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The radio is the most used means of communication in social change projects 
in indigenous communities. However, it is not free from problems regarding 
invisibility, isolation and inbred knowledge. Communities who depend exclu-
sively on this media seldom broadcast their messages outside their environ-
ment. They are doomed to a paradoxical isolation within a new international 
society where most local needs have global causes and solutions. Moreover, its 
inbred nature makes it difficult for the construction of knowledge networks, 
which can enrich a culture with foreign elements. That is the reason why it is 
timely to study the possibilities offered by new technologies to adopt strategies 
in the field of communication for social change. In this paper we are analyzing 
the sample from the Inuit film company Igloolik Isuma Productions. It is our 
intention to describe the strategy used by this private, independent company 
to become an economic, social and political force of change within its indige-
nous community since 1990. This objective has been partially achieved thanks 
to Isuma tv online, which links and offers services and contents to indigenous 
producers all over the world. To sum up, Igloolik Isuma is a great example of 
success for experts in communication for social change who are reticent to 
accept the tremendous possibilities offered by new technologies and hybrid 
projects based on Internet usage.

 The Starting Point: the Self-Management of Social Media

The relationship between communication and human development  
has been discussed by Everett Rogers,1 Wilbur Schramm2 and Daniel  
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Lerner,3 the promoters of the first academic studies on this topic. Thereafter it is 
assumed that social media play a major role in spreading new possibilities and 
practices within the processes of cultural innovation and development, to 
encourage greater participation of citizens in society, and to help them acquire 
the skills that progress demands.4 The current perspective of development com-
munication goes further by rejecting the one-way vertical communication broad-
casting models and assuming that the development is accelerated by active 
participation of each individual in the communication process itself. People 
should be informed in order to solve their problems, and that information is pro-
vided by the media. Furthermore, if the media are accessible, the community can 
make its information needs known and discuss their actual living conditions.

In this regard, the most developed form of participation should be the self-
management principle which implies the right to participate in the planning 
and production of media content. The essential elements of a participatory 
communication project should be the following: ownership of the project by 
the community to achieve self-management, a minimum of experience and 
knowledge of the field, and the creation of horizontal communication net-
works capable of channeling the messages to outsiders and reach an audience 
to share knowledge and experiences.

According to Gumucio-Dagron, “the most successful strategies of develop-
ment communication are those that fortify their own traditional means of 
communication, amplifying the local speeches and anchoring them in cul-
ture.”5 The majority of theorists adhere to this premise. Moreover, they argue 
that mass media and traditional ways of transmitting oral communication 
should include mechanisms of horizontal, dialogical and participatory com-
munication. These communication paths should be combined in different eth-
nic environments. Besides, Jaen Servaes is in favor of the integration of diverse 
media “The modern mass media and the parallel networks of folklore or inter-
personal media are not defined as mutually excluding. In certain contexts, 
both can achieve longer-range success if used in an integrated manner consid-
ering the needs and peculiarities of the local context.”6
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However, it has to be emphasized that the commitment to outlining a  
dialogue between new media and traditional channels of oral transmission, 
which is particularly relevant to the development of certain minority ethnic 
groups, makes sense only if accompanied by horizontal and participatory 
management. It is only in this context that we can, according to unesco, 
accomplish “the most advanced and comprehensive form of participation”: 
self-management.7 In this regard, the strategy should contribute to a media 
ownership by the community and its autonomy from external players, as well 
as the ability to use these tools according to their particular way of understand-
ing life. It is basically a question of making media available to the needs of the 
community, responding to their demands and thus contributing to the preser-
vation and strengthening of their cultural identities.

The aim is, thus, to address an analysis of the capacity of modern media to, 
as Wilbur Schramm said, supply and complement as mobility multipliers or 
progress stimulus the oral channels of traditional societies.8 The purpose is to 
boost the community’s progress from the best possible platform, that is, a reaf-
firmation of indigenous identity and integration without acculturation in a 
diverse environment.

Audiovisual production, the Internet, and other mixed resources give an 
example of successful strategies for social change in the new global and digital 
society. Although it is true that the most relevant models have emerged in 
developed contexts—both economically and in the field of individual rights 
and freedoms protection—the possibility of exporting and adjusting them to 
less privileged areas can be considered. Therefore, any study of the different 
examples of indigenous media that can be found around the world leads us to 
the conclusion that each community should choose the kind of medium that 
best suits their needs. However, this entails being aware of every alternative 
and being open to the possibility of incorporating more sophisticated tech-
nologies than the radio. Communities should appropriate the media and rede-
sign them according to their particular cultural interests. They should not 
assume that icts are only useful when utilized the same way dominant cul-
tures have been traditionally using them.9

In this paper we intend to comprehensively analyze the possibilities offered 
by a medium such as audiovisual production, which helps visibility and asserts 
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identities. We are also investigating the ability of the World Wide Web, that is, 
integration and construction of knowledge networks, to assert human devel-
opment projects based on the creation of self-managed media. We are choos-
ing the Inuit film production company Igloolik Isuma Productions to investigate 
the many possibilities offered by this model.

 The Limitations of Community Radio: Invisibility, Isolation and 
Inbred Knowledge

It has been a long time since community radio started to be considered the 
most advantageous media to foster the progress of indigenous communities. 
Undoubtedly, radio is the most widely used media for this purpose, and it is 
considered to be of utmost importance by most researchers. The five funda-
mental characteristics of community radio stations are accessibility, participa-
tion, self-management, ownership and responsibility;10 in other words, its 
tendency to meet the needs of the community, to pursue the participation of 
community members in the ownership, production and transmission of mes-
sage, and its conception as a nonprofit public service.

Generally speaking, these educative, popular or community media boost 
agricultural development, political participation, access to healthcare infor-
mation, social transformation, identification of common interests, cultural 
protection, etc. According to Gumucio-Dagron, “radio has been the most 
appealing instrument for communication and participatory development  
for more than fifty years. It is certainly the most widespread communication 
tool in the world and the ideal means to accomplish social change.”11 Its  
simplicity and low cost, as well as the ability to reach the most isolated and 
excluded communities, overcoming geographical distance and illiteracy,  
turn radio into the pioneer and model media in the field of participatory 
communication.

Despite the success achieved with community radio, some possible collat-
eral effects should be identified in the spheres of invisibility, isolation, and 
inbred knowledge. Communities who found their development strategies  
in the use of community radio stations have little capacity to channel their 
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messages abroad; they do not opt for visibility, and when they do, they do not 
focus on integrating in diverse environments. In many occasions they preserve 
an isolation that seems paradoxical in the new global society, where all local 
needs have, at least partially, a global root and solution. Finally, its inbreeding 
nature makes it difficult to build networks of knowledge that could enrich 
typical cultures and traditions with elements of knowledge and cooperation 
from abroad.

Community radios are helping to preserve languages   and traditions in small 
settlements, but they do not spread their cultural wealth beyond the own eth-
nic group boundaries. In the new global society, where social interaction can 
either develop into conflict or cooperation, integration within diversity seems 
to be an unavoidable challenge. Therefore, one of the highest restrainer fea-
tures of community radio can be situated in the area of   visibility. The pro indig-
enous spirit that commonly assembles these community media preserves in 
many cases the invisibility of the group. The strictly native communal media, 
those who place ownership and management exclusively in the hands of the 
community, are frequently week potency radios unable to surpass the confines 
of the regional area in which they operate.12

As Carlos del Valle says, many researches have been conducted on indige-
nous communities and media, but they have been mostly focused on the rep-
resentations of ethnic groups in media discourse, being the purpose of analysis 
centered on the media rather than on the ethnic groups. That is to say, the 
discourse on minorities is only an excuse to study media behavior.

But, who are we talking about in this comprehensive exercise? We think 
we understand other communities in these analysis, but what we really 
do is a self-reference, and in this continuous self-reference we cause two 
effects: (a) an inevitable distortion of the other- although we understand 
that it is not possible to avoid this deformation, and (b) a discourse cen-
tered in a self-reference (…), in which symbolic elements are selected by 
observers, in an exercise of invention of what is observed.13

At this point, the crucial task for indigenous and minority communities is to 
take up the challenge of boosting their visibility not by intermediation, but by 
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their own appropriation of media, especially media capable of reaching a 
global audience.

In addition to the limitations of community radio in the decisive sphere of 
visibility, the “communal” nature of these media also implies a tendency 
towards isolation from the environment in which, in a more or less conflicting 
way, they are immersed. And this is a problem in a context where the main 
decision-making centers go beyond boundaries and overcome national bor-
ders. This demonstrates the loss of power not only in the local environment, 
but also at national levels.

The complexity of international society implies that nations have increas-
ingly constricted room to respond to the interests of citizens. National states 
confront problems of global size and nature that seriously destabilize their 
internal structures. Among these problems, poverty stands out, a way of life 
with common features in every local process of reproduction in all states, 
albeit with local variations. Consequently, socio-cultural transformations are 
required to accommodate translocal solutions and new development strate-
gies, that is, different organizational structures which are able to cover the 
diverse transversal dimensions of poverty, ready to promote social integration, 
popular action and participation. All these purposes demand focusing on new 
instances of social action that could well be supranational organizations coor-
dinated with social movements and ngos, or cross-border regions organized 
and synchronized with national states.14

Finally, returning to the limitations of community radio, we believe that it is 
not worth to ignore the technological tsunami that is revolutionizing the global 
communications field, social participation, and certain processes of democra-
tization in developing countries. All in all, communities cannot be condemned 
by technophobic prejudice to exclude a few communication flows that are 
developed by radically different parameters. In fact, among the most sugges-
tive features of the most technologically advanced media we can find their 
capacity to promote the construction of Knowledge-Based Networking. 
According to Vikas Nath,

Knowledge Based Networking rests on the strong belief that communi-
ties have knowledge and expertise which needs to be synergized with the 
existing information […] Just as the knowledge gap needs to be bridged 
between developing and industrial countries, so there are gaps within the 
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country. Knowledge Based Networking bridges the gap between the  
communities […] it allows access to information worldwide, promotes 
networking transcending borders, languages and cultures, fosters empow-
erment of communities and helps spread knowledge about best practices 
and experiences. It implies that knowledge is acquired not just by cre-
ation but also by transfer of knowledge existing elsewhere. […] 
Networking for knowledge-sharing caters to the global thirst for informa-
tion, builds up awareness among the change agents or those who can 
exert external pressure, and encourages informed and active participa-
tion of communities and individuals. Furthermore, it creates a mecha-
nism which enables articulation and sharing of local knowledge with 
potential for further enrichment of this information as it passes through 
the network users.15

At this point, it is worth recalling the Declaration of Principles of the World 
Summit on Information Society (wsis) where the importance of the new con-
text and its possible impact on solving common problems has been empha-
sized. The new way of how to create and share knowledge can yield benefits 
and positive transformations to our society.16

According to Stephen Browne, we are talking about a new paradigm that 
defines the most important means of acquiring knowledge; those that arise 
from a combination of local knowledge with the knowledge we acquire from 
elsewhere. It indicates a rejection of the traditional model that considers  
that the leading economic powers will always be “the opposing expert” and 
acceptance that the information can or cannot be useful whether it is from  
the South or from the North. The concept represents the process of cultural 
interaction from an intercultural viewpoint that sees globalization as the  
compression of cultures, far from the nuanced theories that argued that the glo-
balization of communication and culture promotes imperialism and cultural 
homogenization.17
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In conclusion, if the creation training is and ought to be an indigenous phe-
nomenon with idiosyncratic features following the endogenous process 
focused on local context, “the development of capacity can also be accelerated 
and increased in response to external stimuli.”18 icts should not be considered 
as an objective, but as a tool that can successfully participate in certain cases in 
communication projects for social change. As pointed out by Manuel Acevedo, 
the Network Society is here to stay, and it is not worth analyzing whether it is 
the best context to promote human development. The convenient step is to 
begin to study how we can maximize the best features and minimize obstacles 
in this new scenario.19

Applying this new approach to the traditional metaphor for development 
cooperation, it has been assumed that the strategy of giving a fish to a human 
being to end hunger is counterproductive in the long term. Furthermore, we 
know there is a better possibility than teaching them how to fish; that is to 
learn the traditional technique as a counterpart, to check if we know how to 
make nodes from the most solid networks and unite knowledge. On account of 
the possibilities of building knowledge and ict network, it is also possible to 
build an information carrier to collect data on fish prices in different markets, 
weather and fishing conditions, species available, tips of other fishermen, 
spare parts stores, etc.20 In this context, it is worth pausing to examine the pos-
sibilities of integration of other media, such as video, films and the Internet to 
promote social change, preserve, enrich and spread the cultural identity and 
contribute to the development of minority social groups.

However, in the midst of the technological and communications revolution, 
radio remains to be the paradigmatic example of community media in large 
parts of Latin American and African societies in full communicative and tech-
nological revolution. In fact, given the scant attention to initiatives that exploit 
the synergies between new technologies and traditional media, such as film or 
radio, and also meet the requirements to be considered successful participa-
tory communication projects, we find vast literature on the community radio. 
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21 Manuel Calvelo Ríos, “La pedagogía masiva multimedial,” in Revista Latinoamericana de 
Estudios Educativos 4 (1998), 197–205.

This extensive bibliography stripe is so repetitive, that it often leaves the 
impression of being an exhausted field of study which has not had either epis-
temological or real practical progress in a long time.

As long as this inexpensive technology allows an indisputable success in a 
context of economic marginalization and / or policy, there are other scenarios 
with similar or different issues in which it is possible and advisable to use dif-
ferent communication tools. The purpose is not only domestic integration and 
development of the community, but also its visibility and acceptance in an 
environment culturally and ethnically different. The best experience of com-
munication for development is found in economically prosperous contexts 
with legislation in the field of equal opportunities and human rights so far. 
Although it is not an unconditional requirement, areas with better conditions 
are turning to more advanced technologies, as in the case of indigenous Inuit 
(Canada), Sami (northern Europe), Maori (New Zealand) and other American 
Indian communities in the United States.

These examples, highlighting the successful Inuit film producer Igloolik 
Isuma Productions, may serve as models for the expansion of development 
strategies based on the use of audiovisual production and/or the Internet to 
other economically disadvantaged settings. On account of previous experi-
ence, the new technologies can also get results and even response to needs that 
community radio cannot meet in less economically prosperous systems.

 The Possibilities of Videos and Films in the Field of 
Communication for Social Change

Although Latin America is not the region where the most successful video-
based projects of social change communication have been developed, we find 
some examples applied to the field of rural development as early as the 1970s. 
Calvelo Manuel Rios is found among the pioneers, as a fao expert and creator 
of Massive Training Methodology Studies, later known as Massive Multimedia 
Pedagogy.21 The mmp, which challenges the theoretical model of information-
transmitter-receiver model, takes as its motto the following Confucius quote,  
“I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.”

However, the audiovisual production reached its peak as a means of social 
development in the ‘80s, when the documentary or ethnographic film broke 
the classical paradigm according to which “we” were always filming “them.” 
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22 Faye Ginsburg, “The parallax effect: the impact of aboriginal media on ethnographic film,” 
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From the moment that indigenous peoples managed and appropriated audio-
visual production, they also became primarily responsible for creating their 
own image. At first some artists preferred to work with settled directors as the 
activist Vincent Carelli at the Indian Trabalho Center of Sao Paulo, and Sarah 
Elder and Leonard Kamerling at the Alaska Native Heritage Project. Others 
collaborated with anthropologists such as Terry Turner, who started the Kayapo 
Video Project. The rest was introduced to film production individually, like the 
video artist and activist Victor Masayesva Hopi, Jr, and producer and director 
Zacharias Kunuk Inuit.22

The global media has become a powerful field of audiovisual productions. 
Giving as an example the milestone movie Pathfinder (1987) directed by Nils 
Gaup Sami and seeing the more recent Smoke Signals (1998) and Atanarjuat: 
The Fast Runner (2001), it is obvious that directors and indigenous activists 
have appropriated the technologies used by the leading economic powers to 
document cultural traditions, counteract distortions of Aboriginal peoples, 
and build indigenous cultural future. The awards reaped by many of the pro-
ductions in international film festivals and streams of sympathy for indigenous 
issues planted in international public opinion demonstrate the importance of 
production. Moreover, the relevance of documentaries implies having the abil-
ity to become known abroad. And last, but not least, the media are playing a 
crucial social role by providing a tool for the creation of new practices of soli-
darity, identity and community.

Since the birth of such productions, a broad range of researchers have ana-
lyzed how the communication technologies are being transformed and 
adapted to meet the needs of indigenous communities. The research was con-
ducted following objectives such as the creation of screen memories, their 
importance in activism in the Amazon and Brazil and other indigenous com-
munication initiatives in Latin America, the impact of Inuit film and ways of 
representation of identity in the video Amerindian. Likewise, the investigation 
focused on the efforts to “colonize” the screens, that is, the different national 
cultural policies that either promote or constrain native media production, or 
native esthetical representations in indigenous media.

The festival First Nation / First Features: a showcase of World Indigenous 
Film and Media, screening a vast repertoire of films created by indigenous 
directors from around the world, was held in New York in 2005. The films 
echoed how to resort the narrative traditions in order to create cinemato-
graphic visions that highlight the old indigenous cultural worlds, integrating 
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them into contemporary narrative models with the ability to access local and 
global audiences. It also demonstrated the way this can be achieved by cover-
ing a huge variety of styles and content, the most common remains to be fam-
ily relationships, the transfer of traditional legends to the screen, the 
contemporary reality and the difficulties of integration into urban lifestyles in 
these communities, and its links to Earth.23

Essentially, all the indigenous media have a political component that, at 
least, calls for the preservation of their own language and culture. Similarly, 
these media have not escaped the thorny and controversial issues affecting 
their own indigenous movements. There have been attempts to cross certain 
boundaries and reach other aboriginal communities that have served as a plat-
form to claim the possession of land and have demanded competence to be 
creators of their own image.

Beyond its artistic value, indigenous film production attracts community 
organization and has become a tool of social and cultural appropriation. The 
cheaper technology, especially in the case of video, has helped democratize 
audiovisual production. Therefore, the ability to create movies, series and doc-
umentaries does no longer belong exclusively to major film and television 
companies, but form a part of community life. The community video produc-
tion can contribute to personal and collective empowerment and to the 
demystification of commercial media; it can reverse the roles of power and 
fortify collective strength.

The media can contribute to cultural resistance, as reflected by hundreds of 
indigenous professionals who work daily on the radio and to a smaller extent, 
on television. The resistance can be consolidated by the indigenous cinema 
and it helps cultural and linguistic normalization. Moreover, it can afford to do 
so with a subversive formula by resorting to fiction. The anthropological report 
and political pamphlet can be avoided by the narration. In fact, the most  
subversive of indigenous films can be apolitical in appearance. The love sto-
ries and thrillers can symbolize more effective forms of resistance than activ-
ists’ productions. Even when using a minority language in a non-political  
way, it is located at the same level as the dominant language. Consequently, a 
film which does not appear to be political turns to be even more political, pre-
cisely because it does not seem to be so. Thus, this type of films can be consid-
ered a strategy of cultural resistance among other reasons because it breaks 
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stereotypes, it is expressed in the minority language and uses fiction in a sub-
versive way.24

 The Internet as a Source of Opportunity, Stand-Alone or Integrated 
Hybrid Project

The acceptance of video and films as a tool for social development projects for 
their “creativity and ability to adapt to the flux of social and cultural contexts”25 
contrasts with the arousing suspicion of the Internet. It was defined by 
Gumucio-Dagron and many other authors as the main responsibility of the 
electronic apartheid: “The availability of computers and connectivity is not a 
cure for development and social change because the network, as configured, is 
not an ideal tool for the majority of the world’s population.”26 On the other 
hand, we agree more with the thesis defended by scholars like Manuel Acevedo 
and activists such as Jean-Paul Marthoz. From Ruiz’s perspective, it would be 
just a false myth that information technology and communication increase 
inequality or inequity.

While at an early stage of development the technologies tended to 
amplify  the differences, their future depends on the prevailing economic  
and social models. There are examples of cases when national policies  
were committed to extend the benefits of ict to the whole society (Korea, 
Ireland, Latvia, Jordan, and Venezuela). Despite the fact that the global digital 
division is extensive, it will be restricted as has happened to other icts  
(radio, tv, telephone). The following reflection by Acevedo is difficult to  
refute: “Do public libraries contribute to increase the inequality between  
the more favored literate and illiterate people? Would it be a reason to  
prevent its construction or close them until the universal literacy will be 
accomplished?”27

Meanwhile, Marthoz emphasized that new technologies of information and 
communication have enhanced capabilities of civic organizations “  Thanks to 
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28 Jean Paul Marthoz, “Comunicarse en un mundo globalizado,” in Globalización, crisis ambi-
ental y educación, ed. José Ignacio Flor et al. (España: Ministerio de Educación, 2002), 
141–154.

29 Gumucio-Dagron, “Haciendo olas,” 1.
30 Gumucio-Dagron, “Haciendo olas,” 26–35.

modern media, especially the Internet, the global networks can create, mobi-
lize, and act easily.”28 The motto do not hate the media, be the media that was 
proclaimed by the supporters of alternative information is not only valid for 
industrialized countries. Even in Côte d’Ivoire there are hundreds of African 
Internet users who got connected immediately to the website of Human Rights 
Watch to get the report in which abuses of their government were exposed.

However, certain technophobia or at least skepticism is still generally per-
ceived, regarding the ability of the Internet to become a useful and adaptable 
source for disadvantaged minorities. This is likely to happen because many of 
the leading theorists and experts on social change communication fields come 
from Latin America, where, in general, the communication is still committed 
mostly by community radio. Gumucio-Dagron in his famous 2001 work “Making 
Waves. Stories of Participatory Communication for Social Change” does recog-
nize the potential benefits of hybrid projects that combine video and the 
Internet. The study was a result of an initiative of the Rockefeller Foundation, 
which promoted a series of meetings of experts in order to reflect on commu-
nication for social change at the dawn of the new millennium from April 1997 
to 2001. It reflects 50 experiences defined by the communications director of 
the Foundation, Denise A. Gray-Felder, as “some of the most innovative experi-
ments in participatory communication in the world.”29

The Bolivian academic assumed that “Although the video as a tool of par-
ticipatory communication for social change is only in its very beginning [said 
in 2001], its potential is enormous, particularly because of expected conver-
gence with Internet programs of high visual content. This convergence of wire-
less technology…with the radio and television” would be “the way forward,” so 
that technology can form an appropriate response, while culture, identity and 
community participation should occupy the center of the discussion.30 
Anyway, this monograph on the developments in the field of participatory 
communication for social change continues to take a chance on community 
radio as the best tool so that communities from the South could change the 
circumstances of their poverty, discrimination and exclusion.

Moreover, the study has a unique focus on countries in the South, particu-
larly on regions of Latin America, Africa and Asia. The experience developed in 
indigenous communities integrated in the North is excluded. The Fourth World 
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31 Alex (Sandy) Pentland, Richard Fletcher and Amir Hasson, “DakNet: rethinking connec-
tivity in developing nations,” Journal Computer 37 (2004): 78–83, accessed August 15, 2013, 
doi: 10.1109/MC.2004.1260729.

is characterized by exclusion or marginalization in the context of wealth and 
development such as the Inuit community in Canada, the Native Americans or 
Australian aborigines, despite the fact that we find exciting projects in between. 
The projects are designed to preserve and keep alive specific minority cultures 
threatened by the obligation to live and interact with companies that are real 
worldwide cultural powers. It is interesting to notice that major international 
agencies and institutions involved in the fight against the causes of poverty 
have been directing their gaze towards the many possibilities offered by icts 
and are behind the most important publications on the subject.

There has been an interesting research on the opportunities offered by the 
Internet together with radio broadcasting, but there is hardly any literature on 
other types of hybrid projects. However, the most ambitious works we have 
found about the relationship between icts and human development come 
from areas of study such as engineering telecommunications, education and 
even anthropology, while researchers in the field of mass communication 
appear to follow largely anchored technophobia when it comes to relating to 
media and social change.

Currently one of the main focuses of research on the potential of ict for 
human development is the one at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
The research seeks through various projects to dismantle myths such as the 
phone offering a better and cheaper opportunity to connect the isolated rural 
inhabitants than the Internet and digital messaging services. Examples like 
DakNet in India, Motoman Project in Cambodia and the organization First 
Miles Solutions, show the strength of the Internet usage based on the intermit-
tent connection, asynchronous communication, which allows remote villages 
benefit from communication with the rest of the world which is 20 times 
cheaper than that of a telephone line.31

Although indigenous peoples are barely represented in cyberspace, infor-
mation highways provide a platform for any community, no matter how iso-
lated they are. All communities can increase the sphere of influence and gather 
political support in their struggle for cultural survival. In clear advantage to 
those who only rely on the radio, the communities that are already using the 
network and strengthening internal links are connecting with other indige-
nous peoples scattered throughout the world and creating networks for activ-
ism based on their many common interests. Of course, the use of the Internet 
and a new digital platform does not have to be the same as those used in the 
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33 Ginsburg, “Rethinking the digital age,” 297.
34 Ginsburg, “Rethinking the digital age,” 302.

North. The application to be given will depend on their particular needs, 
encouragement of the development of networks of political activism, and the 
ability to make known their traditional cultures in other territories.

Several recent initiatives have helped us to envision the number of possibili-
ties that are offered by hybrid projects, in this case in disadvantaged communi-
ties integrated in rich democratic countries. Igloolik Isuma, the independent 
film production company run by Inuits, mentioned in previous lines, has been 
distributing its work of filmmaking on its online portal for years, and offers 
coverage, live broadcasts and access to audiovisual archive collecting antique 
Inuit culture and tradition. As the creator of the site explains, “Isuma has cov-
eted for a long, long time to use the Internet to connect to the remote Arctic 
peoples around the world, a way to bring people to Igloolik avoiding the enor-
mous costs and difficulties involved scroll and allowing the Inuit to remain in 
their communities or away on the tundra without losing contact with the 
twenty first century.”32 Us Mob, a project by Arrernte Aboriginal Australians 
living in the reserves of Alice Springs, is another example of youth online por-
tal that broadcasts series and offers all kinds of interactive content to present 
the everyday life of children in the reserve. To quote its creator, David Vadiveloo, 
“I have tried to build a bridge of dynamic communication that Arrernte youth 
initiated in Alice Springs with an invitation to all children in the world to play, 
share and engage with stories that are common to all young people.”33 To end 
with, the teen Canadian series The Raven’s Tales, made by indigenous artists 
and writers using digital animation techniques, is another example of what 
anthropologist Faye Ginsburg defined as cultural activism. They use the media 
not only to preserve and build their communities, but also as a way to stimu-
late their transformation through what we might call strategic traditionalism.34 
In addition to these cases, we will study in detail the successful example of 
Igloolik Isuma Productions.

 Conclusions: The Igloolik Isuma Productions Model

The Inuit people, like all indigenous people, are heirs and bearers of a valuable 
cultural heritage, including their own perspective of the world. Despite having 
suffered from colonization, being evicted from their land and having their eth-
nic, linguistic and cultural identity suffocated, this community has shown 
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35 Denis Lachance, “Les inuit du Québec,” in Perspectives anthropologiques. Un collectif 
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great vitality and capacity to adapt. As Denis Lachate expresses it, “La flexibil-
ité de leur système socio-culturel traditionnel pourrait bien se révéler finale-
ment leur atout principal dans la création d’un nouveau mode de vie.”35

Insofar as the world wide globalization processes introduce more and more 
challenges for indigenous peoples, there is a growing tendency to recognize 
that preserving these cultural heritages is necessary. This is because indige-
nous peoples who base their life styles in a flowing relationship with nature 
represent a model of sustainability and a sample to follow for the industrial-
ized world.

Unfortunately, subsistence economy and a sustainable life style led by most 
indigenous peoples have not been enough to prevent the climate change 
impact, particularly in Arctic regions, which are the most affected according to 
many scientists. Climate change impact in this area is so high that the tradi-
tional Inuit lifestyle is being questioned. It is a lifestyle that has ice and snow 
as the basis of their culture. Having said that, we have to realize that this is a 
community whose culture, based on oral transmission, is having to face an 
inter-generational breach in their transmission process. This fact shows the 
urgency to find solutions that allow the preservation of their cultural heritage. 
A good example of this search for a solution to preserve and broadcast the 
Inuit intangible heritage is the first independent Inuit production company 
Igloolik Isuma Productions. Their objective is to retake their culture through 
the production of fiction films and documentaries from their own perspective 
and language.

Igloolik Isuma Productions was created in 1990, at Igloolik, Nunavut to pro-
duce films and broadcast the Inuit culture and symbolic language. Seventy five 
per cent belongs to the Inuit community and all of its founders, except Norman 
Cohn, who is co-founder and treasurer, are Inuit. From its inception, Isuma 
was known for its original style, breaking barriers between documentaries and 
fiction, staging a new way to understand the world. Among its most represen-
tative productions we have docudramas that seek to create the Inuit lifestyle. 
The most significant production is the series Nunavut, or Our Land. However, 
its most remarkable production may be the film Atanarjuat, the Fast Runner, 
based on a traditional Inuit legend. The film won the Caméra d’or award at  
the Cannes festival, 2001. Atanarjuat has also been the first Canadian film  
in Inuktitut language and all its actors are Inuit inhabitants within the com-
munity. This film tries to transmit as faithfully and truthfully as possible an 
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36 Ginsburg, “Rethinking the digital age,” 300.

important legend in the Inuit tradition that would be very difficult to repro-
duce outside fiction, in order to respect the Inuit ancestral vision, including 
shamanism, mixing the real world, legends and dreams.

Fom January 2008, the production company also has an online support, that 
is, Isuma tv. This is a multimedia platform whose main objective is to link dif-
ferent indigenous directors all over the world so that they can post and share 
their audiovisual productions. The videos sent can be visualized through the 
web free of charge. At the moment, the web is offering more than 1000 indige-
nous video productions in thirty different languages. From April 2009, new ser-
vices were added and Isuma tv became Isuma tv 2.0. After the latest update, 
the site allows, among others, the following services:

• Upload and exchange multimedia content with people and communities 
anywhere in the world.

• Create a cannel, group or blog.
• Invite users to become cannel members and keep them informed of updates 

and activities.
• Import other blogs to Isuma tv.
• Watch videos and make comments through writing, audio or video.

In its site, Isuma offers live coverage and broadcast plus access to an audiovi-
sual archive made of old items that reflect the Inuit tradition and culture. As 
the designer of the site explains, “For a long time, Isuma has longed to use 
internet to connect the far Arctic with peoples all over the world, in an attempt 
to bring individuals to Igloolik without the enormous cost of travelling here, as 
well as to make it possible for the Inuits to stay in their communities or deep in 
the Tundra in touch with the twenty first century.”36

Simultaneously to audiovisual and multimedia productions, Isuma takes 
active part in the development and empowerment of Igloolik and Nunavut 
communities, enhancing employment and organizing activities aimed to dif-
ferent sectors or this community. These are among them:

• Tarriasuk Video Centre, the first non-profit film school in the Arctic, founded 
by Isuma in 1991 with the help of Canada Council of the Arts.

• Arnait Video Productions, the first independent production company made 
by Arctic women. From its creations in 1999, it produces audiovisual pro-
grams and contents form the Inuit woman point of view. This group assisted 
Isuma with the script and direction of the film Before Tomorrow (2007).
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• Innusiq, or Life, is a drama group for youngsters created in 1999. With the 
aim of fighting suicide among the young people in Nunavut, that has alarm-
ing suicide rates, through artistic activities.

• Artcirq, the same as Innusiq, has made its main objective to raise awareness 
among the Inuit youth about the meaninglessness of suicide as a way to end 
their problems. Born in 1998, this is a social circus that combines current 
doctrines with traditional Inuit based techniques.

Regarding Isuma’s filmography, they have twelve documentaries, three fiction 
films and two tv series, as well as some films of its own and some experimental 
co-produced films. These include the already mentioned Atanarjuat, the Fast 
Runner, awarded in Cannes. The fact that a film such as this one has gone 
beyond local and national boundaries plus has been praised by an interna-
tional audience deserves special attention.

It is necessary to point out that, in general, the topics this production com-
pany approaches are about the past and the ancestral lifestyle, rather than the 
present and its problems, whatever the genre. In fact, there are few Isuma films 
that are about current topics and relate to the youth. To be more specific, there 
are only four documentaries that are not about traditional practices or past 
problems. These are Nipi, Artcirq, Qallunajaut and Kiviaq vs. Canada. Even in 
fictional productions, such as the tv series Nunavut or films like Atanarjuat, 
the main objective is to recreate traditional lifestyle and the transmission of 
Inuit myths.

Isuma attempts to heal the numerous injuries and wounds it has as a  
result of colonization, such as the expulsion of their land, sedentary life style, 
and Catholicism and Anglicanism that demonize their beliefs, through the 
recovery and reconstruction of the Inuit old way of life from the Elders’ dis-
courses, appropriating their culture and with their own voice. This is certainly 
a needed and effective memory therapy to cure a widespread feeling in this 
type of community whose recent history has been suffering from the imposi-
tion and manipulation of foreign elements. This implies, however, the risk  
of indirectly neglecting younger generations who have a serious identity  
problem. Such problem is mostly reflected in the high rate of suicide, unem-
ployment and drug addiction among the younger members of the Inuit 
community.

However, it is also true that the use of audiovisual tools and new technolo-
gies is already a way to get closer to young people. This is mainly because they 
are a more attractive transmission media and can better relate to the new gen-
erations. These tools allow not only oral but also visual transmission, in addi-
tion to having the ability to store all this ancient wisdom to pass on to future 
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generations after overcoming physical and temporal boundaries. Finally, they 
are a method to repair the intergenerational gap largely caused by the youth 
abandoning their home communities.

In conclusion, Isuma’s case is remarkable as a leader for other indigenous 
communities in the field of reappropriating culture through the use of new 
technologies. It has been through this production company that the Inuits 
have taken audiovisual tools and adapt them to their needs and their world. 
However, Isuma’s highest accomplishment cannot be found just in the appro-
priation of technologies that should have been classified as new technologies. 
Neither is it due only to its self-management nor to its internet platform. But its 
main accomplishment is the fact that it managed to narrow the generational 
gap transmitting knowledge through tools used by new generations. Moreover, 
Isuma has simultaneously gone beyond its community borders and those of 
the nation that hosts them, Canada. On one hand, it has been internationally 
appreciated and awarded. On the other hand, it has created a network of 
knowledge and a platform for millions of producers and indigenous communi-
ties through its platform Isuma tv.

The lack of studies, new paradigms and innovative initiatives in the field of 
participatory communication for social change that successfully combines 
new technologies with traditional media, such as the lack of interest in some 
appealing initiatives on indigenous communities in the North, justify the need 
to stop and learn from successful and exemplary experience led by communi-
ties like Inuit, Sami, Maori and other American Indian groups.

A comprehensive overview of the many strategies utilized to put the media 
in the service of human development should lead to the conclusion that each 
community should be able to choose and design the best model to meet their 
own needs. In order to make the best choice, it is necessary to reformulate 
many prejudices and accept that icts can be much closer to any citizen than 
is often thought.
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