
1 
 

GEOA, 2nd Sem, Unit –I, Human adaptation to environment Eskimo 

Who Are The Eskimo People? 

Eskimos are the indigenous people inhabiting parts of the northern circumpolar region 

ranging from Siberia to Canada. The term Eskimo is slowly being replaced by the Canadian term 

‘Inuit’ or ‘Yupik.' Each of these terms is used by different settlements of Eskimos. In Canada, 

Greenland, and Northern Alaska, the Eskimos identify with Inuit or the subgroup Inupiat while 

Yupik refers to the Eskimos inhabiting Alaska and eastern Siberia. The term Eskimo is 

considered derogatory in some areas, especially Canada and Greenland since it is perceived to 

translate to “eaters of raw meat” in Algonkian languages. There exists a third group known as the 

Aleut, who inhabit the Aleutian Islands, and who are closely related to the Eskimos. The most 

closely related group to the Eskimos are the Mongolian people inhabiting eastern Asia. Eskimos 

inhabit arctic regions which are characterized by extreme cold. 

Basic Concept 

The earliest known Eskimo cultures (pre-Dorset) date to 5,000 years ago. They appear to 

have evolved in Alaska from people using the Arctic small tool tradition who probably had 

migrated to Alaska from Siberia at least 2,000 to 3,000 years earlier, though they might have 

been in Alaska as far back as 10,000 to 12,000 years or more. There are similar artifacts found in 

Siberia going back perhaps 18,000 years. The Eskimo were hunter-gatherers, and have been 

referred to as nomadic. One of the customs following the birth of an infant was for an Angakkuq 

(shaman) to place a tiny ivory carving of a whale into the baby's mouth, in hopes this would 

make the child good at hunting. Loud singing and drumming were also customary after a birth. 

Distribution 

Today, the two main groups of Eskimos are the Inuit of northern Alaska, Canada and Greenland, 

and the Yupik of Central Alaska. The Yupik comprises speakers of four distinct Yupik languages 

originated from the western Alaska, in South Central Alaska along the Gulf of Alaska coast, and 

the Russian Far East. In Canada and Greenland, the term Eskimo has fallen out of favor, as it is 

sometimes considered pejorative and has been replaced by the term Inuit. The Canadian 
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Constitution Act of 1982, sections 25 and 35, recognized the Inuit as a distinctive group of 

aboriginal peoples in Canada. 

History and Culture of the Eskimos 

Archaeological evidence has suggested that Eskimos settled in North America some 

5,000 years ago. This early group evolved in Alaska from people closely related to the Arctic 

small tool tradition, a cultural entity which developed in eastern Asia. The ancestors of this entity 

had relocated to Alaska from Siberia an estimated 2,000 to 3,000 years earlier. Artifacts 

discovered in Alaska have been found to be similar to those found in Siberia, dating as far as 

18,000 years ago. At the first extensive contact with Europeans, the Eskimo population totaled 

about 50,000, and it has remained relatively constant throughout centuries. 

 

Languages Spoken By the Eskimos 

Languages spoken by the Eskimo people are classified in the Eskimo-Aleut family. The 

Eskimo languages branches into the Inuit and the Yupik languages. The Inuit language is 

marked by numerous dialects which differ by region and community. 

The Inuit dialects are 

 

 Inuktitut- This language is one of the Inuit dialects with speakers in Canada and 

Greenland. In Canada, the language is accorded official status in the Northwest 

Territories as well as in Nunavut. Its sub-dialects include Inuttitut and Nunavimmiutitut. 

 Iñupiaq- This dialect is spoken by approximately 2,000 people in northwestern and 

northern Alaska. The language lacks categories for articles and gender, and its dialects 

are divided into two groups namely Northern Alaskan Iñupiaq and Seward Peninsula 

Iñupiaq. 

 Inuvialuktun- This dialect consists of several varieties of Inuit spoken in western 

Canada which are Siglitun, Inuinnaqtun, Uummarmiutun, and Natsilingmiutut. 

 Kalaallisut- This dialect is spoken in Greenland where it boasts about 57,000 speakers.  

 

The Yupik group of languages is categorized into: 
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 Central Siberian Yupik- This language is primarily spoken by the Siberian Yupik 

people in Siberia, and it also has speakers in St. Lawrence Island which is part of Alaska. 

 Central Alaskan Yup’ik- This language has about 10,000 speakers in southwestern and 

western Alaska. It has the second largest speakers as far as indigenous languages are 

concerned in the US. 

Social Characteristic  

The division of labor in traditional Inuit society had a strong gender component, but it 

was not absolute. The men were traditionally hunters and fishermen and the women took care of 

the children, cleaned the home, sewed, processed food, and cooked. However, there are 

numerous examples of women who hunted, out of necessity or as a personal choice. At the same 

time men, who could be away from camp for several days at a time, would be expected to know 

how to sew and cook. 

Marriage 

The marital customs among the Inuit were not strictly monogamous: many Inuit 

relationships were implicitly or explicitly sexual. Open marriages, polygamy, divorce, and 

remarriage were known. Among some Inuit groups, if there were children, divorce required the 

approval of the community and particularly the agreement of the elders. Marriages were often 

arranged, sometimes in infancy, and occasionally forced on the couple by the community. 

Marriage was common for women at puberty and for men when they became productive hunters. 

Family structure was flexible: a household might consist of a man and his wife (or wives) and 

children; it might include his parents or his wife's parents as well as adopted children; it might be 

a larger formation of several siblings with their parents, wives and children; or even more than 

one family sharing dwellings and resources. Every household had its head, an elder or a 

particularly respected man. 

Houses 
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Eskimos traditionally used various types of houses. Tents of caribou skins or sealskins 

provided adequate summer dwellings; in colder seasons shelter was constructed of sod, 

driftwood, or sometimes stone, placed over excavated floors. Among some Eskimo groups the 

snow hut was used as a winter residence. More commonly, however, such structures were used 

as temporary overnight shelters during journeys. 

Eskimos do not live in igloos made of snow, as most people think. Ice houses are built 

only as temporary shelters during winter hunting trips. The Igloo is made from blocks of snow 

and it has got a hole in the top for a chimney. Permanent homes are usually built of wood, 

whalebone and covered with seal skins and earth. Seal oil is burned for warmth and light. During 

the short summers, they live in tents made of animal skins. 

Eskimos traditionally built various types of houses. Tents of caribou skins or sealskins 

provided adequate summer dwellings; in colder seasons shelter was constructed of sod, 

driftwood, or sometimes stone, placed over excavated floors. 

Transport 

Dogs played an integral role in the annual routine of the Inuit. During the summer they 

became pack animals, sometimes dragging up to 20 kg of baggage and in the winter they pulled 

the sled. Yearlong they assisted with hunting by sniffing out seals' holes and pestering polar 

bears. They also protected the Inuit villages by barking at bears and strangers. The Inuit 

generally favored, and tried to breed, the most striking and handsome of dogs, especially ones 

with bright eyes and a healthy coat. Common husky dog breeds used by the Inuit were the 

Canadian Eskimo Dog, the official animal of Nunavut, the Greenland Dog, the Siberian Husky 

and the Alaskan Malamute. The dogsled was used for the hauling of heavy loads over long 

distances, made necessary by the Eskimos' nomadic hunting life. 

Food 

Traditionally, most groups relied on sea mammals for food, illumination, cooking oil, 

tools, and weapons. Fish and caribou were next in importance in their economy. The practice of 

eating raw meat, disapproved of by their Native American neighbors, saved scarce fuel and 
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provided their limited diet with essential nutritional elements that cooking would destroy. Except 

for the Caribou Eskimo of central Canada, they were a littoral people who roved inland in the 

summer for freshwater fishing and game hunting. 

The Inuit were hunter–gatherers, and have been referred to as nomadic. One of the 

customs following the birth of an infant was for an Angakkuq (shaman) to place a tiny ivory 

carving of a whale into the baby's mouth, in hopes this would make the child good at hunting. 

Loud singing and drumming were also customary after a birth. 

Craft 

Their skin canoe, known as a kayak, is one of the most highly maneuverable small craft 

ever constructed. Hunting technologies included several types of harpoons, the bow and arrow, 

knives, and fish spears and weirs. 

Weapons 

Ancient manmade weapons for hunting and fishing followed the develop of other cultures 

on the planet - harpoons, knives, bow and arrows, etc. some crafted from wood, ivory, bone, 

copper, or stone. Today modern weapons are used along with ancient designs. 

Cloth 

Clothing was sewn largely of caribou hide and included parkas, breeches, mittens, snow 

goggles, and boots. Finely crafted items such as needles, combs, awls, figurines, and decorative 

carvings on weapons were executed with the rotary bow drill. 

Art 

Inuit art refers to artwork produced by Inuit people, that is, the people of the Arctic 

previously known as Eskimos, a term that is now often considered offensive outside Alaska. 

Historically their preferred medium was walrus ivory, but since the establishment of southern 

markets for Inuit art in 1945, prints and figurative works carved in relatively soft stone such as 

soapstone, serpentines, or argillite have also become popular. 
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