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FORMS OF RITUAL ACTION AMONG THE 

NUU-CHAH-NUL TH IN THE PRESENT SITUA­

TION 

By Carl Johan Gurt 

The Nuu-chah-nulth live on the west coast of Vancouver Island just off the 
Northwest Coast of North America. They were formerly called Nootka 
which was a name that was transferred from Captain Cook's name for 
Nootka Sound. Cook made the mistake in believing that this was the 
aboriginal denomination ofthe people for themselves. For many years the 
Nuu-chah-nulth called themselves the West Coast People, because they 
lived on the West Coast of Vancouver Island and their official political 
organization, formed in 195 8, was called the West Coast Allied Tribes. In 
1978 they renamed themselves Nuu-chah-nulth. It translates as "all along 
the mountains", and refers to the Nuu-chah-nulth places for living with, as 
they say themselves, "the ocean as our front yard and the mountains as our 
backyard". Sixteen Nuu-chah-nulth sub-tribes reside along this coastline, 
and they extend into the USA with the Makah-nation of western Washing­
ton, which is also referred to as a Nuu-chah-nulth tribe. The landscape is 
characterized by high mountains, fjords, rivers, bays and coves, the open 
ocean, and great forests. The Nuu-chah-nulth villages are situated in coves 
and on the inner side of the islands, that are less exposed to the wind and 
stormy waters. 

The first contact with Europeans occurred in the late 1500's 
according to the Nuu-chah-nulth (informed personally at Alberni, April 
1993). This information stems mostly from my informant Moses Smith, an 
Ehattesaht elder and a well-known Nuu-chah-nulth politician, but also from 
Hesquiaht elders. According to the Hesquiaht tradition, one of the 
Nuu-chah-nulth sub-tribes, a Spanish ship arrived. The Hesquiaht 
composed a song about this occasion. Western research has, however, 
considered this apocryphal. The Spanish might have come up from their 
settlements in Mexico. The first recorded contact occurred in 1774 when 
Juan Perez, captain of the Spanish frigate, Santiago, entered the waters off 
the Hesquiaht peninsula. A longer period of early contact occurred when 
captain Cook anchored at Nootka Sound in 1778, and stayed for almost one 
month. The people of Yuquot eagerly traded with the Europeans. However 
the real trading with the Europeans started in 1785, with the arrival of 
another ship at Nootka Sound. This was the beginning of an intensive 
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period of contact that in a longer perspective came to have devastating 
effects on the Nuu-chah-nulth. At the end of the next century, and the 
beginning of the 1900's the Nuu-chah-nulth went through cataclysmic 
changes in their overall cultural situation, superirnposed by the 
Euro-Arnerican society. These changes through contacts with European 
have had an effect on alrnost eveiy aspect of their way of life. We can talk 
of religious, political, historical, econornical and psychological suppression, 
some of which still continues. 

The purpose ofthis paper, however, is not to give an outline ofthe 
ethnohistoiy of the Nuu-chah-nulth but to describe and preliminarily 
analyze, how despite the far reaching changes, trnditionaI world-view 
and ideology in instances remain intact. We are especially going to look at 
the persistence of "uusimich", the Nuu-chah-nulth vision quest, ritual 
bathing, and sharnanism. It is however veiy irnportant already at this early 
point, to emphasize that we are dealing with a differentiated native society 
with many different levels and degrees of engagement, and approaches. The 
most important differences are to be found between actual ritual enactment, 
participation and faith, and passive knowledge in ritual action. As we will 
see a structu.rc will ernerge. This has four categories, two of which will be 
dealt with here. This structure has the two basic categories mentioned 
above, actual ritual participation and a rnore passive participation where we 
can talk of a religious feeling. 

In all research traditions there are sets of assumptions about reality 
which structure the ernpirical evidence (Drobin 1982:272). The assump­
tions or postulates are necessarily beyond scientific control and, for the 
most part visibility (ibid). If on the other hand opposite research traditions 
are placed against each other, the assumptions will be visible (ibid). 

This effect is inevitable and especially <luring rny first field trip in 
1983 having been influenced by social-anthropological theories and some 
of the literature on the subject, I had preconceived ideas which gave my 
field-work presuppositions that were not congruent with reality, therefore 
I did not expect to find such a traditional situation. Ha ving been in the field 
five times, over a period of eleven years, I now have a clearer picture of the 
conditions, e.g. Field-research methods, interviews and participant 
observation. Behind the veneer of Euro-American way of Iife, the 
Nuu-chah-nulth culture and religion is in many respects alive. Unfortunately 
there is not much research on the persistence of traditional culture and 
religion of the Northwest Coast natives overall in the present situation. This 
is due partly to the research tradition and the difficulty of conducting 
fieldwork in these esoteric and sensitive areas, something which is also 
pointed out by both Miller (1984:27) and Kan (1988:46) and also by K. 
Duffek (1983:58). As far as I know there is also almost no research being 
executed in Ethnology Religion, or the History of Religions, most 
probably because these subjects do not have such a strong standing in 
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experienced this in his work among South American natives (1992:3). In 
the present time it is also very much a question of feelings, most probably 
studied from a western perspective, and best studied through psychological 
and psychiatric perspectives. 

As stated earlier there is a difference in attitude also among the 
Nuu-chah-nulth towards these matters, where the two basic categories are 
to be found in actual ritual participation and a more passive participation 
where we can talk of a religious feeling. The latter encompasses more 
Nuu-chah-nulths in the present situation than the first but with an increase 
in the former category as more Nuu-chah-nulths become engaged in the old 
religion, or as they say themselves, "the spirituality is coming back". We 
must deem a statement like this important and not only see it as an 
expression of striving ethnic identity. The ideology behind this thinking is 
that now comes the time when these things, the spirits, the suprahuman 
world become more active again. Where we are talking of "actual ritual 
participation", I mean that to the Nuu-chah-nulth there is a strong belief in 
the transformative action of conducting rituals. The Nuu-chah-nulth rituals 
such as "uusimich", the ritual bathing, consists of an interweaving of prayer 
<luring the actual ritual, and special calls in order to prepare the suprahuman 
world for what is about to take place. Physical action also takes place, like 
the manipulation of objects, the shaking of a rattle, and the actual 
immersion in the prayer pool, which is repeated four times. The ritual is 
also repeated on four successive days. An achievement is experienced with 
the ritual. The expected result is often some form of gift, power, confer 
below. According to Spiro, it is the 11 ... expected satisfaction ... " of the 
practice ofreligion that " ... motivates religious belief and the performance 
ofreligious ritual" (1966:107). 

The traditional pre-contact world-view and ideology talks about the 
need for "uusimich", if you want to be a successful member of the culture, 
and this is also the case at the present time among some people. Where we 
are dealing with rituals that engage several persons, like the still surviving 
and enacted "tlukwaana", or wolf ritual, the ritual works as an action which 
achieves certain supernatural goals, but also as a means to transfer socially 
and culturally the belief and value-system, and the ideology, to the people 
engaged in the ritual. One traditional belief that seems to run through the 
rnajority of Nuu-chah-nulths is the belief in reincarnation, similarly 
experienced among the Haida. For the "actual ritual action category" among 
the Nuu-chah-nulth, there is a strong belief in the help from ancestors and 
dead relatives, who might come down from their dwelling places in the sky. 
The shaman told me that nowadays he has to conduct exorcism all the time, 
because there are so many ghosts around, that sometimes need to be sent 
back. During my short visit in the spring of, 1994, he told me jokingly but 
still seriously, "I 'm a ghostbuster now". To go back to the category of "a 
religious feeling" where many people are or become engaged, we find many 
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Actual ritual action and collective participation, intended ritual 
individual action, knowledge of and ahility in ritual action hut not 
carried out, and lastly, the most common today being faith in ritual 
action hut unperf ormed and without the knowledge of how to 
perform. Of course there are also people who do not fit at all in any 
of these categories. 

The traditional religion is still of importance. Here, however, we have 
to make it clear iliat great local diff erences are at hand in the geographically 
large northwest coast area. This depends among other things on that we 
have to respect the fäet that different parts of the area have had different 
local historical courses of events since the first culture-contact with the 
Europeans. Even among the Nuu-chah-nulth sixteen sub-tribes in Canada, 
there is a great difference between the areas that have had Catholic or 
Protestant missionization. The anthropologist Marshall Sahlins has 
convincingly shown that different peoples, among them the Northwest 
Coast Indians, react differently to culture-contact and are influenced 
differently by it (1988: 114-115, 225). 

We can talk of degrees of acculturation and different forms of 
influence. This has unf ortunately been far too little considered in much of 
the research on the Northwest Coast Natives, which in tum is derived from 
some very influential researchers and their ideas, among others Franz Boas. 
Tove Tybjerg is of the same view (1977: 189). In spite of far-reaching 
societal change the religious persistence is explicit in some areas along this 
coast, and it seems to be especially so among the Nuu-chah-nulth. Many 
researchers have shown that the cultural element that changes last in a 
culture is traditional religious behaviour. This remains unchanged the 
longest, even when social, economical, material and technical changes have 
occurred. This is exactly my experience from field-work along this coast. 

However, the traditional religion and its persistence functions a little 
differently in different areas. In some places it is more a question of a 
genuinely traditional situation, while in others it is more a question of a 
mixture of genuinely traditional religion, and rebom traditional religion. 
Here we also find innovation of new religious manifestations. A thorough 
analysis of the conditions in the different areas will therefore give partly 
diverging results. We can say that we are dealing with different forms of 
traditionality. With some groups the traditional religion, the rebom religion, 
and the newly invented religion are evidently more connected to the native 
identity and the striving for identity. Here we have to pose the question as 
to what extent the religion functions as a criterion of identity. The genuine 
religious persistence is still being expressed in what has always been the 
strongest religious manifestation of the whole Northwest Coast, i.e. 
shamanism, which, however, in the present time must also be seen as a 
phenomenon divided into categories. In some of the areas which are and 
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always have been vecy isolated, the indigenous language is also fully alive. 
In order to interpretthe traditional cultural and religious persistence 

in an adequate way we may have great use of a method of analysis 
advanced for a cultural and religious situation where all members in the 
current society under study do not have the same engagement and 
knowledge. This way of analysing has occurred as criticism of "classical" 
symbolical anthropology, of for instance Geertz's type, by researchers such 
as Sergei Kan, Roger M. Keesing, Robert W. Hefuer and to some extent Ulf 
Hannerz (Hannerz 1983:157; Hefner 1983:665-683; Kan 1988:1-56 & 
1989:405-422; Keesing 1987:161-176). Sergei Kan's research area is the 
Tlingit, the northemmost linguistic group on the Northwest Coast, which 
makes his material even more interesting here. It is also Kan who in 
particular has developed this method of analysis, "Cohort Analysis". 

Kan uses two main criteria and the degree of Americanization in 
order to divide the Tlingit in his "Cohorts" (1988: 11 ). The two main 
criteria are age, which according to Kan has three main divisions each with 
different outlook, and the ability to speak Tlingit. He says however, "these 
cohorts are only "ideal types", with many individuals located in between 
them and with some values being shared across cohorts. In addition some 
move from one cohort to another, as they become older and/or more 
concerned with the "old customs" (Kan 1988:11). With this method we get 
a vecy useful analysis instrument which can help us to a better understand­
ing ofthe cultural and religious state at present, among the natives in many 
communities along this coast line, and with great certainty also with peoples 
who have had similar experiences in other places. 

In connection with using Sergei Kan's "Cohort Analysis", a 
definition of tradition is of great importance. We must in the present 
situation see the traditional culture and religion and its persistence as not 
only diff erentiated between the individuals in these societies but also in a 
further nuanced way where we define tradition or traditional in accordance 
with the Indians' new contemporacy context. 

In accordance with M. L. V. Vogel, I am of the view that 
" ... anthropo-logical definitions of culture tend to become 'categories of 
rea/ity', instead of being recognized as useful abstractions" (Vogel 
1991:39). She means that these definitions are of western European 
derivation and therefore "etic" (ibid:39). What Vogel instead proposes is 
an open definition of tradition, where current traditions are defined and 
interpreted from within the studied people (ibid:47). This is in line with 
many researchers within the new ethnography, for instance Marcus and 
Fishers's ideas, an emic perspective (Marcus & Fisher 1986:8). 

This definition of tradition is important for an adequate interpreta­
tion ofthe traditional religious and cultural persistence at the present time 
if combined with Kan's "Cohort Analysis". \\'hat we are dealing with here 
are different forms of the traditionality. In the present situation we, for 
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of the cultural and religious persistence also provide the cultural mecha­
nisms with further fuel. 
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