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Good afternoon. My name is Phil Loring; I am faculty 
at the Center for Cross-Cultural Studies at UAF, where 
I also manage the Human Dimensions Lab at the 
Water and Environmental Research Center, and lead 
research on coastal and marine resources for the 
Alaska Center for Climate Assessment and Policy. 
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HUMAN DIMENSIONS OF A 
CHANGING ARCTIC

Challenge, Risk, Opportunity?

Courtesy of ARCUS

 

So this talk is not a data driven talk, unlike many of the 
great talks we’ve had this week. Rather, with this talk I 
would like to build on all of the wonderful work that 
has been presented so far, specifically, to address the 
various ways that ongoing and future projected 
changes to the arctic system might impact human 
communities and activities, regardless of whether 
those impacts are perceived to be challenges, risks, 
opportunities, or most commonly, all of the above. My 
goal, as an anthropologist, is not just to evaluate these 
impacts, but also to think about how we address them 
as a society: to reflect on the issues that we prioritize 
and those that we do not, and to evaluate these 
priorities from a perspective of social and 
environmental justice – who wins, who loses, and so 
on.  
 
We have already heard much in the past few days 
about how arctic ecosystems are changing, so I don’t 
want to repeat all of these issues here. I do however 
want to note some discontinuities in how we construe 
these changes depending on the scale or system of 
interest.  
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“The Sea Ice Death Spiral”

 

Most generally, we talk much about global climatic 
and environmental change as a directional process, 
with the hockey stick perhaps being the most 
infamous icon. I, however, prefer this image, the so-
called “sea ice death spiral”. Dramatic, no? So what we 
see here is the declining volume of sea ice, monthly 
since 1979. It is a compelling graphic. Now surely, we 
have to be careful when working with such a short 
time series about what we attempt to infer, but, for 
someone living in coastal Alaska, this is dramatic, 
directional change within the course of one’s lifespan. 
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From Time.com

 

Now, we can construe these “directional” changes in 
multiple ways; the image shown earlier of the 
walruses is a popular one for conveying the feeling of 
dire circumstances, whether from the perspective of a 
walrus, or a conservation biologist, or a subsistence 
hunter. But we can also think about the new 
opportunities that this “directional” change may offer 
to our societies. Arctic shipping, fishing, and oil 
development are the usual suspects encountered 
from those putting the positive spin on global climate 
change, as is agriculture for terrestrial systems. But, as 
many of us know, these “opportunities” are not as 
clear cut as some would like.  
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From The Guardian

Alaska Dispatch  

Take for instance off-shore oil exploration. Despite the 
changes in seasonal and multi-year ice, the Arctic 
remains a difficult and unpredictable place to operate, 
as evidenced by the grounding of Shell’s oil rig, and by 
their failure to complete any exploratory drilling this 
past year despite what had been ambitious and 
contentious plans.  
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From The New York Times

Photo by Mildred Pierce.  

Similarly, we speculate a lot about the opening of 
arctic shipping routes, but, as residents of Nome will 
tell you, shipping in the 21st century Arctic remains a 
tricky proposition, by which I refer to the storm last 
year that brought sea ice ashore and garnered 
national attention for the massive international effort 
that was required to get diesel fuel to the community.  
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Now granted, many of the ongoing climate-related 
challenges for arctic communities are pretty easy to 
get out heads around in that they align more or less 
with our understanding of climatic change as a 
directional challenge. In the Yukon Flats, for example, 
we have a multiple examples of lake drying, possibly 
driven by ice lenses melting and essentially pulling the 
plug to allow these surface water lakes to drain into 
ground water. In some cases this has happened to 
lakes of traditional importance and high subsistence 
value.  
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Dillingham, AK. Photo by Phil Loring

 

Coastal erosion seems another problem that is more 
or less directional. This is a picture of a beach in 
Dillingham. What you see here is a sewage force main, 
on its way to a lift station that will bring the city’s 
sewage up to the already overtaxed sewage lagoons 
which, by the way, are themselves not too far from 
the eroding bluff. You can see how this main is already 
being reinforced, and you can also see a season’s 
worth of erosion marked with spray paint on the 
seawall. This main was buried when it was first 
installed. The challenge seems relatively 
straightforward; however, if you consider that this 
wastewater system is at 75% capacity during the 
spring, but 175% capacity during fishing season, you 
get an idea that vulnerability to some failure has 
seasonal as well as directional components.   
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The calculus of impacts and vulnerability become even 
harder to track when we start thinking about more 
complex concerns. We all no doubt know about the 
recent string of challenges across the state regarding 
king salmon returns. The role of climate in these 
challenges is unclear, and whether or not 2009 and 
2012 are anomalies, part of some directional change, 
or part of some pattern of increased variability that 
foreshadows a tipping point or regime shift, is 
anyone’s guess. Nevertheless, these issues are of 
significant concern to local communities for reasons 
such as food security.  
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And it is important, I think, that we put these changes 
and vulnerabilities into a context, such as food 
security, which I note that the US Arctic Research 
Commission has prioritized in their latest science 
steering document. Food security is a noteworthy 
problem in Alaska; though the state rate of food 
insecure people is lower than the national average, 
you can see by the darker areas on this map that food 
insecurity is clustered, more or less for the remote 
communities along the Yukon River Basin. And note 
also how according to this group’ data, 42% of those 
who are food insecure are not eligible for food 
assistance. This is the kind of baseline issue that needs 
to be a priority when thinking about how to prepare 
Alaskans to respond to change. While the role of 
climatic and environmental change in this problem is 
unclear at times, I am a strong proponent of the idea 
that the best way to prepare people for the 
unexpected is to fix the problems that already have 
ready solutions. People are less able to think long-
term how to respond to some new environmental 
challenge or opportunity if they’re worried about 
putting food on their tables.  
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HOW DO WE RESPOND?
Be Resilient? Adapt? The power of paradigms.

 

So let’s talk in more detail about the nuts and bolts of 
how people can respond to change. Note that I don’t 
just say “adapting” to change, as adaptation is a very 
specific kind of response that I will talk about in more 
detail in a moment. 
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Resilience

New System State

The System

Threshold, or Tipping Point

Potential
(Capital)

Connectedness

Resilience?

 

I want to consider the frameworks with which we 
might draw from for addressing these changes. 
Resilience, for example, is a framework and design 
principle that is being talked about a lot lately, 
including for the Arctic, though while important and in 
some cases very relevant, I’m not sure it’s the best 
foundation for thinking forward. In short, resilience is 
about the relationship between stability and change. 
Starting from some identified condition of stability, 
resilience is concerned with how quickly a system can 
return to that state once perturbed. But in the arctic, 
what is the state of stability that we are using for a 
frame of reference. By any metric, the Arctic has been 
in a state of change for thousands of years, which 
makes the concept of resilience more or less 
irrelevant. That doesn’t mean that resilience is not 
important, just that its usefullness is limited.  
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For example, resilience is really important if you’ve 
just been punched in the face. Hopefully you can heal, 
quickly, and look more or less like you did before you 
got punched in the face. But, even though it is great 
news that you can recover from a punch in the face, 
and greater news if you can recover quickly, this says 
nothing about the fact that you have just been 
punched in the face: whether it was just, and whether 
you should attempt to do something to keep from 
getting punched in the face again.  
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That is an important criticism because resilience alone 
does not necessitate desirable scenarios. Indeed some 
very undesirable states can be highly resilient. This is 
Pripyiat, in Ukrane, the cite of the Chernobyl disaster, 
looking more or less as it has since 1986. An extreme 
example, but you get the point. Highly degraded 
grasslands are also very resilient. Tyrannies are 
resilient. Again, this is not to say that resilience is not 
an important thing to consider, but rather that it is 
just one piece, important for managing the status quo 
and preparing for the things that you absolutely can’t 
control. But we don’t want to underestimate the 
things we can control, and I’m not sure the status quo 
is something many people want to work to maintain in 
Alaska. In the villages I visit, people are actively 
searching to improve their lives and livelihoods, not 
fortify them against change. 
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Adaptation?

 

That brings us to the other common framework for 
thinking about responding to change, “adaptation”. 
Now any of you who know me know that I am critical 
of how the concept of adaptation is commonly used in 
discussions of climate change, primarily because I am 
trained to think of adaptation in either evolutionary or 
behavioral terms, which are more or less analogues. 
From these perspective adaptations are traits or 
behaviors that persist because they work, because 
they allow a creature or an individual or a culture to 
maintain or improve their fitness. Adaptations can 
only be identified in hindsight. Also, adaptations are 
not necessarily tied to some external change 
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Adaptation?

Photo by Ned Rozell  

But without spending too much time on this issue, 
and accepting the climate change discourse for what it 
is, I want to point out once again that there’s an issue 
of social and environmental justice that is being 
glossed over by all this focus on how we can adapt to 
change. I think again about people in communities 
where dramatic environmental changes are being 
experienced as a result from unsustainable behaviors 
elsewhere in the world. Simply focusing on adaptation 
again eliminates the discussion of justice, 
responsibility, and self-determination.  
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Artist Unknown
© 2011 Philip A LoringArtist Unknown  

In other words, we let the causes of these problems 
off the hook if we only put our money and effort into 
things like so-called adaptation plans. We arguably 
avoid the hard conversations that are necessary to 
promote real societal change. 
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Admittedly, the conventional wisdom here is that 
there is little that people in the Arctic can do to keep 
from getting punched in the face. However, I recall the 
very fine 2007 paper by my friend Henry Huntington 
and colleagues, that showed us that we in high 
latitudes are not necessarily powerless recipients of 
change, but quite capable of directing change. Here 
you see their “cone of possibilities,” which sounds like 
something from the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 
and remains one of my favorite turns of phrase ever 
encountered in academic writing. 
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THE CONSERVATION OF CHANGE
Bateson’s First Law of Sustainability?

 

So, the final thoughts I want to leave you with here 
are about another different strategy for how we might 
approach the various challenges that are ahead. I call 
this strategy the conservation of change, which is an 
intentional double entendre. The first meaning comes 
in part from work by anthropologist Gregory Bateson, 
who inverted the old French adage “the more things 
change, the more things stay the same,” to say that in 
nature, the more things stay the same, the more they 
change.  
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The Conservation of Change

 

Bateson, in what was effectively a thought exercise, 
was working with a simple homeostatic model as a 
heuristic device. We all know more or less how 
thermostats work; they don’t actually achieve a stable 
temperature of say, 68 F in the room, rather they 
bring the temperature to oscillate around 68, 
switching the furnace on and off, with the period and 
amplitude of that oscillation driven by the efficiency 
of the furnace and the precision of the thermostat. 
The point that Bateson is illustrating is that stability is 
in fact an illusion, and so it goes in nature. A more 
complicated version of this idea is evident in so-called 
panarchy theory, this figure 8 here, which is a 
component of resilience thinking, and no different 
really than Bateson’s theory except that multiple 
processes of change at multiple organizational levels 
and scales becomes explicit, and instead of a single 
parameter for the homeostatic model (temperature) 
we get two (potential and connectedness).  
 
Still, the idea is the same: that stability at one level is 
in fact due to processes of change at another level.  
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We see evidence of the conservation of change all 
around us, in the countless examples of cycles that 
happen at one scale or level to create some form of 
stability at another scale or level. 
  
Within our body: the citric acid cycle 
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Across landscapes: the water cycle 
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Between species and populations: for example with 
the monarch,  
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Image © Streamnet.org  

or perhaps more appropriate to Alaska the salmon 
lifecycle 
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And among species, here with the other Krebs cycle 
for lynx and hare.  
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© Eugene Hunn 1991  

And finally, in the adaptive strategies of countless 
traditional human societies, here seen for the 
subsistence strategies of the Plateau Indians, as 
recorded by Eugene Hunn, 
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© 2011 Philip A Loring
By Shannon McNeeley

 

And here again this seasonal portfolio strategy is 
shown for Athabascan communities as illustrated 
most recently by Shannon McNeely. It is these 
strategies that are most relevant I think to this 
discussion of responding to change, in how they 
emphasize flexibility over consistency. What is being 
sustained here is not a particular kind of fishing or 
hunting, or particular fish or animal population, but a 
way of life, one that is organized around riding, and 
indeed shaping the various waves of change that 
people encounter, the most powerful signal of change 
here being seasonality. That is not to say that 
conservation of individual species is not a part of 
these systems, much to the contrary in fact, but rather 
that these are done from within a flexible system of 
measured expectations. 
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So this is the other half of the double entendre of the 
conservation of change. The first is that change is 
always conserved, in the thermodynamic sense, 
always present, which is what Bateson had in mind. 
But the corollary is that for something like 
sustainability to be achieved we need to learn to 
conserve or steward change, rather than fight it. I’ve 
always liked this cartoon by ecologist Eugene Odum, 
who also had a lot to say on this idea, and the pitfalls 
of fighting change. But riding the wave of change 
means, more than anything, I think, revising our own 
expectations, and learning to invest more smartly in 
new opportunities, making sure when we do, we 
don’t unnecessarily limit our flexibility.  
 
A classic example of this in Alaska, arguably, is born 
out in the transition to less mobile lifestyles among 
Alaska Natives. Mobility across the landscape is a 
ubiquitous strategy for stability despite environmental 
variability, yet living in fixed villages has really short-
circuited this strategy. 
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By Gary Locke, USDOC

 

I will end by returning to the issues at hand regarding 
environmental change in the Arctic, specifically, the 
possibility of emerging fisheries in arctic waters. We 
have heard a lot this week about range extensions and 
other changes to the distribution and abundance of 
highly valued fish and crustacean species. As we all 
are aware, we have taken the rare strategy of 
precaution with respect to these possible fisheries, 
with this fishing moratorium. As a clearer picture 
forms of the likely future state or states of these 
ecosystems, I think it is fair to say that this 
moratorium will be revisited, however. What the 
conservation of change strategy tells us to do here is 
to measure our expectations regarding how we 
approach these opportunities. 
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We shouldn’t, that is, approach these with the same 
old models for fisheries that we use everywhere else, 
with maximum sustainable yield and others that are 
so rooted in a paradigm where stability is the goal and 
where history matters.  
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The other thing we cannot do is invest in these 
opportunities as if they are a permanent thing. 
Because this is what happens when we overinvest, 
when we don’t plan for variability and change. This is 
a derelict Peter Pan facility in Naknek. I don’t think 
anyone imagines this as the future when they think 
about the emerging opportunities in the arctic, but 
there was a time when this was a shiny and new 
facility, and I’m sure those people who built it didn’t 
have this in mind earlier. Finding alternatives will 
require some innovation and precaution. Maybe what 
we do is start with food fisheries and artisanal 
fisheries for Alaskan markets, and see where it goes 
from there. But we can’t proceed with old, 
industrially-minded models of development. 
 
 
 

S

li

d

e 

3

2 

Thanks! Questions?
ploring@alaska.edu
http://www.accap.uaf.edu/
http://ine.uaf.edu/werc/human-dimensions-laboratory/

 

So on that note of admitted uncertainty I will say 
thank you for this opportunity, and ask for questions. 
 
 

 


