‘THE NAMES SPREAD
IN ALL DIRECTIONS":

Hereditary Titles in Tsimshian Social
and Political Life

CHRISTOPHER F. ROTH

. A Tsimshian once said to me: “People are nothing. They’re not
important at all. It’s the names that are really real.” While human
bodies with their prosaic English names — inscribed on birth certi-
ficates and gravestones — are mortal, transient things, the hereditary
“Indian names” that Tsimshian bodies wear are immortal, perduring
social personages. As Jay Miller (1997, 129) has succinctly put it (and
despite his use of the past tense it remains true today): “For the
Tsimshian, human descendants circulated through a series of fixed
identities, based in a household, whose pedigrees and characteristics
were described in hereditary chronicles where these names engaged in
specific tasks at specific locations.” Names link members of a Tsimshian
lineage to the past and to the land upon which that past unfolded. A
Tsimshian name holder shares his or her name with a succession of
matrilineally related predecessors, stretching back to the ancient his- -
torical events that describe the origins of the name and the house
lineage and the lineage’s rights to territories and resources.

The connection to land is especially significant today as British
Columbia’s First Nations engage with the colonial governments in
Victoria and Ottawa in defence of their territories, which have never
been ceded. For example, the Tsimshian community of Kitsumkalum,
which is the focus of my research, is negotiating with the provincial
and federal governments under the auspices of the British Columbia
Treaty Commission. Along with other communities among the North
Coast peoples, Kitsumkalum draws its strength at the negotiating
table from the traditional land-tenure system that has operated in
Kitsumkalum territory since, as the overworked but apt phrase has
it, time immemorial. The anchor of that land-tenure system is the
potlatch feast (which Kitsumkalum people call yaawk in Sm’algyax,
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the Tsimshian language, and feast in English), where hereditary name-
titles are bequeathed from one generation to the next.

The wider world learned about North Coast name-titles in the
late 1980s when the hereditary chiefs of the Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en
— whose territories begin just a few miles up the Skeena River from
Kitsumkalum — brought a suit for recognition of land title against
the government of British Columbia. In that case, Delgamuukw v.
the Queen, a hereditary name rather than an individual was the key
plaintiff. Just as the principal defendant was “Her Majesty the Queen
in Right of the Province of British Columbia” — that is, a set of
politically sovereign institutions temporarily embodied in a biological
individual named Queen Elizabeth the Second — so was the principal
plaintiff, representing the other Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en chiefs,
“DELGAMUUKW, also known as KEN MULDOE, suing on his own behalf
and on behalf of all other members of the HOUSE OF DELGAMUUKW.”
But, as Ardythe Wilson (Skanu’u) said at the conclusion of the
original case in 199o0:

Albert Tait was the Delgamuukw who walked into the court registry,
Statement of Claim in hand, in 1984. Ken Muldoe, nephew to
Albert, was the Delgamuukw who delivered the opening statement
in 1987. Earl Muldoe, brother to Ken, is the Delgamuukw who
stands to make the closing statement on behalf of the Gitksan
Chiefs in June, 1990. There have been generations of Delgamuukws,
just as there will be generations more of Gitksan and Wet’suwet’en
people who will embrace and nurture every hereditary name that
exists in our Houses. (Monet and Wilson 1992, 170)

A chiefly name, then — much in the manner of a royal crown or
sceptre — is not so much an appellation as a mandate to authority
and a deed of sovereign land title. A Tsimshian or Gitxsan name
marks membership in a strictly bounded unilineal descent group,
which as a collectivity, owns a specific territory and its resources,
which its chief manages and holds authority over. This ownership is
renewed and recognized by successive generations at feasts, and the
lineage’s historical relationship to the land is remembered and re-
counted in the lineage’s chronicles, called, in Sm’algyax, adawx. The
Canadian Supreme Court’s 1997 ruling on Delgamuukw v. the Queen
has supported the admissibility of oral histories (in the case before
the court, these were Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en histories) as evidence
for land title. Kitsumkalum and other BC First Nations communities
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are still grappling with the full implications of the Delgamuukw ruling
(see McDonald 1998), but one thing is clear: since adawx connect
corporate descent groups to territories as owners, and since hereditary
names connect individuals to corporate descent groups, Tsimshian
names, as the key to traditional Tsimshian property law, have a
potentially pivotal role in the wider politics of Aboriginal rights.
Traditional Tsimshian personhood is constructed on radically
different premises than is personhood in the surrounding Euro-
North-American society, and these premises can be discerned from
how names are inhabited, bequeathed, and validated in Tsimshian
society today. This realization has guided my exploration of the repro-
duction of social personages through names in Tsimshian society.!
This is not to say that contemporary Tsimshian are immersed in sub-
jectivities imponderably alien to non-First Nations understandings.
In fact, contemporary Tsimshian — if only by having English names
as well as Tsimshian ones (but in other ways too) — also participate,
from birth, in modes of personhood that reverberate from non-First
Nations society. Rather, I argue here that, although Tsimshian who
existed 200 years ago must have unmitigatedly inhabited utterly
Tsimshian subjectivities, postcontact Tsimshian personhood emerges

! The original material in this article is based on my research with, for, and in the Tsimshian
community of Kitsumkalum, British Columbia. My work for them is ongoing, but most of
the field research presented here was carried out in 1996 and funded by a scholarship from
the Fulbright Foundation, administered through affiliation with the University of Northern
British Columbia (UNBC), Prince George. The research was conducted under the aegis of
the Kitsumkalum Tribal Claims Office, which also funded some aspects of later phases of
the research. I am indebted to the Fulbright Foundation and to Antonia Mills and William
Morrison of UNBC as well as to James McDonald, whose research provided a foundation
for my work in Kitsumkalum. Above all, however, acknowledgment is due to the generosity,
hospitality, and knowledge of the Kitsumkalum people. I wish to thank in particular the
staff of the Kitsumkalum Tribal Claims Office — Alex Bolton, Allan Bolton, and Diane
Collins (now chief councillor). However, I also owe a great debt to other members of the
greater Kitsumkalum community, including but not limited to: Annette Bolton, Benjamin
Bolton, Ruby Brown, Pearl Campbell, Sandra Christiansen, Arthur Collins, Irene Collins,
Charles Henry, the late Vera Henry, Dorothy Horner, Verna Inkster, Melodie Johnson,
Frank Miller, Richard Miller, Roy Nelson, Mildred Roberts, Adeline Ryan, Laura Talbot,
Gerald Wesley, and Winnie Wesley. I only hope that my interpretations have been faithful
to what they have tried to teach me. Thanks to Susan Marsden, Jay Miller, Angela Sorby,
and Gerald Wesley for reading versions of this paper and giving many helpful comments.
My insights into Tsimshian society have also benefited from discussions with Margaret
Seguin Anderson, Marjorie Halpin, Bruce Rigsby, and others, including Tsimshian from
other communities and institutions. I thank Charles Menzies and Cole Harris for their
help in seeing this piece to publication, and I am also grateful to Douglas Brown and John
Dunn of UNBC in Prince Rupert and to Robert Hill and the Tsimshian Tribal Council.
Unless otherwise indicated, all of the specifics in this article, other than those already in
the public record, derive solely from my work for Kitsumkalum.
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from competing but ultimately coexistent structures of personages —
mutually foreign social structures whose irreducible primary units
are not necessarily mutually mappable. Nonetheless, to participate
in the ceremonial life of one’s matrilineage and in the maintenance
and distribution of hereditary names is, for the Tsimshian, a way of
experiencing a second Tsimshian subjectivity of which their non-
First Nations neighbours may be only dimly aware. It is this second
— or, in many cases, first — Tsimshian subjectivity that is the anchor
of the Tsimshian cosmos and the engine of their system of political
authority and land tenure.

Among the Tsimshian — whose territory is roughly the northern
one-third of British Columbia’s coast, including the lower Skeena
and Nass watersheds and the Cities of Prince Rupert and Terrace -
the system of hereditary names and the institution of feasting that
maintains it are, above all, information systems. Tsimshian names
give information about the past and about the present, about distant
places as well as about the name holder’s local allegiances. A hereditary
name codes both where one’s ancestors are from and where one is now,
proclaiming both migratory origins and an unassailable territorial
situatedness. The sacred? oral histories of the Tsimshian, the adawx,
which structure Tsimshian discourses about place and history, are
the charter for the Tsimshian social order. In this way, Tsimshian
names are embedded in, and refer to, a specific social, historical, and
cultural context. Understanding this context is necessary for under-
standing what it means to be given a Tsimshian name and, thereby,
to assume a Tsimshian identity.

Each Tsimshian name and each Tsimshian person is a member of
a matrilineage called a “house” in English and a waap, or walp (this -
is also the term for building, or dwelling), in Sm’algyax. Each house
belongs to one of the four exogamous phratries, called p’zeex in
Sm’algyax and usually “clan” in English: Gispwudwada (Killer Whale
or Blackfish), Ganhada (Raven), Laxgibuu (Wolf), and Laxsgiik

2 Most Tsimshian are formally Christian, and no Tsimshian, to my knowledge, practise the
traditional religious systems described by Boas (1916, 543-64) and Garfield (1939, 293-316).
Nevertheless, the adawx — which can be remembered, retold, and treasured irrespective of
faith — could be called “sacred” in several respects: they connect individuals to transcendent,
ancient, even “supernatural” processes and events; their social context is one of strictly
observed taboos concerning who can tell which adawx; and they are regarded as unassailably
true in ways that, to outsiders, resemble faith but which, within the Tsimshian cultural
context, constitute the highest form of knowledge. For summarized understandings of
what adawsx are and do, see Duff (1959), Gisday Wa and Delgam Uukw (1989), Marsden
(1991), and Sterritt et al. (1998).
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(Eagle). Most of the fourteen Tsimshian tribes (galts’its’ap, literally
“villages”) contain at least one house from each clan (despite recent
assertions to the contrary [e.g., Dunn 1984, 37], as my own and Viola
Garfield’s [1939] research, along with Marius Barbeau’s hundreds of
pages of fieldnotes, amply attest). Some tribes have as many as a dozen
houses or more. Kitsumkalum, for example, has from five to eight
houses, depending on how one groups them,; these are today amalgamated
into four or five, with each clan represented. Names are among the
array of exclusive possessions and prerogatives that belong to a house.
When different houses of the same clan share a name, it is usually
regarded as a residue of shared ancestry; they can also be expected to
share crests, episodes from their adawwx, and other prerogatives. An
occurrence of a name within a single house is, however, a unique
entity, like a person. Only one person may assume this identity at a
time. Tsimshian oral histories tell of the movement of names along
migration routes, borne along by their wearers, who are ancestors of
namesakes distributed along the migration path.

For example, according to the ancient migration chronicle of a
Gispwudwada house of the Gispaxlo'ots tribe, as told to the Tsimshian
ethnographer William Beynon by Lagax’niits in the 1910s, a traveller
journeying from one territory to another once stopped at an island
and climbed a tree to get his bearings by looking in all directions.
One of his companions then told him, “We have found a name for
you; as you resemble the eagle looking to all sides, we will call you
Lagax’niits, ‘Looking to All Directions” (B-F-24.6;* Garfield 1939,
225). Lagax’niits is still a name among the Gispaxlo’ots in Lax
Kw’alaams, among the Gidestsu tribe of Tsimshian in Klemtu, and
among the Gits’ilaasii Tsimshian at the Skeena canyon. The geo-
graphical distribution of the name traces routes of migration of the
original Lagax’niits and his successors — a route along which difterent
related Gispwudwada houses were established. This name has
travelled and multiplied itself, then, over the centuries. The various
Lagax’niitses’ right to tell this history of movement undergirds their
rights, respectively, to the various currently held territories of the
dispersed incarnations of the name.

Multiple occurrences of “the same name,” then, affirm historical
(and ultimately genealogical) relatedness between houses within a
clan. Ceremonial, political, and economic relations among villages

3 For the Barbeau Northwest Coast Files (Barbeau n.d.), I use the numbering system in
Cove (1985).



74 BC STUDIES

throughout northwestern British Columbia and southeastern Alaska
(embracing the Gitxsan, Haida, Haisla, Nisga'a, Tsimshian, Tlingit,
Wet’suwet’en, and others) often follow such lines of historical
relationship. Names, crests, songs, and oral chronicles are among the
emblems by which these peoples know and honour relationships
amoung different local descent groups. Intertribal diplomacy has
traditionally taken the form of trading and ceremonial relationships
between related houses and of marrying relationships between
matrilineally unrelated ones. These far-flung houses’ situatedness
within their respective territories is legitimized by their embeddedness
within a complex international order that is the result of centuries or
millennia of migrating, feasting, and remembering.

Despite these wide historical and geographical resonances, the
house is the strongest and most naturalized level of Tsimshian social
membership. Genealogical relationships within a house are always
close enough to be reckoned through known individuals. In earlier
generations a set of related houses was called a wi/naat’aat (Boas
1916, 488; cf. Harris 1994, 79-82 for the Gitxsan), though the term is
little used today. For such a grouping, within a tribe or embracing
related houses in different tribes (such as the variously distributed
descendants of Lagax’niits), the wi/naat’aat blood-tie is still very
real (and ultimately biological) but beyond the range of reckonable
individual matrikin. In many cases the oral chronicle of a former
unity is the only record of a matrilineal relationship between different
houses in a wilnaat’aat. At this level the use of kin terms such as
“brother” and “sister” to refer to co-members is consciously meta-
phorical; the English “distant cousin” perhaps best captures the
consensus genealogical reality. At the level of the clan — moving now
to more and more overarching groups — the shared matrilineal an-
cestry of different wilnaat’aat is assumed but is too ancient to be
within the range of detailed oral history. This is the level at which
endogamy is forbidden: one must marry outside one’s clan.

Tsimshian sometimes call a house “a box” or “a basket of names”
(Seguin 1984, 111-2; 1986, 483), a collectivity whose true members are
not people but the names that people wear as well as those names
that are not being worn or used at a given moment. Each name is
categorized both by gender and as either an adult name or a child’s
name. Adult names are ranked within their gender, so that one can
speak of “the second highest man’s name” in a particular house,
although ranking is stricter near the top of the list than near the
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bottom. The highest-ranked man’s name in a house is always that of
the house head, after whom the house is named. In some Tsimshian
communities it is asserted that only the leading royal house of a tribe
is headed by a sm’oogit (translated as “chief”) and that lower-ranking
house heads are instead /i£'agigyet or manlik'agigyet (sometimes
translated as “councillors,” “spokesmen,” or “noblemen”) (Garfield
1939, 178). However, when (probably in 1926) interviewing the head
of Kitsumkalum’s principal Gispwudwada house, Arthur Stevens,
Barbeau wrote,

No /ik'agigyerz [in Kitsumkalum]. The system resembled the
Gitksan in that each head of the group was recognized as chief of
his own group. He [Stevens] recognized himself the difference
between the [more coastal] Tsimshian group and this. (B-F-49.2, p.
18)

Since my focus is Kitsumkalum, I use sm’o0git to mean any house
head.

Since the ranking of names fluctuates as individual holders rise or
fall in relative status, the house may be known by different names at
different times. For example, what was known in the 1920s in
Kitsumkalum as the House of f.agaax is now known as the House of
Hat’axgmliimidiik, because, currently, the holder of Hat’axgmliimidiik
is the highest-ranking person in that house. Hat’axgmliimidiik was
elevated above $.agaax partly due to the high personal prestige of the
most recent holder of the name. Worn during a period of the twentieth
century when few other Kitsumkalum Gispwudwada names were
being worn, it is a more valued name precisely because of its firmer
link to the remembered past.

Within a house, names constitute an internally coherent and
idealized social order. In addition to the highest occupied name being
that of the chief, other adult male names can be associated with
specific roles, such as galdm’algyax (“spokesman”). The highest of the
adult female names are the sigidmna’a, literally the “chiefly women”
or, in English usage, “matriarchs.” Often, the Tsimshian regard specific
names within a house as “brothers” or “sisters,” even if their holders
are, say, cousins or of different generations, or even if the names are
without current holders (cf. McNeary 1976, 129). “Floating” (dormant
or vacant) names are clearly regarded as, nonetheless, very real
personages. One can say, for example, that a name is the galdm’algyax
of a particular house, even if no one has the name at that particular
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moment. When names are assumed, their wearers are fitted into the
pre-existing structure of the house that the names constitute — a
structure that they can then, within limits, proceed to modify from
their respective positions through personal and politico-ceremonial
behaviour. Names, then, are social actors who constitute a social order
that transcends their holders. Paramount among these positions is
that of the house head, who represents his (or her) matrilineal relatlvcs
as the caretaker of their territory.

Within their vigorously matrilineal system, Tsimshian today do
acknowledge the social and biological significance of paternity,* and
there is no reason to doubt that this has long been the case. For
example, it has traditionally been the father’s side that has provided
mortuary payments and services, including the carving of crest poles,
in addition to a whole range of ceremonial services in the course of
an individual’s life (Garfield 1939, 220-1, 239-42; Miller 1997, 126).
Many names, especially those of children, contain references to the
crest animal of the father, so that, for example, today one of the young
members of Kitsumkalum’s House of Hat’axgmliimidiik, a Gispwudwada
(Killer Whale clan) house, is Tkigiigkstxsgiik, Downward Hunting
Eagle (B-F-s51.2), a type of name recalled by the generation of elders
in the 19105 and 1920s to have been part of a house’s stock of names
drawn upon to designate the paternity of its holder, so that only a
Gispwudwada who had a Laxsgiik (Eagle clan) father could hold
the name Tkigiigkstxsgiik. Typically, such a name would be conferred
at a feast by a member of the father’s side. Chief Herbert Wallace
summarized this phenomenon for Barbeau as follows:

The children’s names were given by the father, according to the
different crests of their house. And these names remain in the
children’s family (mother’s side), and these names are reapplied in
their own family. In this manner the children’s names spread in all
directions ... But in their main names, of chiefs, they keep to their
own crest. (B-F-30.16; see also Duff 1964a, 67-8; Miller 1997, 128)

Such a naming system describes a kinship structure within which
children’s names, like children themselves, belong to the mother but

* Some Tsimshian elders assert (Miller 1997, 102) that a child’s face comes from the father’s
side. Brad Campbell’s (1975) speculation, using examples from oral narrative, that the
Tsimshian might share with matrilineal peoples of Melanesia and elsewhere a notion of
paternally (seminally) derived bones and maternally derived flesh and blood is vindicated
by Bruce Rigsby’s work with Gitxsan elders (Rigsby, personal communication, 1998) and
may well have been true in traditional Tsimshian thought as well (see also Cove 1987, 146.)
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also emanate from the father (Cove 1987, 79). The word for “father’s
side” in Sm’algyax, Asuwaatk, means literally “from where one
emerges” (as opposed, of course, to where one is, which is one’s house).
Children’s names, then, have an indexical, ceremonially marked
relationship to the father’s side but an unmarked, automatic rela-
tionship of shared essence to the mother’s side.

In this way names anchor their holders in a political and social
structure and specifically index their relationships to their matrikin
as well as to the other (structurally patrilateral) lineages that represent
their matrikin’s traditional marrying and feasting “opposites.” A single
name, through what it says and through what people know about
where it fits into a system of names, registers ongoing participation
in a web of relationships among lineages, affines, histories, wealth,
and territories. In this way the names do indeed “spread in all
directions.”

When a name is in use, the Tsimshian say that it is being “worn” or
“held” or that a specific person “has” — or even “is” — that name.
Sometimes, though, one can “hold” a name but “not really have it
yet.” Today, this is often the case when a would-be successor takes
charge of a name at a (Christian) memorial service after the name
holder’s death. The name will have to be “strengthened” later at a
proper name-taking feast before it can be “really worn by” that person.
In such a case, one says: “He doesn’t have that name; he’s just holding
it” —a distinction which, when not properly appreciated, is sometimes
the nub of a crisis of succession. A less frequent, third order of name-
holding involves “just holding” a name in trust, with no implications
for the trustee’s candidacy for full assumption of the name. This can
happen in the case of someone giving a name to a relative outside of
one’s matrilineage, such as a wife or son, when no heirs are available;
the idea is that, if heirs become available in later years, then the trustee
will be able to ensure its eventual transmission (see Cove 1987, 128).

The idiom of holding, passing on, and wearing names is reinforced
by the donning of a ceremonial robe at the moment of assuming a
name at a feast. This imagery evokes the unique materiality of the
name and its function as an object of wealth. In other ways, it
resembles the metaphor, among more southerly Northwest Coast
peoples, of names as seats (e.g., Sapir 1916). Indeed, the portability
of garments, as opposed to seats in a feast hall, is more compatible
with the function of North Coast names — less like those farther
south — as social mnemonics for migratory histories.
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Records suggest that during the period of early contact the
Tsimshian experienced the continuity of successive name holders as
the same personage in a more automatic and unambiguous fashion
than they do today. Neither Franz Boas (1916,497-8) nor Viola Garfield
(1939, 221-6) discusses these issues in any depth in their published
considerations of Tsimshian naming, but Barbeau's unpublished files,
which include a record of exhaustive interviews with the oldest
generation of Tsimshian elders from the 1910s and 1920s, offer
numerous instances of what, to the modern Tsimshian or non-
Tsimshian reader, is a striking conflation of name and person.

Wallace told Barbeau, regarding athen vacant name in his tribe
(the Gitsliis), the following: "Hai'mas agreat warrior; he killed many
Gispaxlo'ts chiefs; after he died, they [the Gits'iis] dropped the name,
being afraid to take it up again, for fear the Gispaxlo'ts chief might
get after him" (B-F-30.7). Haymaas,” then, was apersonage that had
committed certain acts for which any successor might be held
accountable. For these Tsimshian, the agency and accountability
associated with an action transcended the lifetime of a mortal
individual and pertained not to a biological self but, rather, to an
onomastic one. Haymaas's kinsmen in a sense hid "hxrn by keeping
"him" unembodied. Indeed, if any of these Gispaxlo'ots chiefs ever
had decided to "get after" a new Haymaas, an incarnation, if you
will, of Haymaas the perduring personage might have decided to
avenge "his own" murder, atype of situation that there is no reason
to doubt has occurred time and again in Northwest Coast history.
Even for, say, the closest European analogues to Tsimshian personages
- the hereditary titles of the royalty and nobility - personhood and
agency are not so strongly associated with the title itsalf; atitle holder's
behaviour can affect the status of the institution but not, so
automatically, his or her successor's personal identity.

The Haymaas example seems exotic to young Tsimshian today,
although the sense that one inherits one's predecessor's rank and
reputation does not. Even today, although names are in one sense
objects - asin, "He's going to try to get that name at the feast next

® | use Barbeau and others' original spellings in quotations, but outside of quotation marks
| use aversion of the standardized Tsimshian orthography that has been developed by
John Dunn, Susan Marsden, and Marie-Lucie Tarpent (Dunn et al. n.d.) in collaboration
with the Tsimshian language instructors and the First Nations Advisory Council of School
District No. 52. This isthe orthography used by, among others, the Tsimshian Tribal Council
and the Kitsumkalum Tribal Claims Office. It isbased on that developed by Dunn (1978)
and is sometimes called the Rigsby-Dunn-Tarpent system.



