental harm of the

project but also the broader critique of fossil fuel dependency, calling for systemic change.

"We condemn the continued prioritization of profit over climate and people." (SILA,

2023, 94)

"The only reasonable solution to climate change is the divestment from all fossil fuels

and a Just Transition into renewable energy." (SILA, 2023, 98)

The mention that it might be challenging to transition is more about moral

responsibility.

“Yes, it will be hard to transition... But there is no greater price to pay than the loss

of biodiversity, coastlines, and lives.” (SILA, 2023, 19)

SILA’s position shows that there is a shift in the framing of sustainability, not only

about the extraction but also to transition away from fossil fuels entirely The call for ,,Just
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Transition “ is rooted in the critics of monetary frameworks, which have to address the long-
term preservation of the planet (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013). It is therefore also about a

structural change, to move towards more ethical accountability.

Ethics and intergenerational responsibility

This theme is centered around spiritual accountability and morning, where it frames
the land, water, and animals as relatives whose well-being is deeply tied to human

responsibility.

"We mourn for our animal relatives who cannot speak or ask for protection...” (SILA,

2023, 97)

It also challenges materialism and redefines what wealth is.

“Wealth is not what is in bank accounts, it is what we can provide for the

environment around us and one another...” (SILA, 2023, 410)

The theme reflects that sustainability is deeply rooted in both ecological factors and
spiritual aspects. That everything connects, and animals are relatives, and the land is not just

lived in, but also alive itself.

"A Just Transition is setting the intentions to be a good ancestor and good relative to

each other and the land and water." (SILA, 2023, 13)

In this phrase, SILA is also saying that the oil developments are not only about the
harm they could potentially do today, but also how they will affect future generations in
terms of climate change. They are therefore supporting a transition from fossil fuels, as they

view it as a betrayal of future generations.
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5. Discussion

In this section, the findings from the analysis will be discussed in relation to the three
theoretical frameworks: postcolonialism, epistemological pluralism, and various types of
sustainability. To address the problem formulation, the three sub-questions introduced in the
Introduction section will serve as a guide for the discussion, which enables the formulation of

a detailed conclusion.

The sub-questions are:

L. How do documents from the Pikialasorsuaq project frame sustainability
concerning Inuit knowledge, governance, and ecological protection?
IL. How do North Slope Inuit organizations articulate sustainability in the context
of oil development concerning Inuit knowledge, governance, and ecological protection?
I11. In what ways do these Inuit understandings of sustainability compare with

dominant non-Inuit sustainability discourses

5.1 How do documents from the Pikialasorsuaq project frame sustainability concerning

Inuit knowledge, governance, and ecological protection?

In the report from the Pikialasorsuaq Commission, two types of voice are presented.
As shown in the analysis, the first is the Commission's report, and the second comprises
excerpts from interviews with Inuit communities in Greenland and Canada. The
Commission's voice is formal and structured, reflecting that the report is directed toward
governments, NGOs, and policy audiences. In contrast, the interview excerpts are more
personal, grounded, and emotional, reflecting the lived experiences of individuals. This
difference highlights contrasting approaches to what sustainability means and what should be

sustained.



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 61

The Commission’s voice places a strong emphasis on knowledge systems and self-
governance. A central theme is the importance of Inuit knowledge not merely being included
in research and initiatives in the Pikialasorsuaq region but leading them. There is a clear
political ambition behind this positioning. By including voices from interviews in the report,
the Commission also demonstrates that the reason for initiating sustainable initiatives is not
just environmental, it is deeply cultural. The safeguarding of the polynya is not only about
ecological preservation, but also about protecting the cultural practices, identities, and

interconnections that are tied to it.

From the perspective of those interviewed, sustainability appears less political and
more deeply rooted in everyday cultural identity. The Pikialasorsuaq is viewed not only as a
source of food and survival but also as a vital space for maintaining connections across Inuit
communities. The polynya facilitates relationships, shared traditions, and language retention.
However, this is increasingly challenged by safety regulations and frameworks imposed by
non-Inuit institutions, which make it more difficult to live according to traditional practices.
From a sustainability pillar perspective, what is being expressed is a strong emphasis on
cultural sustainability. Living off the land and passing knowledge through generations is
central to this understanding. This differs somewhat from the Commission’s voice, which,
although it does acknowledge the importance of cultural well-being, is more focused on the

political structures necessary to ensure Inuit authority and leadership over the region.

The Commission often emphasizes the importance of Inuit decision-making within
governance and in monitoring the Pikialasorsuaq. They argue that Inuit are the people most
affected by the changes happening in the region, and therefore should be the ones leading the

initiatives and also deciding how to define sustainability. This perspective emphasizes the
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right to self-determination and asserts that political authority must be established to preserve

the environment and culture most effectively.

The Leaders' Statement from the Pikialasorsuaq Commission adopts a more official
and diplomatic tone. Like the report, it emphasizes the importance of the Pikialasorsuaq to
surrounding Inuit communities and notes how environmental changes threaten its
sustainability. However, the Leaders' Statement places a greater emphasis on collaboration
and partnership between Inuit communities and non-Inuit governments. They frequently use
words such as "collaboration" and "partnership", which gives the impression that it is
formulated to be a more diplomatic message, potentially read by governments. In comparison
to the report, which goes deeper into the fact that Inuit should have more authority over the

region, rather than just being consulted.

Therefore, the difference in tone could be because of the difference in the intended
audience. A public statement from the Pikialasorsuaq Commission might need to show a
willingness to cooperate with non-Inuit governments. From a postcolonial lens, this could be
problematic. They might feel pressured to show that they are willing to collaborate, but this
consequently weakens their political strength in claiming Inuit authority. So, even a
document produced by Inuit might have some constraints due to the expectations of a
colonial framework. Still, both documents, regardless of their tone, frame sustainability as
both environmental and cultural, and also as political, making these aspects intertwined. By
protecting the environment, it preserves culture, but it depends on political autonomy and the

right to decide for themselves.

The press release adds another dimension to this framing. It focuses on how
recommendations from the Commission have been implemented, emphasizing the success of

these initiatives. While it also acknowledges contributions from governments and academic



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 63

experts, it credits Inuit leadership and knowledge as the key reasons for success. The press
release positions the initiatives as a step towards Inuit self-determination, where they are
decision-makers in key sustainability issues. It is concluded that the framework developed for
Pikialasorsuaq could serve as a model for other sustainability initiatives involving Indigenous

communities.

Just as in the other document, the press release focuses on the importance of the
polynya. However, the most prominent perspective of sustainability is still about political
aspects. This can be understood through the lens of postcolonial theory. Historically, Inuit
communities have been subject to colonialism and have often been excluded from decision-
making processes. Smith (1999) writes about how colonial systems have undermined

Indigenous knowledge and turned them into passive roles, rather than active ones.

From this perspective, phrases from the Leaders' Statement, even though it is Inuit-
produced, could still reflect a form of tokenism, as described by Tuck and Yang (2012). They
argue that token inclusion of Indigenous perspective, which is framed as "collaboration," is
not the same as decolonizing. For decolonization to be true, Indigenous communities must
have the power to lead and define the initiatives that concern them. When examining the
Pikialasorsuaq project, anything less than Inuit authority could risk reinforcing colonial

structures.

That being said, all the sources discussed describe how the project is an Inuit initiative
and represents a step towards decolonization and self-determination. Still, it is apparent that
there is a need to establish and navigate these political relationships with non-Inuit
governments, and it may also explain why some of the documents highlight collaboration. If
it is a strategic decision or a limitation, it is open to interpretation, but it is very clear that

sustainability is not simply environmental or economic; it is also political.
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From a postcolonial perspective, this makes sense because without the authority to
lead, Inuit communities are not able to protect their cultural, environmental, social, and
economic sustainability. All the pillars depend on political sustainability, which makes it
about self-determination. The documents reflect that the Pikialasorsuaq is not just about
safeguarding the polynya, but about claiming the right to define what sustainability means,
who gets to decide it, and how it should be practiced. The project is therefore transformed
into a fight for political recognition and knowledge sovereignty, as well as environmental and

cultural causes.

5.2 How do North Slope Inuit organizations articulate sustainability in the context of oil

development concerning Inuit knowledge, governance, and ecological protection?

This thesis has examined two different Inuit perspectives on the Willow Project, as
expressed by organizations in the North Slope of Alaska. From the first organization, VOICE,
two documents are included, which advocate for the Willow project and emphasize the
economic benefits, vital for the Ifiupiat communities. They argue that oil development is not
in conflict with cultural preservation; it is, in fact, the reason for it to happen. The documents
highlight how healthcare, job opportunities, education, and community services will benefit
from the project. Thus, framing the Willow project not only as a way to obtain economic

sustainability but also to ensure social and cultural sustainability.

VOICE establishes a direct correlation between the survival of [fiupiat communities
and the preservation of their culture. In this framing, sustainability is not environmental, but
political, cultural, and economic. VOICE presents a holistic view of the Sustainability Pillars

framework, where all pillars are interconnected and support one another.
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VOICE also emphasizes the importance of political authority and highlights that
support for the project is not influenced by external pressure, but rather a deliberate decision.
This highly reflects a postcolonial dynamic, where Ifiupiat claim the right to define
development in their terms. So rather than seeing themselves as victims, they are expressing
empowerment and self-determination. VOICE also argues that they know the limits of their

land and claim that the development will not cause any harm to it.

In contrast, the press release from SILA offers a very different interpretation. It
presents a more critical and holistic view of the Willow Project, beginning with an expression
of disappointment at its approval. SILA emphasizes that the development will have deep
emotional, spiritual, and ecological consequences. Their concerns are not only about
environmental factors, but they express grief over the impact it might have on future
generations, animals, land, and water. In their framing, sustainability is deeply rooted in
ethics and moral responsibility, rather than any monetary or material gain. They do not see it

as development, but question the logic behind it.

SILA's interpretation touches on the sustainability pillars of cultural, environmental,
and social sustainability, but leaves out economic factors. In their interpretation, it is
mentioned negatively, calling for a "Just Transition" to move away from fossil fuels and not
profiting from them. In this view, they see it as a short-term gain that outweighs long-term
survival, and in their framing, true sustainability must be based on care and responsibility for

future generations.

These two perspectives are opposed to one another, where VOICE sees development

as necessary for Ifiupiat survival, and SILA views it as a threat.
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When viewed through a postcolonial lens, these differences become more
understandable. Some scholars might argue that VOICE's perspective reflects "colonization
of the mind", where colonized communities adapt the viewpoint of the settlers. So, from this
angle, if it were to be true decolonization, it would mean that development projects such as
Willow should be rejected, and the arguments from SILA would be seen as a more

"authentic" standpoint.

However, this way of thinking can risk oversimplifying and diminishing Inuit
perspectives. Although postcolonial theory critiques the "colonization of the mind", it is
crucial to acknowledge that Inuit perspectives are complex and diverse. They all differ
between and among communities, and they encompass diverse opinions, including openness
to development. So, to suggest that VOICE is reproducing colonial logic, overlooks the
context and the lived experiences that have framed their position. This simplistic way of

thinking could reinforce colonial thinking by saying that Inuit communities are not evolving.

Another way to interpret VOICE's position is by drawing back to Smith’s (1999)
demand for self-determination. The emphasis on economic and political sustainability could
reflect a desire for greater authority over land and governance, which is similar to the
Pikialsorsuaq initiative. Their argument could therefore be seen as a way of gaining control

over how the development will look in their context.

The different perspectives could be explained through epistemological pluralism. If
one accepts that there are multiple ways of knowing, then it follows that Inuit communities
can have different conclusions, even within the same region. These documents present a
plural set of different priorities, but each has its own set of reasoning. For some, sustainability
means protecting the land from extractive industries, and for others, it is about ensuring that

the land and its people can remain on their ancestral territory.
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What the documents do share is a common concern of preserving culture and well-
being, but in two different ways. Despite their differences, both VOICE and SILA's framing
of sustainability concludes with the preservation of cultural sustainability. This comparison
challenges the assumption that Inuit from the same communities or regions have the same
understanding. It actively demonstrates that Inuit responses and perspectives on sustainability
are just as relevant in their community as they would be in any other, and by recognizing this,
it is not just an academic point, but also a political one. For sustainability policies to be
flexible, they must include different ways of knowing and perspectives, instead of relying on

one-size-fits-all approaches.

5.3 In what ways do these Inuit understandings of sustainability compare with

dominant non-Inuit sustainability discourses?

These two cases of Inuit sustainability initiatives show that perspectives do not differ
across Inuit communities in different geographic locations, but also within them. They
highlight that Inuit communities are diverse and complex, and their perspectives and opinions
cannot be treated as one unified voice. Furthermore, they also demonstrate that Inuit
sustainability frameworks often differ from non-Inuit approaches. Mainstream, non-Inuit
sustainability models often rely on quantifiable measurements and data, which are easy to
categorize, such as the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In
comparison, Inuit perspectives tend to view the different elements as interconnected. In the
analyzed Inuit documents, social, cultural, environmental, political, and economic aspects are
not treated as separate entities, but rather overlap with each other and are dependent on a

sustainable way of life.

This could suggest that applying non-Inuit frameworks to Inuit contexts risks

oversimplification or misrepresentation. It is therefore essential not to generalize Inuit
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perspectives, just as it is to avoid generalizing non-Inuit frameworks. However, recurring
themes and patterns are evident in the analyzed documents, particularly in the issue of
cultural sustainability. The actors involved in the documents shows various ways in which
cultural sustainability is maintained through the interaction of other sustainability pillars. For
example, VOICE sees a direct correlation between economic sustainability and the
preservation of cultural sustainability. The Pikialasorsuaq Commission emphasizes that
safeguarding environmental issues in the North Water Polynya is essential to maintaining the
Inuit way of life. For SILA, protecting the land from extraction industries and preserving

land, water, and animals is ultimately about protecting culture and the people.

Furthermore, political sustainability is also a core concept across all the cases,
particularly in terms of the right to self-determination and Inuit leadership. Which, from a
postcolonial lens, also makes sense, since if Inuit voices were not respected, then none of the
other dimensions could be achieved. Therefore, a high focus on politics is necessary to
initiate debates on other pillars of sustainability, thereby making political sustainability the

foundation for the other four pillars.

As mentioned, in non-Inuit research, sustainability is often framed with statistics,
numbers, and scientific methodologies. In the case of Pikialasorsuaq, the Commission
supports scientific research from both Inuit and non-Inuit perspectives, while also
emphasizing the importance of respecting other forms of knowledge. This could include
knowledge passed down through generations, community-based knowledge, or knowledge
gained from direct experiences of living on the land. The documents all emphasize that this
type of knowledge from Inuit communities should not only be included, but also lead. The
dynamics between non-Inuit knowledge and Inuit knowledge could be clarified with

postcolonial theory, where mainstream sustainability is rooted in the history of power and
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colonialism, and dominant knowledge systems have often marginalized Indigenous ones. As
a result, Inuit knowledge has frequently been overlooked and treated as secondary, which is
why, as already mentioned, it is crucial to understand the political dimension in the
documents, as it necessitates acknowledging the historical context. So the call for Inuit
leadership in the Pikialasorsuaq project or VOICE’s fight for self-determination, or SILA’s
critique of extractive development, is not merely about environmental outcomes. It is about
the right to remain on ancestral land, to shape their future, and to define what knowledge is

valid.

It is here that epistemological pluralism becomes very important. For sustainability to
be inclusive, it simply cannot just add an Inuit voice into an already existing framework.
Instead, the frameworks have to be changed and give space for entirely different
epistemologies and ways of knowing the world. This analysis has shown that Inuit
communities already offer alternative ways to address sustainability issues and are actively
using them on their terms. Their perspectives are not less developed or less modern, but they
are produced differently, in a context-based manner, and often have a historical context

working against them.

Moreover, the diversity of opinions across the cases studied in this thesis
demonstrates that it is not possible to reduce sustainability to either “Inuit” or “non-Inuit”
thinking. VOICE’s support for the Willow Project, for example, may resemble a mainstream
economic viewpoint, but that does not make it less valid or less legitimate. It is deeply
contextual, shaped by lived realities in the North Slope. It also reflects the complexity of
navigating sustainability in postcolonial contexts, where communities are trying to reclaim

their authority within existing power structures. The main difference is not between Inuit and
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non-Inuit worldviews, but between standardized, quantifiable, universal sustainability models

and more flexible, relational, and context-based approaches.

These Inuit-led cases challenge mainstream non-Inuit sustainability by offering
alternative ways of defining goals, success, and appropriate methods. The question is not just
what sustainability means, but who gets to define it, and which knowledge systems are

allowed to shape it.

6. Conclusion

This thesis aimed to examine how sustainability is represented and understood in Inuit
communities by analyzing documents from Pikialasorsuaq and the North Slope. Furthermore,
the goal was also to explore how these perspectives might differ or be similar to non-Inuit
sustainability frameworks. With the use of Reflexive Thematic Analyses, six documents were
analyzed to understand how sustainability is framed in terms of governance, environmental
protection, and preservation of culture. The thematic approach was helpful not only for
examining what was said but also for identifying patterns that revealed deeper meanings in

the documents.

The findings of the analysis were then discussed in the discussion section, structured
around three sub-questions to thoroughly and adequately explore the data and address the

problem formulation.

The first sub-question examined how the Pikialasorsuaq project was framing
sustainability in terms of Inuit knowledge, governance, and environmental protection. The
documents emphasized that sustainability is not only about protecting the environment, but
also about maintaining political authority and preserving cultural heritage. The different types

of sustainability uncovered from the document all showed themselves to be deeply
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interconnected and were seen or treated as different categories or pillars. For example, the
Pikialasorsuaq commission focused more on Inuit leadership in decision-making and
knowledge. In contrast, the Inuit community voices from the included interviews showed a
much more emotional and experience-based concern, which was often rooted in cultural
identity. Nonetheless, all perspectives showed the importance to preserve Inuit culture, and
that Inuit must lead and have control over decision-making in initiatives concerning them.
Thus, sustainability was framed as both a political right and a way to ensure cultural

continuity.

The second sub-question examined how North Slope Ifiupiat organizations framed
sustainability regarding oil development. The viewpoints of the Inuit organizations VOICE
and SILA were contrasted to find their differences and similarities. VOICE strongly supports
the oil project Willow, seeing it as an economic development that is vital for their
communities to stay on the land and preserve their culture. In contrast, SILA firmly opposes
fossil fuel development, framing it as a threat to Inuit communities, land, and animals and as
a betrayal of future generations. These opposing perspectives reflect the diversity that exists
within Inuit communities themselves. However, they do share similarities, both their goals
are to preserve culture, but their methods are where they differ. Despite their differences, both
organizations emphasize the importance of self-determination and the right to govern their

lands and communities.

The third sub-question addressed how Inuit understandings of sustainability contrast
with dominant non-Inuit discourses. The analysis found that Inuit frameworks are often
holistic and interconnected, encompassing different aspects, in contrast to the sustainability
pillars, which treat environmental, economic, political, cultural, and social pillars as separate

entities. Inuit perspectives tend to view these aspects as interconnected and overlapping.
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Moreover, Inuit sustainability is deeply rooted and shaped by colonial history and the
struggle for self-determination. Making all the cases highly contextual, and therefore
different across regions and within communities. While non-Inuit frameworks often rely on
quantifiable data, Inuit perspectives are more based on lived experience and knowledge
passed down from generations. This highlights the importance of epistemological pluralism
by acknowledging multiple, equally valid ways of knowing, thereby facilitating more

inclusive sustainability frameworks.

This thesis applied three theoretical lenses to interpret the findings from the analysis.
The theory of postcolonialism provides a broader context for historical power relations,
helping to explain why Inuit sustainability is often rooted in political aspects.
Epistemological pluralism emphasized the diversity of knowledge systems within and
between Inuit communities, and the importance of treating them equally. Ultimately, the
sustainability pillars facilitated the categorization of various types of sustainability. However,
its limitations were evident when applied to Inuit perspectives. However, it still made the
findings easier to understand and to describe how different types of sustainability exist and

how they connect.

This study contributes to contemporary sustainability research by emphasizing that
there is not one unified Inuit perspective on sustainability across or within communities.
Instead, there are multiple perspectives all shaped by geographic location, lived experience,
and community-based challenges. It is essential to recognize this diversity to avoid
generalizations and respect the complexities of the Inuit knowledge system. Inuit perspectives
should not merely be included in research, but should lead, as Inuit communities are those
most affected by these sustainability initiatives. True inclusion, therefore, calls for a shift in

the power of who can define sustainability and how it should be pursued.



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 73

Importantly, Inuit knowledge cannot be inserted into pre-existing non-Inuit
frameworks; instead, the frameworks themselves have to adapt. Inuit sustainability initiatives
demonstrate that there are different yet equally effective ways to understand and achieve a

sustainable future.

It is important to note that the conclusions of this thesis are based on a specific set of
documents from specific cases. It can therefore not be generalized to all Inuit communities. It
also does not directly state what Inuit perspectives are, but merely how they are represented
in the chosen documents. However, the case study presents a scenario that may resonate with
other Inuit communities and contexts. It highlights the importance of Inuit leadership in
sustainability and ensures that voices are not only heard but respected and acted upon. The
complexities within Inuit perspectives must be acknowledged rather than reduced to a single

narrative. Only then can sustainability be redesigned in genuinely inclusive ways.

7. References

Aikenhead, G. S., & Michell, H. (2011). Bridging cultures: Indigenous and scientific ways of
knowing nature. Pearson.

Argetsinger, T. A. (2024, December 27). How language links Alaska’s Arctic to Greenland.
ArcticToday. https://www.arctictoday.com/how-language-links-alaskas-arctic-to-
greenland/

Beaumont, P., & de Coning, C. (2022). "Coping with Complexity: Toward Epistemological
Pluralism in Climate—Conflict Scholarship." International Studies Review, 24(4),
viac055.

Berkes, F. (2018). Sacred Ecology (4th ed.). Routledge.

Bhaskar, R. (2008). A realist theory of science. Taylor & Francis US.



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 74

Bhattacharya, K. (2007). Consenting to the Consent Form: What Are the Fixed and Fluid
Understandings Between the Researcher and the Researched? Qualitative Inquiry, 13(8),
1095-1115. (Original work published 2007)

Braun, V., & Clarke. (n.d.). Doing reflexive TA | Thematic analysis. University of Auckland,
New Zealand. https://www.thematicanalysis.net/doing-reflexive-ta/

Bryman, A. (2016). Social Research Methods (5th ed.). Oxford University Press.

Campbell, A., Fenge, T., & Hanson, U. (2011). Implementing the 1993 Nunavut Land Claims
Agreement. Arctic Review on Law and Politics, 2(1).
https://doi.org/10.23865/arctic.v2.17

Case, D. S., & Voluck, D. A. (2012). Alaska Natives and American Laws (3rd ed.). University
of Alaska Press.

Danermark, B., Ekstrom, M., Jakobsen, L., & Karlsson, J. C. (2002). Explaining Society:
Critical Realism in the Social Sciences. Routledge.

Fernandez, E., & Savcisens, G. (2020). A Sustainable West? Analyzing Clusters of Public
Opinion in Sustainability Western Discourses in a Collection of Multilingual
Newspapers (1999-2018).

Fletcher, A. J. (2016). Applying critical realism in qualitative research: methodology meets
method. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 20(2), 181-194.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1144401

Ford, J. D., Pearce, T., Duerden, F., Furgal, C., & Smit, B. (2012). Climate change policy
responses for Canada's Inuit population: The importance of and opportunities for
adaptation. Global Environmental Change, 22(1), 104—118.

Gad, U. P. (2017). National identity politics and postcolonial sovereignty games: Greenland,

Denmark, and the European Union. Meddelelser Om Gronland., 43.

https://doi.org/10.7146/mog-ms.v43.150098



https://doi.org/10.7146/mog-ms.v43.150098

WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 75

The Guardian. (2018, May 30). 'Sea, ice, snow ... it is all changing": Inuit struggle with
warming world. Retrieved from

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/30/canada-inuits-climate-change-impact-

global-warming-melting-ice

The Guardian. (2023, November 13). Approval of divisive Alaska oil project upheld in blow
to US climate goals. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2023/nov/09/alaska-willow-oil-drilling-
environment#:~:text=The%20groups%20that%20sued%20over,rely%200n%20ice%2
0and%?20are

Guillemin, M., & Gillam, L. (2004). Ethics, reflexivity, and "ethically important moments" in
research. Qualitative Inquiry, 10(2), 261-280.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800403262360

Hudson, A., & Vodden, K. (2020). Decolonizing Pathways to Sustainability: Lessons Learned
from Three Inuit Communities in NunatuKavut, Canada. Sustainability, 12(11),

4419. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul2114419

IISD (2023). Indigenous and Western Approaches to Environmental Science: What
Integration Means for All of Us.

Inuit Circumpolar Council. (2021). Food Sovereignty and Self-Governance: Inuit Role in
Managing Arctic Marine Resources. Retrieved from
https://www.inuitcircumpolar.com/project/food-sovereignty-and-self-governance-inuit-
role-in-managing-arctic-marine-resources/

Jelinc¢i¢, D. A. (2002). Sustainability and indigenous people: The Inuit case. Anthropological
Notebooks, 8(1), 61-75. Retrieved from https://anthropological-notebooks.zrc-

sazu.si/Notebooks/article/view/470


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/30/canada-inuits-climate-change-impact-global-warming-melting-ice
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/30/canada-inuits-climate-change-impact-global-warming-melting-ice

WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 76

Koivurova, T. (2010). Limits and possibilities of the Arctic Council in a rapidly changing
scene of Arctic governance. Polar Record, 46(2), 146—156.
Krupnik, I., & Jolly, D. (Eds.). (2002). The Earth is faster now: Indigenous observations of
Arctic environmental change. Arctic Research Consortium of the United States.
Kuokkanen, R. (2021). Indigenous Self-Government in the Arctic. Assessing the scope and
legitimacy in Nunavut, Greenland and Sapmi. SSRN Electronic Journal.
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3779786
Marquardt, A. U., Jewell, C., & Medeiros, A. S. (2024). Inuit perspectives on climate change
and well-being: a comparison between urban and remote communities in the
Arctic. FACETS, 9, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1139/facets-2024-0021
Miller, T. R., Baird, T. D., Littlefield, C. M., Kofinas, G., Chapin, F. S. III, & Redman, C. L.
(2008). "Epistemological pluralism: reorganizing interdisciplinary research." Ecology
and Society, 13(2): 46.
Mohar, H., & Slapar Ljubutin, K. (2023, April 20). Exploring the Willow Project in Alaska:
An Interview with Voice of the Arctic Iiupiat. Globallis.
Nadasdy, P. (1999). The politics of TEK: Power and the “integration” of knowledge. Arctic
Anthropology, 36(1-2), 1-18.
Newell, P., & Mulvaney, D. (2013). The Political Economy of the "Just Transition".
Geographical Journal, 179(2), 132-140.
Ngiligi wa Thiong’o. (1986). Decolonising the mind: The politics of language in African
literature. James Currey.
Nunavut Impact Review Board. (n.d.). Inuit Qaujimajatugangit. https://www.nirb.ca/inuit-
qaujimajatuqangit
Nurse, K. (2006). Culture as the fourth pillar of sustainable development. Commonwealth

Secretariat, 32—48. https://doi.org/10.14217/smalst-2007-3-en



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 77

Pikialasorsuaqg Commission. (2017). People of the polynya: Report of the Pikialasorsuaq
Commission. Inuit Circumpolar Council.

Pikialasorsuaqg Commission. (2018, May). Press release: Advancing Inuit-led management of

the Pikialasorsuaq. Inuit Circumpolar Council.

Pikialasorsuaq Commission. (2019, April). Pikialasorsuaq leaders’ statement. Inuit

Circumpolar Council.

Pikialasorsuaqg Commission. (n.d.). About the Commission. Retrieved April 29, 2025, from

http://pikialasorsuaq.org/en/

Purvis, B., Mao, Y., & Robinson, D. (2019).

Three pillars of sustainability: In search of conceptual origins. Sustainability Science,
14(3), 681-695.

Raspotnik, A. (2022, October 25). The old colonialisms and the new ones: The Arctic
Resource Boom as a new wave of Settler-Colonialism. The Arctic Institute - Center
for Circumpolar Security Studies. https://www.thearcticinstitute.org/old-colonialisms-
new-ones-arctic-resource-boom-new-wave-settler-colonialism/

Sayer, A. (2000). Realism and social science. SAGE.

Scheidel, A., Fernandez-Llamazares, A., Bara, A. H., Del Bene, D., David-Chavez, D. M.,
Fanari, E., Garba, 1., Hanacek, K., Liu, J., Martinez-Alier, J., Navas, G., Reyes-
Garcia, V., Roy, B., Temper, L., Thiri, M. A., Tran, D., Walter, M., & Whyte, K. P.
(2023). Global impacts of extractive and industrial development projects on
Indigenous Peoples’ lifeways, lands, and rights. Science Advances, 9(23).
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.ade9557

Seale, C. (2004). Quality in qualitative research. In C. Seale, G. Gobo, J. F. Gubrium, & D.

Silverman (Eds.), Qualitative research practice (pp. 379-389). SAGE Publications.



WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE? 78

SILA. (2023, March). Press Statement on Willow Record of Decision. Retrived from
https://www.silainuat.org/news/willow-projects-record-of-decision-press-response

Smith, L. T. (1999). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous peoples. London:
Zed Books.

Throsby, D., & Petetskaya, E. (2016). Sustainability concepts in Indigenous and Non-
Indigenous cultures. International Journal of Cultural Property, 23(2), 119—
140. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0940739116000084

Tuck, E., & Yang, K. W. (2012). Decolonization is not a metaphor. Decolonization:
Indigeneity, Education & Society, 1(1), 1-40.

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). (2011). Strategic Plan for Biodiversity

2011-2020. Retrieved from https://www.cbd.int/sp/

Voice of the Arctic Iiupiat. (2023). Trilateral VOICE Willow Resolution 2022-02-GAC.
https://voiceofthearcticinupiat.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Trilateral-Voice-Willow-
Resolution-2022-02-GAC.pdf

Whyte, K. P. (2013). On the role of traditional ecological knowledge as a collaborative

concept: a philosophical study. Ecological Processes, 2(1).
https://doi.org/10.1186/2192-1709-2-7

Wilson, E. (2020). Indigenous rights and resource development in the Arctic. In A. Abele, D.
Natcher, & A. G. Dorough (Eds.), Resource extraction and Arctic communities: The new
extractivism (pp. 15-36). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429059933-2

WWF Arctic. (n.d.). Development in the Arctic. Retrieved from

https://www.arcticwwf{.org/the-circle/stories/development-in-the-arctic/



https://www.cbd.int/sp/
https://www.arcticwwf.org/the-circle/stories/development-in-the-arctic/

WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE?

Appendix A

Appendices

Pikialasorsuaq Report 2017 — Analysis of the Commission’s voice
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Quote / Phrase

Initial Theme

Grouped Theme

Page

Shipping is important in
this region and has a
significant economic
effect.

Shipping economy

Development pressures
and shipping

p. 12

The management
authority should establish
a framework for
regulating activities,
including transportation,
shipping, and off-shore
industrial development.

Shipping regulation

Development pressures
and shipping

p. xii

Many Inuit voiced
concern around the
greater number of ships
using the Greenland
Baffin waters and the
negative effect this is
having on wildlife.

Shipping harm

Development pressures
and shipping

p. 12

The Pikialasorsuaq is
seriously threatened by
rapid change in the
region including climatic
and environmental
change.

Climate threat

Environmental change and
threats

p. viii

Each community
emphasized that the Inuit
who live in the region are
best placed to monitor
and manage the region.

Local governance

Inuit knowledge and
governance

Inuit who live and use
the Pikialasorsuaq must
be recognized and
respected as leaders in
ensuring the protection
of this area.

Leadership
recognition

Inuit knowledge and
governance

p. xii

This will ensure that
research recognizes and
aligns with Inuit
priorities and that an
equal partnership is
created between Inuit
and other parties
concerned about the

Partnership and
knowledge

Inuit knowledge and
governance
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conservation of the
Pikialasorsuag.

Establishing an Inuit-led
monitoring system is key
for ensuring that the
Pikialasorsuaq remains
healthy and productive.

Monitoring and
leadership

Inuit knowledge and
governance

p. 22

The regime should
include the creation of an
Inuit-led Pikialasorsuaq
authority.

Governance structure

Inuit knowledge and
governance

p. 22

There is a need for an
effective monitoring
system that bridges both
sides of the polynya and
draws on both Inuit and
western scientific
knowledge systems.

Hybrid knowledge
system

Inuit knowledge and
governance

p. 22

Our understanding of the
Pikialasorsuaq is also
greatly assisted by
scientific investigations.

Science-supported
governance

Inuit knowledge and
governance

There is no one better
suited to fully articulate
the meaning and intrinsic
value of the
Pikialasorsuaq than those
who live it and depend
on it.

Inuit lived knowledge

Inuit knowledge and
governance

p-5

Appendix B

Pikialasorsuaq Report 2017 — Analysis of Inuit interviews

Quote / Phrase

Initial Theme

Grouped Theme

Page

Inuit [...] have
recognized the area as
critical habitat for
many migratory
species upon which
they depend for their
food security as well
as cultural and
spiritual connections.

Cultural meaning of
land

Cultural and
ecological connection

p. viii

The polynya has been
an important hunting
ground for sustaining
Inuit with food and
resources for making
clothing and tools,

Value of food and
hunting

Cultural and
ecological connection

p-5
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thus, invaluable for
cultural and spiritual
well-being.

It’s our life. It’s just
the way we live off
animals, birds and
fish. [...] And when
we go out on the land,
out on the ice, or
camping, fishing, it’s
our ways of being
healthy. Mentally
healthy and overall.

Land and well-being

Cultural and
ecological connection

p. 11

It should also be
understood that if you
want to adapt to the
land where you are
living, you need to
live off the food that
this land is providing
you with, and that is
exactly why people
have lived and
survived by.

Living of the land

Cultural and
ecological connection

p. 6

This knowledge has
developed over
thousands of years
hunting, fishing, and
travel across the
region.

Traditional knowledge

Cultural and
ecological connection

p. 22

But today there is
climate change and I
am aware of that since
the Greenlandic
people who are our
fellow-Inuit Inughuit
do not travel here
anymore.

Climate change impact

Environmental change
and outside threats

p.-9

We do know that the
polynya is changing
[...] so, those are
factors that we are
quite concerned of and
conscious of.

Polynya change
awareness

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 10

Those are our arctic
chars that we eat and
if only a small amount
of oil is leaked, those
are the species that we
would lose forever.

Species loss risk

Environmental change
and outside threats
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Now that giant ships

will pass through the

waters the area of sea
will be 'too small' for
both wildlife and the

huge ships.

Balance of wild-life
and shipping

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 12

A greater number of
ships also increases
the possibility of oil
spills, black carbon
emissions, ballast
discharge, noise
pollution, invasive
species, and light
disturbances.

Negative impact of
shipping

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 12

There is a concern that
increased
development, whether
from tourism, mining,
or shipping will have
negative impact upon
the Pikialasorsuagq.

Tourism and
development concern

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 12

The benefits of
employment
outweighed the
possible damage to the
environment.

Economic/environment
tradeoff

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 15

If our land and our
animals were not
affected too much,
then we would be in
agreement for the
proposed economic
activities.

Development support

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 15

Exploration and
mining of the north for
natural resources is
another important
source of income for
local communities, but
there continues to be
concern about
ensuring that these
industries do not
damage the
environment and
wildlife.

Development-income
balance

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 14

We are not happy
about those ships
looking for oil in the

Unhappy about
extractions ships

Environmental change
and outside threats

p. 14
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bottom of the sea and
others searching for
minerals. Arctic
animals have nowhere
else to go.

Appendix C

Leaders Statement from the Pikialasorsuaq Commission, 2019

Code/phrases

Initial theme

Final theme

Paragraph

We believe that this
initiative provides a
unique opportunity for
us to come together to
strengthen oceans
conservation, and build
a strong, sustainable
Arctic region where
Inuit share in its
responsible
management and future
opportunities.

Shared governance
and future
opportunities

Governance and
knowledge blending

8

Planning will be
founded upon systems
developed during the
establishment of other
Arctic marine
protected areas as well
as evidence-based
Indigenous and
Western knowledge

[..]

Blending Indigenous
and Western
knowledge

Governance and
knowledge blending

T

Today, for the benefit
of Inuit Nunangat and
for all Canadians,
Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau and Inuit
leaders commit to
working in partnership
together, and with the
Governments of
Denmark and Kalaallit
Nunaat, to develop a
path forward for
advancing the
sustainable marine
management and

Partnerships and co-
management

Governance and
knowledge blending

97
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environmental
protection of the
Pikialasorsuaq region,
and to facilitate
mobility for Inuit of
the region.

It follows that an
objective of the Inuit
Crown Partnership
Committee is to
advance specific
initiatives which
improve environmental
protection and
governance in Inuit
Nunangat.

Governance and
institutional
frameworks

Governance and
knowledge blending

96

It has supported Inuit
of the region for
millennia; as a food
source through
harvesting, and as a
travel route connecting
Inuit communities.

Cultural and
ecological
connection

Cultural and ecological
connection

©

The Pikialasorsuaq
influence and
importance extend to
an even larger cultural
and ecological region
than the boundaries of
the ever-changing
polynya, supporting
globally significant
wildlife populations.

Cultural and
ecological
connection

Cultural and ecological
connection

92

Now, the
Pikialasorsuaq and the
Inuit that depend on it
are facing possible
threats of climate and
environmental change
and increased human
activity.

Environmental
threats and climate
change

Environmental and
development threats

92

Easier accessibility to
the area and its
resources from the
effects of climate
change is expected to
increase the amount of
fishing, shipping,
tourism and

Development
pressures and
climate impact

Environmental and
development threats

03




WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE?

85

development in this
region.

This initiative will
support strong Inuit
communities, through
the protection of the
environment and
preserving the
biodiversity of this
unique region.

Sustainability and
resilience

Global sustainability
frameworks and
community concerns

8

The Conference of the
Parties [...] adopted a
Strategic Plan for
Biodiveristy for the
2011-2020 period,
which called for
Protection of coastal
and marine areas,
especially areas of
particular importance
for biodiversity and
ecosystem, through
effectively and
equitably managed,
ecologically
representative and
well-connected
systems of protected
areas and other
effective area-based
conservation methods.

Western frameworks
and global
governance

Global sustainability
frameworks and
community concerns

q1

Inuit communities in
Nunavut, Canada and
Kalaallit Nunaat,
which are closely
associated with the
Pikialasorsuaq, have
expressed concerns
about food security in
the region, as a matter
of survival, and have
also expressed
concerns regarding the
future of the
Pikialasorsuag.

Food security and
survival

Global sustainability
frameworks and
community concerns

03

[...] the Pikialasorsuaq
Commission issued a
report in November
2017 identifying
overarching objectives

Inuit-led policy
development

Inuit governance,
sovereignty, and
leadership

0"
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that Inuit from
Nunavut, Canada, and
Kalaallit Nunaat seek
to achieve; including
the need for Inuit
management and
monitoring of the
Pikialasorsuaq, and
easier mobility for
Inuit between Canada
and Kalaallit Nunaat.

[...] to advance
Canada’s commitment
to a renewed
relationship with Inuit,
one based on the
recognition of rights,
respect, co-operation,
and partnership.

State and Inuit
partnership

Inuit governance,
sovereignty, and
leadership

6

Reconciliation and
self-determination are
key to this
government’s
commitment to Inuit
and establishing Inuit
leadership in the
Pikialasorsuaq supports
this goal.

Postcolonial framing
and Inuit
sovereignty

Inuit governance,
sovereignty, and
leadership

98

[...] Inuit participation
in marine management
is needed to ensure the
sustainable
development and
protection of the area
and its resources.

Inuit governance
and knowledge
leadership

Inuit governance,
sovereignty, and
leadership

03

For generations, the
Pikialasorsuaq has
been an important
transportation
thoroughfare that has
facilitated Inuit
mobility.

Mobility and
cultural preservation

Mobility, culture, and
border challenges

4

In recent decades, it
has become
increasingly
challenging to travel
across international
boundaries between
communities of the
Pikialasorsuaq region

Mobility and border
restrictions

Mobility, culture, and
border challenges

4




WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE?

87

due to increased safety
and security
restrictions [...].

Travel across the
Pikialasorsuaq by sea
ice, open water, or by
air has helped sustain
strong family, cultural
and trade connections
between Inuit in
Nunavut, Canada and
Kalaallit Nunaat.

Mobility and
cultural continuity

Mobility, culture, and
border challenges

4

Appendix D

Analysis of the Pikialasorsuaq Press release, 2018

Phrase / code

Initial theme

Final theme

Paragraph

Participants discussed
the current governance
of the Pikialasorsuaq,
existing monitoring
and research programs
among many other
issues.

Collaborative
governance
discussion

Governance and
knowledge blending

4

During the workshop it
was clear that there is
support from the
academic and
government research
community and local
governments for
collaboration between
Inuit living in the area
and produced
implementation
framework for
management options
that brings together
local knowledge
experts, Governments,
scientific research and
NGOs for a shared and
sustainable
management model for
this great region.

Collaborative
implementation and
knowledge blending

Governance and
knowledge blending

1

The Pikialasorsuaq is
not just an ocean, or a
unique wildlife area
impacted by climate

Cultural and
ecological identity

Cultural identity,
preservation, and
mobility

©
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change. This is our
home, our Nuna. This
shared body of water
defines who we are as
people — it connects us.

Removing travel
barriers for people
living in the
communities adjacent
to Pikialasorsuaq was
at the heart of the
Commission’s work.

Mobility and access

Cultural identity,
preservation, and
mobility

6

Communities on both
sides of the
Pikialasorsuaq asked
for free mobility
between their
communities to visit
family and friends,
preserve our language
and cultural ties.

Cultural mobility
and connection

Cultural identity,
preservation, and
mobility

T

We travelled freely
between our
communities and not
being able to visit
family because cost
and documents are hard
on our communities —
we are one people.

Cultural
preservation and
shared identity

Cultural identity,
preservation, and
mobility

T

The Commission is
responding to the
communities, who have
called for greater local
stewardship of this
shared marine region
through an Inuit
Management Authority,
and Inuit-led
monitoring regime and
through free mobility
to travel across the
Pikialasorsuag.

Inuit governance
and leadership

Inuit sovereignty and
leadership

.

Importantly,
communities from the
Pikialasorsuaq spoke to
community priorities
that will define the
implementation of the
Commission’s work to
manage and monitor

Community-led
monitoring and
conservation

Inuit sovereignty and
leadership

0"
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the area, to lead in its
conservation, and to
promote local
involvement in
scientific research in
the region.

The work of the
Pikialasorsuaq
Commission may be
global model for
Indigenous stewardship
and supports the
concept of self-
determination and
Indigenous Protected
Areas.

Global relevance
and Indigenous
sovereignty

Inuit sovereignty and
leadership

q10

Appendix E

Analysis of the resolution from Voice of the Arctic Ifiupiat, 2023

Phrase / code

Initial theme

Final theme

Paragraph

[...] promoting an
understanding of the
North Slope economy
within the region and
encourage culturally
safe and responsible
development for
economic sustainability

Culturally
appropriate
development and
economic
sustainability

Economic
sustainability and
cultural continuity

92

[...] responsible
resource development,
with the inclusion and
meaningful
engagement of North
Slope Ifiupiat has taken
place for over fifty
years, has created an
opportunity to
exemplify a positive
model of cultural,
economic, ecological
interdependence

Integrated model of
sustainability

Economic
sustainability and
cultural continuity

q10

[...] the region and
communities benefit
from responsible
development on the
North Slope, through,
among other things,
continued

Community benefits
from oil
development

Economic
sustainability and
cultural continuity

qi1




WHAT COUNTS AS SUSTAINABILITY — AND WHO GETS TO DECIDE?

90

strengthening of the
Borough'’s tax base,
employment
opportunities across the
North Slope entities,
contracting
opportunities for the
tribes and Alaska
Native corporations,
and more specifically,
access to funding for
community projects
through the National
Petroleum Reserve-
Alaska Impact
Mitigation Grant
Program

[...] recognize the need
by the Biden
Administration to
advance the Willow
Project to further
support the economic
foundation of the North
Slope region and
ensure the
sustainability and
viability of its eight
communities and the
Ifiupiaq culture

Support for Willow
and linking
economy with
culture

Economic
sustainability and
cultural continuity

q12

[...] developing local
content and responses
with respect to
activities within the
region that allow for
protection of the lands,
waters and subsistence
resources used by the
Arctic Ifiupiat for
thousands of years

Protection of
resources and
environment

Protecting nature and
traditional ways of
life

.

[...] the North Slope
Ifiupiat have adapted to
thrive in the Arctic,
living off the aquatic
and land resources to
sustain their lifestyle,
traditions and culture

Cultural adaptation
and resilience

Protecting nature and
traditional ways of
life

97

[...] the Corporation’s
purpose, as defined in
its Articles of

Political advocacy
and local
representation

Governance and
representation

q1
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Incorporation, is to:
promote the social
welfare of the Ifupiaq
people of the Arctic
Slope...including, but
not limited to:
developing local
advocacy and
engagement for the
Ifiupiat of the Arctic
Slope to state, federal
and international
forums addressing
Arctic issues

[...] acting to protect
the interests of the
Arctic Ifiupiat

Advocating for
Ifiupiat interests

Governance and
representation

4

[...] becoming the local
knowledge center for
the communities and
people regarding
developments in the
Arctic Slope region

Local knowledge
authority

Governance and
representation

95

[...] and being a
conduit for information
transfer with outside
organizations,
including both
governmental and non-
governmental entities

Cross-institutional
engagement

Governance and
representation

6

[...] the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act
(ANCSA) had one
voice of opposition, the
North Slope Ifiupiat

Historical political
resistance

Self-determination
and political history

8

[...] the region’s
opposition to ANCSA
spurred the creation of
the North Slope
Borough, to ensure that
there was a mechanism
to capture the
economic benefits of
the oil and gas
development that
would take place on
their ancestral
homelands — an act of
Ifiupiat self-
determination

Founding of
Borough as self-
determination

Self-determination
and political history

0
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NOW THEREFORE Formal statement of | Self-determination q13
BE IT RESOLVED, political position and political history
the Board of Directors
hereby approves and
stands in support of the
advancement of the
Willow Project by the
Biden Administration
and

urges the release of the
project’s Record of
Decision by end of
2022.

Appendix F

Analysis of the interview with Voice of the Arctic Ifupiat

Phrase / code Initial Theme Final theme Paragraph
...more than $1 billion in | Public service Economic 4
property taxes... will funding through sustainability and

help to provide basic, development cultural continuity

yet essential, services
like education, police,
fire protection...

The project is projected | Job creation for Economic 6
to generate hundreds of | locals sustainability and

direct job cultural continuity
opportunities...

The Willow Project will | Community Economic 6
have an undeniably benefits affirmation | sustainability and

positive impact on our cultural continuity
communities.

...to President Biden and | Acknowledgment | Economic 19
his administration... who | of external political | sustainability and

listened to and amplified | support cultural continuity

the voices of the North

Slope Ifiupiat.

We live in one of the Economic Economic 15
most remote parts of the | necessity for sustainability and
country... Without this staying on cultural continuity

project, our communities | ancestral lands
could face... vacating the
lands we have inhabited
for more than 10,000

years.

[...] the economic Regional economic | Economic N
benefits to the North benefit sustainability and

Slope region are cultural continuity

€Nnormous.
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93

Willow is also projected | Community grants | Economic 14
to add $2.5 billion to the | and social services | sustainability and

NPR-A Impact cultural continuity
Mitigation Grant

Program...

...tax revenue... will Service-related job | Economic q6
create many new job growth sustainability and
opportunities to support cultural continuity

an expanded suite of

essential services...

Without this project, we | Threat of economic | Economic 1
would face an economic | displacement sustainability and

setback that could cultural continuity
threaten our ability to

remain on the North

Slope...

The benefits of Willow | Careful Economic 1
for Alaska Native people | consideration of sustainability and

have been carefully Indigenous benefits | cultural continuity
considered...

The Willow Project Economic Economic 1.3
represents the long-term | sustainability sustainability and
economic wellbeing of cultural continuity

the North Slope Ifiupiat.

Of the thousands of Employment for Economic 19
construction jobs... Native people sustainability and

many will be filled by cultural continuity

locals...

...creates large-scale Native business Economic 1
revenue opportunities opportunity sustainability and

for locally owned cultural continuity
businesses...

[...] promoting an Culturally sensitive | Economic 92
understanding of the economic sustainability and

North Slope economy development cultural continuity

and encouraging

culturally responsible

development for

economic sustainability;

...help secure our Securing future Economic 19
communities’ future... through sustainability and
allowing us to continue | development cultural continuity
practicing and

strengthening our

traditions...

Willow is estimated to Economic Economic 4

generate hundreds of
direct jobs, thousands of
construction jobs, a
multitude of contracting

opportunity and
revenue

sustainability and
cultural continuity
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94

opportunities for Native-
owned businesses, and
approximately $6 billion
from federal royalties
and local and state taxes.

embracing that
interdependence is
paramount to the

economy and
culture

traditional ways of
life

We know our lands and | Local expertise and | Governance and q7
our communities better | knowledge representation

than anyone...

Our twenty-four Community Governance and 1
member organizations representation and | representation

work collaboratively to | advocacy

ensure the Arctic Slope’s

collective voice is heard

locally, regionally, and

nationally.

We urge outside activists | External Governance and 7
to listen to Alaska engagement and representation

Native voices... Indigenous voice

[...] and acting as an Intermediary role Governance and 92
information bridge and outreach representation

between outside

organizations and the

Arctic Slope.

VOICE serves to protect | Political advocacy | Governance and it
the interests of the representation

Arctic Slope Ifiupiat by

providing local

advocacy and

engagement;

Ifiupiat communities Community Governance and 96
played an important part | participation in representation

in the design of the design

project by participating

in over 25 public

meetings...

We ensure our Unified political Governance and q10
communities are heard | voice representation

by speaking with a

unified voice...

...resource development | Compatibility of Protecting nature and | 97
and our subsistence way | development and traditional ways of

of life are not mutually | tradition life

exclusive.

Responsible resource Historical model of | Protecting nature and | 98
development has taken | responsible traditional ways of

place for over 50 years... | development life

Understanding and Interdependence of | Protecting nature and | q8
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95

longevity of North Slope
Ifiupiaq culture and
traditions.

viable future for our
communities, generating
economic stability for
generations to come, and

through economic
stability

and political history

...the project will make it | Tradition and Protecting nature and | q8
possible for our economy traditional ways of
community to continue | coexistence life

our traditions while

reinforcing the

economic foundation...

We know that Willow Support Protecting nature and | g8
can coexist with our conditioned on traditional ways of
traditions and would not | cultural life

support it otherwise. compatibility

Willow has been Balanced Protecting nature and | 96
designed to protect our | development with | traditional ways of
traditional subsistence tradition life

activities while

providing economic

opportunities...

[...] developing content | Environmental and | Protecting nature and | 92
to support activities that | subsistence traditional ways of

allow for protection of | protection life

land, waters, and

subsistence resources

The Willow Project has | Compatibility with | Protecting nature and | 99
been designed to be community and traditional ways of
compatible with our culture life

communities and

culture...

The economic benefits | Development Self-determination 1
derived from Willow advancing self- and political history

will go far in advancing | determination

Ifiupiat self-

determination.

Alaska’s North Slope Inuit leadership in | Self-determination 19
Ifiupiat should — and decision-making and political history
ultimately did — play an

important role in the

process around Willow...

VOICE has worked Organizational Self-determination 19
tirelessly to empower support for self- and political history

our communities and determination

advance the self-

determination of our

people.

The project ensures a Self-determination | Self-determination 3
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advancing our self-
determination as Alaska
Natives.

Appendix G

Analysis of press release from Sovereign Ifiupiat For a Living Arctic (SILA), 2023

Quote / Phrase

Initial Theme

Grouped Theme

Paragraph

Early Monday
morning, the Biden
Administration
approved the
development of the
Willow Master
Development Plan.
This great
disappointment comes
after years of
grassroots, [iupiaq-led
opposition, especially
from the community
most impacted,
Nuigsut.

Local opposition
and disappointment

Environmental justice
and local harm

1

Ensuring that
communities like our
own are able to not
only survive but thrive
through this transition
into a sustainable
future is vital to
environmental justice.

Thriving through
transition

Environmental justice
and local harm

q11

The Bureau of Land
Management
acknowledges in the
Record of Decision
(ROD) that if
approved, it will have a
disproportionate
adverse effect on
Nuigsut’s health,
subsistence and
sociocultural systems.

Health and
sociocultural
impacts

Environmental justice
and local harm

03

It cites back to the
2020 ROD’s finding
that the project could
even increase the
already high rates of
suicide in Nuigsut.

Mental health and
suicide risks

Environmental justice
and local Harm

03
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They state this
development will have
significant restrictions
on subsistence for
Nuigsut directly and
cumulatively. This
recognition of the
implications of
development in the
document announcing
its approval is a slap in
the face for
environmental justice.

Subsistence impact
and environmental
justice

Environmental justice
and local harm

3

Wealth is not what is in
bank accounts, it is
what we are able to
provide for the
environment around us
and one another. And
in this way, we are not
setting up for our
future generations to be
wealthy.

Redefining wealth
and generational
ethics

Ethics and
intergenerational
responsibility

q10

A Just Transition is
setting the intentions to
be a good ancestor and
good relative to each
other and the land and
water. It means
creating new
relationships,
deconstructing harmful
processes of power,
and providing for
communities most
dependent on
extractive industries.

Just Transition
values and
relationships

Ethics and
intergenerational
responsibility

qi13

We mourn for our
animal relatives who
cannot speak or ask for
protection, for the
water that will forever
be polluted, and
especially for those
who have been taken
from us by the cancer
caused by these
extractive industries.

Ecological grief

Ethics and
intergenerational
responsibility

97
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98

have been approved,
the effort to divest
from fossil fuels and
invest in renewable
energy continues. We
will not give up
protecting the Arctic

commitment to
Arctic protection

crisis, and Just
Transition

While this project may | Commitment to Sustainability, climate | 5
have been approved, divestment crisis, and Just

the effort to divest Transition

from fossil fuels and

invest in renewable

energy continues.

The only reasonable Call for Just Sustainability, climate | 98
solution to climate Transition crisis, and Just

change is the Transition

divestment from all

fossil fuels and a Just

Transition into

renewable energy.

The fossil fuel industry | Fossil fuel criticism | Sustainability, climate | 98
1s obsolete and will crisis, and Just

come to an end soon, Transition

whether it be from

climate catastrophe or

the rational and wise

decisions of our

leaders.

Yes, it will be hard to Transition difficulty | Sustainability, climate | 99
transition from fossil and ethical cost crisis, and Just

fuels. Yes, it will be Transition

expensive. But there is

no greater price to pay

than the loss of

biodiversity, coastlines,

and lives.

We condemn the Critique of profit- Sustainability, climate | 94
continued prioritization | driven development | crisis, and Just

of profit over climate Transition

and people.

This is a shift from a Systemic economic | Sustainability, climate | 412
destructive economy to | transformation crisis, and Just

a regenerative Transition

economy.

We mourn the Climate change Sustainability, climate | 6
implications of mourning crisis, and Just

worsening climate Transition

change within the

Arctic and worldwide.

While this project may | Continued Sustainability, climate | 14
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99

today, tomorrow, or
ever.

With the support of
millions worldwide,
Willow went from
predominantly an
Alaska-based issue to a
global concern within
weeks, millions of
voices stood up against
the oil and gas industry
to protect the Arctic.

Global solidarity
and awareness

Local and global
environmental
solidarity

92




