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Traditional Knowledge
Synthesis of traditional knowledge and science was
completed through a conceptual knowledge model
developed during this research. Traditional knowledge and
scientific results were used separately and integrated
together in various ways. There were times when scientific
results either disagreed or confirmed traditional
knowledge. Likewise, there were instances when traditional
knowledge assisted in the scientific process, and when the
scientific results clarified the traditional knowledge.
Integration of the two knowledge frames was dependent on
both the interpretation screen and integration tubes; both
may be variable, dependending on the researcher or person
evaluating the observations and results. By using both mind
frames in this investigation, a more complete picture of
tusk function was revealed.
Integrating traditional knowledge with scientific knowledge
has enabled a more complete understanding of the narwhal,
and has guided many studies in natural science that are
centered around discovering the purpose and function of
the erupted male narwhal tusk. Though traditional
knowledge is accepted as a methodology to assist scientific
investigation, the breadth and depth of this knowledge and
the Inuit experience with the narwhal has not been fully
realized and recorded, as is evident in the studies of other
arctic species (Broadbent, 1996).

“I hunted narwhal – just as they do now. But I will tell you
that our days were different from today. When I was young
the practice was the same but different hunting equipment
and techniques, we didn’t use outboard motors like they do
today. The narwhal would arrive earlier than they do now,
when I was younger, things are different now. There is so
much noise that disturbs the narwhal, people at the floe
edge, disturbing the natural process – hunters waiting for
them at the floe edge, it is noisy for them since it has been
years since Inuit started using engines to hunt. Back then
the narwhal could arrive to this area before ice break up.
Narwhal would come even when the ice was thick that we

Our research allows insights from dental anthropology to
shed light on the narwhal, as teeth reveal information about
evolution, diet, behavior and function. Preliminary findings
uncovered in this work have led to insights that will help
formulate scientific inquiry, corroborate recorded data, and
challenge prior perceptions.

could dog team, and they would arrive to that point just
before Mount Herodier, but these days things are so
different now.”

Quote at left from an interview with Cornelius Nutarak of
Pond Inlet, Baffin Island, Nunavut. Drawing of hunter by
James Houston.

“Well, the greatest danger that the whales can experience,
besides those, is being trapped at the polynyas, when the
polynya freezes over. Due to the awesome nature’s own
doing, many a whale have apparently suffocated, after
attempting to keep themselves alive while being iced in at a
polynya where they stayed. We also know of the incident
down there, east of Niaqornaq, where many whales, some
of which had huge tusks, went unnoticed, and some of
which were caught, after being found under the ice, dead
from suffocation. Unfortunately, I believe this is the worst
thing that a whale can possibly experience.”

Drawing of narwhals trapped in a savssats by James
Houston.

“It is very rare that we see a narwhal behaving strangely
when we hunt them, but the narwhal escapes when it knows
that it is being hunted. The strange behavior that I saw once
is the narwhal appearing from water to breathe, even
though it is being hunted and shot at. It did that until it was
dead. It’s like that isn’t afraid of dying. The beluga is not
like that. The narwhal sometimes flows up the surface of
the water, like we hunters use to say… while it is still being
hunted. According to the elders we have heard that, when it

Quote from an interview with Ole Qvist of Uummannaq,
Western Greenland.

appears from the water and floats, it has fallen asleep and
just floats. It is not often that narwhals behave like that
when they are being hunted, floating in the water, without
worrying about the ones hunting it. When the narwhal
behaves like that, we can come to it with our boat but not in
a kayak, and harpoon the unwounded narwhal and catch
it.”
Quote from an interview with Jens Jeremiassen of
Uummannaq, Greenland. Drawing of hunter by James
Houston.

