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ABSTRACT. In this paper we present the results from a systematic literature review of subsistence research that was
conducted in northern Canada between 1950 and 2019. Our analysis identified trends in subsistence research, including the
breadth of research topics, influential scholars and scholarship, and the emergence of research networks. Our results identified
245 publications authored by a multidisciplinary network of 365 scholars. Research conducted through ArcticNet and the
International Polar Year is responsible for 75% (n = 183 of 245) of all subsistence-related publications during this period.
Subsistence publications cover a wide range of topics, including climate change, nutrition, and wildlife management, but
Indigenous food culture and the roles of women in subsistence have received comparatively less scholarly attention. Given the
profound changes occurring in northern Canada, whether a result of anthropogenic or non-anthropogenic disturbances, greater
attention to the cultural and gendered dimensions of subsistence will be particularly valuable to northern scholarship and the
public policies it can inform. This attention will be increasingly necessary in a time when critical thinking about the future of
subsistence in northern Canada is of critical need.
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RESUME. Nous présentons dans cet article les résultats d’un dépouillement systématique de la recherche sur la subsistance
réalisée dans le Nord canadien de 1950 a 2019. Notre analyse a permis de repérer des tendances en matiére de recherche sur
la subsistance, y compris en ce qui a trait a "ampleur des sujets de recherche, aux érudits et aux chercheurs influents, et a
I’émergence de réseaux de recherche. Nos résultats ont permis de trouver 245 publications produites par des auteurs faisant
partie d’un réseau multidisciplinaire comprenant 365 érudits. Les recherches que nous avons effectuées dans ArcticNet et
dans les publications de ’Année polaire internationale ont permis de relever 75 % (n = 183 sur 245) de toutes les publications
portant sur la subsistance durant de cette période. Les publications sur la subsistance englobent une vaste gamme de sujets,
dont le changement climatique, la nutrition et la gestion de la faune. Cependant, la culture alimentaire autochtone et le rdle
des femmes en matiére de subsistance ont retenu I’attention des chercheurs dans une mesure relativement moins grande. A
la lumiére des changements prononcés qui s’exercent dans le Nord canadien, que ceux-ci soient le résultat de perturbations
anthropiques ou non, le fait de porter davantage attention aux dimensions de la culture et du genre en matiére de subsistance
sera trés utile aux chercheurs nordiques et aux politiques publiques susceptibles d’étre éclairées par ces dimensions. Cette
attention s’avérera de plus en plus nécessaire au moment ou la pensée critique sur la subsistance dans le Nord canadien devient
de plus en plus cruciale.

Mots clés : subsistance; Canada; réseaux; publications; genre; culture; Autochtone

Traduit pour la revue Arctic par Nicole Giguére.

INTRODUCTION

Subsistence in northern Canada, including the harvesting,
processing, sharing, and consumption of wild foods,
has received varied and uneven treatment in academic
literature. With its origins rooted in the area studies of the
early to mid-1900s (Moseley, 2009), many of which were
influenced by the acculturative theories prominent at the
time (Hughes, 1960, 1965), subsistence scholarship has
since evolved through multidisciplinary attention. Since the

1950s, subsistence research has spanned the social, natural,
and health sciences and has been directed to a range of
topics, including economic and cultural change, nutrition,
wildlife ecology, governmentality, climate change, and
food security.

Given the multidisciplinary attention that has been
directed to subsistence in northern Canada, the term
subsistence has become a homonym, meaning different
things to different people depending on the disciplinary
orientation of those who apply it (Gartler, 2018). For
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example, in cases where subsistence is viewed as a sector in
the northern economy, focus has been directed to household
labour, financial costs and returns, and the influence of
market incentives (Lonner, 1980; Sharif, 1986). Research
by anthropologists has often explored the norms, social
relationships, worldviews, identities, and environmental
knowledge that give subsistence meaning (Collings, 2011).
Nutritionists on the other hand have directed their attention
to food safety and the health implications stemming
from dietary transitions (Kenny et al., 2018). Because the
positionality of those employing the term influences its
construct, the meaning of subsistence has varied, which
in turn affects the ways in which research questions are
formulated, results are interpreted, and outcomes are
presented (Rowe, 2014).

In this paper, we present the results from a systematic
literature review of subsistence in northern Canada. Our
analysis identified trends in subsistence research between
1950 and 2019, including the breadth of research topics,
influential scholars and scholarship, and the emergence
of research networks. Because the value of systematic
literature reviews is not an end in themselves (Mallett et
al., 2012), we also identify areas of subsistence research
that have received comparatively less attention. These
research gaps include the cultural dimensions of Indigenous
food systems and the role and contributions of women in
subsistence. We hope that the results of this systematic
review can inform the work of others who are engaged in
subsistence research in northern Canada and beyond.

METHODS
Systematic Literature Review

The temporal period of this review was from 1950 to
2019. Geographically our study region included Yukon,
Northwest Territories, Nunavut, Nunavik, and Labrador.
Our temporal and spatial designations were based on
recommendations made by participants of a workshop
hosted by the Resources and Sustainable Development in
the Arctic (ReSDA) Research Network. The workshop, held
in Whitehorse, Yukon, in October 2012, brought together
academics, government representatives, and Indigenous
leaders to identify priority research areas for the ReSDA
Research Network to explore. These priorities included
answering new research questions and synthesizing
existing bodies of scholarship to identify gaps that warrant
further research attention. The study presented here falls
into this latter category.

The search protocol used in this review included
published literature databases as well as web-based grey
literature sources. Academic database searches were limited
to peer-reviewed articles, book chapters, and books written
in English or French. Decisions regarding which databases
to include were made in consultation with a University of
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Saskatchewan research librarian. The academic databases
included: (1) Web of Science, (2) Sci Verse Scopus, (3)
Google Scholar, (4) Academic Search Complete, (5) ASTIS
Database (Arctic Institute of North America), (6) Arctic
and Antarctic Regions Database, and (7) JSTOR. Grey
literature was searched through web-based resources
from several agencies: (1) the Canadian Environmental
Assessment Agency, (2) Indigenous Food Systems Network
Website, (3) First Nations Assembly, (4) Natural Resources
Canada, (5) Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada,
and (6) the Congress of Aboriginal Peoples. For the grey
literature, our search was limited to reports, policy briefs,
and policy notes in PDF or Word format. Because academic
databases have different search capabilities, specific terms
or combinations of key words, search terms, and synonyms
were used. An example of the search terms used in the Web
of Science database is shown in Table 1.

Screening

Our review followed the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
guidelines (Moher et al., 2009). The search results for the
academic and grey literature publications were combined
into a single Mendeley database containing 18,251 records.
A total of 5511 duplicate records were then removed,
leaving a total of 12,740 records. Our review then proceeded
through three screening stages.

Stage one involved title screening, where records were
screened out if they met any of the following conditions: (1)
not in English or French, (2) not related to humans, (3) not
a written record (references to videos, photos, etc.), or (4)
not focused on northern Canada. Four researchers worked
in pairs of two, independently reviewing each record title
and marking potentially discardable records. Once the
independent review was completed, the research team
compared their collective results and finalized the list of
excluded records. Out of the total 12,740 records, 10,434
records were removed during the first screening stage,
leaving 2306 records remaining.

In stage two, a report was generated that included
abstracts and basic bibliographic information to assess
eligibility. Again in teams of two, researchers evaluated the
list of records by reviewing the abstracts and keywords. At
this stage in the screening process, records were discarded
if they failed to meet the following conditions: (1) did not
focus on Indigenous peoples or communities in northern
Canada, (2) did not focus on subsistence, or (3) were
not a full report or article (i.e., news, blog entries, court
proceedings, etc.). In this second stage of screening, 1763
records were removed, leaving a total of 543 records. In a
final stage, the remaining 543 records were again screened
through a detailed reading review, after which 298 records
were excluded, leaving 245 records in our final data set

(Fig. 1).
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TABLE 1. Example of key word and search terms used in academic database search.

Database Search terms Results
Web of Science  “subsistence economy” OR “subsistence-based economy” OR “mixed economy” OR “traditional economy” OR “wildlife harvest” 5822
OR “wild food harvest” OR “country food harvest” OR “food harvest” OR “food sharing” OR “food sharing network” OR “food
processing” OR “food provisioning” OR “hunting” OR “fishing” OR “trapping” OR “livelihood” OR “food availability” OR “food
safety” OR “food security” OR “food insecurity” OR “food sovereignty’” OR “food culture” OR “guaranteed harvest level” OR
“food trading” OR “food selling” OR “food purchase” OR “food sharing” OR “social economy” OR “informal economy” OR
“local food” OR “country food” OR “wild food” AND “Indigenous” OR “First Nations” OR “Native” OR “Aboriginal” OR “Metis”
OR “Inuit” OR “Inuk” OR “Dene” OR “Cree” OR “Gwichin” OR “Indians of North America” OR “Indigenous peoples” AND
“Canada” OR “Northwest Territories” OR “Labrador” OR “Nunavik” OR “Quebec” OR “Nunavut” OR “Yukon” AND “women”
OR “men” OR “gender” OR “gender role” OR “role of gender” OR “division of labour” OR “gender equality” OR “gender
differences”
Bibliometric Analysis — ——
Identification of publicati via datab. search ]
With 245 records identified, a bibliometric analysis was
e . .. .. 5 L Publications removed
conducted. Bibliometric analysis is a statistical method -% Publications identified before screening:
used to analyze books, articles, or other publications to & :’r?';" fgt;:f}ses ----------- »|  Duplicate records
measure the influence of individual scholars or research 5 ' removed (/7 = 5511)
. . =
networks in a field of study (Borgman, 1990). Using a =
variety of bibliometric techniques (McCain, 1991), we l
identified communities of research bound by common —
research topics (e.g., nutrition, wildlife harvesting). The o Eufl:%a‘:&n)s excluded
bibliometric analysis was effective for tracing the trends in P”‘_"f;t.:f"i'as screened | | " condition 1 (n=23)
subsistence scholarship that emerge over time (n=12.740) Condition 2 (n = 4763)
) p gc : Condition 3 (n = 2327)
Co-authorship network analysis was used to reveal Condition 4 (n = 3321)
distinct communities of research and to identify the most l
prominent researchers and influential research publications. 2 o :’:_b';“?"g’s[‘)s excluded:
In the co-authorship network, researchers are connected g Zﬁ’;tﬁﬁ:ons assessed for coeees|  Condition 1 (n = 220)
if they co-authored a publication. Similarly, a co-citation S| | (n=2308) 8223:222252:‘1‘1;’2)
network analysis was used to identify influential papers
in the subsistence literature, including publications that l
serve as bridges across different sqbﬁelds of subsist.ence Publications reviewed Publications excluded:
research. In the bibliographic coupling analysis, published through detailed reading  [........p (”‘goigd?uon 1(n=23)
articles are connected if a third paper cited them both. (n=543) Condition 2 (n = 223)
Bibliographic coupling assumes that two connected papers — l Condifon 3(n = 52)
treat related subject matter in a similar way or pertain to a p—
similar domain of research. Bibliographic coupling allowed B | | Publications included in
. . . . . B review
us to identify linkages between published articles and the 3 (n = 245)
role they play in the extant literature, whether that is to =

bridge knowledge across the field or to advance a specific
area of subsistence research.

RESULTS
Summary of Research Trends

Between 1950 and 2019, 245 publications were found
that focused on subsistence in northern Canada. Seventy-
four percent (n = 181) of the records were peer-reviewed
articles, 21% were books, book chapters, and graduate
theses (n = 51), and the remaining 5% were reports and
conference proceedings (z = 13). During the early stages
of this period (1950—60), academic research on subsistence
was conducted largely in the context of area studies. Area
studies gained prominence in the years following World
War II, when academic and public policy interests were

FIG. 1. Stages of systematic literature review (adapted from Page et al., 2021).

directed to the intersections between global and local
change processes (Moseley, 2009). Notable in Canada was
the research of Murphy and Steward (1956) who examined
the cultural and economic consequences for Indigenous
peoples as they transitioned to greater dependency on the
commercial economy. They concluded that when wild
products that have traditionally been obtained to fulfill
personal subsistence needs enter a trading economy, an
irreversible change in Indigenous culture will ensue. The
area studies approach was influential in subsequent research
in northern Canada that adopted similar acculturative
theories of social change (Hughes, 1965). In many cases,
the research of the 1950s and 1960s concluded that the
subsistence lifestyles of Indigenous peoples had all but been
supplanted by the cash economy, and the loss of subsistence



skills made their economic transition that much more
necessary. In the 1970s, similar conclusions were reached
by Lotz (1970:92—93), who surmised that economic change
had led to a propensity among Yukon Indigenous peoples
to pursue wage earning over the more taxing physical
demands required in subsistence. Parallel predictions were
made for Inuit where a perceived breakdown of traditional
subsistence institutions was cast as inevitable change in the
wake of modernization. For example, Diamond Jenness
(1978:144), in The Economic Situation of the Eskimo,
concluded that the “economic prosperity ... of an Eskimo
community today is roughly proportional to the amount of
wage employment it obtains, and not, as formerly, to the
wildlife resources that exist in its neighborhood.” This era
of subsistence research was motivated by the notion that
subsistence was in decline, and the fleeting subsistence
systems of Indigenous peoples needed to be documented
prior to their full assimilation into Euro-Canadian society
(Natcher, 2019).

Whereas area studies were conducted to advance social
theory, a number of other applied subsistence studies were
also conducted during this period. These included the close-
range studies of food procurement in regions, communities,
or for specific wildlife species. Now commonly referred to
as wildlife harvesting studies, these studies identified the
number of animals, fish, and plant resources harvested by
Indigenous peoples. These harvest totals were then used to
calculate the total food weight available for consumption
by Indigenous households. These studies were further
popularized as a method for estimating the potential
impacts of extractive resource development projects, either
to mitigate potential effects or to calculate compensation
for their losses (Gamble, 1978).

In other cases, harvest studies were conducted as part
of comprehensive land claims agreements. In 1975, the
Northern Quebec Inuit Association initiated a seven-
year study entitled Research to Establish Present Levels
of Native Harvesting (JBNQNHRC, 1988). The study set
out to determine harvest levels by species and community
in order to establish guaranteed harvesting levels for
Inuit households. Since the completion of the Nunavik
study, other land claims agreements have required similar
assessments, including the most recent Labrador Inuit Land
Claims Agreement (LILCA, 2003).

In the 1980s, academic interest in subsistence was being
directed to the mixed economies of Indigenous households
(i.e., harvesting and wage earning). This scholarship was
motivated by the recognition that subsistence harvesting
was not being abandoned or displaced by capitalistic
modes of production as was predicted but rather functioned
alongside wage earning—i.e., mixed economy (Goldring,
1986; Smith and Wright, 1989). Rather than subverting
subsistence production, these studies found that the wage
economy provided the necessary economic basis for
wildlife harvesting to continue (Hobart, 1981).

Other scholars during this time were focusing on
human ecology and the foraging strategies of northern
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Indigenous peoples. Winterhalder (1980) and Winterhalder
and Smith (1981) examined the decision-making process
of Indigenous hunters and trappers in their exploitation of
heterogenous habitats, settlement patterns, and residential
group size. From this research, a theory of optimal foraging
was advanced that continues to influence the field of
environmental anthropology today. Eric Smith (1985)
was especially interested in applying ecological models to
test Inuit foraging and food exchange hypotheses. Other
prominent scholars during this time include Alton Mackey
and Moore Orr (1988) who evaluated country food use and
the impacts of imported foods on Inuit diets in Labrador.

In the 1990s, a number of influential publications
appeared on the political ecology of subsistence. Most
notably, George Wenzel’s (1991) Animal Rights, Human
Rights: Ecology, Economy and Ideology in the Canadian
Arctic examined the impacts of the anti-sealing movement
on the mixed economy of Inuit hunters of Clyde River,
Nunavut. In this influential volume, Wenzel traces the
effects of the anti-sealing campaigns on Inuit culture and
economy. Also during this period, the health sciences
were making important contributions to understanding
the nutritional benefits of subsistence foods and the health
implications stemming from the dietary transitions that
were underway in northern Indigenous communities.
For example, Harriet Kuhnlein (1995) examined the
changes occurring in Inuit subsistence and the effects
on human health and nutrition. Kuhnlein concluded that
because of external pressures, including industrialization
and the emergence of the market economy, traditional
food systems derived from local, natural environments
were in generational decline; a dietary transition that has
consequences for the physical and mental health of Inuit.
Her studies proved influential in positioning health sciences
at the forefront of subsistence-related research in northern
Canada for the decades that followed.

A Turning Point in Subsistence Research

While important contributions were made in subsistence
scholarship between 1950 and 2000, it was not until 2004
that subsistence research gained considerable prominence
in northern Canada. The proliferation of subsistence
publications can be attributed to two factors. The first major
influence on subsistence research was the establishment of
the ArcticNet Centre of Excellence. ArcticNet represents
Canada’s largest commitment to date on climate change
science (Natcher et al., 2020). Between 2004 and 2018,
ArcticNet received over CAD363 million in government
funding, which was used to support research in the areas
of marine and terrestrial systems, Inuit health, education
and adaptation, and northern policy development and
knowledge transformation. This research resulted in over
4530 scientific publications, including 56 that examined
Inuit subsistence. It was during this time that James Ford
and Tristan Pearce (2012) published Climate Change
Vulnerability and Adaption Research Focusing on Inuit
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Subsistence in Canada: Directions for Future Research. In
this paper, the authors identified the need for more targeted
interdisciplinary research capable of documenting the
climate-related vulnerabilities affecting Inuit subsistence.
This paper proved influential in other ArcticNet research
that examined climate-related impacts on Inuit subsistence,
including food security (Hoover et al., 2016), community
adaptation (Fillion et al., 2014), and traditional knowledge
for monitoring food safety (King and Furgal, 2014).

The second major influence on subsistence scholarship
was Canada’s participation in the International Polar
Year (IPY) (2007-09). Stemming from CADI56
million in federal research funding, 1750 researchers
from government agencies, universities, and northern
communities were supported in 228 research projects.
The Canadian IPY Publications Database now includes
over 4000 records, including 127 focused on northern
subsistence. In their review of 15 IPY projects, Parlee and
Furgal (2012) found consensus that the high rate of food
insecurity experienced in northern communities was being
hastened by the effects of climate change, particularly
melting sea ice, erratic weather events, and changes in the
stability of northern landscapes. They further determined
that industrial resource development was compounding
rather than alleviating the stresses experienced by many
northern communities in their subsistence systems (Parlee
and Furgal, 2012). In a special issue of Polar Research (Ford
and Furgal, 2009), George Wenzel (2009) arrived at similar
conclusions. In his paper, Wenzel described the adaptive
strategies used traditionally by Inuit to respond to climate
variability, including adjustments made in mobility, social
organization, and prey selection. Wenzel also explained
that the challenges brought about by climate change today
are being compounded by restrictive government policies
that have further constrained the adaptive capacities of
Inuit hunters in new ways.

Through these two federally supported research
programs, subsistence research had for the first time
received considerable and sustained funding support.
Although subsistence studies account for only 4% of
all publications produced by ArcticNet and IPY, they
nonetheless represent 75% (n = 183) of the 245 subsistence
records published for northern Canada since 1950.

Communities of Research

Over the past 70 years, an extensive network of scholars
has emerged in the study of subsistence. This network,
involving 365 researchers, reflects the multidisciplinary
dimensions of subsistence and the varying ways in which
subsistence has been framed in the literature. For example,
a community of scholars has emerged in the area of
climate change and subsistence. In their work, this group
of researchers, mainly human geographers, have published
on the adaptive strategies used by Inuit communities to
adjust their food procurement systems in response to
environmental change. In this case, James Ford plays a

prominent role, as does Barry Smit, Tristan Pearce, and 38
other researchers.

Another important area of subsistence research was found
in the areas of food safety, nutrition, and environmental
and human health. This group includes toxicologists,
environmental scientists, and nutritionists. Here the research
of Hing Man (Laurie) Chan is noteworthy for investigating
the effects on human health of chemical contaminants found
in subsistence foods. Other major contributors with central
roles in this network of scholars include Harriet Kuhnlein
and Christopher Furgal. In these two subnetworks, Ford and
Chan occupy positions of high centrality. Ford has published
21 papers with 40 other co-authors on subsistence-related
topics (e.g., vulnerability, adaption, climate), and Chan
maintains a similar position with 15 publications on health
and food safety involving 41 co-authors.

In terms of betweenness centrality—i.e., influence in
connecting subsistence researchers across the entirety of
the network—Catherine Huet’s research on subsistence has
effectively bridged areas of food security, vulnerability,
climate change, and human and environmental health.
In this way, Huet, as well as Grace Egeland, perform
important brokering roles between researchers and areas of
subsistence scholarship.

The sociogram in Figure 2 reflects the overall subsistence
research network in northern Canada. The clustering of
nodes represents subnetworks that have formed subject areas
(i.e., subsistence and human health). In this figure, the size
of each node reflects the centrality or influence of individual
scholars within their respective network, whereas the lines
between nodes indicate co-authorship of publications.

The co-citation network contained 57% (n = 139) of all
publications in our dataset (n = 245). These co-citation
scores indicate a reoccurrence of influential publications in
subsistence research, as reflected in their high betweenness
centrality scores. These publications are important for
bridging multiple disciplines or subareas of subsistence
research that facilitate the transference of ideas across
disciplines. The top five most cited publications, as
indicated by the co-citation network, are presented in Table
2. Given the narrow topic of the articles included in the
co-citation analysis, it is not surprising to observe a highly
dense network.

DISCUSSION

Until the 1980s, subsistence was a major focus of
Canadian anthropology. This interest was undoubtedly
influenced by the foundational work of Franz Boas
([1888] 1964:52—-54) who himself had an interest in
correlating features of the physical environment and
Inuit subsistence strategies. However, by the end of
the 1980s, anthropological attention to subsistence in
northern Canada had experienced a dramatic decline.
Balikei (1989) estimated that by the late 1980s, as few as
five university-based anthropologists were conducting
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FIG. 2. Subsistence network in northern Canada.

research on subsistence in northern Canada, including Eric
Smith, John O’Neil, Richard Condon, George Wenzel, and
Milton Freeman. Whereas these scholars were making
important contributions to the subsistence literature,
other anthropologists had directed their attention to other
subfields of applied anthropology (Hedican, 2008), for
example, Indigenous political development (Asch, 1988).
This trend was not inconsistent with broader changes
occurring in the field of anthropology, where economic
anthropology, along with kinship, were being replaced as
core subfields of the discipline (Gregory, 2009). It was at
this time that many anthropology departments discontinued
the teaching of economic anthropology in their course
curriculum all together.

Another important factor that limited anthropological
attention to the cultural dimensions of northern subsistence
was a general lack of research funding. In fact, Balikci
(1989) attributes the erasure of the anthropological presence
in northern Canada to the curtailment of government

research funding for anthropological research, which
between 1974 and 1984 received less than 1% (CAD115,000)
of all northern research funds (CADI167 million). The
reduction in government funding limited the opportunities
for prolonged fieldwork in northern communities, which
had long been a hallmark of the Canadian anthropological
tradition (Harrison and Darnell, 2006). This void has since
created a paradox in that the changes occurring in Canadian
anthropology have been inverse to the changes underway
in the northern Indigenous communities, where the
industrialization of northern environments and other global
influences are having a profound effect on Indigenous
cultures and their subsistence-based food systems.

While there are important exceptions (e.g., Collings,
2009, 2014; Ready and Power, 2018), the study of
subsistence has too often been devoid of cultural meaning.
For many Indigenous peoples in northern Canada,
subsistence is synonymous with culture, identity, and
self-determination. Considered to be a way of life or “our



326 « D.C. NATCHER et al.

TABLE 2. Top five most cited subsistence publications as indicated
by the co-citation network.

Degree Betweenness
Peer-review journal article centrality centrality
Ford, 2009 0.71 6.28
Chan et al., 2006 0.71 5.10
Lambden et al., 2006 0.69 5.50
Furgal and Seguin, 2006 0.65 6.28
Duhaime et al., 2002 0.66 479

way of being,” subsistence for many Indigenous peoples
entails cultural identity and traditional values (Thornton,
1998). Yet in much of the literature, subsistence is treated
as individual or collective legal rights, an economic need,
or nutritional supplementation—in essence, the material
aspect of subsistence only. The disconnect between culture
and subsistence is not inconsequential (Sahlins, 1972). By
failing to account for the cultural dimensions of subsistence,
Indigenous ontologies risk becoming illusionary through
the abrogation of the cultural interpretations of what
subsistence entails. This indiscriminate treatment can then
lead policy-makers to assume subsistence is substitutable
for other forms of production, for instance through wage-
earning employment in extractive resource industries,
or in cases where subsistence production declines, can be
compensated through increased food imports—strategies
that can place subsistence at even greater risk. What is
therefore required is research that accounts for the cultural
dimensions or the “life-enriching process” in which
subsistence occurs (Elder Nelson Frank in Thornton, 1998).

Another area of subsistence research that has received
relatively little attention has been gender, specifically
the role of women in subsistence. Of the 245 citations
identified, 7% (n = 17) focused explicitly on the role of
women in subsistence. The records that were found,
however, do provide rich perspectives on the changing role
of women in subsistence (Inksetter, 2012) and particularly
the critical contribution of women in the mixed economy
(e.g., Quintal-Marineau, 2016). These studies show that
Inuit women are often the main monetary providers for
their household and, concomitantly, are experiencing an
increase in their provisioning responsibilities, which have
had paradoxical effects on household food production
(Quintal-Marineau and Wenzel, 2019). Notwithstanding
these and other important contributions (e.g., Dalseg et al.,
2018), gender considerations in subsistence research have
been underemphasized. Altamirano-Jiménez (2008:130f),
whose research is conducted in Nunavut, attributes this
oversight to the belief that subsistence is an activity carried
out by men, who may or may not receive support from their
wives, mothers, or female siblings. Such characterizations
have been made by Inoue (2001:93) who concluded
“that many Gwich’in males, especially those who are
in their thirties or older, often help each other to prepare
for hunting trips. ... For Gwich’in females it is important
to be careful not to disturb fathers, husbands, brothers
and sons, especially not to touch any of their hunting

equipment.” Such characterizations have been challenged
on the grounds that women’s contributions to subsistence
often go unrecognized because they are less visible to
male researchers who are influenced by their own cultural
biases. For example, Isaac (1995:3) suggests that women’s
participation in subsistence is largely transformative in that
women “turn carcasses to edible meat, clothing, and other
products,” which are activities typically overlooked by male
researchers. However, unlike the underrepresentation of
women in other fields of northern research (Natcher et al.,
2020), considerable parity exists among male and female
subsistence researchers. In this case, men (rn = 186) and
women (n = 179) account for 51% and 49% of subsistence
researchers. Despite this parity, a general myopia persists in
the literature, which most often characterizes subsistence as
a male domain. Thus, by failing to account for the complex
contributions of women in subsistence, the conduct of
androcentric-informed research is perpetuated (Brumbach
and Jarvenpa, 1997), with femininity remaining largely
unrecognized in the literature (Gartler, 2018).

CONCLUSION

Our objective in this study was to deliver a clear and
comprehensive overview of subsistence research in
northern Canada since 1950. In doing so, we have traced
the trends in subsistence research and have identified the
thematic areas of focus, key researcher involved, and the
influence of funding organizations. We have also identified
research gaps in the field that can be used to inform
subsistence research in the future.

Our findings show that over the past 70 years,
subsistence in northern Canada has received considerable
multidisciplinary attention. We identified 245 publications
authored by a network of 365 scholars. Evolving from
the area studies of the 1950s, subsistence has since been
examined through a multidisciplinary lens, including
health and nutrition, human ecology, mixed-economies,
and climate change among others. Notwithstanding
this multidisciplinary interest, it was not until 2004
that publications on northern subsistence began to truly
propagate. This emergence was facilitated in large part by
federal research funding made available through ArcticNet
and the International Polar Year. These two research
programs are responsible for 75% (n = 183 of 245) of all
subsistence-related publications for northern Canada.
These publications reflect the scholarly interest of these
research programs, namely, the effects of climate change
on northern environments and societies. Influenced in this
way, these studies focused on documenting climate-related
vulnerabilities to Indigenous food systems. The nutritional
aspects of subsistence have also been well documented,
including the implications of dietary transitions on the
physical and mental health of northern Indigenous peoples.

Receiving less scholarly attention have been the cultural
and gendered dimensions of subsistence. The place of



culture and women in subsistence remain poorly understood
and reflect changes occurring within disciplinary training,
priorities in research funding, and entrenched biases that
continue to influence the conduct of northern subsistence
research. By acknowledging these challenges and making
concerted steps to reverse them, a more informed research
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program can be implemented that has the potential to
strengthen the conduct and output of subsistence research
by making visible those dimensions that to date have been
less observable.
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