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Abstract. This paper is a critical history of anthropological research on the oral traditions of the
cultures of the Northwest Coast of North America, where much influential work has been done
using the vast text collections compiled by Boas and his collaborators. The paper reviews the
development and legacy of the Boas collection and analyses of Northwest Coast texts. In addi-
tion the paper analyzes responses to this body of work by functionalists who have looked to
Northwest Coast myth as a way of understanding property, and responses by structuralists who
have sought ways of understanding underlying meanings in these traditions. Recent contribu-
tions have focused on a more literary analysis of oral traditions. Finally, suggestions are made as
to some future avenues for future study of Northwest Coast oral traditions.

Brian Thom, Department of Anthropology, McGill University
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Oral Traditions and Theoretical
Approaches to Discourse

For Anthropologists working in Native North
America, the verbal, textual, performed, and artis-
tic discourses of the people that we study are the
central, if not the defining elements of how we
come to understand and describe other cultural
systems. Anthropologists studying the cultures of
Native North America have built an academic tra-
dition by discussing their positions in these dis-
courses and their continuing efforts to reposition
and recontextualize themselves within them. An-
thropologists have written, presented, testified, ex-
hibited, and sometimes even acted out our
ever-changing understandings of the discourses of
the communities in which we work. The message
we have tried to express has changed since Boas
collected his first Native text, but the objects of our
study, Native discourses on myth, legend, folklore,
history, life history, and (auto-) biography, have re-
mained a core focus for the production of meaning
and understanding within our discipline.

ARCTIC ANTHROPOLOGY Vol. 40, No. 1, pp. 1–28, 2003 ISSN 0066-6939
© 2003 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

This paper presents a critical history of an-
thropological writing about Native Northwest
Coast1 oral traditions. Emphases and perspectives
have changed throughout this rich history of study,
ranging from Boas’ expansive collection of texts to
studies of the social function of oral traditions, to
interest in symbol, structure and meaning of myths,
to a more literary interest in the ethnography of
speaking. Though not reviewed here in detail, oral
traditions of Northwest Coast Native people have
also been at the core of the current political and le-
gal debates in Canada over aboriginal title and
rights (Thom 2001).

The current theoretical position of many
contemporary Americanist anthropologists is rele-
vant to the study of Northwest Coast oral tradi-
tions. This position holds that culture is a system
of symbols, and that underlying culture is a com-
plex interplay of basically inseparable elements of
language, thought, and reality (Valentine and Dar-
nell 1999:6). By focusing on one kind of Native
discourse—oral traditions—a rich set of texts is
generated, which can be studied to learn some-
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2 Arctic Anthropology 40:1

Table 1.   Synonymy for Northwest Coast Cultural and Linguistic Group Names.

This list of names represents the widely practised (Suttles 1990) English spellings of the Northwest Coast 
cultural, regional and linguistic group names, with their equivalents from the literature cited here.  Cultural
or regional groups not mentioned are in square brackets [ ], and often on one line.  Regional groups are not
elaborated for those cultural groups which are only mentioned generally in the text.  As there are so many
local groups, those not mentioned in the text are not elaborated on here.

CULTURAL GROUPS Languages Regional Groups Local Groups Region

EYAK

Northern
NWC

TLINGIT

HAIDA Kaigani,
Massett,
Skidegate

TSIMSHIAN Tsimshian,
Nisga'a,
Gitksan, Gitanyow

(=Kitwancool)

KWAKIUTL (=KWAGUL,
=KWAKWAKA'WAKW)

Kwak'wala

Central
NWC

[HAISLA, HEILTSUK,
OOWEKYALA]

NOOTKA
(=NUU-CHAH-NULTH)

BELLA COOLA

COAST SALISH

Halq'eméylem
(=Halkomelem)

Straits Salish

Lushootseed

Island Comox (= Çatloltq),
Pentlatch,
Klahoose,
Sliammon,
[Homalco, Sechelt],
Squamish,
Island Halkomelem,
Upriver Halkomelem
(=Stó:lô)
Straits Salish (=Lku'ñgEn),

Lushootseed,
Quinault,
Twana,
[Chehalis, Cowlitz]

Katzie,

Saanich,
Klallam,
Upper Skagit

QUILEUTE

[CHEMAKUM]

CHINOOK
Southern

NWC[CATHLAMET]

TILLAMOOK
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thing of that culture’s communicative systems and
norms, and the way these norms are put into ac-
tion through the practice of telling the stories. It is
in this interplay between structured cultural/lin-
guistic practice and the agency of individual story-
tellers where culturally situated meanings lie. To
be able to navigate this conceptual territory be-
tween the structure of oral traditions and the
agency of narrating them, one needs to explore the
connections between form and meaning. Such an
examination grapples with the interplay of litera-
ture, linguistics, and ethnography in the realms of
cosmology, marriage, descent, succession, political
inequality, and the nature of human relations to
non-humans. By laying out these communicative
practices, we can begin to see how individuals use
them to make meaning in their own social context.

It is clear, however, that this kind of aca-
demic discourse is not centered on the object of
Native discourse (Hill 1999:181). Native oral tradi-
tions on the Northwest Coast are often concerned
with negotiating power relations between individ-
uals in that society. In being told and retold, they
are often concerned with very particular and
highly local social processes and situations. Each
narrative in Native discourse is “connected to
every other [narrative] and to a highly contextual-
ized discourse that assumes familiarity with biog-
raphy and shared experience” (Ridington
1999:22). Thus, Native discourse is “in conversa-
tion and dialogue” (Ridington 1999:19; see also
Sarris 1993:5), and it is a dialogue in which an-
thropologists, by and large, are not engaged. They
become particularly removed from this dialogue
when stories are abstracted from their social set-
ting and presented as “the mythology of such-and-
such a tribe.” Readers must keep in mind that the
anthropological discourse is very seldom about the
real object of the Native discourse on this fine
level, but tends to operate at a level of abstraction,
trying to narrow the gap in meaning between the
culture of the discourse makers and that of their
non-local (often unintended) audience.

The objects of anthropological study—our
implicit or explicit theoretical goals—are seldom
those of the narrators of the oral traditions from
which the anthropological goals are met. The gap
between the meanings of oral traditions told by
Native narrators and those meanings ascribed by
anthropologists becomes greater as the goals of an-
thropological theory move further away from un-
derstanding local culturally and historically
situated contexts. Of course, particular studies of
the local (at which Boas excelled) are not the only

kinds of questions which can be asked of oral tra-
ditions. Still, when researchers ask questions
driven by their theoretical interests, we must rec-
ognize such questions and answers are a different
kind of social act than that involved in the original
telling of the oral traditions themselves. All social
acts are imbued with relations of power and the
accompanying potential for dominance, hege-
mony, and resistance. Thus, even the seemingly
innocuous categorization of Native oral traditions
as myth or legend, house story, or tale can take on
a highly potent social life in arenas where myth is
transformed into common law and house stories
become legal codes.

Franz Boas’ Native Texts—Oral
Traditions as History and Culture

Any analysis of the anthropological discourse on
Northwest Coast oral traditions must consider the
foundational work of Franz Boas who personally
did more towards the collection and publication of
these as texts than any other scholar (Jacobs
1959a). For Boas, his colleagues, and students, Na-
tive texts were first seen as important kinds of data
for obtaining information about the history and
distribution of culture. In his early work for the
British Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence and the Jesup North Pacific Expedition, Boas
primarily studied the distribution of elements in
oral traditions in order to show relative historical
movements of cultural groups—resolving histori-
cal questions about the prehistory of Native Amer-
ica, and the contacts between the Northwest Coast
of North America and the northeastern regions of
Asia (Boas 1903; Cole 2001). In his later work at
Columbia University, Boas struggled with the
problem of how cultural outsiders—with all their
biases and preconceptions—could gain insight
into the ways that Native people understood their
world and the ways in which they ascribed mean-
ing to the stories (Boas 1935). Documenting oral
traditions provided a means to discover what was
important to Native people, in their own words,
untroubled by the pre-selected responses of the
question-answer methodology of participant obser-
vation. The legacy of this work holds major impor-
tance for the development of anthropology, in
general, and to the current shape of anthropologi-
cal studies on the Northwest Coast.

During his career, Boas made collections of
texts in a great many of the languages spoken on
the Northwest Coast.2 Boas had an acute ear for
phonetic dictation and was able to record (and
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publish) a great deal of material in the original lan-
guage. Boas was forced to work in Chinook Jargon
and English when dealing with some of the lan-
guages with which he was completely unfamiliar,
or when he did not have much time to take dicta-
tions. In these cases, the published versions are al-
most always in English only.

Of greater importance in terms of sheer vol-
ume, however, are the two major collections of Na-
tive language texts that came out of Boas’
first-hand work with collaborators living in the
communities they were documenting. The most
well known are the Kwakiutl texts, which George
Hunt produced for Boas (Boas 1910, 1935; Boas
and Hunt 1905, 1906). Boas also had a long, active
correspondence with Henry Tate, which ulti-
mately produced a series of Tsimshian texts (Boas
1912, 1916). Given that these are among Boas’
most thorough and well-known works, they will
be the focus of this paper.

While Boas collected several hundred pages’
worth of Kwak’wala texts himself (i.e., Boas
1910:1–243), most of the Kwakiutl texts were
taken down phonetically by Hunt in the
Kwak’wala, a translation provided, and then sent
in notebooks and letters back to Boas in New York.
Hunt’s transcriptions and translations were re-
viewed and corrected by Boas from his office.
These were subsequently published, normally
with the Native language version, some with a
morpheme-by-morpheme translation, and most
with a running summary English translation. This
separation of the texts from their contexts makes
them daunting objects to approach. The highly
technical phonetic transcription and often awk-
ward, literal translation make the texts seem like
oddities to the student with little prior knowledge
of Kwakiutl culture. Boas was criticized for this at
the time by Sapir, who argued that he had not pro-
vided adequate annotations of these texts, which
could help “the student of Kwakiutl mythology
and culture towards the understanding of the
tales” (Sapir 1912:197).

For Tate’s Tsimshian texts, the path to publi-
cation took a more complicated route. Tate took
down versions of the stories he knew or heard in
English, and then proceeded to translate them into
Tsimshian, which he sent to Boas (Barbeau
1917:562; Maud 1989:158). Boas was never satis-
fied with Tate’s transcriptions of Tsimshian, so he
had Archie Dundas, a Tsimshian-speaker who was
studying on the East coast, read Tate’s Tsimshian
out loud, which Boas then re-transcribed. Not
wanting to be biased by Tate’s English, Boas drew

on his own limited knowledge of Tsimshian to re-
translate the Dundas transcriptions in the same
fashion he had done with the Kwakiutl material.
The final results were published in the style of
Hunt’s Kwakiutl work. The Tsimshian texts are
subject to the same critique as the Kwakiutl mate-
rial, though the long path of translation makes it
more difficult to be satisfied with this material as
representing the narratives of a living community.
While Maud has critiqued the Boas-Tate collabora-
tion as something of a scientific charade (Maud
2000)3, these texts represent more the work of a
unique anthropological collaboration. Boas’
method of publishing the Kwakiutl and Tsimshian
texts is important to review because the texts are
the basis of several subsequent generations of an-
thropological study of these communities. Anthro-
pologists frequently use the texts as if they are
authoritative, original sources that stand for nine-
teenth century Northwest Coast cultures.

Apart from presenting the texts themselves,
Boas’ analyses are limited. Boas was loath to see
these oral traditions as forming a cultural system,
unlike his colleagues overseas, who were influ-
enced by Durkheim and Malinowski, or the older
Americanist school of Holmes and Dorsey from
the Bureau of American Ethnology, who saw oral
traditions as an indicator of general processes of
unilinear cultural evolution. For Boas, oral tradi-
tions reflected particular historical processes of
each tribe in which they were told. Thus, by col-
lecting a wide range of texts from many Northwest
Coast communities, Boas attempted to address
questions concerning the history of the distribu-
tion of Northwest Coast cultural groups. Some of
his investigations along these lines have become
useful contributions to an overall historical pic-
ture, while others have not stood the test of time.
Two examples of his numerous observations will
illustrate the point.

Boas successfully proposed that the Tsimshian
embarked on a late migration into the area they
now inhabit, arguing this point on the basis of the
similarity of their myths to the myths of interior
and southern North American Native peoples
(Boas 1916:872). Though this movement occurred
on a much longer time-scale than Boas had pro-
jected, his hypothesis has been further substanti-
ated with linguistic and archaeological evidence
(Sterritt et al. 1998:15–24).

Boas similarly proposed that the village-
based Coast Salish were recent migrants to the
coast, having come originally from the interior and
then influenced by their clan-based neighbors, the

4 Arctic Anthropology 40:1
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Kwakiutl (Boas 1898a:17-18). The hypothesis of a
late Coast Salish migration to the coast has now
been rejected by archaeological and linguistic evi-
dence (Ames and Maschner 1999:86; Matson and
Coupland 1995:242-6; Thompson 1979). Snyder
concludes that for texts such as these it is difficult
to know where these stories really originally came
from, as so many narrative elements are widely
shared throughout western North America (Snyder
1964:56–7), and thus rejects using myth as a
marker of historical distributions of cultural
groups.

Boas’ second main theoretical position for
understanding oral traditions drew on his position
as a cultural relativist. By the time the Jesup Expe-
dition had run its course, Boas had become more
interested in trying to understand Native culture
on its own terms. For Boas, an observer from out-
side the culture being studied would not necessar-
ily know the significance of what had been said
and done, or even what was significant and what
was not. To counter this problem, Boas worked
with Native informants, who collected material in
the language spoken by the community they were
studying. He felt that these texts:

. . . probably contain all that is interesting to the
narrators and that in this way a picture of their
way of thinking and feeling will appear that ren-
ders their ideas as free from the bias of the Euro-
pean observer as possible. (Boas 1935:v)

This would be published in its entirety so that all
significant material was present. Making complete
collections of Native oral traditions from a particu-
lar community provided a methodology to achieve
fairly rich cultural descriptions. This perspective
was developed in explicit opposition to the evolu-
tionary ideology of his American counterparts,
who viewed mythology as being “primitive ration-
alization,” which survived as irrational custom.
Boas then set out to use these texts as a basis for
ethnographic observations on the culture of the
peoples from whom the stories were taken.

In his work with Hunt and Tate, Boas felt he
had a sufficient body of material to make authori-
tative statements on the cultures as wholes. Boas’
two major analyses exploring this idea, Tsimshian
Mythology (1916) and Kwakiutl Culture as Re-
flected in Mythology (1935), were lengthy projects
that drew solely on mythology to state “ethno-
graphic facts” about the culture of the societies
from which the myths were recorded. These works
read like long, detailed lists of cultural elements.
They provide an annotated index to the myths on
topics of material culture, personal and family life,

tribal organization, emotional life and ethics, cere-
monial objects and procedures, supernatural
power and objects, numbers, the world, supernatu-
ral beings, animals and plants, and the origin of lo-
cal geographic features. This range of topics
covered was constructed inductively from the con-
tent of the myths themselves, and thus, according
to Boas’ theory, were the things important from the
Native point of view, unbiased by the interests of
the observer. The conclusions of these works re-
turn to his previous interests in the connections
and differences between the groups on the North-
west Coast, connections which he believed could
be seen from patterns of similarities and differ-
ences in the content of the myths.

Boas’ peers critiqued him for not providing
adequate context to interpret whether the myth
contains borrowed events or themes and thus
might represent non-local cultural practices (i.e.,
Barbeau 1917:551). This critique did not pose a
problem for Boas, who saw each culture as being
constituted by its unique historical development
in interaction with neighboring groups. Thus, a
borrowed element was just as important to the
Native view as a local one, in a culture which at
any given moment was the product of a dynamic
history.

Boas also ran into trouble in his assertion
that the oral traditions told or collected by his in-
dividual informants represented notions held by
the culture as a whole. His final cross-cultural
comparisons illustrate the difficulties inherent in
this view. Boas concluded that there is a direct
correlation between the number of occurrences of
particular kinds of historical events mentioned in
the myths, like starvation and natural disasters,
and the actual relative frequency of those events in
the history of the societies which the myths are be-
lieved to describe (Boas 1935:173). In making fur-
ther distinctions between the interests of the
cultures being described, Boas distinguished “the
selection of preponderant themes, . . . the style of
plots, and . . . their literary development” (Boas
1916:878). The Kwakiutl, Boas lamented, are inter-
ested mainly in rank and privileges and are other-
wise “lacking in variety of subject matter and in
skill in composition” (Boas 1935:190). The
Tsimshian, on the other hand, were said by Boas
to be mainly interested in Raven’s voraciousness,
Mink’s amorousness, and the marriage between
humans and animals (Boas 1916:877). Since Tate
did not provide stories of ownership, Boas con-
cluded that they were missing from Tsimshian
mythology (Boas 1935:176). Though Boas claimed
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that he had published all there was to collect of
Kwakiutl and Tsimshian mythology, his critics
strenuously disagreed, noting “almost endless are
the stories” in complex cultures like these (Bar-
beau 1917:552).

All of these conclusions were based on the
central notion that the oral traditions recalled or
recorded by Hunt and Tate represented a complete
body of narratives from their respective cultures.
This is clearly a problematic position to take if one
considers the possibility of personal agency. How-
ever, although Boas frequently published several
versions of stories by different narrators, in his
analyses he did not consider the relationship be-
tween individual style and variation in narrative
form. Nor did he see oral traditions as being part
of an active social context. For Boas, the content of
the stories stood as the substance of what there
was to be analyzed, regardless of individual style
or use of a story as a social tool. Thus, as ethnogra-
phies of living communities, these works are dis-
appointing. 

If we reject Boas’ practice of allowing the
texts narrated almost exclusively by a single col-
laborator to stand for the society as a whole, we
can make sense of the differences in the interests
of the Kwakiutl and Tsimshian. Berman points out
that in Boas’ correspondence, he certainly asked
for a range of texts. His requests, however, were
met with silence from the collaborators who were
either unwilling (Hunt) or unable (Tate) to produce
texts from outside their relative social sphere
(Berman 1991:45; Maud 1989:161). It seems clear
that these emphases in myth are a reflection of the
individual teller’s interests and abilities (those of
Hunt and Tate), and cannot necessarily be extrapo-
lated for application to whole societies. George
Hunt, for instance, was a potlatching community
member, very much worried about the same issues
he recorded, and thus was apt to pay special atten-
tion to recording, for Boas, stories which were
concerned with property (Berman 1991; Suttles
1991). 

Tate’s own narratives were guided firstly by
his status in the community. Tate was not a high-
standing community member like Hunt (Barbeau
1917:553), and likely did not have access to the
range of stories recorded by Hunt. Viola Garfield,
who worked with the Tsimshian in the 1930s and
1940s, confirmed this. She noted that Boas had
presented the mythology “as if it were general
community property. Only a few stories in Boas’
published collections were identified as property
or as explanations of historical details of lineages

and clans” (Garfield 1966:52). Garfield saw that
not a single Raven story told to her by Gitksan
people bore any similarity to those collected by
Tate from the Tsimshian (Garfield 1966:53). This
demonstrates the highly limited range of stories
Tate had access to, or that he was willing to tell,
due to the proprietary nature of many Northwest
Coast myths. Barbeau further observed that Tate
had often simply restated Nisga’a stories that Boas
had previously collected and published. Tate’s re-
stating the Nisga’a stories arose in part from a mis-
understanding of Boas’ instructions (Maud
1989:16).

More careful attention to the range of narra-
tives from any particular ethno-literary category
might have drawn Boas’ attention to these prob-
lems. Seguin notes that Tate’s texts “include few of
the adaox [adaawk] and more of what might be
called ‘stories’. . . The Beynon texts [which were
collected in collaboration with both Boas and his
critic Barbeau] are much richer in the adaox but
have figured little in the published literature”
(Seguin 1985:24). Hunt, on the other hand, “con-
sulted a wide range of Kwagul in producing these
texts and the variability the texts display is proba-
bly a more accurate picture of the state of cosmo-
logical opinion in many societies than what
anthropologists show us” (Berman 1991:132).

A more contemporary critique of Boas’ project
comes from Hymes, who has challenged the idea
that the oral traditions told by individuals can
stand as authoritative representatives of the tradi-
tions of the entire culture (Hymes 1996). Hymes has
looked at different tellings of Coyote stories and has
shown that very different meanings emerge from
the various tellings of the same stories. This obser-
vation points to the real shortcomings of the analy-
ses of Boas, who was so interested in the objective
content of the stories that he virtually ignored the
structure of particular tellings and the meanings
that individual tellers may have intended. For
Hymes, Boas’ legacy of presenting oral traditions as
disconnected from the social process of their telling
has had an impact on more mainstream (non-
academic) publications of Native mythology.
Hymes suggests that we would best honor the
thought of Native storytellers “not by extravagant
generalization, but by close attention to the detail of
their narrative skill” (Hymes 1996: 131).

Though these observations suggest that there
are serious problems with Boas’ attempt to under-
stand culture from the Native point of view, there
are a number of important points that Boas makes
that are useful today. The methodological implica-
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tions of Boas’ program of collecting texts in Native
languages in order to say something emic about
Native culture, has become a very important idea
in Americanist anthropology. Edward Sapir noted
that these seemingly massive collections of texts
are the minimum necessary for making a proper
study of the language and culture of Native groups
(Sapir 1912:194). The theoretical implications of
Boas’ methodology was the starting place for
Sapir’s vision of the relationship between language
and culture (Darnell 1990), which in turn has had
an impact on the development of the study of dis-
course in structural linguistics (Sherzer 1987), and
anthropologists who study discursive practice as
social action (Valentine and Darnell 1999:6). 

Boas’ work has laid the foundation for much
future research on the Northwest Coast. No other
researcher has shared his ambition to record and
publish so many oral traditions in their Native lan-
guage, though many research projects have used
his material (largely the English translations) to
pursue new theoretical problems. Before examin-
ing the post-Boas work, Boas’ unusual position in
contemporary Native communities should be dis-
cussed. Gloria Cranmer-Webster, great grand-
daughter of George Hunt and curator of the
U’mista Cultural Center, has written about the im-
portance of Boas’ work to her community. In a pa-
per detailing the contemporary significance of the
Boas material to her community, she mentions the
importance of the Kwak’wala texts:

We are re-claiming what was lost during the ‘dark
years’, as our old people say. . . The missionaries
almost succeeded in their efforts to wipe out our
language, so that we utilize the Boas/Hunt texts in
developing language materials to teach Kwak’wala
to both adults and children. (Cranmer-Webster
1997:6)

Though the process today is very different than in
Boas’ time, his contributions in recording oral tra-
ditions continue to be used by the descendants of
the Native peoples with whom he worked.

The Social Function of Northwest
Coast Oral Traditions

British Functionalism after Boas
In the decades after Boas and his colleagues had
done their fieldwork, new questions arose con-
cerning Northwest Coast oral traditions. The new
generation of anthropologists were more keenly in-
terested in looking at how oral traditions func-
tioned in society. What were their functions as
law, in ritual guidance, or as cosmological expla-

nations? Oral traditions, like other institutions
such as the potlatch, filled a social role that could
be described in relation to the functioning of tradi-
tional Northwest Coast societies. Many of these
functions were recognized due to the influence of
Malinowski, who saw myth as a social charter
which validated the cultural institutions and cus-
toms of a culture, providing a common bond of so-
cial solidarity (Malinowski [1926] 1948). Finnegan
(1992:34) reviews this literature, noting that em-
phasis was placed on the stability and homogene-
ity of the systems of oral traditions, and little
emphasis was placed on local meanings or indi-
vidual creativity. All oral traditions with mythical
qualities tended to be viewed as myth, and most
other forms more or less ignored, as they had little
relevance for gaining an understanding of social
structure.

Boas largely dismissed this perspective and
repeatedly argued that there was too much local
variability to see oral traditions as forming a social
system to explain cosmology. This view comes out
forcefully in his condemning review of Locher’s
The Serpent in Kwakiutl Religion (Locher 1932).
For Boas, Locher had badly misread Boas’ own
data on Kwakiutl mythology and religion in sug-
gesting that Kwakiutl myths form a systematic, in-
tegrated social system (Boas [1933] 1940). Given
Boas’ commanding presence in American Anthro-
pology in general and on the Northwest Coast in
particular, very few people attempted to take this
perspective while Boas was alive.

One exception to this was Boas’ own reading
of Bella Coola oral traditions, where Boas did posit
a connection between the particular social organi-
zation of an individual society and the content of
their myths (Boas 1935:173). This connection was
evident for Boas in the seemingly conflicting tradi-
tions of the Bella Coola, where each village has its
own tradition concerning the origin of the world.
Boas’ explained the great variation in narratives as
a reflection of the conception of property in Bella
Coola communities; each community owns a dis-
tinct myth of origin and accompanying it are
unique rights and privileges over resource areas
(Boas 1898b:48). Thus what seem on the surface to
be conflicting cosmologies, are in fact an inte-
grated set of traditions around property, each held
privately by the property-owning social unit. 

The other exception to this hesitation to chal-
lenge Boas comes from the work of T. F. McIl-
wraith, who also worked with the Bella Coola.
McIlwraith corrected an observation of Boas’, that
the Bella Coola all shared a systematic account of

Thom: The Anthropology of Northwest Coast Oral Traditions 7

arc00000_thom.qxd  8/16/03  12:30 PM  Page 7

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

M
ay

 9
, 2

02
6.

 C
op

yr
ig

ht
 2

00
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 



the universe, noting that the systematic account
was only shared by two families (McIlwraith
1948:25, 294). In fact, Boas had only worked with
a single man for ten days (Maud 1982:88–9), re-
minding us again of the problems of making gener-
alizations about whole cultures based on
information from single individuals. Nonetheless,
McIlwraith (who was trained in Cambridge) saw
the mythology of the Bella Coola as having a social
function in integrating attitudes towards animals
and supernatural beings (McIlwraith 1948:30), and
as an integrating force in their social organization,
with “myths now accepted as facts, [and] hav[ing]
had a great influence on the lives of the people. In
fact the social structure of the tribe has tended to
conform to the myths” (McIlwraith 1948:118).
McIlwraith also viewed Bella Coola origin myths
as giving authority to the rituals performed (McIl-
wraith 1948:292). McIlwraith, as Maud (1982:139)
points out, sees oral tradition from the perspective
of its actual use in society, presenting the material
firmly from the stance of having been there and
heard oral traditions in use. While it is difficult to
argue with McIlwraith’s analysis on one level, his
emphasis on cultural homogeneity still alludes to
a sense of oral traditions being used in dynamic
ways for a multiplicity of social purposes by dif-
ferent people at different times. For the time, how-
ever, McIlwraith’s two-volume ethnography of the
Bella Coola stands in stark contrast to Boas’ work.

The Function of Myth as a Charter for
Property Rights
The students in American universities who were
trained by Boas’ students set about a project of
publishing a fairly standard range of descriptive
ethnographies, focusing on the memory culture of
the older generation of Native people living in
Northwest Coast communities in order to say
something about traditional culture. These re-
searchers generally worked only in English and
were less concerned than Boas had been with col-
lecting and publishing Native texts (i.e., Barnett
1955; Collins 1974; Drucker 1951; Duff 1952). They
brought with them some of the critiques of the Boas
school from British structural-functionalism, and
set about to describe the operation of various so-
cial systems like the potlatch, winter ceremonials,
and cosmology. The ethnographies were written in
a fairly standard formula, and did not tend to in-
clude a section on mythology or oral traditions.
Their Native informants, however, continued to
bring up their stories during interviews with

ethnographers. These oral traditions were inte-
grated into the salvage ethnographies by being
summarized for the purpose of a description of
their role in Native explanations for social institu-
tions or beliefs.

Nowhere was this more common than in de-
scriptions of the social institutions of property and
land tenure among Tsimshian and related commu-
nities on the northern Northwest Coast and in an
exploration of Coast Salish cosmologies on the cen-
tral Northwest Coast. These issues have continued
to receive critical attention since the presentation
of oral histories as evidence for land ownership
and Native jurisdiction over the territory in the
Delgamuukw case (Thom 2001). This section re-
views some important publications from these ar-
eas, showing some of the commonalities and
differences in approaches toward interpretation of
oral traditions, and examining what the oral tradi-
tions themselves say about the cultures in which
they originated. 

Myths and Property—Tsimshian, Gitk-
san, and Nisga’a Adaawk
Oral traditions for the Tsimshian, Gitksan, and
Nisga’a (though certainly not a practice in only
these communities on the Northwest Coast) have
frequently been presented as being important in
establishing hereditary rights and privileges.
Though these oral traditions are almost always re-
ferred to as myths, the stories are more clearly
from that intermediate class of myths and legends
which is concerned with property rights, and
which may be unique to the Northwest Coast (as
discussed above). Three sources are useful to re-
view in this regard, Viola Garfield’s short but well-
regarded ethnography of the Tsimshian (1966),
Wilson Duff’s publication of the oral traditions as-
sociated with the Tsimshian poles he collected for
the British Columbia Provincial Museum (1959),
and the recent presentation of Gitksan and Nisga’a
oral traditions in support of a Gitksan land claim
(Sterritt et al. 1998).4

When discussing Tsimshian myths, Garfield
noted that the greatest number of texts concerned
animals marrying humans in order to punish, in-
struct, and give power, crests, and gifts to them
(Garfield 1966:49). She concluded that the motiva-
tion behind many of these myths is the deep inter-
est of the Tsimshian in lineages, territories, and
possessions (Garfield 1966:52). This relationship
is evident when examining which individuals
have knowledge of myths, as not everybody knows

8 Arctic Anthropology 40:1
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all the stories to the same degree, nor does every-
one have rights to tell those that they may know.
Raven-cycle myths, for example, are known by
everybody. However, some particular episodes in
the Raven cycle are family property, a fact which
is publicly recognized on totem poles in front of
the house of the owners.

Wilson Duff also discussed the relationship
between pole owners, territories, and myths in his
publication Histories, Territories, and Laws of the
Kitwancool (1959). The Kitwancool, now called
the Gitanyow, are a politically independent sub-
group of the Gitksan. In the 1950s they reached an
agreement with the British Columbia Provincial
Museum to exchange their decaying totem poles
for having their territories and laws recorded and
published. Duff asked a non-Native who had long
taught in the community and who spoke the lan-
guage of the Kitwancool to record the stories ver-
batim. He accompanied the stories with a short
ethnography that described the ownership of the
stories and poles by individual house, each with a
chief ranked according to the respect and author-
ity he commands from others:

When a pole is erected or changed, it is erected at
the same place. A feast is always given and the ter-
ritories are discussed. They tell the people the size
of their village, the mountains they own, their
hunting and fishing grounds . . . they tell each
clan which mountains they can have and what ar-
eas the can hunt and fish in. (Duff 1959:18)

Personal names and place names explicitly men-
tioned in the stories are the link of ownership be-
tween people and places. Thus, when chiefs tell
myths, or rather have a hired speaker tell them at a
potlatch feast, storytelling becomes an explicitly
political act, authenticating claims to land and
opening up the possibility of challenges from peo-
ple with other stories.

The Gitanyow have made this argument
again, using oral traditions, in a recent publication
countering the overlapping land claim of their 
Nisga’a neighbors. Sterritt et al. (1998) have argued
that in signing a treaty over a large territory, the
Nisga’a have violated the indigenous law which
recognizes the Gitanyow connection to some of
those lands. This indigenous law, the authors ar-
gue, emerges from retelling the oral traditions that
document land ownership (adaawk), marking
household ownership of land on totem poles, and
validating the land tenure at potlatch feasts.

Sterritt et al. (1998) claim that in
Gitksan/Nisga’a law, the existence of an adaawk
proves ownership to the specific lands named in

that story. Mentioning place names is critical in
telling adaawk to connect mythological elements
of stories to specific, owned areas on the ground,
which can be recognized today. Potlatch feasts are
held to formalize the recognition of these owner-
ship rights and to allow them to be contested.
Thus, telling the adaawk and holding potlatches
form an unambiguous system for asserting owner-
ship of traditional lands. 

In assessing their adaawk, the authors have
done a remarkable job of working through a very
large, diverse body of these stories, from old
anthropological texts to court transcripts, to
researchers’ field-notes, pulling out concise state-
ments about land ownership and boundaries.
Where there appear to be inconsistencies in the
various adaawk, the authors provide ample histor-
ical and ethnographic context to understand their
place within the indigenous system of land tenure.

In interpreting these oral traditions, Sterritt et
al. have given serious consideration to the founda-
tions and content of aboriginal common law. The
publishing of the adaawk in a peer-reviewed aca-
demic press is in keeping with potlatch tradition
that requires witnesses (readers) to claims being
made and authorities (reviewers) to validate or
challenge the claims. In reality, however, an aca-
demic publication is no potlatch. Unlike an oral
recollection of an adaawk at a potlatch feast, no
one is able to stand up during the reading of a text
and contradict what is being written.

Despite Boas’ clearly mistaken claim that the
Tsimshian were uninterested in property (Boas
1935), it is clear from these works that sorting out
territories, boundaries, and property rights is one
of the central functions of at least one type
(adaawk) of Tsimshian oral tradition. This is not,
however, the only interpretation of Tsimshian oral
traditions since Boas did his work, as these and
other myths also have been the subject of struc-
tural and post-structural analysis by Lévi-Strauss
and others. There can be little doubt, however, of
the importance of this functional reading of
Tsimshian oral traditions in the context of contem-
porary land claims. Given that the land question is
not settled in the rest of British Columbia, this
kind of analysis has important implications for fu-
ture research from this perspective.

Coast Salish Cosmology, 
Power, and Property
The dominant themes cited when describing and
interpreting Coast Salish mythology in the post-

Thom: The Anthropology of Northwest Coast Oral Traditions 9

arc00000_thom.qxd  8/16/03  12:30 PM  Page 9

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

M
ay

 9
, 2

02
6.

 C
op

yr
ig

ht
 2

00
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 



Boasian ethnographies have been their importance
in understanding cosmology and spirit power.
Given the emphasis on inherited privileges and
property in the Tsimshian (much of the other
northern Northwest Coast) literature since Boas,
this focus is striking. The difference in interpretive
perspectives may partially be explained by the in-
fluence of the then-unresolved Boasian hypothesis
that the Coast Salish were relative newcomers to
the Coast and their property systems were a mere
shadow of envy of those held by Boas’ Kwakiutl.
Anthropologists working in the salvage mode and
interested primarily in traditional culture may not
have been tuned in to or listening for concerns
about property. However, given that recording of
texts is supposed to alleviate ethnographers from
the burdens of their interests, it does not seem like
this would account for such a difference in ethno-
graphic emphasis. 

Some of this difference may be accounted for
by the particular historic situation of the timing of
the field work. By the time trained anthropologists
started to work in Coast Salish communities (the
1890s for the likes of Hill-Tout [1978] and Boas5,
the 1930s to 1950s for Jenness, Barnett, Collins,
and Codere), Coast Salish communities were not
then actively involved in making protests over the
land question. They had been very active in the
1870s (Tennant 1990), and again during the
McKenna-McBride commission hearings in the
1910s. However, the ban on hiring attorneys for
making legal arguments about land title brought
these arguments to a temporary halt. This situation
is in contrast to the Tsimshian communities who
were actively engaged in protests continually
through the early parts of this century (and indeed
well into the end of it with the Calder and Delga-
muukw cases and the Nisga’a Treaty) (Sterritt et al.
1998). The anti-potlatch laws were also strictly en-
forced in Coast Salish communities, which were
nearer the urban centers and the eyes of the law
than their more northerly neighbors. In fact, it was
in a Stó:lō (Coast Salish) community in Chilliwack
that the first arrest and conviction under the anti-
potlatch law was made (LaViolette 1973:70). Thus
it was seywen (spirit dancing), cosmology, and
spirit power and not systems of property rights
which caught the attention of this new generation
of anthropologists interested in traditional culture.
In spite of these particular interests of the post-
Boasian anthropologists working in Coast Salish
communities, given the contemporary political
context of unresolved land claims, it is important
to see how Coast Salish communities may have

framed oral traditions in terms of property, and
how this is similar or different from the practices
of other Northwest Coast groups like the
Tsimshian.

Diamond Jenness produced two of the first
post-Boasian ethnographies dealing with several
Coast Salish communities, though one of these
texts has languished as an unpublished typescript
at the National Museum in Ottawa (now the Cana-
dian Museum of Civilization) since 1934 (Jenness
n.d., 1955). Jenness’ unpublished manuscript re-
ported on the Coast Salish communities of south-
east Vancouver Island, where he had done several
interviews with older men. His published account
is the celebrated Faith of a Coast Salish Indian
that is a verbatim reporting of a very long myth cy-
cle told by the charismatic shaman Old Pierre (Jen-
ness 1955). Jenness was always interested in
collecting oral traditions, following the Boasian
paradigm, as a means of understanding Native cos-
mologies. Like Boas, Jenness was struck by the
highly variable responses to his questions to in-
formants about their beliefs and cosmology (Jen-
ness n.d.:105). By systematically describing the
cosmological issues reported in the oral traditions
he collected, however, Jenness was able to make
several generalizations about how Coast Salish
people understand their own existence, soul,
thoughts, power, and relationship to animals (Jen-
ness n.d.:108, 1955:35–37).

Jenness made some interesting observations
about the connection between oral traditions and
property. He noted that some rituals and associ-
ated stories were held privately, though it is un-
clear if he meant household, family, or village as
the property-holding group (Jenness 1955:71).
These private rituals and stories—collectively
called ç x.

wt�’n—include mask dances, powerful
dolls, and stuffed animal rituals, supernatural fish,
and funeral rituals. Jenness does not explicitly re-
port these traditions as being linked to territory.
However, the stories of the origins of many of spe-
cific ritual objects that may be used only by the
family who owns the ç x.

wt�’n take place at spe-
cific, named locations to which those families
have special association, including exclusive use
of resources at these places. Additionally, in the
long transformer-cycle myths recorded, the ori-
gins of particular communities are recounted,
with named individuals establishing communi-
ties at named locations (Jenness 1955:10-34).
Like the Tsimshian adaawk, both the personal
and place names are recognizable in modern,
post-mythological times.

e

e
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Homer Barnett, a student of Kroeber’s, was
the next person to do substantial ethnographic
work in Coast Salish communities during the
1930s. His primary interests were in collecting
lists of cultural traits and collecting data for very
traditional descriptive ethnography. Working en-
tirely in English, he made little effort to collect
oral traditions. However, stories were an important
medium for his informants. Tommy Paul, a
Saanich from Vancouver Island, explained to Bar-
nett about a violation taboo on telling the wrong
stories (Barnett 1955:141). Stories are exclusive
knowledge, particularly those about the original
ancestors in the transformer-cycle myths. This ex-
clusive knowledge (staalängan in Saanich, otakan
in Comox) is “family owned and had to do with
family history, myths and privileged acts.”

One would not think of publicly claiming another’s
staalängan. He would be ridiculed unmercifully
unless he could show a legitimate blood connec-
tion with its owners and could back up his claim
with a property distribution. (Barnett 1955:141)

This sounds very much like the ç x.
wt�’n described

by Old Pierre to Jenness.
In 1945, Helen Codere participated as a grad-

uate student in an Columbia University ethno-
graphic field school in Stó:lō territory. Codere
produced a number of locally important articles as
a result of this project, one of which was a discus-
sion of the Coast Salish swai’xwe mask and associ-
ated origin myths (Codere 1948). The swai’xwe is a
mask and regalia worn by a man who dances, hav-
ing been granted the privilege by a female
relative.6 Women whose families can claim the
right to dance in this mask trace the privilege from
specific stories that tell about the origin of the
mask at a particular place, and how it is that the
family came to possess it. After providing a full
recollection of the myth from three different tellers
and ample ethnographic details surrounding its
importance in the community, Codere goes on to
posit a very unsatisfying analysis (see Suttles
1957), claiming the myth and mask resulted from a
mixing of more sophisticated northern Northwest
Coast ideas of crests with the indigenous south-
ern/central Northwest Coast ideas of spirit power.
This is clearly a revival (or continuation) of Boas’
theories of story-structure being a useful indicator
of history, and the same criticism mentioned con-
cerning Boas’ analysis would apply here.

June Collins’ research with the Upper Skagit
(one of the Coast Salish peoples of Puget Sound)
was ongoing from 1942 through to the 1970s. In an
early article, Collins described the relationship be-

e

tween humans and animals that Skagit oral tradi-
tions explain (Collins 1952). She outlines how re-
spect for animals is expressed as a relationship of
reciprocity. Taboos are outlined in oral traditions
set in the time of the myth-world, and examples
are provided for how to be courteous to animals.
The origins of the first salmon ceremony is ex-
plained in these myths, and the philosophies be-
hind the ritual practices of returning the bones of
the first salmon to the river are described (Collins
1952:354). Like the ontological findings of Jenness,
Collins discusses the relationship between the
power of animals and humans to change form in
myth and the actual experiences of contemporary
Skagit individuals in their personal guardian spirit
quest (Collins 1952:35). Another important onto-
logical distinction is made visible in Collins’
analysis of myth: the distinction between food and
non-food animals. Animals that can be eaten as
food are also competing with humans for access to
food: whales eat seals, as do humans; bears eat
berries, as do humans (Collins 1952:353). These
are the animals that marry humans (Collins
1952:356), thus the production-reproduction
metaphor in these myths, and the necessity for 
respect. Those that are not eaten as food (lizards,
salamanders, etc.) are considered dangerous and
are associated with shamanic powers in both myth
and practice (Collins 1952:358).

After several decades of research, Collins
published an ethnography of the Upper Skagit,
where many of these ontological principles are
restated (1974). Here she considers the function
of myth as history, with history being divided
into two periods—mythological and folkloric
(Collins 1974:211). These historical periods are
generally separated by the actions of the Trans-
former, who during the end of the myth-time set
order, or natural laws in the world. Beyond using
these stories to mark historical time, Collins rec-
ognizes the importance of myth for the relation-
ships people have with their guardian spirits and
with each other. Myths have moral content that
is often quite explicit. Violations of the moral
values described in myths have real world conse-
quences. The victims of the violations will be
protected by their guardian spirits. This concrete
relationship between the telling of moral stories
and the actual physical (spiritual) danger of
breaking these moral values creates a cautious
and circumspect social system of interactions be-
tween individuals (Collins 1974:214). This cau-
tion is extended from the unknown personal
guardian spirits of other persons to the well-
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known, powerful spirits that live at particular
places, which are also the subject of Upper Sk-
agit myth and provide guidance for proper be-
havior at places away from the community
(Collins 1974:241).

More recently, Collins has asked how people
resolve for themselves the paradox of having a
class-divided society that is essentially organized
around kin units—where members of your own
kin could occupy very different social statuses
(Collins 1994). For Collins, this problem was re-
solved for the Coast Salish by borrowing traditions
from the Kwakiutl, in accordance with the argu-
ment made at the time that this group had worked
out a more complex system of social hierarchy
than had their more simple southern neighbors.
Here is Boas’ pervasive argument again! However,
the problem still remains, and may be better re-
solved by looking at the meanings bound up in the
oral narratives themselves.

Sally Snyder developed this perspective of
oral traditions as a means of expressing unre-
solved conflict three decades earlier in her highly
interesting but frequently overlooked Ph.D. disser-
tation (1964).7 In this comprehensive analysis of
over 100 narratives she collected in Skagit com-
munities, Snyder moves back and forth between a
picture of social organization constructed from
ethnography to the content of myths and stories
that bears on social organization. In the latter, she
finds social tensions abound (Snyder 1964:12). In-
laws are caught in the tension between privilege
and obligation. Women and older men are both
positive and negative in that they have power.
Myths chart courses through these social tensions,
giving the listeners (whom she calls “sophisti-
cated”) food for thought about the social tensions
in their lives (Snyder 1964:59).

Like Jenness and Barnett, Snyder recognized
myth as being a kind of private knowledge [“ad-
vice” xwdikw] owned by Coast Salish upper class
families (1964:167–168, 210). Upper class genealo-
gies are connected to oral traditions in the true sto-
ries told which outline the rights and privileges
belonging to that family. The advice given con-
cerning myths is not only the narrative of myth it-
self (which is important and also held privately),
but advice concerning the interpretation of morals
and proper (upper-class) behavior that are embed-
ded in the myths. This concern with the private,
proprietary nature of myths was in part responsi-
ble for her Skagit informants’ concern to get the
stories right. They said they would rather stay
silent than to guess at meanings, or “pad, impro-

vise, paraphrase or omit” the telling of a story
(Snyder 1964:21).

Studies from this era of anthropological in-
vestigation of Coast Salish communities on the
Northwest Coast successfully showed how these
oral traditions serve an important function in ex-
pressing moral values and examples of how to (or
how not to) have relationships with fellow com-
munity members (within and between genders and
social classes) and with the spirit world. In the lat-
ter regard, these are not unlike myths told across
North America. Of particular interest, though, is
the role of Coast Salish myth as a discourse on
property. Unlike the Tsimshian adaawk, the ethno-
graphies of Coast Salish communities do not have
a harmonious interpretation about the role of myth
in the Native discourse of ownership of property.
The nature of this system of property and the par-
allels to the Tsimshian adaawk need further clari-
fication through further research in Coast Salish
communities. 

Structuralism and the Search 
for Meaning in Northwest Coast

Oral Traditions
The massive corpus of texts made by the Boas-Tate
(Boas 1912, 1916) and Barbeau-Beynon (Barbeau
1961; Barbeau and Beynon 1987) collaborations
has provided the basis for several major forays into
structural analysis. When Claude Lévi-Strauss cast
his eye to the Northwest Coast, it was the mythol-
ogy collected by Boas and his collaborators to
which he would turn. John Cove’s dense
hermeneutic exploration of Tsimshian mythology
(Cove 1987) was also based largely on these collec-
tions. These kinds of analyses use mythology as
the core of their investigations, but unlike Boas,
the investigators are less interested in Native ideas
from the Native point of view.

Lévi-Strauss’ widely read analysis of one of
these myths, the Tsimshian “Story of Asdiwal”
(Lévi-Strauss 1958, 1967) has been celebrated and
debated (see Adams 1981:368–370 for a review).
Lévi-Strauss’ particular arguments about the struc-
ture of Northwest Coast mythology have been chal-
lenged from both an empirical perspective (i.e.,
Adams 1974) and from the perspective of the inter-
nal logic of his argument (Codère 1974; Thomas et
al. 1976). Possibly the best summary of why Lévi-
Strauss’ structural approach to myth should be
abandoned comes from Berman, who rejects

its inexplicable blindness to the importance of
cultural provenience; its divorce of narrative form
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from the social, cultural and personal contexts in
which that form is manifested; its preoccupation
with discovering a single, simple universal type of
narrative form; and finally its inability to demon-
strate how analytical ‘structure’ or ‘form’ relates to
the visual and aural ‘texture’ of actual oral-literary
performances, to what is actually said and done in
them. (Berman 1991:6)

Although the structural approach to the study of
myth on the Northwest Coast has not been suc-
cessful overall, there are some useful observations
that can be made from examining the literature
and some of the critiques. The debate provided an
opportunity to bring into sharper focus some issues
that had not been particularly well-articulated,
specifically the skill with which some myths ex-
plore the consequences of broken social rules.

For Lévi-Strauss, this Tsimshian myth pro-
vides resolution and balance where the “contra-
dictions” of cross-cousin marriages that
Lévi-Strauss identifies in the story are all resolved
(Lévi-Strauss 1967:25). Unconcerned with original
narrative form, or the quality of translation, Lévi-
Strauss identifies and defines four levels of sym-
bolic opposition that, like music, operate on
different levels of abstraction (Lévi-Strauss
1967:17–21). These opposites are not based on an
ethnographically informed reading of the myth,
nor on Native views about the meaning of their
own stories. Lévi-Strauss goes so far as to claim
that these levels cannot be separated by the Native
mind. According to Lévi-Strauss, these structural
opposites serve the function of subconsciously re-
solving problems posed by actual contradictions
in society (Lévi-Strauss 1967:28).

In critiquing the idea that the Tsimshian
myth provides a symbolic balance, Adams says
that Lévi-Strauss set up “a non-existent problem,
found a solution to it (in a form of marriage) and
then declared the solution inherently unstable, thus
“proving” his assertion that normative rules only
appear to resolve inherent contradictions” (Adams
1974:171). Adams, whose reading of Tsimshian
myth is informed by his own extensive ethno-
graphic research in the area, has an alternate read-
ing: no two people who share rights to the same
resources (i.e., who share kin ties) can marry each
other. The only time that kin marriages can occur is
when a person has been adopted into a different re-
source-owning group than the one into which they
were born. For Adams, this myth is not about re-
solving subconscious contradictions, but rather
plays the very familiar role of serving as a title or
charter for resource-owning groups. Ultimately,
Lévi-Strauss sees that the form of the myth and its

meaning are linked, but his methodology for de-
scribing the form of myth draws on his own imagi-
nation and cultural constructions, rather than being
attentive to Native literary style and culture.

John Cove (1987) has presented a more re-
cent investigation of symbolic meaning in
Tsimshian mythology. Cove looks at the
Tsimshian myths recorded by Tate, Boas, Beynon,
and Barbeau to build a model of the Tsimshian
view of reality. Cove sorts out myths, which are
common property (Cove 1987:46) from house nar-
ratives (adaawk), shamanic narratives, secret soci-
ety narratives, legends, and folktales. He suggests
that these commonly known myths contain a cen-
tral, integrated message for the Tsimshian who 
tell them. Like the findings of both Jenness and
Collins for the Coast Salish, the message is a kind
of answer to the basic philosophical question of
what it means to be human.

Cove looks at the symbolic significance of
particular elements of myths—a stone, the salmon,
skin—in order to get at these categories of human-
ness. The stone represents immortality and fixed-
ness in this world. The salmon are immortal and
can powerfully move back and forth between their
world and the world of humans. Skin represents
transformation between human and non-human
forms. Cove reads meaning into these symbols by
close exegesis of the content of the myths he has
assembled, rather than in discussions with inform-
ants (who, when asked, were not able to give him
the kinds of philosophical answers he was looking
for) as Jenness and Barnett did, or by seeing how
myths were used by people to make meaning in
actual living situations.

The reading of Tsimshian mythology as being
foundationally about the basic question that has
also pre-occupied Western philosophy seems re-
markable in light of the wide array of characters,
themes, and incidents in the stories. Cove himself
recognizes that only a single story, the very short
and enigmatic Elderberry and Stone (see Kroeber
1986 for an enlightened discussion of the perform-
ances of this narrative), addresses directly this ba-
sic human dilemma. The symbolic meaning is not
immediately obvious in the other stories. Rather, it
must be investigated by a hermeneutic process of
going back and forth between readings to see how
the strands of symbolic significance connect from
one story to the next, creating a deeper web of
meaning than the one on the surface.

In drawing his hermeneutic circles, however,
Cove underplays other interpretations of the very
stories with which he is trying to come to terms.

Thom: The Anthropology of Northwest Coast Oral Traditions 13

arc00000_thom.qxd  8/16/03  12:30 PM  Page 13

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

M
ay

 9
, 2

02
6.

 C
op

yr
ig

ht
 2

00
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 



When his conclusion describes myth as being
about one basic philosophical question, it places
in the shadows the meanings that individual nar-
rators and listeners might ascribe to the narrative.
Such a symbolic study freezes meaning, or risks
claiming that alternate readings of these stories are
illegitimate. Cove’s use of the authoritative third-
person voice throughout the book reinforces this
authoritative stance.

If one takes a different theoretical perspective
and proposes that the ultimate meaning of oral tra-
ditions are completely contingent on the particular
moment of the social context in which they are
told, then such a hermeneutic analysis, as given by
Cove, is unsatisfying. If, however, like Cove, one
considers that meaning is held in the semiotic re-
lations of the literary elements within the story,
then these oral traditions have meanings which
stand on their own outside any particular use of
them in social practice. Of course, every time an
oral tradition is heard (or read) it is in a social con-
text of one kind or another, so taking such an ex-
treme view will lead to the problems such as those
associated with Lévi-Strauss’ interpretations. If,
however, we take the post-structuralist (decon-
structionist) view that meaning only exists at the
moment of practice, we neglect the important ob-
servation that language and discourses are struc-
tured in ways so that meanings can be shared and
understood by groups of people. Otherwise, com-
munication would be impossible. Thus, we are led
to the middle ground of trying to see the relation-
ship between structure and agency, between semi-
otic relationships and the momentary performance
of a communicative act. Cove does a better job
than Lévi-Strauss of trying to understand agency,
but could have spent more time sorting out the so-
cial contexts of recalling oral traditions to high-
light the more nuanced ways in which meaning
unfolds.

The differences between these two theoreti-
cal positions concerning symbolic meaning are
clear when one looks at an analysis of Coast Salish
mythology. Jay Miller and Lushootseed storyteller
Vi Hilbert have published a short article describ-
ing the symbolic meaning of Lushootseed myths
(Miller and Hilbert 1996). These myths describe
the origin of contemporary villages, each of which
has an ancestor who dropped from the sky. Aside
from providing satisfying origin stories, Hilbert
says myths teach you to live with your mistakes.
Such a brief, almost obvious interpretation of
Lushootseed stories by Hilbert in an academic
publication defies the complex relationship she

has with the power and meaning of the myths.
Hilbert has worked with linguist Thom Hess and
anthropologist Crisca Bierwert for many years,
both translating texts and providing personal in-
sight into their meanings and contexts (Bierwert et
al. 1996; Bierwert 1999). The superficial explana-
tion given in the academic publication is further
illuminated by Hilbert’s comments in her pub-
lished collaboration with Bierwert et al.: “If I were
to explain fully some incidents, I would disgrace
myself. On these points, therefore, I . . . trust the
intelligence of our audience to perceive the full
significance of the event” (Hilbert, in Bierwert et
al. 1996:4). Trusting the intelligence of the audi-
ence is a recurring theme in the presentation of
Northwest Coast texts.

For Bierwert, the depth of meaning of
Hilbert’s Lushootseed stories becomes richer for
the anthropologists who have made themselves fa-
miliar with the culture from which the stories
emerge:

The depth and resonances of the stories are diffi-
cult to grasp at first because the narrations are thin
in descriptive detail; they acquire depth on study
and relistening and they are best at cuing a per-
sonally constructed image for someone who
knows the culture. (Bierwert 1999:147)

The problem arises in building cultural knowledge
through personal experience. Does this mean that
the texts in and of themselves have no meaning?
Of course not. Nevertheless, in ascribing meaning
to a text taken out of its social setting there will
necessarily be less social and cultural context. The
context that does emerge is likely to be less so-
cially potent for texts taken out-of-context than for
texts that are analysed in active discourse. As a
methodology, Bierwert suggests that if we can see
something of the form and style of their original
telling, at least some of the intended meaning of
myths will be clear to the new listeners/readers
(Bierwert 1999:154). From this, she concludes that
the greater the listeners’ knowledge of the rules of
form and style, the greater their own understand-
ing of the meaning. It is from a reading like this
that we can move to more recent literary ap-
proaches to Northwest Coast oral traditions.

Literary Approaches to Northwest
Coast Oral Traditions

Out of this century of academic discussions on
Northwest Coast discourses emerges a fairly con-
cise set of theoretical and methodological con-
cerns. Paramount among these is a concern with

14 Arctic Anthropology 40:1
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cultural meaning. As Morantz has asked of oral
histories generally, how can one presume to know
the meaning of oral traditions when there is great
social, temporal, cultural, and linguistic distance
between teller and interpreter (Morantz 2001)? In
many of the cases presented above, at least one of
these interpretive barriers poses a central problem
for an analysis of Northwest Coast myth. Since the
important work of Dell Hymes in the early 1970s,
several anthropologists and linguists working on
the Northwest Coast have taken steps to address
these problems. Some of these scholars have
posited that oral narratives have been and con-
tinue to be an important part of Native cultural
and political discourses. Also important is the re-
newed recognition that there is an important con-
nection between language and culture, and that
attention must be paid to this connection in the
translation of oral traditions. The most important
theoretical innovation, however, has been to recog-
nize that the actual performances of oral tradi-
tions, where culturally and linguistically encoded
messages are transmitted, are critical to under-
standing their meanings.

Translation
When theoretical concerns turn to meaning, the
problem of translation becomes a critical issue.
The translator is faced with the problem of not
only providing correct morphological equivalents
for the words uttered, but also giving them shape
in a syntax which reads well in the new language.
This can be a problem where systems of syntax are
very different. In Haida (like other Northwest
Coast languages), phrases and sentences are cen-
tered on verbs, while in English they are centered
on nouns. In making a smooth gloss translation
into English, Bringhurst (1999) struggled with try-
ing to evoke the motion and action being ex-
pressed in a verb-centered language. The English
version given by Bringhurst is clearly different in
both form and meaning than another translation
that was not so attentive to the shape of the Eng-
lish language (i.e., Swanton 1905). The distinction
between nouns and verbs is similarly ambiguous
in Kwak’wala, making possible fine punning that
is lost in translation unless extra context is given
by the translator (Berman 1992:143). The transla-
tor has to consider the kinds of meanings the audi-
ence will read into the term when choosing a word
for use in translation. Some terms may be best left
untranslated, and explained in a footnote. Others
may be translated using awkward or heavy phras-

ing in English to give it the same kind of sense as
the original term. In other situations the original
sense may be simply lost or modified. Much, as
the discussion of poetic form makes clear, depends
on the audience.

In the fall of 1999 a flurry of controversy was
reported in prominent newspapers and magazines
in Canada over the publication of a book of “new
translations” of Haida myths by critically ac-
claimed Canadian poet, Robert Bringhurst
(Bringhurst 1999).8 This book, and the two others
in its trilogy which followed (Bringhurst 2000,
2001), translated some of the Haida mythology col-
lected by one of Boas’ protégés, John Swanton.
The issue that caught the mainstream media’s at-
tention was the relationship between Bringhurst, a
non-Native scholar, and members of the Haida
community, who argued that their myths are the
property of particular Haida Houses that have ex-
clusive rights to tell the stories. Bringhurst’s high-
profile publications and the controversy
surrounding them raise a number of important is-
sues. The books themselves are centrally con-
cerned with the problem of translating oral
traditions passed on by individual master story-
tellers across boundaries of time (over 100 years),
medium (oral to written), languages (Haida to Eng-
lish), and, of course, culture. However, the main
intended audience for Bringhurst’s book is the
non-Native, interested, sympathetic reader. The
books are an excellent presentation of Haida his-
tory and oral narratives, and take into account
many of the problems of presenting Native texts
discussed here. Nevertheless, in excluding Haida
people from the process Bringhurst has alienated
one of his most important audiences.

Bierwert et al. (1996) have considered multi-
ple audiences in their excellent presentation,
translation, and contextualization of Lushootseed
Texts. Here, the audience is taken to belong to
three primary groups: 1) academic readers inter-
ested in Native oral literature in general and Salis-
han languages in particular; 2) Lushootseed
community members interested in the stories or
studying the Lushootseed language in a language
program; and 3) a general audience of readers. To
achieve a presentation that would appeal to all
three audiences, the text was presented in a care-
fully transcribed, poetically organized Lushoot-
seed form with a smooth English gloss (made at
the sentence level ) on the facing page. Explana-
tory notes for culturally and linguistically particu-
lar features are left out of the translation of the text
(not adding anything significant at the level of the
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sentence) but are provided in endnotes and in
short contextualizing essays at the beginning of
each story. Tapes are made available on request so
that the stories can be heard as well as read. Sig-
nificantly (and possibly uniquely), the copyright
notice inside the cover of the book states: “The
texts of the Lushootseed stories are understood to
be part of Native cultural tradition and therefore
no claim of copyright is here made upon them.”
This is a work that clearly acknowledges the com-
munity as both owner and potential audience of
the stories. Unlike Bringhurst’s Story as Sharp as a
Knife, Lushootseed community members (particu-
larly renowned storyteller Vi Hilbert) were inti-
mately involved in producing the translations and
explanations. In the recently published Lushoot-
seed Dictionary (Bates et al. 1994), the editors
have made cross references to the occurrence of
words in these texts so that those who are looking
to see words in action may cross-reference back
and forth between the Dictionary and Texts.

Several different schemes for presenting
translations have been tried, including 1) English-
only publication as translated by the editor; 2) Na-
tive texts with technical morpheme-by-morpheme
translation followed by smooth gloss; 3) Native
text and smooth English gloss on facing pages; and
4) English-only publication as given by original
teller. Several problems in meaning should be 
considered. In the first method, the text given is
furthest from the original, with the most opportu-
nities for mis-communications to occur. 

The second approach is the most widely
practiced; linguists are frequently the ones record-
ing the texts. The morpheme analysis is an enor-
mous task and often leaves little opportunity for
further consideration of the context social mean-
ings in the stories. Such works are, however, the
stuff of grammars and dictionaries and are vital ac-
ademic productions. Tedlock (1983:31) has argued
that the kinds of highly literal, morpheme-by-
morpheme, phrase-by-phrase translations of Boas
and his colleagues and students is for the most
part “what professional translators would call a
‘crib’ or a ‘trot’—not a true translation into literate
English, but rather a running guide to the original
text, written in an English that was decidedly awk-
ward and foreign” (Tedlock 1983:31). The smooth
English glosses produced in the second and third
methods raise their own interesting problem. They
are intended to give a close translation of the 
Native text. They do not represent the diction of
Native speakers using English, but rather the in-
vented English of the scholar working on the text.

This approach might best be done in collaboration
with a poet and Native speaker to give the fullest
and richest translation. Both Bringhurst (1999,
2000, and 2001) and Krauss (1982) have risen ad-
mirably to this task in their respective translations
of Haida and Eyak oral traditions. The problem
raised in the fourth method is a matter not of au-
thenticity, but rather that of the possibility of los-
ing devices and forms that are inherent in Native
language and that give stories a unique meaning in
their own context. It may be that a Native speaker
is bilingual enough to reproduce these aspects in
an English version, but this has not been explored
on the Northwest Coast as it has been by Cruik-
shank (1999) in the Yukon. For her, documenting
oral traditions in English by fluently bilingual sto-
rytellers creates more lively performed versions
where the teller structures the translation on-the-
fly to make sure that their intended listeners hear
what is being said.

Richard and Nora Dauenhauer have long
been active in recording, translating, and publish-
ing Tlingit oral narratives from the genres of life
histories (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1994), ora-
tory (Dauenhauer and Dauenhauer 1990), and
mythological oral narrative (Dauenhauer and
Dauenhauer 1987). This work has formed an im-
portant body of accessible texts for students in
Alaska wanting to learn and practice Tlingit. They
typically present the Tlingit version, organized
into verse form at the level of the phrase, and a
smooth English gloss given on the facing page.
Technical translations are left out of the printed
texts, subverting the scholarly goal of linguistic
analysis to the beauty and power of the Native-
language stories.

Extensive notes are included for each text to
provide cultural and historical context, including
extensive biographical information about the
tellers and the event where the narratives were
given and recorded. As a collection, these three
large texts form a useful standard for language
learning in a community that is already close to
many of the cultural issues that the texts raise.

Richard Dauenhauer has published a number
of scholarly analyses of Tlingit texts, some of
which focus on the particular problems of transla-
tion. In an interesting, brief consideration of the
problem of translating Native texts, Dauenhauer
turns to two of the texts of mythological songs
recorded in Tlingit by John Swanton during his
fieldwork under the direction of Franz Boas
(Dauenhauer 1981). Dauenhauer demonstrates the
process of making careful translation at the level
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of both phrase and morpheme. He pays particular
attention to the complex set of Tlingit kinship
terms, which often have no English equivalents.
He shows how in Swanton and Boas’ translations
into English and German there is a fundamental
loss in

. . . everything functional and contextual—the
sense of what moved the singer to compose it, and
a sense of the song’s impact on the Tlingit audi-
ence. Such deletions of kinship terms are the chief
cause of the anger and hostility knowledgeable
Tlingits universally experience and generally ex-
press when they see such translations in print...
From the Tlingit point-of-view, such versions are
not only un-Tlingit, but anti-Tlingit. (Dauenhauer
1981:362)

These comments reflect the importance of oral tra-
ditions to contemporary Native groups as part of
their identity. Getting the words right means not
only being respectful during the field work
process, but in on-going collaborative efforts with
the community. Old-style anthropology, where
translations of texts are made thousands of miles
away with little subsequent involvement from Na-
tive speakers who are engaged in their communi-
ties, are no longer politically welcome, nor do they
stand as useful academic translations. In addition
to just being able to translate the language, it is
clear that knowledge of linguistics and a poetic
sense of English are both required to do justice to a
translation of Native oral traditions.

Ethnopoetics and the Performance 
of Myth
Scholars working on the Northwest Coast in the
generation after Boas had a keener interest in try-
ing to describe oral traditions in ways other than
the usual categories of song, narrative, poetry, or
prose. Jacobs, for instance, suggested that oral tra-
ditions might best be presented as theater (Jacobs
1959b:7), rather than the straight prose presented
in Boas’ texts. Theatrical figuring of oral traditions
would allow for more literary kinds of analysis
that could highlight the relationships between
character, plot, and theme. Jacobs trained a genera-
tion of scholars who worked on the Northwest
Coast, making new recordings, transcriptions, and
translations of these discourses (Seaburg and
Amoss 2000:12–13).

The most well known of these students is
Dell Hymes. Hymes has built on Jacobs’ literary
approach to Native oral traditions to lay the foun-
dations for the school of the ethnography of speak-
ing. Hymes is keenly interested in the importance

of conventions of narrative form that generate
meaning in oral traditions beyond the semantics of
the words in the texts themselves. Hymes’ analysis
of Northwest Coast oral narratives has been
worked mainly from Boas’ texts, re-presenting
them in verses, stanzas, and acts to reflect some-
thing of their narrative structure (Hymes 1981). In
Hymes’ own analysis of these old texts, the main
statements he has been able to make about infer-
ring meaning have been in recognizing patterned
use of culturally important numbers (like 3, 4, or
5) in narrative rules (Hymes 1999:92). Scholars
working in other indigenous communities such as
Dennis Tedlock have tried to capture more of the
performance aspects of oral narrative—like the
particular evocative sounds and stresses in
speech—in their transcriptions and translations,
but these kinds of analyses have rarely been used
on the Northwest Coast.

Linguist John Dunn, who has spent a career
working on the Tsimshian language, regards oral
narrative as a kind of literature that can be use-
fully studied using the techniques of poetic analy-
sis. This is an analysis of a first contact narrative
that is still owned by the house descending from
one of the sisters of the main character in the nar-
rative (Dunn 1989:396). Where this fairly typical
Tsimshian oral narrative becomes literature is in
the stichometric (lines and stanzas) and stropho-
metric (aural performance features) structures.
Lines can be identified in the story by the use of
the Tsimshian marker “ada”, (which is something
like the English “then”) which occurs with great
frequency during the telling of the story. The sto-
ries’ stanzas form quatrains, which is significant,
as the Tsimshian culture number has been well es-
tablished as being four. The strophometric features
include regular pauses after the use of “then”, dra-
matic length added to the syllables of some words
and a regular pattern of cadences in the telling of
the story. These performative features reveal an
elaborate but regular set of parallelisms in the
telling of this story and of stories of this class in
general. However, beyond a detailed description of
this structure and the recognition of the culture
number pattern, Dunn draws little else from his
analysis of this text as literature.

In contrast to Dunn’s claim that Tsimshian
narratives are a form of poetry, Halkomelem lin-
guist Brent Galloway has made a careful examina-
tion of the narrative form of a Salishan Mink story
to conclude that “there is no feeling of poetry
here, but . . . artistry and tradition” (Galloway
1996:159). Rhymes and tight meters are what 
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Galloway uses to distinguish a poem, but
Halkomelem (and other Northwest Coast) narra-
tive forms lack these features. Galloway de-
scribes several dominant narrative patterns (of
discourse conjunctions, timing, and repetition)
from the story, but concludes that “there is not
necessarily one, and only one, correct structure
that can be proposed” (Galloway 1996:167). This
long, technical analysis by Galloway shows that
even if very careful attention is paid to form
(which in translation can help bring the story
more authentically alive), a rigorous understand-
ing of meaning may not ensue.

Poetic form has been attended to by other
writers who do not concern themselves with try-
ing to represent performance, as much as they
want to represent something of the literary feeling
of oral narrative. Brian Swann (1985), for example,
has re-presented narratives collected by Swanton
as free-verse poetry. Swann’s argument is that
though his work does not capture the literal or
performance quality of the original oral traditions,
he offers an accessible representation for a West-
ern audience. Such representations mask real dif-
ferences between cultural concepts embedded in
the poems (Krupat 1992:15).

Presentations like these shy away from the
often difficult task of either trying to understand
Native languages, or work collaboratively (with all
the power-sharing that this requires) with someone
who does. The results of the collaboration between
Bierwert, Hilbert, Hess, and Langen have master-
fully shown what can be done (Bierwert et al.
1996). The book includes both poetic and prose
arrangements of the Native texts (depending on
the style of the oratory), drawing on performance
features, an English translation which reveals
Lushootseed poetic structures on the facing page,
and extensive footnotes to provide linguistic and
cultural annotations for the text given (Bierwert et
al. 1996:24). The editors suggest that this kind of
presentation can “carry their reader farther into
the organization of thought and the art of the
Lushootseed language and storytellers” (Bierwert
et al. 1996:37) than more sparse translation proj-
ects might do.

In another effort to mediate this debate, Salis-
han linguist Anthony Mattina has also insisted
that the “understanding which readers gain from
the script is in direct proportion to what they
know about the tradition and the context of the
texts” (Mattina 1987:143). Thus the results of the
laborious efforts to make poetic transcriptions that
capture something of the form of the performance

can be equally well achieved using prose tran-
scription. The prose transcriptions Mattina pro-
vides are highly accessible, yet maintain an
authentic relationship to the speakers of the oral
narratives. The key to these accessible translations
is his use of a close-to-literal translation, using the
kinds of English words that would commonly be
used by the Native speakers. This technique is
useful for traditions that are living, which con-
tinue to be told and recorded, as in the Haida sto-
ries presented by Eastman and Edwards (1991),
who also give a closer line-by-line translation in
the appendix to their volume of stories.

Form, Memory, and Meaning
In an interesting analysis of form in Lushootseed
stories, Langen recognizes a certain seeming para-
dox in the form of storytelling: the narratives often
have very few words, but are highly repetitious.
Langen asks us to think about how these two pat-
terns of speech might interact with each other in
the telling of Lushootseed narratives as a vehicle
for information not declared (Langen 1989:80).
Langen’s first conclusion is that the very regular
form of repetition in the oral narratives told by
Lushootseed tellers likely serves as a mnemonic
device for the complex set of incidences that are
recounted in the long stories, that the storyteller
“held the story in her mind as much by its shape
as by its content” (Langen 1989:81). This
mnemonic function is likely important, but still
does not solve the problem of the paradox raised.

To understand how the laconic (but repeti-
tive) telling of these stories can make sense to the
listener, Langen compares them to the tellings
done in English by storytellers who choose not to
follow these narrative traditions so closely. Langen
finds that in the stories that keep these narrative
forms, the narrator uses a parallelism of actions
and events to highlight the deeds of the main char-
acter. In the same story told by the other tellers
without holding strictly to these narrative conven-
tions, a short sermon is given at the end to capture
the meaning of morals (Langen 1989:90). It would
appear then, that such morals should become evi-
dent to those listeners who are attuned to the con-
ventions of repetitive parallelisms. In a similar
discussion, Langen critiques curriculum projects
that have developed new tellings of Lushootseed
stories and that emphasize (linear-thinking) rather
than form (lateral-thinking) (Langen 1992). Langen
suggests that Lushootseed storytellers working in
their own language and in English use conven-
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tions of form to create richly embedded stories,
but this is missed in following Western conven-
tions of emphasizing linear developments in plot
(Langen 1992:196).

Haida oral tradition also uses particular ora-
tory devices to embed culturally-specific meanings
(Boelsher 1991). Boelsher observed the operation
of some of these practices in contemporary public
discourse, which when practiced with cultural
outsiders, poses a potential problem of cross-
cultural communication, where serious misunder-
standings can occur from not recognizing narrative
forms. She takes the example of political oratory
where allusion, inversion, repetition, pausing, and
silence are important rhetorical devices. These are
typical of small-scale, face-to-face societies, where
it becomes possible to say things without actually
articulating them. These ideas, which are only
hinted at, would be lost on the outsider (Boelsher-
Ignace 1991:118–121). Thus when public oratory
centers on land claims or fishing disputes, these
matters of sensitive literary translation have highly
political consequences.

Boas and Ethno-Poetics
These literary approaches to oral narrative have
been discussed as providing a useful perspective
from which to approach oral traditions made in
close collaboration between the storyteller and the
researcher. The texts produced are seen as being
engaged in a highly active social context, where
meanings are negotiated between the tellers and
the audience, sometimes through the interpreting
medium of the translator, who would ideally oper-
ate with an almost-invisible, highly poetic touch.
So what can be made of older recordings of sto-
ries? Can it be that there is no meaning that can be
brought out from the shelves of texts recorded by
Boas and his colleagues? Or would an investiga-
tion of meaning in such texts be left to structural
or symbolic analysts? There is one analysis which
stands out as a highly successful attempt to draw
on this literary perspective to investigate the prob-
lems of meaning in Boas’ Kwakiutl texts, attending
to the problems of the social context of the pro-
duction of the texts, their social context as an
ethno-literary category, the difficulties of negotiat-
ing both linguistically accurate and literate trans-
lation, and the connection between form and
meaning in the texts. This is the excellent work of
Judith Berman, who has drawn on these important
insights into the analysis of oral narrative in a ma-
jor re-evaluation of Boas’ Kwakiutl texts (Berman

1991, 1992, 1994, 1996, 2000, 2001, in press).
Berman proposes that we must examine how

the texts came to exist, how they were translated,
and build an ethnographic understanding of the
role of texts as social objects. Boas, she asserts,
knew that getting texts in the Native language was
important, but often made mistakes in his transla-
tions and more importantly said very little in the
way of interpreting the patterns of performance
(rhetorical) and genre form, which we now under-
stand to be critical for interpreting meaning from
stories (Berman 1992:126). In fact, in the case of
the story “Oolachan-Woman’s Robe,” Boas could
not have been more wrong in both his translation
and interpretation of what Berman has shown to
be a pun-filled, highly metaphorical, ribald story
(Berman 1992).

In her Ph.D. dissertation, Berman sets out to
investigate systematic relationships between the
form and rules of oral literature, and the cosmolog-
ical concepts and cultural meanings expressed in
the stories published by Boas. The analysis is sub-
stantial. She begins by giving a biographical re-
view of Boas’ collaborator George Hunt and the
historical and social context for how the volumes
of “Kwakiutl Texts” were generated (Berman
1991:58–116; see also Berman 1994, 1996 which
rework this section of her dissertation), and fol-
lows this with a robust description of nineteenth
century Kwagul social organization, based on a
linguistically informed reading of Hunt’s work
with Boas. Berman looks to the myths to say some-
thing about the relationship among tribe-village-
household-hearth to provide some new insight
into the dynamic nature of these groups over time,
to make commentary on social rank within and be-
tween groups, and to present the “chief” as a
metaphor for the whole social body of the Kwagul.

From this ethnographic position, Berman
works her way back to conducting an analysis of
myth by discussing Kwagul ethno-literary cate-
gories, placing the nuy m into context with other
genres of Kwagul oral narrative (see Table 2).
These “house-story” myths have few plot struc-
tures, but a great diversity of individual formation,
being that they are “charters of social, political
and personal identity . . .” like a “. . .birth certifi-
cate or passport” (Berman 1991:128-9). This obser-
vation is important, as myths have often been
taken to be “Durkheimian collective representa-
tions that transcend the opinions and understand-
ings of any one individual” which can be
interpreted as forming “a neat symbolic or concep-
tual system” (Berman 1991:132). For Berman,

e
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however, the patterned variability of the text pro-
vides a better picture of the cosmological opinions
held by Kwagul society (Berman 1991:132). Thus
having deconstructed static or largely structural-
symbolic interpretations of Boas’ texts, Berman
moves on to present a picture of what the patterns
in narrative actually are, and how these may help
in making more sound interpretations.

Berman examines one story closely, “Night
Hunter and Day Hunter,” starting with looking at the
context of how it was produced by Hunt and (mis-)
translated by Boas, then providing a re-translation,
based on a highly sophisticated understanding of
Kwak’wala grammar, and organizing the new trans-
lation into ethno-poetic notation to reveal its form of
verses, stanzas, scenes, and parts. She describes pat-
terning in 1) auxiliaries used, 2) performance form,
3) plot-types, zones, and dramatis personae in 
nuy m generally, 4) names and imagery used in per-
formance, 5) thematic aspects of characters in 
nuy m generally, 6) motifs in nuy m generally, and
finally, 7) the symbolic oppositions posed in the
structure of genre (and corresponding forms in real
life). This part of her analysis takes up some 476
pages of double-spaced text, and is a careful, well-
illustrated analysis.

At the end of the dissertation, Berman comes
back to the first question—what can be understood
from Boas’ texts, or this text in particular. In re-
sponse to Boas’ unspoken theoretical concern with
the problem of relativity, Berman suggests that
Hunt’s texts do, in fact, present what is important
and meaningful to the Kwagul. Hunt himself par-
ticipated in Kwagul winter ceremonial life both as
a dancer and in initiating his son. What is impor-
tant and meaningful is a basic concern with rever-
sal and reciprocity, “in which relations between
human and spirit, power and powerlessness, giv-
ing and taking” are expressed in a variety of imagi-
native ways by different presenters of the myths
told (Berman 1991:712).

ee

e

This is a very satisfying analysis and seems
to get to the heart of the many of the methodologi-
cal and theoretical issues raised. However,
weighty re-analyses like these speak mostly to an
academic audience. They lack a level of accessibil-
ity that would make them useful for people not
schooled in this kind of analysis. Nevertheless, if
the goal of this kind of work was to be accessible,
the author would have to rely on the audience to
bring the requisite knowledge to make an in-
formed interpretation. Such an audience, presum-
ably already fluent in the Native language, would
likely not need to have these very basic principles
about language and narrative form stated. The an-
thropological project is about producing stories
about stories in a context other than the ones in
which the original stories were presented. The an-
thropological project can be very good indeed at
bridging the cultural and linguistic gap that might
otherwise make these other discourses so difficult
to understand, by attending to the problems of the
social and political contexts of the stories, the
manner in which they are translated as texts, and
the relationship between form and meaning. As
most of these efforts have, however, produced an-
thropology that is accessible to very few readers
except for other anthropologists, we need to ask if
the cultural divide is being adequately bridged.
Clearly there is room for more accessible but rigor-
ous discussion of Native discourses.

Conclusions: The Past and Future
of Oral Tradition Research 

on the Northwest Coast
The anthropology of Northwest Coast oral tradi-
tions has been a long tradition, which has seen
many changes in its theoretical goals and methods
of analysis. The anthropology of Northwest Coast
oral traditions has completed something of its own
hermeneutic circle, starting with Boas’ project of

20 Arctic Anthropology 40:1

Table 2. Berman’s Partial Taxonomy of Kwagul Ethno-literary Categories (redrawn from Berman
1991:118).

nuy m “myth, history” q’ayu�
“tale of recent

events”

nuy mi� “house story” [animal story]

nuy mi� nuy mgiwiʔ lagwa� m
(short, public) (long, secret) [�] “wailing song”

eee

e

e
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documenting Native texts in their own languages
and his inductive analyses, which was countered
by the British-influenced project of looking for the
function of oral traditions in Northwest Coast soci-
eties. Lévi-Strauss moved the discourse to a dis-
cussion of meaning and symbolic structure, which
was countered by a return to a Boasian attention to
individual performances of oral traditions, but this
time with a discussion of meaning through the in-
terplay of narrative form and content. Though
each approach has its own set of problems, the in-
sights generated are worth summing up here, to-
gether with suggestions for future research.

Boas’ efforts in transcribing texts in Native lan-
guages have provided an essential methodology for
learning principles of Native grammars and to a cer-
tain degree, Native world views. Boas’ monumental
efforts, involving the publication of Native language
texts, are obviously an important legacy now that
many of these languages are endangered, moribund,
or extinct. Continuing in the spirit of this tradition
is of utmost importance if these languages are to sur-
vive a transition into a textual world.

The extraordinary volume of material left by
Boas and his collaborators has been so influential
in all of these studies that few are produced with-
out at least reference to the original works, and of-
ten using them as the central set of data for
analysis. Archaeologists and scientists with an in-
terest in natural history have continued to use
Northwest Coast oral traditions in the spirit of
Boas’ early analyses, using them to aid archaeolog-
ical investigations and to understand geological
events of the ancient past (i.e., MacDonald 1984;
Marsden 2001; McMillan and Hutchinson 2002).
However, given the continued problems of transla-
tion and the frequent difficulty of seeing the social
context for the performance of these collections of
narratives, scholars using this material can easily
misinterpret the intent of the narrators and misun-
derstand the more general pattern of cultural
meaning. Continuing work like Berman’s and
Hymes’ re-translations of Boas’ efforts into poeti-
cally sophisticated English is a worthwhile task.
Translations of oral traditions work best when
done collaboratively with researchers familiar
with linguistic principles of Native languages (and
a poetic sense of their own language) and in col-
laboration with fluently bilingual Native speakers.
This kind of work must not eclipse the more im-
portant task of continuing to work with holders of
these traditions, listening to how narratives are
used in Native communities and providing new
opportunities and venues—from the courtroom to

the classroom—for narrators to use oral traditions
as a way of expressing themselves. Cruikshank
provides important guidance in working with oral
traditions given in English, establishing the tellers
themselves as their own best translators.

The other of Boas’ major contributions was
his attempt at grand comparisons of Northwest
Coast oral traditions. Boas’ Tsimshian Mythology
stands unparalleled (though not without its critics,
see Maud 2000) in seeing the patterns of motifs,
episodes, and themes across Northwest Coast oral
traditions (and again in larger contexts of North
America and Siberia). Miller (1989) has drawn on
Boas’ analysis to make some general statements
about the style and content of Northwest Coast
mythology that can be held as some important
defining elements of a vastly complex range of dis-
courses. A few of these are worth repeating here.
Concern with social ranking is shown through a
mirroring of mythological worlds and human so-
cial statuses. Supernatural power is essential in
acquiring food and prestige, with one of life’s com-
plexities involving the way in which that power is
obtained, controlled, and maintained. To this list
of elements, we can add Adams’ summary of the
contribution of structural studies of Northwest
Coast myths, which hold that “in-law relations are
important and that the relations between husband
and wife are considered to be particularly, even
mystically close” (1981:380).

Symbolic and structural accounts have been
heavily criticized for moving too far from the intel-
lectual lives of the people whose meanings they
purport to uncover. This critique leaves open the
question of how it is that researchers can try to
make sense of the oral traditions that have been
recorded over the last century. One way to move
between flat historic narrations and translations of
oral traditions and contemporary social contexts is
by comparing the kinds of meanings the traditions
have held over time. Harkin (1998) provides a re-
cent exploration of the persistence of symbolic
metaphorical meaning in Nuu-chah-nulth oral tra-
ditions. Harkin’s analysis shows how overcoming
the whale in traditional narratives is a highly po-
tent and pervasive metaphor for the necessity for
leaders to be “clean” in their own lives—overcom-
ing their personal whales—in order to be respected
by their communities. Harkin sees these oral narra-
tives as important in Nuu-chah-nulth communities
today, as leaders face new kinds of “whales” in
their efforts in co-management and self-determina-
tion. This and other work by Harkin (1997) pro-
vides a refreshing approach to such narratives
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through his appreciation of the complexity of his-
toric cultural patterns, and recognition of the ways
in which oral traditions continue to hold power
and meaning for contemporary community mem-
bers. More work should be done to examine the
contemporary social role of oral traditions and to
see how these roles play against each other (i.e., in
popular culture, contemporary politics, school cur-
riculum). Studies like Boelsher’s work with con-
temporary Haida political discursive practice
(1988) are highly relevant in the current political
milieu where Native culture is drawn on to make
arguments for social justice and equality.

Finally, what have been the contributions of
the studies of Northwest Coast oral traditions as lit-
erature? Clearly, such studies bring a careful and
creative methodology to the processes of transla-
tion and in the discovery of the relationships be-
tween narrative form and the range of meanings
expressed in a story. These literary perspectives re-
mind us of Boas’ cautions in ascribing certain sin-
gular meanings to narratives, and move us towards
an appreciation of the complexity and interplay of
language and culture, tradition, and artistry. They
also encourage anthropologists to engage in con-
versation with the people we study, to reflect on
the way our work is seen by others, and to appreci-
ate that these stories and narratives have social
lives outside the scope of our academic discussion.
If we read the end-pages of these books (i.e., Bierw-
ert et al. 1996; Enrico 1995), they provide some
moral guidance on issues of cultural property
rights and copyright, sometimes taking the indige-
nous social contexts of the stories being reported to
heart, bringing them along with their messages and
artistry into the textual world.

In this discussion of Northwest Coast oral tra-
ditions, individual stories have not been high-
lighted. This has been a critical study of an
anthropological tradition and is less about a set of
Northwest Coast narratives themselves. Having re-
flected on these treatments of Northwest Coast oral
traditions, it is time to return again to the stories—
the Raven and the Transformer, the Boy who re-
ceived his mask and spirit power from the lake,
the Mouse who would not marry Beaver and
Snake—and read, hear, or tell them with a new ap-
preciation for how they can be meaningful and
powerful in all their social lives to come.

End Notes
1. This review is limited to an examination of the
“central” and “northern” Northwest Coast, omit-

ting the literature for the “southern” region from
the mouth of the Columbia River down into north-
ern California. As the spellings of the names, and
the relationships of one group to another is often
difficult to follow on the Northwest Coast, a table
of synonymy and standard groupings is provided
in Table 1.

2. During his tenure as coordinator of the Jesup
North Pacific Expedition, Boas directed his col-
leagues to also record texts—resulting in impor-
tant volumes such as Swanton’s Haida Texts
(Swanton 1905, 1908) and the work of James Teit
with the Nlakapamux (Thompson) (Boas [ed.]
1917; Teit 1898, 1912; see also Wickwire 1993,
1998, 2001) and less voluminous works such as
Farrand’s Quinault and Quileute texts (Farrand
1902; Farrand and Mayer 1919, respectively).
While working at Columbia University, Boas in-
spired a number of students to collect and publish
myths and oral traditions in areas he had not
touched himself, including the important work of
Edward Sapir with the Nuu-chah-nulth (Sapir
1924; Sapir and Swadish 1939), and some minor
works in Coast Salish communities which he had
not worked in himself (i.e., Andrade 1931; Gun-
ther 1925; Haeberlin 1924).

In at least one of his early English-only publica-
tions, the editor of the journal Boas published in
made complete deletions from the translation of
the text, indicated by a string of asterisks, because
of “certain expressions which are not suitable for
publication” (Boas 1888:206).

3. Maud’s critique of the Boas-Tate collaboration
(Maud 2000) has, in turn, received some highly
critical attention from anthropologists who are in-
timate with Boas and his work (Berman 2002; Dar-
nell 2001; Raibmon 2001).

4. Relevant to the understanding of myths and
property on the northern Northwest Coast is a
large literature on the relationship between crest
art (an important symbol for property and social
organization) and oral tradition. Space does not
permit reviewing all this literature in this paper,
but the reader is directed to a number of excellent
sources including: Barbeau 1950; de Laguna 1972;
Garfield and Forrest 1948; and MacDonald 1983.

5. Published texts of oral traditions from Coastal
Salishan languages include collections in Bella
Coola (Boas 1895, 1898b, 1981, 2002), Island Co-
mox (Boas 1888, 1981, 2002), Klahuse (Boas 2002),
Sliammon (Boas 2002), the now extinct Pentlatch
(Boas 2002; Kinkade 1992), Squamish (Boas 2002),
Island Halkomelem (Boas 1889, 1981, 2002), 
Upriver and Downriver Halkomelem (Boas 1894,
2002), Straits Salish (Boas 1891, 1981, 2002),
Tillamook (Boas 1898c), and a comparative 

22 Arctic Anthropology 40:1

arc00000_thom.qxd  8/16/03  12:30 PM  Page 22

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

M
ay

 9
, 2

02
6.

 C
op

yr
ig

ht
 2

00
3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 



analysis of Coast Salish Transformer stories (Boas
1916:586–610).

6. This has been of interest as one of the only ma-
trilineal inheritance practices of the dominantly
bilateral central and southern Northwest Coast
peoples and stands in contrast to the more well
known matrilineal property-holding groups of the
northern Northwest Coast.

7. Unfortunately, only one short publication on
her theoretical perspective and methodology for
understanding oral tradition came out of the dis-
sertation work (Snyder 1968) and another article
on the potlatch (Snyder 1975), which has been re-
viewed very favorably (Adams 1981:376), but has
received little subsequent attention. Snyder’s work
deserves closer attention in Northwest Coast stud-
ies, particularly her insights into the lives and so-
cial position of women.

8. Anne Moon, Whose Culture Is It, Anyway?,
Times Colonist (Victoria), June 20, 1999, p. 10;
Hugh Brody, Pilgrimage To the Poem: Using raw
materials collected nearly a century ago, an ac-
complished Canadian storyteller takes a journey to
the cultural heart of the Haida nation, National
Post, July 6, 1999, p. B11; Hans Werner, The Soul
of Haida Gwaii, The Toronto Star, July 11, 1999;
Mark Abley, Haida Tales Brought Back to Life: B.C.
poet translates record of oral verse made by an-
thropologist The Gazette (Montreal), April 10,
1999, p. J4; Candace Fertile, Haida Mythology
Echoes Inclusively, Calgary Herald, July 3, 1999,
p. D7; Norbert Ruebsaat, Tricking the Trickster,
Vancouver Sun, May 29, 1999, p. E11; The Myths
and the White Man: experts on the stories of the
Haida First Nation are infuriated by Vancouver
poet Robert Bringhurst’s new book, Globe & Mail,
Nov 15, 1999, p. C3; John Bemrose, The Timely
Wisdom of Traditional Tales: the penetrating
beauty and great art of Haida poetry shines
through in new translations by West Coast poet
and linguist Robert Bringhurst, Maclean’s,
v.112(28) July 12, 1999 p. 56; Val Ross, Lost Mas-
terpieces Regained Globe & Mail, July 17, 1999 p.
C8; Dorothy Bartoszewki, Land to Stand On, CBC
Radio Ideas, June 20, 27, 2001.
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