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Introduction

This report provides a comprehensive review of the meaning, experience, and processes of healing in an Inuit 
community in Nunavut. The emphasis throughout this report is on the constructive and positive elements 
employed by Inuit to come to terms with a variety of individual and collective traumatic events; the emotional 
and social repercussions of sexual and physical abuse are the most common of these. The researchers worked 
with participants in an Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF)-funded healing program. The case study 
presented here is based on interviews with individuals involved with this healing program. It does not take into 
account social and medical services and church-based or other healing programs, although the participants in 
this study made reference to some of these. Their commentary on the conceptual and practical overlaps and 
differences between these programs is included.

Like most Inuit communities in Northern Canada, this community is marked by a rapid inclusion of its 
population into the mainstream Canadian social and political influence that began in the 1950s. While the 
transition from Inuit cultural and political autonomy to Canadian incorporation brought many benefits, 
and these are readily acknowledged by Inuit, there were and still are many repercussions of this process that 
contribute to a high degree of social suffering generally. In essence, Inuit were strongly and variously encouraged 
to abandon pre-existing principles and practices of social organization and to adopt those supported by the 
state. Everything from housing style, mobility, subsistence, reproduction, child-naming practices, political 
structure, and familial authority have been profoundly impacted by Inuit inclusion in the Canadian state in the 
space of a single generation. In this case study, healing focuses on the individual effects of traumatic experience, 
and it is critical to note that these individual experiences are situated within a broader generalized context of 
disenfranchisement and cultural diminishment that accompanies powerlessness. Healing in this context is a 
complex process linking collective and at times subtle experiences with overt, singular, and violent experiences 
of individuals. Additionally, given the high rates of suicide, violence, and other tragic events many people may 
be suffering from multiple traumas of which some are ongoing. 

Today, this community is relatively large but not a regional centre. It has a mixed economy dominated by 
service-sector wage labour, social assistance, hunting, and arts production. Sharing networks that circulate 
food, goods, and cash are a fundamental feature of Inuit life. Figures from the 2001 Census show that 52.8 per 
cent of the working age population had been employed. The census also shows that the largest employment 
sector is “Art, Culture, Recreation, and Sport.” There is a strong ethos surrounding the centrality of family to 
everyday life, and family is constituted by Inuit norms of naming, child adoption, and use of kinship positions. 
Elders in the community are powerful mediators of opinion and decision making, although their influence 
does not extend as widely as it once did. Government services in health, policing, and education are pervasive 
in community life as well. The median age of the population is 20.4 years, and 2.6 per cent are 65 years and 
over. Inuktitut is the dominant language in the community, with 92 per cent of the population who speak 
the Inuit language. One would expect the 90 English-only speakers to be primarily non-Inuit residents of the 
community; however, in this community, 75 people claim to have no Aboriginal status or heritage.1

1 Statistics Canada (2002). 2001 Community Profiles. Released 27 June 2002. Last modified: 2005-11-30. Statistics Canada 
Catalogue no. 93F0053XIE. Ottawa, ON: Statistics Canada. Retrieved 4 July 2007 from: http://www12.statcan.ca/english/
Profil01/CP01/Index.cfm?Lang=E
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Methods

James Waldram developed the overall orientation of the interview guides used in each of the case studies 
in this research. Chris Fletcher modified the interview guides based on his knowledge and experience of 
working within Northern communities. Vasiliki Douglas undertook two field sessions and was able to hold 18 
interviews as well as gather contextual information on healing in the community. Lena Ellsworth, a community 
support coordinator for the Aboriginal Healing Foundation, was present during the second field session 
greatly facilitating community contacts, conducting interviews, and helping with the overall orientation of 
the interviews. Local contacts within the community helped recruit participants and schedule the interviews. 
Aaron Denham and Chris Fletcher undertook the coding and thematic analysis. The interpretation of the 
content was grounded in a thematic review of the interviews, the literature on Inuit society, culture, and health 
and on Chris Fletcher’s 10 years of field experience in Inuit communities in Nunavik and Nunavut. 

While the authors have tried to conduct this case study in a way that maintains the comparability with the 
other studies, they had to balance that interest with the local context and processes they were attempting 
to understand. A number of changes to the overall method were made, and perhaps the most significant 
emanates from the relative lack of distinction between healer and sufferer in this program. Maintaining a 
focus on this distinction would have been an artificial methodological imposition on the healing process in 
this community. Although some participants emerged as counsellors, no official distinction emerged between 
counsellors and program participants, as individuals working in a helping capacity are currently involved with 
their own healing journey.

In an effort to clarify and define participant-related designations within this report, the term participant is 
defined as referring to both a person that is undergoing the healing process and, if warranted, a person working 
within a helping role. The term counsellor refers to individuals who identify as or speak from a counsellor 
perspective or who self-identify as a counsellor. The term helper refers to individuals working within roles 
that are not specific to counselling per se, but are supportive of the healing efforts. 

Interviews were conducted at the community centre offices and mainly conducted in Inuktitut with a translator 
present. Despite the quality of the translation provided, and the time and patience shown by the people 
interviewed, accurate translation from Inuktitut to English is extremely difficult, particularly when dealing 
with complex emotional and social issues. A major methodological shortcoming of this report concerns the 
inability to explore in detail the linguistic constructs that are employed in healing. This report recommends 
that a follow-up focus group be conducted with local language experts to develop a conceptual framework for 
healing and suffering as they are expressed in Inuktitut. It is noteworthy to mention that participants preferred 
a more conversational interview style rather than a question and answer format.

The tape-recorded interviews were transcribed and a coding schema was developed. The narratives were 
examined and quotes were extracted that spoke to the overall coding scheme and objectives of the study. 
Within the final report, the voices and identities of the research participants were edited to clarify meaning 
and to protect identities. 
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Ethics

The required ethical and research permits were obtained from the Nunavut Research Institute and the 
University of Alberta Research Ethics Board. Additionally, the Hamlet Council supported the research 
through two separate resolutions. 

The first field session was marked by some confusion arising from poor advance work on the part of the 
authors. While the research permits were secured, and these involved a community consultation and acceptance 
process, some members of the community had some initial concerns about the objectives of the study. In 
other cases, people associated with the healing program were concerned that the study was an evaluation 
designed to impact any ongoing or future funding. This study does not include objectives directed at funding 
decisions, and those people were assured this was the case. Given the difficulties around the first phase of 
the research, the decision was made to not persist with the interview objectives and to concentrate instead 
on community knowledge of the study. There was concern, even with the proper permits in place, that the 
ethical context permitting the interviews was not well enough established to allow the project to continue.
Insufficient information about the project prohibited collective and individual decisions regarding participation. 
Consequently, the few interviews that had been conducted were erased before leaving the community, and 
no other record was maintained. Subsequent to the initial field visit, the Hamlet Council passed a resolution 
supporting the project and more information was circulated to people associated with the healing group. A 
second council resolution reaffirmed the community’s support for the project, and the second field session 
was very productive and positively received.

Participant Profiles

Given the size of the community where this case study was undertaken, it was opted to not provide detailed 
demographic and social profiles of the participants in the project. Most of the people interviewed were female 
living with a partner or married. All were parents and/or caregivers to children and/or grandchildren. It should 
be noted that customary adoption, occasional fosterage, and other social/familial practices are widely practiced 
throughout Inuit communities, and this may serve to provide multiple helping environments to children in 
times of difficulty. Family and social organization practices were not explored closely because of time constraints 
on this study, but the importance of dense networks of kin in child rearing and the mitigation of problems 
when they do occur is noted here. All program participants were of Inuit heritage or were married into Inuit 
families while the research was undertaken. 

Community History of Healing

The program, which currently receives funding from the AHF, is the manifestation of a community-directed 
healing effort that began in earnest in 1995. The community became involved with the AHF when it sought 
funding to continue their healing circles and related support programs. Their initial motivation was to find 
funding sources to continue the work they had been doing and to find ways to involve more men within their 
healing circles. The applying agency, the Community Justice Division, originally sought to provide individual 
healing; healing to the community; support for workshops and training programs; development of community 
awareness projects; expansion of healing programs for women, teens, Elders, and men; and “plan and deliver 
healing gatherings on the land at least once a year for targeted groups.” The recent funding application expressed 
similar goals, such as the need to work towards a balanced community; work to heal from the effects of physical 
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and sexual abuse in the residential schools, including intergenerational impacts; help develop individual self-
knowledge and self-care skills; foster healthy relationships both within families and within the community; 
and ease transitions for offenders from correctional institutions into the community.2

During the interview process, participants indicated the importance of outside individuals in helping to establish 
a movement and process for community healing. The local social services staff helped facilitate and organize 
the initial interest, and a community meeting was held to discuss the impact of trauma and abuse on people’s 
lives. Although this initial meeting was characterized by raw collective pain and grief, the community’s efforts 
were successful in mobilizing around these events and beginning to transform pain into action.

Of particular significance during the first meeting was the simple recognition of shared experience and 
subsequent pain and suffering. This recognition resulted in a series of workshops conducted by non-Inuit 
facilitators from southern Canada. A participant remarked that at one such workshop, a role-playing exercise 
allowed her to recognize her own emotional state and see herself through the eyes of others. In this case, as 
well as with others, the acknowledgement of personal trauma was offered through a perceptual shift that was 
facilitated by the role-playing. 

With this initial experience as a guide, workshops became the preferred way of working through personal 
experiences and soon a variety of workshops facilitated by professionals outside of the community took place. 
The experiential model offered within the workshop paradigm was preferred to “sitting there and being lectured.” 
In other words, doing was favoured over more abstract forms of learning. The preference for experiential forms 
of learning and healing is a theme that appeared throughout the interviews and is consistent with the broader 
literature on Inuit education generally.

While the earlier workshops had a significant benefit, the periods between them were long, and it was clear 
to the people in the community that it was not enough to rely only on this method of addressing pain; more 
needed to be done. Participants were frustrated by feelings of progress followed by periods of inactivity and 
waiting for something to happen. In response to the need for a consistent healing project that involved facilitators 
from the community, non-Inuit facilitators and key individuals within the community moved their ideas into 
local action. A strategy was developed whereby people who had begun to understand and gain coherence 
over their experiences were brought into a healer role. This model, termed “heal the healer,” became a central 
strategy for building a healing program within the community.

An important outcome of this period involved helping individuals who were suffering to build the courage to 
verbalize their pain and publicly speak of their specific experiences. This was a key point within the community, 
as the small population and interrelatedness of community members made anonymity impractical. For example, 
when people spoke about their experiences of sexual abuse, most could infer who the perpetrator was when 
it was not stated explicitly. Such direct articulation of the past experience was difficult as it challenged the 
community to see some of their neighbours and kin in a new and distressing light. Speaking out required 
significant courage in the early days of the healing movement and encountered resistance within the community 
for these reasons.

2 Aboriginal Healing Foundation (n.d.). Funded Project. Retrieved 13 July 2007 from: http://www.ahf.ca/funded-projects/
north-nunavut
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Healing in this community has also involved learning about healing as it is understood and practiced by 
other Aboriginal groups and within non-Aboriginal health and social services institutions. While not foreign 
to Inuit social practice in the past, people said that the concept of voicing pain was not conceptualized as a 
healing act as it is now. The authors would suggest that the concept of healing encountered in the interviews 
was, at times, clearly borrowed from various media, literature, and sessions people had attended. While there 
has been some uptake of the ideas of emotional recovery and re-situation of past experiences, the healing 
process itself remains an external concept. Part of the Inuit conception of healing is a cultural adaptation of 
discourse-oriented psychological healing characteristic of southern Canadian and mainstream popular culture 
and views of trauma and recovery. The sense of healing employed in the community brings together Inuit 
notions of self and society, popular culture and clinical concepts, and the healing traditions of other peoples 
to create novel and idiosyncratic versions of process and concepts. It is not meant to belittle these but to point 
out the dynamism and constructed nature of healing in this instance.

A number of other healing projects within the community coexist and interpenetrate with the AHF-funded 
project and with each other. Specifically, the efforts of the local Christian churches, primarily Pentecostal and 
Anglican, play the most significant role in all dimensions of healing. Additionally, the AHF has not been the 
sole source of funding for healing programs, as additional funding has come from programs such as Brighter 
Futures and the National Native Alcohol and Drug Abuse Program (NNADAP). Conceptual approaches 
and methodologies are shared between the various healing projects, as individuals apply skills, practices, and 
ideas they have acquired from a variety of personal experience and sources that they feel are useful. 

Group and Individual Healing Approaches

The healing model adopted by the community members did not employ strict distinctions between healers/
counsellors and those being healed. Instead, a continuum of role and practice was acknowledged. Healers were 
also individuals on their own healing journey. Upon reaching a specific point in their own healing process,
individuals could take on group leadership responsibilities and begin to have talks, or what could be termed 
counselling sessions, with other individuals in the healing process. Individuals in need would approach persons 
recognized for their ability to overcome and heal from similar experiences. Individual counselling sessions 
rarely took place at the community centre because of privacy issues and did not consistently occur at any other 
designated location. Individual counselling, often characterized by spontaneity, occurred over the phone, as 
meetings within people’s homes, or when going for walks. This is not to say that healing efforts are ad hoc, but 
that they reflect normative Inuit social action characterized by quiet and incremental consensus building.

It was uncommon to use the designation of healer when referring to individuals in the helping role. Likewise, 
people helping others did not refer to themselves as counsellors; however, they would often use the term to 
describe others fulfilling the role. Participants working in a counselling capacity were more comfortable with 
the designation of “helper.” Additionally, the term helper represents a more accurate reflection of their local 
categorization. Further elaboration on the difficulties of using the term healer occurs in a later section. 

The local community centre usually held the healing circles (group healing sessions). Individuals with the most 
experience usually led these sessions, and others would facilitate the sessions when those with experience were 
unable to attend. Unlike individual counselling sessions, which could occur spontaneously, healing circles and 
similar group events are regularly scheduled. Typical group themes and activities include: weekly healing circles 
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for women, men, teens, and girls; land-based activities for all age groups and sexes; and specific workshops 
conducted by outside sources concerning topics such as: 

• Male Victims of Sexual Abuse
• Men’s Healing and Healthy Relationships 
• Community Awareness
• Grieving 
• Women’s Group Process and Sexual Abuse Training 
• Healing for Couples
• Teen Group Process

Often, the women’s group holds healing circles once a week. Individual counselling, scheduled with the 
participants recognized as counsellors within the community, occurs when needed. Individual counselling 
sessions frequently take place either within the home of the counsellor or of the participant. Frequently, privacy 
is an issue, as close living conditions means that family members are often in the next room. A participant 
indicated that:

If I have problems I call her up and then she comes to my house or I go see her at her house. I 
have never talked to them in the office surroundings or the centre. People are open to having 
clients come to their homes, but admit that a office would be nice because it is difficult to get 
privacy within people’s homes.

Tradition and Healing

This study was designed with the idea that traditional Aboriginal practices may be experienced as highly 
effective and distinct from those of non-Aboriginal health services. Consequently, the interviewer consistently 
inquired about the use of traditional practices in the healing group. People presented a strong case for the role 
of Inuit culture as a resource in healing yet downplayed the idea that traditional practices were a significant 
part of the healing process. At first this seemed contradictory, but on closer examination one could see the logic 
presented. In effect it was found that the distinctions around traditional and non-traditional practices were 
not particularly evident in this case study and that the notion of tradition is complex when linked to healing 
objectives. It is important to note that in this community, like most in Nunavut, Inuktitut is the language of 
everyday life; it denotes the integrity of Inuit language as a coherent and persistent form of communication 
and social interaction. Through dialogue in their language, people are enacting cultural continuity, tradition in 
other words, at every moment. This is unlike the situation in some First Nation communities where English has 
become the language of everyday communication, thus shaping and constraining dialogue as a result. Language 
use is a consistent indicator of identity for Inuit. One’s ability to express and be understood within a specific 
linguistic framework is both positive—in the sense that people have a broad and widely shared vocabulary 
with which to express themselves—and problematic, as many of the health and social service professionals are 
not Inuit and do not have strong Inuktitut language skills. The linguistic integrity of this community strongly 
suggests that tradition is not located in the past but part of an ongoing engagement with the world.

Tradition, in this context, is not embodied in a set of ceremonies or in key texts; rather, tradition is found in the 
landscape, language, and social organization that encompass everyone. Within many of the Inuit communities 
there is continuity in social, cultural, family, and intellectual life over time, rather than an absolute break 
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between the past and present. Although during the interviews some individuals would comment that various 
traditional practices have dissolved, tradition is not conceived as a thing of the past being recast in the context 
of today. It is continuing despite, and in many cases comfortably within, the obvious and considerable changes 
and influences that come from the outside.

As a result, inquiring about traditional methods of healing, as done by all investigators in this study, provokes 
some ambiguous responses. It is clear that the use of the term traditional as a collection of Indigenous ideas, 
practices, and discourses that are distinct from, yet produced in contrast to, those of the dominant culture is 
not always pertinent in Nunavut.

The semantics of tradition, as understood in this study, point to categorical differences between past and 
present. For most Inuit, those differences are not well-defined nor particularly relevant. As a result, when 
people state that they “Don’t use traditional methods,” this does not mean that they are only using practices 
borrowed from other people; rather, they are indicating the incomplete fit of the idea of traditional in this 
context. With that being stated,some of the healing models within this context include adaptations from non-
Inuit psychologies and Allait (First Nations) traditions. Community members are aware of the various tools 
available to them and readily adopt and adapt such outside methods to local situations. Indeed, the authors 
suggest that Inuit culture and society is marked by an openness toward the incorporation of novel non-Inuit 
things and ideas where they are shown to be useful, contributory to, and consistent with Inuit lifestyle and 
thought. Transcultural borrowing is thus a form of tradition, and a hybrid or pluralistic approach to healing 
does not indicate a weakening of Inuit values or engagement with the process. 

What is Healing?

The colloquial definition of healing, which suggests a repair or joining of separated parts within a specific 
bounded temporal space, does not correspond to how the term was used by study participants. For this 
community, healing is not something that has a particular beginning and conclusion nor is it an activity that 
one frames outside of the mundane dimensions of life. The common perception of healing is that it remains 
a long-term, lifelong process or journey. “Healing is lifelong. I don’t think we stop healing. I think we come to 
a place of recognition and it’s time to move forward and it’s time to change” (Participant). 

I don’t think anybody totally ever really will be healed, as long as we’re on earth. As long as I’m 
alive. I don’t think I’ll ever totally be healed. I’m healed from those things that I was talking 
about, but there’s always new things that are coming to hurt me (Participant). 

During the interviews, participants were asked to describe or define in their own words what healing means 
to them. Commonly, healing was described as movement from one state of being to another through a journey 
metaphor or, for example, movement from a place of pain to a place of well-being. Participants remarked that 
healing involved movement to a better life: “Healing to me, as I understand it, if not used as a medical term, 
the way I understand it is to see if you can get to a better life, to lead a better life,” and “To a better, better life 
... a better life group, or to a better life organization ... a healing process to a better life.” 

Healing is conceptualized as an active process, a journey or movement along a path. The goal of moving 
toward healing involves the removal of pain or establishing and maintaining a balance in one’s life (Participant). 
Additionally, healing is also a question of organizing life experiences into a coherent and functional sequence; 
of getting things into “their proper places … Like a puzzle” (Participant).
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The fragmentation of self and of one’s social relationships is a potential consequence of a painful or traumatic 
past experience. The need for healing is often recognized by the identification of such fragmentation. 

Even if they’ve gone through a very tragic bad experience that hurt, that have separated their 
emotions, spirit, all those things. Even if they’ve been separated, you can combine them to 
get and use them again. That’s how you know you’re healed (Participant). 

The dualistic separation of mind and body, in a Cartesian sense, is not a common element within Inuit notions 
of a healthy self. A person’s mind, spirit, and body are not mutually exclusive; rather, they are interdependent, 
with good health being a result of a proper integration and balance of life domains and the maintenance of 
social responsibilities and proper action. The separation of one’s body, emotions, and spirit in a manner that 
is similar to the puzzle metaphor described above, necessitates unification, a placing of things back into their 
proper places. For the individual, healing is recognized as occurring with the unification of the separated facets 
of self and upon being able to properly locate or position misplaced experiences. 

Participants remarked that although a person may look like they are healthy, “we may be missing out on a part of 
them,” as individuals attempt to bury painful experiences and the fragmented pieces of themselves. Counsellors 
work to help uncover, confront, and identify the pain that a person is carrying, often a pain originating long 
ago. “The hurt that they’re carrying is bothering their lives. So we have to, if we start, we cry with the person 
that we’re counselling, because it’s hard to talk about it, especially with those people that have been sexually 
abused when they were small” (Counsellor). 

When speaking about an Inuit sense of a unified or ordered self, it is important to make the distinction that 
this form of selfhood is experienced as individual and relational to one’s social group. Thus, when we speak of 
a fragmented sense of self, we are not limiting the scope of self to the common notion of a discrete individual; 
rather, we expand this notion of self to include the relationship to one’s social world. Conceptions of health 
or healing exist beyond the focus of the individual, as health or one’s healing experience exists in relation to 
and is dependent on the larger community. 

Many participants emphasized that a person cannot sit back and wait for healing to happen, as healing requires 
the individual to make an active choice to engage in the healing effort. For example, people can “do things to 
make their life more happier, more easier for them. They, if they just sit back and wait for things to happen 
for them, that’s not going to work neither, they have to want to be able to heal” (Participant). It is necessary 
for a person to take responsibility for their healing (Counsellor). The interview participants emphasized that 
someone may assist a person; however, healing must ultimately come from within. 

I have to be careful about this healer thing or how I find, or who does my healing. It has to 
be me; I have to take responsibility for me. Somebody might show me something or might 
say something that helps me to understand me, or make me see me. And then I, something 
might come clear to me that I need to make some changes in my life, but I’m the one who 
has to do it. Nobody can change my life, only me (Participant). 

Participants emphasized that healing can only be accomplished if an individual truly wants to be healed and 
works at it. A counsellor noted that “healing means taking responsibility.” Without the desire to heal, a person 
will not improve, but if someone wants to be healed they may be (Participant). The desire to heal, combined 
with appropriate external support, is perceived as a fundamental foundation for the healing process. 
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“Healing” is a complex term in this community; multiple forms, sources, and meanings of healing coexist. 
However, the various meanings do not appear to designate discrete categories of events, processes, or social 
groupings, with the possible exception of faith-based healing. No one interviewed described discrete healing 
groups or methodological factions within the community; rather, they simply described a diverse array of 
methods. When asked specific questions regarding a local definition of the term “healing,” most people were 
not comfortable trying to articulate a specific set of terms describing what it means to heal. In effect, there is 
no single term in Inuktitut that corresponds to the English use of the term. In the early days of their healing 
efforts, the group used the term ilagijaujut mamisaqtunut for people who were participating in healing groups. 
However, there were objections from members of the Pentecostal Church who used the same term to indicate 
healing through the force of God. Conceptually, it appears that these are not directly equivalent processes, 
although there was considerable discussion of the links and interactions between religious and psychological 
healing.  

Throughout the interviews, questions referring to healing as a self-oriented process tended to be refocused as a 
process of collective interaction with shared manifestations of “healthful” sociability. For example, most people 
relied upon notions of shared activity and being together as evidence of healing. Comfortably sharing social 
space and talking gently or, in some cases, simply sharing space without conversation, were frequently cited parts 
of healing. In fact, relatively little distinction was made between healing talk and other forms of talk. Although 
the talk may be of painful experiences, it does not mean that healing will occur, as mundane conversations are 
also healing events when they permit the person to situate themselves comfortably with others. 

For many men, silence while in the presence of another person who understands can have a healing effect. 
Talk itself is not a prerequisite to healing in these instances. Likewise, while important for its specific content,
the subject of individual narrative is subordinate to the importance of social interaction as a contributor to 
healing. The importance of collective action in Inuit healing, as illustrated in the interviews, was exemplified 
through significant discussion surrounding the logistics of organizing healing group meetings. Many, if not all, 
community members were aware of group meetings, as numerous individuals contributed to the organization 
of the meetings. Additionally, frequent local radio3 announcements concerning healing and the healing group 
meeting schedule occurred.

They encourage people to attend, and they make sure they say it’s to try and find a better way 
to live than the life that they are living now. They announce it on the radio any time there is 
a healing, woman’s healing group, or teenagers’ healing group going on (Participant).

At first glance, discussions concerning the logistical aspects of healing groups may seem superfluous to the 
real issues at hand. However, when we examine healing as well as pain and trauma as a collective process, then 
the actual organization of a healing meeting is a public demonstration and recognition of the history of abuse. 
The authors suggest that simply mobilizing social action around healing has a healing effect.

Healing does occur on an individual level, and individuals must make an effort or decision to engage in the 
healing process. However, for individual healing to take place it must be supported within the community as 
a socially acknowledged objective. Individual healing is less likely to occur without a significant community 
effort. The success of these programs stems from the fact that community members make the decision to 

3 Local radio broadcasts in each community are an important source of information for all households. Local radio is somewhat 
analogous to the CB radio where listeners are active participants in providing and seeking information.
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initiate healing and put forth the effort to organize and shape the healing experience. The collective effort to 
situate healing within a supportive community context creates adequate conditions for individual reflection 
and work. Individual healing is thus a socially situated activity. Framing healing as a social rather than an 
individual project is an important approach within traditional Inuit social organization where socio-centric 
renderings of the individual are fundamental to Inuit personhood. The interview participants suggest that 
healing is underpinned by the idea that vigilance over self in relation to others, vigilance over the decisions 
one makes, and vigilance in one’s awareness of and ability to empathize with others, are the precursors to a 
healthy and productive life. Healing, in this perspective, is not limited to repairing something that is broken 
or fragmented within self. Rather, healing is concerned with reorienting the social dynamic towards positive 
interactions and effective functioning within the encapsulation of self. 

This way of thinking about healing upends the concept of an identifiable end point to the healing process (if 
one is healing, it would be expected that at some point one would be “healed”) and substitutes an unbounded 
process of social interaction centered on mutual caring that can, according to participants, coexist with a great 
deal of personal pain. It is, as one person said, a question of arranging life’s events into the proper order and 
understanding where each of these belongs. There is no end point to vigilance, it is a social quality that must 
be nurtured and protected. This does not mean that pain will not end or that the cycles of abuse will not be 
broken; rather, it demonstrates a degree of realism about the unpredictability of life and the fact that exercising 
absolute control over life events are close to impossible.

It’s hard to admit that, but I don’t think nobody ever gets healed completely. There’s always 
other problems. Whether it’s your child or your spouse or your relations with your immediate 
family, or the abusers. It’s very hard to forgive abusers. And the day will come I hope I’ll be 
able to forgive another human being, but not, I don’t think I’m ready now. I would make a big 
farce out of it if I do it now. Because I know I can never forgive those two (Participant).

[A person still] can let loose a lot of the things that causes you pain and problems. But you’re 
always healing everyday (Participant). 

Fundamentally, healing is a lifelong event enmeshed within a social quality. It is concerned with constituting 
the social milieu as a place of sharing experiences comfortably. Healing is enacted in the present, although 
it cannot be entirely completed within the present. Perhaps this accounts for the common usage of journey 
metaphors in the interviews described earlier. Life is a voyage and healing is part of that voyage. Additionally, 
knowing how to navigate the landscape of one’s life is critical to living well in the company of oneself and 
particularly others. 

Just as southern Canadian notions of healing incompletely reflect the Inuit experience of organizing the parts 
of one’s life, the term “healer” is also problematic. First, there is no correlate term for healer in Inuit tradition. 
While some would suggest that the Shaman held this role, this is unclear within the ethnohistorical literature. 
What is apparent is that many individuals within Inuit society held a broad distribution of medical, social,
and ecological knowledge. Although there was not a culturally defined healer, some communities recognized 
some individuals as having a strong understanding of, and capacity to, facilitate healing. In some cases, specific 
individuals were recognized at a young age as being particularly good listeners (see section below) and were 
sought out by people experiencing distress. These individuals may be listeners or helpers throughout their 
lives, but their skills are not formalized into a culturally determined office or status. Simply put, individuals 
hold particular gifts, and it is incumbent on all Inuit to share what they have with others. 
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Currently, within the community, individuals that are not healers or actively engaged in counselling others 
may contribute to the healing process and efforts at the community level. Individuals with specific skills, for 
example, accounting or management, often use their socially recognized skills for the benefit of the healing 
process within the community. Therefore, individuals can act, albeit indirectly, in the effort to heal.

If there’s a need to do something that they may not be able to do, such as budget-oriented, 
you know making a budget or something, I’m quite able to do that, that’s a skill that I have, so, 
those kinds of skills I contribute to the team. Other people are counsellors. Other people are 
Elders, you know, come with their wisdom, and some of their traditional games or memories 
of how things were; their teachings (Participant).

People who participated and facilitated group work through the AHF and other projects did not designate 
themselves as healers and systematically downplayed their positions. They preferred to see themselves as simply 
helping people as everyone should. Most people’s approach to helping others is from the perspective of having 
experienced suffering themselves. Indeed, some may consider healers as self-identifying sufferers. 

Many Christian individuals who helped with workshops insisted that their role was to act as conduits for 
God’s actions. Thus, they refused any suggestion that they were personally responsible for helping people; 
healing was considered God’s work. Overall, it would be awkward and untoward to claim the role of healer 
within the community. People would find it strange at best, arrogant perhaps. A better analogy is that of an 
emotional helper or facilitator. The blurry distinction between helpers and participants is exacerbated by 
the fact that most helpers are also afflicted by the same trauma as those they help and who are on their own 
healing journey.

In an effort to venture a concise definition of what healing means, based upon the interviews, the authors would 
posit that healing is a process of putting one’s life experiences into their proper juxtaposition so that one can 
live comfortably—first, in the company of others, and second, with one’s self. Both of these idioms find their 
manifestation in outward behavioural and verbal expression. Fundamentally, healing is synonymous with the 
cultural notions of what it is to live a good life and be a good person, which is an ethos firmly grounded within 
one’s social relationships and actions.

Just as healing is not a singular concept for Inuit, there are multiple models at work in the effort to come 
to terms with abuse and its destruction. The following sections will discuss and elaborate on themes that 
emerge as particularly important. Specifically, the importance of listening and understanding; maintaining 
confidentiality; the role of personal experience and aboriginality; the role of faith; and, finally, the importance 
of the land in healing models.

Listening

The ability to listen emerged as a key characteristic within an interdependent matrix of qualities and conditions 
that must be formed or maintained for an effective healing relationship or comforting shared space to thrive. 
The ethic of helping another person involves a significant degree of listening as well as understanding. Listening 
and understanding are significant parts of what one may view as a healing milieu consisting of various 
interdependent elements positioned and enacted within appropriate settings and times.
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Participants working within the helping role emphasized their positionality in relation to the words of others. 
Proper listening is a critical skill in this effort and is one that carries a significant nuance for Inuit. Participants 
consistently noted that a good counsellor is someone who listens appropriately or has good communication 
skills. When a counsellor is with a client, “they just let the person talk and listen to the person until they’re 
certain they have to say something in order to help” (Counsellor). 

I listen to them first, and then if I feel that I need to jump in, yes. I do (Counsellor). 

When she’s with an individual she asks them if they want to talk and she will just listen. Or, 
if she has to say something, then it’ll come up when it has to (Participant).

At first she doesn’t, like she has to listen first. She doesn’t talk before the client 
(Counsellor).

She listens to them first before she can talk back to them or give them advice (Counsellor). 

In fact, one participant remarked that some counsellors know that they are helping the participant by simply 
listening to them. Listening may seem like an easy skill or counselling style to use; however, a skilled listener 
is often hard to find. “I’ve gone through that experience of looking for someone to listen to me. And nobody 
paid attention when I was really, really looking for someone’s attention to listen to me” (Participant). 

Good listening requires that the listener hear the words of the one talking empathetically. This process is not 
like simple reflective listening nor stoic disengaged listening. Perhaps it is best to describe the listening process 
as a non-judgmental engagement of the narrative of the afflicted. A speaker must feel her words impact the 
heart, the seat of painful emotions (and conversely love), of the person listening. The words must not only 
impress upon the heart, but also reflect from the heart of the listener. To enter into such an empathetic, 
common space of sharing is to penetrate into the exacerbation of suffering felt by the speaker. The listener is 
able to achieve a deep empathetic response, as the narratives of pain often touch upon similar pain experienced 
by the listener.

Listening carries its own risks. During the interviews, it was emphasized that emotion can spread, carrying 
joy or pain, among people and through social groups. Listening in an effort to help someone requires a degree 
of resistance to emotion that is balanced with empathy if the listener is not to be harmed or enveloped by the 
narratives of suffering he or she is witnessing. Thus, to help through the listening process, one must hear well, 
empathize, and remain strong. For lack of a better term, this can be characterized as a form of hard listening in 
which the helper assumes a responsibility to listen with strength or firmness. One must be a strong listener 
or have the fortitude to listen to an individual’s narratives of trauma and pain, as showing weakness creates 
the opportunity for the manifestation of the pain encountered. One must be able to listen and recognize 
another’s pain without succumbing to the pain of the other. In psychodynamic terms, the power and potential 
to transfer pain to a listener is great, as the social and historical characteristics of the community foster social 
contagion. 

Program counsellors and participants often use silence to allow time for reflection and to provide adequate 
time to allow the person to express all that they feel is important. Frequently, listening and even silence can be 
healing if these are properly contextualized by a comforting, shared social space. Counsellors and participants 
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make use of what many non-Inuit would perceive as uncomfortable silences. A participant described that a 
counsellor and a participant may “have an understanding through not by talking, but there’s a communication” 
(Counsellor). Such an understanding may form a strong interrelated connection between a counsellor and a 
participant. “When you work well with a person you have only one mind” (Counsellor).

It is necessary to recognize the importance of silence and shared space, as many personal experiences are difficult 
to articulate or render meaning to. Despite the particular type of shared activity or degree of interpersonal 
silence, simply being in the presence of another person who understands or has experienced a similar trauma 
can be comforting and contribute to healing.

Silence, specifically within group settings, often occurs during sessions or when various types of physical 
activities are taking place. This is why the healing group meetings often involve sewing, craft making, berry 
picking, eating, and other activities. In addition to being in a shared environment where people understand 
their pain, people doing things together is a demonstration of the importance of a healthful social context and 
is a celebration of that kind of life as well.

A further dimension of the listening process implies that genuine hearing or understanding takes place. A 
person must not only be able to listen with strength, but also understand what the individual is expressing 
with characteristic silences, non-verbal cues, which recognize latent meanings. For a participant, being in an 
environment that holds an ethic of strong listening and understanding in high regard fosters an atmosphere 
that allows participants to feel comfortable, safe, and understood. 

When you’re working with a client, you listen to them, listen to what they’re talking about, 
and you think you have an understanding of where their pain really is, that’s where you’re 
aiming. And when you start talking nice things or that to get the emotions out, they start 
opening up (Counsellor). 

The interviews illustrated many remarks concerning the importance of understanding. “The counsellor 
should be an understanding person” (Counsellor), or the counsellor needs to “be cheerful and kind and 
understanding” (Participant). Through a translator, an additional counsellor remarked, “She tries to always, 
like she understands them, the abused and abusers. You should always be at the level where that person can 
understand you” (Counsellor). 

The narratives often place listening and understanding together within the same process. It is understood that 
proper listening is a prerequisite to developing a proper understanding of an individual’s experience. 

When you’re counselling a person you have to understand what they want to get out first, 
and you pay attention to what they’re saying and then you can answer some comments to 
give when that person is done expressing themselves (Counsellor).

The process of understanding or sharing in an individual’s personal experience at a deeper level helps that person 
resolve the difficult condition of being in pain, feeling alone, or isolated with the pain and the experiences causing 
this condition. Knowledge that another person is familiar with or can identify with one’s painful emotions 
connects the sufferer to the listener and, potentially, to a larger group that is unified by similar experiences. 
Simply expressing one’s emotions and experience to an understanding other is a significant part and often the 
first step in the healing process. A counsellor remarked:
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When she first started, she didn’t think the healing program would help her. Even if she went 
to church that’s not enough because she has to be amongst people who understand what she 
went through and how she is. And, being in the circle does help with what other people are 
going through too.

Characteristics of Effective Helpers: Using Personal Experience

During the interviews, discussions highlighted what characteristics participants felt made an effective counsellor 
or helper. Several themes consistently emerged within the narratives, particularly, the need for counsellors to 
live a good life and the importance of a counsellor’s personal experience. The primary determinants of a good 
counsellor rest firmly upon one’s social relationship and behaviour within the greater social milieu. Community 
members are invariably tied together—the beliefs and behaviours of counsellors as well as other members of 
the community are frequently under close scrutiny by the family and community members. In other words, 
most individuals are keenly aware of the actions of others. The close-knit nature of the community, when 
viewed from the vantage of this study, results in community members placing an emphasis on living what 
they view as a clean or good life. 

Additionally, participants accentuate the importance of maintaining confidentiality. The close social and physical 
proximity of community members presents a unique challenge to the maintenance of confidentiality, and a 
lack of meeting space and offices frequently complicates privacy issues. Additionally, many counsellors meet 
within people’s homes, often with family members in the next room. Overwhelmingly, participants noted that 
the ability to maintain confidentiality is a sign of a good counsellor. A counsellor remarked, “Anybody can be 
a healer. As long as they can keep confidential, then anybody can be a counsellor ... A person who can keep 
confidentiality is always the best counsellor.”

During the early stages of the program it was difficult to maintain confidentiality. “In a healing process, 
gatherings … it’s supposed to be confidential, but at first it used to leak out and we came across problems like 
that at first, but not as often anymore” (Counsellor). Some individuals do not attend group functions because 
of the risk of privacy violations or “backstabbers.” Counsellors continuously emphasize the importance of 
confidentiality within individual and group meetings; all information shared during individual discussions 
is considered confidential. “You have to be really open with them. You have to let them know that there’s 
confidentiality in this, you have to make them feel that” (Counsellor).

Effective counsellors must practice what they preach. Within the community, counsellors as well as other 
individuals have the potential to function as a living example to others. The way in which a person leads one’s 
life and goes about one’s work, particularly if that person is a counsellor or other public figure, serves as a 
public example. One’s degree of skill, success, or failure holds a noteworthy degree of transparency within the 
community. Participants remarked that:

You have to work on your stuff first and clean your life before you can do any counselling … 
Because everybody sees what you do, you have to clean up your life first. Really clean it up, 
because everybody sees what you’re doing and your workings in this place. People tend to say,
look at her or look at him and she’s working in that place. So it’s better to be problem-free if 
you’re going to be a counsellor (Participant). 
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A good counsellor is a person who has a clean life. You can’t be a counsellor when you’re doing 
exactly what they’re doing (Counsellor). 

You have to really counsel yourself first. And because people see who you are and they know 
how you react, but you really have to heal yourself first (Counsellor). 

In addition to being socially responsible,participants indicated that a good counsellor is someone who you can 
easily relate to (Counsellor) and communicate with on a more personal rather than a purely professional level. A 
good counsellor is “someone who’s in healing, who’s willing to pass on their wisdom, their teachings, has a good 
sense of themselves, who’s sober, good leadership qualities” (Participant). Amidst these other characteristics, 
it is the ability of a counsellor to connect with and relate to a participant’s personal experience that arises as 
a central element in determining the qualities of a good counsellor. The significance and characteristics of a 
counsellor’s personal experience appeared in several variations. 

• First, personal experience, as either having experienced a similar event or having experienced an event that 
resulted in a similar emotional response, is essential. 

• Second, having a similar personal experience acts as a common sharing ground for a counsellor and 
participant to mesh, thus creating a space for the counsellor to guide the participant on his/her healing 
journey. 

• Third, participants identified that having an Inuit counsellor, thus having what the authors view as cultural 
experience, is advantageous. However, having an Inuit or local counsellor is not always completely necessary, 
as non-Inuit counsellors do have the potential to be effective healers. A similar attitude was expressed in 
relation to age differences between helper and participant. 

• Finally, a counsellor must also know how to use personal experience in a clear, helpful, and engaging 
manner.

Around the world it is not uncommon that the training of cultural healers of various sorts began with healing 
themselves or experiencing a significant illness that required specialized healing. The process is similar for 
helpers within this community, as community members also prefer to work with someone who has been 
through the healing process as well. All individuals involved with or who are a part of the healing team have 
experienced the healing process or are involved with their own healing journey. 

Personal experience is preferred over book knowledge. This fits within a common Inuit cultural characteristic 
that values direct experience over indirect knowledge acquisition. A person who has experienced a similar 
event or similar feelings can act as a guide for others. “If somebody's been there, then they know the way. They 
can teach me the way, or which way not to go” (Participant). Participants and helpers use their life experience 
as an example to help others. One participant remarked: “I think it helps people to identify things and see 
the same things in themselves or similar things.” Both the counsellor and the participant learn and grow from 
sharing their experiences and resilience strategies. 

So I can share my own stories, you know. I think that’s the thing about healing, the way we 
have done, is sharing your stories is a way that one person heals. But, by hearing somebody 
else’s story, it may also give other people hope about or give them something else to think 
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about a different way of seeing something. If we all felt very ashamed about being sexual abuse 
victims and there was nobody else to tell us otherwise, and we would always feel ashamed. 
So it’s very good to hear people’s stories as they’re healing and going through the different 
stages of healing (Counsellor).

As discussed earlier, sharing or simply knowing that another person has had similar experiences can help an 
individual feel that they are not alone in their struggle. Due to the personal hardships that are experienced 
and often surmounted, counsellors remark that they have their experience to pass on or offer to a person in 
need. The following narrative excerpts illustrate the importance of knowledge gained from experience as well 
as the use of personal experience to help others. 

Like if my life was all pleasant and good, I wouldn’t have nothing to pass on to anybody 
(Counsellor).

If he’s counselling me and he’s using a life experience as an example, and I say, “oh, okay, he’s 
gone through that and I’m going through that so I should do what he did.” That’s the kind of 
response you get from experience talking (Counsellor).

Well, I only can understand people that have gone through that abuse. I don’t understand 
other abusing things because I have not gone through them. The experience that I have is 
that I can use as a tool to help the people because I’ve gone through it and I know exactly 
what they have gone through (Counsellor). 

A good counsellor is supposed to be able to use herself as an example or their self as an 
example from life experience. From their life experience they are able to be able to make a 
kid understand (Participant).

A good counsellor, either Inuit or a Qallunaat, is someone who had bad experience from 
the past before and they are healed from that. And they can use themselves as an example 
(Counsellor).

A participant remarked that they have seen counsellors that have not gone through similar life experiences 
work effectively with people; however, the same participant stated, “But, to me, the people that have gone 
through a lot of things, I think are more effective” (Counsellor). Others have noted that it is possible to be an 
effective counsellor without having similar experiences as the clients; however, one’s words are “not as solid as 
what you want to get across. It’s kind of like floating in the air” (Counsellor). One participant believed that a 
person could still be effective if they have not had similar personal experiences, but have participated in the 
healing workshops. “If you’ve taken workshops regarding healing, it’s not so much a problem” (Counsellor). 

Personal experiences of trauma and recovery are often conceptualized as tools. Counsellors and participants 
employ these experiences to help others work through their pain or challenges. Within this community, there 
is a social and cultural expectation that people learn from their direct experiences. Healing workshops can 
serve to bring personal experiences into focus and provide specific tools for participants to gain a perspective 
on their life and help them frame their own past in a way that can help others. 
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He already has knowledge, but from the workshops, he’s got more tools to back up what he 
has already. It helps a lot to get in the workshops because it helps your abilities and your ideas 
and your direction (Counsellor, via a translator). 

Yes. There’s something that we might not have experience in our life, but through training we 
could understand how this person is going through his or her own life (Participant).

She’s healed from that. Now she knows how to deal with it and other problems that come 
by better because she’s learned some tools that are in her (Participant). 

He uses those examples as to help other people because he didn’t realize that those things 
that he went through weren’t good. He didn’t realize when he was going through that. Now 
he realizes them, he can use that tool to help other people (Counsellor).

The transformation of difficult life experiences into helping tools is consistent with the value Inuit attribute 
to innovation and situational adaptation—to make something useful when in a difficult situation. The ability 
to produce tools from experience also underscores for all concerned that there is a positive potential within all 
of life’s events. Many participants and helpers made it clear that they were only speaking from their personal 
experiences regarding the healing program or life and that other people’s experiences may be different. 
Individuals were unwilling to speculate what other participants believed to make a good counsellor or discuss 
other participant’s experiences with the program. Additionally, individuals were adamant that they were not 
speaking for the community or on behalf of the healing group. A participant remarked via a translator that “She 
can only tell you from experience, like she can’t decide to say this and that when she hasn’t really gone through 
it, like if it’s not experienced. She only told you what she has gone through, like her knowledge” (Counsellor). 
The inappropriateness of the extrapolation of particulars to generalizations fits well in a society where direct 
knowledge carries more weight than second-hand information or presumptuous thinking. 

Participants find it helpful when counsellors are able to make their sessions and the overall counselling 
experience enjoyable. A participant remarked that the best counselling happens when you do not feel like 
you are in therapy. Making sessions enjoyable is particularly crucial when working with young people. When 
working with younger participants, that is, adolescents or younger, counsellors must also be aware of their 
approach or style. Using a direct or confrontational approach, which may be effective with adults, may push 
adolescents away. A counsellor remarked that when working with the younger generations, “you can’t use too 
strong words … You have to be gentle with the younger ones.” 

When you want to be a good counsellor, you want to transfer your understanding and the 
feelings, the good feelings, the good knowledge that you have to a kid who doesn’t really have 
that (Participant).

Healing in these contexts suggests that providing the opportunities to experience joy will foster the conditions 
of its continued expression. While similar life experience emerged as an important characteristic of a counsellor 
or person in a helping position, a counsellor’s age and cultural background, although important, emerged as a 
less significant factor. Participants responded that they believe a counsellor from their culture is best, followed 
by someone from within the community. However, a counsellor from outside the community, although lacking 
a similar cultural background, has the potential to be effective. A participant remarked, “In my opinion, it 
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probably would be best [to have an Inuit counsellor] but I don’t think … it has to be that.” Counsellors from 
different communities with different skills can be effective:

When you look at a person, they may be different colors but they have all the same stuff 
inside themselves as we do. Like emotions and anger and happiness and joy and stuff like that. 
They’re human beings just like us, with feelings. It doesn’t matter, it doesn’t matter what kind 
of color they are, they have different tools that we might be able to use (Counsellor). 

Non-Inuit individuals within the community, according to one participant, are in a position to help others.
People can help each other “Because they live in the same settlement, so they have to be even, Qallunaat and 
Inuit” (Participant).

When asked if a younger person can work with an Elder, participants remarked that the ability to listen, 
understand, and work from personal experience is more important than the age difference between counsellor 
and participant. “Age doesn’t count as long as like you did something that I’ve gone through before and I have 
an understanding of that. Yes, I can advise her if I pulled out of that and she’s in it even if she’s still older”
(Participant). Another participant remarked: 

Age doesn’t count as long as they have an experience of … similar feelings but different actions. 
Different incidents can be [cause the] same feelings. And they have gone through the problem 
before. Although I’m younger than her, and she’s going through that problem, I can counsel 
her. It doesn’t matter, age doesn’t matter.

The potential for healing in this community transcends cultural and age boundaries. Experience and its 
positive transformation take the place of otherwise notable markers of difference fostering an ethos of shared 
humanity in the process. 

Faith

The influence of charismatic Christian religious groups has been the most significant stimulus and influence 
on healing movements within Inuit communities. Thus, religious healing emerged as an important feature of 
the models at work in the Nunavut case study. Notably, the healing movement would not exist in its current 
strength and form or be as successful if the Christian religious movements did not play a significant role, 
particularly Pentecostalism, potentially the single most important social movement in the Artic for the past 
30 years. 

The two primary churches in the community, Pentecostal and Anglican, provide not only religious and spiritual 
guidance, but also act as a central organizing theme for the community and function as a primary element 
in social life. On a wider scale, Christianity unites people from various Northern communities into a broad 
spiritual collective that transcends cultural identification and in which healing is a central organizational 
feature for the relationship between God and people. Additionally, it assumes that each individual is in some 
way in need of healing. 

Part of the success of the evangelic Pentecostal movement is a result of the openness and flexibility it allows in 
local contexts. Although the Church is clearly a global media phenomenon, it is readily domesticated into the 
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local culture. Christian traditions are not an Inuit tradition per se, but it is certainly an Inuit church. Through 
the development of Pentecostal churches in Inuit communities, people are fashioning their interaction with 
modernity and an Inuit place within the global religious landscape. Importantly, this transformative process 
is occurring on their terms. The Pentecostal model of healing is popular as its structure reflects normative 
Inuit social structure. The Church is not hierarchical, and anyone may feel the effects of God in their lives. 
Likewise, the example of Jesus’ suffering provides strength and example to people today. Healing within and 
outside of the Church underscores the collective ethos of Inuit social life by positioning individuals who effect 
healing as mere supplicants to God’s will. 

There is no need to locate power of an individual’s ability to make meaningful choices, as everyone may feel 
healing power and be God’s conduit. Specifically, counsellors often feel that the origins of healing come from 
beyond themselves. They are simply a channel for the healing power of God, Jesus, or the Spirit as these higher 
powers lead them to counsel and help other people. 

Us Inuit, or the Aboriginal people or any other culture, there’s no healer. The healing that I 
have, that I understand, is coming from God. We, us people, are used by God to heal people. 
We’re not healers (Counsellor).

Because I have heard people [say], you know, “you healed me when you prayed for me.” But I 
always tell them, “it’s not me that healed you. Consider God as a healer that you cannot see, 
that you don’t touch,” you know? The people that you can see and touch and talk to are not 
the healers. God heals through us (Counsellor).

Well, I tell them, maybe God is using me to tell them, but sometimes, or sometimes and lots 
of times, the things I say come through me. But it helps that person and it’s helping me that 
the things that I was going to say sometimes I don’t say it. But when the spirit or God leads 
me to counsel, then it helps me to help that person (Counsellor).

She always prayed to God to help her for strength. And that’s the only survival she knows 
about when it comes to counselling other people. Like first thing in the morning she prays to 
God and says “Help me through the day, remind me to be good, or remind me to be patient 
with a client if there’s one today” (Counsellor).

Like God had a purpose when he formed the healing group. And those people that you’re 
working for, and putting you in there so you can help save somebody else’s soul too. God 
works in mysterious ways through people only (Participant).

Even if I’m surrounded by healers, or counsellors, and they’re trying to counsel me, they’re 
never going to correct what’s inside me. It’s between me and God (Participant).

When he talks to him and they say that’s the first time I let it out. And they say thank you 
God, thank you to Jesus, or God, that’s why he said that it’s a bit different (Participant).

In this respect, healing is a process that cannot be fully known to people. It is beyond the means of human 
intervention and can only be affected by a higher power. Healers do not stand in a different position than those 
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who suffer, they simply stand with them before God. Within individual and group counselling sessions, prayer 
often plays an important role, and participants will usually initiate counselling sessions with prayer. Prayer 
works not only to obtain support and guidance from higher powers, but succeeds in comforting participants 
and providing a familiar space for listening and sharing. Additionally, it helps focus participants and sets the 
tone for the session. Often, when a person begins their healing journey, prayer may be the only thing that 
they are able to do, and counsellors and participants will often spend time praying together (Counsellor). The 
foundation for prayer and healing sessions often rests within the importance and power of the Bible. The Bible 
is regarded as providing the teachings to properly guide one’s life (Counsellor).

It shows him what good life can be. What a life that is good can be, that’s where he learns his. 
If you don’t include Jesus and God in what you’re doing, nothing can be done. There’s nothing 
good in what you’re doing unless you include the two (Counsellor).

We have to base it on the Bible. God’s words. And that’s we could talk to them in a special 
way, but we have to base it on the Bible all the time. As a priest, especially. I don’t know about 
other healers whether they base it on the Bible or not. For me, if somebody comes to me for 
talk, or talking on what we call healing, I have to base it on the Bible, because that’s the root 
of everything (Counsellor).

The degree of one’s faith also plays a role, as a person may overcome considerable obstacles by means of faith. 
The ability to overcome difficulties through faith also contributes to a helper’s authority in regards to faith- 
and healing-related spheres. The ability to accept or grant forgiveness for oneself, for others who have caused 
suffering, or accepting forgiveness from God is a powerful healing tool. A participant remarked: “Like I’d 
prayed about it, and told God to forgive me and all that stuff, eh? That’s all it took. And then after that, no of 
course I got so very emotional. I was punishing myself for hurting myself.” 

Counselling Techniques: Tools of Understanding

In Northern communities, particularly within hunting camps and, in general, areas with limited resources, 
tools, tool making, and resourcefulness or ingenuity with what is available take on a significance that is not as 
prominent in Southern communities or large cities. The use of good or appropriate tools to accomplish a task 
is highly valued and, indeed, necessary for survival. The designation of the term tool is not limited to material 
items, as personal characteristics, skills, experiences, resiliency, social ability, and various other interpersonal 
skills are all considered and can be employed as tools. As mentioned in an earlier section, the use of tool as a 
metaphor within the interviews frequently arises, particularly when participants discuss the process behind 
individual or group meetings and workshops. 

Thus far, this report has discussed some of the larger social or behavioural characteristics that are associated 
with what determines a good counsellor. Within this section, the report examines specific techniques or tools 
used when working with participants. It is difficult and unnecessary (for the scope of this report) to categorize 
their counselling style or offer a generalized summary of the therapeutic paradigm as being primarily non-
Aboriginal, psychodynamic, traditional, or faith based. Counsellors and helpers take a practical and eclectic 
approach in adopting techniques that they feel most comfortable with or that are most appropriate for the 
person they are helping. Frequently, counsellors will use a combination of approaches and tools. A counsellor 
noted, via a translator, “She can use the tools from her tradition as well as the Western.” 
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Healing circles have emerged as one of the more prominent and valuable tools used during group meetings. 
A participant remarked that healing circles, although originating primarily from First Nations cultures, are 
very useful in their program. She remarked that the circles have allowed many people to speak up and that 
many abused children are no longer ashamed. She continues:

Because of the healing circles, they are not afraid to come out anymore. When a child was 
abused long time ago the parents would find out about it, and if it’s a close relative, they didn’t 
say anything. But healing circles are a must now up North, they have to because too many 
young kids are dying, committing suicide, because they’re not sure as to where to turn to with 
their problems or they’re too embarrassed.

Each person heals in his or her own way and within one’s own timeframe. Despite the different styles of 
healing within the community, each individual who embarks on their healing journey or is currently healing 
has a noteworthy impact upon the community.

There’s different ways of healing, you know, not everybody has to come and do healing in the 
same kind of workshop method that we use, or coming to groups. But as more people in a 
community get healthier, the things that we teach our children are healthier ways of looking 
at the world about behaving with other people. The relationships that we have with other 
people hopefully are healthier and more honouring and more respectful, and accepting and 
so on and so forth. So, in each of those things, we can be more healing in the way that we act 
towards other people. So I see that as having a great effect4 (Participant).

Each counsellor has his or her own particular style or pattern of working with others. Emphasis was placed 
on the importance of preparation before each counselling session. A counsellor noted that it is important to 
have a clean mind and soul before working with someone. She likened it to freshening up before each meeting. 
She also emphasized that she and her husband communicate before sessions; open communication helps each 
partner understand where the other is at emotionally and clears any pre-existing tension. 

What they do is they, like they meditate, they try to put their feelings in a good spot, like 
talking to each other, praying and like more like meditating before they start counselling. In 
counsel, as a counsellor, there’s lots of little bad things creeping up on you without you realizing 
it. So you have to be right to be counselling other people. Feel good about yourself and be 
secure and ... Unless you feel that person’s feelings, you can’t really counsel them. That’s why 
you have to be prepared. Prepare yourself first before you counsel (Counsellor).

Counsellors also work with couples experiencing marriage difficulties. A counsellor describes her approach:

I deal with one first and then the spouse, either wife or husband, one to one, and then I bring 
them together and talk to them and find out just what the problem is from each side of the 
party. And then from there healing can start because up here, lack of communication is a big 

� As mentioned earlier, a significant area of research the authors were unable to address in this study concerns the language 
of emotional constructs in Inuit communities. Is “embarrassed” a cross-culturally adequate label for a culture-specific emotional 
constellation or, as the authors suspect, does it serve to gloss over emotional experience that is fundamentally grounded in culture 
and, consequently, not necessarily transparent between cultures?
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problem up here with the girlfriends or spouses or wife and husband. Some people don’t 
communicate at all.

Other specific techniques emerged. A counsellor remarked that during a counselling session it is important to 
“have eye contact. Like friendly eye contact, because people tend to open up.” The use of touch is also helpful.
“By being touched, young kids, like teenagers, men even, open up to her like that” (Counsellor). A participant 
described her counsellor as being

very gentle. She had this natural insight, like she could see me and I didn’t have to explain 
myself. I didn’t have to. Things just happened, didn’t even have to ask many questions, it just 
came out. Some of it, I can’t explain.

An open, warm, and reassuring gaze is an important feature of interpersonal communication and can 
be indicative of progress towards a better arrangement of life experiences. A closed and unforthcoming 
interpersonal gaze is conversely a sign that one is troubled and suffering.

Beyond the obvious skills needed to help individuals and groups, counsellors are also skilled in maximizing 
existing community, cultural, and social support networks for participants. For example, a strong ethic of sharing 
is a common cultural practice within the community. A non-Inuit counsellor describes this characteristic:

I really treasure their sense of sharing, where if I’m having a hard time, if I was an Inuit 
thirty-year-old and I was living with twelve people in a one-bedroom apartment, and I was 
having a really hard time, I could go live with my sister down the block and it wouldn’t be a 
big issue.

Hands-on activities are often central to group counselling sessions. Participants work with various handcrafts, 
and both create and work with carving tools. Keeping the hands busy often allows the mind to open up, making 
it easier for participants to talk about their feelings and experiences. 

Despite the various approaches and techniques used by counsellors, the therapeutic tools applied by counsellors 
primarily foster a supportive, understanding, friendly, and most importantly, a safe space for sharing. The 
diverse therapeutic tools work to create and maintain an atmosphere that cultivates and supports the essential 
elements of listening and understanding. 

Elders and Traditions

The interviews illustrated that defining traditional practices or attempting to characterize a traditional 
counselling technique often resulted in blurry or inconsistent descriptions when examined as a whole. What 
one counsellor may consider being a traditional healing practice another counsellor would not, as there appears 
to be little homogeneity in how people identify traditional practices or roles. There are no formal ceremonial 
events that specifically address healing, and little distinction is made between the healing that occurs during 
everyday interactions and within the healing process of the healing group. The authors suggest that healing is 
not a radically different process than it is to lead a good life, generally. The advent of Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit
(Inuit knowledge and ways) within the policy and programs process of the Nunavut government suggests that 
there is movement towards a formalization of Inuit tradition within the territory at large. 
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Despite the existing variation in determining what are traditional practices, using Elders to talk with, to guide, 
or to help others emerged as an important historical, if not traditional, role. Additionally, participants are 
increasingly recognizing the power of older approaches to health and healing and are eager to work to integrate 
and balance Inuit and Qallunaat forms of healing. “Because right now, right now, there’s more Qallunaat ways in 
healing. There’s no Inuit ways in healing. So they have to be equal, Qallunaat and Inuit” (Participant). Participants 
are open to using a variety of healing traditions or styles. In reference to the strength of healing circles, a 
participant commented that “There’s so many things, good things that other people can say to you, though 
it may not be of our culture, it does, that’s one thing that works, healing circles work. However, a participant 
noted that if it comes down to a healing tool, the Inuit way is better than formal government ways.

The relative informality of Inuit healing has at times undermined the legitimization of an approach to the 
same. Nevertheless, there is frustration with the status quo approaches to dealing with trauma in the territory. 
Inuit are demanding that they have more of a voice and play more of a role in making decisions. A participant 
responded that although the Inuit do not have official reports, the government must realize that Inuit people 
can do what the Qallunaat’s do. He continues:

Right now, Inuit people, they want, they just don’t want to be silent, silent. Because many years 
they’ve been silent because they don’t know where to go. But now they have government, Inuit 
government, Nunavut, they want to talk more about their traditional ways.

When speaking of traditional practices, participants often mention the role of Elders within the healing 
program and the community. In the past, Elders played a significant role in leadership, healing, and mediating 
social relations. They still do, but in some cases not as a significant role as they did in the past. Traditionally,
Elders have also held the greatest authority in Inuit communities. 

Elders before my time I think were the authority, and the people that were looked up to 
survive. But, when the RCMP and Social Services came up, they lost that, not lose it, but 
they weren’t used anymore afterwards. They were told probably by the RCMP that their law 
was better than ours (Participant).

Historically, people turned to Elders for their knowledge and experience. Additionally, people held a great 
deal of respect for them. A participant noted, while laughing, “there’s only a few of us now who have respect 
for our Elders.” Later, she remarked that “the traditional ways [are] coming back slowly to Elders, Elders and 
youth.”

Elders often shouldered the responsibility for talking with people about their problems or disruptive behaviour. 
When asked to describe traditional counselling methods, participants would often describe the role that Elders 
played in mediating conflicts and advising people on proper behaviour.

In the old days they didn’t have any healings, healing groups, but, they didn’t have any healing 
groups but if a person noticed that this person is having problems at home or just staying out 
because he’s mad or he’s hitting somebody, then an older person would ask him to come in 
and have some food and then they would talk to him. The older people would go to the same 
place and talk to this person and then that was the only healing (Participant).
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As long as the people who, when Elders know that the core of a problem between those two 
people, they invite them over and let them know that they know their problems, how their 
problems started and all. So they invite them so the person doesn’t have any reason to hold 
back. Like they know what they’re talking about. The Elders and the group always know what 
they’re talking about before they approach a person (Counsellor).

Counsellor, traditional counselling. If two people are having a conflict between the two of 
them and you’re living in a small community, like in a little camp, two people that, people in 
that little community know that those two are having difficulty communicating or they’re 
disliking each other or they’re not respecting each other, and the rest of the family or the 
Elders know about this. They get together and decide what to do and correct them. They 
invite them over and talk to them. And they had no choice but to confess … like why they 
are like that (Counsellor).

An Elder would often approach a problem between two people by getting the two together and saying:

“Alright, tell us your problems.” And they’ll get the two people talking together. They may 
not, if there is any animosity then they won’t show it because then they’ll be people around 
looking at you, listening to you talking about your problems. There won’t be any animosity. 
And the two individuals can’t lie, not with everyone watching, because these other people 
might have information that they are probably not saying. They don’t do it this way anymore 
with the RCMP and Social Services and their policies in town. If they were approached to 
do that, I think they would give it a try, because we’ve been saying get your traditions back, 
get our culture back, let’s do it our way. If they were approached like that, I think they would 
try, but I don’t know if it might work or not. It’ll be interesting (Counsellor).

In the past, Elders were able to use what may be described as uncharacteristically direct, powerful, and absolute 
language when working with or confronting an individual in need of help. The words of Elders carried a great 
deal of weight, emphasizing the strength of their authority within the community. 

In the old days they really talked to the person without worrying that they might hurt their 
feelings, but today they have to be very gentle with the person that they talk to because they’re 
more like they’re on thin ice (Counsellor).

If you talk to an Elder, their words are strong. If you don’t grasp them at that moment, but 
after some years later and the person you once talked to has passed away, their words tend 
to come back. They come out clearly (Participant).

In those early years, if a person is misbehaving, the parents tend to talk to them, but they 
don’t listen, so the parents give up on that person and talks to the other older people. And 
the older people talk about that person and then meet with that person. And that’s how it 
was then (Participant).

In the olden days when older people talked with the younger person, they were more open 
and direct to the person, but today when they’re working with a client, they’re more like 
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talking to a child than an adult. And they have a lot of encouraging to do with the person 
(Counsellor).

The sense that traditional authority embodied in today’s Elders is slipping away is a potent reminder of how 
much has changed and how much needs to be done to retain tradition in all its forms. The words of Elders 
that have since passed still live within community members. A participant remarked that the words of an 
Elder that had passed away many years ago still come back and keep her on track. Another participant recalls 
her grandmother telling her to help other people. For example, “If I see someone who needs help, not to just 
watch, to help. Physically help them if they need physical help. Or like to respect other people so I can be 
respected” (Counsellor). Unfortunately, there is the persistent danger that the role and knowledge of Elders 
will disappear. A participant noted: “We’re losing our Elders too, so use them before they all vanish because 
one day I’m going to be an Elder and I’m not going to know too much.” 

An Inuit approach to disturbed and disruptive individuals has always closely involved extended family networks 
or the greater community in helping others. The behaviour of troubled individuals has social repercussions 
that upset the balance needed to be productive and cooperative. In this perspective the distinction between 
personal and group concerns are arbitrary due to the physical, social, and emotional proximity of the residents. 
In this study the involvement of the community emerged as a significant healing theme. 

The use of traditional relationship customs and communication styles to help reduce and prevent social stress 
and interpersonal strain within families is an important tool. A participant identified that adopting specific 
traditional customs helps reduce stress in crowded or tense situations, as family members are often living in 
close quarters and living arrangements are often over-crowded. 

Community events and other family or small group interactions commonly coincide with feasting and food. 
The simple act of sharing food and companionship with others can contribute to healing. 

It can be like gathering some like being with a person somewhere else or even have a feast 
together with lots of other people. Like eat together with people (Participant).

When a person is having problems, the older people would encourage him to be more 
positive and happy. If they noticed if that this person is having problems they would invite 
him to come into the house and eat with them and then talk to him also. In groups, like a 
community (Counsellor).

Involving the community is central to the success of any healing effort. A participant described that everyone 
has to work together to help improve the community: “As a whole community, if everybody starts working 
on their problems, we’d have a better community than we have now.” Recognizing individual suffering at the 
community level has an impact on healing for both the individual and the community. A participant noted that 
it is helpful when younger generations realize that many Elders have had similar experiences and are in pain 
too: “They feel that they are not alone.” This recognition of a shared or common pain brings people together 
and creates or solidifies individual and group ties. 

Participants enjoy various types of hands-on activities or handcrafts. Words tend to flow much easier when 
one’s hands are busy. Participants have found that men will participate in healing programs when activity-based 
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programs are introduced. For example, healing program organizers are planning to create a men’s workshop 
on tool making. A participant remarked that Inuit men enjoy activities such as making ulus (crescent-shaped 
bladed knives) or other tools. Additionally, men tend to respond to meetings that are activity-based. Women 
of all ages also enjoy working with handcrafts during group and individual meetings. 

Community members are not interested in solely working from Inuit traditions. They are seeking a balance 
and welcome outside methods. They want their traditions to be known to Qallunaat so that they can work 
together, not against one another. Strength lies within cultivating a balance and recognizing the power of 
self-determined healing techniques. 

They want their traditions to be known to Qallunaat too. So they can work together, Inuit and 
Qallunaat. It looks like we’re against Qallunaat because we don’t know about their traditions 
… We’re not against you. We’re glad we’re here with you (Participant).

Healing Through the Land

Traditional and contemporary cultural and subsistence practices are important healing activities within Inuit 
communities. Beyond the apparent physical connection or dependence on the land, community members, 
particularly men, cultivate and maintain a strong sense of themselves through the interdependent perceptions 
and understandings of place with notions of self and community. Maintaining a connection to, and practices 
on, the land remains a challenge for the community. The important relationship community members share 
with the land significantly influences local conceptions of healing and healing practices.

It is natural to include the use of land as a metaphor or an active component of healing practices, as it is 
closely involved in other life domains, particularly socially valued, productive activities and Inuit identity 
generally. Active engagement with the land emerged as a feature common to the discussions of healing. Land 
use practices provide salient metaphors used to describe the sensation of encountering and managing the 
emotional contexts and experiential fallout of abuse suffered. Additionally, participants often describe going 
out on the land or following a hunting lifestyle as being an effective way of helping people. Not surprisingly 
in a hunting society, the land and skills required to effectively move through and subsist from it remain core 
features of healing. An “econcentric” disposition in Inuit social organization is also seen in the constitution of a 
healthy sense of one’s self. Going out on the land also represents, strengthens, and reaffirms connections to the 
past and to the ancestors. It bridges the traditional with the modern, strengthens connections, and supports 
factors influencing resilience.

What they did in the past was like, they go out on the land, they take them for walk and 
people talk … Whoever wants to speak out was able to speak out. Going out on the land,
they take a walk, and like they have this session of, talking session, among the people. That’s 
one way they’ve done it (Counsellor).

Many participants considered going out on the land to take walks, hunt, or to engage in other land-based 
activities as being a traditional form of therapy for Inuit people.

Their traditional therapy is like taking walks and talking to each other, like if, it does work, 
it does work, outdoors, you can take them outdoors or go hunting. Or just go for a walk and 
talk to each other. That’s part of therapy (Counsellor). 
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Events like going out on the land or just outside of the community … makes you feel good, 
it affects your emotions, your feelings, and your spirit to go out on the land … Everybody 
knows that makes you feel better. [You] feel good when you’re out there, out in the open 
(Counsellor). 

This illustrates a perspective that regards the individual as an interactive constituent of the landscape. While 
interacting with the land, a person is not simply a distinct or independent entity; rather, one travels through 
a landscape imbued with historical, collective, and cultural significance. To experience or travel through the 
land is to connect with something that is greater than oneself. A mastery of land skills equates to an ordered 
and productive self. In the Canadian North, permanent housing and village living are still relatively recent 
phenomena and signify the various disconnections that Inuit have suffered as an internal colony.

Considering this important distinction in meaning, one can begin to see that the land represents more than 
an open, contemplative space or a place to take a break from the oft-cramped conditions in the community 
or camp. On a more elaborate level, the land is inscribed with a web of meanings and a collective history 
illustrating the strength and resilience of Inuit people. The land represents survival not only in the food it 
provides, but also within the knowledge that generations have lived with the land enduring and confronting 
various challenges. In a sense, we can begin to see that the land holds a symbolic quality that acts as a reminder 
of strength and tradition. 

There’s things they use that they’ve used for centuries. Way before my time. Like you just take 
a walk down to the park, you can see rings there that are ten thousand years old. You know, 
it’s a symbol of the strength of the ability to heal themselves (Counsellor).

Re-establishing connection to the land is becoming more important as knowledge of traditional activities is 
slipping away.

And there’s a lot of herbs and roots out on the land, you know. Here that are probably better 
than any medicine you can find down South. You know there’s roots that you can boil that 
[can] probably make you feel better a lot faster than taking an aspirin. You know what I mean? 
That has been lost (Counsellor). 

Recognizing the importance of the land in the healing process, program organizers frequently attempt to 
integrate trips onto the land for all participants. Designed and guided by volunteers and sometimes supported 
by program funds, although not frequently enough, separate land-based activities exist for men, women, adults, 
and children. Participants remarked that every spring, summer, and fall they go out on the land for a weekend 
to fish or hunt. Some have built and slept in igloos. Traditional land-based activities, such as hunting, berry 
picking, and clam digging, gather people together on the land. Involving the entire community in land-based 
activities has proven to be beneficial. “It keeps the group happy” to go for walks, have campfires, cook, and 
have picnics (Participant). 

At the end of one year we had a picnic which we just all hiked to, all the women that were 
involved in the healing programs, or who was available. We went on a hike to the waterfall, 
and we had a canoe ... building fires and cooking food and that kind of stuff (Participant).
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As part of the program involving the land, a participant talked about bringing people to a hill where they can 
walk up and shout, cry, pray, or do whatever came to mind to help with the healing process. 

The healing group usually takes the clients out on the land. And when they’re out there they 
climb up a hill, they can either cry themselves out or loud as you want to. You have a free 
spirit up there to do what you want, either cry out or yell out. It has helped so much, so many 
(Counsellor).

Participants understand that gender and age influence preferences for healing activities. For men, going out on 
the land, often alone, is a primary and preferred method of healing. When compared to group or individual 
talk therapy, men find it easer to go out on the land and engage in activities, rather than to sit and share in a 
group. Most importantly, being out on the land provides a space to think. 

Go out hunting on the land or just go out right on the land. I think that’s how men heal 
themselves. They go out hunting a lot. This is a hunting place, so they go out hunting a lot 
so they have time to be alone with whatever out there, then I think they do a lot of healing 
themselves that way (Participant).

He says you know when he’s out hunting or he’s doing those kinds of things he’s really 
thinking about a lot of those things too. Especially for guys, his preference is to do it on his 
own (Participant). 

While discussing the gender-related differences in healing, a female counsellor commented on common cultural 
notions of what it means to be an Inuk male. She remarked: 

Men are more stubborn than women. Particularly Inuit ... Men are taught to be tough. Inuit 
tough, Inuit are taught to be tough ... They’re not supposed to cry because they’re men. Their 
emotions, they don’t have emotions because they’re men. They’re the strongest, they’re taught 
like that.

Gender-related preferences for healing are most apparent in how men approach hunting and being alone as 
an opportunity for understanding and organizing painful experience. Hunting often requires a considerable 
amount of time spent silently waiting for animals, which results in a significant portion of time spent 
in purposeful reflection. Conversely, men are less likely than women to be comfortable in attending and 
participating in healing groups. However, men often will initiate self-healing after an introduction to healing 
through the healing groups themselves or indirectly through conversations with their spouses who attend. 

The relative lack of male participation in healing groups is not an indication that they are not benefiting from 
the efforts of the healing groups. The impact of a spouse or other community members engaged in healing 
has a significant indirect effect. It is not that men are averse to the healing meetings specifically; rather, men 
are often uncomfortable indoors for extended periods of time. Consequently, men use purposeful waiting 
involved with hunting to work alone on the understandings of experiences. These approaches are effective, 
particularly if combined with support when needed. For men, healing is ultimately a self-motivated internal 
act that requires time and activity to accomplish. While land use is clearly one route to achieve healing, it is 
important to note that many men within the population are simply not adept at being on the land, thus adding 
an element of diversity that this model is unable to cover.
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Involving the land in the healing process of women is also important. Women will often go berry picking or 
go for walks, during which they often will talk about personal issues.

The other times is when me and my friend went out berry picking, we always talked personal. I 
have a very close friend who I talk about inside out of my heart, what’s in my heart, inside out. 
And just by talking with them, so much healing, like we cry, like scream our heads off because 
there’s no one else around to hear us, like we can cry all we want without someone thinking 
that you’re going crazy. Let all our pain out, it’s, ah, it feels so good afterwards (Participant). 

Youth in particular are being encouraged to take part in planned journeys with the healing group. 

Elders have taken youth that are having a bad time, they’ll take them out on the land and 
they’ll talk about the land, they’ll talk about their role as an Inuit person in the community, 
you know those things like that. Not like a therapy session, but like, man to man, or youth to 
man, or woman to woman type thing. That tends to be their method. That’s what they do. 
They sit around and they just talk about who they are to each other, and that works really 
well. It appears to work really well because those kids come back. Those are the success stories 
I hear the most about (Counsellor).

Despite differing age or gender preferences for land-based activities, participants conclude that the land 
is helpful to everyone in the community, although activities are not frequent enough. Barriers preventing 
participants from engaging in land-based activities range from the expense of organizing a trip to a lack of 
specialized knowledge needed to conduct a hunting trip away from the community. In addition to funding, 
more volunteers are necessary. “I’ve tried to start a whole bunch of programs, based on Inuit culture, although 
I can’t get funding for them half the time, but that’s okay, we piece as much as we can” (Counsellor). 

In all cases, the therapeutic effect of being open to the landscape is as equally important as the conversations or 
talk that may occur while out on the land. There is an important and poorly understood dimension of human 
relationships with the land relative to the healing process. It is not surprising that for people of the North, 
where conceptions and meaning of land differ when compared to other regions, invoking land-based healing 
is a preferred healing method. Being on the land should not be viewed as supplemental to good counselling;
rather, for this Inuit community, it is an essential element of the healing process. Ultimately, being out on the 
land helps people “raise their spirits” (Counsellor). 

Emerging From the Burden of Darkness

Notions of weight, or that which is heavy or light, and the experience of darkness and light are fundamental 
to the characteristics of misplaced experiences and descriptions of pain and healing transformations. The 
reordering of emotions and shame ascribes new meaning to painful experiences and places them in the proper 
position or order. Being able to position emotions within their proper place produces an embodied lightness 
perceived by the individual and is readily identifiable to others within the community. A counsellor remarked, via 
an interpreter, “She knows that they’re going through a heavy, a hard time just by seeing their expression.” 

A participant noted that before beginning the healing process, she often feels a sense of heaviness and darkness 
on bright sunny days: “Why am I heavy when it’s so nice, like there’s nothing to be heavy about.” When one’s 
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physical burden is relieved, it can produce a new experiential framing of everyday life. When people are carrying 
a burden, a participant remarks, “in their mind or in their actions it’s dark, because of the hurt that they carry. 
But other times when they go out [and say] ‘oh I never noticed the sun for a long time.’” 

A sense of lightness, a freedom of sorts, is apparent after the lifting of one’s burden. “Yeah, it’s something lifting 
and joy. Because they have got rid of the thing they have carried, say for twenty-five years” (Counsellor). Being 
relieved of one’s heavy burden fosters a perceptual shift. People remark on the presence of the sun, moon, or 
stars. 

I never noticed the stars. Never noticed the moon. Lot of times, because of the hurt that they 
have carrying is out. They even say I’m lighter then, you know, even if they have no change in 
their physical body, they say I’m lighter (Participant).

The ability to see again as one emerges from emotional darkness to a renewed sensation indicates a new 
appreciation for the present. This illustrates one of the most important features of Inuit cultural models of 
healing: the distinction between the inside and the outside and the role of the outside world (Sila) in healing. 
Participating and acting in one’s world is conducive to achieving and maintaining health. Providing people 
with the opportunity to move from the confines of a dark inner world to the outside is a critical component 
of the healing process. 

When people say they are lighter, maybe not fully recovered, healed, but that’s what they mean. 
And then they are open more to some discussions and talks after they say I’m lighter, but I 
know I can get more lighter than I am now. And then they can reach that root. The first root 
that they got hurt with. Then finally they reach that, and they’re totally different sometimes 
[in] their talk, and their actions, and in their mind (Participant).

Participants will often cultivate that sense of lightness when necessary. For example, before counselling sessions, 
a husband and wife team will often talk things through or voice their concerns to clear any misunderstandings 
between them and to bring the state of lightness into being.

They lift each other up by agreeing upon something, like they, something that would enlighten 
their emotions. Like, to feel security before they start counselling on anybody. They have to 
have agreement, like enlighten each other, talking and lifting each other up (Counsellor).

During individual or group sessions, counsellors will often use humour and games to lighten the mood and 
restore hope in an effort to “balance each of the sessions, you know, because if you’re just talking about the 
sadness, people have to have some hope or feeling light at the end of it” (Participant). Others have remarked 
that dwelling too long on the negative events in life and not inviting happiness is to amplify the negativity 
and help it remain fixed solidly in place. By playing word games, singing, and using other forms of pure fun, 
laughter can push pain aside and help balance the sadness. 

If we met and we all went through an unhappy phase for awhile, but at the end of the meeting 
we tried to make jokes and make everybody happy so we’ll leave the bad ones behind to the 
building before we leave (Counsellor).
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With the Inuit there’s also different games that they play that are around some of those like 
physical games or just different things like having fun too is part of it. People have to have 
some hope or feeling light at the end of it (Participant). 

A person must confront and unload the layers of their burden in order to experience a sense of release, freedom, 
or lightness. The healing process is much like unloading a sled to reach what is essential or to lighten a load. 
Healing takes place in stages. In other words, it is necessary to examine the layers of one’s life experiences, as 
pain can layer or pile upon other experiences. One must strip away each layer and position it within its proper 
context or place. Often, it takes many sessions for participants to open up or be able to reach the underlying 
cause of their burden. 

But if you are open, if you meet them regularly or once a week or every second week then 
they can open up more and more all the time, because they come up with, they take today’s 
problems, and then the next meeting can be last year’s problem, and the year before problem, 
and the year before problem. Because we have to unload things. Like today’s problem is going 
to be on top of everything. You have to take that out and go back to the next one. Like last 
year’s, or two months ago problem. You take that and then you’ll finally reach the problem, 
the first problem that you had, and then unload it, like you’re unloading Qamutik [sled] 
(Counsellor).

A counsellor, commenting on how she counsels others, remarked that a person should start at the top of one’s 
life and address each layer as they work towards the core or root of their problem: 

Healing can be a long, long process. Because even if you meet everyday or every week with 
the same problem unless one gets rid of the first root, the things on top would get away. But 
if you don’t reach the bottom, or the beginning of the hurt, then one time pretend that he is 
healed, but still carrying the hurt.

Needs and Barriers to Service

The obstacles confronting the healing group are not unlike many of the difficulties that similar healing programs 
face. However, some of the unique therapeutic activities, particularly those that are land-based, require 
additional resources or resources that outside agencies or planners may view as unnecessary or superfluous 
to the healing process. Within the interviews, participants clearly articulated current needs and barriers to 
the healing program. The needs of the healing program fall into four categories: needs that require additional 
space, funding requirements, volunteer-related needs, and requests related to governmental policy changes. 

The program is in need of a dedicated space for individual and group counselling sessions and a facility for 
activities, such as carving, and a space to store their tools. A participant emphasized: “Another thing that makes 
offering programs very difficult, from the community point of view, is the lack of space.” Another person said 
“We really need a building of our own to heal people.” Having adequate space is not only necessary for comfort 
and convenience, but is also important for maintaining confidentiality, a significant concern for all involved. 

Like many other healing programs, funding needs are always paramount. The healing program wishes to 
establish more activities, particularly for men. However, funding for hunting and other land-based activities 
are expensive. For example:
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Getting a caribou will cost you over five hundred dollars. Because you have to travel a hundred 
and fifty, two hundred miles … First of all you’ve got to have your skidoo, you have to own 
one, or you rent one it’s a hundred bucks a day, even for the locals. You’ve got to fill it up with 
gas, you’ve got to have food provisions, you have to rent a cabin out there or have a tent with 
you. So it’s very costly (Counsellor).

The healing program would not exist if it did not have the extensive support of volunteers. However, the 
program is always looking for additional volunteers, particularly those with outdoor skills and equipment. 

We have to look for volunteers from out there too, who, if we’re going out on the land we let 
the public know that we’re going to go out and if they could help us with transportation like 
canoe or snowmobiles or people who can drive snowmobiles (Participant).

Another participant identifies that volunteers are essential, particularly for the programs involving younger 
generations. “People should counsel the younger generation more voluntarily, without having to be paid for it 
all the time, because it’s helping another person. People should volunteer more to counsel younger generation” 
(Counsellor). Additionally, it is difficult keeping the younger participants interested. 

They’re trying to keep them interested … the first week they’re sewing, the second week 
they’re kind of sitting down reading pamphlets and that. And girls open up to her about 
their siblings or their relative has committed suicide, like they open up and tell how they feel 
about that (Participant). 

Program participants have positive hopes for their healing team. Team members are also enthusiastic about 
integrating additional traditional skills and techniques. “If they find more tools in traditional ways and that, 
they can counsel the clients in that way too, like in their own way, in the future. That’s her goal, because there’s 
so many people out there who needs help” (Counsellor).

Participants are looking for increased recognition and validation from the government and mainstream healing 
programs. The biomedical-based models and the popular mainstream psychotherapeutic models that often 
fail to account for dramatic cultural differences have always overshadowed traditional or valid non-empirical 
forms of healing. A participant discusses the impact of biomedicine and the Canadian government on healing 
practices:

The nursing station is the busiest place in town. How come? How come? What’s that about? 
Oh, because they’ve got the magic pill. If I’m feeling sick, the Government of Canada told me 
that I need to go there. I don’t know why, but I go there, because that’s what they told me to 
do. And so it becomes a symbol of healing that I go to the nursing station, I get a note or I get 
a pill and I’ll be alright. But these are systems that were brought here (Counsellor). 

Participants clearly feel that the healing group has been successful. The hours of hard work, planning, and effort 
is paying off. People are benefiting from their activities and they are able to attract more participants; however, 
the threat of closure due to lack of funds or volunteers persistently looms on the horizon and participants are 
doing what they can to keep the healing groups open. “This healing group should keep on going. It can’t stop 
now” (Counsellor). 
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Conclusions

As the authors have come to understand it through this research, healing is both an individual and a collective 
process that links the physical body, the mind, and capacity for clear thought with the social world of everyday 
life and the unseen and spiritual worlds. The healing process from within this broad perspective involves the 
proper ordering of one’s life experiences, living comfortably in the company of others, being within the proper 
place on both a social and a physical level, and being fully aware of, and moving in, the appropriate trajectory 
through the world. It is with this particular vision of what health and healing are that this report has identified 
potential best practices in the provision of health services and fostering healthy living in Inuit communities.

Of primary importance to people the authors have spoken with is the potential that all people have in helping 
others. Listening and talking while sharing comfortable situations with others are the primary skills of those who 
help others toward healing. In this light, the distinctions between counsellor and participant are not clear-cut 
or particularly relevant in this case. All people have the potential to live well, to suffer, and to help others. Many 
people move through each of these possibilities within their lives, and this is simply how life takes its course. 
This realization has served to build up the healing group’s capacity and approach since the initial and occasional 
workshops that began the healing process in the community. It is simply not enough to rely on specialists and 
programmatic approaches to health services when the means to foster health are already held by the people 
in the community. This is not to say that people reject formal mental health services and counselling; rather, 
they seek to enhance the services available with a socially viable approach to community health that builds on 
the values that Inuit place on the caring between friends, community members, and family. 

Likewise, there are infrastructure and organizational requirements in contemporary communities that are 
needed in order to allow for community members to help each other. Facilitating the development of space 
and human resources for community-organized healing efforts remains critical. A healthy social environment 
and physical context combined to create possibilities for mutual caring and positive interpersonal experiences 
will in turn reinforce the quality of the social environment. 

A best practice approach to healing then requires the acknowledgement that all social environments are dynamic 
and self-reinforcing spaces that reflect and contribute to the individual experiences of health and suffering. 
By this logic, an approach that focuses solely on a clinical or other site of healing will be less likely to produce 
the overall changes required for good living. Similarly, the distinctions made in medical practice between 
secular and spiritual approaches to health and healing were not pertinent to the people interviewed. Indeed, 
faith underlies all of the success that is generated through the healing group and serves to remind people of 
their secondary role in helping. A strong faith in the power of God to provide strength during suffering and 
in healing is paramount. In the research literature there is relatively little understanding of the relationship 
between faith and health for Inuit, and this area deserves more study in the future.

Helping involves coming to an expressed and shared understanding of what has occurred to cause pain. 
Trauma, as with any significant life experience, requires that others be open to listen and act appropriately 
and acknowledge and recognize the significance of what has happened. The sense that one is alone with pain 
and troubles undermines the ability to speak openly and generate the conditions for recovery. In the model 
presented here, those who have taken the courage to speak openly and publicly about their own experiences 
have had an important impact on others who have remained closed and weighed down by their thoughts. 
Avenues for people to speak and perhaps write or otherwise disseminate their stories of pain and healing are 



128

Christopher Fletcher and Aaron Denham

helpful in that they build a literature of recovery so that others may see themselves within. Caution must be 
exercised to not move too quickly or without reflection on the possible repercussions of disclosure, as periods 
of unburdening may be followed by a return to pain. In some instances, a workshop-style environment with 
a small group is the most appropriate place in which to initially share positive experiences.

One is left with a sense that those suffering feel as if they are stuck, unable to move forward, and unable to 
acknowledge the past. People who need help find it very difficult to seek acceptance or recognition of the 
experiences that have brought them pain within themselves. They may also be very reluctant to acknowledge 
and express themselves. Consequently, it can be difficult for others to see the pain that some are experiencing 
and to assume that all is well because they have not heard otherwise. This is another reason why fostering 
supportive social environments that are unthreatening and encouraging to speaking out or even just listening 
to others without fear of being challenged are so important. Places where people can go to share time with 
others are critical to fostering the healing process in a community. In acknowledging this, several of the people 
who participated in this research pointed to the activities that the healing group organizes and adopts as part 
of building the right kind of social milieu for people to reflect and to speak. In effect, this model reproduces 
normative social spaces where the activities important to everyday life are undertaken within and during a 
therapeutic encounter. People concentrating on the physical tasks of sowing, netting, building, and repairing 
things will be more fluid in their thoughts and their responses to others than if they have little else to do. 
The emphasis placed on the comfortable spaces of sharing is of primary importance and lends support to the 
widespread observation that resources supporting various social activities within and outside of the community 
contribute to healing even when these are not formally designated as healing events. 

There are important distinctions in healing approaches between men and women, and these need to be 
considered within the development of best practices. It was suggested that women are more comfortable indoors 
than men and that approaches to healing reflect this distinction. Men are more likely to seek opportunities 
outside of the community in the company of only a very few people. In the physical requirements of hunting 
and travelling, men find the opportunity to think deeply and without distraction that comes within the 
community. Hunting companions may help them realize their efforts at healing through sharing activities,
talking, and listening. Women are understood to be more comfortable with larger groups of people inside 
homes and other community buildings. The relative lack of men involved in the healing group should not be 
taken as a sign that they are not engaged in healing as a personal exercise nor that they do not contribute to 
helping others. The authors have presented examples to show that husbands and wives will work together as 
a couple to share what they have learned in their different activities and will share deeply personal thoughts 
in their private lives. The importance of the complementary roles of men and women in Inuit society is 
paramount and underappreciated in healing efforts. Consequently, rather than seeing men’s and women’s roles 
as distinct and separate, it is more accurate to see them as complementary and interacting. The distinctions 
between the genders in their approaches to healing reflect the social organization of labour and production in 
Inuit society, and these do not indicate any form of social dysfunction. This is not to say that all relationships 
are healthy and productive, but indicate the importance and potential of men and women helping each other 
and contributing through their bond to the health of other people. Building healing programs that reflect 
the organization of Inuit society and build on the strength of relationships between men and women is an 
important area to develop in healing efforts.

The healing program emphasizes that counsellors are individuals that have made substantial progress on their 
own healing journey and have been able to place their life experiences, particularly painful emotions, into the 
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proper perspective. A counsellor must work through many of his or her issues and experience a form of healing 
before helping others. Counsellors also have the responsibility to maintain their health while actively helping 
others. A best practice approach acknowledges that there are heavy demands placed on those who are able 
to heal others and that they too may need to withdraw from these demands to preserve themselves, receive 
special support, and be acknowledged for the efforts they make in helping others and for the progress they 
have made in their own lives. The skills required of those who counsel regularly are specialized, as in the case 
of being able to listen hard and not be judgmental. These conditions exist within a framework of emotions, 
personhood, and suffering that is particular to Inuit culture. There is little understanding of these in the non-
Inuit medical and clinical professions, and this highlights the importance of the role of helpers who may not 
have formal training, but are widely acknowledged within their communities as experts nonetheless. Better 
awareness and acknowledgement of the importance of cultural helpers would help bring better integration 
of community and health centre efforts to address the burden of suffering. Likewise, the role of Elders and 
others in contributing to the informal healers should be acknowledged and highlighted.

In this case study, the authors have seen how healing is synonymous with sharing and is embedded in Inuit 
culture. Sharing one’s healing experience and personal healing process or journey illustrates success in the face of 
challenges and motivates other participants to help themselves. Sharing allows others to gain insight into their 
own life experience and to learn additional coping or interpersonal skills. The impact of sharing experiences 
is also beneficial for those sharing. Sharing and narrating personal experiences place one’s life events into a 
particular perspective and has the potential to provide order, meaning, or sense to painful experiences. This 
recognition of a shared or common pain brings people together and creates or solidifies individual, family, and 
group ties. Healing efforts through the various means described in this document and through the tools of 
Inuit culture and vision are a significant testimony to the determination of the community to find solutions 
to the difficulties they face on their own terms. Ultimately, the best practice in healing is to understand and 
build on the principles inherent to Inuit culture and society that people themselves identify as meaningful 
and effective.

Acknowledgements

Fieldwork for this study was undertaken by Vasiliki Douglas (graduate student, University of Alberta), 
with community coordination and linguistic support from Lena Ellsworth of the Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation.


