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In Kangiqsujuaq, Nunavik, household composition has changed drastically over the past half-
century. Although the cooperative division of labor between married couples was a cornerstone 
of the traditional Inuit economy, a large proportion of households in Kangiqsujuaq today are 
headed by single women with dependents. Examination of factors associated with marriage at the 
individual level and of patterns of wage labor participation within households shows that 
economic cooperation between married or common-law partners is associated with considerable 
advantages in the mixed cash/subsistence economy, particularly for households where both 
partners have steady, well-paying jobs. Married households have lower rates of food insecurity 
and are more invested in traditional harvesting and sharing than the households of unmarried 
individuals. Despite these benefits, there are significant challenges to forming successful 
households based on economic cooperation between men and women. The lower economic 
status of married households with only one primary wage earner, particularly in terms of per 
capita income, suggests that a domestic partnership may not provide any economic benefit if a 
prospective spouse or common-law partner is unemployed. In the current context of high 
unemployment in Kangiqsujuaq, this tradeoff may help explain the high prevalence of unmarried 
household heads and has important consequences for cultural transmission and mental health in 
Inuit communities.  
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Introduction  

In Kangiqsujuaq, an Inuit settlement on the west coast of the Hudson Strait, in unavik, Canada, 
33 percent of households today are headed by single women, most of whom are single mothers. 



This pattern is a relatively recent phenomenon, as economic cooperation between married men 
and women was foundational to the traditional Inuit economy (Graburn 1969). Research in 
sociology suggests that variation in marriage rates is often shaped by the broader socioeconomic 
environment in which individuals live; in particular, that a lack of economic opportunities and/ 
or high economic inequality may lower marriage rates. In this article, I ask how economic 
considerations, in both the cash economy and the traditional subsistence sector, may shape 
marriage patterns in Kangiqsujuaq. This investigation allows me to explore the consequences of 
economic conditions in contemporary Arctic settlements for Inuit family life and well-being.  

Marriage and Partner Quality  

Within anthropology, human behavioral ecologists have been particularly interested in the role of 
economic status in reproductive strategies and, to a lesser extent, marital decisions. Previous 
research on marriage in human behavioral ecology generally focused on the cooperative division 
of labor—or lack thereof—among men and women for the purpose of provisioning children (e.g., 
Gurven and Hill 2009; Gurven and von Rueden 2006; Hawkes, O’Connell, and Coxworth 2010), 
or on partner choice, particularly in contexts where polygyny is prevalent (e.g., Borgerhoff 
Mulder 1990; Gibson and Mace 2007). Although some recent research focuses on alternative 
cooperative and reproductive arrangements, such as societies where strong cooperative ties 
among matrilineal kin are associated with reduced paternal investment (e.g., Mattison, Scelza, 
and Blumenfield 2014), relatively little attention has been paid to the broader role that 
socioecological conditions may play in favoring or disfavoring marriage (although see Cronk 
1989; Pollet and Nettle 2008, 2009). Here, I briefly review sociological research that has offered 
explanations for variability in marriage rates and suggest how the theory contained in this work 
can be used to extend evolutionary approaches to marriage.  

Wilson (1987) sought to explain why poverty among African Americans increased during the 
1970s and 1980s, despite the success of the civil rights movement and the expansion of the 
welfare state through the mid-20th century. He suggested that spatial patterning in economic 
changes, namely the decline of the manufacturing industry and the shift of service jobs to the 
suburbs, had disproportionately affected African Americans living in inner cities, leading to the 
emergence of an urban “underclass.” Wilson observed that the high rates of poverty in these 
areas were partially attributable to high frequencies of households headed by women. He 
suggested that considerations related to the economic contribution of men—not cultural factors 
or welfare payments—were the cause of this pattern. Wilson argued that women considered 
unemployed men to be unsuitable marriage partners and found that, indeed, marriage rates were 
negatively correlated with the male joblessness rate. Subsequent research has broadly supported 
Wilson’s argument that economic conditions, including poor job markets (e.g., Lichter et al. 
1992), high levels of income inequality (e.g., Carbone and Cahn 2014; Gould and Paserman 
2003; Loughran 2002), and economic instability (e.g., Oppenheimer 2002) shape marriage rates 
and timing because they affect the economic payoffs of marriage.  



Economic approaches to marriage generally rely on the idea that there are non-linear gains from 
pooling of resources and labor between partners (Becker 1981). However, the underlying 
concept shared in analyses of the role of poverty in marriage rates, such as that of Wilson, is that 
returns to marriage are not necessarily always positive. Here, I illustrate this concept using an 
indifference curve approach, which shows how different inputs of variables can combine to 
produce equal payoffs, or “utility,” for an individual. Figure 1 shows indifference curves for an 
individual F for variable inputs to marriage by two partners (F and M). If F and M’s 
contributions to the marriage are perfectly substitutable (shown by the black line in Figure 1), 
then if M increases their input, F can decrease theirs, while the utility derived from the marriage 
by F remains constant. In this case, marriage with M may have a negative impact on F, for 
instance, if M does not produce enough to compensate for his/her own consumption, requiring F 
to contribute more than he or she would if single. If F’s required input for equal payoff when 
remaining single is , the minimum acceptable input for M in a substitutable regime is therefore 

.  

If the relationship between F and M’s inputs is not entirely substitutable, then the indifference 
curve will be non- linear, as suggested by the gray line in Figure 1. The shaded section in the 
right lower corner of Figure 1 shows what is expected in classic economic treatments of marriage 
(e.g., Becker 1981; Manser and Brown 1980) and of cooperative divisions of labor (e.g., Chase 
1980; Gurven and Hill 2009): non-linear gains to cooperation or marriage due to the non- 
substitutability of partner inputs (e.g., M’s inputs allow F to invest in another activity that 
requires less input but provides high returns). Of course, if both partners are willing to con- 
tribute high inputs, their optimal allocation of inputs would lie on a higher isofitness line (not 
shown). I extend this approach to explicitly consider the possibility that a partner’s inputs might 
have negative non-linear consequences, not just positive ones. The curve above the black line in 
the left upper portion of Figure 1 shows how low inputs from M might be disruptive and 
therefore actually require greater compensatory inputs from F in order to maintain the same 
payoff. This leads to the situation where F should prefer to remain single (and contribute input 
level ) rather than be in a marriage with any partner M whose input would be less than . Thus, 
“disruptive” partner contributions can shift F’s threshold for M’s input to marriage (called the 
“threat point” in bargaining theory literature) to the right.  

Figure 1. Isofitness Curves for Substituable(Black) and Non-substitutable (Grey) 
Partner Inputs (  and ) to Marriage, showing that in Both Regimes, Low Inputs from M 
Could Require Greater Inputs from F than F Would Have to Put in to Obtain Equal 
Returns Outside of Marriage (  ). : minimum level of input from M for F to be able to 
put in less effort within than outside of marriage in a substitutable regime; : minimum 
level of input from M for F to be able to put in less effort within than out- side of marriage 
in a substitutable regime. Shaded region shows non-linear gains to marriage in non-
substitutable regime. 



 

The model described above provides an economic explanation for why marriage with a particular 
partner may be undesirable; and in the following sections, I examine the relevance of economic 
trade-offs for marriage patterns in Inuit settlements today. Critically, however, the key insight 
into marriage patterns made by Wilson (1987) is not just that particular individuals may not be 
able to contribute sufficiently to be considered “marriageable.” Rather, it is that the relationship 
between marriage and economic status may exacerbate poverty because the cooperative benefits 
of marriage will be more rarely achieved under local conditions of constrained economic 
opportunity.  

The classic economic approach to marriage (Becker 1981) relies on certain kinds of 
specialization of labor be- tween men and women in order to produce the non-linear benefits 
described above (i.e., men work outside the home and women do domestic labor), and much 
research on the sexual division of labor in evolutionary anthropology relies on a similar 
argument (e.g., Gurven and Hill 2009). However, while particular forms of a sexual division of 
labor may be more efficient in many socioecological contexts, the benefits to marriage can hold 
regardless of a fixed sexual division of labor (Oppenheimer 1997). As will be shown below, a 
specialized division of labor between men and women has been suggested to be relevant to 
household economic success and to the maintenance of traditional harvesting among Inuit; but it 
is not the same division of labor envisaged by Becker (1981) and others.  

Changing Inuit Gender Roles  

Changing marriage patterns in Inuit settlements over the past century have occurred 
concomitantly with sweeping economic, social, and cultural changes that have greatly impacted 
the livelihood opportunities available to Inuit. Anthropologists typically considered traditional 
Inuit marriage to have been an economic arrangement, based on the specialized division of labor 
between husbands (who provided food and raw materials) and wives (who sewed clothing, 



prepared food, and took care of the iglu) (e.g., Condon 1987; Graburn 1969). Nearly all 
individuals, then, were married at some point in their lives. Briggs’ (1974) review of marriage 
roles in traditional Inuit camps also notes the distinction and complementarity between men’s 
and women’s adult roles, emphasizing profound interdependence—rather than hierarchy—
among Inuit men and women. Briggs also highlighted the predominantly practical approach to 
the division of labor among Inuit; for instance, a young girl in a family of daughters might be 
taught men’s skills, or vice versa.  

Throughout the Canadian Arctic, traditional Inuit mar-iage was primarily patrilocal, although 
young couples sometimes lived with the bride’s family for the first few years (Damas 1975), 
with a transition to a permanent pair bond or “marriage” generally marked by pregnancy. In the 
Kangiqsujuaq region, as in many other regions, polygynous marriage was permitted, although 
rare, and in Kangiqsujuaq specifically, it occurred until at least 1899 (Saladin d’Anglure 1967). 
On the whole, however, Inuit social organization was flexible, and polyandry is also known to 
have occasionally occurred among several Inuit populations (Starkweather and Hames 2013). 
Traditionally, marriages were often arranged by family members, but young Inuit today, like 
most Canadians, seek partnerships based on mutual attraction (Stern and Condon 1995).  

Graburn (1960, 1969) was among the first to examine broader shifts in marriage patterns and 
gender roles as a result of settlement. He argued that in Salluit (Nunavik), sedentism and 
increased contact with Euro-Canadian institutions during the late 1950s and 1960s acted to 
increase the economic independence of women. Store-bought foods, manufactured clothing, and 
permanent housing reduced the need for women to rely on husbands to supply them with food 
and raw materials, and women had access to the cash economy through government allowances, 
sales of handmade clothing and crafts, and various forms of employment. Graburn suggested that 
while single women were not generally “better-off” than married women, they were nevertheless 
able to support children without marrying, which would have been very difficult prior to settled 
life. Consequently, women (and their parents) were able to exert increasing selectivity in 
marriage. Thus, for young Inuit women in the settlement context, the decision to avoid or delay 
marriage may have been linked to changing economic constraints.  

These changes did not imply a delay in childbearing, however. Young women in Salluit bore 
children, and many were able to support them through new sources of income. Some appear to 
have defrayed the cost of single parenthood by giving their children up for adoption more often 
than in the past (based on data in Graburn 1960). A dramatic increase in pregnancies occurring 
without the concomitant development of long-term pair bonds was also a feature of the 
settlement period in the early 1960s in Ulukhaktok, in the Northwest Territories (Condon 1990). 
Condon attributed this pattern to the abandonment of arranged marriage and increased interaction 
between adolescent peers; although he also noted that while traditional arranged marriages 
tended to occur early, in the settlement, young adults were not required to take on adult roles (i.e., 
economic productivity) as quickly as in the past.  



The economic changes related to settlement also had differential impacts on the values and 
expectations of young Inuit men and women. McElroy (1975) found that in Iqaluit and 
Pangnirtung, although all Inuit children were raised with the expectation that they should make 
economic contributions to their families, young men were still expected to hunt because of 
persisting social obligations, while there was little pressure for young women to pursue 
traditional activities such as sewing. These changing norms were reflected in the stated job 
preferences of young Inuit. Young women desired to work outside the home in wage-earning 
jobs and showed little interest in traditional women’s activities. In contrast, although young men 
also wanted well-paying work, they still considered hunting to be a highly desirable occupation. 
Condon (1987) and Dahl (2000) observed similar changes in men’s and women’s economic roles 
in Ulukhaktok and in Saqqaq (Greenland) during the 1980s, with many women holding wage-
earning positions in these settlements. Both authors suggested that this pattern reflected a 
transformation of the traditional cooperative division of labor between men and women, whereby 
money earned by women was redirected to support the hunting and trapping activities of their 
husbands. Condon (1987) attributed this new economic arrangement to rises in the cost of 
harvest production.  

Despite historical research emphasizing gender complementarity, more recent research suggests 
that the economic, social, and reproductive goals of young Inuit men and women may be poorly 
aligned in modern settlements. Collings (2014) argues that for men in Ulukhaktok, being 
inummarik (a “real Inuk”) continues to be defined in terms of hunting knowledge and harvest 
production. However, many young Inuit women are able to support themselves, raise children on 
their own, obtain traditional harvested foods from relatives, and live an otherwise complete life 
without the “hassles” of a domestic partnership, which may include providing labor for harvest 
processing, subsidizing hunting equipment, or simply supporting an economically unproductive 
partner (Collings 2014).  

In summary, settlement resulted in a broad suite of transformations to Inuit gender roles and 
relations, including: (1) an increase in births occurring outside of marriage and a decline in 
marriage rates for young Inuit; (2) changes in the gender division of labor, including a tendency 
for women in particular to shift away from traditional economic activities towards participation 
in the wage economy; and, (3) in some cases, for women’s income to be redirected towards 
men’s harvest production. Several researchers have suggested that the increase in single female-
headed households that has been part of these transformations can be attributed to changes in 
women’s economic motives and opportunities (Collings 2014; Graburn 1969; Stern and Condon 
1995).  

Research throughout the North American Arctic suggests that higher income households tend to 
invest more heavily in harvesting and food sharing (e.g., BurnSilver et al. 2016); and, in 
Kangiqsujuaq, such investment is also associated with political influence in the settlement 
(Ready and Power 2018). Unemployment rates are also very high in many Inuit communities. In 



Kangiqsujuaq, 26 percent of women and 29 percent of men aged eighteen to sixty-five reported 
no formal employment at all in the twelve months preceding data collection for this study. With 
these problems in mind, I take Wilson’s argument about the importance of economic conditions 
in marriage rates as a basis for investigating contemporary Inuit marriage patterns. By examining 
if married households are more likely to comprise individuals of higher economic status, I 
consider how marriage pat- terns might contribute to socioeconomic inequality in the community. 
I investigate not only whether the probability of marriage in Kangiqsujuaq is impacted by 
employment but also by harvest participation, in order to establish whether a specialized division 
of labor between husbands and wives remains critical to supporting household success in the 
traditional economy. The results lead me to explore the possible consequences of current 
economic conditions and marriage patterns for Inuit well-being and for future sociocultural 
change.  

Data and Methods  

The data analyzed here were collected as part of a survey conducted by the author, with the help 
of local re- search assistants in Kangiqsujuaq, between July 2013 and July 2014, within a 
framework of extended ethnographic research in the village. One hundred ten of 146 Inuit house- 
holds in the settlement responded to the survey, leading to a sample of 296 Inuit individuals over 
the age of eighteen: 145 women and 151 men. The demographic composition of the sample is 
similar to that of the 2011 census (Statistics Canada 2012a). Fifty-seven percent of women over 
fifteen years are unmarried, divorced, or widowed in Kangiqsu- juaq, as compared to 44 percent 
of women in Canada as a whole (Milan 2015, data from 2011). A more pronounced difference 
between Kangiqsujuaq and the broader Canadian population is that all single female household 
heads in Kangiqsujuaq manage households that include children and/or grandchildren (minor or 
adult), whereas single person households are a large proportion of households in Canada 
generally (27.6%; Statistics Canada 2012b). Only seven households in the sample consisted of 
individuals living alone, and these were all men.  

Current marriage practice in Kangiqsujuaq is generally informal and shows considerable 
continuity with the past: partners will move in together, often in the home of one of the partner’s 
parents, and the birth of children follows on quickly (or, frequently, is the impetus for 
cohabitation). Formal religious marriages usually occur considerably later, if at all. Consequently, 
the definition of marriage used here focuses on the pooling of a couple’s resources and labor 
within a household. In the analyses conducted here, common-law partnerships and 
“boyfriend/girlfriend” couples living and raising children together, in addition to 
legally/religiously married couples, are considered “married,” while couples that were not co-
resident are not.  

Most married persons were heads or co-heads of a household. At the time of data collection, 
young single adults without children generally lived with parents, or occasion- ally with siblings, 



due to housing constraints. Nevertheless, households with multiple nuclear families are relatively 
rare in Kangiqsujuaq. Only five of 110 households had more than one married couple under the 
same roof, and in all cases, this involved a young couple living with the parents of one of the 
partners. In two additional households, a young couple lived with one parent or grandparent. 
Eighteen households reported three or more generations living together (not counting adoptions 
of grandchildren by grandparents); besides including five of the seven households just mentioned, 
most of these involved a young single woman and her children living with her parents. In most 
households with married household heads, the primary harvester of traditional foods is the male 
household head. Only fifteen households had more than one male seal hunter aged fourteen years 
or older; and only eighteen households had more than one male fourteen years or older who 
participated in fishing. In nearly all cases, additional harvesters in the household were teenage or 
young adult sons of the household head(s).  

To examine patterns of wage labor participation and marriage rates among Kangiqsujuarmiut, 
information on individual employment histories and government benefits recorded in the survey 
were used to calculate each adult household head’s income during the twelve months prior to the 
survey. Income data for Inuit male and female household heads is compared in Figure 2. The 
average employment income of male household heads is somewhat greater than those of female 
household heads (women’s mean=$27,149; men’s mean=$31,592; individuals with no reported 
employment excluded). This is also true for total incomes, including employment and benefits 
(women’s mean=$24,697; men’s mean=$28,250), even though women are more likely to be the 
recipients of child-related benefits such as family allowance. For the analysis of marital status 
and employment, data on employment patterns from the survey were used to calculate the 
number of months of full-time work each adult individual in the sample had in the previous year. 
This is a less than ideal measure of individual participation in the cash economy, and 
consequently, the analysis is coarse. However, this measure has the advantage of being inclusive: 
respondents had little difficulty recalling what jobs household members had held in the past 
twelve months, but detailed income data often could not be obtained for individuals without 
stable employment. Months on paid maternity or sick leave from a job were included in months 
of full-time employment.  

Figure 2. Distribution of (a) Employment Income and (b) Total Income for Adult Men 
and Women in Kangiqsujuaq. Includes all individuals who were reported as household 
(co-) heads and for whom income data could be obtained, excluding non-Inuit. 
Individuals with no jobs reported in the twelve months prior to the survey are not 
included in (a).  



 

Using the income data, households were classified according to the gender and relationship 
status of the primary wage earner in the household (Table 1). Households where both husbands 
and wives earned regular incomes from employment (or pensions, for elders) were considered to 
be dual income households, while households where the primary wage earner was either the 
husband or the wife were considered to be male- and female-headed, respectively. Only in one 
case did neither spouse report any employment or pension income; in this case, the household 
was classified as female-headed because benefits received by the wife appeared to be the 
household’s main income. Five households with Inuit/qallunaat (White) married couples are 
included, as these households participate in harvesting, sharing networks, and other aspects of 
local affairs no less than other households; however, it should be noted that all of these are dual 
income households. Households that did not have a co-resident couple as household heads are 
mostly classified as “single female” or “single male” house- holds. Five households could not be 
classified by wage pattern because they were composite households with no clear house- hold 
head(s) or because their incomes were unknown. Single female-headed households are the 
largest single category of household (33% of all households), while single male-headed 
households are relatively uncommon (13%). This discrepancy can be explained by the fact that 
young single men more often live with parents or other relatives because they do not have 
dependents and therefore are a lower priority in the social housing system. Among single female-
headed households, eight of thirty-six were headed by widows, the others being never married or 
divorced/separated.  

Table 1. Distribution of Household Types Used to Examine Patterning in Economic 
Strategies. Five households could not be classified by wage earning pattern.  

Code Description N 

D Dual income married household 31 
F Married household, wife primary wage earner 16 
M Married household, husband primary wage earner 8 

SF Single female headed household 36 

SM Single-male headed household 14 



 

Finally, a number of variables calculated from the survey data are used to examine the 
socioeconomic status of individuals and households in the sample. Household food security 
status is represented by a binary variable that signals whether the household experienced at least 
one episode of food short- age that resulted in adults cutting or skipping meals in the twelve 
months preceding the assessment. By this measure, 38 percent of households in the sample are 
food insecure. Food insecurity in Kangiqsujuaq is associated with other measures of economic 
status including per capita income and the number of hunting vehicles owned (Ready 2016). 
Household subsistence harvests are the household’s reported catch of caribou, beluga, geese, and 
ringed seal during the twelve months prior to the survey, converted to kilocalories using data 
from Smith (1991). Harvest production was then categorized into three groups: low-producers 
(households that did not harvest any of four species mentioned in the past year), mid-producers 
(those who did some harvesting), and super-producers, de- fined as households in the top 30 
percent of harvests (Wolfe 1987). Super-households harvested approximately 80 percent of all 
calories represented in the harvest data. The food sharing data refers to the sharing of harvested 
foods, and two measures of household food sharing network size are used here: “in-degree,” the 
total number of incoming food-sharing ties for each household, and “out-degree,” the total 
number of outgoing food-sharing ties for each household (see Ready and Power 2018 for more 
details on the sharing network data).  

To examine whether employment status or harvest productivity are important factors in marriage 
in Kangiqsujuaq, I use two multiple regressions, one for men and one for women, to examine the 
relationship between the probability of marriage and three potential predictors of marital status: 
(1) age, along with age squared to control for increased probability of death or divorce with age; 
(2) a measure of participation in the cash economy, indicated by the number of months of full-
time employment held by each individual in the twelve months prior to the survey; and (3), for 
men, a coarse-grained measure of participation in the subsistence economy: whether the 
individual had gone seal hunting within the last year. Seal hunting is a technically difficult 
activity that requires a greater level of investment than other kinds of harvesting, such as caribou 
or beluga hunting, as both of the latter activities can more easily be undertaken opportunistically. 
Harvesting activities primarily undertaken by women, such as fishing and mussel picking on the 
shoreline or berry picking in the summer, can often be undertaken with minimal skill and 
equipment, and so participation in these activities is therefore not a sensitive indicator of 
women’s investment in traditional activities.. Participation in these activities in the past twelve 
months (and not time invested) was recorded in the survey; consequently, the regression for 
women considers only participation in the cash economy. All Inuit men and women in the survey 
sample aged eighteen or older at the time of the study are included, regardless of whether they 
were household heads.  

Analyses were conducted in R (R Core Team 2017). Regression analyses use the glm function 



with a binomial (logit) link, and functions from the “car” package (Fox and Weisberg 2011) were 
used to examine model diagnostics. The analysis of the socioeconomic characteristics of 
different household types is mostly based on the comparison of between-group means using 
Games-Howell tests. Games-Howell tests are an appropriate procedure for multiple post hoc 
comparisons of groups with unequal variances, with small and unequal sample sizes, and are also 
robust to non-normality (Games and Howell 1976). The method is implemented in the “user- 
friendlyscience” package in R (Peters 2016).  

Results  

Employment and Marriage  

The regression results for men, shown in Table 2 and in the left panel of Figure 3, indicate that 
both months of full-time employment and participation in seal hunting have positive effects on 
the probability of a man being married. For women, full-time employment has a similar effect on 
the probability of marriage as it does for men (right panel of Figure 3). The average number of 
months of full-time work held by unmarried individuals was 3.6 for both men and women, while 
for married individuals, the average was 7.5 for men and 6.9 for women.  

Table 2. Regression Results for Probability of Marriage for Men and Women  

Model Odds-ratio Estimate S.E. p-value 
Men     

 Intercept 0.000 -8.333 2.122 <0.001 
 Age 1.344 0.296 0.108 0.006 
 Age squared 0.997 -0.003 0.001 0.042 
 Full-time months worked 1.077 0.074 0.039 0.057 
 Seal hunter 2.730 1.004 0.435 0.021 
 Null deviance 198.44, df = 145    

 Residual deviance 140.31, df = 141    

Women     

 Intercept 0.004 -5.619 1.620 <0.001 
 Age 1.274 0.243 0.084 0.004 
 Age squared 0.997 -0.003 0.001 0.007 
 Full-time months worked 1.073 0.071 0.033 0.034 
 Null deviance 197.35, df = 144    

 Residual deviance 175.03, df = 141    

 
Figure 3. Regression Results for the Probability of an Individual Being Married as a 
Function of Months of Full-time Employment. The panel on the left shows the probability 
of a 40-year-old man being married based on whether he went seal hunting in the 



previous twelve months (top) or not (bottom). The panel on the left shows the results for 
two hypothetical women: a 20-year-old (bottom) and a 40-year-old (top). Shaded areas 
represent 90 percent confidence intervals.  

 
 

Household Economic Status  

Figure 4 compares households with different wage- earning and marital patterns along two 
measures of economic status: income and food insecurity. The total incomes used here include 
the incomes of all adults living in and making financial contributions to the household. It should 
be noted that there are only eight married households where the husband is the primary wage 
earner (group M in the figures), and so comparisons with this group have low power. Predictably, 
dual income households earn more than other household types (Figure 4a), while households 
headed by unmarried individuals have the lowest total incomes. More importantly, dual income 
households also have high per capita incomes (Figure 4b), but single-earner married households 
have lower per capita incomes that are not significantly different from the per capita income dis- 
tributions of single female-headed households. In contrast, single male-headed households have 
a high median per capita income, which reflects the fact that unmarried male household heads 
are more likely to live without dependents. The final panel (Figure 4c) shows the proportion of 
food insecure households in each category. Single female-headed households have the highest 
rates of food insecurity, which is expected given the number of households in this group with 
very low incomes. Interestingly, despite their apparently higher median per capita incomes, the 
households of single men also have a high rate of food insecurity, which may reflect relatively 
high inequality in this group (also suggested by the wide income distribution in Figure 4b). All 



married households have greater rates of food security than unmarried households, and 
unmarried households are significantly less likely to be food secure than dual income married 
households.  

Table 3. Number of Households with Each Combination of Harvest Production Level 
and Marriage Income Pattern. Household types coded as in Table 1.  

 Income pattern 
Harvest level D F M SF SM Total 
Low 3 5 2 23 3 36 
Mid 15 6 2 11 7 41 
Super 13 5 4 2 4 28 
Total 31 16 8 36 14 105 
 
 
Figure 4. Economic Characteristics of Households by Wage-earning Patterns.( a)Total 
twelve-month income of household; (b) Per capita twelve-month income of household; 
(c) Proportion of food insecure households in each category. Braces show significant p-
values for between-group comparisons, + <0.1, ∗ <0.05, ∗∗ <0.01, ∗∗∗ <0.001. 
Results of Games-Howell pairwise comparisons shown for panels (a) and (b); binomial 
regression result with dual income households as the reference category shown in 
panel (c). Household types coded as in Table 1.   

  
 

Household Productivity in the Traditional Economy  

Figure 5a shows that married households have higher median harvests than unmarried 
households, although the only pairwise comparison that approaches significance is between 
single female-headed and dual income households. Clearly, however, the harvest production of 
households where wives are the primary wage earners is not on average any greater than that of 



households where the husband is more involved in wage labor. Patterns of country food giving 
largely echo the results for harvest production (Figure 5b). Dual income households share 
significantly more than both single female- and single male-headed households. Again, married 
households where wives are the primary wage earner do not appear to share more than other 
married household types. Sharing in-degree (Figure 5c) is largely consistent across household 
types.  

Figure 5. Participation of Households in the Traditional Economy. (a) Household 
harvest, in kilocalories; (b) Household out-degree in the country food-sharing network; 
(c) Household in-degree in the country food sharing network. Household types coded as 
in Table 1 and p-values of Games-Howell pairwise tests labeled as in Figure 4.  

  
Discussion  

In summary, full-time employment increases the probability of being married for both men and 
women in Kangiqsujuaq. Active male harvesters are also more likely to be in a domestic 
partnership. However, the comparable per capita incomes of single female households and 
female-headed married households suggest that single women, especially those with higher 
incomes, may wish to avoid becoming the only wage earner in a married household; and the 
same holds for men. Indeed, among married households, dual income couples outnumber those 
with only one income earner (Table 1). These results suggest that differences in income may 
make single wage earner married households less likely to form and/or to persist than dual 
income house- holds, setting a broader platform for inequality in incomes and in access to 
traditional resources between households in the settlement.  

Contrary to the suggestions of Condon (1987) and Dahl (2000), the importance of husbands and 
wives undertaking complementary, specialized roles in the traditional and cash economic sectors 
(respectively) for sustaining harvest production appears to be limited. In fact, the participation of 
married men in wage labor does not appear to negatively affect household harvest production: 
compared to dual income or male-headed married households, female-headed married 
households do not appear to have any advantage in the traditional economy. On the contrary, 



there is a high proportion of super households among dual income and male-headed married 
households, and dual income households also have the lowest proportion of low-producing 
households (Table 3). Thus, while a division of labor persists in the sense that harvesting is still 
mainly a men’s activity, it appears that having a dual income—where both husband and wife 
have steady, well-paying jobs—is the major contributor to socioeconomic status in the settlement. 
Dual income married households have the highest per capita incomes, the lowest rates of food 
insecurity, and high levels of participation in the traditional economy.  

The main limitations of this study relate to the cross-sectional nature of the data, which make it 
impossible to more precisely determine the relationship between marriage status and individual 
economic activity. One important consideration related to this fact is that it often takes consider- 
able time for Inuit men to grow into the role of a hunter who provides for others (Collings 2014) 
and that, consequently, hunting might be better considered as an effect of marriage than as a 
cause of it. Indeed, changes in participation in seal hunting and in marital status are pronounced 
through early to mid-adulthood in Kangiqsujuaq, and these processes appear to operate in 
concert. For example, the majority of men between twenty and thirty years old in the sample are 
unmarried men who did not go seal hunting in the past year; but, among thirty to forty-year-olds, 
married men who did go seal hunting are the majority. However, the highest rate of participation 
in seal hunting is among men thirty to thirty-five years old, while the proportion of married men 
steadily increases until thirty-five to forty years. Thus, while sometimes hunting may come after 
marriage, I suspect that in most cases, a reorientation of men’s priorities (as described by 
Collings 2014), that may include more hunting, often likely occurs first. From a qualitative 
perspective, from the considerable time I spent with women in Kangiqsujuaq, young and old, 
there is no doubt that hunting ability is perceived as a highly desirable quality among men. As 
one elderly woman stated: “Some men don’t go hunting well, so they’re not real men,” and 
young women, especially those who grew up in hunting households, often had similar attitudes.  

Overall, the results presented here show that cooperation between cohabitating, married, or 
common-law partners in the settlement today can result in considerable economic advantages, 
while also suggesting that economic trade-offs impact Inuit decisions about cohabitation. The 
results also contradict the notion that it is primarily women’s “choosiness” that drives these 
patterns (see also Brown, Laland, and Borgerhoff Mulder 2011); rather, it appears that both 
men’s and women’s preferences drive marriage pat- terns in Kangiqsujuaq. Nevertheless, 
because of economic conditions in the settlement, there are significant challenges to forming 
successful households based on cooperation between men and women. For both men and women, 
the likelihood of being married increases with months of full- time employment, but, as 
mentioned at the outset of the article, unemployment rates are very high in Kangiqsujuaq. 
Consequently, it may be difficult for individuals to find a suitable partner, or for individuals 
without employment, a willing one. In the rest of the discussion, I first explore some additional 
social and cultural factors that shape individual economic status and the payoffs to marriage in 
Kangiqsujuaq. I then consider the applied implications of the research for Inuit well-being.  



Social and Economic Barriers to Marriage  

The trade-offs involved in marriage are, of course, not simply about income and the 
opportunities it provides. Previous analyses of the sharing network data from Kangiqsujuaq 
indicate that single women tend to have a slightly higher number of incoming sharing ties than 
other households, even when controlling for household size, because they are more likely to be 
recipients of one-way (as opposed to reciprocal) giving (Ready 2018). Consequently, the 
households of single women occupy a relatively privileged position in the sharing network, an 
advantage they lose if they have a male partner, because married couples are expected to be net 
producers rather than consumers of country food. Problems of substance abuse and/or avoidance 
of domestic violence may be additional motivating factors in young Inuit women’s marriage 
decisions (Dahl 2000; Stern and Condon 1995).  

While the observed patterns support Collings’ (2014) suggestion that young Inuit women prefer 
a partner with a steady job, the results also show that many women seek a partner who is also a 
hunter; the kind of individual that would enable them to form a high-status, high-harvest 
production household. Unfortunately, many young men not only face limited employment 
opportunities but also considerable obstacles in becoming productive hunters. As one respondent 
put it: “Now it’s just a few privileged people who enjoy the benefits [of our land]. Most able-
bodied men can’t afford to go out, so they become needy, and we have to provide for them if we 
can or if we want.” For reasons that are beyond their control, such as lack of access to equipment 
and men- tors during childhood and adolescence, many young men cannot fully participate in 
hunting. Yet, married men are still generally expected to take on the responsibility of pro- viding 
traditional food for their household, and young men experience considerable disapproval if they 
fail to become productive hunters.  

At the same time, many single men would have less disposable income available personally were 
they to enter into a domestic partnership. Young women often have children from past 
relationships, and men may also be averse to becoming responsible for children that are not their 
own (Collings 2014). The possibility for some young adults to continue to live in their natal 
households—and perhaps to be supported as a hunter by working parents—may also provide a 
disincentive to form a marital household. Consequently, individuals of both sexes, especially 
those with full-time employment, may fare better by avoiding marriage or cohabitation except 
with partners who fit a restrictive set of criteria. In a context where full-time employment is 
limited and the population is small, partners fitting these desired criteria are scarce. This 
matching dynamic, linked to high rates of unemployment, is likely an important driving factor in 
the high proportion of unmarried individuals in Kangiqsujuaq today.  

Implications for Inuit Well-being  

As innumerable hackneyed jokes tell us, marriage is no guarantee of happiness. However, 



poverty and food insecurity indisputably have negative impacts on Inuit well-being (e.g., CCA 
2014). This research highlights another important social dimension of poverty in Inuit 
communities: economic factors appear to impinge on the ability of individuals to form and 
maintain mutually supportive conjugal relationships. This process undeniably increases the 
degree of economic disparity across households in Kangiqsujuaq, particularly between 
unmarried and married households. The consequences of this binding of economic conditions 
with romantic and family life are of critical concern.  

Stern (2005) argues that young Inuit often internalize the lack of economic opportunities in 
Arctic settlements as personal failures. In this view, the lack of economic opportunity for young 
Inuit should be considered as a form of structural and symbolic violence (cf. Bourdieu 2000; 
Bourgois 2001). The analyses conducted here show that difficulties in securing employment may 
often be coupled with difficulty in pursuing and maintaining personal relationships, suggesting a 
potential extension of feelings of personal inadequacy from the economic to the conjugal sphere. 
In fact, the violence engendered by these circumstances is not just symbolic but literal: the link 
between suicide attempts and failed relationships, especially among young men, is openly 
acknowledged by Inuit in Kangiqsujuaq and has been confirmed by research elsewhere in the 
Canadian Arctic (Kirmayer 1994; Kral 2012). Thus, while Kral (2012) emphasizes the 
importance of strong family relationships and community initiatives in suicide prevention among 
Inuit, the underlying importance of economic factors in shaping emotional well-being and 
interpersonal relation- ships should not be disregarded.  

Unmarried individuals may also face a lack of opportunities for fulfilling their cultural goals. 
Harvesting, sharing, and consuming traditional foods remain important to Inuit social and 
cultural well-being (Searles 2002; Wenzel 1995); yet, the households of single women tend to 
have low harvest production. During my fieldwork, I found that the young women I spent time 
with sometimes expressed frustration that they did not have a boyfriend or husband to take them 
and their children out camping or fishing. Although some women had gained considerable 
expertise through the outdoor survival training provided by the Canadian Rangers, they 
nevertheless often had to rely on brothers and other male relatives to provide opportunities to go 
out camping and to help with equipment construction and repairs. Some young women who 
owned snowmobiles would pay close attention to other people’s plans for fishing trips so that 
they could opportunistically join groups of people leaving from the settlement. Despite these 
efforts, there was a sense among some young women—most pronounced in the springtime—that 
being a single mother meant that they often missed out on the best parts of life (cf. Condon, 
Collings, and Wenzel 1995). Unfortunately, the difficult marriage market faced by adult men and 
women today may exacerbate the problems discussed here because children from single mother 
households may have less opportunity to learn traditional skills. Research in other Inuit 
settlements has found that the presence of a father figure is critical for the transmission of land 
skills among young Inuit men (Pearce et al. 2011).  



While previous research has focused on the role of housing, formal schooling, and settlement in 
structuring recent change in Inuit families (Collings 2005; Condon 1990; Dawson 2006; Stern 
2005), little attention has been paid to the role of economic trade-offs. The results presented here 
indicate that the high proportion of unmarried household heads observed in Kangiqsujuaq today 
is partly conditioned by patterns of employment in the settlement. The ongoing effects of 
economic conditions on Inuit family life constitutes important evidence of how profoundly the 
legacies of colonialism continue to impact indigenous people in Canada. The applied importance 
of the conclusions drawn here is clear: initiatives to address problems such as suicide or 
intergenerational knowledge transmission need to be designed to account for the fact that these 
issues are deeply intertwined with broader socioeconomic conditions and their effect on personal 
relationships. Unfortunately, this complexity also means that solutions to these issues are neither 
simple nor obvious. While it is true that suicide interventions focusing on building individual 
resilience by strengthening social ties and cultural identity have proven more effective than 
Euro-Canadian government mental health programs (Kral et al. 2014), the evidence presented 
here suggests that, without resolving the underlying economic issues that face Inuit communities, 
at least one of the roots of the suicide problem will persist. Clearly, increased employment 
opportunities in Arctic settlements are necessary to help address this issue; but, critically, 
employment opportunities need to be compatible with Inuit desires to be close to family. Recent 
economic developments in Nunavik, mainly “fly-in, fly-out” mining jobs, have failed to meet 
this criterion. Further, initiatives to improve economic and social well-being in Inuit settlements 
also need to better account for the reality of inequalities within local communities. More 
effectively incorporating traditional skills education into the public school system is one example 
of how the potential positive intergenerational feedbacks resulting from differential access to 
traditional knowledge between households might be addressed.  
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