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WHALES, CHIEFS, AND GIANTS: AN EXPLORATION 
INTO NW-CHAH-NVLTH POLITICAL THOUGHT 

= Michael Harkin 
University of Wyominz 

The Nuu-chah-nulth of the Northwest Coast attained a high degree of political 
organization. Hereditary chiefs had great power and influence often extending beyond 
their own communities. The ideology of the chieftainship, set forth here in a historical 
narrative, is examined. Chiefs are symbolically associated with whales, and the themes 
of whaling, giantism, magic, and generosity are connected with chiefly power. The 
distinction between legitimate and illegitimate chiefs is clearly drawn, witll reference to 
the whale-chief affinitiese The telling of the narrative is linked to contemporary political 
issues facing the Nuu-chah-nulth (Chiefdom, IdeologyS narrative, Northwest Coast) 

The Nuu-chah-nulth (Nootka)l live on the west coast of Alancouver Island. Today, 
they are organized into a tribal council conslst1ng of representatives from about 
twenty local bands; e.g., Chickliset, Ahousat, Ucluelet. Depending on context, these 
bands are referred to by tribal or band designation. While noticeable cultural 
differences exist among the groups, considering these groups as one people, the Nuu- 
chah-nulth-aht (aht is a SUfflX meaning people), follows ethnographic convention. 
Moreover, nowadays there are numerous intervillage ties that give this identity a 
cultural reality9 albeit one modified by local group membership. Some scholars have 
suggested three distinct geocultural zones: Northern Nootka, Central Nootka, and 
Nit1nat, which map ecologlcal, linguistlc, and cultural differences (Arima et a1* 
1991:9-1 1). The material presented here is from Ahousat, a Central Nootkan group. 

The Nuu-chah-nulth achieved a high degree of cultural elaboration in the 
precontact period. Along with the closely related Makah across the Juan de Fuca 
Strait the Nuu-chah-nulth were alone among Northwest Coast groups to practice 
whaling. Whales were important both materially and symbolically to Nuu-chah-nulth 
culture. Even a few whales annually could make a signiElcant contribution to the 
nutritional status of a village (Arima and Dewhirst 1990). Whales were killed from 
large canoesv using toggling harpoons and sealskin floatsO Perhaps the most 
dangerous jobs were stabbing the wounded whale with lances and stitching closed the 
mouth of the dead whale to prevent the carcass from slnking. Other sea mammals, 
especially seals, were highly valued. Salmon, as elsewhere on the coast, were 
extremely important, and when dried, provided the mainstay of winter subsistence. 
Groups were transhumant, moving to outer islands and beaches in the spring and 
sheltered inlets in the fall (Arima and Dewhirst 1990). The spectacular wealth of 
maritime and sylvan resources was exploited with the help of a signiElcant slave class 
(Donald 1983). The society of the free was divided into two groups: chiefs, kawilh 
(including village chiefs and their close patrikin); and commoners, maschim. Chiefs 
were owners of all resources, including beached whales and other salvage that came 
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within territorial waters. Territories were bounded with markers, and boundaries 
were defended. Commoners9 exploitation of resources such as salmon streams, was 
always at the chiefSs pleasure. 

Whaling was exclusively the domain of the chief, who was always the leader of 
the hunts. The chief alone could perform the private rituals that were thought to 
determine success or failure of the hunt. Chiefs were the leaders of the main (and in 
many communities the only) collective ceremony, the Tlukwana (Wolf Ritual). This 
ritual involved the abduction of initiates by zwolves"; although the imagery was 
violent and thanatotic, it was performed in the spirit of fun, and was seen as an 
entertainment provided by the chief for his people (Drucker 1951:386-443). 

Nuu-chah-nulth culture reached a pinnacle of development in the early fur-trade 
period. Observers such as Mozino (1970) and the officers of the third Cook voyage 
recorded an elaborate material culture, a large slave class, and powerful chiefs 
(Gunther 1972:18-54). During this period, chiefs such as Wickaninnish of the 
Clayoquot and Maquinna of the Mowachaht gained in wealth and power. They 
frequently launched attacks on European vessels and persons, and were in a position 
to dominate the fur trade. John Jewitt, an American seaman, was captured during the 
destruction of the Boston in 1803 and acted as a slave to Maquinna. His account 
(Jewitt 1967) attests to Maquinna's wealth and power during this period. Alliances 
(called 'iconfederaciest in Drucker 1951) arose during this period, the result of the 
concentratlon of power in a few chiefs who dominated the fur trade and the loss of 
population in certain local groups (Arima and Dewhirst 1990; Drucker 1951:220-43). 
After 17959 when the Spanish withdrew from Vancouver Island, the British and 
Americans came to dominate the fur trade. In 1849, Vancouver Island became a 
crown colony, administered from Victoria. In 1871, British Columbia became a 
province of Canada. During this period British and Anglo-Canadian hegemony of the 
Nuu-chah-nulth was established through direct coercion, as well as the extension of 
the market economy and legal-political institutions. Missionary activity began in 
1875 when Father A. J. Brabant established a mission at Hesquiat. Roman Catholic 
missions dominated the west coast, but were soon joined by Protestant and Anglican 
missions (Arima and Dewhirst 1990; Moser 1926; Swartout 1954). 

The suppression of native culture felt throughout the province was experienced 
by the Nuu-chah-nulth. Monolingual public education and laws forbidding the 
potlatch were major instruments of acculturation. However, although many practices 
and substantial knowledge were lost, much persisted, especially in some of the more 
remote coastal villages, where potlatching continued unabated and indigenous 
language use perslsted. In the 1960s and 1970s a cultural renaissance began. This 
was coupled with a political movement that resulted most signiE1cantly in the creation 
of the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council in 1978 (Arima and Dewhirst 1990). At present 
potlatches and feasts are common and native art fetches high prices. Indeed, the 
popularity of native art and culture has made Nuu-chah-nulth territory a major tourist 
destination. 
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The central political issue of the 1990s has been the use of natural resources in 
Clayoquot Sound. Initial plans to clear-cut most of this scenic area met with strong 
opposition by native people, environmentalists, and tourists. These plans were 
shelved, and a joint management council, consisting of government, corporate, and 
native representatives, was established. This issue is evolving, as is the legal status 
of traditional aboriginal territories in British Columbia. Both elected and hereditary 
chiefs have played important roles in these developments. 

NUU-CHAH-NULTH POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

The Nuu-chah-nulth have long captured the attention of anthropologists interested 
in political organization. The possible existence of a confederacy level of organiza- 
tzon, as seen in the early postcontact periodS has led to the perception that the Nuu- 
chah-nulth achieved a higher degree of political structure than other western Indian 
groups (Drucker 1951:5-10, 219-21; Rosman and Rubel 1971; Suttles 1962; Service 
1962 1975). What is more, the presence of this level of political organization in the 
absence of agriculture has seemed anomalous and thus especially worthy of study to 
those working within an evolutionary paradigm (Johnson and Earle 1987).2 The 
question has been addressed, on the materialist side, in terms of available natural 
resources (Donald 1985; Morgan 1980; Vayda 1961) and the prevalence of slavery 
(Donald 1983. 1997).3 From the ideological perspective, Swadesh (1948), Sapir and 
Swadesh (1955) and Golla (1987, 1988) discuss questions of motivation, especially 
in warfare, which is, of course, the sine qua non of the confederacy, while Newman 
(1957) examines translocal institutions such as the potlatch and Wolf Ritual. I draw 
on this ideological tradition. 

However, in his last published paper, Drucker (1983) himself raises doubt about 
the appropriateness of the term confederacy, which he was largely responsible for 
establishing. While debating the existence of confederacies is beyond the scope of this 
article, I share Drucker's later interpretation of concerted political action as arising 
from the local group¢ As Morgan (1980:56-59) arguess there are various modes by 
which local groups may have co-operated; only one of these is properly called a 
federation in his terminology. Other types of co-operation include defensive alliances, 
single-group hegemony, and marriage alliances. Clearly, the various dimensions of 
intergroup relations do not fit neatly into standard categories. Rather than pursuing 
an argument based on classic anthropological categories, this article presents material 
that demonstrates a Nuu-chah-nulth theory of politics. 

ORAL HISTORY AND ETHNOPOLITICAL THOUGHT 

The evidence adduced for a Nuu-chah-nulth political philosophy is drawn from 
an oral narrative. In the summer of 1996, I collected a genealogical and historical 
account of the chiefly lineages of Ahousat, a Nuu-chah-nulth band on the west coast 
of Vancouver Island. The narrative was told to me by Stanley Sam, a traditional elder 
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and expert on these matters. The recording session lasted eight hours much of which 
was devoted to the question of chiefly lineages. That portion is presented here and 
the narrative sheds light upon the ideology of the chief (kawilh); that is, the 
important qualities for a chief to have which not to have, and the basis of legitimacy 
for chiefly rule 

Oral narratives are widely recognized as important historical sources (Vansina 
1985). Moreover, as I have argued elsewhere (Harkin 1997:36-47), in addition to 
providillg historical data, they contain modes of interpretation embedded within their 
narrative forme Thus. ideas about the nature of time, agency, and morality are 
expressed in oral histories. As Sahlins (1985:54-59) and others have demonstrated 
specif1c ethno-logics relating to politics and other realms of experience are encoded 
in events, both their occurrence and their telling. It is by now a truism that stories 
about the past are really about the present; it is no less true that actions in the 
present, or at any time, are about the past (Sahlins 1985:56-60; Silverman 1997:101). 
That is, in the culturally and historically specific habitus, to use Bourdieu's (1977) 
term actors, both great and small, are strongly conditioned by and often refer 
directly to events in the oral tradition. Stories about the past are always a central 
element of human institutions, especially political ones, and encode their main ideas 
and valuesO This does not mean that such stories are mere propaganda, or that their 
message is presented directly. Rather, they often require considerable interpretive 
work. This serves two fairly apparent sociological functions. First and most 
obviously, their esoteric nature defines ingroups and outgroups: elites and non-elites, 
community members and outsiders. Second, coming to understand a recondite text, 
placing one's own interpretation upon it makes it more thoroughly a part of one's 
consciousness. Indeed as Shore (1996:327) eloquently argues, the representation of 
cultural schemata in the individual consciousness depends upon the working through 
of prohlematic texts and their associated rituals 

The present narrative demonstrates the Levi-Straussian function of presenting 
several options for the constitution of society. It instructs by example what is and 
what is not possible or desirable Norms arise out of an oppositional context in which 
alternatives are shown to be untenable (Levi-Strauss 1976:170-72). As Levi-Strauss 
(1976:172) states the matter for the Tsimshian myth of Asdiwal, 

The myth is certainly related to given facts, but Ill)t ass a representation of them. The relationship is of 
a dialectical kinds and the institutions described in the myths can be the very opposite of the real 
in,stitution,s. 

In the Ahousat narrative, the story moves among several possihilitles for the 
constitutlon of the chleftalnslllp, which are shown to be undesirahle. The central 
opposition is hetween generous and exploitative chiefs. On a symbolic level, body 
size is marked as an index of suitability. This is not exactly the logic of Goldilocks, 
in which a golden mean is discovered, but rather a dialectical process viewed 
organically, in terms of growth and consumption. Whales giants, and other monsters 



WHALES, CHIEFS, AND GIANTS 321 

tip us off to the underlying theme, which involves an alternation between natural and 
unnatural modes of being7 

THE STORY 

The narrative4 begins with the discovery of whaling medicine zover twenty 
generations" ago. The Nuu-chah-nulth were among the few groups that practiced 
whaling which was a highly dangerous activity. Whaling ritual was one of the most 
important powers held by a chief. It was carried out in special shrines in the woods 
or in caves. It required a state of ritual purity, achieved through bathing, sexual 
abstinence, and morally pure thoughts (Arima 1983:40; Drucker 1951: 168-70). The 
outcome of this ritual determined the success or failure of the whaling expedition. 
Failure o Ften meant the death of all hands. Success provided meat and blubber with 
which to give a large feast for the maschim of one's own and other villages, thus 
consolidating and augmenting chiefly power. Above alls whaling success was a sign 
of chiefly legitimacy, as it indicated moral and ritual purity (Arima 1983:40-41; 
Drucker 1951: 169-70). 

The story begins in the Hesquiaht First Nation, with the eight sons of Ma- 
maVakw'ih- the name derives from maZak (sperm whale).5 The eldest son, 
Ts9awihshitl, owned a magic cave in which he carried out his whaling medicine. He 
was remarkably successfill, getting twenty whales per year, an enormous quantity. 
All seven of his brothers were jealous? and wished to be given his whaling medicine. 
Ts'awihshitl agreed, but told the brothers that it would require eight months of ritual 
preparation. After only four months, the brothers begged Ts'awihshitl to instruct 
them in the medicine. He refused, but gave in after six months. Entering the cave, 
Ts'awihshitl noticed a large plant reaching up to the ceiling; this was a bad omen. 
Ts'awihshitl tried to persuade the brothers to postpone their visit, but all refused, 
being eager to obtain the medicine. When they entered the cave a second time, giant 
rats followed them into the cave, devouring each of the seven brothers in turn, and 
sparing only Ts'awihshitl, as owner of the cave. 

Ts'awihshitl's interest in whaling was destroyed by the death of his brothers. 
Nonetheless, he needed to transfer the medicine to an heir. He had a son, but he 
wished to test the boy's worthiness to possess the medicine. He went out in a canoe 
with his son and his paternal nephew. He tipped the canoe over intentionally. 
Ts'awihshitl's son began to scream, but the nephew calmly swam over to a shark- 
shaped rock. The nephew obtained the whaling medicine, and took it with him to his 
own village of Manhousat. From there, the medicine diffused through marriage to 
Makah and several central Nootkan groups includ1ng the Ahousat There it was 
possessed by Zthis name Kw'umsuulhmiikt gthe first chiefs of Ahousatt who 
obtained twenty whales per year. It ls significant that the medicine passes to a name, 
not an individuals and this name is identified as zthe f1rst chiefs of Ahousat.- 
Clearly, the association between the whaling medicine and the establishment of a 
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chiefly lineage is strong, to the point that successful whaling can be read as 
equivalent to the existence of a chiefly polity. 

Kw'umsuulhmiik was killed by a jealous younger brother, and the brothers 
moved to the Ucluelet First Nation. At this point, the narrative shifts ahead to the 
generation of the chief Tliishen, a time of rampant warfare. The Ahousat First Nation 
was decimated and on the verge of extinction, with a population of 40. Tliishen was 
a great warriors with a keen strategic mind. He built a fortified village. On the eve 
of an expected attack, he sent three Elshermen out to fish for skate. They retrned 
with two and proceeded to feast on them. However, they failed to invite Tliishen, 
who was too dignified to attend the feast uninvited. When the Hach'a7ath from 
Barkley Sound, attacked, Tliishen refused to aid in the defense, saying, aLet that 
skate do it for you." The Hach'a?ath breached the defenses twice, while Tliishen 
watched. The third time, he zput on his war clothes.- He shot the main Hach'a?ath 
warrior Qo?oshen (Raven), causing the Hach'a?ath to retreat. 

Tliishen called the people together and told his embattled kinsmen that they were 
allowed to marry their second cousins, in an effort to restore the population. Tliishen 
himself had a son? Tl'iihtl'iha (lightning), who was very generous. 

He looked after his people, he respected his people, 'cause the people respected him. Our people 
respected their chief like a king of England or queen of England. They use them for protection of 
territory and boundary lines, ownership of rivers, and forestry. The other tribes cannot go over without 
any permission from the chief. 

In addition to founding a chiefly lineage, Tl'iihtliha established the territorial 
boundaries and chiefly property rights that are a hallmark of Nuu-chah-nulth chiefs, 
called kaakuulhiS etymologically related to the word for chief, hawilh. This political 
achievement is integrally related to the mutual respect felt by the chief and his 
people. 

TlSiihtl'iha had a son, K'ak'atlmis, who followed his father everywhere. Once, 
Tl'iihtl'iha was invited to a feast at the house of a giant named Kaanakem. 
Tl'iihtl'iha and K'ek'etmis attended the feast, which was really a trap. Kaanakem, 
aided by his wife, Ts'ikta?aksa, a giantess, clubbed Tl'iihtl'iha with a great war club 
that was hidden in a storage box. K'ak'atlmis observed thisS and jumped out of the 
smokehole of the house, fleeing along the shoreline, where he was able to leave no 
footprints. He hid for four days until his grandparents arrived crylng, looking for 
his bodyt He revealed himself and had his grandparents take him to his mother's 
village, in the First Natlon of Manhousat. They maintained the fiction that he was 
dead but soon word got out that K'ak'atlmis was still alive. However, he was 
protected from his enemies by living across secure political boundaries. 

Meanwhiles in Ahousat, Kaanakem established himself as chief. He was very 
greedy forcing people to work for himS but giving them no reward. He would 
commandeer canoes from canoe lruilders and take most of a Elsherman's catch. While 
the chief did own all the land and resources of a territory, Kaanakem abused his 
rightsS becoming a zdictator.- Thepeople were gvery sadb to have za very wrong 
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chief. This state of affairs produced a conspiracy among three warriors, who plotted 
and planned for months. One of the men was strong enough to lift a canoe with one 
hand, but they knew it would be very difficult to destroy the giant. They ritually 
purified themselves for months before the planned attack. They planned to enter 
Kaanakem's longhouse by means of a ruse. They sneaked in, one by one, under the 
cape of a confederate inside the house. Kaanakem asked the confederate why he had 
to go out so often. The man replied that he had diarrhea, but Kaanakem was not 
fooled. Finally Kaanakem called to the warriors, zCome in now, I know you're out 
there." The battle was joined, and Kaanakem's party gained the upper hand. But an 
old, hunchbacked woman with a fish knife cut the powerful son of Kaanakem behind 
the shin; when he fell, he was quickly beheaded. Kaana_em heard his son being 
killed and the singing of the war song that accompanied a killing. Kaanakem lost his 
will to live, and allowed himself to be killed. The warriors killed all his heirs except 
one, leaving only a young girl alive. 

K'ak'atlmis was restored as chief of Ahousat. He agreed to return when he was 
shown the head of the giant. He took a new name, A?iikwvuwashin. The people were 
suffering from famine. Thunderbird appearedS bringing terrible weather and floods. 
Thunderbird was seen flying across the sky with a whale in his talons. A man with 
a rattle (presumably a shaman) sang his power song. When he sang the songS 
Thunderbird dropped the whale, but then picked it up. This was repeated several 
times, until Thunderbird flnally left the whale. People paddled out to the whale, and 
rubbed their hands on the claw marks for good luck. They towed the whale to the 
village and butchered it. They boiled the bones and saved them. The village 
prospered and A?iikw'uwashin proved to be a generous chief like his father. The 
chieftainship passed down, upon A?iikw'uwashin's death, to his eldest son, 
Hashiyakmis. Hashiyakmis had eight brothers. During his lifes A7iikw'uwashin 
frequently tested his sons by calling out zEina [war], wina, wina, there's somebody 
coming ashore." Only the youngest son, Taawinisim, responded by running out to 

O 

nvestlgate. 

Hashiyakmis became mortally ill. He called his younger brothers to his side The 
elder among them offered to buy his titles. Taawinisim entered with two canoe loads 
of people. He told his brother that he would have two whales and 40 abalones at 
Hashiyakmis's funeral, to which he would invite ten tribes of Nuu-chah-nulth. At 
this, Hashiyakmis made Taawinisim the sole heir of his property and territory, with 
the exception that the eldest brother, Haayuupis? was to be given the chiefly title. 
Thus began the tradition of multiple chiefs in Ahousat. Taawinisim was good on his 
word, and gave an elaborate funeral feast? which was the origin of the institution of 
Ihaakt'uuZha, or mortuary potlatch. Taawinlsim begot a son, Waasuu?ap, who had 
two sons, Kwatsiitsmalhni and AaVaapwaVik. These sons filled the second and third 
chiefly positions. Since that time, there have always been three chiefs in Ahousat. 

Mr. Sam was able to trace descent from that time down to the present, along the 
three chiefly lines. Descent is not always strictly patrilineal; younger brothers or 
nephews may inherit chiefly titles. Otherwise there is regular patrilineal inheritance 
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of chiefly positionss although for the most part these positions are divorced from 
speciElc titles. Several titles do appear more than once apparently in commemoration 
of the deeds of historical individualse 

DISCUSSION 

The narrative is divided into two halves. The first half operates in the mythic past 
and deals with revelatory crises in the establishment of the Ahousat chieftainship. The 
second half, which I have largely skipped simply traces the three chiefly lines from 
the mythic past to the present in bare-bones, annales style. From the narrator's 
viewpoint, the two sections are equally important, but my analysis concentrates 
mainly on the critical events which reveal the underlying ideology of the Nuu-chah- 
nulth chieftainship 

There are variat1ons ln tlle degree of ethical concern on the part of chiefs for the 
people. Thus, the good chiefs, such as Tl'iihtl'iha, were characterized by generosity. 
They gave many feasts, and made certain that the people prospered. On the other 
hand, a chief such as Kaanakem, whose ascent to the position is shown as blatantly 
illegitimates is stingy and mean, taking far more than his share of food and material 
goods; indeed treating his people as slaves. More than a bad chief Kaanakem is 
illegitimate. He has no husiness being chief in the flrst place. This is revealed in his 
failure to behave in a chiefly fashion and, ultimately, in his death at the hand of 
assassins. The corollary of this position is that the good chief reveals his legitimacy 
by his actions. Generosity is proof of chiefly essence, much as material wealth was 
a sign of grace for Weber's Protestants. This essence is more important even than 
bloodlines; when Taawinisim promises to give a great funeral feast for his father, he 
is given the greater part of the father7s kingdom, despite the tact that he is a younger 
son 

But generosity is a sword that cuts both ways. Tliishen refused to come to the 
defense of his own villageS sulking like Achilles in his tentS because he had no£ been 
lnvlted to a feast. Cur1ously, Tliishen hlmself had ordered the feastz so it is not clear 
why he would require an invitation. The offense is not so much the withholding of 
food which Tliishen had the right simply to take? but rather the lack of respect 
shown by the people. Perhaps they were so afraid of the imminent attack that they 
consumed the food without ceremony, merely to fortify themselves in preparation for 
battle. Tliishen, however, required a higher degree of politesse even in this extreme 
situation; such was the very basis of his chiefly power. This theme also appears in 
the first episode, where the younger brothers of Tstawihshitl insist upon acquiring 
whaling medicine, having completed only three-fourths of the necessary ritual 
procedure. Ts'awihshitl alone is uncomfortable with this course of action, but accedes 
aga1nst hls better judgment. In the following generationS the whaling medicine passes 
out of his direct patrlline a sorl of judgment agalnst him. 

The ideal chief is deElned by his respect, both for himself and others. In large 
measure this refers to a ritual state, which requires careful observance of formal 



WHALES, CHIEFSs AND GIANTS 325 

rules; e.g., with regard to bathing, sexual abstinence, and food. This leads to a more 
general sensitivity to formality and a formalization of relations with others. To return 
to the example of Taawinisim, his repetitive action of running down to the beach to 
face the imaginary invading warriors was a function of his extreme, formalized 
obedience to paternal authority. It is hard to imagine that he really believed there to 
be warriors on the beach after the first several occurrences. However, this exercise 
was a test of his discipline and, ultimately, of his suitability for the chieftainship. 

But more goes on in this narrative than defining the ideal type of chief by 
example. On a symholic level, the narrative is driven forward by a fundamental 
opposition between beings that are too large and those that are too small (see Hymes 
1981:274-308; Levi-Strauss 1963:224). This appears in the first episode nf 
Tstawihshitl and his brothers, when they are warned by a huge plant, and then beset 
by giant cave-dwelling rats. The unnatural growth is offset by the smallness of the 
younger brothers, especially the youngest, whose corpse Ts'awihshitl cradles in his 
arms. Clearly, one condition produces the others; the immaturity of the brothers and 
their premature attempt to obtain the whaling medicine produces the preternatural 
growth of natural specles. The most obvious example of opposition of large and small 
is the giant. _aanakem is able to "handle ten adults and never be beaten.?' He is thus 
able to defeat the defenseless Tl'iihtl'iha, whose only companion is his son, 
K'akSatlmis, a small hoy atthe time. Clearly9 K'akatlmls is unable tQ defend his 
father and his patrilineal rights to the chieftalnship. 

Over time, however, the giant's misbehavior leads to his downfall, as warriors 
plot against him. The plotters are very careful to observe ritual purification practices 
during the waxing of the moon. The moon is iconic of the increasing degree of 
power thus obtained: a condition applied to whaling ritual. Also the natural growth 
of K'ak'atlmis from childhood to manhood occurs during this period. The natural 
growth of men, aided by their increase in spiritual power, is capable of overcoming 
the excessive growth of the giant. What then do we make of the old hunchback 
woman who actually wields the knife that turns the tide in the battle with the giant? 
She can be read as an element in this same matrix? although as one who is small not 
because of youthz but rather advanced age. She ;s only able to reach the shln of the 
giant's son. Seen in this light, she symbolizes the logical end of the giant: a process 
of aging that is not growth, which for the giant would not be possible, but decline. 
She is bowed over by the weight of age and her hunchback, an unnatural growth. But 
rather than directly ending the giant's life, she ends that of his son, the horror of 
whlch causes the giant to resign himself to his own death. This wyoung Kaanakem," 
as the narrator calls him, is truly a younger version of the giant himself. This is an 
lnverslon of normal deathz in which the future is closed. Here, the past seen as the 
youth of the giant, is also closed. erasing the giants presence altogether. In essence 
the giant9s abnormal growth consumes itself. 

A third episode 1nvolving very large beings occurs at the time of K'ak'atlmis's 
installation as chief of Ahousat. The people are suffering from bad weather because 
of the presence of Thunderbird. Stormy weather prevents fishermen from putting out 
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to sea, meaning starvation in the long run. Thunderbird's presence thus threatens the 
survival of the group. Thunderbird is seen grasping a sperm whale in its talons, much 
as an eagle would hold a salmon. The increased scale here represents danger to the 
community, just as previous examples of giantism demonstrate. However, in this 
case, a man with spirit power, perhaps a shaman, is able to cause Thunderbird to 
release the whale. The whale is feasted upon by the people, and the good luck of 
Thunderbird is thereby obtained. Thunderbird himself disappears, leaving the people 
free to prosper. 

As in the previous case, we see that men with spiritual power are able to 
overcome the threat of giants. Thls is clearly connected to chieftalnship in the sense 
that a successful and prosperous chiefdom is opposed to what we might call the rule 
of giants. But what does the rule of giants signify? Recalling that Hobbes used the 
Leviathan as a symbol for the state, but also for the great powers that prey upon and 
destroy the lives of commoners, we can read this text similarly as a treatise on 
political philosophy. Following Baumgold's (1988) interpretation of Hobbess 
symbolic use of the images of Leviathan and Behemoths drawn from the biblical story 
of Job we can say that Leviathan Is a monster, wKing of the Proudt that has no 
moral connect1on to the common people (Baumgold 1988:12; Hobbes 1994:210). 
From the perspective of the commoners? who are zpawns and victims of fortune" 
the great cause them lob-like suffering (Baumgold 1988:120). Writing in the period 
of the English Civil War, in which many commoners lost their lives and property, 
the threat seemed to emanate from elite power struggles. In the battle between 
Leviathan and Behemoth, the people are bound to get trampled. 

The Nuu-chah-nulth view is, not surprisingly, somewhat differentS although it is 
generally in accordance with this reading of Hobbes. The Nuu-chah-nulth knew 
whales. They knew them both as fabulous resources and as fatal adversaries. Whales 
could stave off starvation of entire villages, but could also bring deathe This equation 
is made explicit in Websters ( 1983) version of the Tliishen story, U1 which the chief 
sacrifices two of his slaves ln order tO work whaling magic powerful enough to 
attract a drift whale to save his starving village. Although slave sacrifice was not 
necessary to whaling magic, it was practiced occasionally (Donald 1997:172; Sales 
1956:114). More frequentlyS men were lost at sea on whaling expeditions. Whales 
were feared for their death-bringing powers nearly as much as they were appreciated 
for their life-giving substance. The position of the chief is precisely analogous. This 
is the basis for their identiE1cation. 

In the text whales appear several times. The central issue of the first episode is 
u h wha lng medlc1ne or control over whales. Thls is a chiefly prerogatlve, and mark 

of the legitimacy (f the chlef. Many Nuu-chab-nulth chiefs had special shrines for 
the performance of whale maglc? which was aided by their family (Drucker 
1951:170-73). Importantlyt the performance of this ritual required a period of 
preparation involving self-denial. In other words, a ritually pure state is also a 
morally pure one. The ability to overcome a whale is then exactly equivalent to the 
ability to overcome giants of any sort. Therefore chiefs, in doing so, are in the first 
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place overcoming their own zinner whales. That is, they are renouncing-their 
possible identity as zking of the proudX in favor of a concern for the well-being of 
their commoners. 

The whale is a multivalent symbol in Nuu-chah-nulth culture as it is in Hobbes. 
In addition to the ep1tome of exploitation, the whale serves as an icon of the body 
politic For Hobbes this was an image drawn from the Bible; for the Nuu-chah-nulth 
it was one drawn from everyday life As a symbol it mediates between the realms of 
abstract thought and concrete exper1ence. It is incapable of being a purely mental 
signs because 1t is too connected to pragmatic and biologlcal interests (see Shore 
1996: 188-204). A Nuu-chah-nulth person could not consider a whale without 
imagining the smells, tastes, sounds, and emotional responses associated with it. The 
semiotic complexity of the whale makes it, in Nuu-chah-nulth thought, an even better 
vehicle for representing society than it is in Western political thought. What better 
way to signify the multifarious and ambiguous relations an individual holds to his or 
her own soclety? 

One theme that emerges clearly ls the idea of co-operation. Individuals are 
assigned discrete roles within society; executing these roles is the means by which 
the body politic is maintained. In the text? we see co-operation is rewardeds as in the 
slaying of the giant, and non-co-operation is punished in several episodes, especially 
through the loss of whaling medicine. Contrariwise, the enterprise of taking a whale 
was based upon a strict discipline within an organized set of roles. The distribution 
of the whale meat was iconic of social organization. As the narrator describes it 

[T]hey used to make the whale drift ashore and they divided it to different families. And the ownership 
was haahuulhl [a chlefly prerogative] 7cause they give different measurements on that whale and 
different sides, tail of a whale, and nose of whale, eye of a whale, and all ese things were called 
haahuulhi. To share them they didn't just give but our people, our chiefs, never took everything for 
hiinself. 

As do Polynesian chiefs, the Nuu-chah-nulth chiefs mete out food (Firth 1965:220- 
30). Each portion is a function of the traditlonal rlghts of its reciplent, and the entlre 
system is founded on the fundamental right of the chief to order the distribution, a 
quality very similar to the taba of Polynesian chiefs The paradox of the chief owning 
the whale entirely by virtue of his ownership of territory (a point Mr Sam stressed 
repeatedly) and taking little for himself is a key to understanding the ideology of 
Nuu-chah-nulth chieftainship. The polity was an absolutist chiefdoms and zzet one in 
which lesser chiefs and commoners had claims on the resources and more 1mportant, 
the respect of the head chief. Secondary rights were often lnstitutionalized by chiefly 
donations of land and resources with the proviso that the chief held ultimate title. 
Mr. Sam compared chiefly holdings to crown land, which had a perpetual status as 
lands the chief shared with the people. 

A chief is, like the first chief in the text7 Mama?akwih, always a whale. His 
power and property make him a giant among men. Howeverz his status and 
stateliness can be realized only if he is able to kill the whale, both literally and 
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H1guratively. Unlike seventeenth-century Englishmen, Nuu-chah-nulth pragmatically 
understand whales and their possibilities for enabling, as well as symbolizing, group 
action. The converse principle seems to be true: that concerted group action was 
limited by the pragmatic considerations of whaling and feasting. Those groups too 
distant to share in whale feasts made uncertaln allies at best. The realm of (lirect 
polit1cal power was hounded by the geosoclal 11mlts of whate feasts. Dur1ng per1ods 
of greater wealtn, such as the postcontact epocll, lt ls likely that ch1efly influence 
extended further, as in the famous confederacies of that period, led by chiefs such 
as Maquinna and Wickanninish. It is important to see, however, that the Nuu-chah- 
nulth political theory legitimizes only that chiefly power which is grounded in 
localized, pragmatic relationships. 

The central meaning of Mr. Sam's history is the nature of the ideal polity. In this 
intent he differs little from Western political philosophers beginning with Socrates. 
For the Nuu-chah-nulth, the polity is localized. A whale feast could provide for 
several hundred people! but the supply of meat was not unlimited, nor was it 
preservablen Thusz the soclologlcal and geographic range of those wllo could partake 
was limlted. In certa1n contexts, feasts would he shared with chiefs from distant 
villages, but not with all their people. This represents an alliance, rather than 
unification, of several villages, and would have lent support to translocal associations 
(Morgan 1980:83-87; Sapir and Swadesh 1955:204-06). 

Such associations wouldz however, lack the solidarity of organic communities. 
As the considerable literature on the potlatch indicates, the ties thus established were 
always provisional instrumental, and ambivalent. The organic community defined 
by the whale feast is a different matter; in a basic sense commensality makes the 
group. By providing a body that the people shared according to precise considerations 
of rank, the whale also provided a template of social and political organization. That 
isS its functionally related parts map the relation of classes in society. The mass and 
boundedness of the whale's body can be seen to represent the holism of the polity. 
Finally, the qualitative distinctions made among nutritionally similar pieces of whale 
meat are a useful representation of the mediation of hierarchy and solidarity in 
societyo 

This association of the polity with the communion of the whale feast accords with 
the later statement of Drucker ( 1983), who saw little evidence for an organic political 
entity that transcended locality. As Anderson (1991) argues, supralocal polities 
require an zimagined communityOb It is precisely the image of the supralocal as a 
natural community that is lacklng 1n the Nuu-chah-nulth ideology of chiefiainship, at 
least as it has been presented in the history of the chiefly lineages of Ahousat. 

CONTEMPORARY POLITICAL CONTEXTS 

Such a Nuu-chah-nulth theory of Nuu-chah-nulth politics has, in a sense, two 
referents: the traditional polity of the pre- and postcontact societyS and the 
contemporary politicai situation. The circumstances of Mr. Sam's testimony, and the 
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fact that he had offered it to officially placed whites, suggests that it was directed 
primarily toward the present day. Three important issues are addressed in this 
narrative: legitimacy of the traditional polity, the connection between tlle polity and 
resources, and the limits of politics in both scope and scale. Mr. Sam's narrative 
carefully distinguishes legitimate from illegitimate chiefs, and thereby constructs the 
concept of a properly constituted authority. One diagnostic quality of the chief is his 
haahuulhi, territorial and resource prerogativess and obtaining whales is one 
dimension of this. Controlling access to land-based resources and the partitioning and 
defense of terrestrial and maritime territories were perhaps the most important 
functions of the chief, as they secured resources for the people. In respecting the 
chief, the people recognized his central role in managing these resources, by opening 
seasons on filsh, game, and plants and by parceling out tracts to loyal supporters. 
This contradicts stereotypes of First Nation groups as not being territorially 
constituted, but rather klnship-based. Indeed, l\/lr. Sam argues for tlle commensurabil- 
ity of traditional Nuu-chah-nulth and European concepts of territory by reference to 
the legal category sCcrown land.- 

Certainly natural resource ownership and management are the paramount issues 
in Clayoquot Sound, and indeed much of British Columbia. Clayoquot Sound was 
host to a spectacular controversy in the wake of government plans to clear-cut most 
of the Sound's timber. Environmental protestersS lawyers, and politicians arrived 
from all over North America and Europe. Eventually, these plans were withdrawn, 
and a comanagement council with elected and hereditary representatives of local 
F1rst Nations9 the provincial government9 and the logging industry was established. 
Thus, some degree of ahoriginal ownership of these resources was recognized! but 
only as part of a negotiated compromise, rather than as an a prlori principle. Elders 
such as Mr. Sam feel the need to emphasize the legitimacy of territorial claims in the 
face of this changing situation.6 

Just as the traditional polity was limited by the geosocial boundaries of whale 
feasting, and yet was embedded in a larger translocal network, the central issue tc)day 
involves interaction between the local and translocal, even transnational groups, 
which are not easily coded as environmental versus capitalist or native versus non- 
native. These include multinational corporations? environmental groupss interests 
invested in tourism local bands and the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council. While 
translcocal relations among Nuu-chah-nulth bands and with other native groups have 
been strengthened in the modern period with ease of transportation and communica- 
tion, and political structures such as the Tribal Councilz a person's primary identity 
still remains with the local group. Stanley Sam makes clear that this evolving 
situation is the context of his narrative, as it is framed by discussions of contempo- 
rary politics. Mrr Sam's narrative engages these issues from a speciElcally Nuu-chah- 
nulth perspeetlve. The Ahousat line of chiefs was tested in a series of revelatory 
crises: simllarly, the Nuu-chah-nulth of today are living in dangerous times, in which 
the past can provide modeis for present action. 
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CONCLUSION: POWER AND SYMPATHY IN NUU-CHAH-NULTH 
THOUGHT 

The chief in Nuu-chah-nulth society was, and to a large degree remains, a focal 
point for group ldentlty and action. This political power is a by-product of a way of 
being that distinguishes the chief from all others. The most important dimension of 
this is spiritual power of the sort represented by whaling magic. Whaling magic is 
interesting fbr two reasons. First, it is owned by certain chiefly lineages and is 
practiced by chiefs and their fAmilies. This surrounds chiefly families with a certain 
sacredness or tabu. separating them from the common people. Second, the successful 
deployment of wllaling mag1c is reliant upon an act of identification with the whale. 
The ritual itself involves the logic of sympathetic magic, as it was once knowns with 
the chief impersonating the whale (Curtis 1916:38; Drucker 1951:169-70). This ritual 
identification of the chief and whale was, of course, designed to be efficacious in 
whale hunting. It also symbolizes the complementarity of the chief and the whale. 
Just as the whale is the greatest at sea, the chief is the greatest on land. Pursuing the 
association further, in acting out the ritual the chief identifies, indeed sympathizes 
with, the victim (hence the appropriateness in this case of the old term sympathetic 
magic). 

This identification is carried to the point of iconic actions. The chief allows 
himself to he "harpoonedt by his senior wife, who assists him in the ritual. His 
act1vities durlng the rituai periodz which take place during four waxings of the moon 
are severely circumscribed. In contrast to his usually active roles the chief is passive. 
This reversal symbolizes the breadth of perspective a chief must have, sympathizing 
with other beings, both human and nonhuman. Moreover, as the chief is symbolically 
and publicly associated with the whale, the destruction of the whale prefigured in the 
private and secret whaling ritual has a didactic function, reminding the chief of the 
limits placed even on the great and powerful. 

Whaling magic, above all other types of esoteric knowledge, was the sine qua 
non of chiefly ofElce However, all aspects of chiefly ritual and prerogative involved 
some degree of self-abnegat1on. These beliefs and practices represent the ideal type 
of the chief as opposed to real chiefs. It ls clear that not all chiefs lived up to these 
ideals. However, read as political philosophy (a reflection on the best possible sort 
of society), the text is quintessentially Nuu-chah-nulth political thought. 

NOTES 

1. Nuu-chah-nulth is the term preferred over both West Coast and Nootka. 
^. Although Johnson and Earle (1987) consider Northwest Coa,st chiefs to be ';big men'7 ill their 
typology. they are advocates of Northwest Coast exceptionalism. 
3. Donald (1983) and his student Morgan (1980) use the term sfederationt' rather than Druckerts 
;'confederacy9' to mdicate the locally based nature of that lnstitutlon 
4. EBrief° versions of two of the,se tales appear in Webster 1983:52-55. Note on orthography: ? is a 
glottal stop. Con,sonants followed by apostrophes are glottalized. Lh is a voiceless alveolar lateral 
fricative, like the Welsh U. Tlh is a voiceless alveolar laterally released fricative, often represented as 
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a barred lainbda. Underlining consonants represents "backing,'? pronounced as uvulars or pharyngeals. 
My deep thanks to Dr. Randy Bouehard of the British Columbia Indian Language Project. who has 
devised a practical orthograplly for Nootka, and who corrected my transcriptlon. 
5. Arima (1983:38) identiEles this word as referring to the California gray whale. 
6. The reeent Supreme Court of Canada decision recognizing aboriginal title among nontreaty groups 
(almost all BC First Nations are such) has altered this situation considerably in a direction favorable to 
the Nuu-chah-nulth and other First Nations (DePalma 1997). 
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