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Abstract 

A fundamental part of being Inuit today means being a person who hunts and for whom sealing 

serves as a sharing paradigm that involves family and social networks (Wenzel, 1987). This 

worldview conflicts with those of animal rights groups such as PETA, who consider all killing of 

animals morally wrong. This thesis provides a much-needed glimpse into the Inuit point of view 

over the tension between modern and historical cultural beliefs/values over the role of the seal, 

and in doing so, what it means to be Inuit today. The Jerry Cans are a modern musical group 

from Nunavut who maintain a strong sense of being Inuit, which entails relationship with the 

land and the seal in particular. Through its focus on the meaning of the seal to contemporary 

Inuit, this thesis incorporates ethnographic film and phenomenological interviews to show one 

aspect of modern Inuit culture.  https://vimeo.com/205919302   Password: PETA 
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Introduction 

In the period of a few generations, Inuit have had to adapt from living a nomadic 

subsistence lifestyle to also being a consumer and producer in a wage-based economy. Wenzel 

(1987) states that, for Inuit, modern subsistence is a social process that encompasses a complex 

mix of cultural and economic activities that together comprise the Inuit social economy. This 

complexity, however, is not understood by most people who live in the “south”. Inuit identify 

themselves as People of the Seal; Wenzel has argued that, from their perspective, the seal, which 

is a vital part of Inuit identity and culture, should also be a part of their current cultural and 

economic system (Wenzel, 1991). That system also includes killing them. Killing seals, 

however, has become taboo in western culture, and powerful anti-seal hunting lobby groups are 

pressuring governments across the world to ban seal products. Nunavut is a large isolated 

territory with a total population of thirty-two thousand people. In comparison, People for the 

Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), which is aggressively campaigning against killing 

animals in the Arctic, currently has over three million likes on their Facebook page. With such a 

David versus Goliath disadvantage in numbers and public awareness, Inuit face a huge challenge 

in having their voice heard.   

To most people living outside of Nunavut, the seal hunting issue is a moral one. To the 

people of Nunavut, it is one of one culture imposing their dominance over the other. An example 

of this divide in worldviews that I witnessed as a northern journalist was the difference in 

coverage between National and local media when Sir Paul McCartney and his then wife Heather 

Mills put on celebrity performance for PETA in 2006. The couple went to the ice flows to 

interact with baby seals and at one point during the photo op, which was covered by both 

northern and national media, a baby seal lunged at Mills and attempted to bite her face.  All 

northern media ran stories where the bite was predominant, and focused on local reaction, which 

https://www.facebook.com/officialpeta?sk=likes


DEAR PETA: WHAT THE SEAL MEANS TO THE JERRY CANS 7 

was negative (Northern News Service, 2006).  Outside of the North (and Newfoundland/ 

Labrador), media showed the couple frolicking with the seals. Some showed the bite - but it was 

usually a very small part of the story. The total northern population is under 50 thousand people, 

while the audience outside of the North is in the hundreds of millions. The message PETA 

wanted to send was the overwhelming message that audiences outside the north received (USA 

Today, 2006). Many Inuit I have met in the course of my work in the North have told me of a 

simmering rage that has existed for generations over the imposition of western values and rules 

over their daily life. In spite of this anger, I could find no instances of grassroots public protest 

that have occurred in the territory until the last the last few years; but, today, a culture is forming 

that is proud of its hunting roots and culture, and is not afraid to not only speak out, but to call on 

fellow citizens to take part in protests against what they see as outside oppression (CBC, 2012). 

The aim of this research has been to reveal one aspect of the tension between 

modern/western and modern/Inuit cultural beliefs by eliciting the thoughts and beliefs of one 

small group of like-minded Northern people regarding the seal and seal hunting. The Jerry Cans 

are an Iqaluit-based band that expresses the importance of the seal in their music, while also 

expressing anger towards anti-sealing groups. I believe they represent a culturally distinct 

generation in the territory insofar they live primarily a western lifestyle while also locating a 

crucial part of their culture and identity within their traditional heritage and traditional ways. 

What is unique about members of this generation is that they are also emphasizing their 

traditional relationship with the seal as a form of protest to southern interference.  

Raymond Williams’ Cultural Theory offered a theoretical grounding for my 

research. Williams (Williams, 1961) suggests that there are three levels of culture: ideal, 

recorded and lived. The lived and recorded are connected by the operation of a selective 
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tradition, where a new generation responds in its own ways to the unique world it is inheriting, 

and selects certain things within the recorded level for values and emphasis. Williams states that 

the operation of selective tradition in a culture is a radical kind of contemporary change, where 

new lines with the past are established, and existing lines redrawn.  

By using inductive research to gain an understanding of how selective tradition applies to 

the meaning of the seal and subsistence hunting for the members of the Jerry Cans, I set out to 

reveal one aspect of the world that exists within some people of Nunavut today. Ethnography 

was the most appropriate research methodology for this project as it allowed this researcher to 

knit together a layered account of the many and varied practices that make up the social world 

(Mason, 2005). To ensure a high degree of focus on the question of contemporary Inuit selection 

of tradition, I performed qualitative research interviews guided by the phenomenological 

interviewing (Kvale, 1983), which uses themes of contextualizing experience, apprehending the 

phenomenon, and clarification of the phenomenon. I used video to record and present my 

ethnographic work with the hope of creating a rich visual “world” that asks the viewer to engage 

with scenes in a particular way and to explore relationships between subjects and their 

surroundings (Grimshaw, 2011).     

The scholarly studies and news reports discussed next show that people in Nunavut feel 

they are widely misunderstood by almost everyone outside the territory. The research I 

performed with the Jerry Cans allowed the opportunity for the participants to be able to voice 

their feelings and opinions in a rich media format that may help Southerners develop a better 

understanding of what life in Nunavut is like and what the seal means to them. What my 

interviews with the participants have shown is that Inuit citizens are collectively mobilized to 

speak out for their culture and against “the west”, and many of those have taken a stand over the 
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seal and what they see as  “people who have absolutely no idea” deciding how they should value 

the seal in their modern Inuit lifestyle, which they consider a crucial element of a web that binds 

their culture together. 

Inuit Culture in the Modern Era 

The context for this study is grounded by studies of contemporary Inuit culture. In 

particular, it relies on the work of cultural anthropologist George Wenzel, who believes to fully 

understand and appreciate Inuit society one should not just focus on its “hows” and “whats,” but 

also on its sociocultural dimensions, because it is these that will likely continue to provide 

insight into the resilience of subsistence societies in and beyond the North (Wenzel, 2014).  

Wenzel has worked with Inuit for more than three decades and has shown that, rather than being 

overwhelmed by western ways, Inuit instead create their own unique culture by adapting western 

culture and technology even as it rejects the views of southern anti-hunting groups.   

Being Inuit in a Modern World 

Since first contact, Inuit have been the object of western social and economic policies, 

yet they have adapted and continue to maintain a strong sense of being “Inuit”. By studying 

Nunavut’s economic data, Wolfe (1989) and Wenzel (1987) showed that the introduction of a 

cash based system has not created a dual economic split in the territory, where the monetized and 

traditional sectors are separate. In fact, money has become as much a part of the Inuit culture as 

is traditional food.  Wenzel notes that money “is perceived as the means to accomplish and 

facilitate the harvest and not as an end in itself” (Wenzel, 2014). Notably for my purposes, 

Dorais (1991) examined one community that faces unemployment and struggles to fit into a 

western wage system. In his ethnographic study of the small Inuit community of Quaqtaq, based 

on data gathered over a thirty year period, the author concludes that there are three key aspects of 



DEAR PETA: WHAT THE SEAL MEANS TO THE JERRY CANS 10 

local identity—kinship, religion, and language, —that persist despite the intrusion of modernity 

(Dorais, 1991). The seal is part of signifying those kin relations (Wenzel, 1987) and 

understanding the seal in this way allows greater insight into what differentiates Inuit 

perspectives on seal-hunting from those of their Southern, urban critics. A limit to both Dorais’s 

and Wenzel’s studies are that their studies were located in Quaqtaq and Clyde River, which are 

primarily traditional communities insofar as they have little modern economic activity. By 

examining the role of the seal in in a more modern community such as Iqaluit, my research 

provides greater sociocultural understanding of explicitly “modern” Nunavut culture.   

In spite of social and economic hardships, some people in Nunavut who are living 

primarily western lifestyles are also finding ways of adapting a modern economy to their 

traditional culture. The Nunavut government has set up schools where young designers can learn 

seal fashion design and a highly respected Nunavut style fashion niche is developing (Sardone, 

2014). However, Wenzel noted the traditional/modern adaptations as practiced by Inuit are 

increasingly rubbing against the global politics of anti-sealing movements and climate 

environmentalism. For example, in June 2014, the World Trade Organization (WTO) upheld a 

European Union (EU) Seal Fur Import Ban that was based on moral grounds only.  PETA 

celebrated the decision stating “This brings us a giant step closer to the day when violence on 

Canadian ice floes is a thing of the past” (PETA, 2014). The day after the EU decision, Inuit 

students clad in traditional sealskin garb used an Ottawa street as a catwalk. Models, to the beat 

of techno music, showed off their sealskin jackets with elaborate fur trim. One organizer 

explained the event by saying, “We are citizens of the 21st century and participants in a modern 

economy, and the EU's Orwellian trade obstruction is a relic of a distant era when lawmakers 

unilaterally determined the tastes of a nation" (Makuch, 2014). Members of The Jerry Cans are 
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part of this 21st century generation that is redefining what it means to be a northern citizen by 

celebrating their unique culture while also taking a stand on it and it was the purpose of my 

research to provide a potentially far-reaching platform for them to show their culture and express 

their views on the matter.  

PETA’s Approach and Views on Animal Rights 

Wenzel (1987) states that for Inuit, wildlife harvesting, whether of seals or other species, 

is a right that predates the rules and regulations of European philosophy and law. Inuit have 

demonstrated a clear interest in the natural environment that surrounds them and have done so 

for at least four thousand years. Yet animal rights groups such as PETA have declared Inuit to be 

a culturally assimilated Indigenous people who are now like us because they do not use dog 

teams and harpoons and wear “traditional” sealskin clothes (Wenzel, 2009). PETA believes that 

“animals are not ours to eat, wear, experiment on or use for entertainment” (PETA, 2104). It is 

the largest animal rights group in the world with more than 3 million members and supporters. 

Matusitz (2013) analyses PETA’s use of shock advertising as a means for activists to engage 

cultures. In interviews with PETA organizers and members, the author found that the more 

fundamentalist and radical groups within the movement wanted to use shock advertising because 

they felt it was important to entice, and tell powerful stories of the suffering of animals.   

Wenzel (2014) points out one of the biggest challenges Inuit face today is that western 

culture is not only ignoring the reality of Nunavut, but also wanting to redefine it. The author is 

particularly concerned that while Inuit were first portrayed to and by the west as a people in 

natural harmony with the Arctic environment, today they are increasingly presented as 

knowingly and willingly participating in the destruction of their own culture and the harmony of 

the ecosystem. Inuit have had a rough time since first contact.  Their spirituality and way of life 
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was taken away and the dominant western culture has and continues to decide the ground rules 

for their lives.  Now the grandchildren of the original colonizers, even though they might hold a 

completely different and progressive worldview, are still telling Inuit what to do and how to 

behave. 

A New Generation 

Though I am not Indigenous, I lived in the north for over a decade and have worked 

with and continue to work with Inuit journalists daily.  By travelling extensively in Nunavut, I 

believe that I have come to gain some understanding of the challenging situations people there 

face.  I also have come to know many Inuit citizens who do not live a “traditional” lifestyle; they 

have well paid desk jobs, go to the gym after work, live in modern apartments, and yet also 

maintain a strong sense of Inuit identity. Like Tanya Tagaaq, an artist who is using her growing 

fame to denounce PETA (Sun News, 2014), the Jerry Cans are a Nunavut based music group that 

reflects this sense of identity in their music. The band exemplifies the challenges of living a 

traditional/modern culture life in 2017, with lyrics like “If I can't hunt well, will you still be 

loving me?”.  They also self-consciously and defiantly play what they call “Ol’ fashion seal 

clubbin’ music” with lyrics like “Dear PETA, you know we can’t stand ya!” Soukup (2006) does 

touch on this new culture in his examination of Igloolik Isuma Productions, the acclaimed Inuit 

media-art collective behind the award-winning feature film Atanarjuat, The Fast Runner. He 

interviewed several artists who are learning to live a traditional life of hunting and gathering, 

while also working on high tech equipment and being in contact with the rest of the twenty-first 

century through the Internet. Soukup’s research, however, does not look into the conflicts Inuit 

face while straddling 21st century technology while trying to incorporate their values, something 

my study expressly sought to do. 
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In the last four years, there has been an unprecedented rise of grassroots political action 

in Nunavut. Along with musicians like the Jerry Cans, ordinary citizens are also causing social 

change. One Iqaluit woman started a Facebook site in 2010 demanding better access to quality 

food. Within a year, the site had 19,000 followers (nearly two-thirds of Nunavut’s population). 

Soon after that, for the first time in Nunavut’s history, residents from communities across the 

territory went out and marched in the streets to protest their living conditions. In 2013, people 

again went out in the streets in support of the Idle No More movement (Northern News Service, 

2013). There is a revolutionary shift happening in Nunavut, where a historically quiet people 

have found a voice - and they like it. There has been no research that I could find looking into 

this new generation of Inuit and what they believe in. 

Summary 

This has been a review of a small body of research that verifies and describes how Inuit 

and Northern residents have adapted to a western worldview and economy and today are 

connected to each other and the world. While Inuit now have more opportunity to show and 

reflect their own culture among themselves, they can also see how the world outside views them, 

their culture, and their beliefs. As they continue to adapt to the western values imposed on them, 

they are finding and experiencing new ways of expressing their identity. Rather than having to 

choose between traditional values and culture, and western values and culture, they are forging 

their own new culture, and a new development in that culture is that it involves speaking out and 

protesting in public. I believe The Jerry Cans reflect this new culture. By understanding the role 

of the seal by examining the research participants’ life experiences regarding the seal, I have 

tried to gain an understanding of one element of this culture that exists today and to make that 

understanding visible and available to public audiences through the medium of video. 
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Methods 

Research Design 

I used the interpretive paradigm as a framework for my project as this allowed this 

researcher to turn the world into a series of representations which attempt to make sense of 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Kaplan & Maxwell, 1994). The goal 

of my research was to understand how the seal is creating and giving meaning to two citizens 

who are of similar age and have similar interests, and how this fits into their everyday social 

cultural and economic life. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) state that the interpretive approach aims 

to explain the subjective reasons and meanings that lie behind social action, and the researcher’s 

interpretations are based in a particular moment, context and time (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). 

The grassroots protest against animal rights groups that has taken shape in Nunavut is 

unprecedented, and my research reveals why at this point in time, some citizens of Nunavut have 

come to express a common voice regarding the seal and seal hunting.  Another reason for using 

the interpretive paradigm is the nature of research taking place today with Indigenous peoples. 

We are in a period where there is a dedication to decolonizing research, knowledge, and 

methods, both from indigenous and non-indigenous researchers working in partnership with 

indigenous peoples (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Since I worked with Inuit and Nunavut citizens 

who are fighting against what they perceive as colonial interference, I believed an interpretivist 

approach was most suitable for my research.  

As noted, the theoretical lens I used to focus my project was Williams’ Cultural Theory 

(Williams, 1961), developed to define what we mean by culture, to make sense of how ordinary 

people’s choices constitute cultural identity, and to describe how culture changes over time. 

Williams asserts that there are three levels of culture; the “ideal” level is the process of human 
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perfection or universal values, the “recorded” level is the body of intellectual and imaginative 

work, and the “lived” level is the description of a particular way of life as it is occurring. The 

lived and recorded levels of culture are connected by the operation of a “selective tradition”, 

where a new generation responds in its own ways to the unique world it is inheriting, and selects 

“particles” of culture from within the recorded level. Williams (1961) states that this tradition 

can be seen as a continual selection and reselection of the social practices and beliefs of 

ancestors, where particular lines are drawn, and others are cancelled or weakened. William’s lens 

is complimentary to Kovach’s (2009) characterization of Indigenous knowledge paradigms, 

where human experience is lived in a dynamic relation with the natural world. It also allows for a 

relationship-based process of coming-to-know and be of a life based on traditional knowledge.  

In this regard, Williams also refers to a “structure of feeling” where the new generation will have 

its own structure of feeling, which will not appear to have come “from” anywhere (Williams, 

1961). I believe this structure of feeling also applies to my research because, while the 

participants have learned their traditions from their elders, they are choosing to pass these 

traditions along on to their children in a very different environment. The generation of which the 

Jerry Cans are a part chose to live modern lifestyles while still choosing to assign deep 

significance to their traditional past, so that they may pass it along to future generations. The 

process of selective tradition can be said to be in operation for both participants, as they chose to 

live in the most “western” city of Nunavut because it fits their current lifestyle. One of the 

participants is Inuit and her white husband has been adopted into her community and is being 

taught their traditions. Unlike previous generations, they are also taking a stand on preserving the 

traditions of the seal and loudly voicing their displeasure at western interference. This new 

tradition could also be passed on to the future.   
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This research has knitted together an ethnographic account of one social practice that 

many people in Nunavut have taken a stand on. My study is grounded in ethnographic and 

phenomenological methodologies because, as Denzin & Lincoln (2005) have stated, ethnography 

is a methodology well suited to the phenomenological goal of understanding the essence or 

structure of an experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The Methods for this research respect 

Indigenous methods of research as the goal of this research is to preserve Indigenous voices, 

build resistance to dominant discourses and strengthen the community (Kovach, 2009). The Jerry 

Cans songs resonate with Nunavummiut and their music and lyrics give people a voice. I believe 

it is important to create an ethnographic account of what life is like in modern day Nunavut, for 

as Wenzel points out, people outside the territory often have an image of an exotic place with 

exotic people, and have little understanding of the actual realities people there face, or of the 

place itself (Wenzel, 1991). Another key element to ethnographic work is that it can show 

character and the ability to grapple with human emotions such as love, loss, fear and compassion 

(Stoller, 1997), emotions that drive and pull members of Nunavut society as they make sense of 

their new world.   

By performing semi-structured interviews guided by the phenomenological 

interviewing method (Kvale, 1983), I gathered descriptions of the life-world of the 

interviewees with respect to their interpretation of the meanings of the seal. The 

phenomenological method of interviewing allows the researcher to be also part of the learning 

experience (Kvale, 1983). This method also fit my own experience and role regarding my 

research as though I am not Indigenous, I spent 10 years living in the North and working with 

Inuit and non-Inuit citizens there, and have found that my own worldview has also changed and 

is changing as a result. I believe the phenomenological method aligns with an Indigenous 
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worldview and compliments Kovach’s “conversational method” (Kovach, 2010) as it “honours 

orality as means of transmitting knowledge” (Kovach, 2010).  It also allows for the relational 

process of “Story” (Kovach, 2010) to unfold. Throughout the interview process, the participants 

not only expressed their thoughts and feelings, but also told stories relating to their experiences 

with the seal and with their world.  

After collecting the field data, transcripts of interviews were coded, I and looked for 

themes that emerged that best capture my participants’ views, concerns and experiences. I then 

wove these themes into a video form and, by using B-roll of the interview subjects, and the city 

of Iqaluit, created an ethnographic documentary as a final research document, complemented by 

a supporting written paper.  I have spent most of my career as a filmmaker and understand the 

language of film, but more importantly this methodology is respectful of Inuit culture, which has 

a strong oral history that is premised on the telling and sharing of stories, and these form the 

fabric of daily life 

Data and Data Gathering 

A distinctive feature of the interviewing method is its commitment to a detailed 

interpretative account of the participants’ feelings and views. Smith & Osborne (2003) suggest 

that this can only realistically be done on a very small sample (Smith & Osborne, 2003). For my 

research, I interviewed two members of the Jerry Cans. Nancy Mike is Inuit, she plays accordion 

and incorporates traditional throat singing into their music, and her father was a respected hunter 

and elder. Andrew Morrison is a founding member of the band who was born and raised in 

Iqaluit and is white. I believe having the perspective of both Inuit and non-Inuit band members 

allowed a sufficient in-depth engagement with each individual case but also allowed a detailed 

examination of similarity and difference, convergence and divergence.  
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Kvale (1983) states that, in phenomenological research, the interview is considered the 

main method of data collection as it provides a situation where the participants’ descriptions can 

be “explored, illuminated and gently probed” (Kvale, 1983). For the core of my research, I held 

four sessions of in-depth semi-structured interviews over a three-day period.  I developed 

questions inspired by elements of Williams’ Cultural Theory with the aim of teasing out how 

participants are selecting from tradition to define what it means to be Inuit and a northern 

resident. These interviews were centered on the interviewee’s life world—specifically in this 

case being the role of the seal in contemporary Inuit life.   

To try and discover how Williams’s selective tradition comes into play regarding the 

participants’ views of the seal, I performed the initial semi-structured interviews revolving 

around three broad themes. These were: experiences/feelings about the seal, experiences/feelings 

about protest, and experiences/feelings about music (see Appendix). Further questions and 

themes based on experience, feelings, and knowledge were developed by the participants and 

myself before and during the interviews themselves. These questions mostly revolved around 

their views on Southern misconceptions of Nunavut, and descriptions of locations. 

The research participants and I originally discussed holding the interviews in an industrial 

area of Iqaluit to best represent “modern” Nunavut.  However, we found this area too bleak and 

not an accurate representation that would show the complexities of the city. We decided instead 

that one interview would be a “drive around” tour of Iqaluit. Two other interviews with each 

participant were held in two outside locations that they chose as important to them. Another 

interview was held the day after with both participants inside their home. A final interview was 

held with Andrew Morison as he harvested a seal in Iqaluit. The Jerry Cans were excited about 

participating in this video project because they think my research will help people outside to 
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understand their views, and will also allow them to have a platform to get their message out 

about northern values. The band has created videos which express their views on the seal and 

seal hunting and have posted them on their website, which indicates their high degree of comfort 

in being filmed and telling their story. Andrew and Nancy had full vetting control of the video 

portion of this project and they requested no changes. 

I used video as a means of recording my data and my research is in the form of an 

ethnographic documentary. O’Reilly (2009) states that ethnographic documentaries, through 

interviews, observations, and participation, attempt to shed light on a person, or a group of 

people's way of life. The author notes that, as the impact of technologies on local and global 

cultures escalates, visual ethnography opens up whole new ways of seeing the worlds we study, 

enabling a focus on the emotions, the sensual, the artistic, and creative elements (O’Reilly, 

2009). The Jerry Cans express themselves through music, so I recorded two concerts performed 

by the band to give examples of their lyrics and music and to capture their emotion on stage 

while playing.   

Data Analysis  

As noted, making meaning of the thoughts and beliefs of two people (one Inuit, the other 

white) regarding the seal and seal hunting, PETA, and their everyday life was the central aim of 

this research. Though I spend considerable time in Nunavut, I believe I also have a very limited 

understanding of the richness of meaning the seal brings to people in the territory. Since many 

Nunavummiut feel their relationship with the seal is not understood by people outside of the 

territory, my otherwise inductive analysis drew solely from the participants’ opinions and 

feelings they expressed about the seal in order to gain understanding and construct meaning 

during the data gathering process. Transcripts of interviews were read and coded to allow for a 
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maximum openness to the description, and I tried to put my pre-knowledge about the subject in 

brackets. I looked for themes that emerged, noting similarities differences and contradictions, 

and condensed the meanings expressed to more and more essential meanings of the phenomena.  

With video, the researcher also has a record of many different aspects of the field setting. 

Unlike interview transcripts, these included nonverbal communication such as facial expression 

and gesture as well as spatial features such as topography and movement (Dicks, 2012). As the 

clustering of themes that best capture my participants’ views, concerns and experiences on a 

particular topic emerged, I wove these themes into an ethnographic documentary as a final 

research document. The video ethnography is complemented by this supporting written paper 

discussing the analytical process and my overall findings and conclusions as relates to the 

question of how Inuit identity is constituted in the twenty-first century.  

The video will be available to the public on the internet but will be password protected.  

The password is included on the written portion of this thesis.  I am also seeking commercial 

distribution for the video and any profits will be shared equally with the Jerry Cans. The band 

also plans to link the distributed video to their website. The end goal of this project is to get the 

message of the Jerry Cans to as many viewers as possible. The band is extremely popular in 

Nunavut and the North and is now gaining attention around the world. The hope of this film is to 

provide a medium that can help expand knowledge of the messages and stories the Jerry Cans 

want to tell about the seal, and about life in Nunavut, to the world. 

Ethical Considerations and Limitations 

This project has been reviewed by Royal Roads University’s Ethics Office and the 

Nunavut Review Board and has been approved. The Nunavut Research Institute was highly 

supportive of this project. Not only did they approve my research license, but while I was writing 



DEAR PETA: WHAT THE SEAL MEANS TO THE JERRY CANS 21 

it, also took the time to give suggestions on further readings regarding Inuit identity to help me 

with my work, The Iqaluit based Inuit translator I hired for submitting the research to NRI also 

wrote to me to let me know she liked the proposal and thought it was important research. That 

said, the participants for this research understood that they are only speaking for themselves, and 

not for any group of people. All participants have the ability to withdraw at any stage of the 

research process. Data for this research is being kept in a secure location and will not be shared 

with other individuals other than the participants; the data will be destroyed when the thesis is 

published by the RRU library. 

  A Modern Inuit Love Story: Discussion of Findings 

The 25-minute video [https://vimeo.com/205919302] (Password PETA) created from 

interview footage and B-roll just mentioned portrays the story of how a White kid from a grunge 

band and an Inuk girl who learned accordion and throat singing in her small Inuit community 

have created a hybrid mix of music, mostly sung in Inuktitut, that is still proudly Inuit. Along the 

way, the viewer is introduced to their music and their message of proudly being Inuit, and learns 

why the seal is important to them and their culture. The participants also show what they believe 

is the “real Iqaluit” and demonstrate that Nunavut culture is also a hybrid mix of traditional and 

modern. What lies beneath the surface of that story is a reflection on the survival and even 

resurgence of Inuit culture, in part through the selective tradition enacted by any generation, but 

also as a defiant response to the global public condemnation of seal-hunting practices that are 

central to what it means to be Inuk.  

The Jerry Cans’ experience supports Williams’ (1961) account of cultural sustainability 

and change through a process of selective tradition, where a new generation responds in its own 

ways to the world it is inheriting, and selects certain things from the past for values and 

https://vimeo.com/205919302
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emphasis. This process is illustrated, for example, by the how the band’s music is a complex mix 

of reggae, country, and rock genres that also incorporates traditional throat singing, yet they 

identify themselves, and residents of Nunavut see them, as being proudly Northern with strong 

ties to Inuit culture. Their lyrics often speak of the problems that “western ways” cause to the 

people of Nunavut, but they also celebrate that Inuit have managed to maintain their culture 

despite colonialism, and are championing people to be proud of their Inuit identity. When they 

perform outside of Nunavut, they believe that their message, especially regarding the seal, can 

start a dialogue with people who do not know or understand the Inuit point of view. The Jerry 

Cans also resonate with Indigenous people from around the world.  In the last two years, the 

band has visited Alaska, New Zealand and Australia. Both participants spoke of the joy they felt 

while meeting Indigenous people who could relate to their music and message while touring. 

Nancy told the story of an encounter she had after the band played in Nome Alaska, where many 

young Indigenous people there have lost their language because of assimilation.  

There was one lady that came up to me after the show and she was crying, like she was 

in tears, and she said I’m just so happy to see you sing in our own language. It was 

amazing, just like seeing the young people's reaction and just she was just bawling her 

eyes out!   

Simply put, the message the Jerry Cans send to their audience reflects the findings by Wolfe 

(1989) and Wenzel (1987) that Inuit adapt to the western economic and social conditions that 

have been imposed on them. While giving a tour of Iqaluit, Andrew pointed out 

I think that there's still a lot of people that think of Inuit society and Inuit communities as 

being very simple and sort of a time machine, back 20 years or 30 years, and now we're 
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cruising around in a Toyota and we’re going to have Chinese food for lunch. There's lots 

of modern influence on life up here. 

While place helps to constitute culture, just being from Nunavut does not equate to being Inuit or 

understanding the seal as a non-negotiable “particle” of traditions that signifies Inuit belonging. 

Illustrating this point is the Jerry Cans’ vocalist and lead guitar player Andrew Morrison, who 

grew up in Iqaluit in a western household. Though he was exposed to Inuit culture and knew 

about the importance of the seal, he states he never really grasped its significance as an artifact of 

Inuit identity until he was welcomed and brought into his wife Nancy’s family and taught their 

ways. In one interview, he stated  

I think in the Western World, you kind of compartmentalize everything, you go out for 

your social time you get you eat dessert - have all these different tasks throughout the day 

that you do. But I would say when I have started to learn about the proper procedures 

around what you do with the seal - and what you do when you catch a seal - it is one 

piece of a very intricate web of culture.   

I suggest that the very intricate web Andrew describes reaffirms Wenzel’s assertion that Inuit 

culture in the twenty-first century is a complex mix of social and economic activities, and that it 

is threatened by western culture (Wenzel, 2014). Unlike Andrew’s father-in law, who grew up on 

the land, Andrew and his family do not need to eat seal meat for survival. They buy most of their 

food at the grocery store. Yet the intricate web the seal creates for them is something they 

cherish and it holds them and their community together. The seal represents not just nutrition or 

money, but an entire way of life that is under threat from the forces of assimilation and 

colonialism. This thread of the seal, one that has been around for millennia, is extremely 

important to their identity and their survival as a people. 
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My research has sought to give members of the wider Canadian public a glimpse into 

how animal rights groups want Inuit to act in a way that fits their current moral 

compartmentalized views and values. This project showed that groups like PETA are creating 

resentment among Nunavummiut (citizens of Nunavut), not only because they perceive PETA’s 

active lobbying against killing animals in the Arctic as colonial interference in something that 

signifies quite differently to Southerners than it does to Inuit, but also because PETA’s success in 

banning the selling of seal products has created economic hardship. When talking about writing 

the song “Dear Peta” Andrew points out one lyric that describes young men who used to hunt for 

a living who are now selling drugs as a source of income.  

There are lots of young men, hunters who used to provide for their family, who now 

stand outside of Northmart yelling Huchimee. That means how much, how many grams 

do you want, or how much weed do you want. And that impacts a whole other range of 

issues. 

The push to remove the seal from the participants’ way of life has caused disruption to 

their personal lives; this is a real issue for the Jerry Cans and their friends, exemplified by how 

Nancy’s father, a non-literate traditional hunter, was affected by the drop in seal prices caused by 

the lobbying of animal rights groups. The global ban on seal products immediately affected 

Nancy’s father’s contribution to the family and, insofar as his role as a provider was greatly 

reduced, so too were the traditions that constitute Inuk identity and Inuit culture. In interviews 

and informal conversations I had with the participants, they told me that the western view of seal 

hunting being a “bad” practice which should be banned, conflicts with their more holistic view 

where the land, people, and animals are all part of a complex non-compartmentalized system. 

Just as Wenzel (1991) stated, that from the Inuit perspective, the seal has always been a vital part 
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of cultural and economic system, and should remain, for Nancy and Andrew, the end of seal 

hunting would not just result in the removal of one part of their system, but would tear apart this 

intricate web of culture.   

Through successive interviews, I grew ever more aware that the word “love” was 

frequently used by both participants when referring to community, family, and what seal hunting 

means for them. In the context of this research, love for the seal and for the rituals surrounding 

its harvest suggests an essential tie and relationship to something bigger that they share with all 

of their community. I believe Williams’ (1961) concept of selective tradition, where a new 

generation selects certain things from the past for values and emphasis, also applies to how this 

love is expressed and sustained, as the seal and all that it means has been intentionally passed 

down from generations even though the Inuit world has changed drastically since colonization 

began. When talking about what it feels like to eat seal, Nancy says,  

To me it's like soul food.  It's not just a diet to me, it makes me feel good. Just knowing 

someone like a local Hunter went out in harsh environments - they go out and hunt - and 

that's for the love of not only the food - not only that - it’s you're supporting families.     

Though the participants are professionals and live a modern western lifestyle, the seal remains to 

them an extremely important part of their culture, a culture that places a very high importance on 

supporting, togetherness, and helping one another. Inuit have survived for thousands of years in 

an extremely hostile climate by loving, supporting each other, and living in an intimate 

relationship with the land and its flora and fauna. Today, they face the hostile threat of the 

constant erosion of their systems and culture by western ones, and the participants believe 

keeping that tradition of love is key to their survival.  
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It is no exaggeration to say that the seal, and the love it engenders and signifies, is 

essential to survival. The participants and their family are living a modern Inuit lifestyle in a 

Nunavut that currently faces a grim reality. It has one of the highest suicide rates and substance 

abuse rates in the world (APTN, 2016) and though it now relies on and uses a primarily western 

economic system, it is isolated, has few employment opportunities, and faces the highest cost of 

living in Canada (APTN, 2016). Nancy’s father and Andrew’s father-in-law taught the traditions 

he learned to his children, but he also, because of his love for them, understood that they also 

would have to adapt to their changing world. He welcomed “this skinny white guy” into the 

family and even though he was born in an igloo, he wanted his daughter to get an education and 

live a modern Inuit life. For Nancy and Andrew, just as their ancestors before them, they want to 

teach the traditions they have learned from the seal to their children, because those traditions are 

artifacts of love central to their survival as a distinct people. 

Conclusion 

Animal rights groups such as PETA believe Inuit, because they are no longer fully 

“traditional”, should act on and follow their western moral codes (Wenzel, 2009). The 

participants in this project, however, do not consider themselves to be “western”, but rather are a 

unique Northern people with a rich tradition, and a big part of that tradition is the seal. To them 

the seal is not a moral issue, but one of Inuit identity. The role of the seal in modern Nunavut 

provides a much-needed glimpse into the Inuit point of view over the tension between modern 

and historical cultural beliefs/values over the role of the seal. Though Williams’s cultural 

analysis theory and his concept of selective tradition are rooted in a non-Inuit ontology and 

epistemology, I believe my research shows that the operation of selective tradition is taking place 

in Nunavut today with members of the Jerry Cans, with the film illustrating how these next-
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generation members of an Inuit family are drawing new lines regarding their relationship with 

the seal, and also redrawing existing lines with the past.   

However, this research is limited in scope in that it examines in detail the opinions and 

reflections of three Nunavut citizens; they do not speak for Inuit or Nunavut. Research took place 

in Iqaluit, the largest and most “western” community in Nunavut. The territory is made up of 

three large islands that historically did not interact. Today, Nunavut is made up of dozens of 

small communities spread across a vast territory with no roads between them, and while there is 

a common sense of being Inuit, there are major kinship and cultural differences within each area 

and community. Further research with people who have similar views to the Jerry Cans, while 

also living in different cultural conditions, could give a fuller understanding of how Inuit relate 

to the seal, themselves, and the world around them.   
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Appendix 

Interview Questions 

Experiences/feelings about the seal.   

o Can you tell me about your first experience with the seal?    

o Can you tell me a time or an experience where the seal was really important to 

you? 

o What do you experience or feel when you wear seal? Or eat seal?  

o Can you tell me an experience where you shared the seal with your family.  

o Can you tell me an experience where you felt close to your family/elders because 

of the seal? 

o Can you think of a time or experience with the seal that is different than that of 

your parents and grandparents? 

Experiences/feelings about protest.  

• Can you describe an experience that made you take a stand against western views 

about the seal? 

• When did you first notice that your views on the seal and the rest of the worlds were 

different? 

• Can you tell me an experience where you met someone that was anti sealing and did 

not agree with your views?  

• Can you tell me about the first experience when you voiced your views about the seal 

in public?        

Experiences/feelings about music.  

• What was your experience that made you write “Dear Peta”?   
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• “Mamaqtuq” is a song that celebrates seal hunting. What was your experience that 

made you want to write that? 

• How did you feel when writing songs that celebrate your relationship with the seal? 

• How do you feel when performing songs about the seal? 

• Has there been an experience where your audience outside of Nunavut reacted 

positively to your songs in support of seal hunting? Can you tell me about it? 

• Has there been an experience where your audience outside of Nunavut reacted 

negatively to your songs in support of seal hunting? Can you tell me about it? 
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