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The Arctic Wastes
myRA j. hiRd And AlExAndER ZAhARA

nunAvuT’s WAsTE

In the Eastern Canadian Arctic city of Iqaluit (population approximately 
seven thousand), a four- story pile of waste, known locally as the West 40 
Landfill, rests atop a peninsula that extends well into Nunavut’s Frobish-
er Bay.1 To say that the dump “rests,” however, is perhaps misleading: for 
the fourth time in just over a year, the dumpsite spontaneously caught 
fire in 2014.2 For more than three months, the fire burned continuously, 
leading to a variety of responses from stakeholders: publics filed nu-
merous formal and informal complaints to the city regarding the smell 
of dump smoke; a territorial health department advisory warned that 
children, women of childbearing years, pregnant women, the elderly, 
and those with respiratory issues should avoid breathing in dump smoke 
entirely (presumably, the healthy, postmenopausal, preelderly woman 
was safe); the local elementary school shut down twice because of chil-
dren complaining of headaches; and several major community events 
were postponed, including the city’s annual spring cleanup.3 All of this 
culminated in the federal and territorial governments’ reassurances that 
the public’s exposure to dump smoke was safe for human health. Or, at 
least it should have been safe, if standing at a distance of seventy meters 
from the dump. Meanwhile, a hired landfill consultant explained to the 
Iqaluit City Council that their waste management operations “virtually 
guaranteed this problem would happen.”4 Without technical interven-
tion, the consultant assured the city council, the fire would burn for at 
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122    myra j. hird and alexander zahara

least another year. Putting out the dump fire cost the city nearly C$2.75 
million and took more than two weeks to complete.5 Unlike the modern 
landfills of Canada’s other capital cities, Iqaluit’s municipal solid waste 
site is (noticeably) in constant exchange with air, land, and sea: what 
Euro- Canadians typically refer to as “the environment.”

The dump is just one of the many waste sites located near or within 
the city of Iqaluit. In January 2013, a 1995 map of the city’s contaminated 
waste sites resurfaced in the local Nunavut newspaper. In the article, 
federal and territorial politicians were asked for help in cleaning up 
the community’s six remaining waste sites; although most (if not all) of 
these sites are left over from federal government military and resource 
development initiatives, the responsibility for these sites is largely un-
known. And in the nearly two decades since the map was originally 
commissioned as part of the Department of Indian and Northern Af-
fairs’ Arctic Waste response program, only one site— Iqaluit’s “Upper 
Base,” a 1950s- era Pinetree Line radar station— has been fully remedi-
ated.6 The remaining sites, which persist despite being known sources 
of contaminant exposure, are unavoidable features of the landscape.7 
A more than half- century old metal dump is located in the nearby Ter-
ritory Park, right next to the city’s most popular campsite; three other 
waste sites, including the city’s dump, are located at Causeway, the city’s 
main launch point for those seeking to go out on the land to hunt and/
or camp; and two others (a metal dump and the contaminated North 
40 site) are located centrally between an under- construction airport, 
a college residence, and the territorial penitentiary. These sites, as the 
councilor who wrote the article explained, “pose a threat to that [Inuit] 
way of life” because of their desorption into local “country” foods, such 
as berries and aquatic wildlife (i.e., seal, arctic char, and shellfish).8 More 
than just colonial reminders, we argue, these waste sites are colonial 
in and of themselves.

In this chapter, we examine waste within the wider context of co-
lonialism as well as contemporary neoliberal governance practices to 
argue that waste is part of the colonial context within which Inuit and 
other aboriginal peoples in northern Canada continue to live: waste, 
in other words, has become a particular neocolonial symptom.9 Neo-
colonial governance leads to the configuration of waste as capitalism’s 
fallout— its unanticipated supplement— which can be managed as a 
technological issue (bigger and better waste facilities) and individual 
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the arctic wastes      123

responsibility for diversion (primarily recycling).10 Perhaps the failure of 
waste in Canada’s northern communities to conform to Euro- Canadian 
governance may be understood as a living- with the historical colonial 
legacy that continues to indelibly shape the northern landscape and 
its people.

Waste is a particularly provocative material concept with which 
to think about neocoloniality because of the important part this con-
cept has played, and continues to play, in “excluding certain groups 
of people from specific social, political, and physical spaces.”11 The 
long- standing association of waste, dirt, and disease with racialized 
and colonized peoples as a justification for practices of subjugation 
certainly offers insights into waste as a cultural signifier, but in the 
context of the Anthropocene, waste takes on, we argue, a distinct hue.12 
The Anthropocene captures an emerging recognition of, and interest 
in, the simultaneous operation of human- created infrastructures and 
global politicoeconomic practices characteristic of industrial capitalism 
and geological processes stretching back through deep time. Whether 
in the form of mining, nuclear, industrial, hazardous, sewage, or mu-
nicipal, and whether it is dumped, landfilled, incinerated, or buried 
deep underground, waste constitutes perhaps the most abundant and 
enduring trace of the human for epochs to come. While stratigraphers 
debate the appropriate geographic coordinates for the next golden spike, 
the real provocation of the Anthropocene is not that we are leaving a 
message for some imagined future humanity to decipher but that we 
are bequeathing a particular futurity through a projected responsibil-
ity. In this chapter, we want to take up the challenge posed by Dipesh 
Chakrabarty to conceptualize the neocolonial subject within the con-
text of the Anthropocene.13 The Anthropocene, Chakrabarty argues, 
recharacterizes the neocolonial subject as both the colonized and a 
geological force, wherein humans may “no longer” think themselves 
separate from nature. We will explore this as a provocation to better 
understand the human species’ precarious relationship with earth but 
also as a caution that it not subsume violent neocolonial legacies within 
a universal discourse about humanity.

The history of waste in Canada’s North, we argue, is inseparable 
from its colonial legacy, as U.S. and Canadian military, as well as Ameri-
can and Canadian prospectors, industry, and settlers, both introduced 
waste to the North and— for the most part— abandoned it there. This 
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124    myra j. hird and alexander zahara

past, together with waste’s future promise— the fallout of increased 
oil, gas, and mineral extraction; military installations; shipping; and 
the tourist trade to the health of humans and nonhumans— projects a 
responsibility to present and future generations to resolve. And while 
the Anthropocene speaks of a universal human species that impacts 
the planet, we emphasize the uneven distribution of both the causes 
of anthropogenic change and of the effects of this waste landscape— 
capitalism’s implicit dividend— that are differentially experienced and 
lived by Inuit in Canada’s North.

TEAChinG iqAlummiuT To WAsTE

Much of Iqaluit’s short history involves Euro- Canadians and Euro- 
Americans teaching Inuit how to waste.14 Prior to the settlement of Qal-
lunaat (non- Inuit) in Nunavut, the Inuit of Baffin Island (what is known 
as Nunavut’s Qikiqtani Region) were seminomadic and relied solely on 
the land for sustenance. One or two Inuit families together hunted a vari-
ety of seasonal animals (e.g., caribou, seal, ptarmigan, muskox, and polar 
bear) for food, clothing, tools, and other necessities. In the summer, 
caribou skin was used to make summer tents, and in the winter, snow 
and ice were used to make iglu, and sod was used to make houses called 
qammaq.15 Given the presence of middens across the Arctic, claims that 
Inuit produced little to no waste prior to colonization are likely made 
as political statements regarding the profoundly different volume and 
kind of waste that colonization brought to the Arctic. They also suggest 
that garbage itself might be a colonizing force— one that is configured 
through settler ontology, a point we return to later in the chapter.16

Inuit visited the area of Iqaluit to fish, hunt, and trade; however, 
it wasn’t until the American military selected the region as a World 
War II airbase that Inuit began moving into year- round settlements.17 
Although many Inuit settled near Iqaluit temporarily to work for the 
American military, by the early 1950s, only fifty Inuit lived in Iqaluit 
permanently.18 In the late 1950s, when the Canadian government con-
structed the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line as a strategic defense 
against Soviet invasion during the Cold War, Inuit began to settle in 
earnest.19 This shift to a sedentary lifestyle, which was both driven by and 
reliant on government subsidies and a Euro- Canadian- style labor- based 
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the arctic wastes      125

economy, resulted in deep social and cultural changes that transformed 
the relationship among Inuit, land, family and community practices, 
food, health, education, and waste.

In general brushstroke, the history of colonization in Canada’s North 
resembles that of colonization in Canada’s South— though, significantly, 
it occurred more than a century later.20 Early explorers depended on 
Inuit to survive what Europeans experienced as the harsh northern 
climate. The Hudson Bay Company and other outfitters organized hunt-
ing around capital and profit. Like First Nations and other aboriginal 
peoples in southern parts of Canada, Inuit in the North were rapidly and 
purposefully assimilated into mainstream Canadian culture. Anthropo-
logical reports from the mid- twentieth century describe Iqaluit (then 
Frobisher Bay) as a town where “sophisticated southern populations,” 
“rugged old- timer Northern whites,” and a “shadowy social world of 
metis and natives” lived together in close proximity.21 Whereas most gov-
ernment workers lived in “Southern Canadian type ‘suburbias,’”22 many 
Inuit lived in self- made, one-  or two- room shacks.23 Since the Canadian 
military did not provide housing for Inuit casual laborers, Inuit used 
the military’s own discarded materials. An unnamed American military 
official described the “ingenuity and cleverness” of his Inuk laborer in 
preventing waste materials from being produced— a characteristic that 
was not readily shared by his American counterparts.24

The line between resourceful and dirty was (and is) largely dictated 
by normative assumptions about cleanliness and waste. As Marie Lath-
ers notes, “management of the abject” (i.e., of feces, dirt, or waste) 
was central to the American (and we would argue Canadian) colonial 
project of the early twentieth century. The particularities of this project 
developed through a discourse of “excremental colonialism” wherein the 
“brown person” became disempowered (and dehumanized) through his 
association with the abject.25 Indeed, one government official noted with 
disgust that when Inuit began wearing Euro- Canadian cotton materials, 
the clothing was worn “until . . . it fairly rots off.”26 Here, as Warwick 
Anderson puts it, waste was used to delineate “the polar opposites of 
white and brown, retentive and promiscuous, imperforate and open, 
pure and polluting, civilized and infantile.”27 Though many Inuit fondly 
recall scavenging for food and other materials left to them regularly, in 
dumps, by the American military, the Canadian government was less 
inclined to do so.28 All government employees were enjoined to “assist” 
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126    myra j. hird and alexander zahara

Inuit people’s (inevitable) transition to modernity by “insist[ing] upon 
the maintenance of cleanliness and sanitation amongst the Eskimo 
employees and their famil[ies].”29 By 1960, for example, scavenging for 
household materials was banned in Resolute Bay. In Iqaluit, at least one 
Inuk reported fear of being caught by military officials for scavenging 
for wood and mattresses at an abandoned dump site.30 Government 
reports from the mid- twentieth century discussed the difficulty Inuit 
had in adapting to Euro- Canadian standards of waste management.31 
Ironically, Inuit were hired for the Euro- Canadian residents’ laundry 
operations, sewage disposal, waste collection, and cleaning, suggesting 
that although unclean themselves, Inuit were entrusted to unburden 
white people from the toil of their own cleaning.32

The shifting Inuit way of life toward wage labor and a market- based 
economy was reinforced by several directed government initiatives. 
Examining the development of Iqaluit, Matthew Farish and P. Whitney 
Lackenbauer note that by the mid- 1950s, Euro- Canadian bureaucrats 
had taken a “high modernist” approach to development in the Arctic.33 
The explicit goal was to build “a nation in the northern half of this 
continent truly patterned on our [southern] way of life.”34 More than 
this, the North American Arctic was meant to become a “safe space for 
development projects.”35 As more and more Inuit were assimilated into 
the market economy, Inuit across Nunavut began to rent government- 
subsidized housing. These houses were often described as unfit for the 
climate, and most relied on electricity for heating that was turned off 
if tenants did not make their rent payments.36

Similar to American colonialists in the Philippines, who, as Ander-
son points out, quite literally examined slides of indigenous people’s 
feces, Canadian federal government employees were sent to inspect 
the cleanliness of Inuit houses.37 It was noted by government officials 
that Inuit women’s housekeeping “lacks organization.” Federal govern-
ment officials recorded Inuit diet (“almost all the food was bought from 
the store”), patterns of food preparation (“soups are heated but do not 
always have water added to them”), shopping (“men make most of the 
purchases”), and cleanliness (“toilet bowls are allowed to fill before they 
are removed . . . washing clothes is still a problem in many homes”). In 
the late 1960s, adult education classes were provided to Inuit women 
whose housekeeping did not “measure up to the standards set by white 
women.”38
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the arctic wastes      127

The Canadian government’s particular mode of paternal governance 
was reinforced well into the mid- twentieth century. Government of-
ficials, military, and southern industry personnel justified Inuit as-
similation on the grounds that it was necessary not only for northern 
development initiatives but for Inuit people’s survival. Colonization, it 
appears, had been so successful that the traditional Inuit way of life, 
as well as the people themselves, were considered to be in danger of 
extinction. In 1964, the Department of Northern Affairs and National 
Resources created Q- Book: Qaujivallaalirutissat, a guidebook written 
in both English and Inuktitut that was designed to help Inuit “when 
they are faced with the many new things which are happening in the 
North.”39 Here the government explicitly recognized the reliance of Inuit 
on the market- based economy, stating that “[the working Eskimo] can 
no longer hunt with bow and arrow like in the old days. . . . Some of them 
would die if they were not helped by the white man.” The guidebook 
advised that educating Inuit children with a Euro- Canadian curriculum 
was a vital factor in achieving Inuit assimilation:

Eskimo children know a lot about the animals birds and flowers 
around them. In school they can learn about the habits and use-
fulness of many things in nature. At school he also learns about 
mines, machines and factories in which many people work. He 
will learn how useful these things are to all men.40

Many thousands of aboriginal children throughout Canada— including 
Inuit— were removed from their families and forced to live in residential 
schools.41 In Canada’s North, Inuit children were placed in communities 
throughout the other provinces and territories. Many Inuit believed 
(accurately or otherwise) that their family allowances would be taken 
away if they did not send their children to residential schools— this 
would have meant a loss of crucial food or housing needed to sup-
port small children and elderly relatives.42 Educating Inuit youth (par-
ticularly young girls) in other communities was thought to have the 
added bonus of influencing Inuit women to become better at household 
chores. Women, who were traditionally the dominant figure in the 
tent household, and whose “authority seems to have been usurped” by 
settlement, often found the furnished adult education classes to be both 
boring and demeaning. One government official, at least, recognized 
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128    myra j. hird and alexander zahara

that Inuit women’s decision- making roles in families and communities 
had changed. His solution was to recommend involving Inuit men in 
the household, mainly as a way of enforcing Euro- Canadian gender 
roles: “the influence of men on purchasing, cooking, and home care 
should be realized and exploited . . . since women have been excluded 
from some of their traditional decision making situations.”43 Within 
the Canadian federal government’s patriarchal tradition, colonialism 
and waste were inextricable.

In 1999, through the political struggle of numerous Inuit activists 
(who themselves had been educated in Canada’s residential school 
systems), the Nunavut Land Claims Agreement was made into law. The 
result was the creation of the largest land claim in Canada’s history and 
Inuit self- governance over the newly formed Nunavut Territory.44 Inuit 
were no longer the “eaters of raw meat,” nor were they the numerical ID 
given to them by federal government officials.45 Now Inuit were to be 
considered “real human beings” with final decision- making authority 
over the territory’s government and development.46

Since its colonization, both Iqaluit’s population and the amount of 
waste it produces have grown rapidly. In 1989, when Iqaluit’s population 
reached nearly three thousand people, the city was producing approxi-
mately fifteen thousand cubic meters of waste annually. Plastics, which 
made up only 4.2 percent of the waste stream in 1974 (compared to 10.1 
percent in the rest of Canada), increased to 13.3 percent of the waste 
stream by 1989.47 In 2011, with a population of just over seventy- four 
hundred, annual waste production was calculated at 82,805 cubic me-
ters.48 As Inuit activist and writer Zebedee Nungak wryly notes, “now, 
our garbage is as ‘civilized’ as anybody else’s.”49

And ThEn somE

The municipal solid waste openly dumped in northern communities 
is a small fraction of Canada’s northern waste portfolio.

There are approximately— no one knows the exact figure— twenty- 
seven thousand abandoned or “orphaned” mines in Canada, most 
of which are in Canada’s northern regions. The Giant Mine, located 
on the Ingraham Trail close to Yellowknife, was abandoned in 2005, 
leaving responsibility to the Ministry of Indian Affairs and Northern  
Development and the taxpayer for the cost and cleanup of some one 
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the arctic wastes      129

hundred onsite buildings, eight open pits, contaminated soils, and waste 
rock around the mine and some 237,000 tons of arsenic trioxide dust.50

In January 1978, the Soviet satellite Cosmos 954 exploded through 
the atmosphere over the Northwest Territories, spreading some sixty- 
five kilograms of fissionable uranium 235 over an area of 124,000 square 
kilometers.51

The grasshopper effect is a term used to explain how persistent or-
ganic pollutants (POPs) from all over the world end up in polar regions. 
Many POPs are industrial waste by- products that are transported to 
the Arctic via air currents from southern communities. Contaminants 
evaporate in warm temperatures and condense in cold climates, where 
they accumulate on the land and in country food. As a result, women 
who eat country food have higher contaminant loads in their breast 
milk than those who do not.52

When the U.S. Army stopped work on the pipeline from Norman 
Wells to Whitehorse, it abandoned hundreds of trucks, graders, and 
construction equipment as well as some 60,476 barrels of oil in the 
pipe and some 108,857 barrels that are presumed to have spilled into 
the landscape.53

The DEW Line, set up in northern Canada during the Cold War to 
detect incoming Soviet bombers and sea– land invasion, left in its wake 
sixty- three abandoned sites contaminated with various toxic chemicals 
that have had to be removed— square inch by square inch— to southern 
Canada for treatment. The numerous military stations littered across the 
northern landscape also present various waste issues, from abandoned 
equipment to leaking chemical containers and brownfields.

Disposal of sewage and gray water at sea is regulated in all Canadian 
waters, except for the Arctic Ocean, where “any ship and any person 
on a ship may deposit in arctic waters such sewage as may be gener-
ated.”54 Thousands of vessels have traveled the Arctic since 1990, the vast 
majority of them tourism, research, and federal government military 
support vessels.55

A new study reveals that concentrations of microplastics (plastic 
debris that is less than five millimeters in diameter) in high Arctic 
sea ice is over two orders of magnitude greater than what is found in 
all other ocean surface waters, including the so- called Great Pacific 
Garbage Patch. The research concludes that the Arctic is a global sink 
for microplastic debris— one that will result in a substantial release of 
plastic particles into the ocean upon human- induced sea ice melt.56
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TRuE noRTh sTRonG And FREE

In a contemporary refrain of Canada’s national anthem, Prime Minister 
Stephen Harper stated at the 2009 G- 20 Summit that Canada has “no 
history of colonialism.”57 Harper reiterated the government’s stance 
that Canada is a nation whose resources and opportunities are shared 
equally by all citizens. As well as denying hundreds of years of Old World 
dependence on Canadian resources, and of prospectors’ and settlers’ 
dependence on aboriginal peoples for survival, navigation, hunting, and 
labor— all of which inspired the material and cultural subjugation of 
Canada’s original peoples— Harper’s statement exemplifies the liberal 
state that Michel Foucault identified as one that “justifies its jurisdic-
tion on a type of origin myth.”58 Faced with the long and deep history 
of aboriginal peoples in what became Canada, anthropologist Michael 
Asch argues that Europeans chose to identify colonial settlement as 
sovereignty’s historical starting point. The Crown declared Canada a 
terra nullius before colonization— an absurdum recently reiterated by 
the Supreme Court of Canada.59

Embedded in the colonial imagination of sovereignty is the messy 
juxtaposition of the Arctic as simultaneously (1) the “True North 
strong and free”60— a remote and pristine landscape whose innocent 
history embodies an aesthetic of uncontained and uncontaminated  
wilderness— (2) the North as Canada’s largest and most diverse emerg-
ing resource for industrial extraction— a vital piece of the circumpo-
lar pie61— and, increasingly, (3) the North as anthropogenic trace and 
therefore “a symbolic pinnacle for global sustainable development.”62

The dramatic increase in demand for northern natural resources 
over the past twenty years has only intensified with the prospect of 
climate change making these resources more accessible.63 According 
to Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, the North 
contains approximately 25 percent of Canada’s remaining discovered 
recoverable crude oil and natural gas and approximately 40 percent of 
Canada’s projected future discoveries.64 This means more people and 
equipment moving temporarily from South to North, much more drill-
ing and extraction, and, inevitably, more waste.

A technocratic language of environmental management is increas-
ingly eclipsing debates about Inuit control over land and sea, a discourse 
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that includes the interests not only of scientists and conservationists in 
land stewardship, climate regulation, and biodiversity but of oil, gas, and 
mineral mining, tourist, and other Euro- Canadian and international 
corporates. Once again, Inuit rights are being fused with resources 
into a single issue. Inuit rights over northern development in areas of 
oil and gas exploration, hunting, and fishing are now advanced on the 
grounds of thousands of years of successful Inuit stewardship. This 
stewardship, however, is formulated within terms that assume resource 
development as a given and, moreover, as Jessica Shadian argues, within 
a discourse that corroborates Canada’s Western neoliberal ideology.65 
In other words, Inuit have rights because of their status as Canadians, 
and the needs of Canadians as a whole (e.g., resource extraction, profit, 
global corporate investment, and employment) are what define the terms 
of sustainable development in the North. As the Canadian government’s 
“Northern Strategy” states,

Canada’s North is a fundamental part of Canada— it is part of our 
heritage, our future and our identity as a country. The Government 
has a vision for a new North and is taking action to ensure that 
vision comes to life— for the benefit of all Canadians.66

As such, “indigenous people have in effect been engaged in a massive 
program of foreign aid to the urban populations of the industrialized 
North” for the past several hundred years.67 Thus, through contem-
porary interests in development, Inuit communities are being assimi-
lated into greatly expanding industrial corporate interests in the North 
through casual resource extraction labor, capacity- building training, 
and the tourist trade.68 Inuit communities are themselves caught up in 
often fraught internal struggles as they negotiate access to development 
on the land and in the sea.69

For Inuit, the North is a place of complicated histories of violence, 
subjugation, collective memory, landscape, survival, tradition, and more. 
Researchers continue to identify the multitudinous human health and 
environmental risks that attend northern development, such as living 
with contamination.70 The strategic interest in the North, first as a mili-
tary defense site in the 1940s and then as a site for resource extraction 
and development that has been accelerating since the oil crisis in the 
early 1970s, continues to promise the spoils of Western civilization to 
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Inuit peoples: more jobs, more training, more money, and greater in-
vestment. But as one advocate for Inuit rights challenging the Canadian 
polar gas pipeline project points out,

initiatives such as the pipeline have too often been proposed to-
gether with promises that it will shepherd native people into the 
twentieth century. . . . [Instead] too often it serves only to dislocate 
and disorient native peoples and leaves them unequipped for the 
twentieth century, stripped of their lands and waters and the ability 
to follow their traditional pursuits once it has passed them by.71

Thus, among whatever dividends Inuit may or may not actually accrue— 
and numerous studies demonstrate that many are peripheral and tem-
porary, problems associated with what is known as the “staples trap” or 
“resource curse”72— northern development ultimately leaves substantial 
waste in its wake:

Today, the greatest and certainly the most direct threat to the se-
curity of Arctic residents stems from damage to the environment. 
The Arctic, in effect, has been treated as a dumping ground by 
government, military establishments and industries concerned 
only with the needs of southern societies.73

Whether or not environmental degradation is the most direct threat, 
there is no doubt that it adjoins poverty, suicide, a lack of safe and af-
fordable housing, food security, substance abuse, and a host of other 
profound and pressing issues facing Inuit people.

sElF- dETERminATion

This is not to say that Inuit do not act, know, or care about waste man-
agement. In Iqaluit, as with other Arctic communities, there exists a 
multiplicity of perspectives on waste and other issues. Rather than 
rehearsing a familiar colonial discourse that defines (and thus confines) 
indigeneity to local or traditional practices and epistemologies, we 
argue that Inuit perspectives are embedded in (whether deeply aware 
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of, occurring in response to, or independent of) Nunavut’s recent and 
ongoing colonial history.74

Many Inuit, for example, consider community and resource develop-
ment as a necessary and even desirable way forward in the context of 
Nunavut’s myriad social issues— many of which stem from decades of 
colonial violence75 and “chronic underfunding” from Canada’s federal 
government.76 Inuit living in Nunavut have among the lowest household 
incomes in the country,77 and the difference in average income between 
Inuit and Qallunaat is striking: In 2005, the average income for non- Inuit 
Nunavut residents was C$70,000 per year, while Inuit residents earned 
just under C$22,000.78 Nearly 60 percent of those living in Nunavut 
smoke, ranking it the highest territory or province per capita in the 
country.79 Residents also have high levels of diabetes, heart disease, and 
other diet- related illnesses, and Nunavut households experience food 
insecurity at a rate seven times higher than the Canadian average.80 In 
the city’s two grocery stores, food comes highly packaged and/or near-
ing its expiration date. Violence against women is a major issue, and 
the single women’s shelter struggles to meet the overwhelming need. 
Substance abuse is a major problem, and alcohol can only be purchased 
in restaurants and hotels. Suicide rates are ten times higher in Nunavut 
than in the rest of Canada.81 In September 2014, an eleven- year- old boy 
committed suicide in Cape Dorset, the territory’s second child suicide 
in just over a year.82

For many Euro- Canadians, the dump fire was simply a by- product 
of poor leadership on the part of the city. Years of improperly managed 
waste— the mixing of plastics, paper, cardboard, food waste, batteries, 
and even human sewage at the dump— have produced what the land-
fill engineer emphatically described as “one of [the] worst landfills in 
North America.”83 Yet for many of those living in Iqaluit (both Inuit and 
Qallunaat), the dump fire was indicative of something more— a double 
standard experienced by those living in Canada’s North. In Iqaluit, 
musings of “this would never happen in Toronto” were not uncommon. 
Common, too, were responses from Euro- Canadians who consider liv-
ing in the Arctic “to be a choice,” one that is inherently unsustainable 
due to high government subsidies.84 These comments contrast what 
Inuit activist Sheila Watt- Cloutier refers to as “the right to be cold”: the 
right for indigenous populations to live on traditional lands and not 
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be forced to move or otherwise act or live in ways that are prescribed 
to them by Euro- Canadians. As such, when the territorial and federal 
governments refused to provide funds toward the dump fire’s projected 
C$7 million extinguishing fee, many Inuit protested.85 Inuit and others 
advocating for improved waste technology and for the Iqaluit dump to 
be extinguished were doing so not necessarily out of a desire to expand 
consumption and capitalism but as a way of addressing long- standing 
issues of inequity.

Through our discussions of waste with Iqaluit community members, 
current and historical relationships with the federal government were 
frequently brought to the fore. For example, Iqalummiut complained 
of the yearly military exercise Operation Nanook, which spends mil-
lions of dollars “defending Arctic sovereignty” rather than addressing 
“a real emergency,” such as the Iqaluit dump fire.86 Similarly, one long- 
term Qallunaat resident lamented that the federal government did not 
understand “northern sovereignty,” which, according to her, necessarily 
requires “women and children, communities, clam diggers, and fisher-
man, and berry pickers” to exist. It is perhaps not surprising, then, that 
in a region where sovereignty is configured through interactions with na-
ture rather than ownership over it, issues of waste are frequently related 
to the mid- twentieth- century colonial period— when (as we discussed 
earlier in this chapter) settler framings of humans dominating nature 
were enforced.87 One Inuk man, for example, explained how waste and 
consumption practices emerged as the result of government initiatives. 
In doing so, he resituated current waste problems within the context of 
the federal government’s “high modernist” project in the Arctic:

It’s a catch- 22 kind of thing. . . . Because we didn’t need television, 
we didn’t need rifles, we didn’t need snowmobiles. We were living 
just fine the way we were. And this white man comes, “oh you need 
shelter, oh you need furniture to get status in your life. Oh you need 
pots and pans.” But we didn’t. We were fine the way we were. . . . As 
soon as the white man said, “you need to be in communities” . . . 
we were all scattered all over the place, and then the government 
said we got used to money. And the government said “if you want 
more money you gotta send your kids to school [in the South].” 
And that’s how the communities formed.88
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Our respondents’ characterizations of federal government relationships, 
as they relate to personal experiences of colonialism, are important. 
They are materially constitutive of how Inuit and other Iqalummiut 
participate politically as activists, politicians, industrial negotiators, 
disengaged citizens, and so on. As another respondent remarked,

even on the land— you know, we put them [garbage] in the boats, 
our tents, [when] we go on the land. Garbage. Garbage. We eat, 
eat, eat. Garbage. Put it in the garbage bag. Right after, if we are 
going to leave from the campsite, we are going to take the gar-
bages too. Because you have to respect the land. It’s just the land 
and the nature. I know nature gets mad all the time. We cannot 
handle it. Right? Human beings. Humans, us humans, cannot 
[pauses] like [pauses] control the nature. Right? We live in the 
richest land of Canada and of the Universe. We have sapphires, 
we have crystals, and animals. . . . There’s a lot of beautiful lakes, 
you can catch some fish. Red fish, arctic char, you know? Other 
stuff. Salmons. We’ve got all of them almost. Arctic cods. You can 
go like five minutes and go find cod, and go make some fish and 
chips for ourselves. . . . That’s the way. We don’t deal with garbage. 
We [Inuit] don’t want them [the garbage] to be in the lakes, or 
on the river, or on the sea, because we have to eat it [and] be re-
sponsible for everything. . . . I know they [the federal government] 
come and say, “yeah, I’m just a number” and blah blah blah. They 
don’t consider us as human beings. I know it. . . . They [the federal 
government] think they found us, but no. Been there for centuries 
and stuff. . . . They [my ancestors] lived environmentally free. It was 
strong stuff. Healthy. You never seen garbage. Nothing.89

This statement was made in the context of Inuit struggles for self- 
determination: it points to a Western cosmology that separates humans 
from their environment as the cause of anthropogenic “mega- problems,” 
including climate change and other waste- related issues. Our respon-
dent’s use of the term “environmentally free” problematizes the very im- 
material construction of “environment” as a concept— of a nature that is 
placed “outside of ” human existence. And the focus on garbage as not 
having existed prior to colonial contact underscores this point, because 
any materials that were wasted could not have been “out- of- place” in 
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that the very definition of materials as “out- of- place” is derivative of a 
settler cosmology.90 Moreover, his assertion that we cannot “control” 
or “handle” nature counters Western understandings of sovereignty 
wherein a mastery over people and nature is implicit. Read this way, this 
is less an aesthetic statement than it is a naming of the very relationship 
that the Anthropocene has just now discovered— that human– nature 
relations are inextricable.

ConClusions

If the ubiquitous waste that litters the Arctic landscape is the fallout of 
a colonial past, then the prospect of far more waste generated through 
northern resource development may characterize what Derek Gregory 
refers to as Canada’s “colonial present” and its forecasted future.91 Mu-
nicipal, solid, mining, and myriad other forms of waste constitute an 
anthropogenic legacy and capitalism’s profound fallout underwritten 
by “ideologies and discourses that facilitate resource development and 
environmental transformations.”92 In significant ways, modern waste 
management is a manifestation of the West’s colonial tradition, and its 
implementation requires an assimilation to predetermined neoliberal 
market- based definitions of what waste is and how it should be managed. 
For most Euro- Canadian communities, waste is “out- of- sight and out- 
of- mind”— “an ironic testimony to a desire to forget.”93 In this way, waste, 
both conceptually and materially, marks the success of the neocolonial 
project— its proliferation and technomanagement are predicated on an 
Enlightenment- rooted settler cosmology that emphasizes dominance 
over nature. In the northern Canadian waste landscape, this equates 
to teaching the colonial subject, in the first instance, to waste in new 
magnitude and kind and then to adopt neoliberal ways of dealing with 
waste’s proliferation, that is, waste as profit.

Yet within an Anthropocene logos, as Chakrabarty points out, the 
neocolonial subject may now be subsumed within a universalized Homo 
sapiens— a species for whom, in functioning as a geophysical force, 
sovereignty is no longer possible. He explains:

It has to be one of the profoundest ironies of our modern history 
that increasing use of such energy [fossil fuels] should have now 
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transformed our collective image, in our own eyes, from that of 
an autonomous if not sovereign and purposeful agency— from 
the level of individuals to the level of groups— to that of a force, 
which is defined as “the sheer capacity to produce pull or push on 
an object by interacting on it merely as another object.” In other 
words when we say we are acting like a force, we say we don’t have 
any sovereignty. We are like another object. A geophysical force 
has no sense of purpose or sovereignty.94

On one hand, then, the Anthropocene, as discourse, is a universal 
decolonizing project that challenges humanity’s separation from, and 
superiority over, nature. A humanity based on a universalized (post)
sovereignty, however, erases indigenous ways of knowing and being in 
favor of globalized technologies— geoengineering and “big science.” 
Chakrabarty’s characterization of sovereignty is based on a knowable, 
stable, and predictable geologic— one that Inuit scholars argue has 
never, and could never, exist.95 Inuit did not sustain an “anthropo-
genic” sovereignty prior to colonization;96 yet Inuit struggling for self- 
determination are required to adopt these frames in negotiations with 
Canada’s federal government.97 Technomanagerial approaches to the 
Anthropocene’s ubiquitous, toxic, and indestructible wastes hinge on 
a sovereign approach to human– nature relations. The dangerous irony 
of the Anthropocene, then, is less that the possibility of sovereignty has 
collapsed and more that the various technologies predicted to “solve” 
our global environmental problems are framed through an under-
standing of sovereignty that always separates waste from resource, dirt 
from clean, and uncivilized from civilized— a configuration that, as 
the Anthropocene has already begun to show us, is inevitably doomed  
to failure.
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