




























































































































influx of moveable goods during the fur trade era. 
Possibly, two types of marriages occurred in Incipient

Early Contact times. The scenario Thnaina elders today re
late about young men's rise to prestige supports the 
conclusion that for an initial marriage at least, bride serv
ice, plus demonstration of a promising future, were require
ments for obtaining a wife (cf. Sheldon 1908:273; Osgood 
1937: 163; McClellan 1964:9). However, an established 
qeshqa might forego bride service through the payment of 
bride wealth when obtaining additional wives ( cf. Townsend 
1965:372). During the 19th century, old, wealthy men evi
dently monopolized the available marriageable women, 
making it difficult for the young men to find wives (Sheldon 
1908:274; DRHA 2:53-65). Epidemic disease and the rules 
of clan exogamy also limited the availability of marriageable 
women (cf. McClellan 1975a:241-249). 

The following generalized account describes the practices 
surrounding the first marriage of young Tanaina men in 
Incipient-Early Contact times. Each youth who wished to 
marry needed the permission of the girl's parents, espe
cially her mother (Osgood 1937: 164). The parents always 
insisted that the young man prove his ability to support their 
daughter by demonstrating his hunting skills. Acummulated 
wealth was also necessary as proof of a man's competence, 
as one Tanaina man explained, 

Young men had to collect fur blankets, fur 
dresses, and beads. Enough to support themselves 
and when they could get married. This was when 
they were maybe 30 years old. 

Also, if he was accepted, a period of bride service at his 
parents-in-law's residence was mandatory (e.g. Nicolie 
1976:9, 17): 

Long ago if a man wanted to be married to a 
family he had to move in with them and work for 
them. To see if he was dumb or lazy; that's why 
they move in with them. 

Townsend (1980: 133) suggests that Tanaina post-marital 
residence in in pre-contact times was flexible, but certainly 
shaped by kinship. Further, she posits that there was a 
strong avunculocal tendency because of the role of the ma
trilineal clans in ranking and the acquisition of wealth and 
prestige. Data for the UIT support this conclusion, suggest
ing that avunvulocal residence was common in traditional 
times and was, in fact, advantageous for skillful UIT young 
men. 

For example, the preferred marriage rules of the UIT 
provide evidence about post-marital residence patterns. Os
good (1937: 164; cf. Sheldon 1908:270) obtained no conclu
sive data on cross cousin marriage, but Townsend 
(1965:213,238) states that this was the preferred form at 
Iliamna. Significantly, UIT itinerant young men visited 
qeshqa of their own or a related clan. These young visitors 
were suitors for the qeshqa's daughters. Oral traditions sug
gest that the most promising young man received ajiggi, his 
classificatory cross cousin, as his wife and became the 
qeshqa's heir. Bride service at his father-in-law's house fol-
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lowed, as the young man continued his education with the 
qeshqa and with his new wife. Even today, Tanaina elders 
suggest marrying a "smart" or "rich" woman "for the 
stories"; that is, for the material and non-material wealth to 
which she gives access. 

Eventually, the young man and his wife built a new house 
for themselves, often near the wife's parents' nichif. In 
time, if he continued to be "lucky" and generous, the son
in-law/maternal nephew succeeded his father-in-law/ 
maternal uncle as the leading qeshqa of the village. 

In addition, in order to become qeshqa each young man 
needed a group of followers. He had to acquire the prestige 
that a reputation as a skillful, generous man brought, and 
validate his claim to qeshqa status. This was accomplished 
through potlatching. 

C. Potlatching: Distributing Wealth and Validating 
Rank 

1. Potlatch Procedures 

The potlatch (qetitl) was the most important ceremony 
among the Thnaina and a primary means of gaining prestige 
and validating rank. The presence of spectacular potlatches 
among such Northwest Coast groups as the Tlingit and 
Tsimshian has led some authorities (e.g. Steward 1955: 175-
176) to posit that this activity, along with matrilineal organi
zation and an emphasis on wealth and ranking, diffused 
from the coast to the interior Athabaskans. Certainly, ele
ments of Northwest Coast-style potlatching spread to neigh
boring Athabaskans during fur trade era; for example, from 
the Tlingit to the Tutchone of the southern Yukon Territory 
(McClellan 1975b:490). However, feasting and the distribu
tion of wealth at special occassions, often associated with 
memorials for the dead, are widespread among northwest
ern Athabaskans; the practice seeems ancient both in the 
interior and on the Northwest Coast (McClellan 1954). 
Moreover, these events probably served to enhance the pres
tige of their sponsors even in pre-contact times (McClellan 
1970a:x). It is therefore likely that potlatches were part of 
aboriginal Tanaina culture; but this is not to say that change 
did not occur in post-contact times, for it appears that the 
new wealth of this era led to an elaboration of potlatching as 
a means of enhancing rank and prestige (Townsend 
1974:24). (The reader should consult Osgood [1937: 149-
160) for several generalized accounts ofThnaina potlatches.) 

Few UIT today can give detailed accounts of potlatch 
procedures, for potlatches have been extremely rare in the 
upper inlet area since the early 1930s. Some elders maintain 
that the last "real" potlatches occurred in the first decades 
of the 20th century, because subsequently Russian Orthodox 
priests discouraged the practice. The declining fur trade and 
the changing regional economy and population structure 
were undoubtedly other reasons for the rarity of potlatches 
after 1900. Nevertheless, references to potlatching are 
prominent in oral traditions about the culture of the 
Incipient-Early Contact stage of UIT history. 

UIT elders report that potlatches were held on various 
occasions. All potlatches involved the distribution of gifts 
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and "having a good time." Most occurred in early winter, 
when people had leisure time and travel was easiest (e.g. 
ACC/Bl5l/Fl557). 

Evidently, distribution of goods occurred throughout the 
winter, but this must be distinguished from formal pot
latches. One Tanaina man reported that people gave pot
latches "all the time, to become well known." Another said 
that rich people called their "friends" for a potlatch "when 
they had too much stuff." They distributed their food sup
plies, and then "started all over again," accumulating more. 
A third man felt that qeshqa potlatched "for fun" all winter: 

Just for fun all winter they made potlatch. Made 
everyone happy. Everyone ate good. 

These testimonies probably refer to the periodic feasts given 
by the qeshqa rather than formal potlatching, during which 
other gifts were distributed as well. 

It appears that most Tanaina potlatches, especially the 
most elaborate ones involving guests from several villages, 
marked special events. Most important perhaps were pot
latches honoring deceased relatives, during which funeral 
workers were paid. A Tyonek man who attended potlatches 
there and at Susitna Station and Kroto explained: 

At potlatches they paid people for working on the 
grave. To pay them is what the made potlatch for. 
They felt bad and they paid the workers off and 
then they felt better. They didn't cry any more. 

Informants gave many examples of deceased kin for 
whom individuals sponsered memorial potlatches. Moiety 
affiliation evidently was not a factor in the choice of a 
relative to honor with a potlatch, at least within the memo
ries of informants. Since funeral duties were always per
formed by the opposite moiety of the deceased, however, 
this "opposite" relationship was central to the proceedings; 
and since the host's moiety affiliation vis-a-vis that of the 
deceased varied, so too did his moiety affiliation vis-a-vis 
his guests. An Ahtna man who grew up at Knik and has 
observed Tanaina and Ahtna potlatches explained this point. 
He said that a person could make a potlatch for a person of 
the same "side" or the other "side," but he had to give gifts 
mostly to those people of the moiety opposite to that of the 
deceased. An UIT woman agreed, saying that in a "classy" 
potlatch these rules were strictly observed. 

Besides honoring the dead, UIT potlatches were also held 
to honor living persons. Especially important was a potlatch 
for a young man who had killed his first game. 

Accounts of past potlatches emphasize singing, dancing, 
and the speeches or "high words" of the potlatch host. Most 
central to every UIT potlatch was the distribution of wealth 
(ghuliy), which included k'enq'ena (dentalium shells), fur 
blankets, parkas, and caribou skins. Such items continued 
to be important after contact with Europeans, but new mate
rials such as woolen blankets and rifles were distributed as 
well. 

Most knowledgeable Tanaina agree that all people in at
tendance at potlatches received gifts, with the exception of 
the aids of the host, who were members of his immediate 

family. It was highly demeaning for a guest from another 
village not to receive a gift. Nevertheless, certain people 
received more than others. One man explained that the rich 
got the most "presents," while others maintained that the 
funeral workers were the most honored guests. 

At the conclusion of a potlatch, a rich guest sometimes 
announced that he would immediately sponser a return pot
latch at his own village. This person was usually of the 
opposite moiety to that of the first host. For example, early 
in this century, Ezi of Niteh (Chishyi) gave a potlatch after 
attending one at Dashq'e, K'eghudu's (Nulchina) village. 

Young men who had not acquired enough wealth to spon
sor a potlatch on their own contributed to the materials 
distributed by an older potlatch host as a "loan" (Chapter 
7). They received prestige in return. Others contributed 
small coins to the display of ghuliy. The host returned the 
coins to boys following the potlatch, for these items were 
then believed to be extremely "lucky." 

Each young man who sponsored a potlatch on his own 
was required to fast following the event (cf. de Laguna and 
McClellan 1981:660). Older men were exempt from the re
quirement. The Upper Tanana Athabaskans (Guedon 
1974:225) believe that the host's observance of taboos fol
lowing a potlatch brings luck and the eventual return of his 
wealth. 

2. The Potlatch, Prestige, and Rank 

The potlatch served several purposes among the UIT. 
First, the potlatch was a means of redistributing food and 
wealth items to "correct an unbalanced economic condi
tion" (Osgood 1937: 135; cf. Wrangell 1970: 10; Suttles 
1960; Drucker and Heiser 1967). As shown in Chapter Six, 
redistribution was characteristic of the daily economy of 
UIT communities. The potlatch operated in a wider geo
graphical and social sphere, but this distribution of local 
products also occurred through trade. Accordingly, it is 
likely that distribution of food and raw materials was not the 
major function of Tanaina potlatches. Instead, the most im
portant functions of the UIT potlatch were the distribution 
of wealth items to create an obligiation of return or support, 
and the enhancement of prestige and the validation of rank 
through displays of generosity (cf. Osgood 1937: 135; Town
send 1965:267). 

UIT elders today agree that all men who wished to be 
recongized as qeshqa had to sponsor potlatches. Wrangell 
(1970: 11) noted this prerequisite to leadership positions 
among the Tanaina of the 1830s. He wrote, 

A person who distributes his fortune to his coun
trymen most extravagantly during a festival re
ceives the greatest esteem in his village and in the 
entire moiety; others take his advice, and never 
contradict him. Thus originates a toyen [i.e. 
qeshqa: Wrangell wrote after the Russians had 
designated native leaders by this term]; or better 
to say, the esteem of him. The authority of the 
elders (kyshka) [i.e. qeshqa] is not based on gene
alogy, although in large part they pass it on to 



their heirs; at the same time it is conditional and 
anyone can either recognize the elders or move to 
another village where he can do what he likes or 
even live away from everyone. 

It was such an individual whose authority was recognized by 
others; that is, lower ranking kin chose to reside in his 
community and follow his lead. 

For these reasons, even young men most closely related to 
a qeshqa as a jiggi or maternal nephew had to begin their 
potlatching careers as early as possible, perhaps even before 
marrarige. The result of each effort was increased support 
from his matri-kin. 

In summary, potlatching provided a social context in 
which each man could validate his achievement of qeshqa 
status; note, for example, how the testimonies about the 
acquisition of spiritual power and subsequent wealth quoted 
in Chapter Eight end with potlatches. Another example is 
an episode which caps Alexan's (1965b: 14) description of 
the rise to prominence of a orphaned boy. This boy worked 
hard, accumulated weath, and married. Then, 

One time he gather lots of people for potlatch and 
keep them for week and all had dancing fun. 
When he start that potlatch he gave everyone all 
equal. Then he sat down and told the people, If I 
am short or didn't give any body enough, don't 
blame me [too] much. No body trust me to tell me 
what is good. No body train me for it. No body 
tell me a parable. What I gave you people now I 
got it freezing my feet behind the house. And was 
telling to some body else. Not to me. 

The potlatch was thus the time to reveal, at least in part, the 
reputed source of one's luck and wealth. Potlatches were 
thus necessary activities for all qeshqa and potential 
qeshqa, for they established prestige, validated rank, and 
enabled a qeshqa to maintain his corps of followers in his 
household. 

D. Succession to Leadership Positions 

The combination of activities just described as contribut
ing to the achievement of qeshqa status took place through
out the life of all Tanaina leaders. Several Tanaina elders 
explained that formal recognition that young men had be
come qeshqa came at marriage to jiggi and, following bride 
service, establishment of separate households near their 
fathers-in-law. For example, a tsukdu about an orphaned 
boy who married a rich man's daughter concludes as fol
lows: 

That boy went to work and started trapping and 
everything ... He got rich and he made potlatch 
year after year. They put up lots of fish. He took 
the place of that qeshqa after he got old enough. 
And they had lots of kids. And they just kept 
carrying on and carrying on ... 

Another version of how a new qeshqa "got started" relates 
that: 

Qeshqa liked people who worked really 
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hard ... When that young man was thirty, it was 
time to get married. He married qeshqa s daugh
ter and the ukilaqa [of his wife's father] made 
nichif for him and he was on his way to be a 
millionaire. The qeshqa wanted another good 
man to be qeshqa to carry out the tribe [clan] 
along for betterment, to watch out for his people. 

The mode of succession to leadership at specific places 
from father-in-law (maternal uncle) to son-in-law (sororal 
nephew) appears to have been the aboriginal and early post
contact ideal. Accordingly, young men sponsored potlatches 
following the death of their maternal uncles; perhaps this 
ceremony served as a formal recognition of the nephew as 
his uncle's heir. There are also examples of succession from 
older brother to younger brother in Tanaina tsukdu about 
Incipient-Early Contact times (e.g. Alexan 1981). 

These forms of inheritance emphasize the matrilineal de
scent groups. This is consistent with the pattern of clan 
"ownership" of village sites, fish camps, and hunting 
grounds. Furthermore, it reflects UIT traditions concerning 
the transmission of knowledge about control of spiritual 
power. Just as esoteric knowledge was the property of local 
descent groups, so too was leadership at specific places the 
prerogative of certain matrilines. Additional evidence of the 
succession to leadership positions are ijinen ("those that are 
named"), inherited leaders' titles. Examples include Bente
hen ("the one at Benteh"), Nitehen ("the one at Niteh"), 
and Tsuk Qayeh Iden ("the one at Tsuk Qayeh"). Such titles 
also occur among the Ahtna (Kari, personal communica
tion, 1985). 

At this point, some informatiion about succession to the 
position of "chief' in Tanaina villages in post-contact times 
should be noted. In the late 19th century, at least, sons of 
duyeq often succeeded their fathers to this position that was 
introduced by the Russians (Osgood 1937: 132). Evidently, 
clan and moiety organization had weakened under pressure 
from Russian missionaries and traders, and inheritance of 
leadership positions began to follow Western models. This 
was especially true in the composite communities of 
Contact-Tradtitonal times, which sometimes contained 
duyeq and qeshqa from several clans. For example, a Nu/
china man succeeded his older brother as duyeq at Susitna 
Station, but Chishyi qeshqa were resident there also. In fact, 
the father of these two brothers, a member of the Chishyi 
clan, had been duyeq at this composite Tanaina village in the 
late 19th century. 

In upper inlet villages lacking duyeq, the role of matrilin
eal kinship in the inheritance of leadership positions sur
vived into the 20th century. For example, the K'kalayi 
son-in-law of the qeshqa Batynidahen "took over" at Tanf
tunt after the older man's death. The qeshqa at Niteh into 
the 1930s were all members of the Chishyi clan. 

As noted in Chapter Five, it is unlikely that succession to 
positions of leadership in either aboriginal or post-contact 
times was ever automatic; a favored nephew or younger 
brother did not necessarily ascend to the position vacated by 
his uncle or older brother. Rather, each qeshqa had to se-
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cure his own group of followers, based on his success as a 
hunter, trader, manager, and manipulator of power ( cf. 
Wrangell 1970:11). But those individuals who through kin
ship ties received the best instruction and training had an 
advantage over their rivals. 

There was yet another advantage in being the son-in-law 
and potential heir to a senior kinsman who was a qeshqa. 
According to UIT elders, some ghelchil'na, "working peo
ple," from the father-in-law's nichil' accompanied the son
in-law and his wife to their new house, becoming the core of 
a group of "helpers." The young qeshqa was subordinate to 
this father-in-law and other older qeshqa, but as his wealth 
and prestige grew, and his elders died or lost their followers 
to more vigorous men, he began to "take over" as the 
leading "rich man" of the locality. An eider's testimony put 
it this way: 

A [hard working young man] went around year 
after year for five or six years and got really 
smart. Then he made nichil' and had a group of 
people staying with him. A rich man gave him one 
of his daughters and if he was real good another 
rich daughter, the prettiest one, until he had eight. 
He got richer and richer. 

This passage underscores, too, the importance ofpolygyny, 
as noted earlier. Each additional marriage added to a man's 
material wealth through his wives' activities (cf. Osgood 
1937: 164; DRHA 2:64). Alexan (1%5b: 14) made this same 
point as follows: 

Wealthy mens use to have eight wife and divide 
them in two. Keep four of them at home summer 
time and cut fish. Other four would go to the 
mountain and get mountain squirrels and some 
meat. So this young man [see above excerpts] 
work hard till he got himself eight wife and lots of 
servants [i.e. ukilaqa]. He got very rich man. 

Besides the value of the wive's labor, multiple marriages
perhaps to women of different clans-served to establish 
important kinship ties for the potential qeshqa with other 
local descent groups. As these affines became valuable al
lies and partners in trade or warfare, it is evident that polyg
yny improved a man's chances of succeeding to and 
remaining in leadership positions. 

E. Loss of Rank 

Throughout each qeshqa's adult life, he performed the 
social and economic roles described in earlier chapters, and 
enjoyed the concomitant privileges of rank as long as he 
maintained he reputation as a generous rich man. If, how
ever, he became "stingy," or his powers of production and 
management waned, the qeshqa risked the Joss of his fol
lowers and, with them, his wealth and rank as well (cf. 
Allen 1887:58). 

In UIT oral traditions, qeshqa who lost their "helpers" 
and with them their wealth are said to have "gone broke." 
Often, this is attributed to a loss of "luck." For example, 
this happened to Wasihdi Tukda of Alexander Creek in the 
19th century, as an elder explained. 

Wasihdi Tukda was a rich man, but he went broke 
somehow. The medicine men broke him. They 
kept wishing him bad luck and the medicine men 
broke him. When his boy died he didn't have 
much left and he told his wife, "Let's kill our
selves." She told him, "Go ahead if you want to." 
And he did. He jumped in the river and killed 
himself. 

The most spectacular loss of wealth recorded in Tanaina 
oral history is that suffered by Dusgeda Tukda of Knik early 
in the 20th century. As discussed earlier, this qeshqa was a 
skilled middleman in the fur trade. However, he abused his 
authority and privileges, and was guilty of excess. He 
forced his helpers to carry him about and had eight caches 
full of wealth, which he evidently did not redistribute. 

Finally, Dusgeda Tukda 's followers deserted him. Two 
Tanaina men familiar with this story explained that this 
followed the actions of rival shamans. 

After a while Dusgeda Tukda got poor and he had 
no clothes or nothing, just what other people 
threw away. Those medicine men tried to make 
bad luck, wish him bad luck all the time, and 
finally he went broke. 

Almost over night, his caches were empty: "Just like a 
house bum down; he had nothing left." Simultaneously, 
Dusgeda Tukda lost all knowledge of his "medicines" and 
no longer had shamanistic power. 

After his followers left him, Dusgeda Tukda lived alone 
with his wife. His former ukilaqa, 

Were all glad he went broke. They didn't help 
him. Nothing. They didn't give him five cents. 

The following testimony reveals the depths to which the 
former qeshqa sank. 

When Dusgeda Tukda got poor, his former help
ers threw away a birch bark canoe and he got Jots 
of fish using it. When he came home he called he 
wife, "Cook fish for me." She kicked him and 
said "Cook for yourself." He was freezing in the 
spring. He caught king salmon and brought them 
home. He said to his wife, "Please cook fish for 
me." She said "You had Jots of people staying 
with you. Why don't you get one of them to do 
it?" But he had nobody. So he went out and 
cooked for himself ... Nobody worked for him any 
more. 

Finally, his former helpers took revenge against him be
cause of the years of abusive treatment. 

They just got tired of him. In fall time before they 
went to the mountains, they just grabbed him and 
put him in the bathhouse and nailed the door shut 
and all the windows. They killed him without wa
ter. When they came back in the fall he was dead 
and they just buried him right there. 

The elder who told this story found this entire affair very 
distasteful, calling it a "dirty story." He hesitated several 
times before talking about Dusgeda Tukda. In contrast, 



other leaders, such as Diqelas Tukda, retained their prestige 
into their old age and died as qeshqa (Pete 1977:30). These 
famous leaders were "good men," and therefore, this same 
man asserted, their stories should be preserved. 

CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSIONS 

A. Continuity in Patterns of Upper Inlet Tanaina Lead
ership 

Suttles (1968:58) has postulated that the adaptation of the 
Northwest Coast Indians to their rich, but fluctuating envi
ronment included an effective subsistence technology, an 
efficient social organization, and a value system that moti
vated individuals to obtain and store large quantities of food 
and to participate in the social system. The present study 
has shown that the Upper Inlet Tanaina adaptation to the 
upper Cook Inlet environment involved similar compo
nents. It has reviewed the technological and organizational 
aspects of this adaptation and shown how the enculturation 
of the young emphasized the values of hard work and proper 
behavior towards the kinsmen, animals, and spiritual beings 
who inhabited the social universe. Furthermore, "becom
ing rich," which entailed the accumulation of wealth and its 
generous distribution, was a goal of Tanaina young men. 
Individuals who successfully adhered to Tanaina values 
would, ideally, become qeshqa, the most esteemed status in 
UIT society. Each qeshqa's leadership of his kinsmen
followers and his management of their economic production 
were central to the Tanaina sociocultural system and main
tained the favored position of "rich men" within it. 

This study has documented also that profound changes 
took place within Tanaina society following the arrival of 
Europeans and their products to the Cook Inlet region. In 
Incipient-Early Contact times, the most consequential im
pact was the introduction of trade goods into the UIT system 
of exchange. During Contact-Traditional times, other 
changes occurred, including human population loss, dimin
ishing populations of fish and game, and shifting settlement 
and community patterns. By Government-Commercial 
times, the ecology of upper Cook Inlet had been greatly 
altered. Commercial enterprise and wage labor began to 
dominate the area's economy, transforming the way of life of 
the Native inhabitants of the region. 

Nevertheless, throughout the period under study, from the 
first contact with Europeans until the early 20th century, a 
basic continuity in the patterns of Upper Inlet Tanaina lead
ership has been demonstrated with data from oral traditions 
and ethnohistorical documents. The management of re
sources and the support of a group of follower-kin remained 
basic to the UIT sociopolitical system during the 19th cen
tury. Indeed, the system was elaborated as a result of the 
influx of new wealth in the form of trade items controlled 
and redistributed by the qeshqa. 

The economic and social changes which peaked during 
the 1890s and early 20th century undermined the resource 
base of the UIT qeshqa. While some individuals found op-
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portunities to obtain "wealth" in the new economic order, 
much of the traditional subsistence economy, social organi
zation, and value system had changed by the early 
Government-Commercial stage. Consequently, few Tanaina 
occupied the status of qeshqa, "rich man," after the first 
two decades of the 20th century. 

Although the terminous of this study is 1918, Upper Cook 
Inlet Tanaina communities have survived into the 1980s. 
While the qeshqa as a political leader has been rare since 
the early 20th century, an important research topic concerns 
the continuities and changes in leadership patterns and other 
aspects of Tanaina culture and economy from that time until 
today. These questions are beyond the scope of this study 
(cf. Fall, Foster, and Stanek 1984). 

B. The Upper Inlet Tanaina Qeshqa as a "Rich Man" 

This interpretation of the Upper Inlet Tanaina qeshqa as 
leaders and authorities within their communities who ac
tively sought wealth, power, and prestige agrees with Town
send's (1980) concept of the existence of a series of ranked 
societies along the Alaska Paific Rim in pre-contact times, 
but contrasts with most generalizations about the sociopolit
ical organization of hunter-gatherers. For example, Service 
(1976:50ff.) contends that leadership within hunter-gatherer 
social groups is temporary and situational. Because individ
uals cannot overtly pursue prestige, especially skillful peo
ple many become charismatic leaders, but their ability to 
lead is based on influence rather than power legitimized as 
authority. Indeed, the qualities of leaders among the Atha
baskans and Algonkians of eastern subarctic Cananda, as 
reviewed in Chapter One, support Service's conclusions 
about the sociopolitical organization of band level societies. 

As discussed in this study, political power can be analyzed 
as a relationship between people with differential control of 
resources. Consequently, the growth of political power is 
directly related to the intensification of economic produc
tion, which creates goods to be used in building obligations 
of return and political support (Sahlins 1960, 1972). The 
classic examples of this political process occur in the redis
tributive "big man" economies of Melanesia. 

Recently, Harris (1979:81) has argued that "big man re
distributive types of exchange systems" are rare among 
hunter-gatherers because the intensification of economic 
production is threatening to the ecosystems in which these 
groups subsist. Examples include the Semai of Malaya and 
the Bushmen of southern Africa. Generalized reciprocity 
predominates within these egalitarian societies; status rank
ing is generally absent. 

The present study has shown that the natural environment 
of the Upper Inlet Tanaina was characterized by seasonally 
abundant resources and substantial variation in these re
sources over time and space. Stored supplies of dry fish, dry 
meat, oil, and other staples, produced under the direction of 
the qeshqa and managed by him, provided each local de
scent group with winter provisions and its leaders with 
wealth to manipulate in the redistributive system of ex
change. In gaining both remunerative power and the pres
tige of a generous man, the qeshqa legitimized his position 
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of high rank and authority within his group of followers. He 
was a leader with wide-ranging and permanent duties and 
privileges. 

While the UIT qeshqa does not resemble the leaders of 
"typical" hunter-gatherer societies, neither can this posi
tion be easily classified within the typology of leaders de
veloped for societies with redistributive economies. Sahlins 
(1963; cf. Chowning 1979:69), working with data from the 
horticultural societies of Melanesia and Polynesia, defined 
two types of political leaders. The first, the "Big Man," 
achieves his status through his own efforts and skills. He 
grows more yams and raises more pigs than his rivals, dis
tributing his results to create a body of economic and politi
cal supporters. The Big Man's power is personal, for the 
status is open to anyone skillful enough to achieve the posi
tion. In contrast, a "Chief' occupies a formal political of
fice and the status is ascribed on the basis of kinship rank. A 
Chiefs power and authority extend over a permanent group 
of followers and are not based upon his personal qualities. 

The Upper Inlet Tanaina leaders combined features of 
both of these political types, in that elements of both ascrip
tion and achievement were entailed in becoming a qeshqa. 
An Upper Inlet Tanaina leader did not succeed to an office; 
his authority was a product of his personal skills and his 
adherence to the ideology of generosity. Thereby, he assem
bled a personal following. However, as demonstrated, the 
process of becoming a qeshqa was structured by matrilineal 
kinship relationships. Close kin of qeshqa had an advantage 
in obtaining the knowledge and skills, and therefore the 
wealth, required of a person of high rank. Furthermore, a 
qeshqa's followers were. mostly his kin, who jointly utilized 
village sites, fish camps, and hunting grounds, providing 
sustenance for themselves and wealth for the qeshqa. 

The Upper Inlet Tanaina qeshqa is probably best under
stood as a "Rich Man," a type of political leader found 
among hunting-fishing-gathering (foraging) groups occupy
ing environments similar to that of upper Cook Inlet. The 
Rich Man is a prestigious, skillful individual, of relatively 
high rank within a descent group, who organizes the eco
nomic activities of his kinsmen during peak resource avail
ability, and manages the stored products of his supporters 
for their benefit and the validation of his privileged status. 
He uses the stores of wealth to increase his personal prestige 
even further in an areal exchange system. An individual 
becomes a Rich Man through the management of material 
and non-material resources, which are largely under the 
control of the more privileged segments of the society. 

Rich Men as political leaders were also probably typical 
of other aboriginal societies, such as those of California 
(Bean 1977), the Northwest Coast Indians (Suttles 1968), the 
Eskimos of North Alaska (Burch 1975), the Aleuts (Lantis 
1970b; Townsend 1980), and northwest and cordilleran 
Athabaskan groups such as the Ahtna (de Laguna and Mc
Clellan 1981), and the Carrier (VanStone 1974:49; cf. Stew
ard 1955:173-7). Most of these groups can be classified as 
Rank Societies with redistributive economies (Townsend 
1980). 

An understanding of the Rich Man as a type of political 
leader, and the economic and social systems in which this 
type of leader appears, avoids over-generalizing about the 
"simple" or "egalitarian" hunter-gatherer way of life (cf. 
Lee and DeVore 1968:4; Harris 1979:85). Groups such as 
the Tanaina or the Northwest Coast peoples thereby be
come, not anomalies, but examples of the range of possibili
ties inherent within the sociocultural systems of foraging 
peoples. 

Therefore, the role of the qeshqa as an economic and 
political leader within the hunter-gatherer sociocultural sys
tem of the Tanaina should be compared with the types of 
leadership found in other groups occupying similar environ
ments. The bundle of salient features of the political organi
zations and political processes of these groups can serve as 
an important analytical tool in the study of prehistoric, his
toric, and contemporary peoples engaged in a hunting, fish
ing, and gathering way of life. 
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APPENDIX A: A GWSSARY OF 
TANAINA TERMS USED IN THE TEXT 

A. Place names appearing in the text and in Figure 4 

Note: Sources are Kari and Kari (1982) and Kari (l983a, 
1983b). The reader should consult these works for more 
complete lists of Tunaina place names. 

Bak'elghifi Bena: "something is clubbed in Jake"; Hiline 
Lake 

Bak 'nin 'iy: "caribou fence"; mountain and caribou fence 
site at Rainy Pass 

Bashda T'el'iht: "where coal is gathered"; village site on 
Yentna River 

Bentalit: "lake water flows"; Fish Lake Village 

Benteh: "among lakes"; Wasilla area and village site 

Bifni Ch 'unaghelqeni: "bitter water"; village site north of 
Knik 

Ch 'aghafnikt: "protected on one site;" Point Possession 
Village 

Ch 'ak 'dinfen 'at: "where stream flows out"; creek from 
Green Lake, Knik Arm village site 

Ch 'u 'itnu Hdakaq ': "?-river mouth"; village site at mouth 
of Chuitna River 

Chuqilintnu: "fermented fish creek"; Wasilla Creek, vil
lage site 

Dashq'e: "on the bar"; Kroto Creek Village 

Dach'qelqiht: "where we spend the spring"; outlet of 
Whiskey Lake 

Dghelay Ka'a: "big mountain"; Mt. McKinley 

Dgheyaytnu: "stickleback creek"; Ship Creek 

Dilhi Tunts'del'ust Beydegh: "where hooligans are trans
ported point"; Pt. McKenzie 

Dusgeda Tukda Ti'iltant: "where Dusgeda Tukda died"; 
village site on the Little Susitna 
River 

Efnen Bunkda: "the mother of the earth"; the Tyonek area 

Efnen Tukda: "the father of the earth"; the Susitna River 
area 

Htal: "flat area"; Rainy Pass 

Htidaghitunt: "where the trail comes out"; village site on 
Crocker Creek 

Jdlughet: "by plural objects"; Eklutna 

Jiggi Baneyat: "where the rich man's daughter is raised"; 
village on Donkey Creek Lake 

K'enakatnu: "?-stream"; Knik 

K'tudaghi 'ut: "bay extends into land"; Indian Bay on 
Nancy Lake, village site 

/Jajat: "mud place"; Cottonwood Creek Village 

Nif'atsa'it'ut: "where boulders come together"; village on 
Matanuska River near Palmer 

Niteh: "among islands"; Matanuska Village 

Nuk 'din 'iytnu: "bridge extends across river"; Chickaloon 
River and village 

Nunutsahdnulchet: "where fish bridge was put across"; vil
lage site on Kroto Creek 

Nutsahdnghitses: "rocks dammed across"; fishing site at 
outlet of Whiskey Lake 

Qaggeyshlat: "between the toes little place"; New Tyonek 

Qentsis T'ugh: "moccasins beneath"; village in Palmer area 
(Kari 1978: 12) 

Q'eyses Kaq': "birch ridge creek mouth"; village at mouth 
of Anderson Creek 

Qiduk'ggat: "overflows and freezes"; Montana Creek and 
village 

Susni Kaq': "sand island mouth"; mouth of the Susitna 
River 

Tak'at: "dipnet platform"; beach at Ocean Dock, Anchor
age 

Tani 'i: "point that extends into the water"; village site op
posite Susitna Station 

Tank 'itnu: "fish dock river"; Tyonek Creek, second Tyonek 
village site 



Tt:mftunt: "enclosed object is set in water"; Red Shirt Lake 
Village 

Tiq'atl'ena: meaning unknown; Hewitt Lake Village 

Tl'eghesh Bena Q'estsiq': "leech lake outlet"; Cow Lake 
Village 

Tsai' Dudideht: "where a coffin fell down"; village site on 
Kroto Creek 

Tsat'ukeght: "beneath big rock"; Susitna Station 

Tsuk' Qayeh: "old village"; village opposite mouth of Sun
shine Creek, on Susitna River 

Tsuk' Qayeh: "old village"; village on lower Yentna River 

Tubughna Katidiftuni: "Tyonek people's downriver trail"; 
Hayes River Pass 

Tubughnenq': "beach land"; Old Tyonek 

Tudli Bena: "cold water lake"; Nancy Lake and village 

Tuhnaghifkitst: "bank lies fabric-like"; village on Ma-
tanuska River 

Tuqen Kaq ': "clear water mouth"; Alexander Creek Village 

Uq 'etsits 'efdatl 'i: "on it someone hides in fear"; ridge and 
village site between Kroto Creek and the 
Kahiltna River 

Yusdishlaq': "on the little point"; island in Susitna River 
near Susitna Station, village site 

B. Tanaina words other than place names 

Note: the source is Kari 1977a unless otherwise noted. 

badi: large skin boat, umiak 

benen q'ank'elich'deldifi: the month of January 

chaqenq 'a: smokehouse 

Chishyi: red paint clan, a matrilineal descent group 

Dashq 'eht'ana: the Kroto Creek Tanaina 

Delgga: Raven, the culture hero/trickster 

Dena 'ina: the Tanaina people 

dgef: partition within the nichif, sleeping platform, bench 

dgeft 'u: area under sleeping platform within nichif 

Dghelay Teht'ana: the Mountain People, band of mixed 
Tanaina-Ahtna origin living in 
Talkeetna Mountains 

duyeq (toion): chief, "boss" 

el'egen: shaman 

elnu: slave, lazy person, poor person 

enge: forbidden, taboo 

ezhge 'a: hero (Tenenbaum 1976d: I), "champion" 

Ggahyi: a matrilineal descent group (clan) 

ghelchifna: clanspeople, "one kind of a nation," "working 
people" 
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Gheltsana: Upper Kuskokwim Athapaskans 

ghuliy: wealth, potlatch gift 

hultsanan: person observing puberty rights or fasting, "in 
training" 

ijinen: inherited leaders' titles 

janja k'eliga: medicine song 

jiggi: child of a qeshqa 

K'enaht'ana: Knik Arm Tanaina 

k'eq'a: pika, ak'enu 

k 'enq 'ena: dentalium shells 

k'enu: sign, omen, "lucky charm," wealth-bringing beings 

kina: least weasel, a k'enu 

k 'iyi: a spell 

K'kalayi: fish tail clan, a matrilineal descent group 

k 'tl 'ila: Indian potato, Hedysarum alpinum 

k 'uch 'na, k 'uch 'itna: people of the opposite clan 

fiq 'aka 'a n 'u: king salmon month, June 

nadabefi: whirling ball of feathers, a k'enu 

naqedalyashi: long homed beetle, a k'enu 

nelni: bathhouse 

nichif: birch bark multi-family dwelling 

nifts 'anidaqna: close maternal relatives of the same genera-
tion 

Nichishyi: paint clan, a matrilineal descent group 

nughay: frog, a k 'enu 

nughefchina: slave, "working people" 

Nulchina: sky clan, a matrilineal descent group 

nut 'aq 'i n 'u: geese month, April 

olcaq 'a: the commoner class, those people lacking wealth 
and prestige (Osgood 1937: 134) 

qatggentdafna: visitors, the month of November 

qayeh: a village 

qenq'a skina: elf-like creatures inhabiting abandoned 
houses, "housekeepers," a k'enu 

qeshqa: rich man, "boss" 

qetitl ': potlatch 

qiy'u: rich woman; wife of a qeshqa (Wassillie 1979:81) 

qunsha dghak: Arctic ground squirrel robe or coat 

(sh)lutsin: (my) partner of the opposite moiety 

shq'ufa: marmot 

(sh)tlen: (my) brother-in-law 

(sh)yidalqenen: (my) relations, ie. members of the same 
clan or closely related clans 

Susitnuht 'ana: Susitna Tanaina 
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tanik'edi: dipnetting platform 

tsenef: flicker, a k'enu in winter 

tsukdu: a story, traditional oral narrative 

Tuhughna: the Tyonek area Tanaina 

Tu/china: water clan, a matrilineal descent group 

tuyushi: a hairless, muskrat-like creature, a k'enu 

uh: fiddlehead fern 

(u)kilaqa: (his) clan helpers 

Ufchena: Chugach or Koniag Eskimos, "Aleuts" 

yegashchik (zagacik): second chief 

yuyqul: belukha spearing platform 

APPENDIX B. UPPER INLET TANAINA QESHQA 

Place Name Clan, Moiety Dates 

Tubughnenq', Chadaka'a (B) Early 19th century 
Qaggeyshlat Nunk'ilash Mid 19th century 
(Tyonek) Nughelduf Tukda Chishyi (A) Mid 19th century 

Benifa Ch'ulyafen Chishyi (A) 1840s to c. 1918 
Behenatsili Tukda Chishyi (A) Died 1930 
Simeon Chickalusion Tu/china (B) 1880-1957 

Tuqen Kaq' Wasihdi Tukda Chishyi (A) Mid 19th century 
(Alexander Creek) Diqelas Tukda Chishyi (A) 1830s to 1906 

Tsat'ukegh Pete K'kalayi (A) Died c. 1906 
(Susitna Station) Evan Duyeq Nu/china (B) Died c. 1910 

Beq'enuqeyedghelya Tukda Nu/china (B) Died 1916 

Tani 'i Ts'inst'a Gga Tukda K'kalayi (A) Late 19th century 

Tsuk' Qayeh Tsuk' Qayeh Ka'a Iden ? Late 19th century 

Dashq'e K'eghudu Nulchina (B) Died c. 1910 
Chijuk Nu/china (B) Died 1930s 

Tanftunt Baytnidahen K'kalayi (A) Died c. 1905 
(Red Shirt Lake) K'ef Nuts'ehen K'kalayi (A) Died c. 1917 

K'dalkitnu (Talkeetna) Ts'k'idetnesen (Nicolie) (A) Died 1919 

K'enakatnu "Bowen Affanassia" ? 1880s, 1890s 
(Knik) Afanasi Nu/china (B) 1880s, 1890s 

Dusgeda Tukda Chishyi (A) 1830s- C. 1910 
Qachen (Stephan) Nulchina (B) Died 1915 

Benteh Bentehen Nu/china (B) Died 1907 
(Wasilla Area) (Wasilla) 

Chuqilintnu Benitnanilchinen ? ? 

Niteh Qa Dyiluggen Chishyi (A) 19th century ? 
Besik' nughesalen Chishyi (A) 19th century ? 
Basdut Ezi Oiishyi (A) Died 1920s 

Nuk 'din 'itnu Chiklu Tulchina (B) Late 19th century 
(Chickaloon) 

ldlughet Nicolie Chishyi (A) 1880s 
(Eklutna) Eklutna Alex Chishyi (A) 1865-1953 

Mike Alex Nu/china (B) 1908-1977 

Oi 'aghafnikt Chiklu Tulchina (B) Late 19th century 
(Point Possession) (see Nuk 'din 'itnu) 
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