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greater diversity of snow than do others? Such questions may border on the
absurd in ethnoclimatology, but they are quite reasonable for ethnobiology.
Scientific biosystematics defines an ethnobiological standard for flora and
fauna.

The relevance of Linnaean classification for cross-cultural comparisons
may not be immediately apparent. Though biosystematists consciously seek to
label every significant distinction they perceive among plants and animals,
the significance of a distinction is justified by evolutionary theory, which
is a cultural phenomenon peculiar to our Western intellectual tradition. Why
then should we expect Linnaean distinctions to have universal validity? That
they nevertheless do have a measure of universal validity is demonstrated by
recent empirical studies on several continents which document a striking de-
gree of correspondence of basic folk taxa (the "folk generic taxa" of Berlin,
Breedlove, and Raven [1973] and the "speciemes" of Bulmer [1970]) to scienti-
fic species (Hunn 1975). If the Linnaean standard be accepted, we may proceed
to measure degrees of cultural focality within ethnobioclogical domains.

For example, the Sahaptin-speaking people native to the basin of the mid-

dle Columbia River name some 60 kinds of birds (Hunn n.d.). They name about
20 kinds of fish (Table 1). However, birds are by no means of greater cul-
tural significance for Sahaptin-speakers than fish. Their 60 birds are se-
lected from a potential inventory of more than 250 Linnaean species known to
frequent the Sahaptin home range, while their 20 fishes correspond to about
30 of the ichthyologist. Thus, they formally recognize over 60% of the diver-
sity of fish named by full-timed specialists, compared to only 25% of the
avian diversity by reference to the common standard. So fish may be judged
as having nearly three times the significance of birds in Sahaptin culture.
It would be unwise to treat these numbers as more than rough indices of cul-
tural significance, since they will vary with the relative size and abundance
of the organisms involved. Nevertheless, the index supports the ethnographic
record in according fish a high value in Sahaptin culture and birds a lesser
role.

The Sahaptin-speaking People

Sahaptin is a complex of some 15 dialects (Rigsby 1965) once spoken by
nearly 15,000 people (Gibbs 1855; Mooney 1928:13-18). It is still spoken by
nearly a thousand individuals, mostly on the Yakima, Warm Springs, and
Umatilla reservations. Sahaptin speakers once occupied 60,000 square km ex-
clusively and utilized another 30,000 jointly with their Nez Perce, Salishan,
Chinookan, Waiilatpuan, and Northern Paiute neighbors (Fig. 1). Their average
density was thus approximately 20 per 100 square km (or 2 mi . 2 per person),
relatively high for a land-locked foraging society. Such density was made
possible by a displaced "piece of the Pacific Ocean," the Columbia River anad-
romous fishery. Hewes has estimated that on average every Sahaptin man, wo-
man, and child pre-contact consumed some 520 gm of fresh salmon (Oncorhynchus
spp.) each day (1973:131), or some 300,000 fish per year for the entire
Sahaptin-speaking population. At this rate, salmon alone could have provided
the estimated average human protein requirement of 60 gm per day with a 28%
surplus. Lacking salmon, the Columbia Plateau could have supported but a
fraction of the human population we have cited, with consequent reduction in
the scale and complexity of social organization.
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TABLE 1 continued

Scientific/English Names

Sahaptin Name/s

Cultural Role

SALMONIDAE (continued)

0. tschawytscha/Chinook
salmon

jack Chinook salmon

Salmo gairdneri
S. clarkii
sea-run/steelhead

resident/trout

S. gairdneri/rainbow trout,
in particular

S. clarkii/cutthroat trout,
in particular

Salvelinus malma/Dolly Varden

Prosopium williamsoni/
mountain whitefish

tk"fnat [NW, CR]

tk“il4ttk"ilat [NW, CR]

k"11ii> [uc]

éuéayné [NW, CRr],
Susdyé [NE)

ayay [Nw]

aytm$n [CR],
aytma [rc]

pickatyu [um]
xGlxul [tt]

aydy [yk?]

t'atdt'ata [Ws]

wawdtam [pl]

aytm£n [yk?]

&iwa [NW]

4séing [Cr],
43¢ns [tt]
hiSlam [um, p1?]

s#may [NW, CR],
shhay [Ws]

sxawni [uc]

favored food;
myth character;
first foods
ritual

eaten

eaten; available
in winter; myth
character

eaten; some infor-
mants distinguish
two or more kinds
of trout (see
below and Note

2 for more detail)

sometimes eaten,
sometimes avoided;
myth character

eaten, available
in winter
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TABLE 1 continued

Scientific/English Names Sahaptin Name/s Cultural Role

CYPRINIDAE (continued)

R. falcatus none recorded present, apparently
unrecognized
R. osculus/speckled dace mukw'iyé [id, um] no use cited; 1lit-
tle known though
common
GADIDAE
Lota lota/burbot none recorded present in some

lakes but appar-
ently unknown;

a large, distinc-
tive fish

PERCOPSIDAE/sand roller

Percopsis transmontanus none recorded uncommon and local;
apparently not
known

GASTEROSTEIDAE/stickleback

Gasterosteus aculeatus none recorded rare; apparently
not known

COTTIDAE/sculpins

Cottus spp. k" 'as14 (CR], not eaten; an
"Indian doctor
fish," feared and
respected; seven
species occur

x"'ad14y [ykl

The dialect provenience of Sahaptin name variants cited here are indicated
as follows: Northwest dialect cluster [NWl: Kittitas [kt], Yakima [ykl, Upper
Cowlitz [uc], Klickitat [kl]; Columbia River dialect cluster [CR]: Celilo [ce],
Tenino-Tygh [tt], Rock Creek [rc], John Day [jd], Umatilla [um]; Northeast dia-
lect cluster [NE]: Wallawalla [ww], Snake River [sr], Palus [pl], Priest
Rapids [pr]. Indeterminate Warm Springs Reservation dialects (either [tt],
[cel, or [jdl) arecited as [Ws]. The dialect boundaries follow Rigsby (1965:
35-65). A few terms of indeterminate provenience or meaning have not been
cited. Primary sources consulted include Jacobs (1929, 1931, 1934, 1937),
Rigsby (n.d.a), Hymes (1975), David and Kathrine French (personal communica-
tion), and my own field notes. The phonemic orthography is based on Rigsby
(n.d.b). Major stress accent is indicated unless freely variant. Phoneme
symbols joined by brackets are free variants.
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Though salmon was a critical resource, its role in Plateau subsistence
has been exaggerated. Hewes is wrong to state that "other natural foods
available in the area [referring to the entire Pacific salmon areal in quan- I
tity are notoriously low in fuel value" (1973:134). 1In the Columbia Plateau,
at least, the bulk of the calories was no doubt provided by the abundant and
varied edible roots (Hunn 1980; Hunn and French 1981). Nor were salmon the
only fish of value to the Sahaptins. As we will see, Sahaptin-speaking peo-
ple were well acquainted with nearly all native fish and most were sought as
food, including the 10 cm long red-sided shiner (Richardsonius balteatus),
considered a delicacy. Though salmon are honored in ritual, so are the
suckers, lamprey ("eel,” especially Entosphenus tridentatus), sturgeon
(Acipenser transmontanus), Dolly Varden (salvelinus malma), and trout (Salmo
spp., in part) (Jacobs 1929, 1934, 1937); while the sculpin (Cottus spp.), &
little gnome of a fish, is accorded deep respect. To fully appreciate the
Sahaptin-speaking people's interest in and knowledge of fish will require a
survey of the entire native fish fauna with regard to the role of each species
in Sahaptin folk taxonomy. The following account reflects, in particular,
those versions reported to me by John Day, Umatilla, and Yakima consultants.1

Sahaptin Fish Taxonomy

Sahaptin fish taxonomy corresponds to the scientific in numerous elements
of both content and structure. Both taxonomies are sets of organisms hierar-
chically arranged (Fig. 2). The superclass Pisces of the scientist may be !
equated with the Sahaptin life-form /waykéanaé/ with certain qualifications.
The term /waykéanaé/ is sometimes used to refer to fish in general, inclusive
of the jawless, boneless lampreys—--known in the local vernacular as "eels"
--but excluding such so-called "fish" as crayfish and shellfish. In this,
Sahaptin nomenclatural usage better reflects the scientific point of view
than does lay English. Yet /waykéanaé/ may also mean either "edible fish"
or "salmon" (D. H. French:personal communication), particularly in the reli-
gious context of the thanksgiving feast (/k&”uwit/); at least the term
strongly connotes fish as a sacred food; /waykéanaé/ is often described by
informants as a "religious word." This type of double entendre appears else-
where in Sahaptin folk zoological terminology. The term /iwinat/ refers
either to "native ungulates" or to the "meat of game as sacred food." The
term /kdkya/ may mean "bird in general," "animal” in the sense of the Animal
Kingdom (Rigsby:personal communication), or "animal pet." In each case, a
category defined morphologically and a largely overlapping category defined
in terms of the cultural context of use are polysemously labeled. Though it
is difficult to tease apart these senses in Sahaptin usage, the fact that, in
certain contexts, /waykéanaé/ may be used to refer to a category inclusive of
all and only fish suggests that "Fish" is a legitimate domain for ethnoscientific
analysis in Sahaptin. We will now examine the internal structure of that domain.

I Scientists recognize two classes of fishes locally. So do my Sahaptin

; consultants. The ichthyologist sets the lampreys apart, since they lack both

jaws and bone. The Linnaean class of bony fishes includes the remainder. My
Sahaptin consultants also set the "eel" aside as well as the sturgeon, each

in a class by itself. Lamprey and sturgeon, the most primitive of native

fish, are thus left unaffiliated with either /nsux/ "salmon" or /xidlxul/ f
"residual small fish," the basic dichotomy within their version of Sahaptin
fish classification.
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Following Mary Douglas's lead (1966) we might expect these two kinds of
fish, set apart as they are in this Sahaptin classificatory system, to be
accorded exceptional ritual potency, perhaps to be tabooed as were swine to
the Hebrews. They are certainly anomalous fish with respect to this binary
division within Sahaptin classification. They are also extraordinary by our
own standards, one an oddity, the other a giant. However, lampreys were much
sought after as food; that is, unless thay had five rather than the normal
seven gill slits, in which case, it is believed, they might turn into snakes.
Yet that involves another sort of anomaly, that of the freak individual.
Sturgeon are ambiguous as food; they are an important food fish on the lower
Columbia and Fraser rivers (Stewart 1978) as well as at Kettle Falls on the
upper Columbia in Salishan territory (Bouchard and Kennedy 1975) but were
not eaten by most Sahaptin speakers (Thwaites 1904-05 4:290). Some who
avoided sturgeon viewed them as a nuisance, interfering with salmon harvest-
ing activities. Others referred to them as the "swallowing-monster's pet"
(/nays$tanmi kdkya/), fearing that they might be man-eaters, an unjustified
allegation but one suggested by their huge bulk. In any case, sturgeon may
be compared in this respect to the Dolly Varden, considered by my consultants
as a member in good standing of the class /xGlxul/. Dolly Varden were consid-
ered questionable as food, since one might occasionally find a frog or a
mouse in their stomachs, yet another kind of anomaly, a confounding of aguatic
and terrestrial realms. Since this is not the place to resolve the ambigu-
ities of the structuralists' notion of anomaly, let us return to the basic
dichotomy within this version of Sahaptin fish classification, that between
/ndsux/ "salmon" and /xdlxul/, the remainder.

Folk biological domains are frequently divided with respect to polar co-
ordinates of size. For example, some Shoshone divide their birds in this way
(Hage and Miller 1976), and the near universal distinction in folk botanical
systems between trees and herbs may be interpreted as basically a size dis-
tinction (Brown 1977). Yet the division between /nlsux/ and /xdlxul/ is not
with respect to size alone. My consultants consider the northern squawfish
(Ptychocheilus oregonensis) to be a kind of /xGlxul/, though it may grow to
be larger than sockeye (0. nerka) and pink salmon (0. gorbuscha), both kinds
of /ndsux/. Nor does the distinction precisely reflect a contrast between
the scientific genus, Oncorhynchus, the true Pacific salmon, with other fish,
since trout (Salmo spp.) are split between the two, the sea-run forms or
steelhead (/éuéayné/) is a kind of /nisux/, while the resident trout are
/XGlxul/. The etymology of the term /xGlxul/ may provide a clue; it appears
to have been derived by diminutive reduplication from /xdn/ (Jacobs 1931:133),
by which the large-scale sucker (C. macrocheilus) is known. Though this asso-
ciation is not explicitly recognized by contemporary Sahaptin speakers, it
suggests that all but the two most extraordinary fish were once aligned either
as "salmon" or "sucker." Let us examine each of these divisions in more de-
tail before attempting to account for this peculiar contrast.

Salmon present a real challenge to the folk taxonomist. Five species
might be encountered; each undergoes radical morphological changes through
the life cycle, and several may move upstream to spawn as "jacks," half-sized
replicas of typical spawning adults; top this off with the sea-run transfor-
mation of trout, distinct spring, summer, and fall runs of Chinook salmon
(0. tschawytscha), and the subtle but consistent morphological differentiae
of each home-stream population, and one can appreciate that the recognition

o cutropgsi
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Fig. 3. The sculpin /kw'aélé/, or "Indian Doctor fish." Example illus-
trated is Cottus confusus from Bailey and Bond (1963:111).

The lumping of scuplins might simply be explained by reference to the
dramatic character shared by all individuals of the genus and the elusive-
ness of the species distinctions. In fact, this genus has long been a chal-
lenge to the evolutionary scientist (Bailey and Dimick 1949:1). However,
the lumping of the sculpins may be assessed from a different angle. A minor
ity of Sahaptin basic folk taxa actually differentiate between species of a
Linnaean genus. Nine Sahaptin basic folk taxa which perfectly match a sci-
entific species, nevertheless do not subdivide the genus; rather they corre-
spond to species with no close relatives in the region. Geographic limits
thus eliminate the opportunity to differentiate congenerics. In light of
this, the lumping of sculpin species in favor of recognizing the genus is
rather according to rule than an exception. The real exceptions involve the
"splitting" of a scientific genus between two or more Sahaptin basic folk
taxa. There are but two cases in my data, salmon and suckers, the same two
fish that I have argued define the contrasting poles of this Sahaptin fish
classification.

A final observation is in order; how do we explain the six fish species
known to occur in the region for which no Sahaptin name is recorded? Though
names may exist or may once have been in general use, the informants I con-
sulted indicated no knowledge of their existence. Considerations of size,
range, and abundance of these species seem sufficient to account for most of
these Sahaptin "blind spots."3 It is certain that there has been some loss
of detail in the Sahaptin classification of fish since European contact.

Yet the loss of knowledge is not sufficient to obscure the empirical ade-
guacy and fine detail of traditional Sahaptin folk science.
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Sahaptin people today still love their suckers, nor do they complain
about their many bones. In fact, "How the Sucker Got His Bones" is a favor-
ite story widely recounted throughout the Plateau. It exploits a peculiarity of
suckers in that their skull bones never fully ossify, so the skull disintegrates
in cooking. As the family enjoys its first fresh fish of the season, the old
people tell the children the name of each bone, identifying the mythical ani-
mal which contributed each piece to the sucker's creation (Figs. 4-5) (Bouchard
and Kennedy 1975:14-15).

e

We have seen that the study of folk classification may reveal hidden com-
plexity in a cultural adaptation. While Sahaptin fish classification accu-
rately reflects natural discontinuities, it also highlights cultural values
based in economic necessity but orchestrated in myth and ritual. People are
thus seen to be linked to their environment by an intricate web of mutual
effect, defined and maintained by careful observation, economic calculation,
ritual monitoring, and mythical explanation.
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Notes

lThe data reported here are most complete for those Sahaptin speakers
native to villages along the Columbia River between present-day Rock Creek,
Klickitat County, and Patterson, Benton County, Washington, representing
Rigsby's Rock Creek, John Day River, and Umatilla dialects of the Columbia
River dialect cluster (Rigsby 1965:35-65) . The data are fairly adequate for
the Yakima dialect of the Northwest dialect cluster. Samples of the terminol-
ogy of all current dialects are derived from the following sources: Rigsby
n.d.a, Hymes 1975, Melville Jacobs's various publications on Sahaptin lan-
guage and folklore, David and Kathrine French's notes on Warm Springs Reser-
vation dialects, and my own field notes. The contrast between /niisux/ and
/xGdlxul/ emphasized in this paper should hold for Umatilla, John Day, and
Rock Creek dialects of the Columbia River dialect cluster and perhaps for the
Northeast dialect cluster, but the use of /tkwalé/ in place of /xﬁlgul/ in
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Fig. 5.
ﬁ b, Steller's jay; c,

Sucker's bones and their mythical identities. a, badger;
cricket packing her child; d, coyote's knives; e,
grizzly's earring; f, bison's skull. Identifications provided by Sara
Quaempts and Elsie Selam; Umatilla dialect. Bones are of a bridge-1lip

sucker (Catostomus columbianus) from Rock Creek, Washington.
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