
Oral History 
Political Beginnings

How Nunavut Was Conceived

There is no question that Nunavut would not have been conceived without Tagak Curley.  
Tagak conceived, and then enlisted the help of Inuit and non-Inuit to formulate a strategy 
that would span 30 years to come to a conclusion.  

The 1960s were formative years of emancipation for many people in the world, including 
white people and Inuit. In those years it seemed that all at once old class rigidity and 
racial inequality had been lifted, and there was a new atmosphere in the air. Anti-
authority, or the questioning of authority was allowed without repercussion, with some 
exceptions like Kent State University, and people, especially in North America and the 
more Westernized European states, took a new and heady turn in modernization. 
Ironically, some of this was in no doubt due to the British Invasion, spearheaded by the 
musical band the Beatles from England, a country which historically built itself 
economically as a former empire known to have colonized nations and wiping out whole 
cultures doing so.  

The Inuit were small in number. They were scattered in small communities across a 
massive and divided land and sea geography. They had no means of communication with 
each other. In fact, they knew about each other, but had no contact for hundreds of years.  
The sixties began to bring some of that communication back with the advent of radio and 
other technologies. It became apparent that these Inuit in the Arctic regions had 
developed language into different dialects. It also became apparent to these Inuit that 
dialectal differences were not enough to keep them from understanding each other.  

The political landscape was also changing in Canada. The Canadian Arctic, envisioned 
early by Prime Minister Diefenbaker in a policy, was taking on a significant role in world 
affairs, at least in relation to warfare. It had become apparent to major powers during 
World War II and during the Cold War that the Arctic regions were, due to the 
technology of the day, strategic. The Strategic Air Command (SAC), comprised of 
American and Canadian teamwork, built air force bases and radar sites across the Arctic, 
as an early warning system (DEW-Line) designed to detect Soviet forces coming across 
the Arctic. Naturally, most of these sites were in close proximity to Inuit living in those 
areas. Some even provided employment to Inuit in labour and menial jobs.  

There already were some settlements established by trading post and missionary settlers.  
For economic and religious reasons, Inuit congregated somewhat around these 
settlements, including Chesterfield Inlet, Baker Lake, Pond Inlet, Pelly Bay, and others. 
Some, like Pangnirtung, had distinct histories as whaling stations, with long and mutually 
beneficial interaction between whalers and Inuit. One other whaling community, Cape 



Fullerton, north of Chesterfield Inlet, is extinct, with most of the Inuit having moved to 
nearby Chesterfield Inlet.  

By the 1950s and 60s, all of the communities in Nunavut today were in existence, to 
varying degrees of local administration and permanence. Most were administered by the 
federal government. One, Rankin Inlet, was a mining town, with most employees coming 
from various Keewatin communities.

In the later 1960s, as a result of the Carrother’s Commission, which had been charged 
with studying the political and administrative future of the Northwest Territories, the 
Northwest Territories government was created to administer the territory, with a 
Commissioner appointed by Ottawa to lead the government, with a hand-picked and 
elected council. It was in this Territorial Council that Inuit were first involved in formal 
Canadian politics. First Simonie Michael of Niaqunguut/Iqaluit was elected as the first 
Inuk in the Northwest Territories Council. He was followed by Abe Okpik, who was 
appointed to the Council. In 1970, Willie Adams was acclaimed in Rankin Inlet to the 
Council. Later in the 1970s, Peter Irniq and Bill Lyall were elected to the Council.

In those years, the first Inuit members had to speak in English as Inuktitut was not 
allowed, and no interpreter corps existed. It was a difficult environment for those Inuit, as 
English was a distant second language to them. It can reasonably be said that the Inuit 
members were largely viewed with more than a hint of tokenism. In fact, there was a 
good deal of opposition from members representing the west to the creation of an 
interpreter corps, largely arguing that the valuable time of the Legislature would be 
wasted.

So the participation of Inuit in political affairs at any level of government in the 1960s 
and 1970s was a very recent phenomenon in Canada. It was only in the 1950s that the 
section of the Dominion Elections Act which disqualified Inuit from voting was repealed. 
The Northwest Territories Act created the Territorial Council in 1905; however, it was 
not until 1966 that the first Inuk Councilor, Simonie Michael, was elected to represent 
Iqaluit. In spite of this slow beginning, the politicization of Inuit accelerated during the 
1970s, with the largest movement being towards representative Inuit associations, 
although increased native representation at all levels of government was becoming more 
evident.

Prior to the 1950s, the economic livelihood of Inuit was largely land and sea-based. 
Hunting and fishing provided food and basic necessities, while trapping and the sales of 
furs furnished families with such things as tea and hunting implements. The fur trade 
provided the main source of contact between Inuit and white society.

Government intervention in the Arctic began on a large scale in the 1950s, concurrent 
with, and to some extent because of, the collapse of the fur trade. Inuit families had 
become dependent on the goods which they received in return for furs and skins. In the 
early 1950s, fur prices were very low. Hardship and even starvation resulted. The federal 
government was forced to provide social assistance, primarily in the form of welfare 



payments; however, the administration of social assistance programs was complicated by 
the fact that Inuit families were scattered throughout the Arctic in camps comprised of 
two or three families. 

In the late 1950s and early in the 1960s, Inuit were encouraged to move from their 
traditional camps into permanent settlements. Movement generally occurred in two 
stages: first, children were sent to residential school in a settlement; and later, parents 
moved to the settlement with their children.

In Dene Nation: The Colony Within, Wilf Bean tells how an area administrator in 
Cambridge Bay successfully convinced some of the Parry Island people to relocate in 
Cambridge Bay:

“….he had also made it clear to them that only in 
Cambridge Bay would government housing and
‘rations’ be available. There too, the family could 
be together with the children who were in grade 
school.”1

Bean, himself an administrator, felt that relocation from camps to settlements had broader 
implications than were first realized. He said:

“… in retrospect, the movement from camps to
centralized settlements had great significance for

                                    the native people, not the least of which was the
establishment of the dominance of government 
and the reciprocal dependency of the native people.”2

Once in the settlement, Inuit spent less time hunting and became more and more 
dependent on southern goods and services. Families began to experience modernized 
poverty as their livelihoods became more linked to a monetary economy. The creation of 
a need for goods and services increased the dependence of Inuit on new types of 
institutions. When the relocation process was completed, government intervention had 
permeated almost every aspect of Inuit life.

There are two factors which led to federal involvement in the North. The first involved 
the question of Arctic sovereignty. During the Cold War period following World War 
Two, it became imperative to strengthen Canadian sovereignty in the Far North. The 
creation of permanent settlements in the High Arctic was necessary in the face of 
American strategic interest in the Arctic Islands. It was also during this period that DEW-
Line bases were established. The second factor, and certainly the most important one 
then, and to some extent today, is the presence of rich mineral and fossil-fuel resources in 
the North. Some communities were established solely to serve the needs of the resources 
industry. For example, Rankin Inlet was formed when Inuit families were moved there to 
provide a labour force for a nickel mine. These three factors, the consequences of 
collapse of the fur trade, the questions surrounding Arctic sovereignty, and the discovery 



of rich northern resources, led to an increased government presence in the North, and at 
the same time resulted in the government taking responsibility for native Northerners.

Increased government presence in the North created a situation whereby Inuit were 
compelled to learn about southern-styled politics, largely out of necessity rather than 
genuine or spontaneous interest. Bureaucrats and politicians who administered the North, 
often from Ottawa, did not always display an understanding of Northern lifestyles and 
native culture. There is substantial evidence supporting the view that the predominant 
government attitude at the time was that Inuit should be modernized and assimilated into 
society.3 Then, such organizations as the Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC) and its local 
affiliates, the Inuit Cultural Institute (ICI) and local hunters and trappers associations, 
provided a necessary counterbalance to outside influences as their goals revolved around 
preserving Inuit culture, language and lifestyles. At the same time, Inuit representation on 
the Territorial Council had increased to the point that at one point eight of the nine 
Eastern Arctic councilors were Inuit.

The Northwest Territorial Council was then composed of 22 elected members, an 
executive committee which performed functions similar to a cabinet, and a growing 
bureaucracy to administer territorial programs and funds. The Commissioner of the 
Northwest Territories theoretically had absolute power, including veto, over the Council 
and was responsible only to the Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development in 
Ottawa.

According to the report of the Special Representative on Constitutional Development in 
the Northwest Territories:

“The occasions for possible involvement by the 
Federal government are numerous since their
‘agent’, the Commissioner, has a wide range
of specific statutory and conventional powers:
he convenes the sessions of Council, and gives
instructions for the issuing of election writs; he
signs or refuses assent to all territorial ordinances;
he recommends in his message to council
appropriations and taxes, and he must lay the 
Territorial accounts before council annually.
As Chief Executive officer, he chairs the Executive 
Committee and assigns responsibilities to other 
members of the Committee.”4

The federal government retained ownership and control over the land and its resources. 
Starting in 1969, the territorial government administered an increasing number of 
programs, including education, welfare, economic development and municipal affairs. In 
effect, this arrangement meant that the federal government controlled revenue-generating 
activities and then turned over a certain amount of money in a lump sum to territorial 
government for administration of social programs.



After the publication of the Carrothers Commission Report in 1966, the Northwest 
Territories experienced a rapid proliferation of local governments. There were five 
categories of municipal government: settlement, hamlet, village, town, and city, each 
with areas of responsibility corresponding to its organization level.5 Municipal councils, 
with varying degrees of autonomy, became responsible for ongoing administration of 
their communities; Settlement councils had advisory powers only; Village hamlet 
councils could act in consultation with the territorial government, but required approval 
of the government for some of the actions; Towns and city councils could act without 
government approval on most matters.6

Three other kinds of institutions became important in local government in the Northwest 
Territories - special purpose committees, band councils, and regional councils. Special 
purpose committees such as educational advisory committees, housing associations, drug 
and alcohol committees, and hunters and trappers associations, acted in an advisory 
capacity; however, they liaised directly with the Government of the Northwest Territories 
and not their municipal councils. Band councils in the Western Arctic were responsible 
under the Indian Act, for administration of various programs (social assistance, housing 
and so on) devolved from the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development, 
as well as for the management of projects related to employment, housing and cultural 
awareness. Two regional councils, the Baffin Regional Council and Central Arctic 
Regional Council, represented the interests of their areas and function as advisory bodies 
to the Territorial Council.7

The problems of that system of local government in the North were well documented.8   
Residents complained about (among other things), the inflexibility and complexity of 
procedures, the multiplicity of competing institutional structures, and the lack of 
responsiveness of local bodies.9   Participation of native people was a particularly vexing 
problem. Although Inuit participation had been low to that point, it appeared to be 
increasing and was greatest at the settlement level. However, there was some evidence to 
suggest that it diminished as the organizational level increased.10

The lack of Inuit participation at the higher municipal levels should not be misconstrued 
as apathy towards local affairs of the day. There were some very serious obstacles to the 
effective participation of Inuit in governmental structures which were, “Incomplete, 
inappropriate and in some cases imported southern models.” 11 Some of the factors, aside 
from language, which inhibited Inuit participation, were electoral procedures and 
decision-making lifestyles which were inconsistent with traditional ways of doing things.

While Inuit participation in governmental institutions continued to be somewhat 
problematic, particularly at the higher levels of municipal government, there was 
extensive Inuit participation in native organizations which acted, in effect, as non-
governmental political bodies. Bertram Dyck, in his study of problems of Inuit 
participation in the Frobisher Bay town council, noted an increase in the expression and 
representation of Inuit concerns through exclusive native groups, and he recommended 
that, “These groups should be encouraged to participate in local affairs...Either through 
direct participation or by cooperative ventures...”12



It was not surprising when the structures of decision-making in municipal government 
became more complex and increasingly irrelevant to the traditions native people were 
struggling to maintain, that they turned to organizations which created an environment 
more conducive to the expression of their most pressing concerns.

We turn now to a brief discussion of some of the native organizations which were 
growing stronger in the North and which played an increasingly important role in 
representing the views of native people.

At the local level, hunters and trappers associations were very active, acting in an 
advisory role with limited administrative functions. However, they had to liaise with the 
territorial government and were not directly involved in decision-making at the 
community level. Since hunters and trappers associations were concerned with the source 
of livelihood for many people and were central to the maintenance of a viable land-based 
economy, they felt it was appropriate (and prudent) that they should have had more say in 
community affairs as well as at higher levels of government.

Economic development was of crucial interest to native people of the North. Thus, one of 
the goals of Inuit organizations was to develop expertise in the economic sphere in order 
to help native people keep pace with the rapidly changing economic conditions in their 
lands.

The Makivik Corporation is a good example of an organization responding to the 
challenge of dramatically-altered economic conditions. In 1978, after the James Bay 
Agreement, Makivik was formed out of the Northern Quebec Inuit Association with the 
explicit aim of representing Inuit, “In stimulating economic expansion and establishing 
profit making organizations.”13 Makivik has many programs serving Inuit, among the 
earlier ones included Air Inuit, a construction company, and a shrimp fishing business.

At the regional level, affiliates of ITC were actively working toward the aims of 
preserving the Inuit language and culture articulating the needs, aspirations and interests 
of Inuit, developing strong Inuit leadership, providing information and educational 
resources, facilitating communications and encouraging unity and cooperation among 
various organizations established for the well being of native people.14 These 
organizations conduct programs on land claims, economic development, wildlife 
management, social and recreation development, housing, health, alcohol prevention, 
education and job training.

At the national level, ITC represented broad interests shared by Inuit in all regions in 
Canada, including Labrador, Northern Quebec, what are now Nunavut and the Western 
Arctic. It undertook studies, considered and recommended alternatives in renewable and 
non-renewable resource development. It provided impetus for Inuit participation in 
business through the Inuit Development Corporation. It also made funds available for the 
study and implementation of legal, housing and health services. ITC’s Inukshuk Project 
was a path breaker in the development of communications in Northern communications, 
which resulted in the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation.  Similarly, the ICI did invaluable 



work on the Inuit language and education and the development of a standardized 
syllabary and orthography. Finally, and most importantly in terms of political activity in 
the national context, ITC articulated the Inuit position on land claims and constitutional 
development.

The Inuit Committee on National Issues and the International Inuit Circumpolar 
Conference joined ITC impressing for recognition of the principles of Aboriginal rights, 
self-determination, constitutional reform, and a greater voice for Inuit in determining 
their own future.

The future of Inuit participation in the political life of Canada, in local, regional, national, 
and international domains, depended upon the resolution of fundamental questions about 
the direction of political development in the North.

A fundamental issue in the political development of the Northwest Territories was the 
issue of dividing the territories. The question of division of the Northwest Territories was 
not new; there was a bill on the Order Paper in Parliament as early as 1963 urging 
political division and the creation of two separate and independent regions.15 The 
principle of division was recognized by the government’s study on electoral boundaries 
and the subsequent creation of the electoral district of Nunatsiaq.16 Although the 
population was relatively small and communication and transportation problems 
prevalent, the Commission on Electoral Boundaries felt that, “Geographical size and 
shape and the community of interest of the inhabitants are more important and of a more 
lasting nature. The recognition to the traditional life and cultural patterns of the majority 
of indigenous people while at the same time paying deference to other factors.”17

The Nunavut proposal, discussed at the 1978 ITC Annual General Assembly in Pond 
Inlet and receiving unanimous consent by resolution at their Annual General Assembly in 
1980, called for similar division of the Northwest Territories to create a new political 
entity north of the tree line. The Nunavut proposal further advocated that the new 
territory (Nunavut) be granted provincial-type powers over a 15 year period of transition 
leading to formal provincial status. Additionally, the proposal also stated that the local 
and regional governmental structures would be determined by the new government so 
that institutions and operation of the government reflect the unique character of the 
people living in the area. The provincial powers that were sought – powers over 
education, housing, land use planning and control, the administration of justice, wildlife 
management and determination of the character of local governments – were just those 
matters which were seen to be most relevant and critical to the lives and well being of the 
Inuit.

The Report on Constitutional Development in the Northwest Territories, also commonly 
known as The Drury Report, differed from the Nunavut proposal on the basic issue of 
territorial division. However, it did suggest that the current government of the day should 
receive additional powers. Similar to the Nunavut proposal, it recommended that 
communities be granted more autonomy over land use, education and social services, and 
the land surrounding the municipality. The report also suggested that regional 



governments should assume whatever powers communities may wish to confer upon 
them. In terms of administration, the report proposed the creation of a Department of 
Community Government and Regional Operations with wide-ranging powers. Somewhat 
strangely, it recommended the dismantling of the Department of Indian Affairs and 
Northern Development and the creation of a new department of native peoples. At the 
executive level, the report suggested a gradual reduction of the Territorial 
Commissioner’s power and a concomitant increase in the powers of the Council’s 
executive committee. In the area of land claims, the report proposed that the Territorial 
Council should be active in land claims negotiations (which, incidentally, should in the 
report’s view follow the precedent of the Committee for Original Peoples’ Entitlement 
(C.O.P.E.) agreement).  Furthermore the report envisioned a role for the Council in 
determining the political future of the Northwest Territories by means of a special forum 
such as a constituent assembly.

ITC, now Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), supported, in principle, the Drury Report’s 
recommendation of additional responsibilities for local and regional government, 
municipal ownership of lands, and an increase in native participation in the public 
service, a statutory recognition of the native language, and a more streamlined 
administration and management of government programs in the regions. However, ITC 
rejected the position that political development should be discussed outside the context of 
land claims, and disagreed with the view that a decision on territorial division was 
premature and should be made by some Territorial Council mechanism at some future 
date.

ITC feared that the incremental transfer of powers to Territorial Government before a 
decision on territorial division was made would reinforce the status quo and prejudice the 
ultimate decision. While the Drury Report failed to recognize growing support for the 
creation of a new territory, ITC maintained that there was consensus on Nunavut from 
various sources. Political development had so far been based on a southern style model 
which had evolved gradually in response to the needs of southern Canadians, but which 
ITC viewed as being inappropriate to the needs of Inuit, and that it severely hampered 
and constrained their participation in decisions of vital interest to them. ITC maintained 
that, if the trend continued, it was possible that Inuit participation in government would 
not increase as substantially as it had in the recent past. People naturally seek an arena 
which is conducive to the most effective expression of their views. Inuit were more likely 
to find such an environment within their own organizations. The inevitable increase in 
participation in Inuit organizations would have positive consequences in terms of 
obtaining experience and working out solutions to Northern problems. There was a 
danger though, in that disproportionately greater participation in non-governmental and 
exclusive native organizations might result in the development of a set of parallel 
institutions with a clear voice for Inuit interests, but no power to implement their 
positions. The optimal situation was one in which Inuit participation had to be 
encouraged in all types of political institutions.

The future was grey, but things were taking shape. The key to sustained and effective 
Inuit participation in politics did not lie in the further elaboration and consolidation of 



existing structures, or in tinkering with existing mechanisms of the day for decision-
making. It lay in the formal constitutional recognition of the Inuit’s fundamental right to 
determine their own future, and to develop the institutions and procedures most 
appropriate to the expression of their deepest concerns.

ITC bore the Tungavik Federation of Nunavut (TFN), which successfully negotiated the 
Nunavut land claim and the political development of Nunavut. It was the farsighted 
visionaries, people like Tagak Curley, Noah Qumak of Quebec, Mary Panigusiq Cousins, 
Jose Kusugak,  Josiah Kadlutsiaq, Leo Kaludjak, Mike Panika, David Aglukark, Jacobie 
Oweetaluktuk, Edward Berthe, James Arvaluk, Peter Cummings, Warren Allmand, Dr. 
Milton Freeman, Jean Chretien, among others, who enabled the future development of 
Nunavut by breaking away from convention and creating ITC.18

The Road to Nunavut: A Chronological History

1973 – Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (ITC) begins a study of Inuit land use and occupancy 
which eventually demonstrates the extent of Inuit Aboriginal title in the Arctic. This 
study forms the geographic basis of the Nunavut Territory.

1976 – ITC proposes the creation of a Nunavut Territory as part of a comprehensive 
settlement of Inuit land claims in the Northwest Territories. The Nunavut Proposal calls 
for the Beaufort Sea and Yukon North Slope areas used by the Inuvialuit to be included 
in the Nunavut Territory.

That same year, due to development pressure in the Beaufort Sea area, the Inuvialuit split 
from ITC to negotiate a separate land claim agreement.

Also that same year, a federal electoral boundaries commission recommends dividing the 
Northwest Territories into two federal electoral districts: Nunatsiaq and the Western 
Arctic. This recommendation is put in effect for the 1979 federal election.

1979 – The first Inuk Member of Parliament in Canada, Peter Ittinuar, is elected in the 
new federal riding of Nunatsiaq.

1980 – At its Annual General Meeting in October, ITC delegates unanimously pass a 
resolution calling for the creation of Nunavut.

1982 – Peter Ittinuar crosses the floor in the House of Commons from the New 
Democratic Party to the Liberals, in exchange for a process on division of the Northwest 
Territories.

1990 – Tungavik Federation of Nunavut (TFN) and representatives of the federal and 
territorial governments sign a land claims agreement-in-principle in April. The agreement 
supports the division of the Northwest Territories and provides for a plebiscite on 
boundaries.



1992 – In January, TFN and government negotiators come to an agreement on the 
substantive portions of a final land claims agreement for the Nunavut region. The 
agreement contains commitments for the creation of a Nunavut Territory and 
government, subject to a boundary plebiscite and the conclusion of the Nunavut Political 
Accord. This Accord would detail the timetable and process for establishing Nunavut.

1992 – An overall majority of voters in the Northwest Territories and the Nunavut area 
approve the proposed boundary for division in a May plebiscite.

In October, TFN and government representatives sign the Nunavut Political Accord, 
setting the creation of Nunavut as April 1, 1999.

In November, in a Nunavut-wide vote, the Inuit of Nunavut ratify the Nunavut Land 
Claims Agreement.

1993 – The Nunavut Agreement is signed in May. In June, the Nunavut Land Claims 
Agreement Act and the Nunavut Act are adopted by Parliament and receive Royal Assent.

1995 and 1996 – Footprints in New Snow and Footprints II, documents written by the 
Nunavut Implementation Commission, recommend that certain headquarter and regional 
functions of the Nunavut government be decentralized to communities. Footprints II is 
used as the blueprint for the foundation of the Government of Nunavut.

1997 – The Office of the Interim Commissioner is established to help prepare for the 
creation of Nunavut. It is responsible for setting up an operational government ready to 
function effectively on April 1, 1999.

1998 – Amendments to the Nunavut Act are adopted by Parliament and receive Royal 
Assent.

1999 – The Nunavut Territory and Government come into existence on April 1.
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