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A RESISTANCE TO BRITISH CULTURAL
HEGEMONY: IRISH-LANGUAGE
ACTIVISM IN WEST BELFAST*

Patricia Kachuk
University of British Columbia

Abstract:  In this article it is to be argued that not all Irish-language ac-
tivism in Belfast is revolutionary, but that rather, to use Williams’ termi-
nology, it has both alternative and oppositional ideologies as major com-
ponents. While both alternative and oppositional Irish-language activists
have recovered the Irish language and are using it to challenge the legiti-
macy of British cultural hegemony in Northern Ireland, the difference
lies in their ultimate goals.

The reaction of the British State to the challenge of Irish-language ac-
tivists has varied depending on the form and perceived intent of Irish-
language activist groups. While prior to 1980, attempts were made to ex-
clude the Irish language and culture from Northern Ireland, since 1989
the State’s approach has been a re-interpretation of the Irish language and
culture into the Northern Ireland context. Mixed reaction to the British
government’s efforts has resulted in an impasse.

Résumé: Dans cet article, I’auteur discute le fait qu’a Belfast I’ensem-
ble de I’activisme en langue irlandaise n’est pas uniquement révolution-
naire, mais plutdt que ses composantes principales contiennent des idéo-
logies a la fois alternatives et d’opposition. Alors que les deux groupes
d’activistes, ceux qui pronent I’alternative et ceux qui préférent I’opposi-
tion, ont récupéré la langue irlandaise et s’en servent pour contester la
1égitimité de 1’hégémonie culturelle britannique en Irlande du nord, la
différence dans les idéologies réside dans leurs buts ultimes.

La réaction de I’état britannique au défi posé par les activistes de
langue irlandaise a été différente en fonction de la forme et de la percep-
tion des intentions des deux groupes d’activistes. Alors qu’avant 1980, il
y avait eu des tentatives pour exclure la langue et la culture irlandaise en
Irlande du nord, depuis 1989, I’approche de I’Etat a consisté en une réin-
terprétation de la langue et de la culture irlandaise dans le contexte de
I'Irlande du nord. Des réactions mitigées au sujet des efforts fournis par
le gouvernement britannique ont abouti a une impasse.
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Introduction

The general focus of this article is an investigation of Irish-language activism
in Belfast, Northern Ireland, and the British State’s response to this symbolic
challenge to its cultural hegemony. The analysis will address the way in which
Belfast cultural groups, Sinn Féin and the British government perceive and
construct Irish-language activism.! Concentrating on the nature and form of
Irish-language activism and how it is perceived and responded to by those in
power, and drawing on the work of Raymond Williams (1977, 1980), this eth-
nographic study will suggest ways in which the multiple meanings of resist-
ance in areas where liberation struggles are being fought, can be delineated
and analyzed. The study is based on 15 months of in-depth research conducted
in the war-torn environment of Belfast between February 1990 and May 1991.

A. British Cultural Hegemony: The Struggle for Legitimacy

1. The Theoretical Framework: Raymond Williams’ Model of
Cultural Hegemony and Counter-Hegemony

Elaborating on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, Raymond Williams (1977,
1980) developed a theoretical model in which he analyzed the relationship be-
tween power and culture. Williams asserted that ““in any society, in any particu-
lar period, there is a central system of practices, meanings and values, which we
can properly call dominant and effective” (Williams 1980:38). This social pro-
cess of selection, while being tied to “relations of dominance and subordina-
tion,” is at the same time ‘“‘meaningful” to both those in power and the power-
less, because it represents “a selection from and interpretation of a people’s his-
tory . . . [which] touches aspects of the lived reality, or experience of the dominant
and dominated alike” (Roseberry 1989:26-27). As Williams (1977:115-116;
1980:39) explains, some of the subordinate culture’s meanings and practices are
“reinterpreted, diluted, or put into forms which support or at least do not contra-
dict other elements within the effective dominant culture.”” Hence, cultural he-
gemony is powerful in that it does allow the “effective self-identification” of the
dominated with what is always passed off as ‘‘the tradition,” and ‘‘the significant
past” (Williams 1980:39). However, Williams (1977:115-116) continues, other
subordinate meanings and practices are neglected, excluded, dismissed or
demeaned. It is the latter meanings and practices that are, Williams maintains,
“effectively recoverable,” and can be used by the subordinate group(s) to chal-
lenge the effective dominant culture. Therefore, cultural hegemony is also vul-
nerable because it leaves room for resistance or counter-hegemony to develop.
One of the sources of this resistance is found in what Williams calls *‘resid-
ual”’ culture. Residual culture is not, Williams argues, equivalent to ‘‘archaic”
culture, even though it has “been effectively formed in the past,” but instead
consists of those subordinate meanings, practices and values that are “‘still ac-
tive in the cultural process . .. as an effective element of the present” (Wil-
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liams 1977:122). When this residual culture is unsuccessfully incorporated or
devalued by the effective dominant culture, the cultural hegemony of the dom-
inant may be challenged. Clarke et al. (1976), Schweitzer (1991) and others
argue that this challenge takes the form of ‘‘counter-hegemonic”’ resistance, in
which the powerless group seeks to secure a permanent place for those mean-
ings and practices that the effective, dominant culture has rejected, demeaned
and/or ignored.

The reaction of those in power to these challenges to their cultural hegem-
ony differs depending on the form and perceived intent. Applying Williams’
theory of cultural hegemony, the form and intent of counterhegemonic resist-
ance can be further distinguished as being either alternative or oppositional in
nature. Williams (1980:42) describes the alternative resister, using the analogy
of “someone who simply finds a different way to live and wishes to be left
alone with it.”” He goes on to depict the oppositional resister as ‘‘someone who
finds a different way to live and wants to change the society in its light.”” Wil-
liams (1980:42) adds that “‘this is usually the difference between individual
and small-group solutions to social crisis and those solutions which properly
belong to political and ultimately revolutionary practice.”

2. British Cultural Hegemony and Irish-Language Resistance:
A Definition of Terms

Theory, Giddens (1984:ix) writes, not only aims to ““illuminate, interpret and
explain substantive features of human conduct” while “‘establishing and vali-
dating generalizations,” but, more importantly for this study, it sensitizes those
*““conceptual schemes that order and inform processes of inquiry into social life.”
With this in mind, a theoretical framework will now be proposed, based primar-
ily on Williams’ model of cultural hegemony. This framework will be used in the
ensuing analysis in an attempt to decipher the contradictory constructions of lan-
guage activism made by the British State, versus those of the citizens of West
Belfast involved in promoting and reviving the Irish language.

The “‘effective dominant culture”” in Northern Ireland is essentially English-
speaking and British. The British State, in keeping with the Gramscian definition
of state, is that apparatus which, through force plus consent, implements an ef-
fective dominant culture in Northern Ireland. The term, “British government,”
its local arm being the Northern Ireland Office, refers to the actual people and of-
fices that carry out the task of the State. The subordinate culture (in this study,
culture as it is embodied in the Irish language) is not just oppressed but possesses
neither autonomy nor its own hegemonic position within Northern Ireland. The
Irish language, in this study, will be taken to be part of a “‘residual”’ not archaic
culture, in that despite its 2000-year heritage, its place in the Irish-language ac-
tivist community in West Belfast is not as a fossil revived from the past but as
*“‘an effective element of the present” (Williams 1977:122).
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Resistance in the Irish-language activist community, it will be argued in the
first section of this article, is—using Williams’ concepts—both oppositional
and alternative. The resistance of political Irish-language activists is embodied
in a declaration by one of the leaders of the 1916 Rebellion, Pddraig Pearse:
“Ireland, not free merely but Irish as well, not Irish merely but free as well.”
The members of Sinn Féin, Republican prisoners and others adhere to this phi-
losophy which is oppositional in that it directly challenges British cultural he-
gemony. On the other hand, the resistance of cultural Irish-language activists
(in the sense that Williams defines it) is mainly alternative. As one Irish-
language activist I interviewed stated:

There are many people within the movement for the restoration and the revival
of the Irish language who would not necessarily have any political goals other
than the revival of the Irish language. And people who would be happy, for ex-
ample, to revive the Irish language within a British Commonwealth context or
within an independent Northern Ireland context or whatever.

The reaction of the British State to these forms of counter-hegemonic resist-
ance to British cultural hegemony in Northern Ireland has been varied. In the
case of oppositional resistance, the State has continued in its cultural suppres-
sion of the language and its refusal of the demands of political activists, except
in those instances in which the international legal apparatus has forced them to
make concessions. (For example, some demands for cultural rights within
Northern Irish prisons have been granted in response to legal challenges made
by Republican prisoners.) The State’s response to alternative resistance during
the 1980s reflects what Lears (1985:574) refers to when he describes the per-
meability of the membrane that separates dominant and subordinate cultures.
The State’s position on recognizing the Irish language as a part of at least one
of the ““two traditions’’ in Northern Ireland, and its decision to make some
funding available to the Irish language, appears to be a significant change from
its historical position of open hostility and “‘planned neglect” (see Andrews
1991), in the pre-1980 period. However, I will argue in section D of this article
that, rather than actually recognizing the Irish language as reflecting Irish cul-
ture, the British State is attempting to re-interpret the Irish language in the
Northern Ireland context, thereby incorporating it in forms ‘“which support or
at least do not contradict other elements within the effective dominant cul-
ture” (Williams 1980:39).

B. Sinn Féin and the Irish-Language Movement:
The Irish Language as Part of the Republican Ethos

Current revolutionary ideology of the Irish Republican Movement considers
the restoration of the Irish language as an integral part of the struggle for self-
determination. This ideology draws its authenticity and legitimacy (see Fish-
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man 1989:269-367) from the legacy of the United Irishmen (1798), Thomas
Davis (1840), Padraig Pearse (1916) and other revolutionary heroes who pro-
claimed that economic and political freedom could only be achieved in a cul-
turally and linguistically distinct Ireland. Therefore, as in the past, Sinn Féin
today believes that cultural liberation is inseparable from political and eco-
nomic freedom. O Muilleoir (1986:20-21, 23), a Sinn Féin councillor at Bel-
fast City Hall and head of the Belfast division of Sinn Féin’s Cultural Depart-
ment, articulates the linkage between present Republican cultural thinking and
that of their forefathers:

Republicans have always realised that to be free, the Irish people must have a
culture of their own, as distinct from that of the oppressor. Pearse said ‘‘chan
amhdin saor ach Gaelach chomh maith, chan amhdin Gaelach ach saor chomh
maith,” i.e., not free merely but Irish as well, not Irish merely but free as well.
Mellows [the leader of the Galway Volunteers in 1916] spoke of the fight to
maintain our Irishness as the intellectual part of the Irish revolution when he
said: ‘“The revolution going on in Ireland, has a threefold aspect, it is intellec-
tual, it is political, it is economic. Of the intellectual aspect it is sufficient to say
that Ireland to be free, must be Irish, must be free from the domination of alien
thought as from alien armies.”

Sinn Féin accepts both the above statements and understands the necessity for
urgent action to redress the neglect of culture and defeat cultural oppression. We
realise we are oppressed not only economically and physically but that the op-
pressor also exercises a cultural and social control over our people. It is only
natural then that resistance to the oppressor must take place on all these fronts.

We must replace the ideology of the oppressor with a republican ideology
rooted in our own history and experiences. . . .

Imperialism has been described as a situation where, ‘“The centre of gravity
of a nation, i.e., its crucial decision making, is no longer in that nation but in
some other.”” It is clear that while the cultural domination of Ireland continues,
our “‘centre of gravity’’ will not be in our own country.

It is essential therefore that our struggle against economic and political op-
pression is united with cultural resistance.

Cultural resistance in Republican ideology is based on the belief that to be a
sovereign people the Irish must first regain control of their own destiny. The
Irish language is seen as an essential element in restoring to the demoralized
Nationalist population a sense of this control, and as a step toward re-estab-
lishing their self-esteem and self-worth as a people. The belief that the success
of the liberation struggle lies in building a stable, self-reliant people is put into
practice by encouraging members of the Nationalist community to speak out
and demand their civil and human rights. A Sinn Féin spokesperson explained:

From our point of view, we don’t administer to the community. We don’t sim-
ply provide a service to the community. We don’t simply look after the needs of
the community. That would be totally counter-productive. We see our role as
being a vehicle through which community grievances can be heard. For ex-
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ample, if there is a problem with an individual housing estate, that has to be
taken up with the Housing Authority, it’s not Sinn Féin’s role to go on behalf of
the residents to raise that issue. It is Sinn Féin’s role to go with the residents to
raise the issue . . . if you like it is almost psychological, like training someone to
be involved in athletics. If they can look after and stand up for their own rights
on any given issue, they will stand up for themselves on every given issue. . . .

We are not the voice of the people, we are a voice with the people. And that’s
the only way Sinn Féin can go forward.

By assuming a supportive role in the community, Sinn Féin has encouraged
the Nationalist people to fight for their rights, to challenge the authorities di-
rectly. It is this philosophy that lies at the root of how Sinn Féin perceives its
role in the current Irish-language revival.

The significant role the Irish language played during the prison protest pe-
riod, which was begun in 1976 as a resistance to the British State’s attempt to
criminalize the struggle of the Republican movement (and culminated in the
1981 hunger strike, which resulted in 10 deaths by starvation), did not go un-
noticed by Sinn Féin. As Andrews (1991:100) commented:

The fact that Irish had helped to sustain republican prisoners through their worst
experiences during the years of protest, including hunger strikes, had brought
SF [Sinn Féin] to the realisation that the language could be equally meaningful
outside the prisons as a distinctive expression of cultural identity and as a form
of cultural resistance.

After the hunger strike ended, rather than public support diminishing for the
Republican struggle, a significant portion of the Catholic electorate began
casting their votes for Sinn Féin candidates in local assembly and Westminster
elections (see O’Malley 1990:211-213). What had, prior to the hunger strikes,
primarily been an armed struggle, was now a struggle that had been given a
strong political voice.

Even before the end of the hunger strike, Sinn Féin was developing a new
political platform that would better reflect its elevated political status. Since
the platform was to include a dynamic cultural program, the Sinn Féin Cul-
tural Department was established in 1982.

Sinn Féin’s Cultural Department has devoted much of its energy to the task
of Gaelicizing the Republican Movement’s own membership and to cam-
paigning for the cultural and language rights of Republican prisoners. Addi-
tionally, the Sinn Féin Cultural Department had, by the mid-1980s, involved
itself in setting up almost 30 Irish classes (20 in Belfast alone). Many of these
classes were taught by Irish teachers who, while not entirely in agreement with
Sinn Féin’s policy, were ‘‘broadly sympathetic” toward Sinn Féin’s position
on culture (f) hAdhmaill 1985:7). Sinn Féin’s President, Gerry Adams, called
on Republicans of the 1980s to increase their involvement in the Irish lan-
guage, even if this involvement only entailed the incorporation of a few simple
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Irish words and phrases into daily speech: ‘“This [involvement] may take such
small forms as deciding never again to say ‘cheerio’ and always say ‘slan,’ or
it may mean a total involvement in supporting the demands of the language
struggle and the demands of the people of the Gaeltachtai by working actively
alongside them” (Adams 1986:147). Moreover, Adams called on Republicans
to concentrate on demanding that Irish programming be included in public
broadcasting—both radio and television—and he called on all elected Sinn
Féin representatives to use their

... elected positions in both the 26 and 6 counties to promote Irish culture in
such areas as the erection of street signs in Irish, grant aid for feiseanna [festi-
vals], bilingual council stationery and signs, the use of Irish at formal council
occasions, and an emphasis on Irish music and dances at council-sponsored
social events. (Adams 1986:147)

Individual Irish-speaking Sinn Féin members are encouraged to pursue
their cultural interests by joining and working with Irish-language groups and
associations, groups which in Williams’ definition would be called alternative,
but Sinn Féin as an organization shies away from taking a direct, controlling
leadership role in any of these groups. By distancing itself from community
action groups in general, including alternative Irish-language activist groups,
Sinn Féin assumes a supportive role, encouraging the Nationalist population,
either individually or in groups, to speak up for themselves and make their de-
mands for civil, human and cultural rights, to which they are legitimately en-
titled, heard by the State. Sinn Féin’s stance of supporting and encouraging in-
dividual activists and single issue community groups to act on their own be-
half, has become a powerful weapon against the State. This approach has
proved to be far more effective than assuming the leadership of a group di-
rectly, which is what the State accuses Sinn Féin of doing.

C. Alternative Irish-Language Activism in Belfast

Clearly, the history of British State policy toward the Irish language prior to
1980 was one of suspicion, if not open hostility. Eradication of the language
seems to have been a constant theme underlying this policy, dating back to the
days of the Statutes of Kilkenny, 1367. As a local journalist wrote:

It is hard to recall an age when the Irish language was not an issue. The right to
speak it; the right to use it as a medium of education for children; the right to
have the Irish form of a name on State documentation. It would seem that the
language has always . .. been linked in the public perception to a measure of
disrespect for establishment politics. (Macauley 1990:11)

When the Northern Ireland State was formed in 1922, the dominance of
British culture, which the Unionist-controlled Parliament wished to establish,
was not secure. The Irish Free State was embroiled in a civil war over the issue
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of partition, and, although the pro-treaty forces eventually won out, the Union-
ist population in the North did not trust the South to stay out of its affairs. Thus
the new Northern Ireland State was in no mood to permit any religious, politi-
cal or cultural concessions to its minority Catholic population, deemed by the
State to be potentially subversive (see Andrews 1991; Rowthorn and Wayne
1988:26). This distrust is reflected in a series of Education Acts and amend-
ments made by the new Northern Ireland government, beginning in 1923,
which eliminated most of the gains that had been made by the Gaelic League?
prior to partition, and reduced the status of Irish in the schools to an optional,
foreign-language subject.

Within the alternative Irish-language activist community in this pre-1980
period, open resistance to government policy toward the Irish language was at
a low ebb. One local Irish-language activist described the dispirited attitude of
these times by saying that ‘“‘up until 1981-82 the Irish language revivalist
organizations had made no demands on the State. They shrugged their shoul-
ders and accepted that the State would not support what they were doing.”

Despite the lack of serious public challenge to the government’s hegemony
over the Irish-language revivalist community, there were some significant ac-
tions by alternative Irish-language activists prior to 1980. A number of Irish-
language groups in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s, the most prominent being
Combhaltus Uladh?® and the Cluain Ard* did set up Irish classes within the
“safety of Nationalist areas,” to compensate for the dearth of Irish-language
instruction in the educational system. These groups also sponsored many
Irish-language activities and events. In the 1960s a group of young people
who frequented the Cluain Ard, and who were just settling down after mar-
riage, decided to create an Irish-speaking community on Shaws Road in West
Belfast. This dream of a Gaeltacht’ in West Belfast came to fruition in 1971
with the building of Northern Ireland’s first Irish-medium primary school.

As the 1970s progressed, the Irish-language activist community became
bolder and began to make demands on the State to support the Shaws Road
Irish-medium primary school. However, until the early 1980s, these demands
were not backed up by a large-scale campaign, did not unduly challenge the
cultural hegemony of the State and were thus ignored. While these activities
by alternative Irish-language activists in the pre-1980 period did perpetuate
the Irish language and culture, their membership was not large, and the groups
made no organized demands on the State to support their endeavours. Thus,
the British State was content to coexist with language activists who presented
neither a burden to its coffers nor a challenge to its cultural hegemony in
Northern Ireland.

During the years 1976 to 1981, the prison protests and the corresponding
intensification of violence brought a new wave of disruption to the lives of the
citizens of West Belfast. Geertz (1973a:104) writes that, in the face of chaos,
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individuals, as well as groups, require a cultural system more than ever. They
require a system of symbols to provide them with, “not only . . . [the] ability
to comprehend the world, but also, [in] comprehending it. .. [to give] a pre-
cision to their feeling, a definition to their emotions which enables them, mo-
rosely or joyfully, grimly or cavalierly, to endure it” (Geertz 1973a:104). Dur-
ing this period, for many residents of West Belfast, the Irish language had be-
come the symbol, the ‘‘vehicle for a conception,” through which they could,
“render otherwise incomprehensible social situations meaningful”’ (Geertz
1973b:208n, 220).%

During the blanket and dirty protests and the ensuing hunger strikes Repub-
lican prisoners endured Draconian conditions, yet they nonetheless taught
themselves to become fluent Irish speakers. Television images, newspaper ar-
ticles and personal stories of these events effected a permanent change in the
form taken by Irish-Language activism in Belfast.” Whereas prior to 1980, al-
ternative Irish-language activists had made no demands on the State, instead
choosing to satisfy their cultural needs within the safe confines of the Nation-
alist community, after 1980, the State was faced with both a resurgence of op-
positional Irish-language activism, in the prisons and from the politically vic-
torious Sinn Féin, as well as much more vocal and organized alternative Irish-
language activism which now demanded not only that the State recognize
Irish-language rights but that it support and fund the Irish language.

The campaigns for Irish-language rights of the early 1980s employed some
of the types of political protest developed by Sinn Féin, those of lobbying and
agitation, but they also drew on the well-established Welsh model of civil dis-
obedience (see Khleif 1979, 1985). As these alternative Irish-language ac-
tivists in the post-1980 period left the confines of the Nationalist areas they be-
gan to confront British cultural hegemony in Northern Ireland directly, de-
manding that Irish-language rights be recognized by the State. Initial cam-
paigns focussed on attempting to de-stigmatize the language and as such were
aimed at areas in which cultural discrimination was most blatant, specifically,
the 1949 law that prohibited the erection of Irish-language street signs and the
media.

Concessions gained® in early 1980 campaigns by Irish-language activists
paled in comparison with those attained by similar groups in Wales. Yet, for
Irish-language activists the gains represented significant progress over the
days when the Irish language had been totally ignored by the British State.
Thus, the Irish-language movement had been infused with new hope. Alterna-
tive Irish-language activists began to devise ways that would channel the mo-
mentum of the Irish revival occurring in Belfast into the building of a perma-
nent Irish-language infrastructure, the element they felt had been lacking in all
previous language revivals, and one which had doomed them to failure. This
infrastructure was to be founded on two key elements: the establishment of a
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daily Irish-language newspaper;® and the development of an Irish-language
education system.!? The cultivation of a stable infrastructure would, alterna-
tive Irish-language activists reasoned, help ensure that future generations of
Northern Irish Nationalists would live in a bilingual society. As one Irish-
language activist put it:

We have our own agenda [and that is] getting the infrastructure of the Irish lan-
guage in place first, then we’ll be controversial. Minority languages everywhere
require government money. The thing is to get the money and work around the
rules to survive. Not only does government money give you an amount of legiti-
macy but it gives you a certain security that you are going to be able to continue
with the work in the future. It starts people thinking about institutions and infra-
structure rather than just learning the language. The next big thing is to get an
Irish-medium secondary school. Then it will continue on its own momentum.
When they come out of secondary school they will have spent most of their for-
mative years in the Irish language and they will be ready to start their own fam-
ily. [When this happens] the whole focus of the Irish language movement will
have to change. There is no use in investing all that time, energy and money into
teaching and educating them through Irish if they are going to take the first
plane to America or Australia or England or Dublin. You have to keep them
here. So you have to create the overall environment that will keep them here.
Not just jobs, but everything, houses, jobs, media, everything.

D. The State’s Response to Alternative Irish-Language Activism

A State has two choices, according to Williams’ model, when the ‘‘effective
dominant culture” is challenged by ‘‘meanings and practices’ that have been
“recovered”’ and made “an effective element of the present’’ by the subordi-
nate culture. One of these choices is to “neglect or exclude’ the subordinate
culture, and the second is to find some way to incorporate it into the effective
dominant culture so as to neutralize its hegemonic challenge. For most of the
existence of Northern Ireland, the British State chose to neglect or exclude the
Irish language. However, in the mid-1980s, the British State adopted a new
strategy toward Irish language and culture. In this new approach, the subordi-
nate Irish culture and language was to receive some State funding. By the late
1980s this strategy had expanded to include a policy of incorporation in which
the Irish language and culture would not be considered part of the ‘‘Southern
tradition,” hence foreign and subversive, but as part of one of the cultural tra-
ditions of Northern Ireland. Having thus recognized that there were ‘“‘two tra-
ditions” in Northern Ireland, the British State attempted to devise ways that
would make the barrier that separates these two cultures ‘‘permeable’” enough
so that they would be able to exist together peacefully.

Whenever the State elects to make available resources necessary for the
subordinate culture to propagate its own meanings and practices, motives are
suspect, often legitimately so.!! After the hunger strike the British State chose
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to make money available for the promotion and development of the Irish lan-
guage. At first, the government was very leery about funding anything to do
with the Irish language. As one Irish-language activist, who headed an Irish-
language group seeking government funding, told me, ‘It was as if you had an
Irish dictionary in one hand and an AK-47 in the other.”

In an attempt to overcome the alienation and suspicion between the State
and the Irish-language activist community, and to begin the process of incor-
porating the Irish language into the dominant culture, a Trust was established
in September 1989 (becoming operational in February 1990). The purpose of
the Trust was to channel government funds into Irish-language projects that
were considered to be ‘‘safe.”” Hence, the ULTACH Trust was born, its name
being an acronym for ‘‘Ulster Language, Traditions and Cultural Heritage”
(the name also means ‘“Ulster” in the Irish language).

As its title suggests, ULTACH Trust was established to promote the contri-
bution that “the Irish language makes to Northern Ireland’s cultural heritage,”
by providing funds for ““Irish language projects which enhance awareness and
appreciation of the language, in the context of promoting greater mutual un-
derstanding across the whole [Northern Ireland] community’” (NIO spokes-
person, quoted in McAdam 1990:6). Hence, the British State’s recognition of
the Irish language as part of ‘“Northern Ireland’s cultural heritage” appears to
be a significant departure from its previous view of the language as being for-
eign and subversive.

The education system was also to become a target of the government’s new
strategy. In the 1990 Education Reform Order, two courses were designed for
inclusion in all Northern Ireland schools with the aim of “‘improving under-
standing and tolerance between the communities in Northern Ireland’” (NIO
1991). These two courses, ‘‘Cultural Heritage” and ‘‘Education for Mutual
Understanding,” are thus described by the Northern Ireland Office (1991):

Two of the compulsory cross-curriculum themes, regarded as essential and to be
studied by pupils in the full range from 4-16, are Cultural Heritage, and Educa-
tion for Mutual Understanding. The former is designed to enable pupils to un-
derstand and evaluate both the common experience of their cultural heritage and
its distinctive aspects. ... Education for Mutual Understanding is meant to
teach them self-respect and to understand the other person’s point of view; to
appreciate how people depend on one another within society; to know about and
understand what is shared, as well as what is different in their cultural traditions,
and to appreciate the benefits of resolving conflict by non-violent means.

The apparent purpose of these new courses was twofold. In an attempt to
neutralize the challenge being made by alternative Irish-language activists to
British cultural hegemony, the courses were designed to aid in the “‘process of
incorporation’’ of the subordinate Irish culture into the Northern Ireland con-
text. In addition, they were intended to act as a resolution mechanism, encour-
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aging an attitude change as a way of ending what the British State perceived as
a war between ‘‘two religious communities’’ (see Crozier 1989, 1990; Smyth
1989).

1. Irish Language in the Northern Ireland Context: A Hegemonic Nightmare

While the alternative Irish-language activist community was becoming more
united in its campaign for official recognition of the Irish language, British
cultural hegemony in Northern Ireland was experiencing severe fragmenta-
tion. This was expressed in the internal differences which developed within
the Protestant majority over the incorporation of the subordinate Irish culture
and language into Northern Ireland’s dominant culture.

In a sociological survey conducted in 1968 among Northern Ireland’s Prot-
estants, it was found that 20 percent thought of themselves as Irish; 39 percent
considered themselves British; and 32 percent deemed themselves ‘“Ulster-
ites” (Fitzgerald 1988:198). While the last 25 years of war have perhaps
changed the percentages, these three distinct identities can be discerned in the
Belfast Protestant community of today.

There is still a portion of the Protestant community in Northern Ireland
which proclaims itself to be Irish and, as do alternative Irish-language ac-
tivists, views both the Irish language and culture as part of its Irish heritage.
For example, when a Belfast Presbyterian was asked why Protestants would
consider learning the Irish language, he replied:

I think there are two strands. The first strand would say that it is simply a love of
language. There wouldn’t be any particular sense of identity coming through.
The other one [strand] that seems to be more authentic, is that Protestants who
wanted to learn the Irish language were making a statement that in fact they
were not Unionist. That would be a much stronger irony in the sense that it is a
double bind that the government sponsored ULTACH Trust will find itself in.
That those Protestants who are looking to learn the Irish language and take it on
board will have become nationalist in some sense, at least there will be some
emerging sense of nationalism. That seems to me the most authentic reason.

When I spoke with a Protestant student taking the six-week intensive course
offered by Glér na nGael at Ulster People’s College, his reasons for learning
Irish confirmed that he was part of the second “‘strand” mentioned above.
While he had been born and raised in Shankill, a strongly Loyalist area of
West Belfast, the student no longer considered himself British. He told me that
he, like many he knew who had been Unionists at one time, no longer sup-
ported the party, and blamed the Unionist inflexibility for causing the Trou-
bles. He said that if the Unionists had been willing to enter into some form of
power-sharing agreement, the armed struggle would not have occurred. He
continued, explaining that he now felt that his identity was Irish and that even-
tually, ““a long way in the future,”” he did believe that there would be “‘some
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sort of unification of Ireland.”” His rejection of Unionism had led him to pur-
sue a degree in Irish studies at Queen’s University. Irish, he told me was ““part
of the other tradition,”” and as such was not offered in the State schools, nor
was it included in the courses he studied at Queen’s to get his degree. The pro-
gram he had taken had concentrated on economics and politics, rather than
language and culture. He had decided to take the intensive course in Irish at
Ulster People’s College, offered by the West Belfast Irish-language group,
Gl6r na nGael, because he felt that that language was part of his culture. Like
many alternative Irish-language activists, these Protestants, who identify
themselves as Irish, expressed cautious, albeit positive support for the British
State’s new initiatives.

Counter to this wary support is an outright rejection of any attempt to recog-
nize the Irish language and culture as a tradition of Northern Ireland. This
view is held by Protestants of the group who consider themselves as British,
and members of this group continue to regard Irish culture as foreign and sub-
versive. One of the more explicit vocalizations of this view occurred in 1987,
when a newly elected Sinn Féin councillor attempted to challenge a ban on use
of the Irish language, which was in effect at Belfast City Council meetings.
Sammy Wilson, an outspoken Democratic Unionist!? councillor, immediately
called for a vote. With echoes of Wilson’s comment, “There’ll be no
leprechaun language here,”’ the vote was carried 20 to 13, not only to continue
the Council’s unilingual policy, but to bar the challenging councillor from the
rest of the meeting (Andersonstown News 1987:15). This incident is repre-
sentative of the strong negative feelings held by some members of the Protes-
tant community toward the ‘“‘threat” of Irish. Pritchard (1990:32) has de-
scribed how similar negative emotions have resulted in threats of violence to-
ward teachers attempting to introduce tolerance toward a cultural tradition
other than the British via the two prescribed courses: ‘‘Cultural Heritage’’ and
““Education for Mutual Understanding.”

Among Protestant members of the Unionist persuasion, the rejection of the
Irish language is not universal. In fact some Unionists, while considering
themselves politically British, do identify culturally with Ulster. The work of
Adamson (1986, 1987) has enabled these people to accept Ulster Irish (a dif-
ferent dialect of Irish than Munster Irish or Galway Irish), as part of their
Ulster-Scot identity.

Ian Adamson (1986, 1987), an Irish speaker, a Belfast doctor, an Ulster
Unionist!? councillor on Belfast City Council and a Trustee of the ULTACH
Trust, argues that a people closely related to the Scottish Picts, known as the
Cruthin, formed a pre-Gaelic population in an area of northeast Ulster approx-
imating that of present-day Northern Ireland. According to Adamson’s theory,
the Cruthin were driven by the Gaels east to what is now England and north to
Scotland, finally settling in the Scottish lowlands, about the seventh century
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A.D. Adamson argues that the settlers who were “planted” in Ulster in the
17th century by Elizabeth I, most of whom were lowland Scots, were descend-
ants of the same Cruthin driven out of Ulster a thousand years before by the
Gaels. Therefore, the planters were actually the aboriginal or indigenous pop-
ulation of Ulster, returning to reclaim their ancestral home.

The appeal of Adamson’s argument for Ulster Protestants, Buckley (1989:
194) claims, is as follows:

In short, the Cruthin argument addresses directly the rhetorical challenge of
Irish nationalist history. It makes the claim that Ulster Protestants, and particu-
larly those who emigrated from Scotland, have at least as much right to live in
Ireland as do Irish Catholics. Second, it takes from the nationalist heritage many
of its most treasured traits by arguing their Cruthinic rather than Gaelic origins.
And finally, the historical linchpin of Irish nationalism, the Plantation of Ire-
land, is transformed from a conquest by an oppressive people into a reconquest
by a people who had formerly been forcefully expelled.

Unlike the majority of Protestants (the 39% from the 1968 survey who con-
sider themselves British), those who accept Adamson’s reinterpretation of
Ulster history would also accept the incorporation of the Irish language and
culture, providing it were presented as being a phenomenon unique to Ulster.
This interpretation would not be acceptable to most alternative Irish-language
activists, nor to the group of Unionists who take a strong stance in preventing
anything Irish from tainting the British identity in Northern Ireland.

This diversity of reaction toward the Irish language by the ruling Protestant
majority in Northern Ireland thus reveals that they, like the ‘‘Piedmont bour-
geoisie” (Gramsci 1971), do not form a homogeneous dominant group, and
the attempt by the British State to use the schools and other institutions as
““forces of incorporation’’ has seriously ruptured their fragile unity. As a result
of strong oppositional and alternative Irish-language resistance, the British
government is in a position in which it can not exclude the Irish language and
culture in Northern Ireland. In addition, internal differences of the dominant
groups will not allow the neutralization of this Irish-language resistance by a
process of incorporation. Hence, what has developed is an impasse, serving to
repress any move to alter conditions interpreted by the majority of Northern
Ireland citizens as culturally stifling.

Conclusion

Throughout this analysis, I have argued that not all Irish-language activism is
motivated by revolutionary ideology. To use Williams’ terminology, both
alternative and oppositional ideologies are major components of the Irish-
language struggle and, as he points out, the demarcation between alternative
and oppositional resistance is hazy. This haziness is also evident in the meth-
ods used by the opposing groups to achieve their aims, but I have argued that
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the two forms of resistance do differ in their adherents’ visions of a future for
Northern Ireland. Alternative Irish-language activists are seeking a permanent
space for the Irish language and culture in Northern Ireland regardless of its
future political status. Oppositional Irish-language activists, have incorporated
the Irish language into the revolutionary struggle for a “free and Irish,”
32-county Republic of Ireland. While the ideology of these two forms of Irish-
language activism differs, it could be argued that the strategy alternative Irish-
language activists utilize to reach their goals is potentially beneficial to oppo-
sitional Irish-language activists. Theoretically, an ethnic minority group that is
self-aware of its uniqueness and aware that it is culturally and linguistically
different from the effective dominant culture can be defined as a nation group
(Connor 1978). Through efforts to unify and mobilize the people of West Bel-
fast to challenge the effective dominant culture that is suppressing ‘‘our lan-
guage’’ and “‘our culture” in favour of “their language” and ‘‘their culture,”
alternative Irish-language activists are creating a nation group. This nation
group, in which Sinn Féin claims membership, is challenging the legitimacy
of a common enemy, the British State, demanding it give recognition and sup-
port to the rights of Irish speakers. Therefore, alternative Irish-language ac-
tivists, inasmuch as they are mobilizing an ethnic group that is necessary to
achieve their own goal of creating a permanent Irish-language infrastructure,
are also creating a nation group which can be a pool of both latent and actual
support for the goals of Sinn Féin. In addition, the cross-cultural efforts of al-
ternative Irish-language activists are of potential benefit to Sinn Féin because
they may serve to re-spark Protestant nationalism, thus making Irish-speaking
Protestants more receptive to a united Ireland.

It was also argued that, since Sinn Féin’s only involvement with single-issue
groups, whose demands are refused by the State, constitutes an outsider’s sup-
port and encouragement, then by all appearances the State discriminates
against these minority groups by denying them the civil and human rights to
which they are democratically entitled. Because Sinn Féin does not assume an
active role in these groups, the government’s accusations of ‘‘Sinn Féin front”’
or “‘paramilitary link™ are difficult if not impossible to substantiate, despite
being directed toward the portion of the minority population the State wishes
to win over. Therefore, Sinn Féin’s “‘passive” method of oppositional activ-
ism not only encourages the development of a more ethnically aware Nation-
alist population that can be mobilized in support of its overall objective, it also
exposes the vulnerability and weakens the stance of the effective dominant
culture.

In response to these two forms of resistance, the British State first tried to
exclude or dismiss the Irish language as inferior, dead and having no place in
20th-century Europe or modern British culture. Finding that it could not ostra-
cize the Irish language from Northern Ireland, the State then attempted to as-
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sert the legitimacy of its effective dominant culture by using a different ap-
proach. By the providing of funding to what it deemed *‘safe”’ Irish-language
groups, and by the re-interpretation of the Irish language into a Northern Ire-
land context, the State hoped to maintain control of—and to placate—increas-
ingly vocal members of the alternative Irish-language community. The State’s
conditional funding and its recognition of Irish as a traditional language of
Northern Ireland, which were seen as a positive move by many alternative
Irish-language activists, caused a division within the ranks of the dominant
Unionist/Loyalist population. Thus, opposition from sufficiently powerful
sources placed the success of the State’s new venture in serious peril. The ex-
ercise of hegemonic control over a group united by common culture and lan-
guage is therefore fraught with constant challenges. The situation I have de-
scribed in Northern Ireland illustrates the potential vulnerability of British cul-
tural hegemony when challenged by alternative and oppositional forms of
Irish-language resistance, and emphasizes the importance to the State of the
constant review and adjustment of methods of control in order to ensure the
continuation of cultural hegemony.

Notes

* | would like to acknowledge the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Can-
ada, which provided funding for my field work in Belfast. Special gratitude must go to
Professor Elvi Whittaker for her continuing encouragement and guidance in my pursuit of
“‘other ways”’ of conducting ethnographic research.

1. The Actors: both the dominant and the subordinate groups in Northern Ireland are neither po-
litically nor religiously homogeneous. The Northern Ireland population of approximately 1.5
million (60% Protestant and 40% Catholic) is broadly labelled as either Unionist/Loyalist or
Nationalist/Republican.

Unionists identify themselves culturally and politically as British. They are mostly monar-
chists and wish Northern Ireland to remain as part of the United Kingdom. Religiously,
Unionists are predominantly, but not exclusively, Protestant.

Loyalists represent an extreme Unionist view, and believe that there should be no Irish in-
fluence, cultural or political, in Northern Ireland. A portion of the Loyalist population is ac-
tively involved in one of two major Loyalist paramilitary groups, the Ulster Volunteer Force
(UVF), or the Ulster Defense Association (UDA).

Nationalists and Republicans identify themselves as culturally and politically Irish, and
envision an eventual reunification of Ireland as a necessary element in the solution to the
present conflict. The basic difference between them is over the means by which unification
should be achieved. These groups are predominantly but not exclusively Catholic.

The Republican Movement consists of a political base, Sinn Féin, with its military compo-
nent, the Irish Republican Army (IRA).

Irish-language speakers and activists make up a growing part, but still a minority, of both
the Republican and Nationalist population in Belfast. It is estimated, from the 1991 census,
that there were 30 000 people (10%), of Belfast’s 300 000 population who knew some
Irish—which is up from 7900 (2.3%), in the 1911 census (the date of the previous census in
which questions about the Irish language in Northern Ireland were asked).

2. The Gaelic League or Conradh na Gaeilge was formed in 1893. Its goals were to restore Irish
as the vernacular in Ireland and to create an Irish literature. By 1922, the Gaelic League had
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had a few hard-won successes but they fell far short of its objectives. For further information
on the Gaelic League, see O Fearail, 1975.

. Comhaltus Uladh: The Ulster Gaelic League.
. The Cumann Chluain Ard is an Irish-speaking social club, established in 1936 in West Bel-

fast.

. Gaeltacht: an Irish-speaking district.
. O hAdhmaill (1990:239) found that 40 percent of the 234 Irish learners surveyed in 1985 had

first decided to learn the language sometime between 1982 and 1984. When provided with a
list of possible reasons for their decision to learn the language, 86 percent selected ‘‘to
strengthen my Irish identity”’ (O hAdhmaill 1990:239).

. A researcher from the University of Ulster undertook a survey in 1985 aimed at measuring

the extent of the Gaelic revival in West Belfast in the 1980s, and the reasons for the apparent
intensified interest in the Irish language there. He concluded that: ““Not only has there been
an increase in interest in Irish during the 1980s in West Belfast, but much of the reason for the
increase appears to be due to political conditions. Although people obviously vary in their
reasons for learning Irish, a large portion of the growth in interest appears to stem from the
H-block protest and ultimately the hunger strikes of 1981” (O hAdhmaill 1985:38).

On March 1, 1976, a so-called ‘“Normalization Policy” was implemented by the British
government in Northern Ireland. As part of this policy, any person charged with a “scheduled
offence” (that is an offence relating to the political situation) would, in the future, be classi-
fied as an ordinary criminal. This in effect rescinded the special category status and all the
privileges and rights, including cultural rights, afforded prisoners charged with similar of-
fences prior to March 1, 1976. In reaction to this policy change, the prisoners refused to wear
the prison uniform, thus rejecting this perceived *‘badge of criminalization.’’ This marked the
beginning of the blanket protest (see Coogan 1980) which progressed to the “‘dirty protest,”
when prisoners, prevented from slopping out their waste buckets, decorated cell walls with
the sordid contents. These actions culminated in 1981 with a hunger strike, which resulted in
ten men actually starving themselves to death (see Adams 1986; O’Malley 1990).

. Hard-won successes of the various campaigns in the early 1980s include: Belfast Community

Radio (BCR), operational in 1990, having, as part of its mandate, agreed to broadcast a one-
hour bilingual program weekdays between 10:30 and 11:30 p.m. The BBC is still producing
fewer than four hours of Irish-language programming on Radio Ulster each week. The phe-
nomenon of the Irish street sign has been an ubiquitous part of city life since 1982. Another
campaign by Irish-language activists has resulted in many of the shops, businesses, doctors’
and solicitors’ offices, as well as community centres, especially in West Belfast, erecting
Irish-language signs (see Andersonstown News 1991:9).

. In 1984, with the the help of some government funding, a decision was made to initiate daily

publication of the newspaper, Preas an Phobail (established in 1981), and the first daily pa-
per of its kind in any Celtic country was born. This paper was renamed Ld, which is Irish for
‘‘day,” and launched on August 13, 1984. The publication was to become a *‘cultural move-
ment” in itself, giving *'birth to the north’s only Irish bookshop, An Ceathni P6il, to Bel-
fast’s most successful Irish drama company, Aisteoiri Aon Dréma and to a (hibernating) ra-
dio station, Raidi6 Feirste”” (O Muirf 1991:9).

The Bunscoil, Northern Ireland’s first Irish-medium primary school, was established in 1971
As of 1991, there were in Belfast alone, nine Irish-medium play groups, a second Irish-
medium primary school (est. 1987) and an Irish-medium secondary school (est. 1991). The only
school receiving funding in 1991 was the Bunscoil, which had first received it in 1984. Total en-
rolment in all of these Belfast Irish-medium schools in 1991 was close to 1000 students.

This was discovered by the independent Irish-language group, Gl6r na nGael (West Belfast
Committee) in 1990, when, after receiving government funding for five years, it had all
money withdrawn and was accused of “improving the standing and furthering the aims of a
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paramilitary organisation, whether directly or indirectly’” (House of Commons, Written
Answers, 1985). After an 18-month battle to clear its name, funding was restored to Gl6r na
nGael, however not before the perceived intent of the government’s action was received: if
the members of the Irish-language community did not isolate and marginalize Sinn Féin, and
stop publicly embarrassing the government over its Irish-language policy, they would find
themselves without any sources of financial assistance.

12. The Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) was established in 1971 by the Reverend Ian Paisley,
the founder of the Free Presbyterian Church, and by the then-MP and former UUP member,
Desmond Boal.

13. The Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) is the largest political party, and the one that provided gov-
emment in the North from the formation of the Northern Ireland State in 1922 until direct
rule in 1972.
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LE POISSON-AVALEUR

Daniel Clément
Service canadien d’ethnologie

Résumé: Le Poisson-avaleur est un épisode d’un mythe amérindien qui
a déja fait ’objet de quelques analyses structurales dans lesquelles il est
interprété comme I’histoire d’une naissance humaine, une interprétation
infirmée par certains de ses éléments. L’épisode mythique est en fait mo-
tivé par deux ordres de phénomenes naturels : un comportement alimen-
taire du poisson-avaleur et des histoires de poissons géants qui circulent
dans au moins une région ou ce mythe est raconté. La découverte de ces
érymons du récit permet, par la suite, de dégager les lecons principales et
secondaires de 1'épisode. Les résultats de notre analyse du Poisson-
avaleur mettent en question le principe saussurien de I’arbitraire du signe
sur lequel le structuralisme fonde son analyse des mythes. Il met aussi en
évidence le principe que dans les mythes la relation entre les unités cons-
titutives (le signifiant) et la réalité (le signifi€) n’est pas arbitraire. Notre
critique du structuralisme rejoint enfin celle de Giddens (1979) lorsque
ce dernier cherche 2 réintroduire la pratique ou le vécu comme élément
fondamental dans I’analyse des phénomenes sociaux.

Abstract:  This article deals with the Poisson-avaleur, a mythical epi-
sode which has already been analyzed by some structuralists and which is
interpreted as the birth of a human being, an interpretation which cannot
be supported by some of its elements. In fact, this mythical episode is
based on two kinds of natural phenomena: a feeding habit of the fishes
identified as the poisson-avaleur and stories of giant fishes that circulate
at least in one area where the myth is told. The discovery of the narrative
etymons further helps us to unfold the primary and secondary teachings
of the episode. The result of this analysis of the Poisson-avaleur ques-
tions Saussure’s doctrine of the arbitrary character of the sign on which is
based the structural analysis of myth. It also illuminates the specific na-
ture of myth in which, on the contrary, the relation between the compo-
nents (signifier) and reality (signified) is not arbitrary. Finally, our cri-
tique of structuralism is akin to that of Giddens (1979) who argues that
social practice and the actor’s knowledge are fundamental for under-
standing social phenomena.
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Le Poisson-avaleur est un épisode mythique qui reléve habituellement du
cycle d’un jeune héros amérindien dont le nom varie selon le groupe culturel
considéré. Etant donné que ce jeune héros apparait surtout dans les mytholo-
gies algonquiennes (Fisher 1946:239-240; Savard 1985:95-99), du moins dans
I’état actuel de nos connaissances, nous retiendrons comme nom de référence
celui qui est utilisé chez un peuple de cette famille, tel les Ojibwa septentrio-
naux, qui I’appelle Jakabish. Ce choix n’est pas le fruit du hasard puisqu’une
variante de I’épisode mythique recueillie aupres de ces autochtones a déja fait
I’objet d’une analyse (Désveaux 1988:156) qui, comme une autre analyse du
méme genre (Savard 1985:139-144), n’a pas tenu compte de certains phéno-
menes naturels essentiels & la compréhension du récit. Par phénoménes na-
turels, nous entendons ici des faits communs ou extraordinaires qui relévent de
la nature et que, souvent, seules une enquéte approfondie auprés des usagers
du récit ou une étude des sources documentaires peuvent espérer dévoiler.

En fait, notre étude du Poisson-avaleur s’appuie largement sur la science
des ethnies d’ou proviennent les mythes étudiés et, ainsi, entretient des liens
avec I’ethnoscience, une sous-discipline de I’anthropologie. Dans sa définition
la plus large, ’ethnoscience s’intéresse aux modes de connaissance humains
dont elle étudie la nature, la logique et la portée, en particulier, les savoirs rela-
tifs a I’environnement (représentation des plantes, des animaux; classification
des éléments naturels; savoir écologique; etc.). L’utilisation des données
ethnoscientifiques dans 1’étude des mythes n’est peut-étre pas un phénomene
récent. Ce qui est nouveau, par contre, c’est s’en servir pour élucider les
éléments étranges du récit et, partant, expliquer le fondement de ces récits
sans recourir & une comparaison avec d’autres éléments mythiques du méme
récit ou d’autres récits. Depuis Lévi-Strauss, I’étude des mythes a suivi une
tangente dont le point d’origine est sans conteste le principe saussurien de I’ar-
bitraire du signe. Or, ce principe linguistique appliqué a la mythologie, qui
sépare au départ le signifiant du signifié et qui ensuite assimile le signifiant aux
unités constitutives du récit (ou mythémes) et la fonction signifiante aux rela-
tions entre ces unités (Lévi-Strauss 1974[1958]:227-255), peut étre mis en
question. D’une part, le signe n’est jamais arbitraire pour le sujet parlant et
Saussure semble en avoir lui-méme convenu (Giddens 1979:11). D’autre part,
le mythe n’est pas la langue et pourrait bien échapper au principe de I’arbi-
traire du signe et de toute étude de type linguistique. En fait, toutes nos re-
cherches (Clément 1991, 1992) indiquent qu’il en est ainsi et que dans les
mythes le signifiant est motivé par rapport au signifié avec lequel il a «une atta-
che naturelle dans la réalité» (Saussure 1983[1916]:101).

Cela étant, nous tenterons dans I’analyse du mythe qui suit non seulement
de montrer ces liens qui unissent le signifiant au signifié mais encore d’expli-
quer sous quel aspect le signe n’est pas arbitraire pour le sujet parlant, ici les
usagers du récit. Cette double preuve empruntera a la science étymologique le
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concept d’étymon qui deviendra dans I’analyse du mythe tout élément fonda-
mental qui motive le récit (Clément 1992). Toutefois, ce concept ne sera pas
restreint au signifiant comme il ’est souvent en étymologie : Saussure (1983
[1916]:259) limite ainsi I’étymologie & I’explication d’un mot (signifiant) par
un autre mot (signifiant). Au contraire, un peu a la maniére d’une recherche
étymologique visant & découvrir également les dérivations de sens (par exem-
ple, le terme tibia qui vient d’un terme latin signifiant «flite» et qui doit établir
une ressemblance entre 1’os et la forme de cet instrument), il impliquera une
recherche active des phénoménes naturels ou faits de connaissance (signifié)
d’ou proviendraient les motifs mythiques (signifiant) et, une fois établie,
aidera a mettre en lumiére le ou les messages véhiculés par le mythe.

Dans le cas du Poisson-avaleur, les étymons du récit nous ont été révélés
lors de deux enquétes distinctes menées auprés des Montagnais de Mingan et
de Natashquan et des Cris de Chisasibi, la premiére visant a rassembler des
données sur les connaissances zoologiques des Montagnais, la seconde portant
entre autres sur les rapports entre les Cris et le poisson. Toutes ces données
peuvent servir, puisque les Cris et les Montagnais — comme les Ojibwa du
Nord d’ailleurs dont la variante du Poisson-avaleur nous servira de variante de
base — sont trés apparentés tant sur les plans linguistique, culturel qu’écolo-
gique. Ils habitent tous la zone du subarctique oriental, parlent des langues ap-
partenant a la méme famille linguistique, la famille algonquienne, et tous par-
tagent encore un mode de vie traditionnellement orienté vers la chasse, la
péche et la cueillette.

Notre examen du Poisson-avaleur comprendra quatre parties. Nous présen-
terone d’abord la variante de base' qui est la variante ojibwa. Cette présenta-
tion sera suivie d’un bref exposé des interprétations structurales de 1’épisode
mythique. Nous procéderons ensuite a notre propre analyse et nous termine-
rons, en conclusion, par quelques considérations générales sur les résultats at-
teints.

Le Poisson-avaleur, la variante de base M,)

Un jour, la soeur de Jakabish lui recommande de ne pas aller 2 la riviere car elle
a apergu cette énorme créature qui nage dans la riviere. «Ne va jamais nager, lui
dit-elle, car le poisson géant t’avalerait!» Jakabish se promenait et tirait a 1’arc.
Une de ses fleches finit sa course dans la riviére. Il se dévét et va pour la
récupérer et voici qu’arrive cet énorme poisson qui I’avale.

La soeur de Jakabish commence a s’inquiéter pour son frére. Elle part donc a
sa recherche. Elle arrive 2 la riviere et découvre les vétements de Jakabish. La
soeur fabrique un hamegon et le laisse s’enfoncer dans 1’eau dans I’espoir d’at-
traper le poisson qui a avalé son frére. Trés tot, le lendemain matin, Jakabish dit
au poisson : «Approchons de la rive, comme ga nous aurons un peu plus chaud.»
Alors que le poisson nageait le long de la rive, Jakabish remarqua I’hamegon,
mais le poisson n’avait pas envie de mordre car il avait déja Jakabish dans I'es-
tomac. Le poisson nageait autour de ’hamegon, quand, tout a coup, Jakabish at-
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trape I’hamegon lui-méme et le plante dans I’estomac du poisson. La soeur vient
pour relever sa ligne et, bien entendu, elle a attrapé un énorme jaobish (bro-
chet). Elle prend le brochet et s’appréte a en découper les viscéres quand elle
entend une voix qui dit: «Vas-y doucement, ma soeur, ne me découpe pas en
morceaux.» C’était son frere, alors elle éviscéra le poisson trés soigneusement
et en retira Jakabish. Ensuite elle le nettoya et le baigna car il avait passé toute la
nuit A I'intérieur de 1’estomac du brochet. Enfin, elle le ramena a la maison.
(Désveaux 1988:66)

Interprétations structurales du récit

D’aprés Désveaux (1988:155-156), qui a consigné cette variante, I’épisode du
Poisson-avaleur se résumerait a une simple histoire de naissance d’un «Jonas
exotique». Cette histoire ferait pendant a un autre épisode du mythe de Jaka-
bish ol ce dernier doit renoncer a faire revivre ses parents a la suite d’une
faute commise par sa soeur alors qu’il tentait de communiquer, dans I’au-dela,
avec ces derniers. Les parents avaient en fait été tués par un ours géant (ou une
créature quelconque selon les variantes) et les deux épisodes s’opposeraient
comme ’indique le sous-titre (Naissance et mort) utilisé par I’auteur pour en
parler.

Savard (1985:139-144), qui a également analysé le mythe de Jakabish
(Tshakapesh chez cet auteur), procéde de fagon similaire, 2 peu de choses
pres. Les deux mémes épisodes sont opposés quoique I’opposition soit située
sur un autre plan («De plus I’ours et le poisson renvoient & deux aspects an-
tithétiques de I’environnement : le sec, le solide, etc. [assi] et le mouillé, le
liquide, etc. [nipi]», Savard 1985:139) et I’épisode du poisson, comme celui
de I’ours cette fois, est également lié 4 une naissance («Une idée claire traverse
de part en part ces aventures A et B : ce sont les femmes qui donnent naissance
aux hommes, non I’inverse», Savard 1985:139). En outre, ce role des femmes
dans I’accouchement, qui est aussi mis en évidence par Désveaux (1988:157),
est encore relié par les deux auteurs a la fonction démiurgique que remplit tout
le cycle de Jakabish dans la pensée autochtone : le mythe de Jakabish renvoie
en effet A la construction tant économique, sociale que culturelle du mode de
vie de ses usagers.

Or, rien n’indique a priori que 1’épisode du Poisson-avaleur doit néces-
sairement étre analysé en le comparant 2 1’épisode de I’ours ou a tout autre
épisode qui releve du mythe de Jakabish. L’épisode du Poisson-avaleur est
parfois conté seul (Savard 1985:301; Désveaux 1989:67) et il est aussi relaté a
I’intérieur d’un autre cycle que celui de Jakabish. Chez les Menomini (Hoff-
man 1890:247-249) et les Sauk (Skinner 1928:151-152), par exemple, cette
aventure est attribuée au personnage du décepteur, un autre héros — a forme
animale cette fois — du panthéon amérindien. Cela étant, si I’épisode peut étre
isolé dans I’esprit des conteurs, cela revient a dire que sa signification n’est
pas uniquement fonction de son rapport avec les autres épisodes du mythe



Clément / Le Poisson-avaleur 159

(naissance opposée a mort ou, plus abstraitement, mouillé, liquide opposé a
sec, solide). Cela revient également & dire qu’on peut espérer trouver le sens
de I’épisode ailleurs que dans le récit, par exemple, comme nous 1I’avons men-
tionné, dans les faits de connaissance et d’expérience qui constituent la pra-
tique des usagers du récit. Un critique du structuralisme (Giddens 1979) a
d’ailleurs déja mis en évidence cet aspect négligé dans les études structura-
listes. L’analyse qui suit en constitue aussi une démonstration.

L’analyse du récit

Le Poisson-avaleur sera examiné sous plusieurs rapports. Dans un premier
temps, les especes qui ont avalé le héros — elles sont différentes selon les va-
riantes — seront examinées et leurs points communs, en particulier leurs ac-
tivités prédatrices, seront mis en évidence. Dans un deuxiéme temps, les «his-
toires de poisson» telles qu’elles nous ont été contées par des Cris de
Chisasibi, seront commentées. Ces deux parties, qui constituent en fait une
présentation des phénomenes naturels a la base de 1’épisode mythique, per-
mettront ainsi de situer le récit dans son contexte zoologique et existentiel ini-
tial, ce qui nous autorisera alors a dégager la lecon ou les legons principales de
I’épisode. Cette legon ou ces legons seront aussi étayées par quelques autres
détails contenus dans le récit. Dans un troisiéme temps, les legons complé-
mentaires de 1’épisode mythique seront également étudiées.

Qui a avalé le héros?

L’espéce animale qui avale le héros du Poisson-avaleur varie. Le tableau 1
présente ces especes en fonction des groupes d’origine de I’épisode mythique.
Le tableau comprend également des références aux ouvrages d’oul proviennent
les variantes. Nous connaissons actuellement 24 variantes et 1’ordre dans le-
quel elles sont présentées au tableau 1 est fondé essentiellement sur 1’inven-
taire partiel mais considérable que Savard (1985:96-102) a dressé du mythe de
Jakabish dans les mythologies nord-américaines. Nous avons simplement
suivi cet ordre en y ajoutant au début et a la fin les autres variantes que nous
avons trouvées.

Selon le tableau 1, les poissons identifiés comme ayant avalé le héros du
Poisson-avaleur sont, dans I’ordre, le grand brochet (Esox lucius) dans la va-
riante de base, dans une autre variante ojibwa et dans la variante attikamek,
I’omble de fontaine (Salvelinus fontinalis) dans certaines variantes monta-
gnaises et la truite grise ou touladi (Salvelinus namaycush) dans au moins
une variante crie. Les poissons non identifiés sont, également dans 1’ordre,
ketshemeshukunieut, mimitushikasheu ou mimikutetsheshwa, memikokonew
ou mimikutshekanu, kamiutshiutskoshkwa, maamihkuuchishchikishuuch et
gam-goosch-jhick-shoo. Pour les autres poissons, nous avons soit des termes
descriptifs qui font référence a la dimension du poisson, du moins selon les
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traductions frangaises du récit («gros poisson», «énorme poisson», «poisson
géant», etc.), soit des termes vernaculaires qui posent encore quelques diffi-
cultés comme mastameku ou mastamek” rendu dans Savard (1985:190) ou
dans Lefebvre (1974:40) par «baleine», soit d’autres termes vernaculaires
dont le sens est reconstituable comme Ma’-shé-no’-mak et Mishinomdk’wé qui
viennent respectivement de ma’-she — «grand» («Ma’-she, great», Hoffman
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1890:247), mishi-«grand» et -nomak qui signifie probablement «poisson».

Tableau 1
Especes de poissons-avaleurs selon les variantes
Var.  Groupe Poissons Documents
M, Qjibwa brochet (jaobish) Désveaux 1988:66-67
M, Ojibwa brochet Désveaux 1988:67
M, Montagnais  omble de fontaine; Savard 1985:85
aussi ketshemeshukunieut Lefebvre 1974:83
My Montagnais  omble de fontaine Savard 1985:173-174
M, Montagnais mimitutskikasheu, Savard 1985:183-184
mimikutetsheshwa
M Montagnais  omble de fontaine; aussi Savard 1985:190-191
mastameku
Mg Montagnais gros poisson Savard 1985:201-202
M, Montagnais ~ memikokonew, Savard 1985:209-210;
mimikutshekanu; voir aussi Lefebvre
aussi mastamek® 1974:40, note 2
M, Montagnais truite Savard 1985:212-213
Mj Montagnais grosse truite, grosse Savard 1985:227-228
comme une baleine
M, Montagnais poisson Savard 1985:230-231
M, Cri kamiutshiutskoshkwa Savard 1985:259-260
M, Cd gros poisson Savard 1985:266
M, Cri énorme poisson Savard 1985:271
M, Cri gros poisson Savard 1985:279-281
Mp Cri énorme poisson Savard 1985:286-287
M q Cri poisson Savard 1985:295-296
M, Cri gros poisson Savard 1985:297-298
M, Attikamek brochet géant Savard 1985:301-302
M, Kutenai omble Savard 1985:321-322
M, Cri truite grise géante: Scott 1982:15-16
maamihkuuchishchikishuuch
M, Cri poisson géant: Pachano 1987:12-16
gam-goochsh-jhick-shoo
M, Menomini poisson géant: Hoffman 1890:247-249
Ma’-shé-no-’mak
M Sauk poisson géant: Skinner 1928:151-152

>

mishinomdk’'wé
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Le poisson qui avale le héros est manifestement énorme quelle que soit
I’espéce de poisson évoquée. Toutes les variantes concordent sur ce point et la
dimension imaginable d’un poisson assez gros pour avaler un étre humain,
méme s’il ne s’agit que d’un enfant, le confirme amplement. D’ailleurs, la plu-
part des termes vernaculaires mentionnés au tableau 1 contiennent une allu-
sion & la grandeur démesurée du poisson. C’est le cas notamment de mas-
tameku (ou mastamek®) utilisé dans deux variantes montagnaises (M;et M, ) et
celui de quelques poissons non identifiés rapportées dans les versions M, M,
et M, du récit. Ces deux cas seront maintenant détaillés.

A prime abord, le terme mastameku (ou mastamek®) pose certaines diffi-
cultés. Le traducteur autochtone des deux variantes ol ce terme a été utilisé I’a
rendu par «baleine» («mastameku : whale», Savard 1985:190, note 111; «On
retrouve par ailleurs dans le texte, mastamek”, baleine», Lefebvre 1974:40,
note 2) et il s’agirait alors d’une espece aquatique spécifiquement marine et
non d’une espéce d’eau douce comme c’est le cas dans la plupart des autres
variantes (brochet, omble de fontaine et truite grise)®. Or, il y a plusieurs
raisons qui portent a croire que le terme a peut-étre été mal rendu. Premiére-
ment, le terme mastameku (ou mastamek”) vient de masta- «grand, gros» et de
-meku (ou -mek™) qui signifie «poisson» et méme s’il s’agit 1a d’un terme gé-
nérique qui regroupe 1’ensemble des cétacés connus des Montagnais comme le
béluga, le rorqual et ’épaulard ainsi que d’autres grands poissons marins
(Clément 1995:454), le mot peut aussi, théoriquement, étre utilisé pour dési-
gner n’importe quel gros spécimen d’une espeéce donnée. Le mot menomini
(Ma’-shé-no’-mak) et le mot sauk (Mishinomdik’wé), tous deux de ma’-she-,
mishi- «grand», sont d’ailleurs formés de fagon similaire. Deuxi¢émement, le
contexte méme d’utilisation des termes montagnais indique que le poisson? est
plus une espéce d’eau douce qu’une espéce marine. En effet, dans une va-
riante, le terme montagnais est utilisé parallélement (presque comme
synonyme) a un autre terme qui désigne cette fois un gros spécimen d’une
espece d’eau douce. Ainsi, dans la variante M,, «grosse truite» (de matimeku
truite, omble de fontaine, Savard 1985:190, note 11) et mastameku sont em-
ployés indifféremment pour désigner le méme poisson-avaleur®. Qui plus est,
dans les deux variantes, le poisson-avaleur est péché 2 la ligne, une technique
qui n’a jamais été utilisée par ces autochtones pour prendre des cétacés. Ces
deux raisons, I’étymologie du terme et le contexte technique, semblent donc
indiquer dans I’esprit des conteurs une association entre I’espéce qui avale le
héros et une espéce d’eau douce, une interprétation qui est d’ailleurs corro-
borée par plusieurs autres variantes. Cette association est également doublée
d’une référence a la dimension extraordinaire du spécimen marquée dans
I’étymologie méme du terme.

Le cas des variantes M,, M, et M, ol apparaissent des termes montagnais et
cris non identifi€és comportant aussi une allusion a la grandeur du poisson
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exige par contre d’autres éclaircissements. Lors d’un récent séjour a Chisasibi,
deux de nos informateurs cris identifiaient le poisson-avaleur de la méme
fagon que dans la variante crie (M) consignée par Scott (1982:15-16), c’est-
a-dire comme un touladi ou truite grise. On lui attribuait alors le nom de
maamihkutihchikishuu une référence, selon un d’entre eux, aux nageoires trés
rouges qui caractérisent les plus gros spécimens. Le terme vient en fait de
maamihku- : «trés rouge» (maa-: redoublement + -mihku-:«rouge») et de
-(u)tihchik- : «nageoire» (utihchikin : nageoires dorsale, adipeuse, pectorale,
pelvienne et anale). Les ichtyologistes Scott et Crossman (1974) ne mention-
nent pas ce changement de coloration des nageoires en fonction de la taille des
spécimens — c’est sans doute un détail sur lequel on ne s’est pas arrété — mais
cette explication d’un Chisabien rend compte de plusieurs appellations du
poisson-avaleur qui n’avaient pas encore été élucidées et montre en méme
temps en quoi ces appellations constituent des références a des spécimens
énormes. Le tableau 2 résume les analyses étymologiques des termes non
identifiés qui sont formés de morphémes renvoyant a des nageoires trés rouges
et/ou trés grosses.

) Tableau 2

Etymologie de certaines appellations du poisson-avaleur
Var.  Appellation I::tymologie
M, mimitutshikasheu de mi- : redoublement et -mitutshik- : «<nageoire»
M mimikutetsheshwa  de mi-: redoublement et -miku- : «rouge» et

[

-(u)tetshe- : «nageoire» (en montagnais,

mititshikan «nageoire» vient de -titshi- :main)
memikokonew de me- : redoublement et -miko- : «rouge»
mimikutshekanu de mi- : redoublement et -miku- : «rouge» et

-(u)tshekan- : peut-étre aussi «nageoire»
maamihkuuchish-  de maa- : redoublement et -mihkuu- : «rouge» et
chikishuuch -(uu)chishchik- : «<nageoire»

La présence d’un redoublement initial associé a un morphéme signifiant
«rouge» ou «nageoire» ou les deux 2 la fois confére donc au terme une notion
de gigantisme qui vient appuyer nos propos. De plus, la notion de «nageoire
rouge» comprise dans les termes des variantes montagnaises pourrait indiquer
que le poisson-avaleur est une truite grise, si 1’on en croit la méme association
effectuée par les Cris. Il faudrait toutefois encore enquéter auprés de ces Mon-
tagnais pour confirmer cette supposition. Enfin, méme si certains termes ver-
naculaires restent encore non élucidés (ketshemeshukunieut, kamiutshiuts-
koshkwa et gam-goochsh-jhick-shoo), il se peut fort bien, a la lumiére de nos
données, que ces termes aient également des significations paralléles a celles
que nous avons trouvées dans les autres cas.
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En plus de sa dimension considérable et en plus d’étre un poisson d’eau
douce, le poisson-avaleur tel qu’identifié comme une espéce bien précise (bro-
chet, omble de fontaine et truite grise) montre encore au moins une caractéris-
tique essentielle a la compréhension du récit. Cette caractéristique n’a été prise
en considération dans les analyses antérieures que partiellement. Dans son
commentaire de la variante ojibwa du poisson-avaleur — celle qui nous sert de
variante de base — Désveaux remarque ainsi, a raison, les moeurs carnivores
du brochet qui viendraient, entre autres, justifier le choix de ce poisson comme
représentant du poisson-avaleur.

Au-dela de cette premiere métaphore, le choix du brochet parmi les especes de
poissons familieres aux Indiens, n’est pas sans signification. Jaobish se distin-
gue des autres poissons sur plusieurs plans. Premiérement, il s’agit de la seule
espece péchée de fagon réguliere durant toute I’année. Deuxiémement, le bro-
chet, avec ses machoires acérées, affiche un tempérament cannibale ou 2 tout le
moins carnivore, tempérament qu’il partage avec le sandre (XXIII) et qui justifie
ici le fait qu’il puisse avaler le héros a renaitre. Troisiémement, les brochets peu-
vent atteindre, a I’instar des esturgeons, des tailles considérables. Tous ces traits,
a-périodicité saisonniére, connotation cannibale, extensibilité quasi illimitée de
ses propres dimensions, en font un transgresseur naturel des lois de la nature,
c’est-a-dire pour les Indiens, des frontieres posées entre les domaines par I’ or-
dre des choses. (Désveaux 1988:156)

La troisi¢me raison avancée par Désveaux pour expliquer le choix du bro-
chet comme poisson-avaleur, c’est-a-dire sa taille considérable, a déja été
abordée et bien que d’un point de vue strictement biologique, elle puisse ren-
dre compte du choix du grand brochet (jusqu’a au moins 133 cm de longueur
d’aprés Scott et Crossman 1974:389) et du touladi (jusqu’a 126 cm d’aprés
Scott et Crossman 1974:241) dans certaines variantes, elle ne peut expliquer
pourquoi c’est I’omble de fontaine d’une longueur maximale de 80 cm selon
Allyn (1967:117) qui joue ce rdle dans au moins trois autres variantes monta-
gnaises. A ce compte, on aurait pu choisir I’omble chevalier (Salvelinus al-
pinus) qui atteint des tailles plus considérables (jusqu’a 96 cm selon Scott et
Crossman 1974:22) et qui est péché dans la méme région. En comparant
plusieurs variantes de 1’épisode mythique du Poisson-avaleur, il apparait donc
que la taille réelle de telle ou telle espeéce ne peut rendre compte, a elle seule,
du choix du poisson-avaleur, méme si la taille du poisson-avaleur est impor-
tante sur un autre plan comme on le verra ci-dessous. Il faut donc chercher ail-
leurs les raisons de ces choix.

Désveaux (1988:156) propose aussi comme premiére raison le fait que le
brochet est le seul poisson péché de fagon réguliére durant toute 1’année, ce
qui est inexact. D’aprés Désveaux (1988:46) lui-méme, la truite grise était
aussi péchée anciennement en été comme en hiver, sans compter que chez les
Cris, la truite grise choisie comme poisson-avaleur n’est pas péchée durant
toute ’année. De plus, I’action du Poisson-avaleur ne se déroule pas en hiver
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(le héros se dévét pour aller a I’eau dans la variante de base) et c’est donc dire
que I’espéce identifiée comme poisson-avaleur pourrait étre une espéce prise
uniquement lorsque les lacs ou les riviéres ne sont pas gelés. Dans cet ordre
d’idées, nous croyons que I’espéce choisie pour représenter le poisson-
avaleur — nos données indiquent une préférence pour I’omble de fontaine
chez les Montagnais, le touladi chez les Cris et le brochet chez les Attikamek
et les Objibwa — pourrait relever davantage d’une technique de péche (péche a
la ligne dans I’épisode mythique) associée a une espéce particuliére prise a
une époque précise (libre de glaces), mais il nous manque encore des données
pour statuer sur ce sujet.

Par contre, nous savons pertinemment pourquoi ce sont le brochet, le touladi
et I'omble de fontaine qui apparaissent dans les variantes comme poisson-
avaleur et non d’autres espéces comme I’esturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens) dont
la taille peut aussi étre trés considérable (jusqu’a deux metres et plus dans cer-
tains cas) ou encore le grand corégone (Coregonus clupeaformis) qui est une
espéce économiquement trés importante dans tous ces groupes. Cette raison re-
joint le deuxiéme facteur avancé par Désveaux (1988), soit la nature carnivore,
voire cannibale du brochet. Mais elle dépasse toutefois cette premicre constata-
tion car I’omble de fontaine et le touladi sont aussi connus comme cannibales
(Scott et Crossman 1974:229, 243), mais ils ne sont pas les seuls; il y a encore
le doré (Stizostedion vitreum) (Scott et Crossman 1974:828) et probablement
d’autres poissons comme la lotte (Lota lota) qui le sont également.

Selon nos informateurs montagnais et cris, le brochet, le touladi et I’'omble
de fontaine sont ainsi les seules espéces dans les régions septentrionales dont
I’alimentation comporte & ’occasion de petits mammiféres (souris, rats mus-
qués, écureuils et lievres) et méme des canetons. Le fait est également trés
connu des scientifiques qui notent dans le régime alimentaire du brochet des
souris, des rats musqués et des canetons (Scott et Crossman 1974:391), dans
celui du touladi des souris et des musaraignes (Scott et Crossman 1974:243) et
dans celui de I’omble de fontaine des campagnols et des musaraignes (Scott et
Crossman 1974:229). Or, cette réalité ou phénoméne naturel suggere forte-
ment un rapprochement entre le héros du Poisson-avaleur et un petit étre en-
core couvert de poils ou méme en putréfaction qu’une personne peut toujours
trouver lorsqu’elle dépéce ce genre de poissons. Le rapprochement est d’ail-
leurs d’autant plus probant que dans plusieurs variantes du récit, le héros est
souillé, et que dans certaines d’entre elles, il est complétement recouvert d’une
toison lorsqu’il est libéré du poisson. Notre interprétation convient d’ailleurs a
’ensemble des variantes ce qui n’est pas le cas des interprétations qui asso-
cient I’épisode mythique a une naissance humaine.

Une souillure est donc mentionnée dans au moins neuf versions de 1’épi-
sode mythique avec quelques variations prés: on parle ainsi de souillure
luisante en M,, de mauvaise haleine du poisson dont le héros est imprégné en
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Mg et M,, d’une odeur particuliére en M, de viscosité en M,, de bave en Mq et
de sécrétions gastriques en M, des images qui ne renvoient certainement pas
toutes a un accouchement : un nouveau-né ne pue pas et n’est pas imprégné de
sucs gastriques, alors qu’une proie en train d’étre digérée par un poisson peut
I’étre. En Mj, on parle méme de peau en train de se décomposer, une autre
image qui ne convient pas & une naissance humaine mais bien plutdt a un
phénomene de digestion. En M enfin, le héros «est tout couvert de poils»
(Savard 1985:191) et comment alors s’étonner d’un lien entre cet état et celui
d’un petit mammifere entier découvert a I’intérieur d’un poisson carnivore?
Cette question de toison® est d’ailleurs présente implicitement  la fin de qua-
tre des neuf variantes citées plus haut alors que le héros, en train de se laver ou
d’étre lavé, décide de laisser deux endroits intacts (téte et pubis en M, et M ;
téte et barbe ou moustache en M; et M) de telle sorte qu’a 1’avenir les gens
aient «des poils a ces deux endroits» (Désveaux 1988:67).

Nous n’analyserons pas en détail toutes les implications de ce genre de con-
clusion de I’épisode du Poisson-avaleur qu’on retrouve dans au moins quatre
variantes. Qu’il nous soit toutefois permis de mentionner que les chutes de
récit et des situations narratives particuliéres sont souvent utilisées pour «ex-
pliquer» I’existence de certains phénoménes: par exemple, dans un autre
épisode du mythe de Jakabish, le héros est amené a desserrer les machoires de
sa soeur mais elles ne seront pas écartées démesurément sinon, a I’avenir, «les
humains naitraient munis d’une bouche trop grande» (Savard 1985:177).
Qu’il nous soit aussi permis de spécifier que dans leur analyse du Poisson-
avaleur, certains ont évoqué la scéne dans laquelle Jakabish est lavé par sa
soeur comme une confirmation de leur interprétation de 1’épisode mythique en
tant que symbole d’une naissance («Ne le nettoie-t-elle pas ensuite comme on
le fait a 1a suite d’un accouchement?» Désveaux 1988:156). Or, méme si dans
quatre variantes (Ma, Mb, M0 et Mq), c’est bien elle qui nettoie son frére, il
n’en pas va nécessairement de méme dans toutes les variantes : ainsi en M_ et
en Mf, c’est le héros lui-méme qui va se laver. Un argument similaire, a I’effet
que la délivrance du héros du poisson-avaleur renvoie nécessairement a un ac-
couchement parce qu’elle est effectuée par une femme, la soeur du héros
(«Ainsi la délivrance est-elle bien oeuvre féminine», Désveaux 1988:158), ap-
parait également spécieux. Le motif pourrait tout aussi bien renvoyer unique-
ment au simple découpage des poissons — et méme a la péche dans son en-
semble — qui était et est encore aujourd’hui une activité typiquement féminine
(«[...] mais il semble qu’au total, la péche ait été davantage une activité
féminine», Mailhot et Michaud 1965:43, cité dans Lefebvre 1974:131). Dans
une famille de Chisasibi que nous avons connue, c’était également la femme
plus que I’homme qui s’occupait de découper le poisson.

En définitive, chaque élément de 1’épisode mythique peut étre rapporté a un
contexte social et écologique bien précis qui a I’avantage de rendre compte de
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toutes les variantes, ce que ne peut nous procurer 1’interprétation du Poisson-
avaleur comme le symbole d’une naissance humaine. En particulier, la
présence de petits mammiféres dans 1’alimentation des espéces identifiées
comme le poisson-avaleur, qui constitue en fait un des étymons du récit, peut
non seulement expliquer le choix du brochet, du touladi et de I’omble de fon-
taine pour représenter le poisson géant, mais le méme phénoméne peut aussi
rendre compte de plusieurs détails comme la toison que porte le héros, son
odeur lors de sa libération ou méme le contexte saisonnier du récit puisqu’on
ne trouve des mammiféres dans 1’estomac de ces poissons que durant I’été.

Les histoires de poissons

Nous avons vu jusqu’ici que le mythe repose sur un phénomene naturel, a sa-
voir qu’un petit étre vivant peut étre avalé par certains poissons. Mais il existe
également un second ordre de phénomeénes naturels qui sert de fondement au
récit, un ordre qui nous a été révélé lors d’un récent séjour a Chisasibi. Il s’agit
d’histoires de poissons qui laissent transparaitre, sur le plan existentiel, une
certaine crainte qu’ont les autochtones a I’égard du poisson. Les phénoménes
évoqués dans ces histoires sont «naturels» dans la mesure ou les informateurs
relatent des faits de la nature qu’aucun d’eux ne semble contester bien que ces
faits ne relévent certainement pas de 1’ordinaire. A la lumiére de la science oc-
cidentale, ces histoires paraitront certainement dérisoires, mais elles ne doi-
vent pas étre considérées comme telles. Il faut comprendre que ces histoires
font partie d’un contexte et qu’une fois prises pour acquises, elles peuvent ser-
vir a expliquer le mythe en méme temps qu’elles aident & mieux situer I'im-
portance de la taille considérable du poisson-avaleur dans le récit.

Les histoires’ de poisson qui circulent dans le Nord ne sont pas extréme-
ment nombreuses mais elles sont répandues et semblent connues de tous. A
Chisasibi, on parle ainsi d’un poisson si gros qu’il faisait méme reculer le
hors-bord dans lequel prenaient place plusieurs autochtones se livrant a la
péche. Cette histoire se passait au lac Julian et celui qui I’a raconté (R.H.
25.09.908) participait a cette randonnée. Un second informateur nous a égale-
ment raconté I’histoire d’un poisson dont la taille devait étre considérable
puisque ce poisson avait entrainé sous la glace un pécheur arrogant qui se van-
tait de pouvoir pécher un poisson encore plus grand qu’un autre, déja énorme,
qui avait été capturé par un de ses compagnons (R.M. 12.11.90). Ce méme in-
formateur nous mentionnait également I’existence d’un squelette géant de
grand corégone qu’on a trouvé sur une ile du lac Burton et, par géant, il enten-
dait visiblement quelque chose d’aussi grand qu’une baleine (R.M. 12.11.90).
Le lac Burton est d’ailleurs réputé pour ses histoires de poissons. A preuve en-
core, cette croyance locale qui fait état d’un poisson géant habitant le fond de
I’eau dans la partie orientale du lac. A partir d’une carte sur laquelle un Chisa-
bien (G.S. 14.01.91) nous avait indiqué avec précision I’espace occupé par la
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béte, nous avons évalué la longueur de celle-ci : elle atteindrait facilement les
500 métres!

D’autres histoires similaires de gigantisme sont rapportées. La derniére que
nous citerons est un fait d’expérience qui nous a été raconté par un de nos in-
formateurs (E.R. 26.09.90) et qui évoque, en un sens, ce qui arrive au héros
sur le plan du récit. Cet informateur voyageait prés d’'un des nombreux réser-
voirs construits a la Baie James par la société Hydro-Québec, lorsqu’il eut
’occasion de voir deux caribous traverser a la nage une portion du bassin.
Poursuivant son chemin, il se retourna une seconde fois pour observer les deux
cervidés mais ne pu que constater leur disparition. Curieusement, une ile si-
tuée tout prés des deux caribous — ou du moins ce qu’il avait cru étre une
ile — avait également disparu. Notre informateur croyait fermement que I'ile
était en fait une truite grise géante — de la méme espéce que celle mentionnée
dans le récit — qui avait avalé les deux animaux.

Au pécheur sportif et au scientifique, cette histoire de poisson grand comme
une ile ne pourra tout au plus qu’arracher un sourire. Mais pour qui a connu
les paysages nordiques qui s’étalent encore a perte de vue et surtout, pour
celui qui y a séjourné, cette derniere histoire cadre bien avec toutes les autres
histoires qu’on y raconte, que ce soit celles de sirénes ou d’animaux fabuleux
qui peuplent ce territoire. En ce sens, toutes ces histoires de poissons gigan-
tesques demeurent vraisemblables pour les habitants de cette région et, par
conséquent, peuvent étre reliées au récit de Jakabish. La derniére histoire en
particulier, la seule qui fasse état d’étres vivants avalés par un poisson
géant — les autres n’évoquent que la taille des poissons ou la disparition des
pécheurs — est également la seule ou le poisson dévoreur est identifié comme
un touladi, c’est-a-dire la méme espece que celle identifiée comme poisson-
avaleur dans les variantes de 1’épisode du Poisson-avaleur racontées dans cette
région.

Nous ignorons, dans ce cas précis, si le récit du Poisson-avaleur a eu ou non
quelque influence dans I’identification présumée du poisson qui a avalé les
deux caribous. Ce cas nous semble, par contre, un exemple saisissant des rela-
tions qu’on peut espérer trouver entre le mythe et la réalité, la réalité étant ici
entendue au sens large de faits d’expérience rapportés par quelque interlocu-
teur. Ces faits d’expérience sont importants, car ils permettent de situer 1’épi-
sode mythique dans son contexte initial, c’est-a-dire qu’ils montrent claire-
ment que la possibilité d’étre avalé par un poisson géant existe méme dans la
réalité, du moins du point de vue des principaux concernés. Une telle possibi-
lité inspirée par toutes ces histoires de poissons, liée a 'image de petits étres
poilus contenus dans I’estomac des espéces identifiées comme étant le pois-
son-avaleur, nous paraissent alors suffisantes pour expliquer les éléments
étranges de I’épisode mythique et permettent maintenant d’aborder la délicate
question de la legon ou des legons principales du Poisson-avaleur.
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La legon ou les legons principales du Poisson-avaleur

Si nous nous en tenons strictement et littéralement a 1’histoire racontée dans le
Poisson-avaleur et prenons en considération les deux ordres de phénomenes
naturels qui semblent a la base du récit — petits étres poilus avalés et poissons
géants — , la legon immédiate du récit apparait fort simple : dans toutes les va-
riantes sauf deux (M,, et M,) sur lesquelles nous reviendrons, il est question
d’un enfant, Jakabish, qui est prévenu par sa soeur — sa mere par défaut — de
ne pas trop s’aventurer dans I’eau en raison d’un poisson géant qui constitue
un danger pour lui. Cette histoire ne peut qu’inspirer de la crainte chez un en-
fant qui I’entend dans le contexte que nous avons mis en évidence : la réalité
de petits étres poilus vus dans I’estomac de certains poissons et les histoires de
poissons géants qui sont véhiculées de génération en génération sont 1a pour
en témoigner. L’identification de I’enfant au héros du Poisson-avaleur est par
ailleurs d’autant plus vraisemblable qu’il existe d’innombrables points com-
muns entre un enfant qui écoute ce récit et le jeune héros Jakabish : le héros est
souvent présenté comme un étre de petite taille (dans plusieurs variantes, M -
Mp, M,, etc,, il utilise méme son arc® comme canot); dans de trés nombreuses
variantes (M, M,, M,, etc.), il est caractérisé comme un chasseur d’écureuils
et cet animal est associé aux enfants, du moins comme le rapporte un ethnolo-
gue qui a travaillé & Waskaganish, une communauté crie : «La chair des écu-
reuils et des hermines est cuite, & I’occasion, pour les enfants. Parfois, les en-
fants eux-mémes s’amusent 2 faire cuire et & manger ces animaux, ainsi que
d’autres morceaux de choix comme les petits oiseaux visibles en hiver» (Kerr
1950:184); et dans la plupart des variantes, le héros désobéit également sou-
vent & sa soeur comme le ferait n’importe quel enfant.

Mais il y a plus, le récit concerne également la soeur de Jakabish, et partant,
comprend une legon qui s’adresse particulierement aux femmes. Considéré
sous cet angle, le récit fait état — et ainsi prévient — les jeunes auditrices des
problémes d’éducation que les enfants peuvent poser aux femmes, ces der-
nieres étant justement confrontées a ce genre de probléme, puisqu’elles de-
vaient souvent rester seules avec les enfants aux campements pendant que les
hommes partaient chasser, parfois, durant des semaines entiéres. Comme dans
le cas précédent, il existe aussi quelques éléments du récit a partir desquels
une jeune fille qui écoute le récit peut s’identifier a I’héroine. A Pinstar de la
soeur de Jakabish, les soeurs ainées dans une famille ont souvent I’occasion de
vérifier leurs talents d’éducatrice en prenant soin de leurs fréres moins dgés; et
comme la soeur de Jakabish, ce sont les femmes qui s’occupent davantage de
péche au campement comme nous 1’avons déja remarqué et comme en fait foi
un autre ethnologue qui a travaillé cette fois chez les Cris de Nemaska:

Les travaux qui se rapportent a la consommation sont assurées par la femme ex-
clusivement. C’est elle qui exécute le découpage du poisson, sa cuisson et sur-
veille le fmage [sic] ou le séchage. [ . . .1 Si la femme du pé€cheur est occupée a
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autre chose, ce sont les filles qui feront le travail. Mais de fagon plus générale
encore, la mére et les filles travaillent en coopération continuelle. (Lebuis 1971:
130)

Enfin, remarquons qu’a un autre niveau, I’épisode mythique constitue un
modele, non pas tant des comportements réels souhaités que des attitudes a
prendre face au danger. Les valeurs exprimées concernent alors tous ceux qui
écoutent le récit et cela sans distinction de sexe ou d’4ge. En ce sens, ce niveau
plus profond explique également la legon principale des deux variantes (M, et
M,) que nous avons jusqu’ici quelque peu mises de coté et qui rattachent
I’épisode mythique du Poisson-avaleur au cycle du décepteur et non a celui de
Jakabish. Dans ces deux variantes, il n’est pas vraiment question d’un enfant
puisque le héros est souvent un animal et il n’est pas question non plus des re-
lations entre un cadet et une soeur ainée — bien que le héros habite avec sa
grand-mere et que les relations entre ce type de parents comportent des
éléments comparables aux relations qui unissent la soeur de Jakabish a ce der-
nier, comme la relation d’obéissance, par exemple — et les deux premiers
niveaux d’enseignement ne peuvent pas s’appliquer ici. Dans ces deux va-
riantes, il est plutot question du décepteur et de ses exploits qui sont alors il-
lustrés a I’aide du poisson-avaleur. Le héros est ainsi amené a tuer le poisson
géant qui constituait, du moins en M, une menace pour les humains («Les
gens craignaient un monstre aquatique, ou poisson géant, qui attrapait souvent
les pécheurs, les entrainait dans le lac et les dévorait», Hoffman 1890:247). Le
courage exprimé dans une telle relation est évidemment le méme que celui qui
est illustré dans les variantes de 1’épisode mythique qui sont rattachées au
cycle de Jakabish. Le jeune héros ne fait-il pas ainsi preuve de beaucoup d’au-
dace en se mesurant a un étre définitivement trop grand pour lui? De méme,
son exploit ne peut-il inspirer autre chose qu’une immense fierté dans un audi-
toire qui était — force nous est de constater que la vie traditionnelle en forét a
bien changé — constamment confronté a toutes sortes de situations qui exi-
geaient sirement de la ténacité et parfois méme un peu de témérité?

Considéré sous cet angle, ce troisiéme niveau d’enseignement de 1’épisode
mythique du Poisson-avaleur rejoint non seulement I’ensemble du cycle au-
quel il appartient, que ce soit le mythe complet des aventures de Jakabish ou
les péripéties légendaires du décepteur, mais encore toute la culture dans la-
quelle I'épisode mythique s’inscrit. Il y a d’ailleurs dans le Poisson-avaleur
plusieurs autres détails qui ont une portée culturelle similaire, du moins si 1’on
s’en tient comme exemples aux 22 variantes qui relévent des exploits de Jaka-
bish. Ainsi, plusieurs de ces variantes du Poisson-avaleur commencent par un
réve prémonitoire de Jakabish (M oM. M, Mj et M,) sur son futur séjour a
Iintérieur du poisson et on sait que le réve est exploité dans d’autres épisodes
du mythe (par exemple, dans une variante de 1’épisode de I’ours; Savard
1985:183) et que dans certaines sociétés du subarctique oriental comme chez
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les Montagnais, il était impératif de suivre ses réves («Par conséquent, réver
est important. Nous avons vu comment un homme croit qu’il peut étre guidé et
dirigé continuellement dans toutes ses affaires, par son dme-esprit, lorsque
celle-ci est forte et active», Speck 1977 [1935]:187-188).

De méme, I’épisode mythique du Poisson-avaleur fait état d’innombrables
pouvoirs magiques que possede le jeune héros et qu’il utilise dans d’autres
aventures : pouvoir de la pensée qui lui permet de réduire sa taille a volonté en
M, eten M par exemple et d’€tre ainsi avalé par le poisson géant; pouvoir de
son couteau magique qui lui permet le méme exploit en M;; la force du voeu
qui, en M, M;, M, et M, améne sa soeur a se rendre a la péche pour prendre le
poisson qui I’a avalé; et pouvoir du souffle au moyen duquel, en My, le héros
réussit a faire grossir la ligne au bout de laquelle s’est pris le poisson géant afin
d’éviter que celle-ci ne se brise. Jakabish utilisera également les mémes pou-
voirs dans d’autres épisodes : pouvoir du souffle, par exemple, qui lui servira a
faire grandir un arbre dans plusieurs variantes du récit (Savard 1985:91); pou-
voir du voeu exprimé dans I’épisode de 1’ours afin que ce dernier le projette a
proximité de ses armes (Savard 1985:82); pouvoir de réduire et d’augmenter
sa taille a volonté ce qui, dans certaines variantes, lui permettra d’affronter la
créature géante qui avait dévoré ses parents (Savard 1985:189); etc. Mais ce
n’est pas tout, le premier pouvoir, celui qui résume tous les autres, c’est-a-dire
le pouvoir de la pensée constituait du moins chez les Montagnais un attribut
accessible a tous les chasseurs :

Une force importante dont I’individu dispose par I’entremise de son Grand
Homme est connue sous le nom de matonaltciga’n [. . .]. Ce terme est un autre
terme difficile a traduire. Le meilleur équivalent serait «pouvoir de I’esprit».
Une des manifestations de ce pouvoir est le voeu. [ .. .] Le voeu, dont le but est
’accomplissement des désirs, constitue une étape importante de la magie et on
entend souvent parler, dans les conversations orales ou dans les mythes, de
chasseurs, de jongleurs et de héros légendaires qui atteignent leurs objectifs de
cette fagon. Une des formes du voeu est la communion silencieuse pendant la-
quelle Iindividu se concentre sur ses désirs et attend que son Grand Homme les
réalise pour lui. (Speck 1977 [1935]:191)

Dans un tel contexte, il apparait évident que 1’épisode mythique du Poisson-
avaleur, comme les autres épisodes de Jakabish ou d’autres mythes, présente
un modele social qui assure la reproduction culturelle dans la société con-
sidérée. En écoutant le récit, 1’auditeur ne peut alors que s’identifier a ce
modele qui reléve, ici, du troisiéme niveau d’enseignement du mythe.

Les lecons complémentaires du Poisson-avaleur

Outre les legons principales que nous avons dégagées ci-dessus, on peut égale-
ment tirer du Poisson-avaleur quelques legons complémentaires. Ces legons
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sont d’ordre zoologique et technologique. Une bréve description de ces ensei-
gnements suit.

Les legons zoologiques

Les variantes du Poisson-avaleur font référence a plusieurs comportements
alimentaires et écologiques des poissons. Il s’agit de véritables legons que les
autochtones que nous avons consultés considérent également comme telles.
En effet, un de nos informateurs cris nous faisait remarquer, par exemple, que
certaines especes carnivores comme le touladi avalent leurs proies entiéres
sans les briser et que 1’épisode mythique du Poisson-avaleur constitue juste-
ment une allusion a ce phénomene si ce n’est une méthode pour I’enseigner. 11
soulignait également une autre lecon dont nous avons parlé et qui concerne
I’obéissance aux ainés:

Nous discutons également du mythe de Chihkaapaash, en particulier 1’épisode
ol le héros est avalé par un poisson. D’aprés R.M., cet épisode comprend quel-
ques legons, et tout d’abord il apporte une connaissance sur le poisson : kuuki-
maash (touladi) avale ses proies sans les mordre car Chihkaapaash demande de
ne pas le mordre; selon R.M., c’est depuis ce temps que kuukimaash (touladi)
avale entierement ses proies et que, si ce n’était de Chihkaapaash, le touladi
mordrait et déchirerait ses proies aujourd’hui. Une autre lecon donnée par cet
épisode est d’écouter ses ainés puisque Chihkaapaash agit toujours dans le
mythe & ’opposé de ce que lui recommande sa soeur qui, dans ce cas précis,
I’avait averti de ne pas s’aventurer sur le lac ou il y avait des poissons qui
avalaient n’importe quoi. D’ailleurs, un ainé a déja confié a R.M. que les
légendes étaient considérées anciennement comme des enseignements; que les
jeunes devaient bien les écouter et qu’ainsi ils comprendraient plus vite; que les
légendes étaient comme 1’école; etc. (R.M. 21.10.90)

Ce comportement alimentaire du poisson-avaleur auquel notre informateur
réfere est mentionné explicitement dans au moins neuf variantes (M M M,
M., M, M M., M, et M)) et il est exprimé implicitement dans toutes les va-
nantes pu1sque le heros n est jamais mordu ou déchiqueté. Dans quatre de ces
variantes (M, M M, et M)), on fournit méme une interprétation : le poisson-
avaleur agirait a1n51 a la demande du héros, soit pour augmenter au maximum
son temps de digestion (M, M et M), soit pour vivre plus longtemps (M, ) ce
qui pourrait revenir au méme si nous connaissions exactement ce que le con-
teur voulait entendre par 1a (la version originale de M, nous fait défaut). Quoi
qu’il en soit, Scott résume bien le point de vue amérindien sur le sujet :

Par observation, les chasseurs savent qu’un plus petit poisson qui engorge I’es-
tomac d’un plus grand poisson est lentement dissous par les sucs digestifs. La
question est que le processus serait plus rapide si la proie avait été déchiquetée en
morceaux. Il y a un avantage implicite pour le poisson ici : sa nourriture lui durera
plus longtemps s’il ne lacere pas Chakaapaash. (Scott 1982:164, note 11)
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Nous ne connaissons pas dans tous ses détails le discours des ichtyologistes
sur les raisons d’un tel comportement, mais I’explication des autochtones ne
semble pas extravagante. Il est toutefois connu que les gros poissons carni-
vores comme le touladi avalent trés souvent sinon toujours leurs proies d’un
seul morceau («Les carnivores comme les requins, les gros poissons, les ser-
pents, les faucons, les hiboux, les chats et d’autres, engouffrent leur nourriture
intacte ou en grosses piéces et la transformation physique de celle-ci est ac-
complie sous I’action musculaire et chimique de I’estomac», Storer et al. 1979
[1943]:89). En ce sens, le comportement alimentaire du poisson-avaleur tel
que décrit dans le mythe peut étre considéré comme un élément du savoir au-
tochtone que le discours narratif a pour tache de transmettre. L’enseignement
est d’ailleurs trés subtil. Cet élément zoologique n’est-il pas présenté tres
souvent par une affirmation étrange du héros faite au poisson-avaleur, telle
«Ne me mords pas. Avale-moi plutdt tout rond» (M,), qui pourrait avoir
comme effet de susciter immédiatement la curiosité et la recherche d’une solu-
tion a une telle question?

D’un autre cdté, il y a dans le méme épisode mythique plusieurs autres
exemples du genre. Du point de vue des comportements alimentaires, notons
ainsi les éléments zoologiques suivants : dans la variante de base, on enseigne
en outre qu’un poisson ne mordra pas s’il a déja quelque chose dans I’estomac
(«Alors que le poisson nageait le long de la rive, Jakabish remarqua I’hame-
¢on, mais le poisson n’avait pas envie de mordre car il avait déja Jakabish dans
I’estomac»); en M, M, et M, on apprend encore que certains poissons peu-
vent avoir un gros ventre («Le premier qu’elle prit avait un gros ventre» [M ],
Savard 1985:85) et la raison nous en est fourni explicitement en M, («En
touchant a I’estomac, elle comprit qu’il y avait quelque chose a I’intérieur»);
en Me, Mf, M, Mn et Mo, le récit nous dit également que les poissons sont at-
tirés par des oi)jets blancs ou brillants («T'shakapesh apergut tout a coup quel-
que chose de brillant. “Voila de la nourriture, dit-il, attrape-la”. C’était
I’hamegon de sa soeur ainée. Le poisson y mordit» [Mg], Savard 1985:202),
ou encore par d’alléchants morceaux de viande («Certains des poissons que
nous y péchons sont gros, mais je n’en ai pas encore vu un qui pourrait
m’avaler comme un poisson de taille raisonnable le fait avec I’hamegon et
I’alléchant morceau de viande qui y est accroché» [M_], Savard 1985:280).

Mais un exemple encore plus éloquent de ce type d’enseignement zoolo-
gique est sans aucun doute la référence qui est faite dans I’épisode mythique
au comportement écologique du poisson-avaleur. Dans au moins six variantes,
le héros incite ainsi le poisson qui 1’a avalé a se diriger vers la ligne tendue par
sa soeur qui est située a des endroits différents selon les variantes: en M, et
M,, le poisson est amené & s’ approcher de la rive; en M, prés de la rive égale-
ment mais en spécifiant «en eau peu profonde» (Savard 1985:202); en M, vers
une pointe de terre; en Mu, en eau profonde et en MV, vers une cornicf]e ro-
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cheuse. Or, pour les variantes pour lesquelles nous connaissons spécifique-
ment I’identité du poisson-avaleur, tous ces endroits concordent avec un des
habitats majeurs que peut fréquenter I’espéce en question durant la période de
I’année qui est libre de glace (partie du printemps, été et début de 1’automne).
En M, et M, le poisson-avaleur est un brochet et on connait la prédilection de
cette espéce pour les rives inondées au printemps lors du frai. En M_, I’identité
du poisson n’est pas connue mais en Mj, on indique qu’il s’agit d’une grosse
truite : les poissons qualifiés ainsi par les autochtones sont souvent des ombles
de fontaine ou des touladis et, pour avoir assisté et connu le genre de péche
que pratiquent certains Algonquiens, il nous apparait trés plausible que des
lignes puissent étre tendues au bout d’une pointe de terre, pour ces espéces,
comme on le mentionne dans la variante. En M (en M, ’espéce n’a pas été
identifiée), le poisson-avaleur est un touladi et comme on le sait, cette espéce
fréquente en été les eaux profondes, méme si d’autre part, elle peut aussi s’ap-
procher des rives au printemps et a I’automne : I’élément de cette variante au-
rait encore comme référent un comportement réel du poisson'C.

Les legons technologiques

En plus de ces legons zoologiques, 1’épisode mythique comprend également
quelques legons que nous qualifierons de technologiques. Ces enseignements
s’adressent a tous et concernent trois étapes successives associées a la péche :
I’acquisition, la préparation et la consommation. En M, certains détails rela-
tifs a I’acquisition du poisson ont ainsi attiré notre attention. Dans cette va-
riante, il est rapporté par exemple que la soeur du héros asséne au poisson un
coup derricre la téte immédiatement apres 1’avoir capturé et on sait évidem-
ment qu’il s’agit 1a d’une technique autochtone utilisée pour calmer les spéci-
mens les plus récalcitrants. Dans la méme variante, on insiste également sur
les secousses que peut donner un gros spécimen avant d’étre capturé a la
perche a laquelle est fixée la ligne et I’hamegon : «Le touladi géant s’ apprétait
encore a dépasser 1’appét et I’hamegon lorsque Chakaapaash les saisit et les
accrocha a I'intérieur de la bouche du poisson sur le coté. Aprés avoir fixé
I’hamegon, il tira la corde a laquelle il était attaché. Aussitdt, la perche qui re-
tenait la ligne se mit & bouger [ . .. ]» (Scott 1982:15-16). Mis & part la simpli-
cité de I’élément du savoir qui est transmis dans cette scéne (les secousses
données a la perche), on doit reconnaitre que sa présentation est a tout le
moins curieuse : c’est le héros a I’intérieur du poisson et non pas le poisson
lui-mé€me qui prend I’hamegon, qui le fixe et qui secoue subséquemment la
ligne pour indiquer qu’il est capturé. Plusieurs autres variantes (M,, M, M,
M, M, Mp et M) contiennent une allusion & ce role actif du héros dans lga
capture du poisson et au moins une d’entre elles comporte ce qui nous semble
une explication quoique le détail mériterait d’étre soumis a une recherche plus
approfondie. Ainsi, dans la variante de base, on dit que «le poisson n’avait pas
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envie de mordre car il avait déja Jakabish dans I’estomac» ce qui pourrait avoir
engendré sur le plan du récit une solution a I’impasse qui venait alors d’étre
créée (il faut bien que le poisson morde pour que Jakabish soit sauvé). La solu-
tion vient en effet immédiatement aprés: «Le poisson nageait autour de
I’hamegon, quand, tout a coup, Jakabish attrape I’hamegon lui-mé€me et le
plante dans I’estomac» (M,) (Désveaux 1988:66)!!.

D’un autre cdté, la préparation du poisson est également I’objet de quelques
legons. Nous en avons dénombré deux concernant en particulier le découpage
du poisson. La premiére legon a trait & I’étape initiale de découpage qui con-
siste A pratiquer une incision tout prés de la gorge des poissons. Quelques va-
riantes dont Mg, M, M, et M effleurent le phénomene en racontant comment
le héros est amené a se réfugier au fond de I’estomac alors que sa soeur en-
tame le poisson. Le geste est tout a fait logique si on considére que le héros est
déja dans la bouche de la béte, comme en M, et en M, et qu’en reculant dans
son estomac, il ne cherche qu’a sauver sa peau. En commentant ce récit, Scott
(1982:164, note 12) abonde dans le méme sens: «Chakaapaash se réfugie a
P arriére du ventre sachant que le découpage du poisson commence par une in-
cision prés de la gorge». Pour les autres variantes (Mg, M), le geste peut
également étre considéré logique dans la mesure ol en se tapissant au fond de
’estomac, le héros cherche aussi a échapper au couteau de sa soeur qui pour-
rait malencontreusement y pénétrer, comme nous le verrons plus bas pour
I’ensemble des variantes. En tout état de cause, en M, et M, 1a scéne rappelle a
1’auditoire qu’un poisson doit étre entamé par la gorge et qu’il doit ensuite &tre
incisé vers I’arriére pour pouvoir I’ouvrir en deux.

Cette phase subséquente du découpage du poisson donne lieu d’autre part a
une deuxiéme legon relative a la préparation du poisson. La legon est en fait
trés répandue. Elle apparait dans au moins 16 variantes et elle concerne 1’art
d’ouvrir un poisson sans en briser I’estomac. L’élément est souvent présenté
comme un avertissement que le héros fait & sa soeur alors que celle-ci
s’appréte a ouvrir le poisson. La variante de base 1’exprime ainsi : «Elle prend
le brochet et s’appréte a en découper les viscéres quand elle entend une voix
qui dit: “Vas-y doucement, ma soeur, ne me découpe pas en morceaux’’.
C’était son frére, alors elle éviscéra le poisson trés soigneusement et en retira
Jakabish» (Désveaux 1988:66). La variante Mg est encore plus précise. Elle
nous fournit méme une explication : «*‘Elle va me couper”’, pensa-t-il. Il se ta-
pit au fond de I’estomac. Il arrive parfois accidentellement que les femmes
brisent l’estomac des poissons en les ouvrant. Elle coupa donc le ventre et il
sauta a ’extérieur» (Savard 1985:202, nos italiques). La legon est donc tres
claire : en exploitant cet élément, le mythe insiste sur les précautions a prendre
lorsqu’on ouvre un poisson sinon, semble-t-il, il y a risque de souillure.

Le risque de souillure, qui est nettement exprimé par un élément déja com-
menté (le héros est bien souillé lorsqu’il sort du poisson), est possiblement
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lui-méme associé sur le plan du récit a une derniére legon technologique. Cette
legon, relative cette fois a la consommation, apparait dans deux variantes
seulement. En M ; on conclut ainsi le récit par une recommandation concer-
nant la non-consommation des entrailles du poisson. La scéne suit immédiate-
ment le bain du héros : «Il sortit en sautant. “‘Oh! Oh!, dit-il a sa soeur, je suis
tout couvert de boyaux de poisson”. ‘“Mon Dieu, dit-elle, tu veux vraiment
tout essayer’’. Le gargon courut se laver au lac. Il dit plus tard a sa soeur de ne
manger que la chair du poisson, pas les entrailles» (Savard 1985:287). En M,,
I’allusion est encore plus vague. La soeur du héros jette les intestins du pois-
son mais on ne précise pas si son geste signifie vraiment qu’ils sont impropres
a la consommation : «Tshahapash se tenait au fond de 1’estomac du poisson, il
se réfugia la. Elle jeta les intestins. Alors Tshahapash sortit: “Soeur, cette
odeur m’a tout imprégné’’» (Savard 1985:260).

Pour comprendre cet élément, il faut également éclairer une confusion ap-
parente dans les extraits rapportés ci-dessus. Dans ces variantes, il est en effet
question d’estomac, d’intestin et d’entrailles et les limites de définition des
termes ne sont pas toujours trés précises : par exemple, en M,, on ne sait pas
trop si le héros sort de I’estomac du poisson o il s’est réfugié, ou des intestins
que sa soeur vient de jeter, sans compter que 1’odeur dont il est imprégné
pourrait provenir de son séjour dans ’'un ou I’autre de ces organes. Or, chez
les Montagnais du moins, le terme pour intestin, mitatshishi, est également un
terme générique qui peut référer a I’ensemble des entrailles y compris 1’esto-
mac. Nous croyons qu’il en est de méme chez les Cris d’oi les deux variantes
rapportées plus haut proviennent, ce qui explique du coup la confusion ap-
parente. En fait, en M,, la soeur doit jeter toutes les entrailles, ce qui comprend
I’estomac d’ot le héros jaillit.

D’autre part, des informateurs cris nous ont affirmé qu’anciennement les
entrailles de poissons comme le touladi étaient mangées, alors qu’aujourd’hui
on se débarrassait des organes (S.R. 10.01.91; E.R. 21.09.90). L’élément my-
thique pourrait donc constituer une recommandation de non-consommation
des entrailles de poisson, mais il pourrait avoir été introduit récemment, re-
flétant en cela des préoccupations plus contemporaines. Toutefois, pour statuer
sur ce cas, il faudrait encore connaitre les habitudes alimentaires des familles
respectives des conteurs de ces deux variantes.

Conclusion

En prenant comme point de départ que les mythes ne sont pas comme la
langue constitués d’images acoustiques (dans Saussure 1983[1916]:99) les
images acoustiques équivalent au signifiant) immotivées ou sans lien aucun
avec les concepts (le signifié), il a été possible d’élucider les relations en-
tretenus entre les éléments étranges du récit et des faits de connaissance réels.
Dans le cas du Poisson-avaleur, ces faits se sont révélés des phénomeénes na-
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turels de deux ordres, le premier renvoyant a un comportement alimentaire du
poisson-avaleur (I’ingurgitation de petits étres poilus) et le second se rappor-
tant a des histoires de poissons géants trés vraisemblables pour les principaux
concernés. L’existence de ces deux ordres de phénomenes montre que dans le
mythe le rapport entre le signifiant et le signifié n’est pas arbitraire puisque
d’une part un fait de nature motive I’image mythique d’un étre vivant avalé
par un poisson et que d’autre part un discours des usagers du récit motive
également I’image mythique d’un poisson assez grand pour avaler un étre hu-
main. Ce dernier ordre de phénoménes fait d’ailleures écho aux critiques de
Giddens (1979) du structuralisme lorsque cet auteur insiste sur la récupération
du vécu du sujet dans toute analyse des phénomenes sociaux.

La découverte de ces deux fondements du récit a ainsi permis d’écarter
I’hypothése a I’effet que cette aventure d’un héros autochtone se résumerait a
la simple histoire d’une naissance, une hypothése que ne pouvait soutenir cer-
tains éléments compris dans plusieurs variantes du récit. Ces mémes éléments
peuvent, par contre, étre maintenant expliqués par un des deux étymons du
récit: nous pensons ici notamment a la toison qui couvre le héros et aux
odeurs dont il est imprégné lors de sa libération qui renvoient vraisemblable-
ment & un petit étre poilu en voie d’étre digéré par un poisson.

La découverte des étymons du récit a aussi orienté notre analyse du Pois-
son-avaleur vers des résultats que que nous n’avions pas envisagés. Le mythe
a ainsi dévoilé ses legons principales qui s’adressent soit aux enfants (force
nous a été de constater qu’il existe une véritable crainte des poissons), soit aux
femmes (dans 1’éducation des jeunes gens, il y a des cas de désobéissance
qu’il faut savoir traiter), soit 2 ’ensemble de la communauté (les exploits du
héros entretiennent un modele de fierté, de ténacité et parfois méme de
témérité). Par ailleurs, le récit a révélé encore d’autres legons, cette fois com-
plémentaires, que nous avons qualifiées ici de zoologiques et de technolo-
giques et dont le nombre semble varier en fonction des éléments de toutes les
variantes réunies : legons sur les comportements alimentaires et écologiques
des poissons et legons sur les diverses étapes de I’exploitation des ressources
halieutiques (acquisition, préparation et consommation).

Le récit le Poisson-avaleur, comme d’autres récits d’ailleurs (Clément
1991, 1992), constitue un bon exemple des liens!? que peuvent entretenir des
éléments narratifs étranges avec des phénomeénes naturels. L’analyse de ce
récit permet aussi de supposer que les legons comprises dans les légendes
doivent gagner en force lorsqu’elles sont soutenues par la réalité. En ce sens,
les mythes apparaitront sans doute plus véridiques, comme le soutient aussi le
point de vue algonquien («[...] I'atanukan coule de source sire [...]»,
Savard 1985:327) et il n’en tient qu’a nous d’apprendre 2 les écouter.
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Notes

1. Les variantes du Poisson-avaleur, si ce n’est du cycle complet de Jakabish, sont trés nom-
breuses. Savard (1985:101-102) en a recensé 18 et Fisher (1946:239-240) en a dénombré six
dont certaines ont été compilées par Savard (1985) mais pas nécessairement toutes (par
exemple, celle dans Hoffman (1890:247) qui reléve du cycle du décepteur). Les autres va-
riantes utilisées dans cet article sont ojibwa (Désveaux 1988:64-67), cries (Scott 1982:15-16
et Pachano 1987:12-16) et sauk (Skinner 1928:151-152). Les variantes de I’épisode mythique
utilisées dans notre étude seront cotées a,b,c,d.e, . . . tel qu’indiquées au tableau 1.

2. L’omble de fontaine peut descendre a la mer dans la partie septentrionale de son aire (Scott et
Crossman 1974:228), mais I’espéce est néanmoins considérée essentiellement comme une
espéce d’eau douce. Par ailleurs, il existe deux variantes (M, et M,) qui situent spécifique-
ment 'action de I'épisode mythique dans la mer. Toutefois, dans M,, le poisson-avaleur
pourrait étre ’omble de fontaine puisque celui-ci est anadrome et qu’on le retrouve dans le
golfe du Saint-Laurent a proximité du village, Mingan, d’ou nous provient ladite variante.
Dans le cas de M,, la mer a laquelle il est fait référence pourrait étre, en réalité, un des grands
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10.

11.

lacs (lac Huron) ou les Sauk habitaient originalement et le mot «mer» pourrait alors étre une
erreur de traduction ou d’interprétation. Quoi qu’il en soit, cette derniére exception — si ex-
ception il y a — ne remet pas en cause les étymons du récit tels qu’ils sont mis en évidence
dans la trés grande majorité des variantes de notre corpus.

. Le mot poisson est employé ici volontairement. Chez les Montagnais, par exemple — et pro-

bablement chez les Cris et les Ojibwa septentrionaux — les cétacés et les poissons sont re-
groupés dans une seule catégorie soit les nameshat, les espéces aquatiques. L’emploi du
terme poisson peut rendre justice a cette classification.

. L’autre variante montagnaise M, n’est pas aussi explicite & ce propos mais les appellations

du poisson-avaleur qui y sont utilisées comportent néanmoins des allusions indirectes a une
espéce d’eau douce. Comme on pourra le constater plus loin dans le texte, ces appellations
font en effet référence A des nageoires trés rouges qui sont elles-mémes associées dans I’es-
prit de certains autochtones aux nageoires des plus gros spécimens de touladi.

. Les manuels de zoologie consultés ne font pas état de li¢vres dans I’alimentation du brochet,

du touladi ou de I’omble de fontaine mais, en raison de la voracité de ces espéces, il apparait
tout a fait vraisemblable qu’un levraut puisse aussi étre avalé.

. Dans certaines variantes du mythe de Jakabish, le theme de la toison et de son épilation est si-

tué dans un épisode différent de celui du Poisson-avaleur (Savard 1985:152). Ces variantes
mettent en scéne le héros en voie d’étre ébouillanté aprés que des étres malveillants aient
coupé la corde d’une balangoire sur laquelle il évoluait et qui surplombait une marmitte
pleine d’eau en ébullition. La marmitte est renversée et, selon les variantes, le héros s’épile
immédiatement ou a déja perdu ses poils suite 4 son séjour dans I’eau. Cette scéne nous rap-
pelle immédiatement une technique de cuisson consistant a tremper un gibier d’eau dans
I’eau bouillante pour faciliter ’enlévement de ses plumes, utilisée en particulier pour le huart
dont les plumes sont trés difficiles a arracher (comm. pers. D.M., Mingan, 06.08.91). S’il
s’agit 13 de I’étymon de cette scene, il entretient avec I’étymon du poisson qui avale Jacabish
une grande ressemblance : dans les deux cas, les étymons sont des phénomenes réels, I’'un
technologique, 1’autre naturel, qui n’ont comme but que de rendre plus probante la legon ou
les legons des épisodes respectifs dont ils relevent.

. Les Cris, comme les Montagnais et probablement les Ojibwa septentrionaux, distinguent

deux genres narratifs : les histoires ou nouvelles et les mythes ou légendes. Le premier genre
concerne plutdt des événements récents tandis que le second, par définition, rappelle une
époque lointaine. Les histoires notées ici ont été classées comme telles par nos informateurs.

. Le systéme de renvois adopté dans notre texte est le suivant : les initiales sont celles de nos

informateurs et la date fait référence aux dates des entrevues que nous avons menées a
Chisasibi ou au journal quotidien que nous avons tenu lors de notre séjour dans la méme com-
munauté.

. L’image est d’autant plus saisissante que I’arc et le canot ont une forme similaire. Dans quel-

ques variantes dont M_ et M, le héros se sert d’une fléche comme aviron et on remarquera ici
également la similitude des formes des deux objets.

En commentant le méme récit, un informateur cri nous a rapporté que le poisson-avaleur — le
touladi — était incité par le héros a se diriger plutdt vers la rive. Ce commentaire, en ap-
parence contradictoire avec la version consignée par Scott (1982:15-16), s’explique lorsqu’on
tient compte que le poisson peut fréquenter les deux milieux (les eaux profondes et le bord de
I’eau).

Il y a un autre détail semblable dans I’épisode mythique qui pose certaines difficultés. Il
s’agit d’une position qu’adopte le héros lorsqu’il se retrouve a I’intérieur du poisson-avaleur.
Dans la plupart des variantes, on dit que le héros se réfugie dans son estomac mais dans au
moins deux variantes (M, et M), on affirme qu’il s’installe dans la bouche du monstre.
Plusieurs variantes (M, M, M, M et M) font par ailleurs allusion au fait que le héros
puisse voir par la bouche du poisson alors qu’il est mentionné explicitement ou sous-entendu
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qu’il est lui-méme logé dans son estomac («De I’estomac ol il se trouvait, Tsika’pis regardait
par la bouche» [M, ], Savard 1985:266) et I’introduction de ce détail, qui est du méme ordre
que celui concernant le role actif du héros dans la capture du poisson, pourrait répondre a des
besoins engendrés par la nature des aventures qui sont racontées : il faut bien que le poisson
se dirige vers la ligne tendue par la soeur du héros si celui-ci veut étre sauvé et qui est mieux
placé que le héros pour diriger ses mouvements sous I’eau?

12. Au fur et 2 mesure de notre analyse des variantes du Poisson-avaleur, nous avons pris cons-
cience d’une nette distinction entre les 22 premiéres variantes relevant du cycle de Jakabish
et les deux autres (M, et M,) qui sont associées a des aventures du décepteur. Bien que nos
conclusions générales sur la signification de 1’épisode mythique semblent s’appliquer 2 ces
dernigres, celles-ci mériteraient une analyse séparée qui tiendrait compte des caractéres parti-
culiers des personnages décrits (le décepteur et sa grand-mere) et de certains événements
racontés (le héros a des le départ 'intention de tuer le poisson géant; en M, il trouve dans
I’estomac du poisson tous les autres animaux; la scéne relative a la péche du poisson-avaleur
est absente; etc.).
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“THE INDIANS STATIONARY HERE”’:
CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN
THE ORIGINS OF THE FORT
SIMPSON TSIMSHIAN

E Palmer Patterson
University of Waterloo

Abstract: In 1834, the Hudson’s Bay Company moved its post, Fort
Simpson, to a new site on the Tsimshian peninsula. This essay explores
the origins, founding and first decade of the Coast Tsimshian village
which formed at the new Fort Simpson. Working primarily from fort
records, complemented by oral traditions, a close view is available of a
variety of elements, persons and events in the village’s first years. These
include trading relationships involving different Tsimshian groups,
Nisga’a, Tongass, Americans, Russians and others, as well as political
rivalries and ceremonials. There is a record of the devastation caused by
smallpox. Although the journal inevitably reflects the prejudices of the
European traders, it nonetheless provides a valuable picture of the cul-
tures of the Northwest Coast, incidentally revealing the ways in which
the Tsimshian utilized the European presence.

Résumé: En 1834, la compagnie Hudson’s Bay a transferé son poste, Fort
Simpson, 2 un nouvel emplacement sur la péninsule de Tsimshian. Cet ar-
ticle explore les origines, c’est-a-dire la fondation et les dix premieres
années du village de la cote Tsimshian qui est devenu le nouveau Fort
Simpson. Grace aux archives du Fort et a la tradition orale, nous pouvons
établir une image assez précise de divers éléments, les personnes et les
événements qui ont marqué les premieres années du village. Ces images ex-
pliquent entre autres les relations commerciales entre les différents groupes
les Tsimshian, les Nisga’a, les Tongass, les Américains, les Russes et d’au-
tres encore, ainsi que les rivalités politiques et les cérémonies. Il est méme
fait mention d’une épidémie de variole qui a dévasté le poste. Bien que le
journal reflete forcément les préjugés des commergants européens, il nous
donne néanmoins une précieuse image de la culture de la cote du nord-
ouest, révélant par la méme occasion les différentes fagons dont les
Tsimshian ont exploité la présence européenne.
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Introduction

In the summer of 1834, the Hudson’s Bay Company removed its post, Fort
Simpson, from a location on the north shore of the Nass River estuary to a new
and permanent site on the Tsimshian peninsula at McLoughlin Bay, now Port
Simpson, British Columbia. Native peoples promptly redirected their voyages
to the new fort. This article explores the origins, founding and first decade of
the Coast Tsimshian village which formed at the fort’s new site. Working pri-
marily from fort records, complemented by oral traditions, a close view is
available of a variety of elements, persons and events in the village’s first
years. The Fort Simpson (later Port Simpson) Coast Tsimshian have been the
most studied of the various Tsimshian-speakers—Coast Tsimshian, Southern
Tsimshian, Nisga’a and Gitksan. From Franz Boas, Marius Barbeau and Viola
Garfield to Clarence Bolt, the villagers have provided information about
Tsimshian culture. They were also the parent community from which Met-
lakatla sprang, and it too has been much written about, from the late 19th cen-
tury to recent times.

In pre-contact years, the nine tribes of the Tsimshian-speakers later called
the Coast Tsimshian or “Tsimshian proper’’ had lived on the Skeena River.
By the early 19th century these tribes had moved to the present site of Met-
lakatla, evidently responding to the new ship-borne trade opportunities. From
there they moved to the second Fort Simpson, where each tribe had previously
held ‘“‘camping sites” in the area where the fort was erected; ‘‘each tribe
claimed a stretch of beach line.”” When the Tsimshian moved to Fort Simpson
they set up their new village on the tracts of land claimed by the individual
tribes. The houses of the chiefs and subchiefs were located in the centre of the
row of tribal houses (Garfield 1939:175ff.). Ultimately, elements of all nine
tribes settled at Fort Simpson.

The first three years (1834-37) of the new fort saw various patterns of adap-
tation among the Coast Tsimshian and other people who traded there. These
replicated patterns established at the Nass site, based on traditional Native pat-
terns of seasonal movement, trade and intertribal contact. By mid-1837 Coast
Tsimshian had begun to settle at the fort, building houses for themselves out-
side its walls. During the fort’s first decade at its new site, 1834-43, Coast
Tsimshian people were the main suppliers of furs there, with both Tongass and
Tsimshian acting as the fort’s provisioners. Certain chiefs, especially Le-
gaic [—who is credited with inviting the Hudson’s Bay Company to locate at
the site—established trading links with the fort based in part, at least, on fam-
ily ties. A daughter or niece of this Legaic was married to Dr. John Frederick
Kennedy, an officer of the fort. Legaic, the first holder of his title to be
recorded by Europeans, rose to be the senior chief of the Coast Tsimshian
through his role as intermediary in the fur trade to the upper Skeena peoples—
Gitksans and Athapascans.
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The second part of the decade, 1837-43, saw intensified economic links be-
tween the Tsimshian and the fort. More chiefs were mentioned in the fort’s
journal. Certain Tsimshian became known as ‘““locals,” ‘‘home Indians’ and
“our Indians”’ to personnel at the fort, and these people formed an important
part of the fort’s labour force. They contributed to the fort’s gardening, the
maintenance of its buildings and grounds and the replenishing of its fuel sup-
ply (wood). This Tsimshian labour force constituted a third and significant
contribution to the fort’s existence beyond those of suppliers of furs and provi-
sioners.

The fort journal reflects the founding of the Tsimshian village and gives a
picture of the variety of ways in which the new Tsimshian settlers interacted
with the fort and fitted it into their own purposes. Told from the perspective of
the fort, the account shows how the settlers fitted into the fort’s purposes too.
The journal thus provides a major source for an understanding of the origins
of the Fort Simpson Tsimshian village; a careful reading shows its continuity
with traditional culture and the customs of its people.

Although more detailed information is available about the founding some
30 years later of the Christian settlement of Metlakatla (1862) and the Nisga’a
village of Kincolith (1867), both of these villages owed their founding in part
to the role of European missionaries;' Tsimshian initiative was paramount in
the creation of the village at Fort Simpson. The land itself was already held
and used by tribes of the Coastal Tsimshian (Garfield 1939:177). The fort
journal’s portrayal of the Native settlers as marginal, beggars and hangers-on
reminds one of Thomas King’s remark, ‘“This idea of community and family
[“as intricate webs of kinship that radiate from a native sense of family’’] is
not an idea that is often perceived by non-native writers who prefer to imagine
their Indians as solitary figures poised on the brink of extinction’ (King
1990:xiv). Despite the negative characterizations sprinkled through the jour-
nal, the Tsimshian settlers emerge as purposive members of an active and
structured society.

The Tsimshian created at the fort an adaptive, dynamic, richly textured
community which may be assumed to have replicated the tradition of village
creation. At the new fort village, Tsimshian life manifested itself in ceremo-
nies, intertribal trading and feuding, slave trading, alliance and marriage. De-
spite the company’s notion that the primary purpose of the Natives was the
satisfaction of the needs of the fort, the evidence indicates that this was not the
Tsimshian perspective. The latter, both those residing at the fort and the visi-
tors, engaged with the fort as it fitted Tsimshian purposes and customs.

Many other peoples also came. A variety of Haida visited—Cumshewa,
Chatsina, Skidegate, Massett, North Islanders and Kaigani. Tlingit, including
Stikine, Tongass, Honega, Cape Fox and Port Stewarts, were regularly at the
fort. Nisga’a, Southern Tsimshian (Sebassas) and other Tsimshian (Kitselas,
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Kitsumkalem) were traders and sometimes provisioners. Some northern
Kwakiutl also came from Kitimat and elsewhere. The fort provided a source of
European goods and a new mart for intertribal and intratribal trading. It also
supplemented the seaborne trade, including that of whalers, that continued to
be strong in the area and irritated the company as the ‘‘opposition.” Using
their trading skills, the various Aboriginal peoples took advantage of the com-
petitive market to the annoyance and disadvantage of the company. Many of
these Native traders also traded at other company forts, e.g., Fort McLoughlin
at Bella Bella and at Russian forts. The cosmopolitan fort atmosphere, in
short, continued traditional Aboriginal interaction. Allaire observes that,
“multiethnic situations were a daily experience for the Coast Tsimshian vil-
lages, especially since the territory occupied a natural crossroads and was a
thoroughfare between all these peoples” (Allaire 1984:87).2

The fort provided an additional element of cosmopolitanism by the pres-
ence of the personnel introduced by the company. As well as a variety of Eu-
ropeans—including Scots, Americans, Irish—there were also Iroquois, Ha-
waiians, Asians and Maoris at one time or another between 1834 and 1843-44.

The fort became incorporated into the Native round of activities. On occa-
sion it was threatened, sometimes its personnel were attacked, and from time
to time claims were made to the land on which it was located. Several groups
had asserted their prior ownership rights to the vicinity, based on traditional
fishing and hunting usage. Despite the firepower of the fort and the repeated
threats to shoot people who acted in ways perceived as hostile, the Natives
were not cowed and intimidated but acted with discretion and expediency.
They were seen as alternatively essential to the fort and an inconvenience to it,
dismissively called ‘“‘scamps,” ‘‘thieves” and ‘‘insolent’” when they contra-
vened the fort’s interests and etiquette.

From the perspective of the fort, the Natives fulfilled the purpose of its exis-
tence (furs) and enhanced the quality of life in a variety of ways, e.g., by pro-
viding food and an additional labour supply. To the fort this labour implied
marginality, inferiority and dependence on the fort. The Natives were not,
however, living off the crumbs that fell from the fort’s table, although the jour-
nal record is ambivalent on this. Despite repeated pejorative comments in the
journals, the Natives are also shown as using the fort as part of a network of
forts, ships and Native sources at their disposal, whether as regular or intermit-
tent visitors to the fort or as local residents.

All in all, the ‘“‘local Tsimshian’’ used the fort, and the new village they had
created there by mid-1837, to continue their traditional trade while expanding
it to include the Europeans. Events occurring among themselves were such as
might occur at any Native village and trade mart. They saw the fort as a serv-
ice to themselves, though there were elements about it which might be harm-
ful, such as its role in the spreading of epidemic disease or its receiving of an-
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tagonistic tribes. The fort’s trade also undoubtedly accelerated the exploitation
and depletion of certain natural resources, especially land animals, water ani-
mals and timber. This impact extended to Alaska, the Queen Charlotte Islands
and the mainland hinterland of the fort. Even so, in the end the village sur-
vived the fort and the Native community there survives into the present.

The Early Years: 1834-37

The fort journal provides a window on a variety of aspects of aboriginal cul-
ture and records the journal keeper’s knowledge of some of the individuals
who were engaged in the fur trade at Fort Simpson in the mid-1830s. The
Tsimshian appear at first as travellers to the fort, mostly from their homes at
Pearl Harbor and the lower Skeena River area, including Port Essington. They
also travelled to the Nass River fishery each spring, stopping off at the fort,
sometimes for days or weeks, before continuing to the Nass. They travelled as
well to Alaska, to Fort McLoughlin, to the Queen Charlotte Islands and else-
where. At all these places the Tsimshian traded, hunted, fished and feuded.
Their linkages with their neighbours, through fort visits and visits away from
the fort, are frequently noted.

Marriage with other tribes facilitated close alliances and embodied these in-
tertribal relations. For example, Nislaganoose (Niselhanass), senior chief of
the Gitlan tribe of the Tsimshian, one of the early settlers, had a Tongass wife.
Fort personnel also had Tsimshian, Nisga’a and Haida family links. Captain
William Henry McNeill’s Kaigani in-laws (Haida) traded at the fort as did fa-
thers-in-law, brothers-in-law and other members of families formed by mar-
riage between Natives and Hudson Bay Company employees. Employees and
their wives and children lived within the fort stockade, while for the most part
collateral relatives like McNeill’s Kaigani kin camped outside.

We learn more about Native customs and traditions, alliances and feuds,
employment and relations with the fort and get more glimpses of marriage and
family matters than we would if Tsimshian had not begun to settle at the fort.
Something of the activities of individuals emerges from the references to indi-
vidual chiefs and their families. The chiefs, as heads of the main economic
unit, the lineage, were the main traders. Some aspects of the pattern of trade—
items traded, seasonal variations and factors aiding and hindering trade-—are
revealed. Cultural variety was not new to the Tsimshian and they adapted to
new influences in continuity with their past, absorbing into their traditions
ramifications of the European and Native contacts available at the fort.

The term ““fur trade” implied a wide range of involvement by the Natives in
the life and work of the fort. The Tongass (the Tlingit group closest to the lo-
cation of the Nisga’a) immediately assumed the role of the main provisioners.
Young Tongass men, regularly hired to provide venison for the tables of the
fort personnel, acted as the fort’s best hunters in its early months (HBC: No-
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vember 14, 1834). Venison and salmon (fresh and dried) formed the chief
items of the trade in food. Nearby Tsimshian also traded food, including veni-
son, salmon, halibut, flounder, eulachon, herring and codfish. Tsimshian espe-
cially, but others also, traded other foods: eggs, herring roe and oil and fat of
whales, fish and deer. Venison and salmon, however, remained the main food
provisions traded. Deer, hunted year around; fresh salmon, available in sum-
mer and early autumn; geese and eggs traded in the spring; along with eu-
lachon and halibut, traded in early summer, comprised the Native contribu-
tions to fort provisions.

These indigenous foods were supplemented by potatoes. The earliest potato
traders were Haida; Skidegates brought potatoes in early May 1835, as well as
furs. This occurred less than a year after the fort’s relocation in the summer of
1834, and was likely a continuation of trade previously established at the Nass
fort (HBC: May 4, 1835).3 The Cumshewas and Massetts followed the Skide-
gate as potato suppliers. In addition to supplying the fort, potatoes were also
traded to Natives including Nisga’a, Tsimshian and others who gathered at the
Nass mouth (HBC: May 15, June 4, 1835). The Skidegates and Cumshewas
became known at the fort as the “‘potatoes people’” (HBC: November 14,
1835).

In the first decade of the Fort Simpson village, we see in germ the factors
leading to the later dominant role of the chiefs who bore the title, Legaic,
probably the most-written-about figures of all the Coast Tsimshian. By family
ties of marriage, Legaic I, the senior chief of the Gispaxloats, and the first
holder of this title known to Europeans, had incorporated a senior fort officer,
Dr. Kennedy, into his family and brought Dr. Kennedy’s trading obligations
into the lineage’s economic system.

The premature deaths of two other Tsimshian chiefs, Neshot and Cackas, in
the smallpox epidemic of 1836-37 undoubtedly assisted Legaic’s rise. How-
ever, it is significant that the Gispaxloats’ special trading link was with
Tsimshian-speakers on the middle Skeena, a rich source of furs accessible to
the fort through Legaic, though traders of the Kitselas and Kitsumkalem tribes
did sometimes come in person to trade at the fort. Cackas’ tribe, the Ginaxan-
gik, and Neshot’s tribe, the Gitzaxlahl, had their special ties to the Tlingit in
Aboriginal trade; here too, the Tlingit could and did trade directly with the
fort. In addition, they traded with the Russians and the visiting ‘‘opposition’’
ships. Aboriginal trading patterns did not assist Cackas and Neshot in their
trading position with the fort as the Aboriginal trade relations of the Gispax-
loats assisted Legaic.

As has been noted, Legaic alone of the three principal chiefs of the nearby
Tsimshian survived the destructive smallpox epidemic of 1836-37. These
three had been courted by the company (HBC: March 2, 1836),* but Legaic
had the closest ties with the fort. His son-in-law (perhaps nephew-in-law),
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Dr. Kennedy, was an officer at the fort, and this marriage/alliance had influ-
enced the relocation of the fort from the Nass River to the Tsimshian penin-
sula. The other two chiefs, Cackas and Neshot, were much less important to
the fort’s economy, though also regarded as principal chiefs. All three of these
men would have been known to the company prior to the fort’s relocation, as
were other chiefs who traded at Fort Simpson on the Nass River.

In the eyes of the company, all three chiefs were of approximately equal
rank and much trade was expected of them. Their comings and goings were
regularly reported as were the movements and activities of members of their
families; the activities of the sons of all three are reported in the journal. Most
of these reports have to do with trade at the fort and travels related to fort busi-
ness. The chiefs acted as couriers of company mail from Fort Simpson to other
forts, e.g., Fort McLoughlin and posts at Stikine and Taku. Even before their
settlement (by the mid-1830s) at Fort Simpson, the Tsimshian and Tlingit had
become a part of the fort’s communication and information network. Tsim-
shian and Tlingit chiefs regularly acted as couriers for company mail between
various forts. By the late 1830s these included Fort McLoughlin (1833-43) at
Millbank Sound and Fort Durham (Taku) and Fort Stikine (Wrangel), the lat-
ter two among the Tlingits of Alaska.

All three of the chiefs had the distinction of being honoured by the com-
pany with special suits (uniforms), indicating their collective status above oth-
ers and their equality with each other. However, as already indicated, the three
did not deliver the same amount of trade. Whether this was due primarily to
differences in energy, in skill or in trading ties and alliances is not clear from
the fort journal. However, it is clear that only Legaic had family ties with the
fort. His family link to the fort, through Kennedy, is likely a key to why he
traded more with the company than did Cackas and Neshot. The latter two
were also active traders, but their activities continued to move in more tradi-
tional channels. Each of these three noblemen bore distinguished titles. The
head chief of the Ginaxangik tribe of the Coastal Tsimshian in the early 19th
century held the title of Cackas (Txaqaxs) (Garfield 1939:188, 190).5 Neshot,
the senior chief of the Raven crest (Ganhade clan) of the Gitzaxlahl (Git-
zarhaehl) tribe of the Coast Tsimshian, had family links to Legaic (Barbeau
1950:765). Legaic, who held the title of the senior chief of the Gispaxloats
tribe, was of the Eagle clan and crest.

In the Tsimshian social system, the lineage (wilp, waab) formed the main
economic unit. Kennedy through his marriage would have been associated, if
not formally incorporated in the same way, with the lineage. Thus Legaic be-
came, by Tsimshian tradition, integrated into the fort’s trade by family links.
In a similar way, the fort’s journals record other links created by marriage;
McNeill’s family ties to the Kaigani are regularly noted. Other members of the
fort personnel also had family ties to the Nisga’a. These ties undoubtedly en-
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hanced the trading links of the Tsimshian, Nisga’a and others. Like the
Tsimshian, the Nisga’a too had the lineage as their main economic unit.

Though Cackas and Neshot lacked these links to the fort, this did not ad-
versely affect their ranking in the eyes of the company, though both proved a
disappointment from the company point of view. They failed to bring to the
fort the quantity of trade expected from friendly chiefs who had been singled
out for special consideration by the company (HBC: June 29, 1836).° Rela-
tions between the two and the fort thus soured and antagonisms sometimes
flared. They were seen as contentious, unco-operative and sometimes hostile
in their speech and actions. The journal keeper, while aware of the Native fam-
ily ties of fort personnel, presumably never considered the way such ties or the
lack of them might be seen by members of the Native nobility.

By the autumn of 1836, after two years of trading and visiting at Fort Simp-
son, the reputation of Cackas and Neshot as traders had worsened. Cackas had
several quarrels with fort personnel. In one instance he told the company to
leave the area because the land occupied by the fort was his (HBC: June 29,
1836). This represents a different view than that often given that the land fell
under the jurisdiction of Legaic. Cackas also threatened on an earlier occasion
to burn down the fort. He had been forbidden entrance while drunk (HBC:
February 3, 1835). For his opposition he was called a “‘good for nothing vil-
lain”> who never brought anything for trade, and the journal keeper coolly saw
“no cause for regret at his death”” of smallpox (HBC: November 2, 1836).

The journal keeper also seemed to take some pleasure in the discomfiture of
the successor Cackas, when a major feast given to name the new Cackas, ap-
parently not as “grand’’ an affair as was intended by the new title holder, ran
out of food and drinks while the guests were still there (HBC: June 2, 1838).
The new Cackas did not emerge as a challenger to Legaic in the fur trade at
Fort Simpson in the late 1830s, but he continued to have a bad reputation. In
late June 1840, rumour had it, apparently without subsequent result, that he
planned to join hostile Haida in an attack on the fort (HBC: June 29, 1840).

Cackas and Neshot repeatedly appear as trading with the *‘opposition,” that
is, the American ships. Apparently the American traders offered them as much
goods as they wanted, at prices they wanted. They would have used the fort as
a supplement to whatever trading they did with other Tsimshian, Nisga’a,
Tlingit and others. The fort for its part sometimes punished those who sold
furs to the Americans by denying them other trade (HBC: November 9, 1836).
Natives had their own agendas at the fort. They might come with furs but not
trade them to the fort itself (HBC: February 24, 1836). The fort location
served Natives as a mart for intertribal trade as well as for company trade.

Legaic too sometimes had friction with fort personnel. On one occasion he
was warned that his people would be fired on if they persisted in throwing
stones at fort employees (HBC: February 7, 1835). On the other hand, his spe-
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cial relationship with the fort and his awareness of its uses to him may be indi-
cated by his accepting smallpox inoculation in November 1836, after both of
his fellow principal chiefs, Cackas and Neshot, died of smallpox (HBC: No-
vember 9, 1836).

The deaths of these two Tsimshian chiefs were followed by the murder of a
prominent Tongass (Tlingit) trader, Conguele (Coaguele), who had also traded
at the first Fort Simpson on the Nass and had helped to transport fort property
to the new location. His murder may have formed another factor, probably of
less significance, in the priority achieved by the Legaic lineage. As an old
friend of the fort since its Nass days, his murder would have contributed to an
alienation of the implicated tribal members, the family and supporters of
Neshot, who blamed Conguele and his people for transmitting smallpox to
their chief. In revenge for this perceived act, Neshot’s son and confederates
helped Conguele become intoxicated, and, when he had been rendered uncon-
scious, shot him in the head with a pistol (HBC: October 2, 1836). Neshot’s
son was expelled from the fort for his part in the murder, but this did not pre-
vent him from returning later to the scene of the crime, in December 1836
(HBC: December 4, 5, 1836). By late January 1837, the same man was alleged
to have threatened the life of John Work, fort commander (HBC: January 22,
1837).

In the early years of the new Fort Simpson, from mid-1834 to late 1836, the
three chiefs were mentioned about an equal number of times, most frequently
as traders and without negative remarks. Legaic had a slight edge over the
other two. Unlike the others, he was not seen as lazy or useless. As a family
“member”’ of the fort’s leadership his friendship and co-operation were read-
ily noticeable. By contrast with the other two his contribution was under-
scored. Only he had lived up to expectations. Legaic’s inoculation for small-
pox indicates his trust in the power and knowledge of his physician son-in-law
and of the white man’s medicine. The disease had not missed Kennedy’s fam-
ily; Mrs. Kennedy caught it but recovered. One of Legaic’s wives died of it as
did his son, Looking Glass (HBC: November 14, 1836).

The journal, however, does not see Legaic as paramount or as a ruler or
“priest chief”” (Robinson 1978:64ff.).” To them he was, like all Tsimshian
chiefs, ““lacking in authority’’ (HBC: July 1, 1837). His word was not law. He
does not appear as the hegemonic Legaic of monopolistic trading power,
wealth and political ascendancy described by Robinson, although his promi-
nence in the Skeena River trade is clear. His rise to pre-eminence seems to
have followed the relocation of the fort by some years. It may also have been
linked to the deaths of Cackas and Neshot in 1836; evidently the creation of a
new Cackas in May 1838 did not prevent this rise in the subsequent years
(HBC: May 20, 1838).
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Does the presence at the fort of Kitselas (June 18, 1838; August 23, 1840;
June 6, 1841; March 28, 1842) and Kitsumkalem (August 9, 1840) say any-
thing about Legaic’s monopoly and control of the trade on the Skeena River
and his role as intermediary to the upper Skeena Tsimshian and Gitksan? Per-
haps his control of this trade included some role for other Tsimshian tribes on
the Skeena under his hegemony. Perhaps his power and the nature of his con-
trol was not so clearly defined as words like ‘“monopoly’’ and ‘“‘hegemony”’
would seem to imply (Meilleur 1980:238-239).

While his peers, Cackas and Neshot, continued to conduct their trade along
more customary lines, taking advantage of the company’s ‘‘opposition,’” Le-
gaic allowed his family links to the fort to act as a conduit for his trade. The
three chiefs were all exploiting aspects of the possibilities for trade offered by
the coming of the Europeans, by land or by sea. They did not recognize them-
selves as ‘‘company chiefs,” though they accepted the company’s suits as
badges of their rank and status. Presumably the suit was not more significant
for Legaic than for the other two. Family ties (lineage ties?) put Legaic in a
unique and advantageous position. His family and his Gispaxloats tribe be-
came well known to the fort’s journal keeper (mostly John Work in this pe-
riod) prior to his emergence as the most important trader of the three chiefs.
The number of “his people’” was known; see for example the reference to Le-
gaic (Iligaguech) and the ‘‘greater part” of ‘‘his people” arriving in seven ca-
noes (HBC: December 1, 1835; Allaire 1984:97).% Family connections gave
all the family a high profile; the doings of Looking Glass and other sons are
noted (HBC: November 19, 1834; March 28 and November 14, 1836, October
11, 1839), and the illness and death of Legaic’s ‘‘old wife”’ is recorded (HBC:
January 21, 1835).

We do not know exactly when Legaic I died. He was reported to be deathly
ill on April 27, 1839, but he apparently recovered (HBC: April 27, 1839). It
may be that Legaic is the person referred to (but why not named?) in connec-
tion with loud wailing heard from the Tsimshian settlement at the fort, in mid-
August of 1842. News had reached the village of the death of a “principal
man,”’ killed on the interior Skeena River while trading there (HBC: August
14, 1842). Another possibility is that Legaic died in late April or early May
1839 when he was reported to be ill of an unnamed but nearly always fatal dis-
ease (HBC: April 27, 1839). Why no further mention would have been made
of his illness and death is not clear, but he no longer figures in the journal
through to mid-1842. It is more likely that he survived this illness. Work refers
to Legaic as an old man and as a principal chief of “weight and standing
among the natives” (Dee 1945:71). Although Legaic figures prominently in
Work’s journal of January to October 1835, he is totally absent from the jour-
nal of 1841-44 unless he is the chief referred to in 1844 who was killed on the
Skeena ‘‘for encroachment’ (ibid.). Those killed were some of the best hunt-
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ers and their loss would be a drawback to the trade, Work wrote (Public Ar-
chives of British Columbia, 1841-44).

The only other chief referred to as a principal chief up to this time was Wass
(September 14, 1838), and the above-mentioned murder victim was not he.
Wass was of Wolf clan and Gitlan tribe, related to Nislaganoose (HBC: Sep-
tember 26, 1842). Two other prominent Tsimshian chiefs, local residents by
this time, were Neaselkameak (Neeskameks, Nishlkumik, The Big Face Man)
of the Killer-Whale crest (Gispawuwade clan) of the Gilodzar (Gilutsau) tribe
of the Coast Tsimshian, and Nislaganoose (Nishlaranus, Neeashlakahnoos) of
the Wolf clan and crest, of the Gitlan tribe of the Coast Tsimshian. He is also
referred to as the “‘Gitlan chief,”” “‘the Lame Man” and ‘‘the Cripple Man.”
Persons of this title had close family ties to the Nisga’a chief Klaydach
(Hladech, Hlidux, Claytha, Kledak, etc.), a Wolf chief of Ankida village on
the lower Nass River. Neither of these men was the murder victim mentioned.
In later years another holder of the title Legaic was referred to not as “‘a prin-
cipal chief”’ but more forcefully as “principal chief’’ of the Coast Tsimshian
(HBC: August 11, 1852). In the 1830s and the 1840s the fort journal usage
suggests that the Legaic of that time was not yet so dominant a figure.

Tsimshian tradition recalls that a Chief Legaic was killed on the Skeena
River while trying to establish his hegemony over the river trade to the Gitksan
(Robinson 1978:64). This may be the man known as Legaic I, Kennedy’s fa-
ther-in-law. Another tradition remembers the death of Legaic’s (Legaic 1?)
brother Guhlrax. He was killed by members of the Kitselas tribe (Tsimshian)
who attacked Legaic’s party while defending their own trade on the Skeena
(McDonald and Cove 1987:81-85 [Narrative 22]).

All three of the chiefs, especially honoured (or vilified) by the fort—
Cackas, Legaic and Neshot—had occasional friction with the company, but
Legaic’s close ties and trading advantage gave him a position which could be
built upon for his future supremacy among the Coast Tsimshian, as revealed in
fort records by the mid-1850s and as embodied in the oral tradition of the
Coast Tsimshian. It is interesting to note in this regard that some oral tradition
challenges the view of Legaic’s supremacy. Two Nisga’a chiefs challenged
him. Klaydach invaded the upper Skeena to challenge the trade monopoly Le-
gaic held there, and Kinsadah outdid Legaic in a contest of destroying *“‘cop-
pers.”” These accounts give a different perspective on the power and wealth of
Legaic by the mid-19th century.

The smallpox epidemic of 1836-37 had been very hard on the people who
traded at the fort. Deaths and illnesses carried off perhaps a third of the sur-
rounding population, and people were afraid to travel to the fort for fear of
catching the disease (HBC: November 19, 1836; May 16, 1837). This is re-
flected in the journal entries between June 1836 and May 1837. The references
to the fur trade use words such as ““dull,” “very poor,” “‘indifferent’’ and “no
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trader.”” The epidemic had interrupted travel and trade. Ross’s Friend, a major
Nisga’a trader since the Nass fort days, was hindered in his role as intermedi-
ary in the trade with interior tribes, as smallpox spread through the winter of
1836-37 (HBC: May 15, 1837).°

The Tsimshian understood the epidemic to be caused or allowed by the su-
pernatural, because the Sun wanted people sick or dead. This was apparent
from the failure of offerings and sacrifices to end the epidemic (HBC: No-
vember 15, 1836). The Sun was not a remote or disinterested deity but was in-
volved in the lives of the people and controlled their condition, though some-
times responsive to propitiations from humans. Why the Sun was behaving as
it was in this particular case is not explained. Nor is it clear what the sacrifices
and offerings were. The Tsimshian were not known to have killed slaves in
years recent to 1838 (HBC: June 21, 1838), though slaves were sometimes
killed to mark accession to a title or to resolve a dispute (HBC: September 21,
1838).

Tsimshian beliefs and ceremonies in general became more noticeable to the
fort as the Tsimshian settlement began to grow. In early February 1839, the
death and resurrection of a great local chieftainess and medicine woman was
reported to the Europeans at Fort Simpson, though the journal keeper dis-
missed this event as an example of the superstition of the people (HBC: Febru-
ary 13, 1839). A matching example of Tsimshian response to European cus-
tom was their refusal to participate in a census taking; they asserted that they
had done so previously and their participation had resulted in a population de-
cline (HBC: February 21, 1842).

The Period of Settlement: 1837-43

The late 1830s begins a new era at the fort for the Coast Tsimshian. By about
mid-1837 the nearby Tsimshian from Pearl Harbor had begun to establish a
permanent village at the fort. People at first came for a few days to trade and
then for a longer period (two months and more) in the spring prior to continu-
ing on to the Nass River eulachon fishery (HBC: January 7, 1837). Sometimes
they came and camped for part of the winter. Over a period of several years,
short-term camping at the fort extended into permanent settlement. Legaic had
a house at the fort in early June, 1837 (HBC: June 12, 1837). Gitlan were liv-
ing at the fort when Cackas (II) came there to court Nislaganoose’s daughter
(HBC: June 8, 1838). In April and May, 1837, the Tsimshian were referred to
as “‘encamped here” or ‘“here’” repeatedly. By the spring of 1840 houses are
referred to as “‘here” for “‘some time back’ and the journal keeper spoke of
the “Indians stationary here”” (HBC: April 8, 9 and October 9, 11, 1840). In
the meantime the Cannibal’s people are reported to have five houses at Fort
Simpson (HBC: September 11, 1840). Thus the village of Fort Simpson
Tsimshians came into existence.
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The relations between the Tsimshians and the fort had entered into a new
and more intricate symbiosis which went beyond fur trading as such.
Tsimshian settlement at the fort meant that activities previously only reported
to the fort now could be witnessed at the fort. In these years of the late 1830s
and early 1840s new names appeared in the records describing traders at the
fort. Knowledge of their culture and customs was increasingly demonstrated
in the journal, and greater awareness of social linkages became evident.
Among those named were Wass, Neaselkameak, Nislaganoose, Big Face Man
and Pipes; a new Cackas also appeared. Whatever the reason, the new Cackas
had poor relations with the fort, as had his predecessor of that title. His person-
ality as seen by the fort was abrasive and trouble-making. He was not a resi-
dent at the fort village, but his people clashed with those at the fort, including
Big Face Man’s people (HBC: September 22, 1841). Big Face Man (Neasel-
kameak, of the Killer Whale clan of the Gilodzar tribe of the Coast Tsim-
shian), also clashed with Mr. Hanson’s people, another group of settlers
(HBC: June 11, 1840). Mr. Hanson was Nesyaranat, of the Gitsis tribe, also of
the Coast Tsimshian. From these names it is possible to know some of the
tribes or segments of tribes (lineages and clans) of the Coast Tsimshian who
were the earliest settlers at the fort, as already noted.

The fort journal by the end of 1842 knew at least the Gispaxloats, Giludsau
(Gilodzar), Gitlans, Kitkatla (Sebassas), Ginaxangik, Ginadoiks and Gitzax-
lahl tribes of the Coast and Southern Tsimshian. Excepting the Kitkatla, the
others were among the nine tribes who were resident at Port Simpson by the
1930s (Garfield 1939:175-176). Halcombe (1874) relates that he was told
there were eight tribes at Fort Tsimshian: Kitlahn (Gitlan), Keetseesh (Gitsis),
Keetsahelahs (Kitselas), Keetandol (Gitando), Keetwahtawik (Ginadoiks?),
Keenakangeak (Ginaxangik), Killotsah (Gilodzar) and Keetwillgeeant (Git-
wilgoats). Perhaps the Gispaxloats were omitted because they were at Met-
lakatla; some Gitlans were there also. The mid-century Nislaganoose had con-
verted and become Simeon Gitlan. He died in 1864 (Halcombe 1874:85-86).

Tsimshians resident at the fort became known as the ‘‘Fort Simpsons,”
our’” Indians, “locals” and ‘“home” Indians as well as “those stationary
here.” Within a few years of the fort’s founding the Tsimshian were a signifi-
cant part of its labour force. Their role went well beyond that of trading furs
and provisions: their work was an integral part of the fort’s maintenance and
survival. It included a variety of labour performed for the maintenance of the
fort, as will be seen below.

This settlement occurred at a time when the smallpox epidemic was begin-
ning to abate. The epidemic had spread southward from the Tlingit, ravaging
the Tsimshian and Nisga’a populations for several months. Fur trading was in-
terrupted by fear of contagion. Nisga’a wives of fort personnel returned to
their homes only to report the ravages on the Nass. Fear of the disease had led

66
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to the murder of Conguele. Many of the leading traders and their families were
visited by this epidemic.

The closer contact with the fort occasioned by permanent settlement intensi-
fied and elaborated the impact of European culture on the Tsimshian. Cultural
change had extended to the degree that labrets were going out of style. Neverthe-
less the fort journal reveals that Tsimshian culture remained intact, vigorous and
adaptive. Sometimes these adaptations were frustrating and annoying to the pur-
poses of the fort. The intertribal and intratribal relations of the various peoples
resident at, and visiting at, the fort were often hostile and many small disputes
arose which threatened the fur trade (HBC: January 31, 1838).

Sir George Simpson, governor of the Hudson’s Bay Company, visited the
fort in 1841. He arrived at Fort Simpson on September 17, and while there he
toured the Tsimshian village, visited in the homes of the Tsimshian and con-
cluded that they were “‘superior” to other native housing he had seen on the
coast. He also noted the frequent fights, many resulting from gambling dis-
putes (Simpson 1847[1]:206-208). He estimated that about 14 000 people, of
various tribes in the general vicinity, visited Fort Simpson. He also placed the
population loss from the smallpox epidemic at about one-third. This would put
the population figure at over 20 000 for those using the fort in the mid-1830s.
Simpson observed that the village residents showed the effects of the small-
pox, including loss of eyesight. The disease had also caused the decline of the
wolf population, according to Simpson’s Tsimshian informants. Wolves ate
corpses of smallpox victims and thus caused their own decline, the local resi-
dents told him.

By 1842, the Tsimshian village at the fort had grown to about 800 residents
*as home guards under the protection of our guns.” Paul Kane visited Van-
couver Island in May and early June of 1847. He placed in his book, Wander-
ings of an Artist, published in 1859, a census of the “Indian Tribes inhabiting
the Northwest coast of America for the year 1840.”” The Tsimshian were re-
ported as numbering about 2400, plus 68 slaves. While the figures are given
for Coast Tsimshian tribes, it is not indicated that these apply to those resident
at Fort Simpson only (Kane 1859:Appendix).

Wood was one of the main products used by the fort besides food, and the
settlers, by the late 1830s, were the main hewers of wood. “Bringing home
logs” (HBC: August 11, 1840) and “‘rafting home”’ timbers (HBC: June 15,
17, 1840), cutting and hauling firewood, carrying and piling pickets, digging
up stumps from the proposed garden area, collecting stumps and burning them
and clearing the fort grounds, all employed primarily Native labourers, under
the direction of one or more of the fort personnel; “Men’’ and ‘““Indians’’ were
the customary forms of reference for these work parties.

Tsimshian also gathered driftwood and made shingles. They supplied bark,
cut the grass and worked the fort’s garden. They cleared, planted, weeded and
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harvested. Sometimes they stole the garden crops, especially the potatoes.
They fed the fort’s goat, ground its wheat and dusted and baled its furs. They
also made cord for binding the furs. They helped supply the fort with salt and
salted fish (HBC: May 16, 1842). They collected straw for the fort kiln and
seaweed for garden manure (HBC: January 25, February 3, 22, 1840). They
acted as stevedores for company ships (HBC: May 17, July 7, 1842). They
carried gravel for the fort grounds. Both men and women were employed, paid
mostly in liquor, tobacco and cloth.

Sometimes events elsewhere had their impact on life at the fort’s Tsimshian
village. The village community functioned in continuity with the affairs of its
people at the Nass or in the Queen Charlotte Islands or elsewhere. In addition,
conflicts and feuding occurred between the resident Tsimshian and the many
visitors. Kidnappings, shootings and stabbings took place under the walls of
the fort. Disputes occurring elsewhere were revenged or otherwise ramified at
the fort village. These events were consistent with traditional intertribal and
intratribal relations of trade and warfare (McDonald and Cove 1987). Indige-
nous means were available to deal with them and these too were implemented
at the new village. The fur trade could be reduced or interrupted as a result of
their conflicts; rivalries between Native residents and visitors at the fort village
frequently produced tension which affected village-fort relations. Fear of at-
tack by resident Tsimshian might cause other Natives to avoid the fort. In
April 1838, Tongass and Port Stewart Tlingit were fighting elsewhere, but the
warlike conditions made others reluctant to venture out into a possible battle
zone. This antagonism continued for two years (HBC: April 10, 1838). Again,
in the spring of 1843, local Tsimshian, i.e., Fort Simpson’s, refused to hunt
away from their village for fear of being captured by Haida who were believed
to be “prowling about’’ (HBC: April 1, 1843).

People would not come to the fort if danger lurked in its vicinity. Some
Haida, at odds with the Tsimshian, were cautious about going to the fort be-
cause of lingering grievances between them. The population of the fort village
is not clear, but they were enough to overawe a party of 90 to 100 Skidegate in
May 1837 (HBC: May 27, 1837). A week later Kaigani (Kygarnie) were timid
about travelling to the fort because so many Tsimshian now resided there
(HBC: June 3, 1837). Another situation arose in early August 1837; when res-
ident Tsimshians’ own numbers were inadequate to dominate a large party (30
canoes) of visiting Massetts, they relied on the fort to protect them. They took
advantage of their ties to the fort, including family and economic ties. They
expected the fort to act accordingly (HBC: August 2, 1837).

Intertribal tensions arose at the fort when one group learned that another
was getting higher prices for furs. The fort paid better prices to Stikines and
Haida who had easy access to Russian traders, either at Sitka or from visiting
ships. This form of discrimination was not understood or accepted by those



196 Anthropologica XXXVI (1994)

who were paid less (HBC: May 20, 1837). Various peoples, including the fort
villagers, took advantage of the competitive sellers’ market to get the best
price. Massetts could and did sell potatoes for good prices at Sitka (HBC:
March 21, 1843). Loyalty to the fort, much to the fort’s distress, had its limita-
tions.

The Fort Simpson Tsimshian also resorted to the competition for better bar-
gains. Visiting American ships came right into the waters of the locals. This
created tension and bad feelings, on the fort’s part, toward their local resi-
dents. The fort varied its prices to suit the presence or absence of competition.
When the Americans left, the prices paid for furs were reduced. The land-
based trade did not end the important part played by the ship-borne trade in
the late 1830s. American whalers and other traders seriously challenged the
Hudson’s Bay Company in the months from spring through early autumn.
They were the annoying and disruptive “‘opposition,”” syphoning off substan-
tial amounts of furs during their periodic visits to the area, including the Nass
fishery during the eulachon season (HBC: April 24, 1838). The company had
to meet their prices or lose the furs. The Indians also traded among themselves
for better prices or acted as trading agents for each other (HBC: April 17,
1835; February 24, 1836).

Slave trading was a regular element of the village life and provided another
reason for coming to the fort, which served as a trade mart for slaves as well as
furs. The waters around the fort and the routes to the fort were viewed as pos-
sible scenes of slave raiding. Fear of slave raiding sometimes became a cause
for the interruption of regular visitations to the fort. Slave trading, as well as
other forms of trading and warfare were part of the tradition of intratribal and
intertribal relations in pre-contact times. The fort witnessed the continuation
of these practices, as the Native cultures functioned in continuity with their
past as regards slaving too. The custom created feuds and led to violence—
injuries and killings—as rescue and revenge were sought, and ransoms played
arole. Much bad feeling was generated.

The fort sometimes became involved. Slaves were worked like dogs, Sir
George Simpson had observed. A female slave, the wife of a chief, appealed to
Captain W.H. McNeill to assist her to freedom. She was a Newettee (Kwaki-
utl) captured by Sebassas (HBC: August 11, 1837). Kidnappings, especially of
women and children, formed a part of the slaving industry; the victims might
be held for ransom or sold to others. Furs were exchanged for slaves (HBC:
September 22, 1838).!0 The Coast Tsimshian carried on a share of this trade in
humans. Tsimshian sold slaves especially to the Tongass and Stikines (HBC:
January 9, 15, 1837). Sebassas (Kitkatlas), who were Southern Tsimshian and
closely linked to the Tsimshian at Fort Simpson, were slavers who raided oth-
ers to make captives (HBC: August 11, 1837). Slaves were generally sold
northward through the Tongass and Stikines into Alaska (HBC: June 11, 1837,
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September 22, 1838). The local Tsimshian sometimes acted as intermediaries.
These activities once again reveal the complexity of linkages, alliances, obli-
gations and diplomacy among the various peoples engaged in the slave trade
and kidnapping. The slave trade was part of the larger system of trading, war
and rivalry relations that pertained. Ties of family and intertribal alliances
might restrain slavery and kidnapping between groups and might facilitate re-
covery of captives.

When Neeseleanook’s (Nislaganoose, The Cripple Man, The Gitlan Chief)
two wives were captured, one was released immediately by her Cumshewa
captors because she was a Tongass (HBC: August 13, 16, 1842). The other
was recaptured later from the Cumshewa by Sebassas. The Sebassas, acting as
friends of Neeseleanooks, and undoubtedly in their own interests as well,
formed a raiding party and crossed to the Queen Charlotte Islands where they
attacked the captor village. They seized the kidnapped wife and pillaged the
village’s potato crop (HBC: September 6, 8, 15, 1842). They then returned the
wife to her husband and sold the looted potatoes at Fort Simpson (HBC: Sep-
tember 19, 1842). In the summer of 1842, one of Big Face Man’s ‘‘people”’
(lineage?) was kidnapped by Haida (HBC: July 28, 1842). Later in the sum-
mer, Kygarnie (Klaigani) were reported to be ‘“‘prowling about” to kidnap lo-
cal Tsimshian (HBC: August 26, 1842).

By 1837 the fort was not only a slave mart but also a refuge for escaped
slaves. The fort dealt with the issue of aiding slaves on a case-by-case basis,
but for the most part, while they observed the activities of the trade, they did
not attempt to stop it in a systematic way (HBC: May 2, 1837, March 22,
1840). In early December 1839, they traded a Skidegate woman from the
Tsimshian to prevent her being sold to Stikines (HBC: December 2, 1839). In-
tertribal peace and the promotion of trade at the fort were likely to be consid-
erations where interventions occurred. Sometimes more personal factors
might be operative when the slaves were from families or groups close to fort
personnel or to Tsimshian traders important to the fort.

Despite the fact that the settlement was close by and though the Europeans
at the fort had some knowledge of the Tsimshian ritual and ceremonial life, the
information provided by the journal is often vague in these early years. The
custom, common among Northwest Coast peoples, of sprinkling eagle or
goose down on each other as a symbol of peace and friendship was noted
(HBC: May 28, 1837). Again, several kinds of feasts and celebrations were re-
ported. One of these is described as a celebration of the death of an old chief-
tainess (HBC: June 4, 1840). Another was a big feast at which Cackas was to
“set himself up as a man of great consequence”” (HBC: May 31, 1838). He
was the successor to the Cackas who died in the 1836 epidemic. The death of
the earlier Cackas had been commemorated (June 18377?) by a ‘‘grand booze”’
(HBC: June 9, 1837). A ‘“‘grand feast”” which commemorated the deceased
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Cackas accompanied the installation of the new holder of that title. Much
preparation went into this event including the purchase of ‘““finery’’ and liquor
by trading furs. As it turned out the event was less grand than anticipated and
refreshments ran out before the entire ceremony was completed. This appar-
ently somewhat detracted from the prestige of the new Cackas. This was fol-
lowed by an unsuccessful attempt by Cackas to woo the daughter of Nisla-
ganoose (HBC: June 2, 8, 1838).

Local Tsimshian travelled to other Tsimshian communities to attend their
events as well as inviting others to the Fort Simpson village. These travels in-
dicate close ties with those of the home villages, as well as the Southern
Tsimshian (‘‘Sebassas’’), Nisga’a, Tongass and others (HBC: December 14,
1837; January 18, 1838; December 13, 1841). Some awareness of the different
kinds of feasts and ceremonies is apparent here and some sense of the seasonal
nature of certain ceremonies is indicated. Early October was said to be the
“feasting” time of the Tsimshian and this was the explanation for a temporary
decline in their trading (HBC: October 5, 1834). It was also understood that
feasts might be prepared for over a period of months (HBC: December 14,
1837). The Europeans also held their main seasonal feasts in the fall and win-
ter. All Saints Day (November 1), Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, and
New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day were also marked by consumption of ex-
tra and luxury foods and liquor and they too frequently were accompanied by
violence among those celebrating (HBC: December 25, 1837; January 2,
1838; October 31, 1840). All Saints Day was both religious and ethnic since it
was seen by the fort officers as a Roman Catholic holiday for the ‘“‘men,”
many of whom were French-Canadians (HBC: November 1, 1837). Harvest
Home (or Harvest Thanksgiving), the English fall harvest holiday, was also
celebrated in October (HBC: October 26, 1838). This was a folk festival which
survived into the mid-19th century after which efforts were made to give it a
more formal religious meaning through incorporation in the Church of Eng-
land’s religious calendar (Metford 1991:122). Native wives, Tsimshian,
Nisga’a and others in the fort would have participated in some or all of these
celebrations to some degree.

Conclusion

By the late 1830s certain patterns emerged in the contact among Native traders
coming to the fort. The Tsimshian, both those settled at the fort and others, be-
came the largest single source for furs and provisions. In addition they as-
sumed a variety of other kinds of employment for the maintenance of the fort.
They also provided information about the activities of other Natives and Euro-
peans in the surrounding area. Through intensified contact with the fort, some
information about their culture was transmitted to the fort personnel, and some
information about that culture has been preserved. The resident Tsimshian,
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and others, integrated the fort and its business into their own affairs. The fort
became a new trade centre supplementing traditional centres such as the Nass
River fishery, even to the point of including slave trading. As such it also be-
came a new place for intertribal relations both peaceful and violent. The fort
journal provides a window on this little world of trade and conflict and their
ramifications.

The Nisga’a also played a part in the fort life. They were traders, especially
of beaver and marten and to a lesser extent of provisions. They made short vis-
its and their links to the fort were reinforced by the marriage ties that had al-
ready been created when the fort was at the Nass River. These were later fur-
ther strengthened when Captain William Henry McNeill married a leading
Nisga’a chief and trader, Neshaki, in the early 1860s (Patterson 1990:13-24).
The Nisga’a also acted as intermediaries for peoples of the Upper Nass and the
Nass hinterland.

The Tongass had, immediately on the founding of the fort at McLoughlin
Harbour (Summer 1834), become the major Native provisioners. Their work
as hunters for the fort was the major source of fresh and dried venison. They
also supplied fish, especially salmon, fresh and dried. In addition, they traded
furs and sometimes slaves.

The Stikine supplied furs from Alaska, acting as intermediaries for more re-
mote peoples. Stikines were regular couriers of mail between the company’s
Alaskan forts at Taku and Wrangel, and Fort Simpson. They also visited the
fort to trade slaves. Their fur trade was important enough to cause the com-
pany to give them higher prices for their furs to keep them from going to the
Russians.

The Haida were important suppliers of sea otter and other skins; they were
also regular provisioners with their trade in potatoes. Though some friction
and violence occurred between them and some of the Tsimshian, nevertheless
they regularly resorted to the fort from within a few months of its founding.
The Kaigani (Kygarnie) Haida were, like the Stikines, given special prices to
prevent them from trading to the Russians, who came to them. Kaigani also
engaged in kidnapping and slaving. Haida from time to time disrupted trade
when they threatened, or were believed to have threatened, the Tsimshian.
Haida furs were lost to whalers who visited the Queen Charlotte Islands in
1843 and 1844. The presence of the fort contributed to conditions that caused
or contributed to intertribal and sometimes intratribal conflict.

The fort also provided expanded opportunities for all its customers, but in
the first decade of its new location it cannot be said to have dominated the life
and culture of its visitors or residents. The various peoples visiting the fort
were clearly not dependent on its goods for survival, nor desperately in need
of them. The trade goods were not so essential to them that considerations of
tradition and custom were overruled or set aside. The fort’s goods—cloth,
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tools, weapons, ammunition, liquor, molasses, tobacco, rice—were incorpo-
rated into the traditional life.

The fort journal saw the Native tribes as centred on the fort, especially the
local Tsimshian. Tsimshian activity, the journal keeper implied, was or should
be geared to the service of the fort and dominated by the interests and con-
cerns of the fort. The journal keeper repeatedly asked why the Natives, partic-
ularly those ‘‘stationary here’’ were not doing more for the fort—fur trading,
provisioning and various kinds of labour. Condescending and pejorative lan-
guage was often used to describe them, e.g., “scamps,” “‘thieves,” *‘villains,”
“insolent.”

The evidence suggests that the fort was an addition to Native life, but not an
indispensable element. What happened at the fort and in connection with the
fort was a continuation of what might happen at other sites traditionally vis-
ited—trade, marriage, fights, ceremonies, slaving and so forth. The Natives
continued to carry out the ceremonies and rituals which created and symbol-
ized the order and system of their societies. Additionally, they were not at the
fort as beggars and mendicants or as marginal people living off the crumbs
that fell from the fort’s table, though the fort journal sometimes portrayed
them in this way. The journal, curiously, vacillates between the view of Na-
tives as nuisances and marginal and that of them as necessary to the fort’s sur-
vival. There is no indication that these visitors and residents were in a disin-
tegrating or declining condition. Their traditional culture is portrayed as vigor-
ous and active.

In general the fort evidently was not seen as a threat by Native people,
though it might at times be regarded as an intruder and usurper of Tsimshian
land holdings. The fort might even be seen as their goose of the golden egg. It
was a service to them, a refuge, a new marketplace, a place to acquire goods
not readily available otherwise. For the Tsimshian to trade elsewhere would
have meant travelling at least to Fort McLoughlin, at Millbank Sound among
the Bella Bella, and some did so sometimes.

The fort expanded the Natives’ economic and material culture, but did not
dictate their customs. Through the fort greater knowledge of the European’s
ways and artifacts could be gained and applied to Tsimshian purposes. The
Tsimshian were a cosmopolitan people, not closed to cultural borrowing, as
they showed by borrowings from Kwakiutl culture and by population addi-
tions from the Tlingit. The creation of a local Tsimshian village at the fort was
consistent with their adaptation for advantage. They had previously migrated
from the Skeena River area.

Friction at the fort could be settled through traditional mechanisms, though
sometimes the company’s intervention was helpful. The company weighed its
own interests when it stepped into disputes. The fort record does not answer
the question of whether population decline and relocation at the fort led to in-
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creased competition and rivalry for status, rank and titles. Chiefs were in-
stalled and successions occurred. There is enough reference to these events
and to rivalries among chiefs to suggest that some of this was going on, that
some fights and deaths might constitute an acceleration of conflicts. Two
chiefs were killed on the Skeena. Friction occurred at the fort and elsewhere
between Tsimshian leaders.

Names of chiefs prominent in the trade did change over time. Through the
early 1840s new chiefs became prominent. This may reflect rising trade and
wealth and also the gradual settlement at the fort of additional tribes of Coastal
Tsimshian. The relationship of fort personnel and Tsimshian traders included
incorporation into the obligations and opportunities of the kinship links which
had been established between the Native and European sides. These ties facili-
tated the trade. The resident Tsimshian, and other Native visitors, used Fort
Simpson as part of a network of forts and ships to augment the traditional
trade sources to which they regularly resorted. Each side of the fort nexus re-
sponded to the other in its own cultural terms.

Notes

1. See Usher 1974 and Patterson 1982. For a view of the fort life and the Indians in relation to
the fort see also Meilleur 1980.

2. This essay has been influenced by the work of a number of scholars. The writer has noted the
continuity of culture and the retention of native initiative, in large measure during the early
years of the land-based fur trade at Fort Simpson, British Columbia. See Francis and Morantz
1983 and Thistle 1986.

3. See also oral tradition of Nass River trading site for surrounding tribes both before and after
the building of the fort there (McDonald and Cove 1987:194 [Narrative 54]).

4. See Garfield 1939:177. Garfield points out that most of the Tsimshian tribes held land at Port
Simpson prior to the creation of the fort (1834), and that when they settled at the fort they did
so on land they held there. This may be the basis for Cackas’ assertion that the fort occupied
land he claimed, though his was the Ginaxangiks tribe and Garfield says the land on which
the fort was built was purchased from the Gilodzar tribe. Cackas may have spoken broadly of
the land taken for use as well as the actual building area. He may also have referred to some
clan privilege through the Gispawudwade (Killer Whale crest).

5. Oral tradition recalls at least one incident in which Txagaxs (Cackas) outdid Legaic at a feast
which included gift-giving (McDonald and Cove 1987:97-98 [Narrative 27]).

6. Traditionally the Ginaxangik main trade links were with the northern Tlingit, e.g., the
Stikines. These ties would have facilitated the slave trade (see page 16). The Ginaxangik also
had the reputation of being seal and sea otter hunters, more so than any other tribe. The Git-
zaklahl also had special trade links with the Tlingit. The Gispaxloats’ special links were with
the upper Skeena (McDonald and Cove 1987:185).

7. See also Grumet 1975:294-318. Grumet, in this highly speculative article, presumes consid-
erable cultural change in the early 19th-century Coast Tsimshian response to white contact.
See also Mitchell 1983:57-64. Mitchell offers a view of Legaic’s chieftancy contrary to, and
more convincing than, Grumet’s.

8. Allaire (1984) finds that by the late 1830s only the Kitselas and Kitsumkalem still resided
permanently at their Skeena villages.

9. See also HBC: April 14, 30 1837.
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10. See Mitchell 1984. Mitchell’s article portrays a situation in the 19th century on the North Pa-
cific coast, from the Tlingit to the Coast Salish, in which slave raiding and slave trading
formed a significant element of the wealth of coastal peoples. The sources cited suggest
many persons were enslaved in what was an active and widespread slave trade. However, a
census of 1840 shows the Tsimshian and Nisga’a for example as holding few slaves. Only
two Tsimshian tribes, the Gispaxloats and the Gitlan, with populations totalling 850 persons,
held 21 slaves (10 males, 11 females) or a little more than 2 percent of their population. Eight
other Tsimshian tribes (1546 persons) held no slaves. Among the Nisga’a one of four tribes
held slaves (four males and eight females). The four tribes totalled 1665 persons, including
the 12 slaves.

Slaves would seem to have been of small value in generating wealth, either as a labour
source or as trade items, unless it could be shown that all or most of them were persons with
substantial ransom value. See Kane 1857:Appendix.
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EPISTEMOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
OF ANTHROPOLOGICAL FIELD
WORK, WITH NOTES FROM
NORTHERN ONTARIO!

Edward J. Hedican
University of Guelph

Abstract:  This article engages in a critical discussion of the epistemo-
logical implications—how we know what we know issues—of the inter-
pretive approach in recent social anthropology. Primary among these is-
sues is the role of paradigms, or the lack of them as the postmodernists
suggest, in anthropological field work and how these paradigms might be
made to be more commensurate with one another. The problems of meth-
odological verification and subjectivity—ethnography from whose point
of view?—are related aspects of cross-cultural interpretation. The central
point is that the main epistemological issues in anthropology are intrinsi-
cally tied to field work. Our field-work activity is the basis of all debate,
it is at the centre of the interpretive endeavour and is the final arbiter
about methodological issues. Some examples from the author’s field
work among the Ojibwa (Anishenabe First Nation) of northern Ontario
are utilized to illustrate issues raised in the article.

Résumé: Cet article entame une discussion critique des implications
épistémologiques — comment nous savons ce que nous savons — de 1’ap-
proche donnant une interprétation telle qu’elle est utilisée depuis peu en
anthropologie sociale. Dans ces questions nous trouvons premi¢rement le
role des paradigmes, ou leur absence comme le suggerent les post-
modernistes, dans le cadre du travail anthropologique sur le terrain et
comment ces paradigmes peuvent &tre établis pour &tre a la mesure I'un
de I'autre. Les problémes de vérification et de subjectivité méthodolo-
gique — I’ethnographie, mais de quel point de vue? — sont des aspects
similaries de I’interprétation inter-culturelle. Le point central de cette dis-
cussion montre que les principales questions épistémologiques en anthro-
pologie sont dans leur essence liées au travail sur le terrain. Notre activité
est 2 la source méme de tout le débat, elle est au centre de nos efforts
d’interprétation et enfin c’est elle qui est 1’ultime arbitre en ce qui con-
cerne les questions de méthodologie. L’auteur utilise quelques exemples
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de son travail sur le terrain parmi les Ojibwa (Anishenabe First Nation)
du nord de I'Ontario pour illustrer les questions posées dans cet article.

Introduction

A cartoon in the Far Side series shows several Natives scurrying about inside a
grass hut. One clutches a stereo under one arm and a television set under the
other looking for a place to hide them, while another looks out the door and
exclaims: ““Anthropologists! Anthropologists!’’ At one level the cartoon is hu-
morous because the image of the anthropologist dressed in a pith hat, shorts
and safari jacket, accompanied by an entourage of Native carriers, confirms in
the public’s mind a view of anthropology as esoteric, anachronistic and elitist.
For the anthropologists themselves there is a not-so-subtle message that an-
thropology has a distorted sense of reality such that aboriginal peoples are
kept in a permanent state of preservation—a sort of cultural deep-freeze, in
which the initial colonial encounter is seen to be kept intact.

There is a ring of truth to all of this, since it is only in recent times that an-
thropologists have shown any interest in contemporary Native peoples, and the
impacts that colonialism, racism and imperialism have had on them. Since an-
thropologists gather information on their subjects of interest mainly on the ba-
sis of first-hand experience through field research, then the interrelationship
between field work and the creation of knowledge in anthropology is a matter
of some epistemological interest. For, as Ulin (1984:xi) rightly indicates,
“Fieldwork or participant observation has led many anthropologists to strug-
gle with epistemological problems related to understanding other cultures as
part of a dialectical process of self-understanding.” It might have been cor-
rectly said for the recent past that anthropologists in their writings have not
shown any great interest in the epistemological issues raised by field research,
but this is no longer the case today. In fact ethnography, especially its depic-
tion of the point of view of the “Other,” is at the centre of discussion in con-
temporary anthropology.

Anthropologists are currently engaged in a debate of considerable impor-
tance to the future of the discipline. The discussions and controversies are
multifaceted ones, but at the centre of it all is a call for a distinct break with the
past—the postmodern call for the deconstruction of existing paradigms and
old-order authorities. It is a matter of what has been called a “crisis of repre-
sentation,”” which is to say, “‘the explicit discourse that reflects on the doing
and writing of ethnography’’ (Marcus and Fischer 1986:16). The challenge is
to “all those views of reality in social thought which prematurely overlook or
reduce cultural diversity for the sake of the capacity to generalize or to affirm
universal values” (ibid.:33). It is issues such as these that we should all be
thinking about, and for this reason the purpose of the present article is to en-
gage in a critical discussion of the epistemological implications of the post-
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modernist tendency in current anthropology. The central argument of this ar-
ticle is that the postmodernist call for the deconstruction of existing paradigms
is not a useful approach to the difficulties of interpretation in anthropology be-
cause the centrality of field work is ultimately replaced by an emphasis on lit-
erary skills and ““constructed truths.”

The ““Interpretive Quest’’ of Ethnography

It all began innocently enough with Clifford Geertz’s article called ‘“Thick
Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’” (1973). In its essen-
tial form, interpretive anthropology explores the ways human beings assign
meaning to their lives. It is this ‘“‘meaning-seeking’’ feature which is the dis-
tinguishing characteristic of human beings. As Geertz explains later, in his
book Local Knowledge, ‘‘the interpretive theory of culture represents an at-
tempt to come to terms with the diversity of the ways human beings construct
their lives in the act of leading them’’ (1983:16). Thus, to those who adopt this
theoretical program, ‘‘the aim of anthropology is the enlargement of the uni-
verse of human discourse’” (Geertz 1973:14).

As Geertz explains it, ““our consciousness is shaped at least as much by how
things supposedly look to others, somewhere else in the lifeline of the world,
as by how they look here, where we are, now to us’ (1983:9). Probably it is
the theoretical implications of Geertz’s interpretive approach which have
caused the most concern. Is ethnography to become a matter of deeper and
deeper introspection, or will it involve a wide basis of comparison and gener-
alization? ‘“To an ethnographer,”” Geertz (1983:4) explains, ‘‘the shapes of
knowledge are always ineluctably local, indivisible from their instruments and
encasements.”’ The suggestion for the interpretive theory of culture is rather
distinctive, in that it presupposes that ‘‘the essential task of theory building . . .
[is] not to generalize across cases but to generalize within them” (Geertz
1973:26). Thus, anthropology necessarily becomes “‘imprisoned in the imme-
diacy of its own detail’’ (ibid.:24).

It is this point, about the *“‘immediacy of detail”” which, I believe, is most re-
sponsible for a parting of the way among anthropologists regarding the inter-
pretive approach. It is all about the BIG question for anthropology, which
Geertz poses in an incisive manner, to wit: ‘““The great natural variation of cul-
tural forms is, of course, not only anthropology’s great (and wasting) resource,
but the ground of its deepest theoretical dilemma: how is such variation to be
squared with the biological unity of the human species?’’ (1973:22). The fun-
damental problematic in anthropology is therefore the simultaneous notion of
cultural uniqueness and underlying similarity of Homo sapiens.

Geertz *“‘grows uncomfortable,”” he says, ‘“‘when I get too far away from the
immediacies of social life”” (1973:vii). Yet, there are no doubt many anthro-
pologists who feel that this ‘“‘deepest theoretical dilemma’’ cannot be resolved
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unless we move beyond the immediacy of local detail. It is all probably a mat-
ter, as much as anything else, of how one broaches the question, the sorts of
training and experiences one has, and whether or not one is predisposed to
looking at humanity in a micro- or macro-perspective. As Scholte (1972:438)
has suggested, ‘“The ethnographic situation is defined not only by the native
society in question but also by the ethnological tradition ‘in the head’ of the
ethnographer.”’

The sorts of ‘“‘ethnological traditions” that anthropologists usually have in
mind revolve around the question, as phrased in one recent contribution to the
discussion, ‘“Is Anthropology Art or Science?”’ (Carrithers 1990). The essen-
tial concern is this: ‘““How are we to represent anthropology as a serious activ-
ity to ourselves and to those with whom we are engaged if it is so nebulous”
(Carrithers 1990:263). Anthropology could be made less ‘‘nebulous,” in the
view of some, if it became more rigorous in a methodological sense. As
Renner (1984:540) explains, ‘‘the absence of an empirically convincing the-
ory and methodology has as its consequence the fact that there can be no pro-
gram for the direction in which research should proceed.” It is not a matter of
whether or not Geertz’s anthropology fails to account for the causes of human
thought and behaviour: “Instead, the most significant deficiency . . . is its lack
of explicit theoretical and methodological guidelines’” (Lett 1987:117).

The problem for many has to do with the belief that the interpretive and sci-
entific approaches are mutually exclusive. This belief prompts the concern, as
Shankman (1984:261) suggests, that ‘‘the programmatic side of Geertz’s work
is an attempt to refocus anthropology—indeed all of social science—away
from the emulation of the natural sciences and toward a reintegration with the
humanities.”” Similarly, Scholte (1984:542) states that interpretive anthropol-
ogy ‘‘draws its inspiration from the arts and the humanities rather than from
the natural sciences.” The last word on this matter goes to Geertz himself who
clearly has had enough of these repeated attempts to cast the interpretive ap-
proach as unscientific. As Geertz explains (1990:274) in his recent comments
concerning the article, ““Is Anthropology Art or Science?”’—*‘I do not believe
that anthropology is not or cannot be a science, that ethnographies are novels,
poems, dreams, or visions, that the reliability of anthropological knowledge is
of secondary interest, or that the value of anthropological works inhere solely
in their persuasiveness.”

It is important to point out, though, that numbered among Geertz’s support-
ers are those anthropologists who hold that anthropology should become more
explicitly a humanistic discipline. For those who would argue this case, the
suggestion is that interpretive anthropology is an admirable alternative to ““the
reductionism and ethnocentrism of traditional science” (Scholte 1984:542).
Ridington (1988) makes a similar suggestion in his study of the Athapaskan
(or Dene) phenomenology of knowledge and power. He argues that long-term
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field work is a crucial aspect of understanding this phenomenology, since ‘‘the
careless and uncritical application of ideas from academic traditions to the
thoughtworlds of subarctic people may produce bizarre and ethnocentric re-
sults” (1988:98). As an example, Ridington points to the ‘‘uninformed ethno-
centrism’’ which dominated much of the debate about the causes of the ‘‘win-
digo psychosis” among eastern subarctic Indians.

The next stage in the evolution of the debate about interpretive anthropol-
ogy concerns the suggestion, by Marcus and Fischer (1986), that anthropology
should become a vehicle for cultural critique. The goal here is one of ‘“‘push-
ing contemporary interpretive anthropology toward a more politically and his-
torically sensitive critical anthropology’’ (Marcus and Fischer 1986:xii). It is
here that the controversy takes on a more serious tone.

The view of contemporary anthropology becoming ‘‘more politically and
historically sensitive” would certainly receive a wide basis of support among
anthropologists. As Ulin explains, ‘‘a thorough historical and political under-
standing under which epistemology in relation to field work takes place is,
therefore, an important part of cross-cultural understanding’ (1984:22).
Where anthropologists differ has to do with the suggestion that the extreme
relativistic stance of the ‘‘interpretive-critical” position has precluded at-
tempts to develop these wider political and historical issues. Spencer
(1989:145), for example, suggests that ““despite its trappings of political and
intellectual radicalism, it is in some of its presuppositions a depressingly reac-
tionary document.”” Another related work of the postmodernist genre, Writing
Culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986), draws similar criticism about the shal-
lowness of the interpretive approach, such as, “‘the tendency to read texts with
little or no consideration for the social or historical context in which they were
written seems an especially barren approach” (Spencer 1989:145).

It is the concept of cultural relativism which provides the basis for the an-
titheoretical posturing of the interpretive approach. The tacit assumption is
that anthropology should have a political mission, such that ethnography
would document cultural differences with a view to encouraging a more toler-
ant Western society. It is for this reason, as Marcus and Fischer (1986:141) ex-
plain, that “‘a major task of the epistemological critique offered by anthropol-
ogy is to deal directly and in novel ways with the materialist or utilitarian bias
of Western thought in explanations of social life.”

It is pronouncements such as these that must make the cultural materialists
seethe with apoplectic shivers. But beyond this, critics of the new relativism
have argued that emancipatory perspectives in anthropology presuppose the
existence of some commonality of experience, even if it is only common suf-
fering at the hands of the same economic oppressor, and subservience or re-
sistance against the same economic forces, a presupposition which either sub-
verts or is subverted by arguments of extreme cultural difference. ‘“Marcus
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and Fischer seem unaware,”” Barak (1988: 101) explains, ‘“‘that the self-deter-
mination and emancipation of anthropology’s subject peoples is as much (if
not more) contingent upon the recognition of their common experiences as of
their differences. But this perspective would necessitate a totalizing vision of
world history which the authors are loathe to entertain.”” In fact the organiza-
tional efforts of aboriginal peoples, such as the internationally-based ‘“World
Council of Indigenous Peoples’ comprising Maoris, Samis, North American
Native peoples, as well as others, was founded on the commonalities of the co-
lonial experience, as aptly illustrated by one of its founders in The Fourth
World (Manuel and Poslums 1974).

In summary, the interpretive approach in anthropology has been the subject
of considerable discussion and debate in recent years. On the one side are
those who are in favour of the relativistic underpinnings of this approach.
Their argument is that ‘‘traditional science” ignores important cultural differ-
ences, and has inherent ethnocentric tendencies. However, in terms of the vol-
ume of literature at least, interpretive anthropology has also been the subject
of much criticism. Most of this criticism centres about methodological con-
cerns—the approach is too nebulous, it lacks explicit guidelines, and its theo-
retical implications are not discussed in sufficient depth. But it has been the
later manifestations of this approach, in terms of Marcus and Fischer’s cul-
tural critique, that has drawn the most severe criticism.

Taken as a whole, what discussion of the interpretive approach has done is
to re-open many long-standing issues in anthropology, such as, whether an-
thropology is to be humanistic or scientific, subjective or objective, paradig-
matic or non-paradigmatic, inductive or deductive, etc. The point here is that
debate about interpretive anthropology is not simply a recent phenomenon
stirred up by Clifford Geertz and his cohorts, but is about a diversity of un-
resolved epistemological issues in the discipline. Discussion about field work
continues to be a central focus in these debates, probably because so much of
anthropology’s validity depends on the interpretive process of cross-cultural
data gathering and analysis. As such it is incumbent on anthropologists to con-
tinue these discussions about field work and the basic epistemological founda-
tion of anthropology. Much of this task involves what could be called reflexive
understanding, or, in Geertz’s terms, ‘‘an attempt somehow to understand how
it is we understand understandings not our own’’ (1983:5).

Reflexive Understanding in Field Work: Northern Ontario

There are those anthropologists who might be excused perhaps for feeling that
field work does not always leave them full of knowledge, but maybe only a
little less ignorant. Field work might be likened to a knock to the side of the
head. Our view of the world becomes altered in some fundamental way that is
difficult to describe or articulate. We might try to bury our apprehensions



Hedican / Epistemological Implications of Anthropological Field Work 211

about what we have gone through, but we nonetheless realize that our experi-
ences have left our view of the world a bit off centre. Our vision is now some-
how permanently askew, so that we are much less trusting that our previous,
comfortably held perceptions should act as a reliable guide. We now tend to
look at the world somewhat obliquely, wondering all along whether that par-
ticular reality open to us at that particular moment might skip a notch. It is like
chasing a ball through the air in the summertime when all of a sudden our eyes
make direct contact with the sun’s brilliance. Startled and dazed we stumble
about, trying to figure out where we are and what has happened.

Field work also has a habit of leaving a permanent record of discontinuous
events in our subconscious that keep bubbling to the surface whenever we let
our guard down. We could be shaving or driving to work when all of a sudden
there is a direct recall of some event or situation which happened years ago
that now, for some unknown reason, requires a thorough thinking through. Of
course we cannot give it the attention it needs and so, as with a cranky child in
the supermarket, we tell it to be quiet for the time being and otherwise try to
muddle our way through. A curious thing about these flashbacks or recalls of
field-work situations—they do not seem to be the same sort of pressing con-
cerns that we had when we were actually conducting the field work. They are
the types of events that we did not pay a whole lot of attention to at the time
because they did not seem that important.

Is this the price of field work that anthropologists have to pay in order to
make their descriptions and account of other cultures believable? If it is, then
it is a heavy burden indeed. We are left as not only the forlorn ‘‘strangers in a
strange land,” but strangers unto ourselves. The selves that we call ““me”’ be-
gin to divide and then dissolve into a large entity. Anthropologists are thought
to be the oddballs among social scientists, and at times might even be expected
to be so. Some of us even play up to that perception, donned in safari jacket
and khaki shorts, but what is more important than these outward appearances
is what goes on under the pith hat.

Here is an example of the sort of situation that is encountered by the field
worker. The scene is a small log cabin village of Ojibwa Indians in the far
reaches of northern Ontario (Hedican 1986). There are no cars or roads or tele-
visions here—just the people and the all-encompassing jack pine forest. My
own cabin was a mere 12-feet square but nonetheless comfortable enough. I
had a small desk in one corner accompanied by an overturned garbage can
with a pillow on top, which served as a seat for my visitors. There was also a
bench near the door so that at first people who happened to feel a bit nervous
about visiting could keep their distance. Most everyone eventually moved over
beside the desk because the candles and coal oil lamp made it hard to see even
at 12 feet. The can beside the desk left us “‘cheek by jowl,” and the people
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would bend over farther when they thought that they had something important
to say.

This cabin was the place where much of the information about village life
was gathered, as just about everyone showed up beside the desk at one time or
another, often spending long hours recounting their memories, perceptions,
frustrations and insights. At times it all seemed a jumble of field work, enter-
tainment and relaxation to fill in the long winter evenings. Late at night the
flickering lamp made the shadows and shapes flow back and forth as if they
were made of liquid matter. On one occasion a middle-aged man grew serious
as he pointed to the corner of the cabin where the wood stove was and asked if
I had seen it yet. The bottom of the stove had begun to rot out, and the glowing
embers inside cast eerie twinkles of light across the ceiling. “What?”’ I asked.
“You know, the cheebuy (ghost),”” he said.

The cheebuy was apparently that of Ed Pidgeon, the one-armed former oc-
cupant of the cabin. Now he had made me nervous, because while I had to ad-
mit that Ed Pidgeon’s apparition had not revealed itself to me, I also realized
that through the long winter months I had to spend many hours alone in this
cabin, and one never knows what tricks the mind is apt to play as we work our
way through the manifestations, real or imagined, of the so-called culture
shock experience. This cabin and the people who came and went were part of
my life nearly 20 years ago, yet the scene remains with me, sometimes in vivid
detail. The cabin itself has long been torn down, the result, it is said, of the
drowning of Sogo, a later owner. The cabin had to go because they did not
want his ghost wandering about the village. Without the cabin, the reasoning
went, Sogo’s apparition would not have a place to settle down and would
move elsewhere.

It would not be true to say that events such as these have had any sort of per-
manent impact on my psyche as an anthropologist, but it is the cumulative na-
ture of such happenings that have a subtle moulding effect. They are a touch-
stone to an alternate reality that is after all these years still only poorly con-
ceived and apprehended on my part. It is as if in the beginning of our field
work we are not allowed a true glimpse of the magnitude and scope of the re-
ality enveloping us. In any event we are usually too naive, young and immature
to fully appreciate what is going on, so our mind’s eye secretly files various oc-
currences away for safekeeping as it were, with the possibility that at some later
stage of our development we might be in a position to make a more profound
sense of these happenings. So these little snippets of time are hauled out on occa-
sion and presented to us for some sort of closer scrutiny and analysis.

The trouble with all of this is that we are now years down the road, and the
accuracy of our recollections, even with the aid of written field notes, logic
tells us, should be regarded with some degree of scepticism. We have a seem-
ingly clear grasp of the detail of some events, but other aspects have been for-
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gotten altogether. What this means is that we are faced with the task of trying
to reconstruct the reality of the original field work, and all the other “‘realities”
that have emerged over the years as we reflect on our experiences and what
they mean in some wider, objective sense. How merry, we are led to think,
must be the life of the logical positivist for whom the content of observation
tends to be free of conceptual contamination. It is no wonder that Nietzsche
called this ‘‘the dogma of immaculate perception.”

To give Geertz and his interpretive brand of ethnography its due, there is a
considerable problem with the ‘“‘immediacy of detail” in field work, and the
way that anthropologists come to the sorts of understandings and explanations
that they do. One facet of the problem is what Barrett has referred to as ““the il-
lusion of simplicity,”” which is to say,

The interplay between the contradictory nature of social life and the mecha-
nisms that conceal it indicates the vast complexity in the midst of which our
lives unfold. . . . But anthropologists . . . spend their lives trying to prove that or-
der exists. This mistake is not restricted to anthropologists or to their analysis of
primitive society. It is probably intrinsically related to the attempt to establish a
positivistic science of society. (1984:195)

It is no doubt true that many anthropologists perceive of themselves as ‘‘doing
science.” However, science can be thought of in terms of a broad range of
scholarly activity. For, as Pelto (1970:30) indicates, ‘“No sharp lines can be
drawn to differentiate the so-called hard sciences from other disciplines. . .
somewhere in the middle of this conceptual domain is the matter of methodo-
logical verification—the sets of rules whereby useful knowledge can be accu-
mulated and pyramided into a more powerful understanding of the universe.”

It is this issue of ‘‘methodological verification’ that has become the focus
of controversy concerning the believability of anthropological research and
the basis on which anthropologists accept generalizations of human behav-
iour. There are several well-known examples of theoretical debate about this
issue in the anthropological literature. The surprisingly large area of disagree-
ment between Goodenough (1956) and Fischer (1958) concerning the classifi-
cation of residence patterns on the Island of Truk is one of the more prominent
instances. Using census data Fischer concludes that there is a matrilocal tend-
ency; Goodenough derives a somewhat different interpretation from indige-
nous decision-making models. What is peculiar about this case is that anthro-
pologists thought that they had clear-cut definitions of the various residence
patterns, so it would appear to be a rather simple matter of tallying up the
number of different cases of each.

The lesson is that even when there exists some degree of consensus among
anthropologists concerning problems of definition, the subjective interpreta-
tions by the anthropologists about what patterns he or she actually sees in the
field is a matter of some variation. The Oscar Lewis-Robert Redfield contro-
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versy about life in the Mexican village of Tepoztlan is an even more poignant
case of the problem of subjective interpretation. Redfield (1930) had origi-
nally studied the community in the 1920s and wrote about a harmonious vil-
lage life. In a subsequent restudy of the same community, Lewis (1951)
reported quite different conclusions, emphasizing ‘“‘the underlying individ-
uality of Tepoztecan institutions and character, the lack of cooperation, the
tensions between villages within the municipio, the schisms within the village,
and the pervading quality of fear, envy and distrust” (Lewis 1951:429). How-
ever, to the extent that we can regard Redfield’s account as documenting the
ideal or formal belief system of Tepoztlan, and Lewis as describing the actual
system, it is possible for us to view the ideal and actual system of beliefs as
complementary, rather than opposing, modes of analysis.

In sum, the construction of ethnography is largely a matter of organizing
our ‘“reflexive understandings” of the field-work experience. It is a process
fraught with difficulties of interpretation as we attempt to grapple with the ac-
cumulation of “‘realities”’—ours and that of the ‘‘other’’—that have built up
over time. The fact that we are able to provide a plausible account of this expe-
rience is perhaps a minor miracle in itself. Our success depends pretty much
on how we are able to organize our understandings. We group them together in
various ways, by discussing issues and problems, and thereby building up
larger spheres or facets of the account we seek to portray. Thus, this process of
constructive understanding becomes central to the problem of verification in
field work. The debate about residence patterns on Truk, or the portrayal of
Mexican village life highlights the possibility, even probability, that quite dif-
ferent accounts of the same ‘‘reality’’ can be expected in anthropology. How-
ever, it would be a mistake to conclude that ethnographies are by their very
nature unreliable documents because of the matter of methodological verifi-
cation. It is true that Lewis and Redfield provided different accounts of
Tepoztlan, but these accounts enlarge our understanding of the whole because
they are largely complementary to one another. Complementary understand-
ings raise a central epistemological question in anthropology—the matter of
paradigmatic commensurability.

Paradigmatic Commensurability: Fact or Fiction?

One facet of the problem called the “crisis of representation’ is a certain post-
modern tendency to challenge the authority of all the older paradigms of so-
cial science. Marcus and Fischer, for example, are critical of any form of
large-scale theorizing for anthropology. Instead, they propose an interpretive
anthropology that is critical of ‘“‘a persistent tendency to drag all discussions
back to the classic work of the first generation of modern fieldworkers”
(1986:viii). What they advocate could be termed ‘‘radical inductivism,”
which is to say, “‘the process of reconstructing the edifices of anthropological
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theory from the bottom up”’ (ibid.:ix). In addition, a further facet of this post-
modern approach is the claim that “‘Interpretive social scientists have recently
come to view good ethnographies as ‘true fictions’” (Clifford and Marcus
1986:6). While there is much hidden in the claim that all truths are con-
structed, the excesses of the postmodern trend are made evident by the further
claim that “all constructed truths are made possible by powerful ‘lies’ of ex-
clusion and rhetoric”’ (ibid.:7).

Granted, despite our best intentions and preparations the world has a tend-
ency not to appear as we intend or would like, but at times as a potpourri of in-
congruous situations and events. We strive in various ways to grasp the threads
of understanding that make such situations intelligible. We interview, we par-
ticipate, we observe and we formulate hypothetical constructs. There is a tend-
ency, the more our comprehension and skill are strained, to delve more into
the intricacies of methodology. We begin to think that the big barrier is a
methodological one, that if only we had a more appropriate or more sophisti-
cated methodological approach our problems of comprehension would be
solved. This is what Kaplan (1964:24) has called the ‘“myth of methodology,”’
which is to say, “‘the notion that the most serious difficulties which confront
behavioral science are ‘methodological,” and if only we hit upon the right
methodology, progress will be rapid and sure.”

As such, the problem for the ethnographer is less a methodological one, that
is, in the more narrow sense of various research techniques; rather it is the big-
ger issue of the sorts of models, paradigms and theoretical orientations that are
brought to the interpretation of field-work data. However, one is also struck by
the apparent tendency for some anthropologists to avoid the task of articulat-
ing their assumptions and underlying analytical constructs. All too often eth-
nographers are timid about revealing the theoretical perspective which in-
forms their writing, and the reader is left to extract it from the text.

While we might not always admit it, anthropologists probably also do hold
their own personal views about the general characteristics of human society,
and about the role of human beings in the natural scheme of things. After all, it
is impossible to conduct meaningful field work without some sort of guideline
or orientation, no matter how dimly recognized or articulated. The problem is
that theoretical positions are often presented as polar opposites. We do not feel
comfortable with either of the extremes, but nonetheless develop a certain
affinity with the main tenets of one side or the other.

If some anthropologists are apt to keep their theoretical perspectives well
hidden, there are those who are aggressive in championing one cause or an-
other. In such situations we might feel the pressure to make allies and choose
sides. As Manners and Kaplan have aptly noted, in anthropology there is a
tendency for theories to “‘function as ideologies, and the reaction to them is
often in terms of their ideological rather than their scientific implications”’
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(1968:10). In such situations there is also a corresponding tendency, one could
add, to avoid the question of paradigmatic commensurability in anthropology.
In sum, as Lett (1987:132-33) indicates, ‘‘unfortunately, most anthropologists
who have participated in the debates have failed to recognize the incommen-
surability of the paradigms involved.”

These are noble sentiments, especially if they are meant to bring about a
rapprochement between disputing parties such that harmonious relations
might be re-established. But these sentiments are misguided because Lett him-
self emerges as a champion of Harris’s cultural materialism and positivism,
and a harsh critic of phenomenology. It is all a matter of “‘epistemological re-
sponsibility.”” Lett (1987:19) says, ‘‘the phenomenological argument is
doomed.”” The conclusion is that phenomenology is not an epistemologically
responsible position for anthropologists to hold.

It is a curious matter that the attacks on phenomenological approaches to
sociocultural studies have been so virulent, especially given that ethnography
could be regarded, in Goldstein’s (1968:102) words, as ‘‘the model of phe-
nomenological social science.” In fact Goldstein’s position is worth reconsid-
ering, inasmuch as he finds that *‘far from opposing one another, the two ap-
proaches [phenomenological and naturalistic] are complementary and both of
them necessary if we are to have a full account of the phenomena in question.
Each does a different job, and there is no reason why we cannot have both”
(1968:98). Goldstein articulates the reason for his position further by stating,
“‘even naturalistic social science rests upon the phenomenological standpoint.
Our problem, then, ...is to sketch the purposes and domains of each and to
pay attention to their possible points of contact’” (1968:100). In the final anal-
ysis we are led to conclude that the naturalistic (positivistic) standpoint cannot
be made entirely independent of the phenomenological.

The philosopher of science, Abraham Kaplan, reaches a similar conclusion
in reviewing debates among colleagues, and noting, in a general sense, that
“both positions have important contributions to make to methodology, and
more is to be gained by treating them as supplementing one another than by
pushing either to exclusion of the other” (1964:388). After all, what was even-
tually gained by the often acrimonious debate over the conflict-consensus
issue? It just sort of fizzled away over the years under the overwhelming evi-
dence that human societies are characterized, in varying degrees, by states of
harmony and conflict. In a similar vein the same can be said to be true of the
formalist-substantivist controversy in economic anthropology. In a somewhat
exasperated tone, Salisbury noted in the Annual Review of Anthropology that
“unfortunately, the debate has continued, but materials presented in strictly
dialectical terms of substantivist-formalist have yielded little of value. ... The
two approaches need to be fused—we need total models of economic sys-
tems’’ (1973:85).
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When we begin to take stock of the various debates over the years in the an-
thropological literature, a rather interesting pattern begins to emerge, which
lends credence to the idea that there is probably not a multitude of small issues
that is the problem, but several large ones. Consider this for a moment. Is not
the position of the substantivists quite similar to that of the phenomenologist
in that with both there is a tendency to restrict the scope of cross-cultural gen-
eralizations? On the other hand, the formalist emphasis in this debate on the
universality and rationality of economic decision making across cultural
boundaries has a decided positivistic bent to it.

The same might be said about whether one is predisposed to the use of an
inductive or deductive model in anthropological field work. Barrett’s (1976)
work in a wealthy Nigerian village is an interesting test case of the utility of
models in anthropological field research. Initially he was convinced that an-
thropology was in need of more rigorous approaches which suggested that the
use of deductive models would have a beneficial effect. This approach, he
points out, was originally thought to be more acceptable than the usual prac-
tice of carving out empirical generalizations and then comparing the findings
rather haphazardly with other similar studies.

The question he began with was why one particular village had advanced
economically, when others did not. Various explanations are then discussed,
such as the personality of the leaders, the communal social organization and
religious reasons. The conclusion, somewhat surprising given his initial as-
sumptions, was that “‘the theoretical framework adopted prior to fieldwork re-
sulted in a distorted view of reality, and only when this framework was dis-
carded was it possible to solve the major research problems’ (1976:161).

As a general rule anthropologists are not in the habit of using a deductive
approach in field work. The more commonly utilized inductive procedure,
however, has some serious consequences for field work in anthropology, the
most important of which is that it tends to encourage the separation of research
and theory. Effort is wasted on the collection of a wide range of data, most of
which is eventually found to be superfluous to the empirical generalizations
that are finally formulated. In addition, adopting an inductive approach means
that one’s research lacks the sense of direction that a hypothesis testing proce-
dure engenders, and suffers from a lack of an initial ‘‘built-in”’ theoretical sig-
nificance. In all, Barrett’s Nigerian study is particularly enlightening because
he is not only aware of the potential benefit of deductive paradigms for field
work, but in the final analysis he nonetheless argues for the orthodox proce-
dure characteristic of most social anthropology.

While not all anthropologists would agree with this conclusion (cf. Lett
1987:41-47) the enduring nature of the inductive approach in anthropology
probably has less to do with the rejection of “‘science” than with the realiza-
tion among anthropologists that long periods of field work in cultural settings
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quite different from their own leave open too many relevant possibilities, most
of which would be left out in the conventional hypothesis testing procedure.
This does not mean of course that anthropologists are able to carry a ‘‘clean
slate” to the field, or that they do not think about theories even in an implicit
sense. What it does mean is that anthropology’s unique position with regard to
research material is not benefitted by presumption.

The overall problem with the deductive paradigm in anthropology is that an
explanatory framework is forced upon the inquiry before the research even be-
gins. The anthropologist is also led into making assumptions on the basis of
existing theory and research that could be totally inappropriate for the prob-
lems that eventually emerge in the field study. Some would argue that this is
not harmful because at least we have a starting point or guideline to begin
with, but it is apt to become a major difficulty if the initial assumptions play a
role in distorting the study in ways unknown to the researcher.

The sorts of paradigms that are used in anthropology is an issue without a
ready solution. It might be suggested that the deductive-inductive debate is a
misdirected one because the real problem has to do with the unsophisticated
frameworks that are adopted by anthropologists, an uncertain knowledge of
what constitutes a model and faulty applications of the deductive procedure.
On the other hand, it may be that anthropology will never be so methodologi-
cally and theoretically ‘“‘sophisticated” as to allow for the application of de-
ductive paradigms.

In summation, we can say that the use of one particular paradigm or another
in ethnography is probably a result of a multiplicity of factors, such as the re-
searcher’s previous training, personal inclinations and the characteristics of
the field situation. Whether one subscribes to a phenomenological point of
view or not, the researcher is always faced with the problem of how one appre-
hends the perceived “reality’ of this field situation. We all realize that differ-
ent points of view are possible, even probable, given the diversity of cultural
settings in which anthropological research is conducted. Not only must eth-
nographers deal with the issue of the extent to which their perceptions coin-
cide with the people in other cultures, there is the added facet of the re-
searcher’s changing viewpoints as material is evaluated, assessed and ana-
lyzed. Thus, what is at stake here is an important epistemological question
about subjectivity in field work.

Relativism: From Whose Point of View?

The postmodernist ethnography of interpretive anthropology is characterized
by the pursuit of a central goal which is to adequately portray the point of view
of other cultures. Geertz (1983:56) articulates this problem of representation
in the following way: *“The issue is epistemological. If we are going to
cling—as, in my opinion, we must—to the injunction to see things from the
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native’s point of view, where are we when we can no longer claim some
unique form of psychological closeness, a sort of transcultural identification,
with our subjects?”” From Geertz’s perspective culture is characterized pri-
marily as a social phenomenon and as a shared system of intersubjective sym-
bols and meanings.

For other writers of this genre, such as Marcus and Fischer, “‘the contempo-
rary debate is about how an emergent postmodern world is to be represented as
an object for social thought in its various disciplinary manifestations”
(1986:vii). In a related work, Writing Culture, the hermeneutic philosophy of
the interpretive approach is even more pronounced, such that ‘“‘interpreters
constantly construct themselves through the others they study’’ (Clifford and
Marcus 1986:10). We are told that anthropology is in an ‘“‘experimental mo-
ment”’ and, furthermore, that the solution to the problem of representation lies
in creating new forms of ethnographic writing. It is all founded on the belief
that “writing has emerged as central to what anthropologists do both in the
field and thereafter’’ (Clifford and Marcus 1986:2).

The debate about how important writing is to ethnography takes off on a
whole new tangent from here, prompting one critic (Spencer 1989) to refer to
Geertz as that *“‘American literary dandy.”” What is peculiar about the discus-
sions in the literature is that they were initiated by Geertz’s quite proper sug-
gestion that we examine the portrayal of the Native’s point of view as an epis-
temological issue. The issue is then recast as a problem of representation, and
finally as a matter of literary form, all the while moving further away from
Geertz’s initial query.

There are several important concerns here. For one, if anthropological
knowledge is to be seen as interpretive and hermeneutic, is it necessary to
place so much emphasis on the relative spatial and temporal orientation of the
author? Is knowledge to be regarded as forever tentative, rather than conclu-
sive? Where are we being led by this ‘‘post-positivist™ discourse? The sugges-
tion, by Marcus and Fischer (1986:15), that we adopt a “‘jeweller’s-eye view
of the world’’ would appear to be a particularly myopic one when so many in-
teresting epistemological issues are raised by the problem of representation.
The issue of the relative importance of the researcher’s subjective stance is of
course central to the representation problem, suggesting that the focus of dis-
cussion return to this most basic of epistemological concerns for anthropol-
ogy. We have been led astray by the postmodernist discourse. A return to a
discussion of the inherent dilemmas of field work is therefore called for,
founded on the view that the central problems in anthropology are intrinsically
tied to field work. Our field work activity is the basis of all debate, epistemo-
logical or otherwise. Field work is at the centre of the anthropological en-
deavour; the final arbiter about methodological issues.
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Field work by its very nature is an ambiguous experience for the anthropol-
ogist. Part of the ambiguity stems from the ethnographer’s attempt to bridge
the gap between objectivity and subjectivity in field work. The general lack of
discussion of this problem in field studies has meant that anthropologists have
become the subject of criticism on this account, such that “‘ethnographic ac-
counts are by nature one-sided, although based on dyadic interaction’
(Manyoni 1983:227). Whether attempts to reduce or change the “‘one-sided-
ness”’ of field work are possible, or even desirable, is a difficult question to an-
swer. For example, there are those who have been critical of anthropology for
not searching for that elusive ‘“‘objective reality.”” As a proponent of this
stance Lett (1987:19) suggests that ‘““The problem of objective reality is a gen-
uine problem in philosophy, but it is not, as the phenomenologists argue, a
necessarily insoluble problem.”

It is all a matter of ‘“‘epistemological responsibility,” Lett (1987:18-22) ar-
gues, that we reject phenomenology and, by implication, embrace the posi-
tivist approach. When the issue is in such terms, as a matter of polar opposites,
we are unwittingly, and perhaps wrongly, persuaded by the view that other
possibilities do not exist, or are not logically possible. Furthermore, we are led
to ask why must an “‘objective’ account—the ‘‘real’” or ‘‘true’’ one—be pro-
vided by only one spectator: can there not exist a number of valid subjective
accounts? This is a matter of what Kaplan (1964:128) refers to as ‘“The meth-
odological importance of what is called . . . intersubjectivity. A scientific ob-
servation could have been made by any other observer so situated: nature
plays no favourites, but exposes herself promiscuously.”

Much of the turning point for debate in anthropology centres on the meth-
odological issue of how knowledge is created by the researcher in the field.
However, when we discuss participant observation we tend to become apolo-
getic, hoping that no one will seriously challenge what might appear to others
to be an unsophisticated, crude and maybe even an inappropriate method of
gathering information. When we talk about unstructured interviewing, we re-
alize in our hearts that it requires considerable skill to conduct, and that it is
probably our greatest aid in the field, yet we have difficulty in describing what
we are doing in a manner that does not appear to be rambling, undisciplined
and lacking purpose. Of course at times our methods do have some of these
characteristics, which may not always be such a disadvantage, since it could
leave open the possibility of serendipitous discovery. After all, Weber (1949:
115) once warned that methodology ‘‘can only bring us reflective understand-
ing of the means which have demonstrated their value in practice by raising
them to the level of explicit consciousness; it is no more the precondition of
fruitful intellectual work than the knowledge of anatomy is the precondition
for correct walking.”” And so it is with the task of anthropology; the cultiva-
tion of methodology is neither sufficient nor necessary for a successful anthro-
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pological endeavour, since there is much more that goes into the making of a
successful field trip than an armful of specific tools for eliciting information.

Indeed, the anthropologist’s duty is not to make a fetish or myth out of
methodology (see Kaplan 1964:128) but rather to reconsider basic epistemo-
logical issues concerning whose point of view, if any, is actually presented in
ethnographic interpretations. Certainly one of the main lessons that ethno-
graphic research has for anthropology is that the search for general statements
of the structure of knowledge may be precluded by the very facts of cultural
variation. There would appear to be few cross-cultural generalizations that
could be made concerning such things as proper conduct, morality and, ulti-
mately, truth. There is then an epistemological dilemma or contradiction in the
task of anthropology. If our concern is with epistemology as the theory of
knowledge, with the pursuit of basic questions concerning the search for truth,
then we might have to be prepared for the development of a ‘“‘culturally
embedded’’ methodology that would be capable of dealing with the sorts of
variations in points of view, in accepted traditions and ‘‘truths’’ that anthro-
pologists have to deal with. What this all suggests is that there is some validity
to Peter Winch’s argument that it is not empirical verification that confirms
what is in agreement with reality, but rather it is intersubjective communica-
tive competence that constitutes reality in each social matrix. As he explains,
““A man’s social relations with his fellows are permeated with his ideas about
reality. Indeed, ‘permeated’ is hardly a strong enough word: social relations
are expressions of ideas about reality’” (1958:23).

Conclusion

We started this article with Geertz’s idea of society as a shared system of inter-
subjective symbols, and ended with Winch’s notion of social relations as in-
herently communicative, intersubjective events with respect to their form. In
the process we have been led back to the essential role of field work, since it
conditions the anthropologist’s world view in a general sense. What emerges
from this view is an appreciation, even an affection, for the diversity of human
cultures in the world—Geertz’s “‘great (and wasting) resource.” This diversity
enters into the anthropological value position which maintains that human cul-
tures are valuable by the mere fact of this diversity.

It is field work that is primarily responsible for the anthropological empha-
sis on the uniqueness of human cultures, and for the relativistic view that in its
own way each human culture has a view of the world in its own terms. It fol-
lows then that field work poses certain epistemological problems for anthro-
pology about how knowledge in a general sense is to be studied. It also follows
that a central problem for anthropology is that field work tends to induce us
into the belief that all knowledge is relative, or even further, that reliable
knowledge is not possible.
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It is field work which nonetheless poses broad, comparative questions, even
when new orthodoxies tell us they are obsolete. It is field work which brings
surprises, such as ghosts in a northern Ontario cabin. My field-work encounter
with the Ojibwa man in my cabin, and our discussion about whether or not I
was aware of Ed Pigeon’s ghost near the stove, was a problem because I had
not initially come to the community to study ghosts, religion or other such
phenomena. My central concern at the time was with politics, leadership and
economic development, so I did not pay particular attention to what the man
was talking about. It was only later, when I began to reflect on my field-work
experiences, that this ghost episode would creep into my consciousness. When
it did so, I was belatedly forced to ponder some very fundamental issues con-
cerning my field-work experience, such as: to what extent did our concepts of
“ghost’’ coincide, if at all? what ‘““message’ was he actually trying to commu-
nicate to me concerning the ghost phenomenon? It was these sorts of questions
that also posed problems for me later in my field work when I began to realize
that the man was not just posing a rhetorical question about ghosts, as to
whether or not I was able to see one, but that he was actually ‘“‘seeing”’ it and
wanted me to be party in some way to this experience. As the months went by,
I began to realize, in ways that were not immediately obvious to me in the ini-
tial stages of the field work, that the people took the existence of *‘ghosts’ as
pretty much a routine matter, like dogs, trees and so on. For them it was sort of
belabouring the obvious to have to point out to the anthropologist the exist-
ence of ghosts in my cabin. Over the years this experience academically
haunted me—a piece of field-work flotsam that was not part of my research
plan. The issues raised were issues of comparative epistemology—the transla-
tion of cheebuy as ‘‘ghost,” Ojibwa belief in and experience of cheebuy, the
rationality or irrationality of their ‘“‘knowledge’” of such phenomena.

Since the question of evidence is also central to the pursuit of epistemology,
we are thus confronted with the challenges that our sources of knowledge
brings to us from the field-work experience. All debates and controversies are
ultimately reducible to the epistemological question about how do we know
what we know? From the anthropological perspective there does not appear to
exist any one single interpretation of phenomena that is any more valid or real
than any other interpretation. In sum, the relative nature of the human experi-
ence means that the existence of an objective reality is a problem without a
readily available solution. The postmodernist call for the deconstruction of ex-
isting paradigms does not appear to be a useful approach to this difficulty of
interpretation, since it simply replaces one orthodoxy with another.

Note

1. A previous version of this article was delivered to the 1991 meeting of the Northeastern An-
thropological Association, Waterloo, Ontario. I am grateful to Stan Barrett for his many
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thoughtful comments on earlier drafts of this article, although he should not be held responsi-
ble for any deficiencies in the arguments contained herein.
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Tammarniit (Mistakes): Inuit Relocation in the Eastern Arctic, 1939-63

Frank James Tester and Peter Kulchyski

Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1994. xv + 421 pp. $45.95 (cloth),
$24.95 (paper)

Reviewer: David Damas
McMaster University

Authors Tester and Kulchyski add to the growing body of literature that is critical of
government administration of the Canadian Arctic. Their treatment of problems of
Inuit relocation differs from most other critiques in its more detailed coverage of ar-
chival material and extensive interviewing of former governmental representatives.
While reference to these sources includes both supporting and dissenting views of re-
location policies, this reviewer finds that the polemical approach comes down too
heavily on involved government officials.

It is difficult to argue against accusations of lack of consultation with Inuit in some
of the relocation examples, when one takes into account problems of communication,
some of which are addressed. There were errors in planning, as in the choice of sites in
some cases, and blunders in execution. It is not clear, however, that in all instances via-
ble solutions alternate to relocation could have been enlisted. In the cases of the
tragedies in the interior of the Keewatin of 1957-58 and consequent movement of
people, the authors suggest that ‘‘the government of Canada had not put enough re-
sources into monitoring and caring for Inuit who were its responsibility’’ (p. 272). As
a matter of record, expensive and strenuous efforts were made to monitor the groups in
question and were found to be impractical, especially in view of the small numbers of
people involved.

Concerning the relocations to the high Arctic, the authors admit that conditions in
one of the regions of origin, the east coast of Hudson Bay, were probably no better
than those at the relocation sites of Grise Fjord and Resolute. With regard to Grise
Fjord, there are more balanced accounts of conditions and adjustments, especially
“The Grise Fjord Project”” by Milton M.R. Freeman (Arctic, Vol. 5: Handbook of
North American Indians, edited by D. Damas, Smithsonian Institution, 1984, pp. 676-
682). Omission of this source is symptomatic of the paucity of anthropological writ-
ings cited. There are, for instance, awkward usages of anthropological concepts. In one
place Inuit distribution practices are characterized by the now-well-confirmed “‘elabo-
rate networks of reciprocity’’ (p. 8). In another, the highly dubious stereotype of “‘gen-
eralized reciprocity’ is revived (p. 249). The term ‘‘nomadic’ is most often used
loosely, though in one place (p. 206) the contextually more accurate ‘‘semi-nomadic”’
is employed.

Reference to anthropological sources, as well as to pertinent government records,
would have dispelled the notion put forth that the fur-trade era brought on increased
starvation as well as disease. Rather, it was enhanced survival through introduced tech-
nology that largely balanced deaths through disease.

Examination of Hudson’s Bay Company records, together with anthropological
writings, would have forestalled the assertion that following the First World War “‘the
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new economy was devoted solely to trapping Arctic fox” (p. 63). In fact, the traders
did not discourage hunting in favour of trapping but, rather, sought to co-ordinate the
two activities by season. Also in error is the idea that store-bought food largely re-
placed game in the diet of the Inuit during the fur-trade era.

Readers might gain the impression that government-directed relocation was the
chief change in Inuit settlement during the 1950s and 1960s. Such moves were but a
side show to the more general shift from small, dispersed all-Native communities to
large, centralized settlements of mixed ethnic composition. The important point here is
that this in-gathering was largely voluntary.

In spite of these shortcomings of the book, Tester and Kulchyski have made clear
that paternalism and ethnocentrism persisted far too long in the ranks of the adminis-
tration. In the later pages, excerpts from an Eskimo Affairs Committee meeting, where
Inuit were finally invited, presage the more active role which they were to play in in-
fluencing their destiny. While, as the title indicated, mistakes were made, lessons were
also learned, albeit belatedly.

Museums and the Appropriation of Culture

Susan Pearce, ed.

Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press International, 1994. viii + 265 pp., 4 figures,
22 plates. $85.00 (cloth)

Reviewer: Marjorie M. Halpin
University of British Columbia Museum of Anthropology

This outrageously priced book is the fourth annual volume in the international series,
New Research in Museum Studies, edited by Susan Pearce, Director of the Department
of Museum Studies, University of Leicester. Each volume is solicited by a thematic
call for papers in the preceding volume, although papers on unrelated topics are also
included. Eileen Hoover-Greenhill, of the same department, edits a Reviews section in
each issue, for which items are solicited rather than assigned. This is a ‘‘referred”’ [sic]
publication, in that offered papers are submitted to members of an Editorial Committee
in Britain and/or to other people for comment.

While papers in the series are supposed to be of a “‘high academic standard,”” and
some of them are, they are also “intended to relate directly to matters of immediate
museum concern’’ (p. 246), and therein lies a problem. Until very recently, the museo-
logical literature has been of the self-congratulatory, anecedotal and ‘‘from the
trenches” variety. What the best papers in this series do is to add a critical, theoretical
dimension to museological discourse that is sorely needed, especially insofar as non-
museum academics (such as James Clifford, Donna Haraway, Mieke Bal and Carol
Duncan) are writing devastating critiques of museum practice from outside the field.

The issue of appropriation itself is taken as a given. As Parker B. Potter, Jr. argues,
‘““Museums, birds, and fish face the same choice; they can appropriate culture, fly and
swim, or they can give up being museums, birds and fish” (p. 103). The questions for
these authors is not whether to appropriate, which is seen as definitional to museums,
but how to do it.

Three themes pervade the essays. The first is the shift from a positivistic presenta-
tion of “‘truths’’ to a recognition that both the past and museum exhibits are socially
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constructed, and subject to ongoing discourse and debate. As Potter puts it: "’ There is
no museum more dangerous than one whose writers and speakers—whose voices—
have forgotten that they are first persons, communicating from a point of view, about
third persons, to second persons’’ (p. 107). The second is the call for the inclusion of
sensitive and co-constructed exhibits about previously marginalized groups in society.
Brian Shepherd makes this point dramatically and eloquently in his article about mu-
seum representations of children, whose weakness and silence I have never really ap-
preciated before. The third is the recognition that museum representations are about
power. As Shepherd clearly explains: ‘At the heart of what is occurring are issues of
power. Museums are no strangers to the power structure of society. Indeed, their his-
tory, especially in its most recent interpretations, makes it clear that both private and
public museums have been heavily underpinned by value systems reflecting strong in-
terests of dominant groups’’ (p. 69).

For me, the most enjoyable essay here—and a tour de force of reading an institu-
tion’s unintended messages—is Mark P. Leone’s structural analysis of the new DeWitt
Wallace gallery at Colonial Williamsburg. The gallery is largely underground, and is
entered through the Public Hospital, a museum in America’s first building devoted
solely to the treatment of mental illness (1773-1885). Leone’s answer to the question
of what does a modern decorative-arts museum have to do with an 18th-century mental
hospital is brilliant, and I will not give it away here.

Conserving Culture: A New Discourse on Heritage
Mary Hufford, ed.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994. 264 pp. $37.50 (cloth), $14.95 (paper)

Reviewer: Carole H. Carpenter
York University

This collection does indeed offer a new discourse representing the multidisciplinary,
critical leading edge of heritage work. The volume derives from a 1990 conference,
sponsored by the American Folklife Center on ‘‘Cultural Conservation: Reconfiguring
the Cultural Mission,”” that convened heritage professionals from many disciplines
specifically to rethink the cultural mission, in view of the implications of the concept
and practice of cultural conservation, an approach to heritage that emerged in the
1980s and was modelled after environmental-conservation rhetoric and its implemen-
tations.

As exemplified by contributors to this book, cultural-conservation discourse es-
chews the tripartite division of heritage—into nature, the built environment and folk-
lore/culture—that evolved from legislation and its implementation through the 1960s
and 1970s. In her introduction, Hufford discusses the challenge that cultural conserva-
tion presents (to individuals, involved institutions and agencies, as well as policy mak-
ers) to perceive culture as a dynamic interaction of people, their products and their en-
vironments, and, in effect, to engage in a proactive process for resource planning that
involves ‘“‘moving from a fragmented approach to heritage protection dominated by
elite and professional constituencies to an integrated approach based on grass-roots
cultural concerns and guided by ethnographic perspectives” (p. 3). Central to this en-
deavour is the discovery and appreciation of the full spectrum of resources used in
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constructing and sustaining people’s cultures. Hence, as clearly documented in the
case studies at the core of this volume, sound ethnography forms the foundation of cul-
tural conservation.

Following the editor’s concise and cogent introduction to the intellectual and legis-
lative contexts, as well as the practical implications of the cultural-conservation move-
ment, 16 essays explore three of its primary objectives: ‘‘Conserving History,”” *‘Pro-
tecting Biocultural Diversity’’ and ‘“‘Encouraging Folklife.”” An afterword by Archie
Green offers the visionary integration of historical incident, cultural symbol and call to
action that those in the field have come to associate with this pioneer of public folk-
lore.

All six essays on ‘‘Conserving History’’ raise significant concerns regarding the so-
cietal and disciplinary paradigms operative in giving the past a future, while the five
pieces on ‘‘Protecting Biocultural Diversity”’ indicate the broad relevance of cultural
conservation, even beyond the United States (almost too definitely the focus of the
book) and across disciplines. The specific cultural-conservation strategies discussed in
the five essays under the theme of ‘“‘Encouraging Folklife’’ should offer some guid-
ance to heritage workers everywhere. The many provocative premises presented
throughout are grounded in case studies, and the entire text is thoroughly erudite, well
written and extensively documented.

This is a truly significant work, a worthy addition to the many eminent volumes
published by the American Folklore Society and a just reflection of the vision and in-
spired leadership of the American Folklife Center in international cultural studies.

To Remember the Faces of the Dead: The Plentitude of Memory in Southwestern
New Britain

Thomas Maschio

Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1994. x + 245 pp. $48.50 (cloth), $22.95
(paper)

Reviewer: Wayne Fife
University of Massachusetts at Amherst

This book is a fine ethnography of the almost unknown Rauto people of Papua New
Guinea. The text is complimented by the reproduction of a number of excellent photo-
graphs, as well as several very fine drawings by Coralie Cooper. Written in the tradi-
tion of the new psychological anthropology, it would not be inaccurate to refer to it
either as an ethnography of emotion or a phenomenology of religion, for it is both of
these and more.

Maschio’s main aim is to explicate what he refers to as the “‘plenitude of memory”
among the Rauto. This involves an understanding that life is both a series of losses and
an attempt to connect oneself to other human beings, objects and places. This insight
builds upon Maurice Leenhardt’s suggestion that the person, unlike the individual, is
capable of superabundance, i.e., a limitless ability to assimilate exterior elements and
make them part of his or her plenitude.

Maschio shows us how this occurs among the Rauto, through chapters that deal with
their religious, ritual and mythical life. Along the way he discusses images of time,
persons, places and the dead. Chapter 4, for example, contains a very valuable discus-
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sion of female puberty rituals, and explains why, for the Rauto, ‘‘the female puberty
ritual conflates male and female realms and thus indicates that the Rauto ideal of hu-
manity is represented by an amalgam of male and female powers” (p. 139). Also par-
ticularly good are chapter 6 (‘‘Images of Time, Person and Place’’) and chapter 7 (*“To
Remember the Faces of the Dead’’). The first concerns Rauto notions of human
agency, while the latter is a valuable inquiry into the meaning of death.

As Maschio himself notes in the opening chapter, this book could be considered as
part of the ‘‘romantic’’ tradition, as represented by thinkers such as Leenhardt, Jung
and Vico (p. 33). As such, it tends to place the Rauto in a sort of timeless existence that
ignores history, the nation state and other wider social contexts. It does not seem fair,
however, to criticize the book for not including things that the author found irrelevant
to the task at hand.

That task is not less than to explain the way that the construction of Rauto religious
and emotional life is related to the overall process of individuation. Individuation, like
plenitude, concerns becoming a fully adult, fully social person. Maschio demonstrates
how expressive culture is connected to this process, suggesting that the creation of cul-
ture itself is strongly tied to this primary form of mimesis.

Often, in anthropology, certain concepts become associated with particular authors.
Clifford Geertz and “‘thick description’’ and Victor Turner and ‘‘communitas’ are but
two small examples of this. It may be that in the future these associations will include
Thomas Maschio and “‘plenitude,”’ for in this book Maschio has amply demonstrated
the relevance and rewards of using this concept for the consideration of a people and
the construction of an ethnography.

In the Shadow of the Antichrist: The Old Believers of Alberta

David Sheffel

Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 1991. xvii + 252 pp. N.p. (paper)

The Old Believers

Researched by David Sheffel, directed by John Paskiewich, produced by Joe
MacDonald and John Paskiewich

National Film Board of Canada, 1989. VHS format. Running time 56:51. $31.00

Reviewer: Richard MacKinnon
University College of Cape Breton

This book and accompanying video provide an ethnographic study of a Russian East-
ern Orthodox sect, the Old Believers, who live in isolated areas of Alberta. Based on
Sheffel’s Ph.D. dissertation at McMaster University, they offer a detailed examination
of life in a community whose explicit goal is to be isolated from Canadian society. In-
stead of accessing the media, Old Believers ‘‘learn about their place in the world pre-
dominantly through history, and the past serves as the preferred method for reducing
the burden of voluntary isolation” (p. 3). Consequently, the author’s aim is to “‘lift the
cloak of obscurity to which the Old Believers seem to have been condemned by history
and modern scholarship . . . [and to] provide inspiration and perhaps justification for
the study of other seemingly insignificant societies and communities” (p. 9). To that
end, Sheffel offers thick ethnographic description of the culture of this small commu-
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nity, and makes explicit the significance of ritual and adherence to the past, which
form the basis for the Old Believers’ world view.

A historical synopsis outlines Old Believers’ Byzantine and Russian origins; the
“Raskol,” or schism of the Russian Orthodox church in the mid-17th century; their
persecution in the 18th century; and their subsequent migration to China and then to
North America. This is followed by five ethnographic chapters on the community,
Berezovka, detailing beliefs, community organization, economy, foodways and the
symbols of orthodoxy in home and community. The final chapter addresses the rele-
vancy of this ethnography for the study of society and culture, puritanism, tradition
and modernity.

Sheffel provides the reader with a sense of the significance of material culture and
belief to the Old Believers. Every aspect of their material culture is suffused with spiri-
tual meaning connecting this people to its past. Their icons, their clothing and their
food utensils are imbued with meaning. Whenever a meal is prepared and eaten, the
food, drink, plates and spoons are sanctified by ritual. Outsiders to the community are
not permitted to sit at table and share food, since they are considered pagan and un-
clean. Old Believers situate their homes close to the source of spiritual purity, the river.
Their sacred images are washed in river water, which is returned to the river, charged
with the power of the icons. Before drinking, Old Believers make a sign of the cross to
drive evil spirits out of the drink and swallow it in one gulp, before the spirits have a
chance to slip back into it. As the narrator in the video states, for Old Believers “‘life is
a perpetual act of worship.”

Both book and video lead us to a better understanding of the significance of ritual in
the transmission of culture. The many rituals of this people function not only as com-
munication devices, but as links between them and their past, providing a “‘dialogue
between past and present Christians,”” between those who cannot interact directly”’
(p. 215). Their family and community rituals connect this group with the many Old
Believers from Russia who, despite persecution, maintained their orthodox beliefs.

While the book stands on its own as a fine ethnography, the reader will want to view
the video to gain a better understanding of the Old Believers. The videography is mag-
nificent, clearly showing the various family and community traditions, and the many
rituals that occur throughout the year. The video focusses on the Reutov family, which
is preparing a family feast for a son who is getting married. Various details of daily life
are captured, including consulting the liturgical calendar each morning to see what
foods are appropriate, collecting river water for cleaning icons, butchering a pig, eat-
ing the celebratory meal. Archival footage of some persecutions faced by Old Believ-
ers is also included, along with oral testimony from members of the Reutov family
who discuss their flight from violence and hunger, from Russia, to China, Brazil and
then to North America.

One criticism of the book is that it does not adequately address the intrusion of mod-
ern Western culture into the lives of Old Believers. Despite their efforts to isolate
themselves, Western influences creep into their lives. The house interiors include con-
stant reminders of Old Believer faith, because the ‘‘home is considered a place of
elevated ritual status” (p. 164). The houses themselves, however, conform to bunga-
low styles or are prefabricated trailers, like those found throughout North America.
Likewise, and more significantly, the children attend school, wear leather jackets along
with their traditional embroidered smocks and drive cars. They live both in the tradi-
tional world of Old Believers and the world of teenagers growing up in contemporary
Western Canada.
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But while the book does not adequately address this complex and important issue,
the video does explore it at some length, explaining that this intrusion of Western in-
fluence is the beginning of a rift between generations. This is most aptly demonstrated
when Old Believers are depicted visiting the West Edmonton Mall, observing capital-
ism at its height. One Old Believer remarks: ‘“When the end of the world comes, it will
probably begin here in the West Edmonton Mall.”

Despite the criticism, Sheffel’s book and video will be indispensable for those
teaching in the many cultural fields in Canada. Anthropologists, folklorists and mate-
rial-culture and religious-studies specialists will find useful materials and ideas in this
analysis of the distinctive traditions and rituals of the Old Believers.

Amerindian Rebirth: Reincarnation Belief among North American Indians
and Inuit

Antonia Mills and Richard Slobodin, eds.

Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994. xxiv + 411 pp. $60.00 (cloth), $19.95

(paper)

Reviewer: R.G. Williamson
University of Saskatchewan

Like all who teach, ever wanting new material, I welcome this initiative by Antonia
Mills and Dick Slobodin. It is a most useful compilation, and a genuine addition to the
literature. It contains worthwhile inclusions by long-established writers (like the late
Paul Radin, Saladin D’ Anglure, and Slobodin himself, now Emeritus but, refreshingly,
still professionally active) and a goodly number of exceptionally promising members
of the rising generation of anthropologists (like Mark Nuttall, James Matlock and
Michael Harkin). Altogether, there are 16 essays by 13 authors: Mills and Slobodin
each provide two pieces. Mills also offers a well-rounded introduction and, in addi-
tion, collaborates very usefully with Matlock on a compendious trait index (including
a clearly coded trait list), maps and bibliography. Altogether, the book is thoroughly
indexed and referenced. With the imaginative approach taken by the editors, some
unevenness is inevitable, but the overall quality of the book is excellent.

The book presents a theoretical foreword by Gananath Obeyesekare, heralding new
knowledge in the comparative-study process. It provides a provocative framework for
a rebirth of eschatology; some lucid modelling; a useful concept, ‘‘ethnicization’’; and
an expansion of analysis from the small-scale societies that form the substance of this
book to the larger, more complex societies of the world. It is an ambitious and laudable
contribution. In her introduction, Mills shows how belief in reincarnation is more wide
ranging in North American aboriginal society than has been fully appreciated. She
documents such ethnographic material as exists and seeks to explain the incomplete-
ness of the record, while also necessarily discussing the nature of evidence.

The articles that follow are sumptuous, though occasionally intriguing in their selec-
tion—as in the case of Saladin D’ Anglure’s *‘third sex’’ Inuit piece, which is not really
a daring choice, but is slightly idiosyncratic, perhaps, and conceivably tangential to the
collection’s main thematic focus. It was pleasing to see Lee Guemple’s material on the
Qiqiqtamuit cyclical manifestation of souls, refreshingly re-analyzed in a lucid review
of his data. Guemple properly indicates that many of the concepts involved are found
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analogously in other Inuktitut settings, though more recent ethnological work has
emphasized the non-kin alliance factors, which he documented and which others saw
as unique to the Belchers, though, in fact, not many are.

Perhaps the best contemporary analysis undertaken in the circumpolar context in re-
cent years has been done by the young British social anthropologist, Nuttell, whose re-
cent Arctic Homeland is the most insightful writing on the Inuktitut in decades. His es-
say on the naming system and the Greenlandic notion of the person maintains, in this
collection, his remarkable standard of perceptive accuracy. The data and analysis are
unpretentiously and trenchantly presented.

There is good work on the contemporary Dene (by Jean-Guy Goulet), the Northwest
Coast (by Michael Harkin), the Kwakiut! (by Marie Mauzé), the Tlingit (by Ian Steve-
son, a psychiatrist), the Gitsan (by Mills), the Inupiat of northern Alaska (by Edith
Turner) and, of course, Slobodin writes intimately about Kutchin concepts of reincar-
nation, observing well a people among whom he has worked over a stretch of 30 years.
The concluding essay, also by Slobodin, is both a valuable historical summation and a
contemporary perspective on secularized society. It, furthermore, appropriately rounds
off the volume by raising critical questions concerning perception evidence as part of
identity.

The book is ethnographically rich, though not comprehensive. Some might regret
various omissions, while realizing unavoidable editorial limitations, and call for fur-
ther research and analyses. But the collection yields genuine advances in substantive
knowledge and theoretical provender. This useful book does two things that one would
expect of such an intellectually fruitful collaboration. It develops fresh areas of knowl-
edge and paves the way for ongoing inquiry by raising searching new questions.

Herds of the Tundra: A Portrait of Saami Reindeer Pastoralism
Robert Paine
Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994. xiv + 242 pp. $59.00 (cloth)

Reviewer: Hugh Beach
Uppsala University

Do not be deceived! This large-formatted, lean-looking volume with striking black-
and-white photographs of reindeer and Saami herdsmen on the cover is no coffee-table
picture book of Lapland. It is a multidimensional, analytical tour de force by the lead-
ing anthropological scholar on Saami reindeer pastoralism. Each year, thousands of
reindeer, managed by hundreds of Saami families, move from the interior winter graz-
ing lands of Finnmark to the islands and peninsulas along the Norwegian North Sea
coast for the summer—and then move back again. All the while, the pastoralists ac-
tively mediate between the reindeer and the land. It is not simply a matter of following
the deer on their natural migrations. Herders must, among other things, possess inti-
mate knowledge of reindeer habits (which vary with such things as reindeer age and
sex, herd composition and the season); seasonal availability of grazing throughout a
wide and shifting range; and the movements and impacts of other herds. They must be
able to chart a spatio-temporal course—with alternatives at every fork—satisfying
both to their reindeer and to the needs of their households. That this large-scale annual
move can be accomplished in a manner that preserves each herder’s individual man-
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agement autonomy, within a necessarily shifting pattern of partnerships, is nothing
less than miraculous. The reader is soon convinced that there could hardly be a more in-
genious pastoral management system than that devised over the centuries by the Saami, if
the long migrations are to be orchestrated throughout Finnmark, recurrently and without
degeneration of herder knowledge, herder recruitment or the natural habitat.

Paine does not pretend to have distilled all of the herders’ detailed knowledge into
book form (although we are here served the largest portion ever made available to the
English-speaking public). Yet, by letting the reader learn with him through his field ex-
perience, and by presenting the contrasting strategies of different key herders to whom
he was apprenticed in the field, Paine succeeds in the far more important task of mak-
ing the reader appreciate the Kautokeino Saami pastoral model and its major varia-
tions. Paine became competent in the Saami language, and he uses a good deal of
Saami terminology to instruct us in Saami pastoralism. Without this Saami vocabulary
to express Saami concepts and categories, Paine’s task would be incredibly cumber-
some. Readers had best learn a core of Saami herding terms and, to help them recall
terms introduced in the text, a Saami glossary is provided.

Paine entered the Saami field as a young man, approximately 40 years ago. Since
then he has established himself as an authority on Saami matters. However, this book,
and the one he has now in preparation, Saami Camps, comprise his first, much-
anticipated, full and integrated treatment of his fieldwork among the Kautokeino pas-
toralists. Herds of the Tundra recapitulates seminal points about Saami herd manage-
ment made by Paine in previously published articles, but these points are now embed-
ded in a broader context, and are usually fleshed out with concrete cases, if not
presented in a narrative form describing the circumstances by which Paine himself
came to be aware of them.

This book goes far beyond being a compendium of vintage Paine or of being merely
a delayed publication of important field material. In it he also confronts issues of
change and brings us into the present, by discussing various processes of moderniza-
tion and state-imposed rationalization. A major strength of this work is that it is ever
attuned to the political interface between the Saami way of doing things and the poli-
cies of the Norwegian nation-state. The book’s store of accumulated knowledge and
insights about Saami pastoralism is released full force in the current debate that is rag-
ing over the Finnmark (and other parts of Lapland) concerning supposed reindeer
overpopulation, grazing depletion and the call to increase the efficiency of ‘‘the herd-
ing industry,” through the application of what Paine dubs ‘‘desktop pastoralism.”
Having undertaken, beginning in the early 1970s, work with Saami herders in northern
Sweden that dealt with many of the same issues, I am as discouraged as I am fascinated
by Paine’s account. Sweden has been far more advanced than Norway in the destruc-
tion of its Saami pastoral system, and it is a shame to see Norwegian policy makers
tread the same path, with many of the same misdirected and insensitive regulations.

Of course, Saami pastoralism has changed much since the 1960s, as presented by
Paine’s model of ‘‘commensurate proportions,”” which relates proportions of the three
basic factors of pastoral production (partners, herd and pasture). These changes are not
caused only by externally imposed policies of rationalization. Large-scale herd in-
creases within stressed ecological constraints, radical oscillations in the reindeer-meat
market or the advent of a new technological innovation might all alter the balance of
the old model, just as will state-induced subsidies and taxation policies. However, state
policies might be necessary—in a modern, increasingly market-oriented reindeer
economy—to restore some of the old flexibility to the system. This would require state
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programs that are conscious of Saami values and open to Saami internal self-determi-
nation, rather than policies that are blindly based on profit maximization and programs
that are antithetical to the interests expressed by the Saami but promoted “‘for their
own good.”’ Paine’s book unavoidably, and to its credit, is also a piece of anthropolog-
ical advocacy. Would that herding policy makers, as well as anthropologists, read
Herds of the Tundra. It is nothing short of a masterpiece.

Labrador Winter: The Ethnographic Journals of William Duncan Strong,
1927-1928

Eleanor B. Leacock and Nan A. Rothschild, eds.

Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994. xxiv + 235 pp. U.S.$45.00
(cloth)

Reviewer: Bamett Richling
Mount Saint Vincent University

The past 30 years have not been kind to the Mushuau Innu (Montagnais-Naskapis) of
Davis Inlet, Labrador. Most recently, their struggles with suicide and substance abuse
and against government indifference have captured headlines at home and abroad. Re-
grettably, this has made them seem a defeated people, helpless and pitiable, not a com-
munity actively seeking, like many aboriginal communities, to hold on to its identity
and culture against great odds. Worse still, the enormity and rapidity of the changes
they have faced somehow overwhelm history, leaving us only to imagine the quite dif-
ferent life they led just a generation ago. Given all of that, the appearance of Labrador
Winter is very timely, its first-hand account of Innu society drawn before the deluge
began.

Early in the century, the Innu enjoyed a certain notoriety in anthropological circles;
the remoteness of the subarctic Québec-Labrador peninsula was thought to have pre-
served among them an archaic, static form of Algonkian culture. At the time William
Duncan Strong went north to study them, accompanying the Field Museum’s second
Rawson-MacMillan Expedition of 1927-28, a 1928 anonymous report in the the Amer-
ican Anthropologist described these Indians as among “‘the most primitive of extant
peoples’ (30[1]:173). Hyperbole aside, Strong did find the Davis Inlet band living as
nomadic hunters, their egalitarian social organization still largely intact, their interac-
tions with coast-dwelling Inuit and Settlers and with outsiders—mainly merchants and
missionaries—limited and highly selective. But there were also clouds on the horizon,
signs that the sheltering isolation of Innu existence in Labrador’s vast northern interior
was coming undone.

Strong visited the Davis Inlet band once, the first—and until Georg Henriksen’s
field work 40 years later—and the only anthropologist to live and travel with the band
during the harsh winter months. He planned to publish on the experience, but his
monograph went unfinished, set aside in favour of Andean and Plains archaeology, the
work for which Strong is best known in the profession. The late Eleanor Leacock,
Strong’s student, eventually agreed to complete the manuscript. Working with 120
drafted pages, the original field journal and the author’s notes, she and colleague Nan
Rothschild succeeded in cobbling together a text that, in their estimation, is “‘as faith-
ful to Strong’s own record as possible’” (p. x).
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Organized into 15 chapters (11 written by Strong) and four appendices, and illus-
trated with 34 photographs, Labrador Winter ranges over extensive ground, detailing
aspects of traditional technology, social organization and intellectual and spiritual life
and examining Davis Inlet band origins and relations with the neighbouring Barren
Ground people. Scattered through this customary ethnographic fare are Strong’s vivid
and unusually candid impressions of his Innu companions, the rigours of their life in
an inhospitable environment and his no-less-candid reflections on doing ethnographic
field work among them. Stephen Loring’s afterword contains a useful bibliographic
essay, patching up errors and omissions in the original manuscript and closing with a
succinct review of conditions among the Innu after 1930.

Publication of Labrador Winter has achieved more than bringing a dusty old manu-
script to light. The current plight of the Mushuau Innu has seen to that. Strong’s in-
formative ethnography adds an important dimension to our understanding of that trou-
bling situation, pointing to social and cultural continuities between past and present. It
deserves to be read as much for what it tells us about the Innu present as about their
past.

The Jaguar and the Anteater: Pornography Degree Zero
Bernard Arcand

Translated by Wayne Grady

London: Verso, 1993. 286 pp. $29.92 (cloth)

Reviewer: Thelma McCormack
York University

Whether or not the state belongs in the bedrooms of the nation remains a continuing
debate among Canadians. It is an unresolved and unresolvable issue, a choice between
two images: the jaguar, who symbolizes predatory power, risk and sexual pleasure;
and the anteater, who represents survival, longevity and social and sexual indifference.
Arcand uses the symbolism of the two creatures to frame a discussion of pornography
as a genre and a political flashpoint. He gives short shrift to contemporary positivist re-
search on pornography, and has little interest in the current debates. Both are epi-
phenomena reflecting the deeper contradictions and cleavages in modern society that
adhere to sex and the representations of sexuality in the media.

To understand pornography in the 20th century, he says, we must understand mo-
dernity, with particular reference to privatization and individualism. The key is the
way in which modernity has transformed sexuality, so that sexual pleasure and procre-
ation are no longer necessarily connected. The widespread use of effective contracep-
tion means that we can have sex without babies; and, thanks to the new reproductive
technologies, we can have babies without sex. A liberation to some; for others it en-
genders a sense of threat to the social order.

Pornography, according to Arcand, is a combination of content and context. Of the
two terms, the latter is more problematic, since the context refers to both form and his-
torical setting, while the setting, in turn, encompasses a range of values (modesty, be-
liefs about masturbation, celibacy, intimacy, etc.). Frontal nudity may be unacceptable
at certain times in history, in certain art forms or to particular groups who tolerate
other things. What distinguishes contemporary pornography is its separation from art,
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science and religious rituals, as well as its (hard-core) excesses and its accessibility
through a market system. Ironically, the same conditions make it less and less satisfy-
ing.

In the Western mind, sexuality and death are linked, replacing the older connection
between human sexuality and life (that is, the fertility of the land). In every encounter
with pornography or erotica, we experience the imminence of death. Thanatos more
than eros, Arcand says, draws us back to it, no matter how aesthetically debased the
particular book, picture, lyric or film may be.

Arcand traces pornography back to early pre-Christian fertility cults, but empha-
sizes its modern form and the stages of development. In 18th- and 19th-century por-
nography, seduction was a common theme; in the 20th century, seduction yields to the
fast fix. Something is lost, but it fits our lifestyle better than stories of secret trysts, de-
ceptions and a slow, leisurely glissement toward consummation.

There is a kind of circularity in Arcand’s analysis that often makes it difficult to fol-
low. In addition, there is an equilibrium bias that runs throughout the study; there are
too many equivalences. Yet serious scholars wil} find in his emphasis on modernity a
rich theoretical schema for future research. He has brought us through the first stage
with great clarity, subtlety, insight and finesse.

Welshness Performed: Welsh Concepts of Person and Society
Carol Trosset
Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1993. x + 183 pp. $35.00 (cloth)

Reviewer: Sharon R. Roseman
University of Massachusetts at Amherst

This excellent monograph focusses on Welsh concepts of personhood and social order.
In tackling this complex subject, Trosset incorporates approaches used for the study of
ideology, practice theory and ethnopsychology. Furthermore, readers gain an in-depth
understanding of ethnic and language politics in Wales. The field research on which
the work is based was carried out in many different locales, ranging from small, north-
ern villages to the southern city of Cardiff. Her familiarity with Wales as a whole has
allowed Trosset to present an ethnography of a nation rather than of a particular com-
munity or communities. Also noteworthy is a methodological approach, inspired by
the writings of Georges Devereux and Paul Riesman, whereby the anthropologist uses
her or his subjectivity as the key tool in coming to an understanding of the cultural as-
sumptions and experiences of those studied. This approach is made explicit throughout
the volume, as personal narratives are interspersed with more objective analyses of
Welsh behaviour, values, ideas and styles of interaction.

Key concepts of ‘‘what it means to be a person in society’” (p. 3) are treated in sepa-
rate chapters, but each new notion builds upon earlier ones. For instance, in chapter 2,
Trossett suggests that society is stratified according to individual’s relative participa-
tion in ‘““Welsh”’ activities. The most important component of ‘‘Welshness” is to be a
Welsh speaker; others include going to non-conformist chapel and being able to sing
well. Although they live in dispersed locales throughout the nation, Welsh speakers are
said to belong to the community of ‘“Welsh-Wales.” In the following chapter she con-
tinues to employ this concept of cultural stratification when she analyzes sectarian
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thinking, and shows that the Welsh-English distinction is ‘‘usually framed, and often
experienced, in terms of internal divisions within Wales” (p. 56, emphasis in original).

An important emphasis in the book is that ethnicity is both a discourse and a series
of experiences. One way in which Welsh individuals’ experience of their ethnicity is
demonstrated is through a discussion of their participation in a range of performance
events. Perhaps the most important of these are the local and national Eisteddfodau
(festivals where musicians and poets perform competitively). This focus on perform-
ance provides a context for the author’s exploration of the conflict between opposing
cultural self-images. The Welsh devalue the social and class hierarchy that they label
“English,” and think of themselves as living in an egalitarian society. This image will
often be framed in terms of downplaying the competitive and judgmental aspects of
performances of Welsh music and poetry, so that people will say ‘‘taking part is the
important thing”’ (p. 106). An opposing view and recognition of the significance at-
tached to winning competitions is expressed with the statement ‘‘everyone in Wales is
an adjudicator’’ (p. 106).

This study is a significant addition to the ethnography of Western Europe, to anthro-
pological studies of language and ethnic politics and to research on personhood, emo-
tions and performance. It will be of particular interest to those who work in non-state
nations where the maintenance of a minority language is a focal point for self-
definition and cultural activism.

The Possessed and the Dispossessed: Spirits, Identity and Power in a
Madagascar Migrant Town

Lesley A. Sharp

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993. 345 pp. N.p.

Reviewer: Adeline Masquelier
Tulane University

This stimulating account of spirit possession in Madagascar’s Sambirano Valley be-
gins with familiar premises: that individual, social or even cultural identities are never
static or monolithic, but rather are fluid, malleable and multilayered; that the body pro-
vides a readily accessible medium for dealing with social contradictions; and that,
rather than confining itself to sacred practice, ritual is a determinant force in society.

The ostensible object of the book is to describe the role and significance of spirit
possession—of which the most important form is zromba—in mediating problems as-
sociated with Malagasy women’s experience of urban life and migrant labour in a
plantation economy. This does not mean, however, that participation in tromba implies
marginality. That much is suggested by the title: the “‘possessed,” who enjoy a legiti-
mate and profitable lifestyle as mediums, are contrasted to the truly “‘dispossessed,”
who have opted out of mediumship. Unlike ethnographies that portray female me-
diumship as providing only temporary or symbolic relief from the pressures of the
workplace or the tensions of marital life, Sharp analyzes tromba as a crucial compo-
nent of Sakalava culture that permanently empowers its participants.

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 provides a social, historical and political-
economic backdrop for the analysis of tromba. Part 2 discusses how mediumship is
implicated in local conceptions of identity, community and history. Part 3 explores
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how possession and exorcism shape the boundaries of ‘‘selves’ that are, by definition,
shifting and permeable. Key to Sharp’s approach is an effort to go beyond the ceremo-
nial aspect of mediumship and examine how tromba actively mediates women’s every-
day struggles. Some of the most interesting aspects of the book deal with practices that
transform vahiny (outsiders) into tera-tany (insiders), such as post-partum rituals and
tromba support networks, which operate on kinship-based principles to incorporate
non-kin migrant women.

The experience of urban life, capitalist labour and Western education seems to have
bred a heightened concern with ‘“‘tradition’’ that often drives mediums to undermine
development projects or resist economic changes. Sharp offers fascinating hints of
how this concern becomes expressed in the disturbing possession of adolescent girls
whose pregnant bodies—a sign of precocious and thus problematic fertility—are made
to speak of the contradictions of migrant life.

Yet, there is very little on the Malagasy conception of bodiliness and the ‘‘bodily”’
ways in which mediums re-enact history, engage in their culture and act upon the
world. This is not to fault Sharp’s excellent analysis, but rather to suggest possible
paths for further research on how mediumship as a bodily, sensuous and kinesthetic
practice is implicated in the making of the Malagasy lived world. Refreshingly free of
jargon and alive with tales of women’s daily struggles, Sharp’s study convincingly il-
luminates the central role of mediumship in local definitions of power and identity.

Knowledge and Practice in Mayotte: Local Discourses of Islam, Sorcery, and
Spirit Possession

Michael Lambek

Anthropological Horizons Series

Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993. xix + 468 pp. $70.00 (cloth), $24.95
(paper)

Reviewer: Lesley A. Sharp
Barnard College

How might anthropologists understand the cultural basis of knowledge? This is
Michael Lambek’s task in this detailed and often engrossing study from Mayotte, an
island of the Comoro archipelago in the Indian Ocean, between East Africa and
Madagascar. Based on careful field research spanning approximately 20 years, Lam-
bek argues for an understanding of the interrelatedness of three traditions, each with its
own conception of knowledge: Islam, cosmology and spirit possession. These tradi-
tions may be viewed, at times, as interlocking or even indistinguishable; at others they
compete with or contradict one another. Key issues concern the question of knowledge
as power and whether Islam is hegemonic in self-proclaimed Muslim communities. In
turn, a unifying theme is: how does one obtain knowledge and who has access to it?
Can we speak of a morality of knowledge? Sociologist Alfred Schutz provides a help-
ful framework: there are varying degrees of knowledge, represented by the expert, the
“well-informed citizen” and ‘‘the man on the street” (or what Lambek refers to as
*‘the person on the path’’). Levels of knowing in Mayotte are best understood in times
of crisis (most often sickness), where the ‘‘master, scholar, [or] expert’” (p. 3) for all
three traditions is the fundi, whose clients fall into Schutz’s two other categories.
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In part 1, “Introductions,”” Lambek explores the historical roots of knowledge on
Mayotte, showing how the three traditions were brought by seafarers of many origins.
French colonization further complicates the picture; thus Lambek gives a brief-yet-in-
formative recent history of Mayotte, as well as an overview of village social structure.
The remainder of the book is divided into three sections, each focussing on one of the
traditions. A central theme is whether knowledge is embedded in texts or embodied,
and this is reflected in the three respective section headings: ‘“The Social Organization
of Textual Knowledge,” ‘‘Counterpractices: Cosmology and the Ins and Outs of Sor-
cery” and ‘“‘Embodied Knowledge and the Practice of Spirit Mediums.”’

As Lambek explains early in this work, Islamic knowledge is open to all members of
Mayotte society, but mastery is another question altogether. Children begin learning to
recite the Qur’an at a young age by sounding out Arabic letters (a task that was given
to, and frustrated, Lambek early in his field work, when he expressed his desire to
learn about local culture). Boys and girls who show promise are sent to other villages
to study with fundis who specialize in 'Ilim fakihi, knowledge of Islam’s sacred texts
and rituals. Learning proves difficult, for the inquisitive student is quickly frustrated
by the lack of instructional texts or teachers well-versed in Arabic. Here Lambek re-
veals an important dimension of Islam: words, when uttered, are sacred; but, when
translated, they lose their power. Furthermore, being Muslim in Mayotte is a performa-
tive experience: it is through such actions as recitation, prayer and fasting that one as-
serts Muslim identity.

In contrast, knowledge associated with ’llim dunia, the cosmologer’s art, hinges on
the ability to read (that is, translate) and interpret a host of astrological texts. I found
this section to be the most compelling, for the cosmologer is simultaneously a valued
healer and a potentially dangerous sorcerer. For example, through this knowledge one
can predict auspicious times to hold important rituals, as well as to harm one’s adver-
saries. Thus, cosmology defines a spectrum of healers and sorcerers, whose work may
be viewed as good or evil. Much of this knowledge is secretive and is acquired only
through apprenticeships with established masters that span decades. The danger asso-
ciated with the fundi’s work is expressed through common beliefs that one must kill
close kin and/or dance on graves to acquire power. Here Lambek’s treatment goes be-
yond many other anthropological studies of sorcery: rather than simply making note of
such beliefs, he interviews self-professed sorcerers. He also explores the morality of
power, as well as ethical dilemmas associated with reporting secret knowledge.

In Mayotte, interpretations of knowledge are flexible: Islam, cosmology and spirit
possession are not discrete domains. This point is illustrated by reference to two
brothers who are both Islamic fundi (pp. 170ff.). One rejects the legitimacy of the two
other traditions; the other’s ambivalence allows him to offer a complex critique of, for
example, the social significance of cosmology. Conversation and polyvocality define
the dynamics of village-based knowledge, a theme cleverly represented on the book’s
cover, which shows an Islamic fundi and possessed medium deep in conversation.

The final section concerns knowledge of the spirits, 'Ilim ny lulu, on which Lambek
has written extensively. Here, as in previous works, Lambek draws from the lives of
two healers, Tumbu and Mohedja. Yet again we witness the blurring of boundaries be-
tween traditions. Tumbu, skilled at sorcery extraction, acquires knowledge from a host
of teachers: Islamic and cosmologer fundis; personal possessing spirits that appear in
his dreams; and his wife Mohedja’s spirits that speak through her in trance or transmit
knowledge through dreams she must interpret. The one weakness here is a need for a
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more detailed discussion of the process through which villagers—and anthropolo-
gists—interpret such dreams.

The conclusion is brief and to the point. In addition to providing a re-encapsulation
of this volume’s overall purpose, it also contains an intriguing and amusing episode: a
heavily laden granary falls on a respected, wealthy man who is sleeping beneath it.
Lambek—guided, of course, by Evans-Pritchard’s writings on the Azande—searches
in vain for special meanings local villages assign to this event. He finds the sorcerer is
irrelevant: the granary fell, the man was hurt. Upon returning to the field, interpreta-
tions have changed, but only after the man has experienced tragedies that leave him
emotionally and financially weakened. There is an important lesson here: interpreta-
tions of knowledge—and associated power—change over time.

Overall, this is a strong and detailed study of three traditions that define the core of
community life. There are, perhaps, a bit too many excerpts from Lambek’s field
notes. Yet among the book’s greatest strengths is the care with which Lambek has doc-
umented each of the traditions, rooting his examples in everyday events. As noted,
Lambek occasionally includes himself as a character in these narratives, carefully
straddling what has become thorny territory in anthropology. The push for greater self-
reflexivity has far too often produced heavily egocentric texts that attempt to pass as
ethnographies. Lambek, in contrast, uses his own experiences—as observer, appren-
tice and, at times, the confused, young anthropologist—to reveal the manner in which
an understanding of knowledge unfolds with experience. This is the work of a gifted
field worker, whose new study offers theoretical contributions that extend far beyond
the societies of the Indian Ocean. This book will prove useful to anyone interested in
the cross-cultural study of Islam, sorcery and/or spirit possession; the dynamics of
power is small-scale communities; the relationship between religion and healing; or
knowledge as a cultural construct.

Living on the Land: Change among the Inuit of Baffin Island
John S. Matthiasson
Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 1992. 172 pp. N.p. (paper)

Reviewer: Derek G. Smith
Carleton University

Matthiasson reports research, undertaken during a long visit in 1963 and a short one in
1973, that has already been represented in a series of scholarly articles. The present
work is intended as a ‘‘personalized ethnography,” a “reflexive and extended’’ treat-
ment of ‘‘the Tununermiut camp life that disappeared shortly after [Matthiasson] en-
countered it’’ (p. 10). It is the work of someone who cares deeply for the people whose
lifeways he describes.

It is valuable for its concentration on camp life, for most Northern ethnographic
work by the 1960s had an intensive concern with settlement life and its social prob-
lems, in part because ‘‘contact-traditional’’ camp life was much attenuated by 1960.
The volume deals with social-problem issues, but emphasizes contact-traditional camp
life.

The work intentionally shies ‘‘away from discussion of anthropological issues of
theory and methodology” (p. 158), which permits a fairly pleasing plain-language



Book Reviews/Comptes Rendus 241

style, but which also raises serious issues for professional readers. In his earlier work
the author attempted ‘‘to keep himself out of the picture,”” but ‘‘always felt a sense of
artificiality in doing so” (p. 22). So here he opts for a “‘reflexive and extended’’ (p. 10)
approach. However, suppressing implicit theory and method is at least as problematic
as suppressing the ethnographer’s voice.

Matthiasson asserts ‘‘that the writings of the anthropologist can never be divorced
from the anthropologist him- or herself,”” because our *‘thoughts and feelings . . . are
the filters through which [our] observations are transformed into data.”” He argues that
“the personal responses of the anthropologist deserve to be more than anecdotes
recounted year after year to classes of undergraduates’’ (p. 22). In my view, this con-
junction of personal and theoretical issues may not be left implicit. Matthiasson does
so at great cost to the work’s reflexivity.

The work is profoundly compassionate and personal, indeed it is evocative and
touching, but only in a restricted sense is it reflexive. It does not seem to benefit from
intense recent debate among ethnographers over ‘‘reflexive methods’’ in theory and
critical practice. Ethnographers sorely need to ‘‘reflect” on much more than personal
practices and reactions (a pretty minimalist notion of reflexivity), but must also engage
in a comprehensive reflection on the concepts and practices of ethnography as a way of
working, and not least on the unquestioned entitlement we claim in going where we
go, doing what we do and writing what we write in the ways we do it. Matthiasson
touches none of this. These are very difficult issues of theory, method and practice, as
recent debate has shown, but the work lacks reference to any item in this debate, nor
indeed to any item more recent than 1976. This seems striking in context of the au-
thor’s statement (p. 8) that he has come to understand Foucault, whose work is deeply
implicated in the debate.

It is strange and ultimately unacceptable that a ‘‘personal and reflective”” ethnogra-
phy aims to-make space for the temperament and personality of the ethnographer, but
explicitly excludes those of other powerful Eurocanadians (government officials,
RCMP officers, traders and missionaries) and to treat these persons neutrally as occu-
pants of roles and statuses (p. 93).

I value Matthiasson’s personal and compassionate account and could readily visual-
ize its use in undergraduate teaching, with appropriate discussions of its strengths and
weaknesses. Its minimalist reflexiveness is a pity, for I suspect he has more to say on
some of the bigger issues I have noted.
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