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Indigenous Peoples of the North and the Globalised World:  

Local Perspectives on Nature, Risks and Landscapes. 

 

The dominant environmental discourse is regarding nature at risk as a result of 

unintended consequences of human actions. The human beings of the 21st century live in a 

so-called “risk society” where a new quality of risks appear: According to the German 

sociologist Ulrich Beck the new global risks induce irreversible harm and are highly abstract 

because of their identification by expert systems. In addition Beck calls the globalisation of 

risk the “reflexive character of risk”. Like a “boomerang curve”, the hazardous consequences 

return to their producers. It makes no difference where we live, or whether we are rich or 

poor. We are sitting in the same boat: “The multiplication of risks causes the world society to 

contract into a community of danger” (see Beck 1992). As a outcome in Western societies the 

global environment, the whole planet earth, is perceived at risk. There is a deep faith in 

sciences and research as well a trust in the expert system of modern societies (see Giddens 

1992). Their rationality has so far found solutions to every problem and will find solutions in 

the future. 

 

The Arctic is greatly affected by these environmental changes. The Arctic ecosystems 

are faced with serious local and global environmental pressures, including local threats of 

wildlife by over-hunting (e.g. in Greenland, see Hansen 2002, Grønlands Naturinstitut 2000) 

as well as global transformations as climate change or contaminants in high levels, 

particularly concerning the food chain (see e.g. AMAP 1998, 2003a, 2003b). Hence, there is 

an increasing involvement of Western (natural) sciences in the Arctic to analyse these changes 

on a scientific basis and to propose action plans for local policy makers. Convinced by the 

urgent call for action, American or European biologists and environmentalists try to 

implement their concepts of “nature”, “nature conservation” and “sustainability”, which are 

derived from the contemporary debates in their respective societies. Local perspectives 
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contradict and as a consequence there are more and more conflicts (see e.g. Lynge 1992, 

Nuttall 1998, Wenzel 1991). 

Due to my research on Greenlandic conceptions of nature1, I became aware of the 

problems and endangerments that arise when dealing with an universalistic assumption of a 

common understanding of the terms ‘nature’, “nature conservation” and ‘sustainability’. 

During the history indigenous peoples of the North were often and are still defined in 

literature, scientific and unscientific publications as “nature peoples” (Naturvolk) or 

“destroyers of their own wildlife”. They were and are mostly defined by the cultural Other. 

Local perspectives of how indigenous peoples of the North perceive nature, risks and their 

own landscapes are often missing.  

 

The International Polar Year 2007-08 could be seen as a chance to take into account 

the perspectives of indigenous peoples of the North. The research questions for a circumpolar 

qualitative investigation in e.g. Greenland, Alaska, Canada, Nunavut and Siberia would be: 

How do indigenous peoples of the North perceive their environment and ‘nature’? What kind 

of ‘risks’ are identified? What can they contribute to the local and global environmental 

pressures? How can their local knowledge be integrated in resource management systems and 

scientific analysis of climate change? In which way could local expert systems be an equal 

partner to scientific expert systems? How can there be a mutual cultural understanding of each 

other to build up together a sustainable world? 
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1 I am working currently on my PhD-thesis Limits of Sustainability: Concepts of Nature in Greenland, Japan 
and Europe (working title) in Sociology within the context of the Deutschen Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) 
post-graduate course “Cultural Hermeneutics in a World of Difference and Transdifference” at the Friedrich-
Alexander-University, Erlangen-Nuremberg, Germany [http://www.kulturhermeneutik.uni-erlangen.de/]. 
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