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n the crowded Puvirnituq Community 
Centre during the March Snow Festi-
val, two teams of seven – a mix of elders, 
adults and students – clad in opposing red 
and black silapaaq parkas are sparring in 

a competitive new Inuktitut word game. “What 
does qairningaq mean?” asks the moderator. After 
a buzz of consultation, eager hands pop up across 
the room, then a collective “ah” when the correct 
answer is exclaimed: “Seal leather used in last 
year’s kayak!” At the end of the friendly competi-
tion, points are tallied and prizes awarded.

This is the inaugural game of Uvangaqqaaq – 
“me first” – aimed at demonstrating and rejuvenat-
ing the Inuktitut language in a fun way, especially 
among young Inuit whose vocabulary has been 
steadily shrinking. “It’s a kind of Eskimo Jeopardy,” 
chuckles Zebedee Nungak, the game’s creator and 
moderator, “and I’m the Alex Trebek of the North.” 

Nungak has been a lot of things in his 60 years 
and this game is just the latest project in a remark-

able lifetime of standing up and fighting for the 
rights, language, traditions and dignity of Nun-
avik’s Inuit. By 19 he was the eloquent voice of the 
Northern Quebec Inuit working for the federal 
government in Ottawa and he remained a feisty 
fixture in politics over the next three decades. In 
the ‘70s, he was a negotiator for the James Bay 
Agreement, in the ‘80s, he was deeply involved 
with the aboriginal rights constitutional confer-
ences, and in the ‘90s, served as both vice presi-
dent and president of the Makivik Corporation. 
“I’ve crossed antlers with prime ministers, pre-
miers and Québec separatists,” he says. Now, he’s 
an award-winning magazine writer, broadcaster 
and international speaker, whose sharp wit, un-
flinching honesty and keen ear for satire, brings 
often-thorny issues to public attention. 

Born into a traditional Inuit family in Saputili-
gait, south of Puvirnituq, Nunavik, in 1951, Nun-
gak grew up in igloos and summer tents. Then, at 
the age of nine, he and two other young boys, se-
lected for their high IQ by the federal government, 
were whisked to Ottawa to receive a southern edu-
cation and live in Anglophone family homes. The 
idea was to expunge them of Inuit culture and 
groom them to become northern leaders with a 
southern way of thinking. 

Nungak excelled in every subject in the schools 
of what he calls “the Dick and Jane world of the 
Qallunaat.” His fellow Inuk student, Peter Ittinu-
ar, remembers Nungak as an “odd boy.” “He was 
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completely un-shy,” he says, remembering 
the three of them during a radio interview 
at the CBC’s Chateau Laurier studios when 
they were 12 years old. “Zebedee was the only 
one who wasn’t tongue-tied. He just stepped 
up to the mic and spoke.” 

After being immersed in the “artificial, 
antiseptic orderliness” of Ottawa, Nungak 
would fly North for summer vacations. By the 
time he turned 10, he was so accomplished 
at English he acted as interpreter at Puvir-
nituq town-hall meetings. But he also faced 
ridicule from his peers and fellow Inuit. He 
had lost his Northern skills, but didn’t fit into 
southern culture either. “It was distressing,” 
he says. By his late teens, Nungak says he 
struck a balance within him-
self as part “humble village 
Eskimo” and part educated An-
glophone. “He built a bridge 
between the two cultures and 
he crosses it at will,” says It-
tinuar, with whom Nungak 
is still friends. “He thinks in 
Inuktitut first, then translates 
to English before he speaks, 
and that’s where his eloquence 
comes from.” 

As young adults in the 
1970s, while political unrest 
and awareness was starting to 
brew among Inuit back home, 
the three “experimental Eski-
mos” realized they possessed a 
unique understanding of both 
the North and south – and that 
it was a powerful tool. Instead 
of bringing southern ways 
North as the government had 
originally planned, the trio 
used their training in the ser-
vice of their own people, and 
took up the fight for the North 
in Ottawa. With the goal of 
establishing aboriginal self-government for 
the Inuit, Nungak joined the Department of 
Indian and Northern Affairs and Ittinuar be-
came the first Inuk MP in 1975. 

When Nungak participated in the 1975 
James Bay Agreement negotiations, he be-
lieved the Nunavik Inuit had little other 
choice than to sign. He helped forge a land-
mark deal which acknowledged Inuit rights 
– the first Inuit land claim – and was famous 
for lines like: “We have no doubt in our mind 
that we own our land,” he told reporters. 
“And we’re not going to go around trying to 
prove it. It’s up to the people who are trying 
to invade it to disprove it.” While he may have 
been the right man at the right time with his 

command of both English and Inuktitut, he 
once again found himself painfully alienated 
when several communities - including his 
home village of Puvirnituq – passionately op-
posed the deal. “We were called ‘sell-outs’ by 
those who were against it. I watched sisters 
and brothers turn against one another and 
families split,” he says, “including my own.”

The ordeal did nothing to help his life-
long battle with alcoholism. He moved to 
Kangirsuk in 1976 when he married his wife 
Jeannie, but travelled furiously, and suffered 
bouts of heavy drinking all while working to 
set up the Northern Quebec Inuit Associa-
tion and the Makivik Corporation – the group 
that manages the rights and financial com-

pensation from the James Bay 
Accord and Northern Quebec 
Agreement. He underwent 
detox treatment in 1990 and 
1995, and since relapsed. He 
led Makivik Corporation for 
many years, but in 1998, re-
signed as president due to 
more troubles with alcohol –  
an affliction with which he’s 
still struggling. 

Another hard blow came 
in the ‘90s, when Nungak 
first learned that his extraction 
to the south as a child was, 
in fact, a social engineering 
“experiment,” according to 
government documents. The 
trio of men launched a law-
suit against the Government 
of Canada that’s still ongoing. 
In 2009, an award-winning 
documentary Experimental Es-
kimos relayed their story to an 
international audience. 

It was only through his 
experiences living in the tiny, 
traditional community of 

Kangirsuk on Ungava Bay that he found his 
way back onto his rightful path as an Inuk. 
With his father-in-law as a mentor, he finally 
regained skills in igloo construction, kayak 
building, hunting and fishing. 

That’s also where he began his prolific 
writing – documenting his struggles, and 
poking fun at southern culture. With a bilin-
gual CBC North radio show broadcast every 
Friday, published books and articles in Inuk-
titut, Windspeaker and This Magazine, he’s 
best known for his satirical body of work on 
Qallunology. If white people can examine 
Inuit culture through the lens of science or 
anthropology, he reasons, then there ought to 
be an Inuit science of studying white people, 

known as Qallunaat in Inuktitut. Everything 
from etiquette – Qallunaats’ passion for inane 
salutations and meaningless small-talk, for 
example – to the relentless quest to “keep 
up with the Joneses,” to their need to repress 
natural bodily functions. In 2006, he teamed 
with filmmaker Mark Sandiford to create the 
Gemini-award-winning NFB docu-comedy 
Qallunaat! Why White People are Funny. Shot 
in Iqaluit using local actors and featuring 
Nungak as director of the fictional Qallunaat 
Studies Institute, or QSI, white people be-
came the cultural lab rats of Inuit scientists.

Gutsy, personal and candid, Nungak revels 
in touchy issues. In one essay in Inuktitut mag-
azine he muses about the controversial Inuit 
ID tags the federal government made people 
wear around their necks from 1940 to 1970. 
“I genuinely regret that they got rid of Eskimo 
tags,” he writes, under his pseudonym of E9-
1956. He also openly admits to loving the word 
Eskimo. “I use it all the time,” he says. “These 
are made-to-order icons of identity and they are 
things unique to us Inuit.” 

Where there could be bitterness and 
blame towards white people, instead there 
is sarcasm and humour. “I’m either the vic-
tim or the beneficiary – and very often both,” 
Nungak explains in Experimental Eskimos. “I 
don’t regret my Ottawa experience,” he says, 
“but I never recovered from it.” His com-
mentaries are so entertaining, enlightening 
and powerful, that he has been asked to pres-
ent at venues from Vancouver’s Fraser Insti-
tute to the British Museum in London. 

Nungak hopes to soon make a film about 
the Inuit role in the James Bay Agreement. 
“I want this to be a healing project,” he says. 
“We need to bury the hatchet.” These days he 
works as a freelance speaker, translator and 
consultant out of Kangirsuk where he lives 
with his wife, seven children and nine grand-
children. He is also director of the Inuktitut 
Language Department at the Avataq Cultural 
Institute, with whom he has just finished 
“three years in the wilds of Nunavik talking 
with elders and making a grassroots assess-
ment of the condition of the Inuktitut lan-
guage.” Among his results? The entertaining 
and educational Eskimo Jeopardy word game.

When he’s asked to name the biggest 
challenge in his life, people expect him to say 
alcoholism. But he says instead it was learn-
ing to build igloos, hunt caribou and butcher 
the meat, feed his family and share his har-
vest with the hamlet. “Perhaps it’s a sweet 
revenge for the ridicule I felt as a kid for not 
being a true Inuk,” he muses, “but my life’s 
greatest achievement was becoming an Es-
kimo man. A proud Eskimo man.”
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“He built a bridge 
between the two 
cultures and he 
crosses it at will. 

He thinks in Inukti-
tut first, then trans-

lates to English 
before he speaks, 

and that’s where his 
eloquence comes 

from.”
Peter Ittinuar


