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Abstract
Inuit are a circumpolar Indigenous people whose homelands span contemporary state borders, including Canada and Greenland (Kalaallit Nunaat). This paper synthesizes recent demographic, legal, and policy sources to compare how Inuit population distribution, language status, and governance frameworks differ between Canada and Greenland, and how shared pressures—especially housing constraints and climate-linked food security risks—shape wellbeing and self-determination. Using comparative document analysis of Canadian census publications, Inuit representative organization reports, and Greenland self-government/legal materials, the paper finds: (1) Inuit are a demographic majority in Greenland but a small national minority in Canada; (2) Greenlandic is legally established as Greenland’s official language, whereas Inuktut in Canada is central culturally yet governed through a more fragmented constitutional and policy landscape; (3) Inuit self-determination is institutionalized through different pathways—modern land claims and regional institutions in Canada versus territorial self-government within the Danish Realm in Greenland; and (4) both contexts face intensifying socio-ecological challenges, with overcrowded housing and changing sea-ice conditions acting as compounding risks. The study concludes with implications for policy comparability, community-led research, and cross-border Inuit governance. It also situates Inuit governance within international norms of self-determination and the UN Charter’s prohibition on the threat or use of force, and uses neo-feudalism as a heuristic for understanding how rent extraction and dependency can constrain Arctic autonomy.
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1. Introduction
Inuit communities in Canada and Greenland share deep historical, linguistic, and cultural continuities while navigating distinct political systems and state institutions. Inuit cross-border unity is formalized through international Inuit governance, including the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), which represents approximately 180,000 Inuit across Alaska, Canada, Greenland, and Chukotka (Russia) (Inuit Circumpolar Council, n.d.). This paper provides a focused Canada–Greenland comparison to clarify how demographic context and governance architecture shape language policy, self-determination, and key contemporary pressures.
Beyond domestic institutions, Inuit governance is also shaped by international norms. The UN Charter identifies self-determination as a core purpose of the United Nations and prohibits the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of states (United Nations, 1945). The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples affirms Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determination and to autonomy or self-government in internal and local matters (United Nations, 2007). In Arctic contexts, these principles reinforce that development and security should proceed through peaceful cooperation and consent-based governance, rather than coercion.
Research questions:
How do Inuit demographic patterns differ in Canada and Greenland?
How do language status and governance arrangements shape Inuit self-determination in each context?
What major shared pressures emerge across both settings (e.g., housing, climate/food security), and how are they framed by Inuit institutions?
2. Background and Context
2.1 Inuit in Canada: Inuit Nunangat and national minority status
Statistics Canada reports 70,545 Inuit living in Canada in the 2021 Census, with just over two-thirds (69.0%) living in Inuit Nunangat—the Inuit homeland in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2022a; 2023). Definitions of the number of Inuit Nunangat communities vary by source: for example, the Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada describes 53 communities (Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada, n.d.), while Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK) notes that the majority of Inuit live in 51 communities across Inuit Nunangat (ITK, n.d.-a).
2.2 Inuit in Greenland: Kalaallit and demographic majority status
Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland) is a self-governing country within the Danish Realm. A widely cited summary by the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA) reports that 88.9% of Greenland’s population is Greenlandic Inuit out of a total of 56,562 inhabitants (May 2022), and notes that most Greenlandic Inuit identify as Kalaallit (IWGIA, 2023; 2024). Using this percentage and population total yields an approximate Inuit population of 50,300 people in Greenland (0.889 × 56,562), noting that this is a derived estimate.
3. Methods
This paper uses desk-based comparative document analysis. Core sources include (a) Statistics Canada census releases and related housing analyses; (b) Inuit representative organization materials (ITK and ICC) describing Inuit Nunangat, language use, housing, and Arctic food security; and (c) Greenland self-government legal texts and official summaries. Documents were coded for themes related to demographic distribution, language status, governance/legal architecture, and shared pressures (housing and climate-linked food security).
4. Findings
4.1 Demography and settlement patterns
Canada and Greenland differ sharply in demographic context. In Canada, Inuit are a small share of the national population but are concentrated in Inuit Nunangat: 69.0% of Inuit lived in Inuit Nunangat in 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2022a; 2023). In Greenland, Inuit are a demographic majority (reported 88.9%), shaping how public institutions can embed Inuit language and identity in daily governance (IWGIA, 2023).
4.2 Language status
Language policy illustrates distinct institutional pathways. Greenland’s 2009 Act on Greenland Self-Government states that Greenlandic shall be the official language in Greenland (Government of Denmark, 2009, §20). Official summaries of the Unity of the Realm likewise note that the Self-Government Act recognizes Greenlandic as the official language, while Danish may also be used in official matters (Prime Minister’s Office, Denmark, n.d.). In Canada, ITK reports that roughly 60% of Inuit can conduct a conversation in Inuktut (ITK, n.d.-a). Inuktut’s vitality and service availability, however, are shaped by Canada’s federal and regional governance landscape, resulting in variation across Inuit Nunangat and between Inuit Nunangat and southern/urban settings.
4.3 Governance and self-determination pathways
In Canada, Inuit self-determination is strongly structured through modern treaties/land claims and regional institutions. These agreements establish co-management and rights regimes across the Inuit homeland (Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada, n.d.). In Greenland, self-government within the Danish Realm provides a different constitutional route, including explicit language provisions and a defined process for decisions regarding Greenland’s independence (Government of Denmark, 2009, §§20–21).
5. Shared Pressures and Risks
5.1 Housing constraints (Canada-focused evidence; circumpolar relevance)
Overcrowded housing is a prominent structural pressure in Inuit Nunangat. Statistics Canada reports that the share of Inuit living in crowded housing was mainly driven by Inuit in Inuit Nunangat, who were more than four times as likely to live in crowded housing as Inuit living outside Inuit Nunangat (52.9% versus 11.4%) (Statistics Canada, 2022a). ITK’s Inuit Nunangat Housing Strategy describes housing as a national crisis and reports that in 2016, over half (51.7%) of Inuit in Inuit Nunangat lived in crowded housing (ITK, 2019).
5.2 Climate change and food security
ICC frames climate change and food security as intertwined with Inuit culture and survival. In its food security synthesis, ICC reports longstanding observations from Indigenous hunters and Elders, including thinning sea ice that increases travel and harvesting danger, shifting species distributions, and broader ecosystem change (Inuit Circumpolar Council, 2012).
6. Comparative Snapshot
	Dimension
	Canada (Inuit)
	Greenland (Kalaallit/Inuit)

	Population (recent benchmark)
	70,545 Inuit (2021) (Statistics Canada, 2022a; 2023)
	88.9% Inuit of 56,562 (May 2022) (IWGIA, 2023)

	Homeland framing
	Inuit Nunangat (often described as 53 communities; some sources cite 51) (Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada, n.d.; ITK, n.d.-a)
	Kalaallit Nunaat; Inuit-majority society (IWGIA, 2023)

	Language status
	Inuktut central; ~60% conversational ability (ITK, n.d.-a)
	Greenlandic is official language by law (Government of Denmark, 2009, §20)

	Governance pathway
	Land-claims based regional institutions and co-management (Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada, n.d.)
	Self-government within Danish Realm; independence decision process defined (Government of Denmark, 2009, §21)

	Key shared pressures
	Severe housing crowding in Inuit Nunangat (Statistics Canada, 2022a; ITK, 2019)
	Climate-linked risks to food systems and mobility (ICC, 2012)


7. Discussion
Three comparative insights emerge. First, majority-versus-minority demography changes the institutional space for language and identity: Greenland’s Inuit-majority context aligns with Greenlandic’s official-language status, while Canada’s Inuit language governance is mediated through multi-jurisdictional arrangements. Second, self-determination is pursued through different constitutional routes—modern land claims in Canada versus territorial self-government in Greenland—yet both seek greater control over language, land/sea use, and public services. Third, housing and climate-linked food security pressures are systemic and mutually reinforcing, suggesting the need for integrated, Inuit-led policy and infrastructure strategies.
7.1 Self-determination, non-aggression, and neo-feudal dynamics
A Canada–Greenland comparison is not only institutional; it is also normative. Self-determination is embedded in the UN Charter’s purposes and reaffirmed in modern human-rights instruments (United Nations, 1945; OHCHR, 1966). For Indigenous peoples, UNDRIP affirms a right to self-determination and to autonomy or self-government in matters relating to internal and local affairs (United Nations, 2007). In this study, these norms clarify why language authority, land and marine governance, and Inuit-led policy design are not simply administrative preferences, but prerequisites for legitimate governance.
Equally important is the related principle of non-aggression: the UN Charter prohibits the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of states, and the Friendly Relations Declaration elaborates the duty of states to refrain from such force in international relations (United Nations, 1945; UN General Assembly, 1970). For circumpolar peoples, a stable, non-coercive international order reduces the risk that strategic competition in the Arctic sidelines community priorities or accelerates extractive projects without adequate consent, benefit-sharing, and safeguards.
Recent political-economy scholarship uses “neo-feudalism” (and the closely related term “technofeudalism”) as a heuristic for situations where concentrated power extracts rents and creates dependency relationships, weakening democratic accountability (Dean, 2024; Varoufakis, 2024). Applied cautiously to Arctic contexts, this lens helps flag risks such as external capture of resource rents, gatekeeping of logistics and critical infrastructure, or platform-like control over data and services—dynamics that can constrain local autonomy even without formal changes to borders or constitutional status.
From this perspective, strengthening Inuit self-determination is also a practical countermeasure against neo-feudal dependency. Policy implications include embedding Inuit organizations in Arctic security and development decision-making; designing fiscal and benefit-sharing regimes that ensure transparent, community-benefiting rent distribution; and advancing digital and data sovereignty for northern service delivery. These measures align peaceful cooperation with the right of Inuit communities to determine their political, economic, social, and cultural development (United Nations, 2007).
8. Limitations
This study is limited by cross-jurisdictional comparability. Canadian Inuit counts are census-based, while Greenland population shares are often reported as proportions in policy summaries. The paper does not include primary fieldwork or community-based participatory methods; it should be read as a synthesis designed to support further Inuit-led research and policy development. Finally, “Inuit” encompasses diverse regional identities and governance systems; aggregated comparisons risk oversimplifying local realities.
9. Conclusion
Inuit in Canada and Greenland are connected as a circumpolar people while living under distinct state structures. Canada’s Inuit governance is strongly shaped by regional institutions grounded in land claims and by urgent infrastructure needs, especially housing in Inuit Nunangat. Greenland’s Inuit-majority society embeds language and self-government into territorial institutions and defines a pathway for decisions regarding independence. Across both contexts, Inuit institutions frame climate and food security as core issues for cultural continuity and safety. Future work should prioritize Inuit-led methods, co-designed indicators, and cross-border learning through circumpolar Inuit governance bodies. Grounding Arctic cooperation in self-determination and the non-use of force can also help prevent neo-feudal patterns of dependency and rent extraction that erode Inuit autonomy.
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