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Danish. They were second in the number of uses they knew
(23%) and were also the only consultants to know about rit-
ual use of plants and to report a shaman family member.
They were one of two consultants who believed plants to
be inedible that others reported as edible or medicinal, and
only they knew of several such examples. Another consult-
ant was aware that her ancestors had made use of a plant
(Rhodiola rosea), but did not know how it was used.

One group of consultants had access to an unpublished
manuscript in Danish. We were given a copy in the sum-
mer of 2010 by an employee of the National Museum,
who informed us that it was compiled by a Danish woman
in the 1980s whose wish it was that copies of her work
be disseminated to share her love of plants with the peo-
ple of Greenland. The manuscript is a scrapbook covering
approximately 100 species of terrestrial plants, seaweeds,
mosses, and fungi, with illustrations and text from the
only Greenlandic/Danish field guide available at the time,
Nunatta naasui (Foersom et al., 1997), as well as personal
notes, photographs, recipes, and newspaper clippings. It
also contains handwritten notes, many of which are Green-
landic names different from those published in Nunatta
naasui, which were approved by the Greenland Language
Secretariat. Unfortunately there are no notes regarding the
regional or dialectal provenance of the names. One of our
consultants is the granddaughter of the author and had a
copy given to her by the author, as well as a copy of Nun-
atta naasui with the author’s handwritten notes in the mar-
gins. While she was the keeper of the manuscript within
her community, she deferred to another consultant who had
memories of plant uses from childhood and whose interest
in harvesting wild plants had been rekindled after taking
a class from Anne Sofie Hardenberg, culinary ambassa-
dor of Greenland, and also a possessor of the unpublished
manuscript.

Most of the text is in Danish; from this we gather that
the uses are not traditional to Greenland. One example sup-
porting this hypothesis is Euphrasia frigida, a small herb
known commonly in Western herbal practices as “eye-
bright.” While the herb is available online as a supplement
or tincture, no consultant recognized the dried specimen
or photographs of the plant. However, the consultant who
interviewed elders did have notes regarding its uses for eye
inflammation. It is possible that this was knowledge shared
from Europe that has now been nearly lost. Supporting this
hypothesis is the etymology of the Kalaallisut name for the
plant (see below). Other references (Jones, 1983; Ziegler et
al., 2009) on Inuit uses do not mention this plant.

Naming Strategies

All consultants were able to name and discuss plants in
Kalaallisut. All Kalaallisut plant names in the field guide
Nunatta naasui (Foersom et al., 1997) were approved by the
Greenland Language Secretariat; therefore we consider that
publication to be the authoritative resource for Greenlan-
dic plant names. Some plant names are given in Oqaatsit
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(Berthelsen et al., 2006), the Kalaallisut-Danish diction-
ary, also approved by the Greenland Language Secretariat.
Some differences in plant names between these two works
are noted below.

Consultants identified the majority of plants, with some
differences in naming strategies. Of the more than 50 plants
we asked consultants to identify during detailed interviews,
only 12 were identified by all participants (Table 3). Signifi-
cantly, all have food or medicinal uses, or both. Only one
plant (Euphrasia frigida, discussed above) was not known
to any of the speakers we interviewed. Foersom et al.
(1997:54) provide the Kalaallisut name isiginnaq, but none
of the speakers we met suggested either this name, or the
Danish Arktisk gjentrast. The Kalaallisut name isiginnag
comes from the root isi ‘eye’ and the suffix —ginnaq ‘only,
‘just’ or ‘pure,’ as in ‘pure eye,” which reflects the European
use of this plant for curing eye ailments such as conjuncti-
vitis and eye strain.

The names in Table 3 are provided in standard Kalaal-
lisut spelling (from Foersom et al., 1997), ignoring some
differences in pronunciation that we recorded in our field-
work. (Most notably, C. rotundifolia tikiusaq [tfikiusa:q]
was regularly given as tikiisaq [t[iki:saq], a variant show-
ing progressive assimilation of the vowel [u] to the pre-
ceding [i].) As shown in Table 3, for certain plants some
speakers gave the citation form (in absolutive case) in the
singular, and some in the plural (e.g., Vaccinium uligino-
sum kigutaarnaq abs-sg vs. kigtarnaat abs-pl), although
all viewed the same photographs. The choice appears to
depend on a speaker’s decision to individualize one berry or
plant, or to collectivize the whole, although further research
is needed. All speakers questioned identified each of these
12 plants, although one speaker gave the Danish, not the
Kalaallisut, name for Thymus praecox (timian). Another
thyme species, Thymus vulgaris, the common culinary
herb, is sold in stores in Greenland as a spice from Den-
mark, which may explain why the speaker used the Danish
term more readily. This case supports our general sense that
Greenlanders in the south have just recently begun to learn
about their native plants; they are more likely to purchase
commercial, imported thyme than to pick it wild. This also
corresponds to information from Anne Sofie Hardenberg,
who has made a concerted effort to raise public awareness
of the availability and value of native plants. See, for exam-
ple, an online interview with Hardenberg (n.d.), in which
she declares: “Our meat is the best in the world, and the
herbs t0o.”

Other plants for which speakers provided the Danish -
name are Rhododendron lapponicum, Plantago maritima,
Rhodiola rosea, and two different seaweeds, Ascophyllum
nodosum and Fucus vesiculosus. No Kalaallisut name is
provided for Achillea millefolium in Foersom et al. (1997),
although one consultant gave the Kalaallisut inneruulaq
(Taraxacum). The lack of a common name is arguably due '
to the introduction of the plant by the Norse about 1000
years ago (Schofield et al., 2012), although this is more than
ample time for a term to develop in the spoken language.
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TABLE 3. From the 54 plant images shown, only the 12 plants
listed below were identified by all six detailed interviews.
Significantly, all have food or medicinal uses or both.

Scientific name Kalaallisut' English

Campanula rotundifolia tikiusaagqltikiisaaq  bluebell

Vaccinium uliginosum kigutaarnaq/-t blueberry

Empetrum nigrum paarnaq/-t crowberry

Betula nana avalaagiaq dwarf birch
Vaccinium vitis-idaea kimmernagq/-t lingonberry, cowberry
Taraxacum sp. inneruulaq dandelion

Rhodiola rosea tullerunnaq rose root

Angelica archangelica kuanneq/-t angelica

Thymus praecox . tupaarnagq (1 timian) thyme

Rhodendron groenlandicum qajaasaq Labrador tea

Sorbus groenlandica napaartoq Greenland mountain ash
Eriophorum scheuchzeri?  ukaliusaq white cottongrass

! Kalaallisut column includes all variants provided by speakers,
tikiusaaq (standard) and tikiisaaq (dialect), and a notation if
name was given in the singular/plural.

2 This is the only species given in Foersom et al. (1997:31).
Rune (2011) lists several other species of Eriophorum, but
none with Kalaallisut names. We are uncertain if ukaliusaq
would be used for these other species.

Another reason to think the plant was possibly introduced
by Danes is its important role in European folk medicine
(the generic name refers to its use by Achilles on the battle-
field). Interestingly, we documented several medicinal uses
from the consultant who interviewed nursing home resi-
dents, so the plant was known for its uses among elders but
only by the Danish name rollike.

The use of Danish names is striking, given that all con-
sultants speak Kalaallisut as their preferred language and
that interviews were conducted either entirely in Kalaallisut
(with an interpreter) or in a mixture of English and Kalaal-
lisut. We (the authors) do not speak Danish and thus did not
use the language in elicitation or conversation. In assessing
our consultants’ knowledge of plants and their uses, we are
also interested in determining the source(s) of their knowl-
edge. The language they use to name the plants is directly
relevant. Unlike other Arctic indigenous communities that
are characterized by language shift, Greenlanders know
their ancestral language. If they learned about plants from
their elders, it is highly likely that they acquired the knowl-
edge through Kalaallisut. Only a few of our consultants
had acquired their knowledge from elders, however. Some
were self-taught (sometimes through trial and error); oth-
ers learned from published sources, particularly in Danish;
others from people of their same generation. Many com-
bined a variety of sources of knowledge to educate them-
selves. They are primarily interested in knowing how to use
plants, and less concerned with “traditional” or “ancestral”
methods than with simply knowing what the plants can pro-
vide. (See also Grenoble and Whitecloud (in press) for more
detailed discussion on sources of knowledge and ideolo-
gies about local knowledge.) Thus, when speakers provide
a name in Danish, it suggests that either they encounter the

plant in a Danish-dominant context (as in the case of thyme)
or that they acquired the information via Danish sources.
Several of our consultants had Danish guidebooks in their
homes, both field guides and texts with uses of plants, and
consulted them while answering our questions.

Language and Uses across the Arctic

A preliminary investigation of the literature comparing
plant names and uses across the North American Arctic
along the migration route of the Thule is inconclusive. Cer-
tain plant names and uses vary among Inuit from Alaska
to Greenland, while others are consistent. A comparison of
uses beyond those of the Inuit (e.g., compared with Yup’ik)
also yields differences from Greenlandic uses (e.g., Oswalt,
1957; Andrews, 1989; Griffin, 2001) but is beyond the scope
of this paper. In southern Greenland, we recorded that Erio-
phorum species were used decoratively or as an abortive,
while in Nunavut, Canada, an elder describes many uses
for Eriophorum species, such as umbilical stump care and
lamp wicks (Ziegler et al., 2009). Bandringa and Inuvial-
uit elders (2010) of northwestern Canada recorded the use
of Eriophorum seed heads in amulets (for promoting lon-
gevity), tinder and lamp wicks, and absorptive rags or dia-
per linings, as well as the use of the leaves in mattresses
or woven mats. Alaskan Inuit were documented as eating
the underground stems, gathered either by collecting them
or by harvesting them from caches made by tundra mice
(Heller, 1953; Anderson et al., 1977; Jones, 1983). We did
not document harvesting from animal caches in Greenland,
which may have to do with the availability of plants: Hedy-
sarum alpinum is commonly gathered from caches, but
does not grow in Greenland. However, Eriophorum species
are abundant across the Arctic, including in Greenland. It is
possible that such cache-harvesting began after the Thule
migration, a hypothesis supported by differences in lan-
guage. The Ifiupiaq word for H. alpinum is masru, but the
plant is called nivi when taken from a mouse cache, while
nivi in Kalaallisut means ‘girl.’

Greenlanders are not opposed to using plants gathered
by other animals. We did document several households that
used birch catkins (Betula sp.) collected in the crop contents
of Rock Ptarmigan (Lagopus mutus) as a spice for lamb and
caribou. The crops were tied closed with bows and hung as
decorations in kitchens and living rooms. One consultant
recalled that adults relished the fermented stomach contents
of caribou (Rangifer tarandus), at times mixed with the raw
liver. She did not think this was a practice that was con-
tinued today. Binford (1978) documented the Nunamiut of
Alaska also eating caribou stomach contents.

Some of the most commonly used plants vary in name
across the Arctic, as seen in the common names for Lab-
rador tea (Rhododendron groenlandicum) and the closely
related R. tomentosum (Table 4).

~ The Kalaallisut word gajaasaq is derived from the noun
gajaq ‘kayak’ and a suffix usaq ‘like, resembles, so that the
name literally translates to ‘like a kayak,’ a reference to the
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TABLE 4. Comparison of common names for Labrador tea (Rhododendron groenlandicum and R. tomentosum) from different Inuit

communities.
Region Language Common name Source
Rhododendron groenlandicum:
Greenland Kalaallisut qajaasaq Foersom et al., 1997:73
Canada Inuvialuktun nittiirnat Bandringa and Inuvialut Elders, 2010:100-1
Canada Inuktitut no name found' Ziegler et al., 2009
Alaska Ifiupiaq tilaaqqiug® Anderson et al., 1977; Jones, 1983:60
Rhododendron tomentosum:
Greenland Kalaallisut qajaasaaraq Foersom et al., 1997:73
* Canada Inuvialuktun nittiirnat Bandringa and Inuvialut Elders, 2010:100-1
Canada Inuktitut qijuktaagpait Ziegler et al., 2009:16, 78
Alaska Ifiupiaq tilaaqqiuq Anderson et al., 1977:285; Jones, 1983:60

! According to the range maps in Hultén (1968:718), R. groenlandicum does not occur in Nunavut, except in one very small area.
Ziegler et al. (2009) make no mention of this species, and from photos in that guide it is evident that they are referring to
R. tomentosum. It appears that there is no recognition of R. groenlandicum in Inuktitut.

2 tilaaquiq in Jones 1983:60.

shape of the leaf. The Kalaallisut name for R. tomentosum
is further derived from this name: the suffix —araq ‘small,
little’ is added, to literally mean ‘like a little kayak.” This
linguistic distinction corresponds to real-world differences:
qajaasagq refers to the large-leafed species, and gajaasaaraq
to the smaller- or narrow-leafed species.

The lack of a name for Rhododendron groenlandicum in
Ifiupiaq is hardly surprising, given that the species grows
only east of Hudson Bay. Note, however, that each language
uses a totally different strategy for naming the narrow-
leafed species, and none of these three names are cognate.

Other findings imply that some plant knowledge was car-
ried along the Thule migration, although with ambiguity.
The Kalaallisut name for Angelica archangelica is kuanneq,
which is reconstructed by Fortescue et al. (2010) as deriving
from the Old Norse Argnn, pl havannir ‘angelica.” This ety-
mology can be questioned, because what appears to be the
pan-Inuit cognate term is used to refer to seaweed elsewhere
in Inuit territory, as in Eastern Canadian Inuit kuanniq ‘type
of edible seaweed’ (Fortescue et al., 2010) or Inuktitut kuan-
niq ‘seaweed’ (Dorais, 1977). Schneider (1985:149) distin-
guishes two different Inuktitut words: kuanig ‘angelica’ and
kuanniq ‘kelp-type of edible seaweed.” The Norse may have
had contact with Inuit in the eastern Canadian Arctic, but
an Old Norse source of the name for seaweed remains ques-
tionable. Despite hypotheses (see Seidenfaden, 1933) that the
Old Norse brought many plants with them to Greenland, few
cases appear to be accurate. Porsild (1953:57) argues that
the only two sure cases are Stellaria media (p. 52) and Anth-
oxanthum odoratum (p. 88). Of course, there is no a priori
reason to assume that the Old Norse brought the name with
the plant, but by the same token, there is no strong evidence
that the name comes from them. In fact, the Inuit migrations
spread eastward, from Alaska and Canada to Greenland, so
if Schneider (1985) is correct, then it is most plausible that
the Inuit brought the word with them to Greenland.

CONCLUSIONS

The question of consistency of plant uses across the
North American Arctic requires further study, which should
occur on two fronts: historical and contemporary. Published
sources documenting historical uses and names will allow
comparison of knowledge across the Arctic along the Thule
migration route. Contemporary interviews of knowledge
keepers from across the Arctic measure how much knowl-
edge remains, and how this knowledge differs across the
Arctic. Missing information from interviews does not nec-
essarily indicate a lack of use, but could be merely a loss of
knowledge that could be validated by historic records where
they exist. Documenting contemporary knowledge will in
turn fill the holes in the historic record, as is the case in
southern Greenland, where plant knowledge persists among
a small but dedicated group of practitioners. An important
part of Inuit cultural heritage, plant knowledge is also seen
as instrumental in making local, available resources usable
for modern life, which is of particular interest as Green-
landers strive to attain independence from Denmark. Inter-
est in plant use is expanding and developing into a more
modern practice, which includes a culinary ambassador
of Greenlandic cuisine. In south Greenland, knowledge is
acquired from outside sources, particularly Danish, but has
also been maintained and evolved along traditional lines.
Interest in resourcefulness and self-sufficiency will only
serve to promote the maintenance of plant knowledge.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This work was funded by the National Science Foundation,
IGERT 0801490 and BCS-105649, the Institute of Arctic
Studies at Dartmouth College, and the Humanities Division of
the University of Chicago. We are grateful for their support. H.
Seano Whitecloud created the map, for which we are thankful.
Lastly, we would like to thank the many people in Greenland who
worked with us on this project.

This content downloaded from 129.170.116.146 on Tue, 28 May 2019 15:32:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



70« S.S. WHITECLOUD and L.A. GRENOBLE

REFERENCES

Anderson, D.B., Anderson, WW., Bane, R., Nelson, R.K., and
Towarak, N.S. 1977. Kuuvagmiut subsistence: Traditional
Eskimo life in the latter twentieth century. Washington, D.C.:
Department of the Interior, National Park Service.

Andrews, E.F. 1989. The Akulmiut: Territorial dimensions of a
Yup’ik Eskimo society. Technical Paper 177. Juneau: Alaska
Department of Fish and Game, Division of Subsistence.

Bandringa R.W., and Inuvialuit Elders. 2010. Inuvialuit
Nautchiangit: Relationships between people and plants.
Inuvik: Inuvialuit Cultural Resource Centre.

Berthelsen, Chr., Jacobsen, B., Petersen, R., Kleivan, 1., and
Rischel, J. 2006. Ogaatsit: Kalaallisuumiit Qallunaatuumut.
Grenlandsk/Dansk Ordbog. Nuuk, Greenland: Iliniiusiorfik.
http:/www.ilinniusiorfik.gl/oqaatsit/daka.

Binford, L.R. 1978. Nunamiut ethnoarchaeology. New York:
Academic Press.

Dorais, L.J. 1977. Inuit kupaimmiut ugausingit: The language
of the northern Quebec Inuit: A teaching and learning guide.
Québec: Association Inuksiutiit Katimajiit.

Foersom, Th., Kapel, F.O., and Svarre, O. 1997. Nunatta naasui.
Grenlands flora i farver. Nuuk: Atuakkiorfik Ilinniusiorfik.
Fortescue, M., Jacobson, S., and Kaplan, L. 2010. Comparative
Eskimo dictionary, with Aleut cognates, 2nd ed. Research

Paper 9. Fairbanks: Alaska Native Language Center.

Friesen, T.M., and Arnold, C.D. 2008. The timing of the Thule
migration: New dates from the Western Canadian Arctic.
American Antiquity 73(3):527-538.

Grenoble, L.A., and Whitecloud, S.S. In press. Conflicting
goals, ideologies and beliefs in the field. In: Austin, PK.,
and Sallabank, J., eds. Beliefs and ideologies in language
endangerment, documentation and revitalisation. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Griffin, D. 2001. Contributions to the ethnobotany of the Cup’it
Eskimo, Nunivak Island, Alaska. Journal of Ethnobiology
21(2):91-127.

Guiry, M.D., and Guiry, G.M. 2014. AlgaeBase. Worldwide
electronic publication. Galway: National University of Ireland.
http://www.algaebase.org

Hardenberg, A.S. n.d. ‘Our meat is the best of the world, and our
herbs too’: Interview with Anne Sofie Hardenberg, culinary
ambassador to Greenland. Amsterdam: Mediamatic.
http://www.mediamatic.net/136134/en/our-meat-is-the-best-
of-the-world-and-the-herbs

Heller, C. 1953. Wild edible and poisonous plants of Alaska.
Anchorage: University of Alaska Extension Service.

Hultén, E. 1968. Flora of Alaska and neighbouring territories.
Stanford, California: Stanford University Press.

Jones, A. 1983. Nauriat niginaqtuat: Plants that we eat. Kotzebue,
Alaska: Maniilaq Association, Traditional Nutrition Program.

Oswalt, WH. 1957. A western Eskimo ethnobotany.
Anthropological Papers of the University of Alaska 6(1):16—36.

Ponce de Leon, P. 1976. Notes on Calvatia (Lycoperdaceae), I1:
Calvatia cretacea (Berk.)) Lloyd, an Arctic montane plant.
Fieldiana, Botany 38(3):15-22.

Porsild, A.E. 1953. Edible plants of the Arctic. Arctic 6(1):15—34.
http://dx.doi.org/10.14430/arctic3863

Rune, F. 2011. Wild flowers of Greenland: Grenlands vilde planter.
Copenhagen: Gyldenlund Naturforlag.

Schneider, L. 1985. Ulirnaisigutiit: An Inuktitut-English
dictionary of northern Quebec, Labrador, and Eastern Arctic
dialects (with an English-Inuktitut index). Québec: Les Presses
de I’Université Laval.

Schofield, J.E., Edwards, K.J., Erlendsson, E., and Ledger, P.M.
2012. Palynology supports ‘Old Norse’ introductions to the
flora of Greenland. Journal of Biogeography 40(6):1119—1130.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jb1.12067

Seidenfaden, G. 1933. The vascular plants of south-east Greenland
60°04’ to 64°30" N. Lat. Meddelelser om Grenland, Bd. 106,
nr. 3.

Statistics Greenland. 2013. Population in localities January 1.st by
locality, age, gender and place of birth 1977-2014.
http://bank.stat.gl/dialog/statfile.asp?Lang=1

USDA, NRCS (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Natural
Resources Conservation Service). 2012. PLANTS Database.
Greensboro, North Carolina: National Plant Data Team.
http://plants.usda.gov.

Walker, M.D. 1995. Patterns and causes of Arctic plant
community diversity. In: Chapin, F.S., III, and Kérner, C., eds.
Arctic and alpine biodiversity: Patterns, causes, and ecosystem
consequences. Ecological Studies 113. Berlin: Springer-Verlag.
1-16.

Weyer, E.M. 1932. The Eskimos: Their environment and folkways.
Hamden, Connecticut: Archon Books.

Ziegler, A., Joamie, A., and Hainnu, R. 2009. Walking with
Aalasi: An introduction to edible and medicinal Arctic plants.
Iqaluit: Inhabit Media Inc.

This content downloaded from 129.170.116.146 on Tue, 28 May 2019 15:32:55 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



