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A Comparative Survey of Eskimo-Aieut Religion 

the people and the "persons'' of animals, and also between the "persons" 
uf animals, the hunting paraphernalia, and the souls of animals. The 
great bulk, if not the totality o� personal guardian spirits, are drawn 
from the category of "person" -spirits, chiefly from the "persons" of 
animals (mammals, birds, fish, and invertebrates), with a rare one 
from the "persons" of plants or of inanimate objects like qayaqs. 
Personal guardian spirits, not to be confused with shamans' tutelary 
spirits, provide their owners with hunting luck, protection against 
harm and danger, and power in combat. The methods of securing 
guardian spirits are varied and often multiple, involving both individual 
acquisition and legacy. The public religious ceremonials centered 
around the "persons" of animals (and including the "persons" of the 
universe as well) are the bladder-festivals of western Alaska, similar 
festivals of the Aleutians and south coast, the sitting-ceremony of 
Point Hope, and certain portions of the memorial feasts for the dead. 

From the mouth of the Mackenzie east to Greenland we find 
nothing of the "persons" of animals in the religious system. Instead 
we find that individual guardian powers-those that supply each 
human prowess and luck in obtaining game and protection from evil­
are centered in charms and the name-soul. The mechanism of charms 
exists throughout Eskimo-Aleut society and is simply put, into more 
extensive practice in the Central and Eastern areas. Because life in 
these regions is so much more precarious than in Alaska, these Eskimos 
have had to utilize to the extreme certain means of protection and 
assurance and methods of manipulating the universe which are supplied 
by their religious traditions. Hence the traditional prescriptions and 
injunctions are more strictly observed, and the number and variety of 
amulets and charms is more extensive. These Eskimos thus have 
greater recourse to the magical portions of their religion for the 
individual's protective powers. The Alaskan Eskimos and Aleuts on 
the other hand have derived the bulk of their guardian powers from 
the animistic portions of their religion. Even the charms and amulets 
have been largely integrated into the "person" category in much of 
Alaska. The majority of the talismans in Nunivak Island, for example, 
are simply effigies of the tutelary animal "persons" with which each 
individual is in relation, and power songs are likewise acquired from 
and obtain their effectiveness from the "person" guardian spirits . 

The name-soul, which is of such importance among the Central 
and Eastern Eskimos, must from a functional point of view be regarded 
i:s more closely allied to the "person" category than to the categories 
of immortal spirit-beings. The name is really the "person" of humans 
( and dogs). Like the "persons" of animals it is not the "person" of an 
individual creature but that of a band or species. In the case of humans 
( and also dogs) this band is actually an arbitrary lineage established 
through the transmission of the name, a sort of "nominal" rather than 
a genealogical clan. 

There are two other features from the Central and Eastern Eskimos 
that it seems to me we must juxtapose with the Alaskan concept of the 
"persons" of animals. The first of these is the tupilak. A tupilalc is 
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always a grotesque animal figure fabricated out of parts of several 
creatures by a sorcerer for the purpose of working harm on someone 
at a distance. By magic incantations the sorcerer induces life into his 
tupilak and then subsequently nourishes it to make it grow, usually 
putting it into the sea where it can feed itself and whence it retu�·ns 
to prey upon its intended victim. If this were all, one would ask 
wherein lies the relation to the Alaskan concept of the "persons" of 
animals. But it happens that the Central and Eastern Eskimo word 
tttpilak is directly cognate with the word used for the personal guardian 
spirit in the Inyupik-speaking regions of Alaska about Bering Strait. 
This word is tupitkaq. There must therefore be an historical connection 
between the tupilak mechanism of the east and the guardian-spirit 
complex of the west. I am prepared to suggest that this historical 
connection lies in the loss of the guardian-spirit complex among the 
Eskimos that peopled the Central and Eastern Arctic with the 
consequent remodeling or assimilation of the concept of "persons" of 
animals into the tupilak mechanism. The tupilak mechanism is 
doubtless also ancient in the prehistory of the Eskimo-Aleut stock 
as it shared by several Eskimo, northwest coast Indian and 
Paleo-Siberian groups, but it belongs to the magical stratum of their 
reli_gious history along with the charm system and the tabu system. 
At Point Hope, for instance, the making of grotesque effigies for 
sorcery is oractised, where the guardian-spirit complex also exists. 
Such an effigy is called kikituk. What I am suggesting here is that 
the guardian-spirit system, or something basic to it, is likewise old in 
Eskimo-Aleut prehistory, though this belongs to the animistic stratum 
of the religion. The eastern tupilak is an animal effigy associated with 
specific power. The western tupitkaq is also an effigy of the guardian 
spirit or a mask or costume which the owner dons to transform himself 
into his guardian to acquire its powers. The common element is the 
fabricated representation of an animal spirit-power. In Siberia the 
grotesque animals sent by a sorcerer to wreak vengeance do not require 
the concoction of an effigy since the magic incantations will of 
themselves bring the monster into being. 

The personal guardian-spirit complex is of course well exemplified 
among the northwest coast Indian groups, in a system very comparable 
to that of the Alaskan Eskimos and Aleuts. Among Paleo-Siberian 
peoples, the feature most closely resembling the personal guardian 
spirit derived from the "persons" of animals is the pejul of the 
Yukaghir. Although the Yukaghir pejul is actually the spirit-protector 
of a band or species of animals and not a human being, it is by an 
intimate association with a given pejul that a given Yukaghir hunter 
obtains his hunting luck and his proper relation to his animal food 
supply. The other Paleo-Siberian peoples -Chukchi, Koryak, and 
Kamchadal-possess a system similar to that of the Central and Eastern 
Eskimos, in which each individual's personal fortune and protection 
come largely from his ancestors and from powers derived from fetishes, 
talismans, and incantations. It is therefore extremely noteworthy, in 
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comparisons with the Paleo-Siberians, that the Alaskan system has its 
closest parallels among the Yukaghir, whereas the Central and Eastern 
Eskimo system seems most allied to that of the Luorawedlan-speaking 
group. 

The second item of comparison between the Eastern and the 
Alaskan Eskimos is contained in an incidental bit of information from 
the Polar Eskimos of northwest Greenland, which points toward 
another remnant of the guardian-spirit system in an area where this 
latter seems to be lacking. We read in Kroeber's account that each 
Eskimo possesses, in addition to a breath-soul and a name-soul, another 
which is described as an "evil soul," the angiyang. The "evil soul" is 
envisaged as a bird and is said to cause sickness by pecking its host. 
Also the "evil soul'' dies when the person dies. Thus the angiyang 
appears to be a negative guardian spirit, or at least one more likely to 
work harm than good. This may give us a clue to the disappearance of 
the guardian-spirit complex in the Central and Eastern areas. With 
the extreme rigor of life in the Central Arctic, the harmful effects of 
nature are more vivid than the beneficial. This is apparent in the 
attitude of the Central Eskimos toward the universe, whose powers are 
easily angered so that human life becomes a constant vigil against 
antagonizing and toward appeasing such readily irritable beings. Under 
such an attitude, the guardian spirit could easily have become the 
obverse of what it originally was, now becoming a being needing 
constantly to be humored and propitiated like the other spirit-beings 
of the universe, and more liable to turn upon its host for failure to 
behave properly than to assist him when he does follow the straight 
and narrow path. Another factor in the religion of the Central 
and Eastern Eskimos which must also have operated toward the 
displacement of the guardian-spirit complex is the emphasis on dealing 
with the sources of food and the forces of nature through the controlling 
deities of the universe, rather than the guardian-spirit mechanism 
of treating directly with the game animals. This shift in emphasis 
accompanied the rise of the shaman in the Central and Eastern culture 
to the position of chief specialized manipulator of the powers of the 
world. The rest of the members of the community were thus relegated 
to the use solely of the magical mechanisms of their religious system. 
We also see the replacement of almost all public ceremonials in which 
the whole community actively participates in favor of the shaman 
seance at which the public become largely passive participants. There 
may originally even have been active proselytizing by shamans against 
the guardian-spirit complex. 

4. Demonic Spirits 
The o �et of spirit-powers in the Eskimo-Aleut cosmology

are the demonic spirits or daimons. These inhabit all parts of the world 
ciway from human habitations, and, although entirely non-corporeal, 
are mobile and live in bands like humans, hunting, marrying and 
reproducing. They are conceived as monstrous and grotesque peqple 
and animals. Their closest link in the rest of the cosmological system 
ii; with the souls of men and animals. Many of them, if not all, 
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are actually thought to have arisen from human and animal souls 
mistreated by people, and they tend to be inimically inclined toward 
humans. Though of a nebulous substance they can make themselves 
visible to men, most commonly to shamans. From their ranks ani 
derived the shamans' tutelaries. Most of them come in colonies of all 
one kind with specific habitats. In a number of the Eskimo areas their 
association with the forces of nature and their ubiquity have produced 
their designation as a category as "persons of the weather or worlq," 
silap inui, although they work primarily on people and animals. 
A number of types have widespread extension througout Eskimo-Aleut 
regions. Dwarfs and giants seem to be universal, though the latter are 
relatively unimportant. The former are often described with pointed 
heads, great strength and agility, and remarkable hunting powers. 
Half-people and -animals are common, and cannibal women are not 
rare. Beings with pinchers on their heads constitute a motif reported 
from both Alaska and Greenland. Nonetheless their forms are legion, 
limited only by the shamans' powers of imagination. 

The Eskimo name for demonic spirit from Greenland clear to the 
mouth of the Kuskokwim is some variation of the word tunraq. From 
Nunivak Island and the Chugach of the south coast of Alaska we find 
the terms kaUa and kalhaaq/kalhagaq, a word perhaps to be compared 
to Chukchi kele and Koryak kala. The Kanyagh word is iggaq and the 
Aleut is qugar. The term for shaman in southern and southwestern 
Alaska, including the Aleutians, means "the one who has a daimon." 
The more widespread Eskimo term, that ranges from the Kuskokwim 
River to Greenland, is angatlkuq/angatkuq/angakkuq. The daimon� 
complex within the Eskimo-Aleut religious struction is, like the 
concepts concerning the immortal souls of men and animals, one of the 
components of the system that shows the least variability from one end 
of the range to the other. 

5. "Persons" of the Universe 
The last category in the Eskimo-Aleut hierarchy of powers are the 

spirit-powers controlling the forces of nature. There is quite some 
diversity in this part of their religious structure. One common basic 
element seems to be the conception of the chief powers of the sky 
and upper atmosphere as masculine and those of the land and sea as 
feminine, also the tendency for each primary power to have a secondary 
associate or consort of the opposite sex. There is in this portion of the 
religion, as in the portion comprising the lesser "person" powers, a 
difference between the Alaskan area on the one hand and the Central 
and Eastern on the other. The essence of this difference is the fact that 
in Alaska the principal world power is masculine, whereas in the 
Central area it is feminine, while in Labrador and Greenland we again 
encounter a chief male power or a division of jurisdiction between a 
male and a female power. 

Throughout the Alaskan area male divinities are paramount. The 
'person of the world, sky or atmosphere,' lham sua, and the Moon-man 
are the prime powers in this category. In the various areas it is not 
possible to determine from the information whether these are two 
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separate divinities or two aspects of the same divinity. On Nunivak, 
for instance, lham c1w, 'the person of the world' seems to control the 
forces of nature, the game supply and the souls of men and animals, 
while lham inga 'the eye of the world' (? a name for the Moon-man) 
watches over the observance of the traditional prescriptions and 
injunctions. Among the Chugach Eskimos the 'person of the sky,' 
U1.am sua, is associated with the sun, though the conception of him is 
vague and connected chiefly with control of the weather. In the 
Aleutians the paramount divinity was called agu-da1· or agurur, a name 
meaning 'creator' (now used for the Christian God), and he also 
appears to have been related to the sun. His functions, as indicated 
in the fragmentary evidence still available, were concerned with 
hunting luck, protection from harm, and the reincarnation of souls. 
At Point Hope the first and chief sacred image hung up at the 
sitting-ceremony was the "daylight," and the Moon was prayed to for 
new life and hunting luck, but the concepts of a primary divinity ,are 
otherwise extremely vague in the modern evidence. In Alaska it is 
dear that, except as a regulator of the general forces of nature_ and 
of the reincarnation of souls and as a vague source of sanction for the 
traditional rules of life, the functions of a central deity were relatively 
unimportant. This is because of the fact that the people dealt more 
immediately and directly with the powers controlling their food supply 
through the personal guardian spirits, through the system of private 
rituals (i.e. the traditional prescriptions and injunctions), through the 
performance of public ceremonies, and to a lesser extent through the 
operations of shamans and the use of charms. And of course for the 
Alaskan Eskimos and Aleuts, as for all other Eskimos, the divinities 
had no special relation to the mechanisms for treating maladies and 
injuries nor for divination. 

From widely separated areas in Alaska we encounter the concept 
of certain female powers of the world in addition to the male ones. 
Among the Chugach the 'person of the sea,' imam sua, and the 'person 
of the land,' nunam sua, are both women. The latter influences the 
land animals, the former those of the sea and also gales. These two 
powers are, however, in their scope and function more like the 
"persons" of animals and objects, and individuals can acquire their 
services as personal guardian spirits. The Aleuts also have a 'person 
of the sea,' alarum tayaruu or alannn isuu, whose sex, however, is 
not indicated. This being does not seem to be important in their 
cosmology and is, rather, a grotesque creature with long hair, which 
if seen by people portends danger at sea. From Point Hope on the 
other hand, we possess the account of a ceremony connected with the 
spring whale hunt, in which a shaman goes down through the shore 
crack in the ice to the undersea whale-hunting camp of a tribe of spirit 
beings termed itiviyai. At this camp is a man with long ears who hears 
everything said in Tigara village. There is also a man (it is not 
specified whether he is the same as the other man) with a tail like a 
dog, who lives with his wife. This man is said to go up into the air to 
the source of the weather to change the wind to the north. His wife, 
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whose name is nirivik 'the food-place or -dish' ( the same name used 
in Greenland for the Old Woman of the Sea), goes out to make the 
sea calm. It is obvious that here these two beings, the man and his 
wife, are only subsidiary powers in the cosmology of the Tikirarmiut. 
Nevertheless their association with the male power of the atmosphere 
and the female power of the sea so important in the Central and 
Eastern cosmology should not be overlooked. 

The Eskimos of the Central Arctic, from the mouth of the 
Mackenzie River to Baffin Island, are unique among all Eskimo-Aleut 
peoples in conceiving one dominant power of the universe which is 
feminine. For the coastal groups this is the Old Woman of the Sea, 
variously designated as Nuliayuk 'little wife' by the Mackenzie and 
Netsilik Eskimos, as 'That terrible one or woman down there below' 
by the Copper and Iglulik Eskimos, as Siitna by the Baffin Islanders, 
and with one or two other names also known from these regions. 
She is the mother of the sea-mammals ( though whales are seldom 
included) in that they originated from her cut-off finger joints. She 
therefore controls all the sea animals, and to a certain extent also the 
land animals. She likewise dominates the male powers of the universe 
who exist along with her, namely the Moon-man and the Weather 
(Sila or Naarsuk). Furthermore she is the enforcer, if not the originator, 
of the traditional prescriptions and injunctions-those traditional 
private rituals described by the Eskimos as "the rules of life." Actually 
the rules with which she is concerned are those pertaining to unclean 
women, those associated with game and the various products of sea and 
land, and those connected with ritual cleanliness, dietary restrictions 
and the like. It seems that the rituals for the dead, on the other hand, 
are not part of the province of the Old Woman of the Sea. She is thus 
paramount over that portion of the religious system that is directed 
toward ensurance of the food supply and protection against danger 
while obtaining food. It is in this capacity that she also directs the 
weather by getting the 'person of the weather," Sila or Silap inua, 
to do her bidding. 

Among several of the Central Eskimo groups there is in addition 
to the Old Woman of the Sea a "mother of the caribou,'' who is, 
interestingly enough, also associated with the walrus. Except for the 
account of her fashioning the caribou she is a very indistinct personage 
in the traditions as actually preserved and has pretty well been 
assimiliated to the Old Woman of the Sea. Notwithstanding the vague 
characterization of the "mother of the caribou," what appears to me 
most noteworthy is that there exists the tradition of a separate female 
spirit-power of the land obviously originally distinct from the female 
power of the sea. Among the Caribou Eskimos the setup is even more 
unique than that of the other Central Eskimo peoples. They being 
practically entirely an inland-dwelling population, we find, needless 
to say, that the chief female divinity is the "mother of the caribou," 
called Pinga or Pivzuma. Actually Pinga is not conceived as the 
mother of the caribou as such, nor is there any legend of the origin 
of animals. She is simply the guardian of all life both man and animal. 
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She has in fact taken over the pos ition of Hila 'the atmosphere ' and is 
thus associated with the upper regions as we ll as the earth. She 
reincarnates the souls of men and animals into new bodies, and is the 
executor of the sanctions on the rules of life in the same ma nner as 
the Old Woman of the Sea for the coastal Eskimos. Howeve r, unlike 
her coastal counterpart she never interferes with the animals. Although 
Pinga has largely usurped the realm of Hita 'the at mosphere, ' a nd is 
often confused with him, the latter male deity retains a few of his 
ancient characteristics. He is st ill in so me way chief of the demonic 
spirits, since it is to his pity that the shama ns exhibit themelves 
through exposure when seeking their tutelary spir its, though even i n  
th is function he has been supplanted by Pinga in the conceptio n of 
some of the Caribou Esk imos. The Moon-man occupies also a s mall 
place in Caribou Eskimo cosmology as a servant of Pinga. He it is who 
during the dark of the moon brings human souls down to Pinga to be 
reincarnated either as men or animals. Thus we see that although 
the Caribou Eskimos are unique among the Central Eskimos in the 
importance of their female deity, they do not diverge significantly 
from the basic cosmology of that area. They have simply carried to a 
greater extreme the development characteristic of the Central Arctic 
in relegating practically all powers to a single chief female divinity. 

When we turn to the Eastern Eskimo areas -Labrador and 
Greenland- we encoun ter again important male po wers of the universe . 
For most of Labrador we learn of a female deity, Superguksoak, who 
rules the land animals, and a male deity, her husband, Turngarsoak 
'the chief daimon, ' who rules the sea animals and also the spirit world. 
In the northern and nor thwestern parts of the La brador Peninsu la 
Turngarsoak ( or Tungarsuk ) likewise con trols the cari bo u and lives 
in the mountaihs or in caves as a huge white bear. Aro und Cape 
Chidley the Old- Woman of the Sea reappears in the cosmology, bu t 
as a su bsidiary power who rules the sea beas ts and receives offerings 
thrown into the : water. Thus everywhere througho u t  La brador, as far 
a s  our somewhat scanty information goes , the paramo unt power of th e 
world is a male divinity , w ith a subsid ia ry female divin i ty in control 
of only one p ro vin ce, eith er the land or the se a .  

I n  G reen land the O ld Woman of th e Sea r ecurs u nd e r  the n a me 
Nirivik or Nirrivik meaning ' the food -p lace or food -dish , '  a name we 
also enco unte red at  Point Hop e  wh ich m ay th us be the old Th u le 
Culture designa tion of this female deity .  She occupies in Greenland 
the same posit ion in the cosmology as in the Central Arctic , i . e .  she 
governs the food supply and all  the traditional rules of l ife connected 
with its ensurance .  She shares control of the spirit- pow ers of the 
universe with Turngarsuk who rules the realm of the demonic spirits 
and with the Moon who plays a minor role as chief of the sky land in 
a vague way associated with the souls  of men and w ith h unting l uck. 
Greenland thus falls closer than Labrador to the cosmological patter n 
of the Central Eskimos. 

We may conclude these observations on the Eskimo-Aleut sp irit 
powers of the universe by hazarding a r econstr uction of the basic 
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pattern from which the features of the various areas seem to have 
iverged. The following elements are common to all the areas and may 

us be taken to be aboriginal. 1) The controlling powers of the 
universe are divided into male powers for the atmosphere and sky 
and female powers for the sea and land. In this concept the ancestors 
of the Eskimos and Aleuts resembled the Chinese, not to mention 
many other peoples. 2) Perhaps originally each of these spirit-powers 
also had a consort or counterpart of the opposite sex, though these are 
seldom represented in Alaskan mythology. In the Central and Eastern 
Eskimo areas these counterparts perform a merely complementary or 
counterbalancing function. The Moon has his sister the Sun, and also 
his wife or female relative the Disemboweler. The Atmosphere ( Sila
or Naarsuk) has a vague associate in the female "person of the blizzard 
or sharp ice." Turngarsoak in Labrador has his wife Superguksoak.
The Old Woman of the Sea has her husband the Dog?and her father 
the Punisher. The Caribou Eskimo Pinga shares certaui'"of her functions 
with the male power of the weather Hila. This concept of an element 
of the opposite sex accompanying th minant owers of the universe 
is parallele C i a ot m t· ndi lso. he spirit-power 
o t e universe are "persons" controlling specific realms of the cosmos.
The functional elements of the system appear to be these: a) The
Moon was the ruler of the skyland and of the souls of men and animals, 
in which capacity he could influence abundance of game and fertility 
in women; b) the Person of the Atmosphere/World controlled the
meteroric elements and was chief of the demonic spirits, who are often
lumped together as silap inui 'the persons of the atmosphere/world'; 
c) the Person of the Sea was a female who had dominion over the sea 
and its creatures both in their bodily and spirit forms; d) the Person 
of the Land was a female whose sway comprehended the elements 
and creatures of the Land. From this point of view the most archaic 
situation is preserved among the Chugach Eskimos of Alaska's south 
coast. We need not assume a priori, however, that the Moon and the
Atmosphere were separate distinct powers in the era of the common
ancestors of the Eskimos and Aleuts. Nor need we assume that the
"persons'' of both sea and land were aboriginally distinguished. This
division on the basis of specialty may have taken place subsequent 
to the separation of some of the Eskimo and Aleut groups, which
would account for the diversity. It is just as possible that one 
m�le power of the upper regions originally controlled the sky, the 
atmosphere, souls, and daimons, while one female power of the earth 
ruled the land, the sea, and the underworld. The greatest degree of
specialization actually occurs in the Central Arctic where the above 
four basic functio•ns are relegated to four more or less separate spirit 
beings. In Alaska the distinction between the Moon and the Atmosphere 
is never very clear. In the Central Arctic the distinction between the
Persons of Sea and Land is vague. Among the Caribou Eskimos, in
Labrador and in Greenland the people distinguish in essence only two
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world powers ,whereas in the Aleutians these all appear to have been 
reduced to one. 

Whether the aboriginal ancestors of the Eskimo-Aleut stock started 
with four world powers or with two (or even with three like the 
Yukaghir), u §ff two divergent strains of realignment. In Alaska 
with the emphasis on the personal guardian-spirit co�plex whereby 
the people dealt with their sources of food and protection directly 
with the more immediate spirit-powers that controlled these, the 
universal spirit-powers play a secondary role. In the Central and 
Eastern Arctic, on the other hand, where the shaman-seance complex 
was emphasied, the governing powers of the world occupy the chief 
position, and the shamans become the sole specialist operators who 
may treat with these. These two divergent developments, with their 
associated features, constitute the essential difference in the religious 
systems of the Alaskan Eskimo-Aleuts on the one hand and the 
Central and Eastern Eskimos on the other. 

RULES OF LIFE 
A word about the private rituals, the so-called rules of life, in 

relation to the spirit-powers of the world. These prescriptions and 
injunctions in reality receive their fundamental sanction through 
being traditional. They are stated to be the rules discovered to be 
effective by the ancestors and hence they are followed. Yet this 
sanction from tradition has been reinforced by a sanction from the 
cosmological structure as well. This is particularly notable in the 
Central and Eastern Arctic, where these injunctions are more strict, 
where they derive their rationale from the preferences of the chief 
female deity, and where their enforcement not to say elaboration 
depends on the supervision of the shamans. Since the greatest onus 
of these observances falls upon the women, we may admire the 
psychological tour de force of these Eskimos in specifying the 
obligation as coming from a female divine power. It is probable that 
the Moon as the guardian of souls of men and animals was more 
anciently the supervisor of these rules since their infringement affects 
first and foremost these souls, and is in fact the main cause for 
the latter's becoming demonic spirits· This function the Moon (or 
sometimes the Person of the Atmosphere) still performs, both in 
Alaska and in the Central Arctic. However, the Moon is now not the 
source of sanction but simply an admonisher in the latter region. 
In Alaska the sanction usually comes from the tradition which has 
established not only the prescriptions themselves but also the harm 
to both the individual and to the community that will result from 
infraction of each custom. Where the sanctions for the traditional 
rules of life have been incorporated into the cosmological system, we 
are justified in surmising, I believe, that this is an element of the 
complex that goes with the development of the shaman into the 
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specialized religious practitioner for the community, a complex that I 
would venture to suggest may have entered Alaska from Siberia long 
subsequent to the arrival of the first proto Eskimo-Aleut immigrants, 
probably at the period just prior to the eastward spread of the 
ancestors of the Thule culture. 

SUMMARY 

We have seen that the religion of the various populations of the 
Eskimo-Aleut stock comprises an essential common basic structure 
with several significant divergencies between the Alaskan area and the 
Central-Eastern area. Those elements that are shared by all groups 
are the various categories of powers and their interrelations. The 
common religion is basically an animistic system in which the 
controlling powers are spirit-beings of an essentially anthropomorphic 
character. Tpere are four categories of such powers, each specific in 
nature and function but all capable of interacting upon each other. 
The first of these categories is that of the individual souls of men and 
animals which are immortal and perpetually reincarnated. The second 
category is that of the demonic spirits who are also essentially immortal 
and in theory originate from unincarnate souls. The third category 
is that of the "persons" of objects and places, with the additional class 
found only in Alaska of "persons" of animals. The so-called name-soul 
of humans and dogs likewise belongs most closely to this category in 
its characteristic function. The fourth category comprises the "person " 
of the universe, a set of male and female divinities who control the 

forces of nature and act as regulators of the other spirit-powers and 
of the interrelations between men and the rest of the world. In this 
last category we noted a significant difference between Alaska and the 
Central-East in the importance of male and female divinities. 

All the Eskimo and Aleut groups likewise have a segment of 
manaistic or magical powers associated with talismans and incantations, 
divination and sorcery. Although this represents on the whole a 
non-animistic conception, there appears to be a tendency to view these 
powers as originating from spirit-beings rather than simply those 
inherent in the objects or magic formulas· Thus the manaistic portion 
of Eskimo-Aleut religion was becoming integrated into the animistic. 

Two spheres of difference were found between the Alaskan area 
on the one side and the Central-Eastern on the other. The one is the 
p,!rsonal guardian-spirit complex in Alaska, comprising its unique 
feature in the cosmological structure, to wit the "persons" of animals. 
This complex is lacking throughout the rest of the North American 
Arctic, but the correlation between the Central and Eastern tupilak 

and the northwest Alaskan tupitkaq, as well as the "evil guardian­
spirit'' of the Polar Eskimos, suggest that the basic elements which 
went into the formation of this complex in Alaska must have existed 
in the antecedents of the neo-Eskimo culture of Canada and Greenland. 
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A Comparative Survey of Eskimo-Aleut Religion 

The second difference lies in the varying emphasis on the importance 
of the male and female deities. In the Central Arctic and Greenland 

the paramountcy of female divinities is the chief feature, a development 
which the Caribou Eskimos share with such extreme importance to the 

female divinity that the aboriginal male powers have been practically 
supplanted. Labrador shares with the rest of the Central-Eastern 
region the complex of dealing with the forces of nature primarily 
through the directing divinities, but agrees with Alaska in emphasizing 
the predominance of a male power. This special development of the 
female controlling deities in the cosmological system of the Central 

and Eastern Eskimos accompanies a specialization in the manipulative 
techniques of the religion, viz. the concentration on the function of the 
shamans to handle the powers necessary to ensure the food supply and 
protection of the whole community. This parallels the specialization in 

Alaska which emphasizes the cosmological feature of animal "persons" 
0nd concentrates on the manipulative technique of the guardian-spirit 
system of control over food supply and sources of protection. 

We pointed out at the outset that the Eskimo-Aleut religion is 
primarily a pragmatic system for treating with the forces of nature 
and only secondarily a system for explaining causes and origins. 
Although I have decided for the present discussion to omit consideration 
of their eschatology and of their techniques for putting their beliefs 
into practice, it might be well to stress that in both these fields also 
there is a considerable measure of agreement among these widely 
separated populations. The basic common mechanisms are: 1) means 
of individual control through the power of amulets and incantations; 
2) individual control through private rituals, i.e· the observance of
traditional prescriptions and injunctions; 3) communal control through 
public rituals. It is only in this last class that we observe any striking
difference between Alaska and the regions to the east. In the former
area we encounter two types of public rituals: communal ceremonies
in which all members actively participate, and shaman seances. In the 
latter area we see only shaman seances, at which the other members of 
the community are only passive participants, until we reach the region
of Baffin Island and Labrador where communal ceremonies again crop
up-viz. the Siitna festival, the masquerade with promiscuous mating, 
the whale feast, the relighting of the lamps, and the sculping dance.
This latter situation makes us wonder if the exclusive predominance
of the shaman seance in the Central Arctic is not actually a contribution
o: the Thule culture with only Alaska, Labrador and Baffin Island 
preserving a paleo-Eskimo tradition of communal public ceremonials. 

The great strictness of the traditional injunctions and the great 
reliance on amulets in the Central Eskimo area does not constitute a 
substantial divergence from other areas, but simply a more rigorous 
application of basic mechanisms provided by the common religious 
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system-a rigor necessitated by their logic in order to deal with their 
more precarious conditions of existence. 

I have been led to this study by a feeling of the need for more 
thoroughgoing comparisons than most that exist of the similarities and 
differences between the various populations of the Eskimo-Aleut stock. 

It is only by such comparisons that we may seek to sort out paleo- from 
neo-Eskimo features, and to determine what might have been borrowed 
from Indian neighbors or from Siberian neighbors, so as to attempt 
to reconstruct the proto Eskimo-Aleut foundation for the traits that 
have been recorded only since the contact with Europeans. 
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