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“Big Game” hunters from “first world” nations fly around the world 
to kill megafauna to put on their walls: caribou, elephants, rhinoc-

eros, polar bears, and many other rare or even endangered species are 
involved. The 2015 death of “Cecil the lion,” illegally killed in Zimbabwe 
by a US American dentist, is a relatively recent rendition of this phe-
nomenon, drawing international condemnation (Hall). In the United 
States, former President Trump’s backpedaling on a ban on imports 
of such “trophies” caused outrage among animal protectionists 
for its illegality. However, it was just a symptom of a broader global 
phenomenon of the sale of the right to kill, sometimes in the name 
of conservation, sometimes in the name of supporting local com-
munities, and sometimes in the name of tradition and of continuing 
Indigenous hunting rights.

In this essay, I consider a specific case study—a uniquely Cana-
dian phenomenon of the sale of killing rights by Indigenous peoples 
in Canada to non-Indigenous, non-Canadian trophy hunters who want 
to hunt polar bears in Canada. These hunters, primarily of European 
ancestry, come mainly from the United States and, more recently, 
also from Western Europe. What can we understand about the role 
of the Canadian state, the national government, the US-Canadian border, 
the philosophical constitution of a more-than-human world in both 
Indigenous and European-derived epistemologies, and the politics 
of Indigeneity in the international marketplace through this one case 
study focused on human-animal relations?

At every stage of this series of events involved in hunting polar 
bears, we see the importance of the notion of the nation—the nation 
of Canada, the nations of Indigenous communities, specifically First 
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Nations and Inuit, the transnational communities of the circum-Arctic 
nations and their legal agreements, and the transnational marketplace 
for wealthy, elite (predominantly male) hunting access to limited ani-
mal goods/lives. Ultimately, I hope to demonstrate both the necessity 
and the utility of anchoring our transnational analyses in a more-than-
human world because access to and protection of living non-human 
beings, often termed national or human patrimony, plays a crucial 
role in defining the nation and communities.1

The  right to  kill embedded in  Indigenous hunting rights 
in Canada is extremely contentious terrain.2 For example, in 2013, 
the Canadian Minister of the Environment used her Twitter account 
to celebrate a cousin’s first killing of a polar bear by posting a pic-
ture of the dead animal. Soon after, the Minister, Leona Aglukkaq, 
an Indigenous member of the Inuit, found her Twitter account 
erupting. Activists decried the killing of a member of an endan-
gered species, while other posters defended Indigenous hunting 
rights (Young),3 which is not the only instance of such a Twitterverse 
eruption over Indigenous hunting. As Chickasaw Nation American 
Studies scholar Elizabeth Rule later pointed out in a 2018 article 
on a related cyber defamation of Inuk throat singer Tanya Tagaq, 

1  For just a sample of works investigating non-human animals’ crucial symbol-
ic and material associations with community and national identities, see works 
by Canadian-based scholars Kim TallBear and Zoe Todd and US scholar Claire 
Jean Kim, among others. See also Burton and  Mawani, whose edited volume 
Animalia includes the work of  Indigenous Canadian scholar Daniel Heath Jus-
tice. Zahara and Hird argue that Canada’s North is a site of colliding cosmologies 
as Inuit and other Indigenous cosmologies are pitted against settler colonial epis-
temologies in public policy development of animal management.
2  Debates and  contests over Indigenous harvesting rights span several spe-
cies in Canada and the nearby Northwest United States. See, for example, Beldo 
and von der Porten, Corntassel, and Mucina. In 2020, contestations over the rights 
to hunt have grown into violent conflicts between Indigenous and non-Indige-
nous lobster fishermen. See Bilefsky. See also C.  Kim. In  addition,  Engelhard 
provides an extensive historical analysis of  the symbolic import of polar bears, 
including Indigenous and settler colonial perspectives and artistic renderings.
3  Young presents a  starting point and  calls for  further research on  how Inuit 
community members are using the web and the ways that some Inuit perspectives 
regarding environmental debates and knowledge are both potentially more widely 
dispersed and assimilated or marginalized in wider consumption across Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous communities concerned with environmental issues. His early 
findings suggest that in the digital realms he investigated, like Twitter and Wiki-
pedia, knowledge systems between “science” and “Indigenous” ways of knowing 
become opposed to each other and that broader epistemologies of Indigenous con-
cepts of relations with the more-than-human world are reduced to “information” 
that is deemed either accurate or inaccurate by “science” standards.
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following her posting of a photo of her infant daughter next to a fre-
shly killed seal, Indigenous hunting rights in Canada are subject 
to ongoing transnational commentary and engagement.4 In this 
essay, I investigate a related but different, and as yet less examined, 
component of Indigenous hunting—the sale of the right to kill to out-
siders—predominantly to white Americans and white Europeans 
who want to hunt polar bears. As we will see, at the heart of these 
debates lies the bear’s life, and intersecting that life is a phalanx of for-
ces, histories, economies, laws, and cultural practices that gather new 
meaning in a transnational sphere.

Only Indigenous subsistence hunters can legally hunt polar bears 
in Canada, but they can sell that right with certain restrictions. Non-

-Indigenous hunters from the US and elsewhere come to Canada, pay 
up to $50,000 US/$63,030 CA to kill a polar bear guided by Indigenous 
guides, and then ship parts of the animal back home to put on their wall 
as a trophy. Various countries have different bans on importing certain 

“trophies,” and this legal landscape is in flux. Currently, it is illegal to ship 
polar bear parts into the United States. However, hunt organizers stress 
on their websites that bear parts can be taxidermized in Canada after 
the kill and can be stored for years (presumably until the laws change 
again).5 Alternatively, they note that “replica” taxidermy mounts can 
be prepared, which are “difficult to differentiate from the real thing” 
(globalhuntingsafaris.com) so that a trophy for the wall back home can 
still be obtained. In the meantime, photo documentation of the hunter 
with the dead animal, such as those featured in hunt advertisements, 
can serve as a virtual “trophy.”

Canada is the only country in the world that allows the commodifica-
tion and sale of Indigenous polar bear hunting rights, and this practice 

4  Elizabeth Rule (Chickasaw Nation), in her 2018 article “Seals, Selfies and the Set-
tler State,” argues that this case is a continuation of broad-based gendered violence 
against Indigenous women by  non-Indigenous communities and  the  state, ty-
ing the critiques (even threats) emanating from some “settler environmentalists,” 
as she terms them, to a campaign to denigrate Indigenous mothers as “culture bear-
ers” and thus to continue a campaign of both subtle and overt forced assimilation 
that stretches back through residential schools, and the taking of Indigenous chil-
dren from their homes for adoption. While my focus here is on a more male-centric 
world of polar bear hunting, the broader debates do involve transnational non-In-
digenous environmentalists as well as non-Indigenous scientists and state officials.
5  By contrast, the  importation of polar bear parts into the UK remains legal, 
although a movement to prohibit trophy hunting imports is gaining traction. Fur-
thermore, polar bear skins and body parts command high prices in China; how-
ever, I have no information regarding how they are acquired. At this time, Mexico 
also prohibits the importation of polar bear trophies.

mailto:m.mckenna@fu-berlin.de 
mailto:m.mckenna@fu-berlin.de 
http://globalhuntingsafaris.com
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articulates a complex moral economy of wildlife life, death, and com-
modification. This moral economy is delineated through treaty rights 
that form the core of Indigenous sales of hunting options in Canada, 
the opinions of Indigenous hunters and communities, the competing 
claims by international animal activists, and the rhetoric of the big 
game hunting outfitters themselves to chart the intersecting and diver-
gent assumptions about ethics, rights, and the value of animals that 
underpin this complex phenomenon.

My analysis of this shifting terrain is based on examining news 
reports from Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadian and interna-
tional sources, NGO reports, scientific articles, online videos of polar 
bear hunts, and representations online of hunting outfitters. I have 
not yet done fieldwork in the hunting communities with the hunters 
or outfitters themselves, and obviously, such first-hand observations 
and conversations might provide additional viewpoints. Thus, what I offer 
here is a preliminary set of observations and questions about how 
Canadian investments in polar bears come to have symbolic, cultural, 
and economic meaning in the current debates about trophy hunt-
ing, transnational hunters, and the maintenance of what are termed 
traditional cultural practices in the Canadian northern communities.

A note about terminology: The Canadian government has ongo-
ing relations with numerous Indigenous communities, and these 
result in a variety of designations, complex treaty interpretations, 
constitutional recognitions, governmental interventions and sup-
ports, and new commitments to restorative justice. I also recognize 
that some Indigenous scholars have rejected the terms “Aborigi-
nal” or “Indigenous” because, like the US term “Native American,” 
it can flatten the complex relations between numerous populations into 
a homogenized vision of a historical past merely opposing Indigenous 
and settler populations. However, in this research, I am focused on legal 
and historical relations between local communities in specific parts 
of what is now “Canada” and the polar bear, or Nanuq, who has been 
so central to those communities both economically and symbolically. 
At times, these relations are governed across large configurations 
of communities termed “Indigenous” in public discourse, and at oth-
ers, they apply more specifically to unique communities. Where I can, 
I will specify which.

I endeavor to use the desired terminology supplied by those com-
munities in the polar regions most connected to polar bears, including 
the Inuit. Long “studied” by European and European-American 
anthropologists, this diverse community is now setting the terms 
for collaborative research with their communities and outside scien-
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tists and proposing the term “Inuit Nunangat.” A recent white paper 
on the “National Inuit Strategy on Research” produced in 2018 by Inuit 
Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), the national representational organization 
for the 65,000 Inuit in Canada, to guide future non-Indigenous 
research relations with Indigenous peoples, proposes using the term 

“Inuit Nunangat” to refer to the communities and governance struc-
tures previously designated in English as the “Arctic,” or “the North” 
in Canada. It includes 53 communities and roughly 35% of Canada’s 
landmass (“National Inuit Strategy on Research”). “Inuit Nunan-
gat is the distinct geographic, political, and cultural region that 
includes the Inuvioluit Settlement Region (Northwest Territories), 
Nunavut, Nunavik (Northern Quebec), and Nunatsiavut (Northern 
Labrador),” states the Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (“National Inuit Strat-
egy on Research”). These are some communities in which polar bear 
trophy hunting is most prevalent.

Hunting rights for all Indigenous populations are tightly controlled 
and vary both according to an individual’s geographic location relative 
to their community of origin, the current interpretations of histori-
cal treaties and their presumed geographic reach, and the person’s 
enrolled status or not, governing what type of legal documentation 
to hunt they must carry while hunting.6

In this essay, I recognize the distinct differences among Indigenous 
communities and the complex Canadian governmental designations 
of Indigenous belonging (which differentiates between multiple long-
standing non-European communities and which employ the term 

“Aboriginal” to guarantee certain rights in the Canadian constitution, 
including Aboriginal harvesting rights of certain animals). How-
ever, Canadian law also distinguishes further between Aboriginal 
rights, which are held by First Nations members, including “status” 
and non-status Individuals (which is similar to “enrolled” and non-
enrolled members of tribes in the US), the Inuit and the Metis (whose 
claims are not explicitly adjudicated as “before contact”).

As the preceding paragraph makes clear, the matrix of relations 
between polar bears, local communities, and the Canadian legal land-
scape as well as the international animal protectionist one, including 
designations in the global Convention on the International Trade 
in Endangered Species, or “CITES,” registry, make any discussion 
of hunting polar bears in Canada not only highly complex but subject 
to ongoing transformation as international regulations and local eco-

6  For  information on  Indigenous hunting and  fishing rights, see Istvanffy 
and Johnston.

mailto:m.mckenna@fu-berlin.de 
mailto:m.mckenna@fu-berlin.de 
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nomic and cultural policies in Canada evolve. My goal in entering this 
discussion is not to prescribe, as an outsider, what “should” be, nor merely 
to describe, again from a position outside Canada, what appears to be, 
but rather to begin to think through the construction of a scholarly 
format through which those of us specializing in the anthropology 
of tourism, in transnational North American or transnational European 
Studies, and Animal Studies or the study of human-animal relations, 
might contribute to discussions going forward—for it is clear that 
transnational debates about human-polar bear relations are going 
to continue to be highly contested in the future, especially as the inten-
sifying effects of global climate change decrease the presence of some 
of the bear’s home ranges on sea ice (Fountain).

HUNTING POLAR BEARS

Although numbers cannot be precise, it is estimated that there are 
currently, at most, approximately only 30,000 polar bears worldwide, 
of which two-thirds reside in Canada (George). They are found in four 
provinces and three territories in Canada, but most of these bears are 
in Nunavut (Socio-economic Importance of Polar Bears). With its 85% 
Inuit population, Nunavut Territory is part of Inuit Nunangat (Dowsley 
161). Beyond Canada, the rest of the world’s polar bears live in the US, 
Russia, Denmark/Greenland, and Norway, none of which allow com-
mercial non-Indigenous hunting.

Why focus on polar bears? For both Inuit and non-Indigenous 
populations, like international wildlife protection agencies, the polar 
bear carries immense cultural weight in addition to their economic value. 
As the apex predator in the Arctic, the polar bear symbolizes strength, 
power, and freedom. For example, the World Wildlife Federation (WWF) 
recently considered changing its panda logo to that of the polar bear. 
In 2011, the Coca-Cola company decided to change the color of its iconic 
red cans for the holiday season to white to draw attention to the polar 
bear’s plight, joining with the WWF and featuring an image of a mother 
polar bear and her cubs. The image of a strong, brave, and innocent 
victim of climate change was a powerful goad to consumers beyond 
the Arctic who had never seen a polar bear except, perhaps, in a zoo.

For many in Indigenous communities, the polar bear has equally 
strong and longer-lived cultural symbolism, prominently in Inuit 
mythology and cosmology (Englehardt). The polar bear is then a textbook 
definition of a charismatic species, and as such, it facilitates international 
debates about its future. While Indigenous individuals can legally 
hunt these animals (in Alaska, in Russia, in Greenland, for example), 
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it is only in Canada that non-Indigenous trophy hunt killings are 
countenanced—it is the only place in the world where the notion 
of a culturally contiguous and subsistence hunting of these bears 
is transposed into capitalist commodification (“Beyond the Edge.”)

	 The development of commercial sport hunting of polar bears 
is historically a government initiative to bring income-generating possi-
bilities to native peoples (Waters et al.). The rise of this business is caught 
up in international legal changes, indicating the global dimensions 
of the trade in killing polar bears. Fifty years ago, US conservation-
ists began to worry about the number of bears in Alaska being killed 
for trophy hunting. In 1972, the US added polar bears to the protec-
tions of the new Marine Mammal Protection Act (since they spend 
most of their time on sea ice, the bears are considered marine animals), 
which effectively closed out trophy hunting in Alaska. Just a year later, 
in 1973, the International Agreement on the Conservation of Polar 
Bears was signed by all five polar bear nations (the US, Canada, the then 
Soviet Union (now the Russian Federation), Denmark (for Greenland), 
and Norway. From 1973 onward, Canada claimed the right to have 
Inuit-led trophy hunts, while all four other signatories refused to allow 
trophy hunting (Waters et al.).

The Canadian government-led efforts to develop touristic trophy 
hunting of polar bears, despite a slow response by Inuit communities, 
some of whom refused (and still do) to sell their right to hunt to out-
siders. Objections seem centered on whether this type of hunting 
was disrespectful to the bear and whether it upended the traditional 
moral and spiritual economy of Inuit hunting (Waters et al.). Although 
numbers are hard to come by, it seems that most Inuit communities 
do not hold such hunts or do so rarely. Communities themselves decide 
how many tags (i.e., permits) to sell to outsiders. A maximum of 50% 
of available tags can be sold to outsiders (“Polar Bears in Canada”). 
One interview with a Quikiqtarjuaq elder (referred to as “M.A.”) 
in 2004 by scholar Martha Dowsley echoed this concern about 
respect: “In the old days you were told to only kill what we needed. 
I’m so against how it is now. We were told not to play with animals, 
now there’s sport hunting and fishing derbies” (qtd. in Waters et al. 7). 
Historically, these “guided hunts” sold to outsiders have represented 
a maximum of 20% of the total “harvest” (“Polar Bears in Canada”).

The total number of bears that can be legally killed each year 
in Canada is tightly controlled by regional commissions. These commis-
sions, in turn, are modeled on a cooperative management mechanism 
that unites (at least in theory) both European-derived “science” based 
knowledge (for example, population counts derived from helicopter 

mailto:m.mckenna@fu-berlin.de 
mailto:m.mckenna@fu-berlin.de 
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surveillance) with historical and experiential knowledge about polar 
bear populations developed by Inuit elders and current hunters, who 
derive their sense of the health of contemporary herds based on sight-
ings and in relation to past numbers of encounters. A massive report 
issued in 2019 by the Nunavik Marine Regional Wildlife Board, titled 

“Nunavik Inuit Knowledge and Observations of Polar Bears: Polar 
bears of the Davis Strait Subpopulation,” and printed in both English 
and Inuktitut, attempted to document some of the historical knowledge 
from Inuit communities and the types of evidence they bring to their 
discussions of polar bear populations, making it more available outside 
the Inuit community.

Tensions between these two ways of knowing are well documented. 
Indigenous‑oriented publications like Nunatsiaq News reported in 2014 
that “there’s still a huge gap between how Inuit and [non-Inuit] scientists 
want to count polar bears.” However, the commitment to co-management 
has been there since the mid-1990s.7 In 2018, for example, Environment 
Minister Joe Savikataaq in Nunavut announced the Nunavut Wildlife 
Management Board’s recommendation of 34 bears for the season. 
Some groups wanted more (“Public Hearings”). Polar bear numbers 
are contentious, with non-Inuit scientists frequently arguing against 
increased quotas. “Kivaliiq hunters have frequently insisted that their 
on-the-land observations are more accurate than the complicated 
mathematical projections of wildlife researchers,” says Savikataaq. 
At the base of these arguments are the validity of two different con-
cepts of evidence and cultural power in decision-making. The local 
groups decide how many bears can be killed each year, and then, among 
those, how many of those “tags” will be sold to non-Indigenous, non-

-local hunters. (The sale of killing rights does not increase the number 
of polar bears killed). At present, approximately 600 tags to kill bears 
are available across the country.8 Some Inuit leaders and community 
members feel that the number is too low to allow them to keep the bear 
numbers in check in their communities, posing a danger to humans. 
With climate change impacting bears’ ability to find food, more bears 
are approaching human habitation.

7  Polar bears are divided for these purposes into several subpopulations, each 
of  which is  monitored, and  the  number of  bears that  can be killed in  each re-
gion varies from year to year based on cooperative estimates of the population 
of the bears in the area.
8  The latest available hunt statistics from 2020–21 indicate a “harvest” in Can-
ada of 475 polar bears killed through hunting, which does not include any bears 
killed in self-defense. See Letts.
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A Canadian Broadcasting Corporation report in 2018 (“Inuit 
Community”) details these clashes as it focuses on the town of Arviat, 
Nunavut, on the Western shore of the Hudson Bay, where local bear 
patrols try to protect the community of 2,500 people (“Inuit Com-
munity”). Deputy Mayor Alex Ishalook says he must keep reminding 
children of the danger. With up to 8 bear sightings a night, the local 
bear patrol and wildlife officers are on call 24 hours a day/7 days a week 
to deter bears that come too close to the inhabitants. The bears can only 
be killed if they pose an active danger to a human. However, some-
times it is too late.

Local hunter Brian Aglukark refers to some outsiders’ percep-
tions of the bears when he says, “We don’t think they are cute. They 
are dangerous creatures and very scary.” Aglukark sadly witnessed 
the mauling death of local resident Aaron Gibbons as Gibbons was try-
ing to protect his three children from a bear. Gibbons’ sister, Darlene 
Gibbons, told CBC News that change is urgently needed: “The polar 
bears are being overprotected now without talking to the elders 
or hunters around here.”

After these reports, things have gotten worse. On October 30, 2024, 
Alex Ishalook, chair of the Arviat Hunters and Trappers Organization 
and vice-chair of the Kivalliq Wildlife Board, addressed government 
biologists during the Nunavut Wildlife Management Board meet-
ing, venting frustration at the harvest quotas, saying, “There’s been 
lots and lots of encounters by polar bears—damages to cabins, close 
calls, people being chased […]. Our concerns are getting stronger 
and stronger” (Letts). He wants his Kivalliq region to return to a pre-
2007 quota of 20 tags from the current allotted 14.

The complex entanglements of the role of human-driven climate 
change, which is forcing the bears to search for food scraps in human 
settlements, the role of the national government, the local efforts 
at community protection, and the sometimes contested nature of elders’ 
knowledge based on their lived experiences as well as historical 
knowledge, are all clear in these powerful news reports. Howe-
ver, these contested knowledges are not widely known beyond 
the communities involved. As Dr. Victoria Qutuuq Buschman, the first 
Inuk Ph.D. in Conservation Biology, notes, “[…] the public is largely 
unaware of the Indigenous contexts that shape Arctic conservation, 
especially in the pursuit of ethical, equitable, fair, just, and meaningful 
conservation that supports Indigenous rights, sovereignty, and recon-
ciliation with colonial forces laid out by nationally and internationally 
recognized rights and responsibilities” (Buschman). While Buschman 
is hopeful about Indigenous-driven conservation efforts in the cir-
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cumpolar region and the widening influence of local communities 
in charting conservation policies, she underlines that “The colonial 
legacy of conservation in Indigenous homelands in the Arctic, both 
historically and currently, strains relationships between researchers, 
practitioners, and Indigenous communities (“Arctic Conservation”), 
just as is detailed in the reports from Arviat, Nunavut.9 Unsurprisin-
gly, these strained relationships, the bear-human clashes, and their 
deadly potential for some Indigenous communities are not featured 
in international hunting promotions, which focus instead on producing 
memorable individual experiences for the trophy hunter.

WHAT IS BEING SOLD?

A key question for cultural studies scholars of North America, 
as opposed to biologists and economists, is just what is being sold. 
The scarcity and the challenge of the experience of killing a polar bear 
are part of the lure.10 Numerous hunting outfitters based in Canada 

9  Writing about the  discipline of  conservation science, Dr. Victoria Qutuuq 
Buschman notes Indigenous Arctic youth’s difficultie in getting involved in sci-
entific education, including often having to leave home to pursue such education. 
She argues for  transformed opportunities to bring youth into scientific conver-
sations and  unite Indigenous on-the-ground research with  non-Indigenous re-
search efforts. Both these initiatives could/do serve as bridges between the oppo-
sitional construct of “science” vs. “cultural knowledge,” which currently seems 
to  dominate the  characterization  of  the  regional  commissions. “Conservation 
as a discipline and practice will continue to evolve. Strengthening the potential 
for ethically-conscious, culturally relevant, and fully knowledge-based conserva-
tion in the Arctic is contingent on continuing to grow space for Indigenous world-
views, knowledge, and ways of life.”
10  When the US included the polar bear in the Marine Mammal Protection Act 
list in 1972, the commercial sport hunting of polar bears in Alaska was closed 
off, thus limiting such hunting to  Indigenous populations. The  act established, 
according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, “a nation-
al policy to prevent marine mammals from declining beyond the point where 
they ceased to be significant elements of the ecosystem of which they are a part.” 
Thus, American big-game hunters began to look north. A US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, a part of the US Department of the Interior, with its ruling in 2008, made 
it impossible to import the trophy from such hunts into the US. A legislative move 
in 2014, approved by the Obama administration, enabled hunters who had killed 
prior to the institution of the ban to import their trophies into the US. The Trump 
administration tried to relax trophy import bans as part of dismantling several 
other wildlife protections via executive orders. However, activists decried these at-
tempts, and Trump eventually shelved them. See “After Legal Loss.” Notably, Don-
ald Trump Jr. was a big-game hunter. Currently, as hunting outfitters note on their 
websites, importing polar bear parts to the US is impossible, but they can be taxi-
dermied and stored in Canada in case such a ban is lifted. In addition, it is possible 
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or the US offer the opportunity to kill polar bears. Among them 
are Quality Hunts (“Hunt Polar Bear in the Frozen Arctic”), Ame-
ri-Cana Expeditions, Inc. (“Hunt Polar Bears in the Arctic North”), 
and Hunt Nation (“Nunavut Polar Bear, Grizzly Bear, Muskox, Caribou 
Hunting #13”). The consolidator Global Hunting Safaris (“Hunt Polar 
Bear”) also offers polar bear hunts in Nunavut, even offering a rental 
rifle and ammunition, and up to 12 full hunting days or until a bear 
is killed. Often, these (non-Indigenous owned) companies have been 
in operation for decades and offer hunting “expeditions” to shoot 
other large wildlife species such as moose, muskox, and bighorn 
sheep. Stressing the unique experience that polar bear hunting pro-
vides, one company’s promotional text states: “Polar bears are a unique 
and amazing animal. Adult polar bears can weigh over 1,500 pounds 
and can reach almost 10 feet in length. The largest polar bear ever 
recorded weighed over 2,200 pounds, and when mounted, stood 11 feet 
1 inch tall. The oldest wild polar bear on record died at the age of 32. 
They can swim under water for up to 3 minutes. Nanook also swim 
extreme distances, the longest known being 220 miles. Why would 
you not want to harvest one of these magnificent animals?” (“The Best 
Polar Bear Hunt”).

Killing such a “unique and amazing animal” comes with a high 
price tag, and these hunts are expensive propositions sold to a global 
elite, especially US hunters. Published figures for 2024 costs posted 
by outfitters run approximately $40,000 to $50,000 US (approximately 
$50,911.00 to $63,639.00 CA at the time of writing) for a ten-day 
hunt for one hunter with an Inuit guide, Inuit assistant, and dog 
team. The hunt ends as soon as a polar bear is killed. Rates vary 
somewhat by the outfitter and the location of the hunt. Tag fees paid 
to the local government from these fees are a small fraction of the cost, 
only around $2,000 US or $2,888.62 CA.

Part of what is being sold, if only obliquely, is an Inuit cultural 
experience for outsiders. When the Canadian government approved 
the sale of hunts to outsiders, it was on the basis that those hunts be 
conducted in “a traditional manner,” for example, only using dog sleds, 
even though many contemporary Inuit hunters use snowmobiles. Some 
communities had to relearn how to use dogs since mechanized transport 
largely replaced them. Some imagined “traditional” past is part of this 

to import them into other countries. The issue of illegal importation remains to be 
investigated, especially given the length of the US-Canadian border and the num-
ber of crossing points available. When US hunters pulled away from Canada be-
cause they could not import trophies of their shoot, non-US hunters swiftly filled 
the gap, especially hunters from the EU.
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sale, ignoring the complicated, ongoing negotiation of the interface 
between rural Inuit and non-Inuit/international communities that 
is at play in contemporary Indigenous communities. For example, 
many Inuit of all genders are engaged in land-based economic activities, 
such as hunting and fishing, in addition to market-based capitalism. 
This feature is masked in the presentations of hunting trips (Arriagada 
and Bleakney).

One large outfitter of big game hunts, Canada North Outfitting 
(www.canadanorthoutfitting.com), is now celebrating its fortieth 
anniversary and claims to be the oldest, largest, and most reputable 
outfitter operating in the Canadian Arctic. Its website underwent 
a dramatic overhaul between 2018 and 2022, with a new substantial 
emphasis on Inuit cultural traditions and Inuit employees/guides, 
although these individuals are not named. Earlier website versions 
featured old, undated black-and-white photos of Inuit cultural practices, 
not contemporary life, subtly de-contemporizing the communities. 
The new website emphasizes the privilege the company feels in being 
able to partner with Inuit communities year-round, not just in hir-
ing guides for hunting but in providing monetary and material 
support for a whole range of cultural events. The company supports 
children’s daycare centers, events for senior citizens, local Inuit ice 
hockey teams, a drum dance festival, and a traditional throat-singing 
group. A promotional video narrated by CEO Shane Black, who does 
not identify as a member of an Indigenous community, shows these 
activities, accompanied by still photos on the website.

Also new since 2018 is the company’s expansion from the hunting 
business only to now include some “adventure tourism,” so they can 
offer guided treks by Inuit guides to visitors who do not come to hunt. 
The company is currently offering a training program to assist Inuit 
guides in transitioning from hunting to adventure ecotourism. How-
ever, this is a small part of the overall business.

Many of these companies also stress the fact that polar bears 
are not endangered (they are listed as “vulnerable populations,” 
not “endangered species”) and that (some) bear populations are 
slowly growing, not declining, due to strict government conser-
vation rules. The hunting company sites I examined rarely, if ever, 
mention the important impact of climate change, shrinking sea ice, 
and pollutant contaminants that are currently threatening certain polar 
bear populations, which scientists forecast can have significant nega-
tive effects in the future (Routti et al.). Despite the respectful language 
appreciating Indigenous hunting skills and the photos of contemporary 
Indigenous individuals, including smiling children and adults at company-

http://www.canadanorthoutfitting.com
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sponsored cultural events, the emphasis remains on uncomplicated 
notions of tradition and cultural continuity. The inclusion of a “Photo 
Archive” in black and white on the Canada North Outfitting website, 
featuring photos of Inuit kayakers in skin-covered boats and hunters, 
reinforces this notion of unbroken tradition. From these sites, the casual 
viewer with little knowledge of Canada (which one may assume would 
be the case for most international customers) would be unlikely to learn 
much about the contemporary complexity of Indigenous community life 
in Canada or the extreme economic need that some of these communities 
experience, or even the fact that without the presence of an Indigenous 
guide, such hunting is illegal for outsiders.

The hunts depend on and pay for Inuit expert knowledge of where 
to find the bears and how to get in a position to kill them. The web-
site salutes this knowledge: “Hunting is at the very core of Inuit 
culture. Comprehensive knowledge of local wildlife and survival 
techniques combined with incredible patience, tracking skills, physi-
cal and mental strength, stamina, and courage required to become 
an effective hunter provider are fundamental values in traditional Inuit 
culture, still passed down from generation to generation.” These decid-
edly manly values were complemented in a 2018 website version, which 
noted that women contribute by sewing warm clothing for the hunt. 

Reports vary on whether the income from such hunts, split 
with hunting outfitters, makes a key difference to communities 
or the individuals involved. Indeed, hunting sales are not solving 
the problem of high poverty and food insecurity in Inuit communities. 
Estimates vary, but the International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW, 
an International NGO) argues that the estimated value of trophy hunt-
ing is a mere one-tenth of one percent of Nunavut’s GDP (as of 2008). 
While wages certainly can make a big difference to those employed 
as spotters and guides, these are relatively few individuals, and their 
profits are shared with companies. The meat from the polar bear does 
come back to the community, though (the trophy hunters have no need 
for it), and some have argued that the income is used to finance cultural 
maintenance activities by community members, including hunt-
ing for “country foods” (Dowsley; Waters et al.). 

The latest reports (2018) peg the number of tags for polar bears 
in total from Indigenous or sport hunts at around 500 a year, although 
not all of these are used, and the number killed is probably less.11 Still, 

11  The skins are also a valuable source of income, and Canada exports around 
300–350 skins a year. Depending on size, a polar bear rug on the legal market can 
obtain between $16 K and $35 K (Canadian). See Weber.
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this is not an insignificant number of the estimated 20,000 polar bears 
in Canada. However, beyond these economic issues, polar bear hun-
ting could be seen as both successful ecotourism and “conservation 
hunting” (Dowsley 162). Hunting by outsiders is closely monitored 
and is dependent upon, as anthropologist Dowsley puts it: “Inuit 
themselves . . . struggling to develop the industry in a culturally 
appropriate way. . . there is a strong cultural interest in engaging 
in subsistence harvesting and traditional methods of distribution 
and consumption of wildlife products” (166). However, the largest 
commercial outfitters take most of the business, and these appear 
to be owned by Euro-Canadians or Euro-Americans, based on their 
websites, not by the Indigenous hunters employed by those outfitters, 
both for their knowledge and to meet legal hunting requirements. 
Indeed, with language implying that smaller outfitters are not as relia-
ble, these operations can subtly promote a perception of Indigenous 
businesses as unreliable. 

With all these hunting complications, cultural tourism as opposed 
to  sport hunting tourism might seem to  offer an  alternative, 
as with the polar bear viewing tourist industry in Churchill, Manitoba, 
and some Indigenous leaders like Inuit activist Aaju Peter, who calls tour-
ism “the most sustainable path for the Arctic,” are in support of this. 
However, the Canadian government, which underwrites a great deal 
of the Inuit economy, has yet to put substantial money into building 
the tourist infrastructure, like museums, transport, hotels, and so on, 
that might expand that sector in these more remote communities. 
By contrast, hunters usually arrive singly or in small groups and spend 
little time in town, needing little food and lodging since they camp 
outside on the hunt, thus contributing little to these tourism sectors 
as well (A. Kim). This vision of various modes of generating income 
reveals the ongoing roles of the nation state in fostering or inhibiting 
various ways the Inuit have to make a sustainable living out of the access 
to the land and its inhabitants that treaties have granted them.

The tensions of privatization in a communally oriented community, 
along with “worries over the response of sentient bears to perceived 
mistreatments” in a cosmological and socio-economic Inuit system that 
regards both bears and humans as active participants, cause ongoing 
tensions (Dowsley 168). Quotas can be seen by Inuit hunters as dis-
respectful to the bears, predicting death, negotiating it, and as polar 
bears are considered especially intelligent and having the ability 
to hear people’s words and even thoughts, there can be a worry that 
the bears will retaliate, moving away or removing themselves from 
the hunt (169–170).
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Statistics12 underline how many non-urban Inuit communities 
struggle with issues of poverty, lack of access to education, lega-
cies of residential schools, and food insecurity. Killing a polar bear 
can address some of these key issues, bringing in dollars, provid-
ing food, and helping to cement a sense of community belonging, 
as the meat is traditionally shared among the whole community, 
not just with the hunter’s family, with provisions made for the most 
vulnerable, such as the elderly and single mothers. However, how does 
this commodification interrupt the language of spiritual closeness 
that some indigenous hunters use to describe their relations to the land 
and animals? That many Indigenous communities have rejected 
the option to sell their rights to kill bears may indicate a resistance 
to the notion. Does the structure of the hunting experience some-
how lead the non-Indigenous hunter to embrace, or at least encounter, 
this spiritual sense of closeness?

It should be noted that in these hunts, the presence of and guidance 
by Indigenous hunters is a legal requirement. Indigenous skill in knowing 
where to find the bears at different times of the year and track-
ing them is crucial to the entire enterprise and a legal requirement. 
The guide positions the hunter for the kill shot. The only thing the non-
Indigenous hunter has to do is endure the cold, pay attention, 
and be able to fire a high-powered rifle through a scope accurately. 
This piercing bullet (or occasionally high-powered bow) concentrates 
the masculine moment of white pleasure in the penetrating bul-
let’s kill. It is hard not to find echoes of the so-called “Great White 
Hunter” of European imperialists in nineteenth-century colonized 
African countries. The physical challenges of heat and terrain to “bag” 
an elephant are similar to the extremely demanding remote landscapes 
where polar bears are found, both inaccessible without the expert 
knowledge of local guides who do not shoot the animal themselves. 
Numerous website photos document the (mainly white) hunters’ suc-
cesses, each with a solo hunter posed with a gun or high-powered bow 
and arrows behind the massive slain body of a polar bear, white fur 
against a white snow landscape, sometimes punctuated with blood 
red marks of the kill. The crucial role of the Indigenous guides, who 
make it all possible both legally and literally through their skills 
and knowledge, is invisible in these virtual trophies.

These particular colonial critiques do not seem central to the repor-
ted Indigenous debates about polar bear hunting that I have been able 

12  Figures supplied by the National Inuit Strategy on Research.
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to access.13 Instead, these debates concentrate on the notion of a susta-
inable harvest and the tensions between Indigenous counts of polar bear 
populations (based on sightings and comparisons in elders’ memories) 
and those of the Canadian government, enmeshed in the high-

-tech scientism of aerial counts. Although the present Indigenous 
harvest of polar bears is at a mean annual sustainable harvest level 
of approximately 3.5% of the Canadian polar bear population (“Polar 
Bears in Canada”), International (non-Indigenous) activists have 
seized upon this sport hunting to criticize Indigenous hunters sel-
ling of their tags or the right to hunt. Moreover, not surprisingly, 
online commentary can easily turn to racist tropes denigrating 
members of Indigenous groups, like these comments posted on CNN.
com: “Inuit’ just use the money to buy booze anyway[…]” and “Natives 
in Canada survive by collecting welfare checqs (sic) from the Feds” 
(qtd. in Young). However, others push back, noting that the number 
of bears killed in this sale is tiny compared to the billions of animals 
raised for food, often in horrific conditions and slaughtered worldwide 
each year. These commentators see the Indigenous hunters as unfairly 
singled out. Others, in turn, note that farm animals like chickens are 
not endangered and that not killing polar bears is an easy step to take.

In the end, it is the charismatic status of the polar bear and its 
centrality to both animal protection groups and to Indigenous com-
munities that fuels these debates, pitting European-derived “science” 
against Indigenous modes of knowledge to estimate the health of polar 
bear populations.

Of course, “tradition” does not guarantee humane treatment 
for humans or animals. Not only do notions of what counts as tra-
ditional change over time in variable historical contexts and across 
communities (Hobsbawm and Ranger), but so do notions of what 
constitutes humane treatment. Each of these concepts varies across 
communities as well. However, the sale of the right to kill positions 
the polar bear as a material resource to be mined rather than as a part 

13  Currently, these critiques are not as widely circulating as previous (non-In-
digenous) activist critiques of a different type of commercial hunting in Canada, 
the  seal hunts, which received widespread condemnation from  many  interna-
tional animal welfare groups. Although they made clear they were not criticizing 
the harvesting rights granted to Indigenous communities, the impact of the cam-
paigns drastically lowered the international market for seal pelts, and that also had 
an impact on Indigenous hunters’ ability to sell those skins. See Randhawa; see 
also Nadasdy, detailing Aboriginal-state relations in northern Canada, who ar-
gues that state power emerges explicitly in struggles over the notions of “knowl-
edge,” including knowledge of the animals’ land; see also TallBear. 

http://CNN.com:
http://CNN.com:
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of a complex web of relations between humans and the more-than-
human world, and that perhaps is where the deepest divisions come in. 
When the right to kill is commodified and transferred to an outsider, 
that web of relations becomes redefined. In this extraction, the polar 
bear becomes, at least for some consumers, a commodity fetish 
in a global economic and symbolic capital system. 

At the same time, for many Inuit, it seems that a different notion 
of relations encompasses this commodification. As anthropologist 
George Wenzel suggests, “subsistence” hunting is not simply about kill-
ing an animal in order to eat (Wenzel). It positions hunting as a means 
to sustain a community through complex webs of economic and cultural 
relations based on long-standing values of sharing and reciprocity.

HUMAN AND MORE-THAN-HUMAN FUTURES

The sale of the right to kill polar bears to non-Indigenous outsid-
ers may seem like a simple, straightforward economic transaction. 
Nevertheless, its meanings, contentious as they are, are produced 
at the intersection of discourses of sustainability, conservation, cultural 
identity and rights of self-determination, international sports tour-
ism, national and international law, international animal protection 
NGOs, Indigenous cosmologies and epistemologies, colonial legacies, 
and ethology. Given the growing urgency of anthropocentric climate 
change, which threatens polar bears’ futures in the warming Arctic, 
these debates will likely only intensify in the future.

In these analyses and the development of policies for the future, 
Indigenous conceptions of the Anthropocene are key—as the debates 
charted throughout this paper have made clear and as works by Indig-
enous scholars such as Kim TallBear (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate enrolled 
member, South Dakota), Zoe Todd (Metis), and Kyle Whyte (Potawa-
tomi) have argued. Todd, for example, notes that “Not all humans 
are equally implicated in the forces that created the disasters driving 
contemporary human-environmental crises,” nor are they “equally 
invited into the conceptual spaces where these disasters are theorized 
or responses to disaster formulated” (“Art in the Anthropocene” 244).

Beyond this assigning of cause and effects, Whyte argues 
for a recognition of what he provisionally terms “Indigenous 
climate studies,” developed by Indigenous scholars, knowledge 
bearers, allies, and scientists (153) that position anthropogenic cli-
mate change as part of continuing colonial impacts which in the past 
have disrupted locales, land usage, knowledge, and epistemolo-
gies of relations among humans, ecosystems and spiritual beings. 
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He notes, too, that climate changes differentially impact Indigenous 
populations, affecting them earlier and more severely than other 
populations (154). Indigenous communities, he says, will formulate 
their own visions of futures based on experiences of navigating 
numerous periods of environmental change and displacement. In this 
way, he echoes the arguments of Inuk conservation biologist Victoria 
Qutuuq Buschman, quoted earlier, who sketches a vision of circum-polar 
conservation in which Indigenous communities not only participate 
in nation-state and international-organization-driven efforts but often 
lead in defining policies for their regions.

For those of us analyzing the roles of borders in defining the contem-
porary movement of goods, people, ideas, cultural practices, services, 
and animals or animal bodies across national borders, and the relation-
ship of that mobility to economics, the nation-state, and Indigenous 
rights, the case of the “right to kill” polar bears reveals how complex 
such movement is. By anchoring our analyses not only in the action
s of humans but also in broader conceptions of the more than human 
world, in—as Zoe Todd has written in another context—the central role 
of humans and animals, together, as active agents in political and colo-
nial processes (“Fish Pluralities” 217), we come to see that geopolitical 
configurations often lean on the non-human as well as the human 
spheres.

Future affordances of human rights and social justice must also 
consider the protection of animals and the challenges of defining what 

“justice” for non-human animals might be. Indeed, such case studies 
can help us, as both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars engaged 
with the “more-than-human-worlds,” have stated, to foreground the chal-
lenges of articulating routes to furthering “justice” across borders. These 
include the borders of the human and more than human, the borders 
of the state(s) between Canada and the US, Indigenous nations and com-
munities, and the imagined futures of equity in a shared world defined 
by climate change.

Articulating and reconciling what these notions of “justice” might 
consist of regarding practices and policies will not be easy, as they 
may involve a contestation of variable ontologies and epistemologies 
about the more-than-human. As Indigenous scholar Kim TallBear 
reminds us, Indigenous beliefs about the world, including what non-
Indigenous scholars often now term the “more-than-human-world,” 
should not, following the work of anthropologist Paul Nadasdy, be 
delimited simply as “beliefs” about the world but acknowledged 
as “knowledge” about the world. “Like our methodological choices,” 
TallBear writes,” language choices are ethical choices and are key in this 
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project of constituting democratic relations and worlds.” In the case 
of polar bear hunting rights, the sale of these rights to non-Indigenous, 
non-Canadian, predominantly US hunters, and the transnational 
economies of knowledge, value, and bodies that ensue in still-shifting 
legal terrains, the future remains to be written. The impacts of those 
political debates will surely affect not only the human communi-
ties involved but also their “more-than-human” communities, kin, 
or conceptions in this ongoing, very complex, and contested realm.

Abstract: This article considers a  specific, highly complex, and contentious 
case study, the uniquely Canadian phenomenon of the sale of hunting rights 
by First Nations Canadians to non-Indigenous, non-Canadian trophy hunters 
who want to hunt polar bears in Canada. These hunters, largely of European 
ancestry, come mainly from the United States and, more recently, from West-
ern Europe as well. Ultimately, this analysis demonstrates both the necessity 
and the utility of anchoring transnational analyses in a more-than-human 
world because access to  and  protection of  living non-human beings plays 
a crucial role in defining nations and communities. The essay addresses ques-
tions such as “What can we understand about the role of the Canadian state, 
the national government, the US-Canadian border, the philosophical constitu-
tion of a more-than-human world in both Indigenous and European-derived 
epistemologies, and the politics of Indigeneity in the international marketplace, 
through this one case study focused on human-animal relations?”

Keywords: Indigenous rights, hunting, polar bears, trophy hunting, Canada, 
Canada-US Border
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