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project in the U’mista newsletter.  I am also grateful to Silver King Marine Ltd. 

from Port McNeil for generously providing transportation to Gilford Island. 

Forth, this research could not have been possible without the guidance of 

my supervisors, Evelyn Pinkerton and Marty Weinstein. Evelyn supported my 

engagement with common property and co-management theory, and added 

richness to this theoretical background through sharing her extensive experience 

with fishing communities and with First Nations here in BC. Evelyn never failed to 

be encouraging and her constant enthusiasm was a great source of motivation. 

Marty, with great patience, helped me to understand a very complex local 

historical and present day context in Alert Bay. Marty’s curiosity, inquisitiveness 

and constant reflection challenged me at many stages in this research to think 

more deeply about issues, to go beneath the surface layers, and to embrace the 

big questions and challenges. Marty’s comments and questions throughout 
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contributed to further degradation of community kno
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been developed for managing the Nass Watershed, and it is also true of the 

many northern communities in Canada that have now established co-

management boards to jointly govern resources.  In the case of clam fisheries in 

the Kwakwaka’wakw Sea, local First Nations are currently pursuing two avenues 

for establishing co-management. First, the Musgamagw Tsawataineuk Tribal 

Council (MTTC) has proposed to set up a regional cl
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that looks beyond institutional factors to consider the interaction between 

different conditions within the categories of resource, community, institution, 

governments and markets (Agrawal 2001, 2002; Dietz et al. 2003; Spaeder and 

Feit 2005).  More specifically, I attempt to consider how the nature and sources 

of social identity (as aspects of community) relate to management institutions 

through the implementation of access protocols. I approach this relationship in 

the historical context of colonialism and the current context of treaty negotiations.  
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Only some of the Kwakwaka’wakw tribes in this area also have 

designation as Indian Bands9 under the Indian Act [1951].   The largest of these, 

with 1498 members, 800 of which live on reserve, is the ‘Namgis First Nation, a 

member of the MTTC10. While today the ‘Namgis First Nation is based in the 

village of Yalis (Alert Bay) on Cormorant Island, the ‘Namgis indigenous territory 

encompasses the Nimpkish river valley on the northern part of Vancouver Island. 

The second largest First Nation in the MTTC is the Kwicksutaineuk/Ah-Kwaw-Ah-

Mish First Nation. This Nation has 250 members of which 35 live on reserve at 

the village of Gwa’yasdams on Gilford Island in the Broughton Archipelago11. The 

historical importance of clams to the local people here is evident from the 

village’s situation on an ancient clam midden of indeterminate age and depth that 

is approximately 310 yards long and 100 yards wide (Rohner 1967).  

Band members from these two First Nations participated in semi-

structured interviews as part of this research project. However, some of the 

interviewees consider themselves to hold dual memberships or identities, one as 

a band member and one as a member of a Kwakwaka’wakw tribe. Therefore, 

within this group of ‘Namgis and Kwicksutaineuk-ah-kwa-mish band members I 

interviewed there were individuals who also consider themselves members of the 
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Ma’amtagila (Estekin), Dzawada’enuxw (Kingcome Inlet), and Kwikwasutinux 

(Gilford Island)12. The distinction between these two sources of social identity, 

band membership and tribal affiliation, their evolving and changing relative 

importance, and their integration into local management institutions, is a key 

topic of consideration in this study.  

According to early anthropologists, kinship and rank are the major 

principles underlying Kwakwaka’wakw culture and society (Galois 1994). The two 

organizing structures of key importance are the namima13 and the tribe. The 

namima, defined as one or more extended family groups whose members claim 

descent from a common ancestor, is considered the fundamental unit of 

Kwakwaka’wakw society (Galois 1994).  The potlatch, while essentially a means 

of putting events on public record before paid witnesses, was also a 

demonstration and validation of status (Powell and Cranmer-Webster 1994). As 

Cranmer-Webster and Powell (1994: 7) describe: “lands and places are 

associated with tribes and numayms [namima], which are always thought of as 

rank-ordered on the basis of status – a rank which receives full expression in the 

potlatch”.  I explore the role of social groupings such as the namima and tribe, 

and their connection with resource management in this study.  

                                            
12 Names and spelling of Kwakwaka’wakw tribes follows those used by the U’mista Cultural 

Society. (www.umista.ca) 

13 The “namima” spelling chosen here follows that used by the ‘Namgis First Nation. Other 
spellings include “numaym” or ” nEme’m” or “numimot”. “Namima” is used as both the singular 
and the plural. 
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Regional councils14 of Kwakwaka’wakw First Nations have been in 

discussions with DFO about establishing a clam and/or shellfish management 

board since at least 200115. In 2005, the MTTC drafted a Terms of Reference for 

a Shellfish Management Board with the following objectives: 

• Maximizing the long-term social, cultural, and economic benefits from the 

comprehensive management and harvesting of these resources; and 

• Exploring local management options to improve the management of these 

resources and increase the involvement of First Nations in management 

decision making. 

Interest in a more locally based clam management system certainly 

derives from the long-standing importance of clams for food, social, ceremonial 

and economic purposes. However, local interest in clam management in the area 

has been further stimulated for several reasons.  First, the discovery of over 350 

culturally modified clam beaches or “clam terraces” in the area has revived 

interest in indigenous clam management practices. Clam terraces are 

boulder/cobble ridges with highly productive clam beds on the intertidal flats 

(Harper 1995). Second, First Nations knowledge and some scientific evidence 

have drawn attention to the possibility of impacts of salmon farming waste on 

clam beaches in the area (Heaslip 2008).  Third, continued decline of salmon 

stocks in the area has led to increased pressure on other resources, including 

clams. Clams represent the last remaining marine resource to which 

                                            





 

 13

(Harbo 2002).  The species forms abundant populations in the lower intertidal 

burying to 30cm in gravel-sand-mud of protected bays at mid to lower intertidal 

up to 40m.  It grows to a minimum commercial harvest size of 63mm in 

approximately 8-9 years in northern areas (Harbo 2002). Butter clams are good 

for chowders but they were also dried and smoked (called Ku’matsi in 

Kwak’wala) and used as bait (UCS1999).  

The clam beaches in Area G are unique from other areas, since they are 

mostly small, remote area “pocket beaches”. There are a large number of these 

beaches in the area, many of which were culturally modified through the building 

of rock walls or terraces (Harper 1995). On-going rock moving during clam 

digging raised and levelled a larger portion of the naturally sloping beach 

(Williams 2006). Since butter clams grow only at the very lowest levels to which 
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80s, partly due to limited alternative employment opportunities (Mitchell 1997). In 

1988, DFO reduced opening times due to increased numbers of harvesters, and 

staggered openings throughout the year in an attempt to maintain a continuous 

market supply (Mitchell 1997). In 1989, DFO introduced clam licenses (category 

Z2) and area management16.  However, entry to the fishery was still open and 

anyone could apply for a clam license.  

From 1992 to 1998, the intertidal clam fishery went through a consultative 

and rationalization process called “Clam Reform” (DFO 2004).  DFO initiated a 

broad review and consultations in 1992 in conjunction with the BC Ministry of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF). This resulted in several new policies 

including a licence limitation program, increased First Nations access through 

Aboriginal Commercial Licenses (ACLs), and opportunities for the development 

of clam management boards17 (DFO and MAFF 1993). Several more 

collaborative management processes have been established since including co-

management of beaches fronting some existing Reserves (part of the depuration 

fishery), and co-management agreements for the Haida razor clam fishery, and 

the Heiltsuk clam fishery. 

                                            
16 Area management divided the coast into six areas at this time: Area A (North Coast Areas 1 to 

10), Area B (Areas 11, 12, & 13), Area C (Sunshine Coast Areas 15, 16), Area D (Areas 14, 
16-19 and 16-20), Area E (Areas 17, 18 &19) and Area F (West Coast Vancouver Island Areas 
21 to 26).  Later, in 1992, Area G was created by removing Areas 11 and 12 from licence Area 
B, partly due to increasing conflicts in the area between local fishers and those living outside of 
the area. 

17 When this strategy was initiated boards developed in two of the seven clam management 
areas, Area F and Area C, in 1994.  According to DFO, “these initiatives have made the fishery 
more manageable and have increased individual economic benefits to the eligible harvesters” 
(DFO 2004). DFO has contributed between $5000 and $20000 annually to the operation of the 
Community Management Boards in Area F and the advisory committee in Area C (DFO 2004).  
This funding is temporary and may be removed in future years (DFO 2004). Today, Area F 
receives funding through the West Coast Vancouver Island Aquatic Management Board 
(ABM). 
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beaches. Area G representatives have pointed out the need for a feasibility study 

around the issues of the wild commercial clam fishery versus aquaculture24. 

Other management issues identified by DFO in their most recent 

management plan include loss of clam beds due to pollution, control of illegal 

harvesting, fishery monitoring and landing reports, uncertain stock levels, and 

market considerations (DFO 2004).  Local clam diggers and elders from the north 

island straits area echoed all of these issues.  In addition, the primary concern 

emphasized by locals and not mentioned in the DFO 2004 – 2006 management 

plan, is the potential impacts of fish farm wastes on clams and clam beaches. In 

a separate research paper, I explore the potential for integrating 

Kwakwaka’wakw values, knowledge and stewardship practices into collaborative 

monitoring of fish farm wastes (Heaslip 2008).  
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1930s to present, with a few interviewees feeling c
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Island, and 1 in Vancouver. The majority of those interviewed were older clam 

diggers and elders who had not been out digging for sometime; several were 

hereditary chiefs from different Kwakwaka’wakw tribes. I recorded interviews with 

participant’s permission and transcribed where possible25. For the most part, I 

conducted interviews in peoples’ homes or at local restaurants. As a small token 
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considered is the amount of peer recommendations made for a local knowledge 

expert (Davis and Wagner 2003). Another criterion is the level of detailed 

examples interviewees provided to support their statements. For example, 
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I am in the early stages of gathering research experience, and am an 

outsider in the research context.  I see through the eyes of a young, white, 

university educated, middle-class woman working in a culture and geographic 

area that is unfamiliar. In addition, I have grown up and am currently a resident of 

a large urban centre. I developed my perspective on the world through very 

different experiences than many of the people I interviewed, possibly making it 

more difficult to establish a rapport and making my
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In addition to my biases influencing how interviews are organized and 

questions categorized, my biases may also present themselves through 

information selection (e.g. deciding what is important), and information 

interpretation (e.g. potential for loss or distortion of meaning) (Karjala et al. 

2004). Since the process of data analysis, by necessity, involves creativity and 

interpretation, I imposed my values, perspectives and personal epistemology on 

the data (Marshall and Rossman 2006). For example, 
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However, these data sources only enable triangulati
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the resource because they must compete with other harvesters for 
part of the harvest. The pressing issues in clam management are 
classic symptoms of common property management. 

This quote confuses “classic symptoms of common property management” with 

classic symptoms of an open access situation, highlighting the often misused and 

misunderstood nature of common property regimes, and an ignorance to how 

they might contribute to solving open access problems that may lead to resource 

degradation. 
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established institutional arrangements and private property provide solutions to 

the “tragedy of the commons”. Through case studies, scholars have described 

these management regimes and considered the question: under what conditions 

are self-organized resource management institutions successful? Success is 

generally defined as lasting over time, constraining users to safeguard the 

resource, and producing fair outcomes (Agrawal 2001).  

At the same time, research in Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) has 

also contributed to the understanding of local systems of management. 

According to Kalland (2000) there are three levels of TEK: empirical or practical 

knowledge; “paradigmatic knowledge”, or the interpretation of empirical 

observations to put them into a context; and “institutional knowledge”, or 

knowledge embedded in social institutions. It is this third level of TEK, 

“institutional knowledge”, that is the subject of this study. Research in TEK has 

contributed a great deal to understanding how local resource management 

systems function, and how they are adapted to local environments (Berkes 

1999). 

Frameworks for describing institutions, and identifying conditions for 

successful institution-building, have become increasingly relevant in the world of 

policy making and resource management. Governments are more regularly 

pursuing initiatives that devolve some control over resources to local users (Ribot 

2004; Ribot et al. 2006) leading to various forms of decentralized environmental 

governance including co-management arrangements between local communities 

and the state (Carmen-Lemos and Agrawal 2006). Carmen-Lemos and Agrawal 
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(2006) suggest there are three distinct justifications for decentralization of 

environmental governance: it can produce greater efficiencies because of 

competition among sub-national units; it can bring decision-making closer to 

those affected by governance, thereby promoting higher participation and 

accountability; and finally, it can help decision makers take advantage of more 

precise time- and place-specific knowledge about natural resources. While these 

justifications are relevant to the current case study, in Canada, federal and 

provincial governments are also facing legal challenges to state controlled top-

down resource management in the context of aboriginal rights. The push towards 

cooperating to share power in managing resources with First Nations is not just a 

question of effective environmental governance, but also one of legal obligations 

and of human rights.  

While there are some diverging ideas about what conditions are needed 

for the successful devolution of management rights leading to co-management 

between state and local users, many scholars agree that institutional 

arrangements must include locally devised access and management rules 

(Baland and Platteau 1996; Pinkerton and Weinstein 1995; Ostrom 1990; Wade 

1988). Co-management theory predicts directly that co-management will be more 

successful where pre-existing self-organized resource management institutions 

are articulated and incorporated (Pinkerton 1989). A key objective of this study is 

to describe the clam management system of the Kwakwaka’wakw peoples in the 

North Island straits area. Given this objective, a review of several of the more 

influential frameworks for characterizing local fisheries management institutions 
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factors (Agrawal 2001, 2002; Dietz et al. 2003). In other words, there is a need to 

move towards a more complex study of precisely how, “environmental factors, 

political regimes, cultural traditions and power generate multi-scalar practices 

and institutions for resource governance” (Spaeder and Feit 2005: 148). While 

some recent literature on African and Asian cases has contributed to these gaps, 
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environment as part of changing relationships of po
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changes as follows: “from the time of the first European contacts to about 1890… 

a large part of the Indian population of BC was decimated; gradual population 

attrition continued from 1890 to about 1929 at which time a resurgence occurred 
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…after the prohibition of potlatches we weren’t all
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combination with the residential school policy, Can
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program, reflecting changes in DFO policy such as the introduction of the AFS. 

The AFS in turn reflects an attempt by DFO to meet the recent legal decisions 

coming out of the Supreme Court of Canada on aboriginal rights and title. Further 

changes in this period include the start of treaty negotiations or land claims, the 

formation of regional tribal councils such as KTFC and later MTTC, and a 

continued diminishing of economic opportunities, especially in the fishery with 

further fleet rationalization policies and declining resources. 

 The most recent impacts on the clam fishery include the declining 

populations and quality of clams and clam beaches, attributed by many local 

people to the intensification of fish farms and the far field and cumulative effects 

of fish farm waste on beaches. Many of those interviewed suggested significant 

negative changes have occurred to clam and beach quality in recent years. 

Impacts from fish farms were the most frequently su
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forces of change in clam management identified from pre-contact to present. The 

purpose of this diagram is to facilitate an understanding of the context 

surrounding changes in the Kwakwaka’wakw clam management system, and the 

factors underlying some of these changes.  
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grounds and the types of technology. The boundary rule most commonly used is 

the residency rule that require fishers to reside in a particular village to gain 

access to particular grounds (Schlager and Ostrom 1993).  

Interviewees often initially described access protocols in vague or very 

broad terms. This may reflect the unspoken nature of many protocols used in the 

past. For example, interviewees often referred to these sets of rules as an 

“unspoken mutual understanding” or a “gentleman’s agreement”. However, 

underlying the generalized statements are much more complex sets of rules as 

well as the many factors that influence when, where, and to what extent they are 

applied.  Some of the details of these protocols were revealed through 

descriptions of “how to behave properly” when digging in different places, giving 

the sense that following protocols was both part of establishing rights and 

fulfilling duties (Pinkerton and Weinstein 1995).   

I have attempted to follow a grounded theory approach and derive 

categories for protocols from the data itself. I have called protocols related to 

acting as a steward of the resource when out digging “stewardship protocols” and 

those related to communicating with and showing respect for those who hold 

rights of management and exclusion, “indigenous authority protocols”. Finally, 

interviewees also described two “order protocols” that dictate the order in which 

different users can access clams. The stewardship and order protocols loosely 

match Schlager and Ostrom’s (1993) authority and scope rules, while the 

indigenous authority protocols are similar to boundary rules.  
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The percentage of interviewees who mentioned each protocol listed in 

Table 1 could act as a proxy for community consensus and understanding of the 

rule. However, I am cautious in making this claim since I did not specifically ask 

about each of these protocols in each interview, but rather identification of a 

protocol arose from the overall discussions about past and present clam 

management. Furthermore, these results represent the knowledge of mostly 

older clam diggers and elders whom community members recommended as 

participants due to their knowledge of the topic. One possibility for further 
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relationship. Two factors seem to affect application of indigenous authority 

protocols in different contexts:  

• Strength of family connections 

• Scale of use  

An increase in the strength of family connections decreases the need for formal 

requests for permission to dig, as well as the need for an explicit trade or barter: 

 The protocol would be to come to the village and tell the people 
and go and find out if they did have something to trade with us. It 
was all done with trade, or good will, or if one of my family, say I 
had an aunt that married up there. If she had a family tie to that 
beach, then all they’d have to do is say, okay that is my nephew 
over there and he’s coming to dig clams on my beach.  

Another example suggests that with increased family connections indigenous 

authority protocols were less formal. However, diggers are still expected to follow 

stewardship protocols: 

You always had relatives in every one of them [villages] so you 
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access, the greater the need for an agreement between namima or tribes.  

Adaptations to protocol for larger scale access in some cases involved a 

seasonal exchange of access rights for available resources: 

…like in the past when you look over at the Nimpkish valley there 
you see the mouth of the river and that is where the ‘Namgis had 
control over the salmon, so in order for the mainland (inlets) natives 
to get their sockeye from the Nimpkish river they used to trade and 
barter. The ‘Namgis were allowed to go into their territory to collect, 
that was a barter system and a protocol agreement that they had…. 
They would come here when there were loads of fish in the 
Nimpkish and then during the winter the ‘Namgis would go into the 
mainland inlets and dig. It was just the system that through protocol 
was so great. 

In this example, the communication of intention and formal exchange took place 

at the tribe level as opposed to via individual diggers approaching the appropriate 

chief.  This arrangement allowed for the tribes to access resources which they 

were lacking in their own territories. Today, this 





 

 61

winter months, and clam populations have been in decline. As a result, the 

elected chief and council are attempting to enforce stricter boundaries about who 

can access their territory to dig clams. Interviewees suggested the following: 

Well, basically Gilford Island as you know, they are kind of 
tightening up on who can go in there. 

Just because there are less and less every year, they are trying to 
make people stay in their own area. 

While this resembles the idea of prioritizing access for those with a dominant 

affiliation to the group, in this case dominant affiliation may be defined by band 

membership, and the decision-making authority seems to sit with the elected 

chief and council, not hereditary chiefs. These changes in community boundaries 
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One hereditary chief explains the strict refusal of those who are not from the 

community and fail to properly look after the beaches: 

As long as you were maintaining the beach and not doing anything 
to harm the beach… but they were very strict about it. If you did 
something wrong, you couldn’t go back there if you weren’t from the 
community. 

The second order protocol is a recent adaptation to the introduction of the 

commercial clam fishery. When commercial clam digging began in the late 

1930s, the chiefs and elders of each village came together to discuss the need to 

protect the home clam beaches, those beaches in front of the villages accessed 

regularly by elders for food. The chiefs communicated this decision to all of the 

commercial diggers, as a new adaptation to the access protocols. An elder 

recounts this adaptation: 

But right in front of our houses where we lived it was all beaches, 
clam beaches, and we sort of kept that, we wouldn’t let them sell 
that. We kept it for our own use. So you could just walk out of your 
door and walk down to the beach and take a bucket.  We had 
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example, identifying yourself and indicating your intention not only allows chiefs 

and elders in a community the opportunity to trace your family connection with 

the beach, it also allows them to keep track of who is going where and taking 

what: 

They were to come to the chief and ask directly and where they 
were gonna go and they would let them know if it was alright to dig 
there. Because they knew if it was, if there was enough clams there 
to dig, abundance wise. 

This type of monitoring and control of resource use by designated individuals, 
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The younger generation seem to have a free hand to do what they 
want to do and there is nobody taking a stand and saying you know 
you are not supposed to do it. 

This experience of the loss of knowledge among younger generations is not 

unique. Traditional knowledge in most indigenous groups has inevitably 

diminished as assimilation and environmental change have escalated (Turner et 

al. 2000). In earlier times, educational opportunities for learning about protocols 

were part of early experiences as a child, digging with family members on a 

beach just in front of their home village: 

…Take care of it, don’t go and clean it out and leave some behind 
for the next who need some. That was always the num
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More recently, some explicit attempts to teach protocols and share ecological 

knowledge have taken place. An elder describes his experience when hired to 

educate youth about clam digging: 

I got hired by Kingcome last February to take the youth out to 
harvest seafood and they were all hyped up about it and they got 
aboard and we went to this beach and we all got off on this beach 
and these three young guys were just standing there not moving. 
Well… they didn’t know what the clam fork was for. And so they 
dragged them along and showed them all the digging and that, but 
he forgot to tell them how big you can take. They dug, the size 
didn’t matter to them. They didn’t know. Everything that squirted 
and looked alive they threw in the bucket. And that’s the way the 
youth are now today.  

He suggested that more activities or events such as this should take place to 

educate younger generations via direct experience. Furthermore, others suggest 

that new ways of transmitting knowledge between generations are necessary 

such as conferences and meetings with chiefs and elders.  

The following chapter seeks to build upon this description of access 

protocols, and the opportunities and challenges faced by Kwakwaka’wakw 

communities in re-conceptualizing these institutions for management today. 

Chapter 7 focuses specifically on how the complexities of social identity in 

Kwakwaka’wakw communities today relate to local institution-building. 
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I suggest there are two major aspects of how social identity interacts with 

local institutions. First, negotiating social ident
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legitimacy of these expressions of lineage, heritage, and identity, including 

passing on of names and positions and marriages linking families.  A key 
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groups comprised several namima united under one tribe’s name (Lando 1988). 

The initial forum for the expression of the identity of these new units (tribes) was 

the potlatch (Lando 1988). Later, in the second half of the 19th century, as the 

pressures of under-population of village groups increased further, co-residence 

of under populated tribes took place (Lando 1988). While namima joined to form 

tribes, and later tribes joined to form confederacies, these amalgamations were 

likely strategies adopted to ensure the continuity of the namima legacies. 

However, they also led to confusion and the weakening of the namima as a 

cohesive unit of social organization (Lando 1988). 

In the 20th century, when the DIA created administrative units (Indian 

Bands), which combined autonomous tribes, the Kwakwaka’wakw tribes lost 

much of their distinctiveness (Lando 1988). Membership in DIA bands acquired 

added significance as trust funds were established. Proceeds from trust fund 

accounts were administered on behalf of the DIA band rather than the indigenous 

property-holding units. The indigenous units of social organization (both namima 

and tribes) also lost their distinctiveness through the ban on potlatching, which 

acted as the means for celebrating the structure of the participating groups. 

Lando (1988) suggests that many tribes may have retained their corporate 

independence had they not been regarded as a single unit by the DIA and been 

deprived of the opportunity to potlatch in their respective names. He states, “As 
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and in a variety of legal decisions in the past few decades37.  Lando (1988: 127) 

summarizes the disconnection between indigenous social organization and DIA 

imposed units, 

The settlement of the Northwest coast under a British colonial 
administration required that the indigenous inhabitants be accorded 
title or compensation for their indigenous territories. In order to 
administer this undertaking the colonial authority (followed by the 
Federal authority) designated certain population groups as tenured 
units. These units were not necessarily the residential groups 
created in response to the 19th century population crisis. They were 
certainly not the native property holding units. They were tribes, or 
groups of tribes, living within close proximity to each other.  

While the above description relates to past conceptualizations of 

indigenous social identity, and the impact of the imposition of alternate forms of 

social organization, how do local people describe indigenous social identity 

today? There appears to be many ways in which those I interviewed describe a 

social identity outside of band membership. One way to describe an indigenous 

social identity may be through affiliation with a “home village” tribe. For example 

of the 13 ‘Namgis First Nation members I interviewed, 3 identified their home 

village as Turnour Island (Lawitsis), 7 identified their home village as Village 

Island (Mamalilikala), 1 identified as Ma’amtagila 
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village as Alert Bay38 (‘Namgis). Even this small sample suggest the 

heterogeneity of ‘Namgis First Nation band membership, and perhaps indicates 

that the diversity of tribal affiliations within the ‘Namgis First Nation is greater in 

those who dig clams. In other words, more of the ‘Namgis First Nation members 

who dig clams also derive an indigenous social identity from the island villages of 

the Broughton Archipelago: 

Now to understand the ‘Namgis, a lot of people from the other 
tribes moved there and took membership there. Like people from 
Mamalilikala, Village Island, Turnour Island, I’m not sure if Gilford 
took membership in the ‘Namgis tribe, and those are the people 
that are coming back [to dig clams]. 

While indigenous social identity may be constructed as membership in a 

tribe and connected with a home village, there are also more complex aspects of 

indigenous social identity. For example, membership in a tribe does not reflect 

the family relations forged throughout a long history of inter-marriage between 

tribes and families, which act as further sources of social identity. For example, a 

father describes the multiple social identities of his son, traced through his 

marriage:  

And you know, if you look at the dowry that came over when I 
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writes that most people in Gilford in the 1960s did not remember either the 

names of the namima or to which ones they belonged. Lando (1988) suggests 

the namima may have become a specialized concept shared by a few 

Kwakwaka’wakw elders, anthropologists and individuals involved in cultural 

revitalization.  

However, today efforts towards cultural revitalization have broadened. For 

example, the ‘Namgis First Nation is undertaking a research project to record the 

origin stories of the five namima of the ‘Namgis tribe.  The goal is to create a 

manual that will be provided free of charge to each ‘Namgis household. These 

initiatives suggest an attempt to revive the knowledge base for namima structure 

and composition. As one interviewee states: 

 I mean, as a child I’d never even heard about clans. I mean, I 
never heard about that: that is just a recent thing. I mean our 
culture has boomed in this last 20 or so years.40 

While this suggests a renewed interest in indigenous social identities, the current 

‘Namgis First Nation project to record the origin stories of the five namima of the 

‘Namgis tribe does not consider the other Kwakwaka’wakw tribes that took 

membership in the ‘Namgis First Nation and have their own unique namima 

history.   

The cultural revitalization of indigenous social identities is playing out in 

many contexts, but especially in the renewal of potlatching traditions. Potlatching 

                                            
40 Several people use the word ‘clan’ to refer to namima, in that they are both subunits of a tribal 

grouping.  
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today and in the past is a way of communicating social identities. One man 

suggests the time has come for his family to hold a potlatch: 

It is time to let the people know just who and what we are, that it 
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names because sometimes they didn’t know each other. So they 
would walk up to the other person and say “who are you” … and if 
you were in their territory they should know your name because 
that is the name you used in their territory, because that will get you 
rights.  

The names indicate the nature and status of your membership in a 

particular group. By revealing your social identity, essentially who you are, the 

holder of management and exclusion rights can determine what, if any, access 

you should have based on the strength of your affiliation, the amount you intend 

to harvest and what you may have to offer as a trade or reciprocation. While 

names tie you to different social identities which in turn provide access rights to 

resources in different territories, the management and exclusion rights remain 

with the chiefs of the tribe or namima in that territory. This system fits with the 

description of namima property tenures in that the power to admit outsiders 
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confusion, especially in a case where an individual or group has been granted 

long-standing access rights. While the following story describes access rights to 

use songs and dances in the potlatch, it illustrates this challenge: 

These young so-called hereditary chiefs, somebody else does their 
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 Like, okay, when a family comes out of Kingcome, so I’m a 
Johnson say the Willie family comes out, well they got the Willie 
family down there and they go out with them to the beaches they 
want to go, they talk to the family, the household itself here tells 
them this is where we’re gonna go and take so much out. That is 
what my dad told me anyway. 

Elements of the past system of management, includin
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power that the indigenous system does not have equal access to – the power to 

be heard at a negotiation table with provincial and federal governments or with 

third party investors, and the power to be seen and heard as a legal entity within 

Canada. These powers have a huge source of influence on the way in which 

authorities are recognized and social identities negotiated.  

In the same way, as the Treaty process has defined the social-political 

group as those who share band membership and as power and resources are 

directed through these community boundaries, it is increasingly difficult to 

negotiate the salience of different social identities without feeling this influence.  

As Michel Foucault (1980) has suggested, power turns people into subjects – it 
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rights becomes ever more crucial. While negotiators at the tri-partite treaty table 

describe local First Nations as sharing overlapping resource use areas, the use 

of “sharing” masques the key distinction between ownership of resources and 

holding granted access rights to use resources.  While some argue for the 

revitalization of indigenous social identities as a source of property rights, others 

suggest there has been so much overlap and inter-marriage, a more appropriate 

community boundary might be based on social identity as Kwakwaka’wakw. 

While the treaty process, as a source of “identity politics” and as an external 

force of influence, creates challenges to negotiating social identity in a time of 

cultural revitalization, some suggest the opportunity lies in the treaty process to 

re-establish management authority of hereditary chiefs on a regional scale:  

 All of the Namgis chiefs right now are working on, and what we’re 
trying to do, as you know, we are going through treaty, what we’re 
doing now is we have to recognize the chiefs and give them the 
standing that they need and give them back the control that they 
had in the past and bringing back that management portion from 
their side. From there we are going to expand out and do a protocol 
agreement with Kingcome and Gilford, the Kwakwaka’wakaw 
chiefs, we are going to call a big meeting and say hey it is time to 
take over the management again. In the past before this invisible 
line came in front of us saying this is yours, this is yours, we owned 
it all, but you know, we fell into that trap, we are fighting over it now. 
All we need to do is sit down and say hey we are going to protect 
the Kwakwakawakw sea, from the top end of Vancouver Island 
right down to Comox… that is what we are going to manage 
through protocol agreements. 

Key in this process of establishing regional management through protocol 

agreements, and perhaps within the negotiated tri-partite treaties, may be to 

bring to the forefront of discussion the complexity of social identities and the roles 

derived from these identities. For example, hereditary chiefs who are members of 
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the ‘Namgis First Nation, are not necessarily hereditary chiefs from the ‘Namgis 

tribe, but instead may hold cheifmanships in a number of other tribes. Some of 

these tribes have no Indian Act mandated source of social identity with which to 
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hereditary chiefs that indigenously governed this region through access protocols 

and in accordance with indigenous social identities.  

While it is difficult to assess how the lessons from any one case study may 

apply more broadly, literature in other social science disciplines suggest that in a 

post-colonial world of globalization of resources and cultures, the question of 

social identity has come to the forefront. For instance, a recent review of 

anthropological literature in North America suggests that sovereignty, the politics 

of identity, and the federal recognition and acknowledgement processes have 

emerged as central themes for study (Strong 2005). Theory and research on the 

commons may benefit from drawing on this broader literature on changing 

communities and specifically on the topic of identity.   
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Today, however, there is significant concern about 
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realities of cultural change, processes of de-colonization, and negotiating social 

identities at the community level. 

Recent critiques in the commons literature argue for a more complex 

analysis of the interactions between different conditions within the categories of 

resource, community, institution, governments and markets (Agrawal 2001, 2002; 

Dietz et al. 2001; Spaeder and Feit 2005). This case study has highlighted social 

identity as important to underst 072(i)1.58072(i)15353.476a co
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• Can you recall any instances where conflict occurred over clams (use, 

access rights, harvesting levels, monitoring, etc)? How were these 
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Any concerns can be addressed to the chair of the School of Resource 
and Environmental Management, William de la Mare (delamare@sfu.ca), or my 
supervisor Evelyn Pinkerton (epinkert@sfu.ca). Should you require any further 
information, please contact me. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Robyn Heaslip. 


