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Edges of Survival

By Marc Silver



The Ends of the Earth, 
the Frontlines of Change

• At the planet's most remote and unforgiving edges, the Arctic and Antarctic are no 
longer frozen symbols of stillness. They’re now bellwethers of change, dramatic, 
urgent, and far-reaching. 

• In the Arctic, were Indigenous cultures have thrived for thousands of years, rising 
temperatures are unraveling the threads that hold together tradition and environment. 

• Meanwhile, in the Antarctic, a land 
with no permanent human population, 
scientists race to measure ice loss that 
could redraw global coastlines. These 
are not distant or abstract concerns; 
they are pressing reminders that 
climate change starts at the margins 
but won’t stay there.



The Arctic: Melting Traditions and Rising 
Resistance

• The Arctic Circle spans eight nations and is home to more than 

four million people, many of them Indigenous. This includes 

the Sámi of Northern Europe, the Inuit across Greenland, 

Canada, and Alaska, and the Chukchi and Nenets of Russia. 

These peoples have thrived in this unforgiving climate through 

sophisticated ecological knowledge and deep-rooted cultural 

practices.

• For generations, the land, sea, and ice have shaped life here. 

Reindeer herding, subsistence hunting, and seasonal fishing are 

not merely economic activities, they are expressions of 

identity. Indigenous languages such as Inuktitut and Sámi hold 

concepts that describe the texture of snow, the direction of 

wind, or the thickness of ice, details that can mean survival.



The Arctic: Melting Traditions and Rising 
Resistance

• But the Arctic is warming nearly four times 
faster than the global average. Traditional 
knowledge systems are being disrupted. 
Permafrost is thawing, undermining homes and 
traditional food storage pits. Thinning sea ice is 
complicating travel routes and making hunting 
dangerous. Entire communities in Alaska, such 
as Shishmaref and Kivalina, face imminent 
relocation due to coastal erosion.

• In Norway, Sámi herders are struggling with erratic weather patterns. Freezing rain 

creates layers of ice that prevent reindeer from foraging through the snow, resulting in 

mass starvation. 

• In Canada’s Nunavut, hunters speak of seals and walruses showing up in unfamiliar 

areas, and polar bears scavenging closer to town centers.



The Arctic: Melting Traditions and Rising 
Resistance

• Despite these challenges, Arctic communities are leading innovative responses. The 
Smart ICE initiative in Canada combines Inuit knowledge with ice sensors and 
satellite data to monitor ice conditions in real time. Sámi youth are integrating drone 
technology into herding while advocating for Indigenous rights in European 
parliaments. In Alaska, tribal governments are drafting climate adaptation plans that 
blend ancestral wisdom with contemporary science.

• Language revitalization efforts are also 

underway. Community-run language nests in 

Greenland and Norway are helping children 

learn their mother tongues, preserving crucial 

cultural knowledge. In Russia, mobile 

schools follow reindeer herding routes, 

ensuring children stay connected to tradition 

while gaining modern education.



Melting Traditions and Rising Resistance

• Global audiences are also beginning to listen. Indigenous leaders such as Sheila 
Watt-Cloutier and Aaju Peter speak on international stages, urging world leaders to 
see climate change not only as an environmental crisis but as a human rights issue. 
“The right to be cold,” Watt-Cloutier says, “is the right to our way of life.”

Inuit Lawyer Aaju Peter 



Antarctica: A Continent Without a People, 
But Not Without Stakes

• While Antarctica lacks Indigenous 
peoples or permanent residents, it 
plays a critical role in the Earth’s 
climate system. 

• Governed by the Antarctic Treaty 
System, which bans military activity 
and resource extraction, the continent 
is a rare example of international 
cooperation. 

• Yet the ice is telling a different story.



Antarctica: A Continent Without a People, 
But Not Without Stakes

• Antarctica contains 90% of the planet’s ice. 
If all of it melted, global sea levels would 
rise by over 200 feet. The West Antarctic 
Ice Sheet is particularly vulnerable due to 
warm ocean currents undercutting ice 
shelves. Glaciers like Thwaites, often 
referred to as the “Doomsday Glacier,” are 
retreating faster than expected. Scientists 
warn of a potential tipping point where 
rapid collapse becomes irreversible.

• Recent studies show that East Antarctica, 
once thought stable, is also losing mass. 
Satellite data reveal that warmer air 
temperatures are triggering surface melt 
and weakening ice shelf integrity. This 
means Antarctica’s future may not be as 
distant as once believed.



Antarctica: A Continent Without a People, 
But Not Without Stakes

• Climate disruption is also reshaping 
Antarctic ecosystems. Krill populations, a 
foundation of the food web, are declining in 
some regions due to shrinking sea ice. 
Adélie and Emperor penguin colonies are 
relocating or collapsing. Whales and seals 
must adapt to changing prey availability and 
altered migration paths.

• Human activity in Antarctica, though 
regulated, is growing. Research stations 
have increased in number and complexity, 
and more than 100,000 tourists visit each 
year. While guidelines aim to minimize 
impact, concerns about pollution, habitat 
disturbance, and potential biosecurity risks 
persist. Even minor shifts in human behavior 
can have long-term ecological effects in 
such a fragile environment.



Antarctica: A Continent Without a People, 
But Not Without Stakes

• There’s also a political undercurrent. While the Antarctic Treaty prohibits resource 
extraction, some nations are positioning themselves for a post-treaty future. Geological 
surveys, research outposts, and territorial claims suggest a quiet competition. Whether 
Antarctica remains a reserve for peace and science will depend on diplomatic will.

• Still, the continent remains a model of 

restraint. Unlike the Arctic, which is 

subject to national interests and 

resource development, Antarctica’s 

legal framework sets a precedent for 

prioritizing global interest over 

immediate gain.



Bridging the Poles: 
Shared Lessons from Opposite Ends

• Despite their differences, the Arctic and 
Antarctic are linked by common 
challenges and global implications. Both 
regions serve as early warning systems 
for planetary health. As polar ice melts, 
sea levels rise, jet streams wobble, and 
weather patterns across continents shift. 
The poles are not isolated; they’re 
integrally connected to the rest of the 
Earth.

• The Arctic teaches us about resilience. 
Indigenous communities have long 
adapted to change, using deep cultural 
knowledge to navigate hardship. Their 
voices underscore the importance of 
listening to local knowledge when 
crafting global climate solutions.



Bridging the Poles: 
Shared Lessons from Opposite Ends

• Antarctica teaches us about restraint. The multinational commitment to peace and 
science there is an extraordinary example of how humanity can manage shared 
resources. If such collaboration is possible at the bottom of the world, it can be a 
template elsewhere.

• Together, these polar regions offer a dual lens: one showing how people survive amid 
climate transformation, and one showing how the absence of human settlement can 
inform our approach to shared governance. Both contain lessons in humility, 
adaptation, and foresight.

• Inuit elder Myna Ishulutak put it simply: “We know the 

land. We see it changing. When we speak, you should 

listen.” And Antarctic researcher Dr. Nerilie Abram 

echoed the sentiment from a different angle: “Every bit 

of warming here rewrites what we thought we knew 

about the planet.”



Survival at the Margins

• The poles are not where the world ends. They are where its limits are tested. What 
happens at Earth’s edges will shape its center. The Arctic reveals how cultural survival 
is linked to environmental resilience. Antarctica challenges us to protect a land not 
because we live there, but because its fate shapes our own.

• At these extremes, warmth is rising. Whether that warmth signals collapse or 
connection depends not on natural cycles alone, but on the choices we make together.
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