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ABSTRACT
Understanding human adaptation to climate changes is one of the most important research issues within
the area of global environmental change, accounting for the fact that people worldwide are currently
adapting to their changing environment (Adger and Kelly 2000: 253; Smit et al. 2008).
The Greenlandic case study as presented in this paper is mainly based on a literature analysis and ethnographic data obtained during the Greenlandic winter of 2008, with emphasis on the latter. Participant observation and interviews were combined with a discursive analysis of climate change-related policies. The
empirical findings as presented in this paper suggest that an exclusive and gender-neutral focus of policy
makers on economic aspects of adaptation to climate changes may increase socio-economic inequality as
well as male domestic violence over women.
Social research can help to identify such chains of reactions resulting from climate changes and related
policies, by focusing on individual adaptation strategies of male and female actors in vulnerable societies.
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Introduction
At this moment, tourists are not only offered seal meat, dried whale and polar coffee in Greenlandic supermarkets, but also small parts of an ice glacier. The relatively high price of this ‘pure,
clean ice’ is defended by its slogan stamped in red warning letters on the package: ‘Buy Greenlandic ice…before it has melted’.
Although potential buyers do not need to hurry - the ice cap of 2.6 million cubic kilometres
covers 80% of the country and will probably not melt within the lifetime of one generation -,
the advertisement does refer to a real threat. Global warming will occur twice as fast in the
Arctic as in the rest of the world and Greenland’s ice is melting faster than anywhere else (Walther et al., 2002:391; Gathman 2007:2). More precisely: its icecap currently still accounts for
10 percent of all the world’s fresh water, but loses 60 to 90 cubic miles of ice every year - more
than all of the ice in the Alps put together (ICC, 2003; Hanna et al., 2008:2).
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In Greenland, the effects of climate changes are already being experienced in daily life. Inuit,
who have always known their environment so well, now face difficulties sustaining their hunting livelihoods (Rasmussen, 2005:138; Holm, 2007:3). A research among Inuit proved that
they found winds have become unpredictable; the ocean is warmer and its currents more variable, while sea ice conditions are changing rapidly (Holm, 2007:4).
Not surprisingly, Greenland has become the symbol of expected future natural disasters worldwide and is called a ‘living laboratory’ for researchers on environment and climate change
(European Commission, 2007).
The Arctic is considered one of the best places to study human adaptations to climate change
for three reasons (Berkes & Jolly, 2001:2). Firstly, as mentioned above, the effects of climate
change in Greenland will be felt earlier and more severely than elsewhere in the world. Secondly, many Inuit living in settlements are highly dependent on hunting and fishing for food
and their livelihoods, and therefore are indirectly dependent on the climate (ICC, 2003; Holm,
2007:2). Thirdly, the people of the Arctic have always lived with a high degree of environmental variability, making the capacity to adapt to extreme variability part of the Inuit life (Boas,
1998:72; Berkes & Jolly, 2001:2; Sejersen, 2003:44).
Inuit social security in the context of pervasive and unpredictable change has been facilitated
historically by extensive knowledge of local environments and related skills; flexible harvesting
strategies; mobility and flexibility of group size; and strong social networks (Csonka & Schweitzer, 2004:13). For example, Danish lieutenant Gustav Holm described in his travel journal
in 1888, how the Inuit in East Greenland survived extremely harsh winters by following the
seasonal animal movements; Inuit communities set up houses in places where animals were
abundant for hunting and resettled when the animals had moved again (Holm, 1972; Baruske,
1976). Such flexible characteristics of Inuit society have enabled them throughout history to
survive in the Arctic (Ford, 2005:2).
Hence, one could argue that the Inuit are used to dealing with times of duress when game was
scarce or hunting conditions particularly unfavourable. Yet, current times carry an extra handicap for hunters: not only has hunting become difficult due to climate change induced environmental changes, but hunters are also more restricted to hunting certain species than they
were in former times. As will be elaborated on in greater detail, Greenlandic environmental
policies nowadays limit the amount and number of prey to be caught, in order to protect wildlife.
This article is an attempt to examine the impacts of such policies on social inequality amongst
villagers in South Greenland. The investigation starts with an analysis of the ways in which
climate changes and modernisation in Greenland are interlinked, together creating socio-economic problems for the inhabitants of hunter settlements.
The third section provides background information on the area where research was conducted
and on the methodologies used during fieldwork. Then the empirical findings are presented,
showing the adaptive strategies as created by male and female household members.
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Families nowadays use alternative economic strategies to deal with their current economic
problems. For example, females in the village have become the main financial provider of the
family. As a final adaptation strategy, some families migrate to cities, while others cannot afford
to move. The sixth section then explains how above strategies have far-reaching consequences
for the social hierarchies and gender roles in Inuit society.
The paper ends with a concluding chapter, in which it is argued that if gendered changes in
social roles are not focused upon by policymakers in times of socio-economic change, gender
inequality may become worse. The same argument may well go for economic inequality in
society.

Modernisation and climate changes
In order to understand better the current situation of the inhabitants of contemporary Greenland, it needs to be underlined that climate changes alone are not responsible for all major socio-economic changes in the country. Neither are they the only reason for people migrating
away from hunter settlements to larger towns. Rather, it is the combination of two main forces
that has impacted Greenlandic society deeply in the past fifty years.
Firstly, modernisation is penetrating into traditional hunter lifestyles. Within fifty years,
Greenland has undergone a transformation from a traditional hunter’s society, into a modern
commercial fishing economy (Andersen, 2008:5; Rasmussen, 2005:110). Contemporary
Greenland is a mostly urban country. Only 20 percent of the Greenlanders still live in settlements, and professional hunters form an even smaller minority. However, hunting still carries
a highly symbolic meaning in Greenland, and is regarded as the ‘authentic Greenlandic lifestyle’. Even more, for those living in settlements, hunting activities form a crucial input into
the household economy (Greenlandic Home Rule, 2007; Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
2007b). This means that the household economy of villagers is highly affected by climate
changes.
In recent years, this process of modernisation has been strongly accelerated by a second force
in Greenlandic society: the climate changes. Although researchers rightly worry about the impact of climate changes and modernisation processes on the livelihoods of the people that live
in and from the Arctic environment (Ford, 1999:146; Cochran, 2007), they may in fact be a
blessing for Greenland’s national economy. The country’s thick icecap is believed to cover vast
amounts of oil and minerals, which are currently being exposed due to the rising temperatures
(Secher 2005: 6; Hansen 2008). The international community follows this process with great
commercial interest and over a hundred oil licenses have been sold to investors (NOVA, 2007;
Graff, 2007 Martini, 2007; Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum, 2008; Lorentzen, 2008). Also,
climate changes make it easier to grow vegetables and to breed sheep in Southern regions, offering new potential jobs for future generations of urban Greenlanders.
In order to stimulate these arising opportunities and under pressure from different international actors protecting wildlife, the Greenlandic government is torn between the wish to
maintain the hunting heritage and the need they feel for modernisation. The latter seems to be
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dominant. Currently, the main political goal of the government focuses on the establishment
of the sustainable economic development of the country and on further financial independence from Denmark (Greenlandic Department of Employment 2007b:35; Enoksen, 2008b).
An example of this economic focus is the dismantling of the ‘Uniform Price System’ in 2005,
which formerly ensured that basic necessities such as electricity would cost the same everywhere in the country (Winther, 2008:4). Since then, however, electricity prices in South
Greenlandic villages have increased strongly, which has forced poor hunter households to move
out of the villages (Van Voorst, 2008:56).
Hence, the combination of modernisation and climate changes has opened up new economic
possibilities for Greenland. In fact, the global forces of modernisation and climate changes have
a mutual influence: modernisation itself causes environmental pollution, which is in turn said
to instigate climate changes. Climate changes also bring along new limits and opportunities for
national economies and - in the case of Greenland - make a faster modernisation process possible.
This strong link is not unique to Greenland. On the contrary, researchers have found that the
two processes affect each other worldwide (Ribot, 1996:3; Leach et al., 1997:226; Leichenko
& O’Brien, 2001:4). Yet such potential interactions between the effects of climate change and
ongoing economic changes associated with modernisation are still too often neglected in climate change related research. Traditional notions of vulnerability tend to hold global trends
constant, thereby missing the key driving forces of modernisation that alter patterns of vulnerability (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2001). Although most scholars admit that modernity should
not be dismissed in research on climate change and livelihood adaptation (Adger, 1999:250;
Lestrelin & Giordano, 2006:16; Yaro, 2006:154), it is not always addressed as such.

Social inequality and domestic violence
As the prime minister of Greenland said during the Arctic Ocean Conference in May 2008: “As
a result of climate change, new opportunities will arise, and we want to take part in securing that
these developments will benefit all” (Enoksen, 2008a). If as much oil and as many minerals are
found in the Greenlandic soil as is expected, then the first part of his prediction is probably
true. It is likely that oil will provide money and employment in Greenland.
The second part of the prime minister’s statement, however, might be difficult to accomplish.
It is highly unlikely that economic developments will benefit all in Greenlandic society. As happens in many cases where governments decide to ‘develop’ an area (Brown, 2005:89; Arce &
Long, 2000:4), the impact at a local community-level is enormous in Greenland (Andersen,
2008:170).
People’s vulnerability to climate change is dependent on the economic alternatives that they
have. Worldwide, research has shown that in the interest of ‘development’, poverty amongst
the poorest members of society may increase (Kates, 2000:13; Robbins, 2004). Taking into
account the fact that economic inequality in Greenland is enormous, as with countries like
Brazil and Mexico (Andersen, 2008:173), economic development could cause severe
economic problems for those Greenlandic households that already live in poverty (Andersen, 2008:173).
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Indeed, climate changes create economic opportunities for the inhabitants of South Greenland. However, for most poor households in small hunter-villages, these economic alternatives
are out of reach. In order to become a mine worker in South Greenland, one needs official
education. In order to become a shepherd, one needs money to invest in sheep. Most poor
families do not possess enough of either resource. As a result, economic problems in these
Greenlandic hunter households are increasing (Rasmussen, 2005:13; Van Voorst, 2008). These
findings correspond with those of Frank Ellis (1998:33) and of other researchers who argue
that some natural resource management strategies disadvantage local and poor populations
worldwide, increasing their vulnerability and dependency on natural resources, rather than
decreasing it (Thomas & Twyman, 2005:117; Ford et al., 2006:147).
In Greenlandic society, two groups can be singled out as the most vulnerable to these current
processes. First of all, poor hunter families living in settlements are strongly disadvantaged by
the combination of climate changes and hunting restrictions. Hunting has become more difficult than in past times as a direct consequence of the melting ice. For example, drifting ice
floes from the melting ice cap block sea routes more and more often. In practice, this means
that hunters are not able to sail out on such days because their small motorboats cannot sail
through the ice-lumps. On top of this nuisance, people are not allowed to hunt as much as they
were in past times. The Greenlandic government has increased the number of environmental
policies in order to limit hunting and protect animals in times of climate change (Greenland
Home Rule, 2001; Hansen, 2002:6; Sejersen, 2003:115; Siegstad, 2008).
In a more indirect way, there is a second group that is disadvantaged by the combination of
climate changes and environmental policies: the female members of Greenlandic hunter families in villages. The problems as experienced with hunting by males have a negative impact on
the self-esteem of male hunters, and this indirectly affects their spouses’ physical well being. In
other words: climate changes and modernisation processes seem to stimulate male dominance
over women.
Violence against women has been identified as a significant problem in the Arctic. According
to Wagner Sorensen, violent Greenlandic men use violence against their spouse as a rational act
in order to enforce the rules at home. In Wagner Sørensen’s words, these men ‘think that they
are entitled to set the scene, set certain standards and rules and make sure they are kept’ (Wagner
Sørensen, 2001:82). The increase in violence of the past decades has been attributed mainly to
a male loss of identity and self-worth in a fast changing society in which males lose their
hunter-roles. Hence, even though most women in Greenland nowadays should be considered
the breadwinner, their male partners still try to hold on to their former role of ‘head of the
household’ (Williamson et al., 2004:201; Csonka & Schweitzer, 2004:60; Greenland Home
Rule, 2008).

The case study
Villagers in South Greenland live in a mixed economy (wage income and subsistence harvesting) and obtain much of their protein from hunting and fishing activities. Due to a lack of fish,
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the local cod-factory was closed down two years ago, putting more than half of the working
population out of work. The majority of the 40 households in the research setting NunaqarfikI
now combine frequent hunting with ‘community jobs’ - which in practice means inhabitants
shovel snow or fetch water for the school and the elderly in return for the minimum wage, paid
by the Greenlandic government, with the help of Danish subsidies (Municipality of Qaqortoq,
2008; Andersen, 2008:11).
Most men try to sustain a hunting livelihood, even though that has become difficult due to
climate changes and environmental policies. As soon as the weather is good enough, they sail
out to hunt and provide for their family. If a hunt has been very successful and the weather
allows for a longer trip, males sail to town where they sell the meat at the market.
The daily life of women in the hunter-settlement appears quite different. While in older days,
Greenlandic women mostly helped their husbands by the flensing of caught prey and the
cleansing of animal skins; these tasks have now been largely taken over by factory employees in
larger towns. In the past fifty years, more and more Greenlandic women have taken up modern
jobs. In Nunaqarfik, most females have found community jobs or other ‘modern’ jobs in their
village such as teaching in the local school, helping the elderly or cleaning the church. Since
most women have not had any formal education, their wages are generally very low. Hence, for
the majority of families, hunting activities remain a crucial input into their household economy. Not only is a Greenlandic meal (a catch, mostly consisting of seal, whale, seabird or fish)
cheaper than a European meal (food purchased in a shop), it is also highly valued as ‘traditional Greenlandic’; healthy, nutritious and tasty.
There was more activity in the village in past times - many villagers dreamily spoke of the soccer team that once existed and of the 200 inhabitants that lived amongst them - but many of
the coloured, wooden houses were quite recently abandoned. Mainly it was those villagers who
are too poor to migrate to the nearby town (and as a result are too dependent of the communal
strategy of food sharing as will be explained in the next section) that stayed behind in the settlement. At the time of conducting the fieldwork, only 79 people were still present in the village.
In search of new jobs or education, most other inhabitants had moved away to Qaqortoq,
which is the closest town. With 3000 inhabitants, Qaqortoq is the largest town in South
Greenland and is regarded as the Greenlandic centre of knowledge. There is an upper secondary school, several commercial colleges and a farming school where students learn to become
shepherds.
From the village, it takes one hour to sail to Qaqortoq, and a helicopter flies back and forth
once a week. However, just as daily activities in Greenland are determined by the weather,
travel opportunities to and from the settlement are also highly dependent on weather conditions. For example, in the winter of 2008 it was impossible for over a month either to sail or
fly, since drifting ice blocks, extreme cold and strong Northern winds made all trips life threatening.
During the three month-fieldwork period, qualitative interviews were held with all villagers
living in Nunaqarfik. Other research methods used during fieldwork were: participant
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observation with males and females in their daily activities, quantitative analysis of relevant
policies, analysis of local newspaper articles and interviews with politicians. In the interviews
with Greenlandic males and females living in the settlement, the focus was on the division of
financial incomes within households, the status attached to different livelihood-strategies, the
influence on decision making within the household and the eventual use of physical domestic
violence. Moreover, all families that had moved away recently from the village to a town nearby
were interviewed as well, in order to analyse the longer-term effects of their national migration.

Male adaptive strategies
As was explained above, the alternative economic opportunities offered by the government, for
example in mining and farming, are out of reach of most locals in Greenlandic hunter settlements. In order to cope with the economic struggles created by climate changes, males and
females in Nunaqarfik have therefore created alternative adaptation strategies.
When analysing the impacts of climate changes and environmental policies upon a society, a
gendered approach is necessary due to the fact that women often have different views on environmental problems than men (Robbins, 2004:59; Kurian, 2000:6), and because they perceive
environmental risk in a different manner (Gustafson, 1998:807; Davidson & Freudenberg,
1996:336). Furthermore, gender influences economic opportunities and differentiating access
to natural and economic resources (Wenzel, 2000:63; Koenig, 2005:80; Cohen, 2005:13;
Chant, 2006:105).
Analysis of the data gathered in Nunaqarfik showed that Inuit males adapt to climate changes
and processes of modernisation, by making use of modern equipment in order to sail out despite climate change related problems. Wealthier males invest in more expensive motorboats
that are better able to sail through drifting ice, while less wealthy males take along inexpensive
materials such as a rope that might come in useful when their boat gets stuck between ice floes.
Also, males take different routes and try to increase their catch whenever possible. Rather than
shooting as many animals as needed for the family, hunters now shoot as many animals as they
can, in order to save them for times of food shortage. Regarding the fact that hunting of specific species is officially restricted, this means that hunters sometimes hunt illegally.
On many if not most days, however, sailing was impossible due to the unpredictable storms
and drifting ice floes. Looking out over the sea in the early mornings, hunters often pointed
out dark clouds in the sky to each other with worried faces. ‘”Sila ajorpoq’, the weather is bad,”
the men eventually concluded, before they walked back home to spend the rest of the day
cleaning their rifles and listening to weather reports on the radio. As an old hunter explained:
“before, hunting was easier than it is now. Every night before I went to bed, I looked outside the
window to predict the weather for the next day. Mostly it was okay, sometimes it was bad, and sometimes it was good. The weather and I - we understood each other. Now, it has switched. It behaves
strangely, I cannot predict it anymore.”
Whenever the weather was good enough and males were able to sail, villagers participated in a
shared adaptive strategy of food sharing. On successful hunting-days, the inhabitants of
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Nunaqarfik walked up and down between their own house and the homes of others. The plastic bag in their hands contained freshly caught prey, and was carried with care. The carriers
knocked on doors, opened them while shouting a greeting and placed the bag in families’ hallways. The receiving family than shouted back ‘Qujanaq’ (thank you), and sometimes invited
the sharing person to come inside for a mug of coffee and a gossip.
Through this communal adaptive strategy of food sharing, the catches of seals, fish and birds
were shared amongst all villagers, and everyone was able to survive despite the problems they
face with the weather conditions. According to village members, hunter males have strongly
increased the amount of sharing amongst village members in recent, difficult, years. The elderly, or those not able to catch enough food to feed their household members, are supported
by more successful hunter males.
In return for food, receiving families show their respect to the sharing hunters, and in some
cases, they accept dominant behaviour by the sharing hunter. The more successful a hunter, the
more connected he is believed to be with nature and therefore the higher his status is in the
village. In difficult times with few available animals, such as during the winter of 2008, any
hunting success is highly appreciated. Whenever a hunter returned home with prey, he was met
with a cheerful atmosphere by other villagers at the harbour. After the hunter had disappeared
with his prey in the direction of his house, people often praised his skills by pointing out the
intelligence and traditional knowledge one needs in order to hunt successfully. The fact that
one local hunter had caught a polar bear, an animal highly valued in Greenland, was a story
recapitulated by many families as soon as this hunter’s name was mentioned, and some even
had photos of the event. In accordance with other research on the Inuit, competence and survival skills in the nature were thus highly valued in this village (Freeman, 2005:25; Dahl,
2000:13).
Interestingly enough, many scholars assume that modern times brought along a decrease in
traditional food sharing rituals in Inuit society (see for example Hansen, 2002). Clearly, this
seemed not to be the case in Nunaqarfik. Rather, the opposite seemed to occur.
Following Marcel Mauss’ ideas on gift cycles within communities, the returning of gifts – in
this situation, shared prey - is obligatory (Mauss, 1990:33). Describing the many different
forms of dividing property in Inuit society, Tim Ingold also explains that the sharing of meat
amongst village-members should not be regarded as a free gift. Rather, recipients are expected
to return the favour at some appropriate time in the future (Ingold et al., 1988:102).
In Nunaqarfik, only a few people were able to return food to hunters. In fact, most were only
able to ‘give’ the hunters status and prestige in return for the favour. If hunting becomes even
more difficult in the future due to further climate changes, it is likely that this kind of return
will no longer be sufficient. Hunters might not be willing to – or able to – continue sharing
their food with others if their own economic problems increase. It seems, therefore, unlikely
that the communal adaptive strategy of food sharing will be economically sustainable
in the long run.
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Although the system of food sharing has functioned relatively well now, this adaptation strategy is, in the words of James C. Scott, a “cul-de-sac” (Scott 1976: 205).

Female adaptive strategies
Greenlandic females are less directly affected by the climate changes than males, because they
often already have modern jobs and do not work within nature, as their hunting husbands do.
In order to deal with the economic problems caused by climate changes, they try to control
household finances and make as much money as possible by working extra hours and saving on
expenditure.
In practice, this means that most hunter males have become financially dependent on their
wife’s income. For example, the income of the wife is used to invest in better hunting materials.
According to a young hunter’s wife, she would not want it to be different since her share in the
hunting provides her with an identity: “You know, without him, I am just me and I work in a
shop, yes? But with him, I am a hunter’s wife. That is who I am, and I cannot be something else.
And without me, he could not be a hunter because he cannot pay for the boat. So I give him the
money.”
For this reason, women pay the rent, electricity and heating bills, as well as for clothing and
most supermarket groceries. They also often calculate how much is left to spend and provide
their husbands with money needed for new equipment on the boat. This, however, does not
mean that women also make the decisions about what their income is spent on.
Frank Ellis suggests that engagement in independent income sources may raise the social status
of women within the household. His research in sub-Saharan Africa showed that the negotiating position of women across a range of household decisions improved after they had started
to make their own money (Ellis, 1998:34). In the hunter settlement in Greenland, no comparable results were found. Only those women in better financial positions, who were able to
migrate out of the village, improved their bargaining position, as the next section will describe
in greater detail. Despite the fact that their husbands had become financially dependent on
them, women in Nunaqarfik were generally not able to gain power in the household. As an
example, the following case study of a female victim of domestic violence in the settlement is
useful:
The lively conversation of a group of women stops abruptly as soon as ArnannguaqII, a mother of two
sons and a cleaner in the school, walks by in the village. Although she looked down in order to avoid
their gazes, it was clear that she had been in a fight the night before. Her face was strangely coloured
blue and red and she walked with a limp. Shy but determined she approached the women. “He hit
me again”, she said. “He drank and I said we have no money for alcohol. Then he got angry. I don’t
know what to do”. Now it was the women’s turn to look down. Finally, one responded: “My advice
is to go back to him. What else can you do? You need him, to eat” (Extract from field notes, February 2008).
In fact, it was not only the victim herself who needed her husband to provide her with food:
four out of the five women in the above group were also frequently provided with his prey.
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In order for the women to help the victim, they would have had to bear a degrading relationship with a man who was of great economic importance to their families. Since most other
villagers argued along the same lines, and no police, social worker or psychologist was available
in the village, escaping from male dominant behaviour was extremely difficult for Greenlandic
females- even though they had become financial providers for the household.
Other than the above explanations, the differences between the findings of Ellis, who claims
that women will gain power when they become financially engaged, and those of the data obtained during fieldwork in Greenland might be explained by two further reasons. First of all, I
agree with Sylvia Chant that when analysing the balance of power between males and females,
intra-household power relations and resource distributions should be considered just as important as female financial independence (Chant, 2006:87). Greenlandic women in the settlement
earned their own money, yet they were not able to control their incomes due to the high value
attached to their husband’s occupation.
Secondly, I believe that female respondents in the South Greenlandic case-study were not empowered due to what James C. Scott refers to as the communal social guarantees in the village:
those who are most dependent on others economically are forced to accept local norms and
values, in order to receive economic help (Scott, 1976:43). Women have become financially
independent, yet they accept the dominant behaviour of their husbands and sometimes even
physical abuse because males share prey with other village members. In the village, more value
is attached to the male income of prey, than to the financial support of women. Although males
have become financially dependent on their wives, the status of these males increases because a
close network of other villagers is economically dependent on the hunters. Because of this high
economic dependency, community members accept the dominant behaviour of males over
females.

Climate migration and challenged gender patterns
A final adaptive strategy used by wealthier families in Nunaqarfik is migration to the town
closest by. Within two years, over 13 families, the equivalent of 41 people, had moved from the
village to the town, in search of better jobs. All of these families mentioned the climate changes as a main reason for migration.
In the town, all migrated females appeared to be much more successful economically than
males. This might be explained by the fact that the economic alternatives available to them
suited their work-experience much better than did the economic alternatives for men. As a
result, males often became unemployed, and eventually depressed because their status decreased and because they had difficulties adapting to urban life. As one male hunter explained,
three months after he had moved to town: “Back in the village everybody liked me because I am
a good hunter. But here, my skills and myself, we are worth nothing. I can do a lot of useful things,
but I do not have a diploma and therefore people say I am no good. For example, if I predict the
weather here, people are not interested.”
James C. Scott’s theory on the communal social guarantees helps to explain another reason for
the improved situation of women: in town, hardly any value is attached to male hunting
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occupations. This might be explained by the fact that while males in the village shared their
prey with other families; such extensive social sharing networks do not exist in the town.
Hence, whereas in the village, male prey was valued over female income, in towns this situation
is reversed. Here, the modern occupations of Greenlandic females are considered important,
because money is valued as a more practical and therefore better form of income. This means
that after migration to town, females were no longer dependent on their husband’s prey for
status and food, and were no longer forced to accept traditional norms concerning male dominance. The new economic division within households allowed women to renegotiate and
challenge the power balance between males and females. This finding corresponds with the
conclusions of Joke Schrijvers, analysing the changing gender patterns in a refugee camp after
recent migration (Schrijvers, 1999:327).
In Greenland, the differing experiences of males and females of the urban life created tension
within all households that had moved from the village to town in the past two years. In the
majority of households in the sample, domestic violence of males over females had increased.
In most cases, men drank excessive amounts of alcohol in an attempt to suppress their feelings
of depression, and seemed to release their hidden frustrations on their successful and thriving
wives. As one of the males explained: “everything here was different than I expected it to be. I cannot hunt; I cannot find a job… There happens a lot inside my body, inside my head. Pain, you
understand? So yes, sometimes I want a little bit of fun and I drink, and then I get angry. Because
my wife has become so selfish here! And so, yes, maybe I hit her sometimes, yes.”
Different studies worldwide showed that in socio-economic changes where males lose selfconfidence, an increase of male dominance over females is to be expected (Williamson et al.,
2004:201; World Bank, 2000; Silberschmidt, 2001:676). For example, Taylor Momsen argues
that social rules in society often put men at an advantage when an socio-economic change occurs, since ‘sudden, economic change (…) creates new gender differences in which women are generally the losers’ (Momsen, 2004:7). She argues that women worldwide carry a double burden of
work as they cope with housework, children and subsistence food (Momsen, 2004:2).
However, recent research criticizes the above findings in two manners. Firstly, Bo Wagner Sorensen warns not to consider males as ‘victims’ of social changes. According to Wagner Sorensen, violent Greenlandic males do not use violence as a reaction to external pressures (changing gender roles, for example), but rather as a ‘habit’, or to set up the rules at home. Domestic
violence should thus be seen as an offspring from dominant characters, rather than as a ‘new’
situation created by social changes (Wagner Sørensen, 2001:89; Wagner Sørensen, 1998:158).
Indeed, only blaming the outer world for the violent behaviour of Greenlandic males, could
wrongly suggest that males themselves carry hardly any responsibility for beating up their
spouses. However, the data presented in this paper clearly indicate that there is a strong correlation between changing gender roles and an increase of domestic violence. I would therefore
argue that although social circumstances alone did not create the abuse, male dominant behaviour was strongly influenced by them. Feelings of depression and a loss of self- worth were increasingly experienced by males, which then worsened the ‘habit’ of physical abuse against females.
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Secondly, other findings suggest that societal changes do not necessarily have a negative impact
on women. Even though some say that globalisation has engendered poverty (Sassen, 2000:504),
others explain that for some young women, globalisation has created new jobs (Momsen,
2004:239) and an increase of power. For example, women’s employment in Kenya has shifted
the gender balance of power between married males and females. As a result, women in society
no longer consider domestic violence to be ‘normal’, but rather believe it to be ‘unfair’. Although the majority of males do not yet share this view, it could mean that more Kenyan
women in the future will try to protect themselves against domestic violence (Silberschmidt,
2001:658). In a similar fashion, men and women of vulnerable livelihood systems in Ghana are
negotiating different activity roles and access patterns to household capital due to climate
changes (Yaro, 2006:149). Women worldwide have reported they gained power within the
household after they had become financially independent of their husbands (World Bank,
2000). In a fishers’ village in Canada, women felt they were empowered after the fish populations declined. According to them, the new jobs they picked up in order to sustain a livelihood
provided them with more self-assurance, while their husbands ‘have chosen to stay sitting in the
bar, literally and figuratively crying in their beer’ (Davis, 1993:469).
In the case of Greenland, the expectation of increased male dominance proved only partly true.
Greenlandic males who migrate from settlement to town are generally economically unsuccessful and their status has decreased dramatically in comparison with how it stood in the village.
In that respect, they seem to be more vulnerable to climate changes and linked economic
changes than women. As an indirect result, domestic violence of men towards females increased after migration - at first.
However, some individual females have ultimately been empowered due to their financial success in towns. In the long run, some females seem able to gain power within the household or
improve their personal situation by leaving their husbands. More than half of the families that
had moved from the village to Qaqortoq over the past two years are now divorced, or said to
have serious relationship problems. One young woman, for example, feels that maintaining her
relationship with her husband in the town is an impossible mission: “He had hit me before, also
in Nunaqarfik. I did not know how to stop him, you know? Then we went here and it got worse. He
has no job, no money, and he hit me every time he drank. I told him; I pay this house. If you hit me
again, you must go. He never changed. I left him now”. The woman found help through a social
worker, and now lives with her children at her sister’s apartment.
This example not only shows that the urban situation offers women more opportunities to
escape domestic violence due to the availability of official help-institutions, but it also shows
that urban females are more self-confident than they seemed to be in the village. According to
many, they have come to realise “what we are worth in town. And that is a lot. People need us here,
we are good workers; we make good money’”. Or, in the words of an older woman who moved
away from the settlement half a year ago, and left her husband only a month later: “We don’t
need those drunken aggressors anymore. We can take care of ourselves now.”
The above findings suggest that research on gendered patterns in society should be conducted
not only directly after - or during - socio-economic changes in a community, but also after a
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longer period of time. In the Greenlandic case, analyses of recently migrated families would
have resulted in a view of females as the victims of climate changes and environmental policies
because the physical abuse of women by their husbands often increased after migration. Yet, a
later fieldwork study might suggest that some females are eventually empowered - while males
seem unable to improve their personal situation.

Conclusion
This South Greenlandic case study provides an example of the ways in which a chain of reactions results from the changing natural and economic opportunities created by climate changes. Based on research conducted in 2008, this paper has argued that modernization processes
and climate changes are intrinsically linked. Together, the forces alter the context in which
families sustain a livelihood. Since political decisions in Greenland are focused on modernisation, shaping national economic changes and environmental policies, it is argued in this paper
that their social effects on people’s livelihoods should be examined with a focus on socio-economic inequality and gender.
As the case study in South Greenland shows, the concept of dynamic vulnerability and adaptation is relevant in climate change related research. Exploring ‘the extent to which environmental
and economic changes influence the capacity of (…) social groups to respond to various types of
natural and socio-economic shocks.’ (Leichenko & O’Brien, 2001:3) helped to show that in
Greenland, it is not just climate changes that make people economically vulnerable, but rather,
the combination of climate changes and environmental policies that limits people’s adaptation
options. With the help of a more dynamic approach to vulnerability, it can be analysed how
people’s adaptation options are affected by climate changes, in a constantly changing economic and political environment.
While climate changes and linked environmental policies benefit some groups and regional
purposes, in Greenland, they have harmed most members of a local and poor community in an
economic and social way. The ability of families in South Greenland to adapt to their new
natural and socio-economic environment reflects existing differences between social class and
power (Kates, 2000; Blaikie et al., 1994). This became clear from an analysis of the adaptation
techniques used by Greenlandic males: Inuit males from wealthier families are able to hunt
during difficult circumstances caused by climate change by using, amongst other things, modern techniques and devices. In other words: modernisation has increased the adaptation options of those who can afford the adjustment, thereby decreasing their vulnerability to climate
changes. At the same time, poor households are increasingly unable to pay the costs of adaptation, because they lack the means to switch jobs or to make the necessary financial investments.
In the village where the fieldwork took place, families were impacted in two main ways. Firstly,
most households faced economic problems due to the combination of climate changes and
environmental policies. The current environmental policies in Greenland forbid Greenlandic
males to hunt for specific animals or at specific times and no realistic economic alternatives are
offered, forcing them to compensate by hunting in dangerous weather-conditions, to suffer
from hunger, or to join the food sharing cycle. I therefore propose that a minimum base line
be inserted into environmental policies, assuring a minimal income for households. Secondly,
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gender patterns in communities have been challenged. Although villagers did not have to pay
in cash to receive prey in a communal sharing system, the food sharing was not free of charge.
In return for their generosity, hunters gained high status, as well as power within the household.
Moreover, the combination of the climate changes and linked environmental policies in Greenland affects traditional gender patterns in society, which indirectly increases male dominance
over women. However, in wealthier households that migrate to the town, male members seem
to be more vulnerable to climate changes and environmental policies, because they have more
difficulties than women in adapting to the socio-economic changes, and they therefore lose
status. It is argued that climate changes and environmental policies ultimately stimulate the
dominant behaviour of males over females in settlements in Greenland.
In this case study, gender-neutral policies reinforce gender divisions in communities (Ribot,
2008: personal communication). Therefore, in male dominated communities where it can be
expected that male self-esteem decreases due to socio-economic changes, policy makers could
try to protect women from an increase of male dominance, for example by providing information in the village about women’s rights, or by providing help to those women who want to
leave their aggressive husbands, as well as to men who face depression due to a loss of selfworth. For instance, professional psychological help could be offered to males and females in
the hunter-village.
As Dora Davis concluded after fieldwork in a Canadian fishing community, national environmental policies have enormous impacts on power divisions between males and females: “The
current changes [in gender patterns] can be directly traced (…) to dramatic changes in the local
economy, which in turn reflect changes in the much wider spectrum of the global capitalism or the
political economy” (Davis, 1993:471). Since policies connected to climate changes affect human
beings worldwide, and sometimes even threaten their human security – as happens in Greenland - it is important for policy makers to keep in mind the eventual side effects of environmental policies for local people. It was stated in the introduction of this paper that a better
understanding of gendered impacts of adaptive strategies used within households could help to
improve national policies intended to stimulate economic growth in an equal way.
Absolute equality in communities cannot be considered a realistic goal within environmental
policy. Like every socio-economic change, climate changes and linked environmental policies
will benefit some and disadvantage others. However, if policies ignore inequality between the
genders and social class in a community, differences are likely to become worse.
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Notes
I.
II.

In order to protect the identity of informants, a pseudonym is used for the name of the settlement where the research was conducted. In Greenlandic, ‘Nunaqarfik’ means ‘village’.
In order to protect informants, a pseudonym was used for this informant.
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