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A Global Potlatch: Identifying the 
Indigenous Influence on Western 
Thought

Isaiah Lorado Wilner

When we consider the origins of our global society, we rarely discuss the influ-
ence of Indigenous people. Natives are seen, if they are seen, as victims of 

Western advance. But Indigenous people found a way to alter the West: they shaped 
Western thought. When the founder of modern anthropology, Franz Boas, invalidated 
race as a basis for social division, he articulated a dynamic vision of humanity as a 
single, varied, and constantly changing global community. Boas’s picture of a world 
beyond boundaries, which countered the problem of difference with the possibility 
of diversity, did not belong to Boas alone. It emerged from his relationships with 
Indigenous Americans.

This article reveals the role of the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw people of Vancouver 
Island, British Columbia, in shaping Boas’s seminal yet poorly understood concept 
of culture—the ineffable totality of thought, action, and reaction expressed by the 
different individuals who form a social community.1 In the late nineteenth century, 
the chiefs of the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw developed a relationship with Boas. They welcomed 
him into their community, offered him a name, and invited him to take part in their 
system of governance, the potlatch. Through this process of idea transmission, the 
Kwakwa_ka_’wakw civilized Boas into a new way of seeing, which he presented in his 
treatise on the fluidity of identity, The Mind of Primitive Man.2

Identifying the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw influence on Boas alters our understanding of 
his culture concept, making it possible to grasp for the first time his deep impact 
on our global society. Historians and anthropologists view Boas as the founder of 
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cultural relativism, a German romantic in the tradition of Johann Gottfried von 
Herder who employed the concept of Kultur, or folk thought and tradition, to explain 
the static differences between separate groups of people.3 But Boas’s view of culture 
was dynamic, not static. It focused on the interaction of individuals, not groups. And it 
sought to explain diversity, not difference.

How did Boas come to his view? The Kwakwa_ka_’wakw showed him culture in 
motion. When they offered speeches, soldered bonds, or presented public dances, 
Kwakwa_ka_’wakw leaders performed for Boas the idea that people change—indeed, 
that the mastery of change, the capacity to reinvent oneself, contributes to the essence 
of what it means to be human. Potlatch notions of transformation helped Boas grasp 
culture as a process rather than a product, beginning his effort to describe the global 
population as a single, varied, and changing community—a dynamic humanity with 
no frontiers.

The history of what Boas learned from the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw challenges the 
encounters paradigm, which has encouraged scholars and the general public to think of 
Indigenous people and Europeans as members of two worlds, divided by a border.4 By 
the late nineteenth century, as Frederick Jackson Turner so famously observed, borders 
were disappearing.5 Indians and Europeans occupied one global world, tied together 
by transcontinental railroads, telecommunications, and print media.6 Enclosure 
and interconnection presented colonized people with an opportunity to influence 
their colonizers.

Why have we failed to recognize this history of Indigenous influence? Scholars 
studying the impact of colonialism on Indigenous people have defined Native action 
as reaction, a response to Western incursions.7 This myopic focus on resistance to the 
state grants it the dominant position at the outset, blinding us to competing episte-
mologies and to a wealth of facts that state elites seek to erase from the public record. 
In effect, the state wins twice—first with the sword and then with the pen.8

If we seek to see past the state narrative, we can begin by studying Indigenous 
deeds as actions rather than reactions. That means extending beyond the colonial 
archive to consider Native sources in the context of Native thought.9 An opportunity 
for such study presents itself in the Indigenous materials collected by anthropologists, 
whose efforts to find evidence of static cultural types in fact left behind an archive of 
historical change. Anthropologists did not know it, but Indigenous people spoke—and 
acted—through the pages of their books, flipping the script of colonial contact.

It is possible today to put this script to a new use. Ethnographies offer more than a 
chance to read “against the grain.” As the static record of a dynamic performance, they 
provide us with a snapshot of the play of life, and we can pass through this picture—as 
if through a tunnel in time—to witness the motions of Indigenous actors who influ-
enced Western thought. This mode of work casts aside the assumption of marginal 
people and marginal places, recognizing each frame of existence as a small world of the 
imagination. The historian is like Murray Suskind in Don DeLillo’s White Noise, who 
moves beyond the text that records life to the action itself, surfing the waves of the 
local supermarket to capture the interpersonal vibrations: “All the letters and numbers 
are here, all the colors of the spectrum, all the voices and sounds, all the code words 
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and ceremonial phrases. It is just a question of deciphering, peeling off the layers of 
unspeakability.”10

The point, though, is speak-ability: Who speaks? Why do they speak? Who hears? 
What do they hear? Why do they hear what they hear, and what messages do they 
carry home with them? These questions of transmission move past the principle of 
relativity, which emphasizes the impact of an investigator upon his or her “subject” 
but fails to grasp the situation from the standpoint of the subject itself. If Native 
people are to be subjects of history, if they are to be treated as actors rather than reac-
tors, we must move beyond the kind of critique that only instantiates authority. We 
must read inside out, capturing the performance within the text, seeing the motion 
that lies beneath the still surface, moving from the social origins of ideas through the 
relationships that transmit them to their ultimate destination as ingredients of an ever 
transforming global practice.

What follows, then, is an attempt to move toward a global history of ideas from 
the inside out. I take an episode of Western objectification of Indigenous people and 
reveal it as a paradigmatic case of Indigenous influence on the West. But first, caution: 
No piece of evidence is impartial. Boas’s books, like Suskind’s supermarket, are a 
product of the relationships that made them. We are what we read—as we are what 
we eat—for each social production alters that future state of being of which we now 
form a part. But a snapshot, however partial, contains a small world of meaning. It is 
not a memory but a picture: a precise record of a set of social coordinates. We can 
discover within this richness of detail a portal to the relationships that produced it.

The question prompted by this inside-out approach to global thought cuts to 
the heart of imperial politics: Have colonized people exerted an influence upon 
their colonizers? If so, how have they transcended the political controls exerted by 
expanding empires? And what role have Western travelers played in Indigenous 
attempts to alter the West? This line of questioning draws attention to two forms of 
power that historians often fail to consider: first, the power of imagination to inspire 
new habits and practices; second, the power of personal relationships to transcend 
structural circumstances.

A good lAW

The potlatch was an Indigenous form of governance, and that is why the colonial 
government sought to destroy it.11 Boas could have recognized this in 1886, when 
he first arrived in Kwak’wala land. The chiefs of the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw principalities 
had recently learned that the government of Canada had banned the potlatch. Now 
rumors circulated that the colonial government planned to send a British man-of-war. 
Suspecting Boas to be a missionary or Indian agent, the elites of Newittee, a northern 
Kwakwa_ka_’wakw village, called a meeting to speak with the interloper and decide 
whether he could stay.12

At the meeting, the leading chief informed Boas that he stood on foreign territory. 
This was not the British sovereign’s land, he said, and the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw planned to 
continue living on it in their way. Force did not come into the equation. If the colonists 



AmericAn indiAn culture And reseArch JournAl 37:2 (2013) 90 à à à

burned down their houses, the chief announced, pointing to the forest behind him, his 
people would cut down more trees, build anew, and once again live as they liked. “It is 
a strict law that bids us dance,” he explained. “It is a strict law that bids us distribute 
our property among our friends and neighbors. It is a good law.”13

The essential word here, thrice declared, is law. By describing the potlatch with 
this term, the chief highlighted the formal political organization of his society. After 
Boas endorsed Indigenous sovereignty, promising that he would not interfere with the 
potlatch, the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw would name him Heiltsakuls, The One Who Says the 
Right Thing.14 But what did Boas think? In 1886, Boas held to a Western notion of 
government: states make law and laws make the state. Indigenous people, as non-state 
people, were disorganized by definition.15 As a result, Boas did not take the word law 
literally, and he spent the rest of his life puzzling over the mysteries of an institu-
tion that Kwakwa_ka_’wakw people had attempted to clarify for him the moment that 
they met.

The resulting investigation excited some active imaginations. Boas’s writings on 
the potlatch influenced, among other theories of behavior, Thorstein Veblen’s concept 
of conspicuous consumption, Marcel Mauss’s evocation of the gift, Ruth Benedict’s 
notion of cultural relativism, and some dashing anticapitalist tracts by Georges 
Bataille and Jacques Derrida.16 Despite their dissimilarities, these works share a basic 
inatten tion to how Kwakwa_ka_’wakw people explained their institution. In contrast to 
those he inspired, Boas at least visited Vancouver Island, witnessed the potlatch, and 
recorded the words and ways of the people who practiced it. Considering that his 
Kwakwa_ka_’wakw texts remain one of the richest corpuses of Indigenous thought ever 
compiled, it is strange that the originators of this work have been silenced.17

Kwakwa_ka_’wakw people of the late nineteenth century did not explain the potlatch 
as a form of resistance.18 Evading the state was not their first purpose, nor did they 
yearn passively for a past that could not be restored. Instead they sought to establish 
an alternative future: a form of governance that, unlike state capitalism, would limit 
warfare, distribute wealth widely across their society, and encourage cooperation 
and active citizenship. These aims developed from long-standing Northwest Coast 
customs, and they also reflected the people’s interpretation of recent experience.

When Kwakwa_ka_’wakw shamans conversed, they would often say, “Short life to 
you.”19 These ironic words, carrying a flavor of foreboding entirely opposite to the 
usual welcome, Gila’kasla, noted the central fact of Native life on Vancouver Island: 
death by infectious disease. The Kwakwa_ka_’wakw traced their social conditions not to 
1849, when the Hudson’s Bay Company arrived, but to 1862, when smallpox killed 
up to half the population, including perhaps 70 percent of Fort Rupert, which had 
quickly grown into a thriving town of trade and exchange.20 The devastating times 
that followed, when survivors along the Northwest Coast were forced to pull down 
the houses of friends and family, stack the corpses, throw them into the sea or set 
them ablaze, and cast off to seek the remnants of other decimated communities, 
inspired Kwak’wala-speaking lineages to explore a common identity, giving rise to a 
new society.21
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The Kwakwa_ka_’wakw faced the rupture of their life-world with resilience and 
inventiveness, fashioning from the shards of their broken coast a renewed world of 
meaning. With the population at four thousand souls and rapidly declining, village 
patriarchs realized that they would have to share resources and minimize strife in order 
to reproduce their communities.22 The potlatch was their survival strategy, connecting 
the people within an extended network of increasingly peaceful and productive rela-
tionships. Although Boas did not recognize this theme, the data he recorded captures 
the story.23

The key principles at work—shortly to influence Boas—were circulation, trans-
formation, and unity. The “gift” at the center of the exchange was not wealth but 
people. By circulating heirs between families, the elite of about twenty Native prin-
cipalities, each of which had entered the smallpox epidemic with an independent 
identity, fostered new connections.24 Ties grew between individuals, then between 
descent groups, and at last between principalities. Over thirty years, as the number of 
exchanges grew, so did the unity of the Kwak’wala-speaking community.25 By Boas’s 
arrival, the Kwak’wala-speaking peoples had transformed themselves into a confedera-
tion: a family of families.

The marriage politics of the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw created a highly dynamic society 
distinguished by three kinds of transformations. First, transformations of property: 
A young man who wished to marry paid a rich price, not for his bride but for her 
inherited property of resource rights, society memberships, and associated dances.26 
The father of the bride sealed the transfer at a potlatch, pouring property upon his 
heir, who would symbolically “sink the canoe” and distribute its load of blankets to 
the guests who witnessed, certifying the exchange.27 Second, transformations of legiti-
macy: During the potlatch, the governing elite and commoners had an opportunity to 
endorse or block bids for leadership.28 Third, transformations of identity: The major 
potlatches, which dispensed the most property and exchanged the most highly valued 
rights, occurred during the winter ceremonials, when leaders assumed ancestral roles 
to guide a reconciliation of the now dangerously divided spirit, animal, and human 
worlds.29

The law of the potlatch unified the community, which recreated new standards of 
conduct each year. Giveaways brought prestige to the chiefs who circulated coppers, 
fabricated metal plates often worth thousands of blankets, but the whole community 
participated in the elaboration of values. A young man who received a few button 
blankets might take the opportunity to contribute a play-within-the-play to the group 
performance, asking what to do with them. This would give his father’s sister a chance 
to stand up and recite the history of her brother, a magnanimous chief (in her memory, 
at least) who burned canoes and gave away sea otter skins to express his honor and 
authority. “This, my son, is the road your father laid out for you and on which you 
must walk,” she would advise. “Do as your father did. Either tear up these button 
blankets or give them to our rival tribe, the Kwakiutl. That is all.” The blankets circu-
lated an object lesson—share the wealth—that ran as “sweet and strong” as the war of 
property.30
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The potlatch challenged capitalism. Both were systems of exchange. Whereas capi-
talism exchanged everything up, the potlatch exchanged everything down. Westerners 
sought to hoard their wealth, but the potlatch mocked the profit motive. The chiefs 
of the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw accumulated wealth only to set it free. Gift exchange soft-
ened boundaries of rank and kept the commoner class afloat, making the most of 
each individual’s chance to survive, prosper, and reproduce. In what previously had 
been a hierarchical society, the elite steered a course toward a flatter social structure, 
maintaining leadership prerogatives while lowering the wealth gap, blurring rank 
distinctions, and presenting laborers a path toward social mobility. (As the descen-
dants of the powerful families put it to Boas with a knowing smile, “Now everyone 
is a chief.”)31 If property flowed down, public endorsement of elite rights flowed up, 
producing a circuit of sentiments that sketched out a circle of belonging.

People change, they flow, and they come together. These were the core ideas 
expressed through the potlatch—concepts discovered by Kwakwa_ka_’wakw leaders 
when their society stood at the brink of collapse and they looked within themselves to 
find the resources to move forward. Each of these ideas threatened colonial authori-
ties, and quite understandably so. If things transform, then how might a state control 
them? If people move, then how can they be stopped? If communities unite, then what 
happens when they decide, collectively, that they might prefer another way of life?

Kwakwa_ka_’wakw leaders never intended to mount an existential threat to the 
capitalist state. An experience-driven wariness and request for distant toleration would 
better describe their approach toward Canadian colonists in the years after 1862. “We 
will dance when our laws command us to dance; we will feast when our laws demand 
us to feast,” the Newittee chief had told Boas in 1886. “Let the white man observe his 
law; we shall observe ours.”32 But Canadian colonists, sharing the paranoia of state 
architects everywhere, went out in search of monsters to destroy.

Instead of accepting this state binary, which identifies difference as a site of struggle 
between regimes, we might see the potlatch as a single knowledge regime in a state 
of constant becoming—a dynamic scheme for the improvement of a global society. 
Although the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw intended only to unite their linguistic community by 
the law of the potlatch, they ultimately invented a method of incorporating outsiders 
that transcended such boundaries. Overmatched in numbers, resources, and military 
power, the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw discovered a mode of fostering relationships that allowed 
them to exercise control over their own existence, even amid colonial exploitation. 
They were about to take their project one step further—from agency to influence.

friends on the other side

The man who led this transformation was George Hunt, an Indigenous intellec-
tual who would elevate himself to an unprecedented position as a spokesman for 
Native ways. The Indian son of the English trader at Fort Rupert and his highborn 
Tlingit wife, Hunt grew up inside the Hudson’s Bay Company fence but spent his 
life beyond it.33 He taught himself to read in defiance of his father, made use of the 
Anglican missionary to practice writing, then promptly rejected his influence, joining 
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the Indigenous potlatch circuit.34 As the colony’s local pilot and guide, Hunt might 
have passed into White society.35 He chose otherwise, rising to the status of a shaman 
and marrying a young woman from a prominent Kwakiutl family.36

Without Boas, Hunt would have been a notable Northwest Coast fieldworker, 
travelers’ guide, and political player among the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw.37 He could have sent 
the same messages but only a handful would have heard them. The odds of transmis-
sion increased when Hunt guided Johan Adrian Jacobsen, a Norwegian ethnologist, 
through northern Vancouver Island. With Hunt’s help he collected masks.38 The 
masks, transported to Berlin’s Museum für Völkerkunde, captured the mind of a young 
geographer.39 Boas sought out work on the Northwest Coast, where he soon became 
the medium for Hunt’s message.40 The opportunity to work with an anthropologist 
who went beyond collecting objects to collecting thoughts took Hunt from agency to 
influence, relaying his ideas to the West.41

In 1894, stimulated by his work with Boas at the World’s Columbian Exposition, 
Hunt invited the anthropologist to witness a potlatch season.42 Although Boas 
attained backing from the US National Museum, he arrived in Fort Rupert under the 
auspices of Hunt, who met his guest boat-side and hosted him at the family manse.43 
Boas touched shore in mid-November, at the beginning of the sacred season, when the 
people put down their secular names to assume the winter names of their ancestors.44 
Franz Boas, the reserved scholar, transformed into Heiltsakuls, The One Who Says 
the Right Thing, at his first Fort Rupert potlatch, choreographed by Hunt.45 Crowned 
with a head ring, wrapped in a blanket, Boas dispensed hardtack and molasses, soaked 
up compliments to his generosity, and accepted invitations to the coming feasts.46

The locus of Kwakwa_ka_’wakw society—the center of activity and symbol of the 
wider world—was the great house.47 The front doors of these homes had no locks. 
Several families lived in each and they were not always related by blood. Instead they 
shared a history, which visitors could read on the carved poles raised outside.48 House 
poles proclaimed the achievements of heroes in living memory, connected them to 
stories of the transformers in mythological times, and sometimes made fun of a friend 
or neighbor who had yet to pay off a debt.49 They were like a neighborhood newsletter, 
a dense weave of the topical and traditional, providing context for what went on inside.

During the stormy winter, it made sense to stay where it was warm and dry. The 
house became the potlatch place and the center of the winter ceremonial. A key figure 
in the drama was Baxbaxwalanuksiwe, the Man Eater at the Mouth of the River, a spirit 
who possessed an appetite for human flesh. Much like a smallpox sufferer, whose skin 
is covered in pustules, each with a dimple in the middle, the Man Eater had mouths 
all over his body. He was a symbol of the victim as a carrier of the scourge.50 Another 
spirit was Winalagalis, Making War All Over the World. His nickname was Pestilence 
Woman.51 By making contact with these spirits, Kwakwa_ka_’wakw elites reversed the 
currents, asserting health over sickness, wealth over poverty, feasting over famine. But 
the ceremonies did not follow an established script; each year was different. In addi-
tion to the religious rituals, principalities and descent groups told their stories through 
dances, playing out an identity pageant through social performance.
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When Boas donned his blanket to take part in Fort Rupert’s winter ceremonies, 
the pageant he was about to witness would serve a political purpose. In the winter of 
1894, the Kwakiutl were strengthening their alliances with the Naqoaqtoq of Blunden 
Harbour and the Koskimo of Quatsino Sound, and they had invited these principali-
ties to feast at Fort Rupert.52 Each group addressed the others as its “friends on the 
other side of the house,” a reference to the feeling of difference within unity negotiated 
by interdependent peoples within a shared space.53

The gathering went on for three weeks. As the show took shape, two concepts of 
human identity took stage and danced in counterpoint, like chiefs offering speeches 
at a potlatch. The Kwakiutl presented a diversity drama—cosmopolitan, agglomera-
tive, embracing the new, valuing the exhibition of wealth. The diversity drama defied 
nuclear histories, stressing commonalities between people, flow across lines, change 
over time. The Naqoaqtoq and the Koskimo, on the other hand, presented a difference 
display. The difference display was timeless; it defied story. It placed highest value not 
on manifestations of wealth but on old names and ways. This anti-narrative challenged 
paeans to progress with a bracing elegy to what was lost.

Neither plot was right or wrong. Both were true to the sentiments of their makers, 
now dancing closer, now apart, as three peoples reached for a realm of feeling. There 
were gains to be had from interconnection. If the Kwakiutl possessed a central position 
in trade circuits, the northerly Naqoaqtoq owned fishing grounds at Seymour Inlet, 
while the Koskimo, who lived on the wind-beaten west coast, held the social influence 
of distinctive dances.54 Still, especially for the Koskimo, coalescence required consider-
ation. Canadians had arrived only recently to mark off reserves, and the Koskimo had 
promptly protested the alienation of their lands.55 A path forward was not clear. As 
one Koskimo chief expressed his dilemma to the Kwakiutl, “Friends on the other side! 
. . . I should like to have your dances, but I am afraid to change my ways.”56

Or at least this was the show Boas recorded, influenced as he was by a story 
within the story: the stirring ascendance of George Hunt. This would be a decisive 
potlatch season for Boas’s guide, who planned to make a carefully crafted bid for a 
position of leadership, one that ultimately would fashion an Indigenous dynasty. In 
previous years, Hunt had served as an attendant to, and danced beside, the Hamatsa, 
an elite secret society whose initiates claimed they were spirited away each year by 
Baxbaxwalanuksiwe, returning in a state of frenzy to vivify the ceremonies with spec-
tacular dances representing the supernatural powers that the people hoped to tame.57 
Now Hunt had inherited his own family dances, including a Hamatsa dance for 
his eldest son, David.58 After several years of “going through” the dances, David had 
assumed first rank in the Kwakiutl secret societies.59 For the father of foreign ancestry, 
the son’s rise to eminence was a personal transformation, and a moment of instability 
too.60 During the dances the public would have a chance to validate—or not—his 
Kwakwa_ka_’wakw belonging.

David Hunt took center stage six days after Boas’s arrival. He summoned his 
enforcers, the Fool Dancers and Grizzly Bear Dancers, who painted their faces black 
and stormed from house to house, pushing the people to David’s feast. They poured 
eulachon oil upon the fire until the flames licked the beams. David danced and George 
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Hunt dispensed blankets, raising the name of his son.61 The next evening, the father 
threw a feast, and his son and daughter danced, while the crowd sang Hunt family 
songs to the “Great, real Cannibal.”62 A Koskimo who had supported David’s progress 
stood up, telling of the coppers he had sold to David, which the young man had given 
away, and of the copper he himself had thrown into the fire in sake of David’s name. 
“Now look out!” the Koskimo warned. “I may do the same again this year. I want to 
make him as heavy as I can on my part. His father is doing the same for him.”63

This endorsement by a Koskimo provided formal recognition of the Hunt family’s 
ascendance. The Kwakiutl crowd recognized as much, clamoring for George Hunt to 
stand up and speak on his own behalf. “Friends, look at me,” Hunt began. “Look at 
me well, because I want to tell you who I am!” He then presented a brief on behalf of 
circulation—a political biography of his life in Fort Rupert. He had given David his 
first Hamatsa ceremony five years before. He had distributed wealth. In his youth, he 
had been taken under the wing of the chiefs, who taught him their ways. As a young 
man, he had earned the names ā́ qoag·ila and Qṓ moqoē when he received a copper, 
ermine, and abalone shells from his grandfather. Finally he had opened his box and 
taken out his dances. So far, so Kwakiutl; this was rights oratory.64

Now came the pirouette. Hunt approached the delicacy of identity. Kwakiutl ways 
were “not my way,” he averred, yet by saying so he demonstrated his fluency in those 
very ways. He then began a testament to transformation. “Do not call me Guētelabidō,” 
he requested, disavowing a diminutive term for a man from the north. “It is well when 
I live like one of you, and it is well if I act like one of the northern tribe, because my 
mother was of high blood among her tribe.” He then gestured toward his son and 
daughter. “I do not give this festival that you may call me a chief,” he promised. “I give 
it in honor of these two who are dancing here, that the words of their enemies may not 
harm them. For this purpose I build an armor of wealth around them.”65

Though Hunt disclaimed leadership, he exercised a form of rhetorical power 
founded on a strong base of friendships and alliances. If his style seemed self-effacing, 
he did not shy from fashioning a legacy for his son and daughter. His rationale was the 
diversity drama, a one-world theme of variety within unity. Hunt offered an expansive 
sense of belonging, a hope for a broader human community. The message shocked 
some listeners, as Hunt’s appointed speaker noted when he rose to repeat the theme. 
“Did you hear what my chief said?” he asked a Naqoaqtoq chief. “He did not speak 
against you, he did not speak against the Koskimo, and he did not speak against us.”66 
The speaker then announced a change in status: Despite his disclaimer, Hunt would 
serve as a Kwakiutl lineage speaker—normally a hereditary role, now awarded to Hunt 
on merit.67 “Now take care!” the speaker warned of David Hunt. “Speak carefully, and 
see that food is given in the proper way to our great friend. He has many fathers.”68

George Hunt’s diversity drama, a personal history connecting the Kwakiutl, the 
Koskimo, and the faraway Tlingit, received a rapid endorsement. Hṓ lelitē, the speaker 
for the Guetela branch of the Fort Rupert Kwakiutl, praised Hunt’s actions. “This 
is the first time that such a thing is done,” he observed of Hunt. “His property runs 
from him in streams, and if one of his rivals should stand in the way he would be 
drowned by it.”69 Hṓ lelitē then distributed Hunt’s blankets in honor of David Hunt, 
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demonstrating his support. Even as the Naqoaqtoq speakers fulfilled their role as 
witnesses to the transformation, they noted the novelty of Hunt’s actions. “No clan 
has ever been known to do what you have done today, and I am afraid of you,” one 
Naqoaqtoq chief said. “Kwakiutl, you had a chief before this time, but now you have 
no chief.” The Kwakiutl chiefs replied, “True, true; we can not deny it.”70

The ascendance of the Hunt family—and its inclusive implications—had altered 
the power structure of the Kwakiutl, spreading authority beyond the lineage chiefs. If 
an outsider had changed the rules, the keepers of the rules had helped him, endorsing 
the alteration at the proper occasion, thus meeting change with continuity, incorpo-
rating diversity within unity, and balancing an individual act with a communal plan. 
This drama within a drama epitomized the winter ceremonial, a dynamic interaction 
through which an entire society considered and ultimately settled upon decisions. By 
this common law, a guided process that mandated no result, the Kwakiutl opened a 
door to outside talent.

Their friends on the other side, however, stressed continuity over change, differ-
ences between groups over commonalities between individuals, and a connection to 
place rather than process. The next night, Naqoaqtoq dancers flowed into their house 
in twos and threes. They were cormorants, and they said their bellies were full, ready 
to disgorge property upon their rivals.71 When property flows, so do ideas. Killer 
whales with wooden fins streamed in, followed in the next dance by women dressed 
as birds. “Do you know what this means?” the Naqoaqtoq speaker asked. The dances 
related the story of Kuēkuaxā́oē, a hero figure who had traveled the world in his 
canoe, meeting the Naqoaqtoq at their present village site and painting colors onto the 
birds in a nearby cave (except the cormorants and ravens, who received only charcoal). 
History began when the birds danced out of the cave. “If you do not believe what I 
said, Koskimo,” the Naqoaqtoq speaker said, “come and visit me and I will show you 
the place.”72

The cormorant dance valorized place over process, establishing a claim to truth 
through connection to a stretch of territory. The cave represented Naqoaqtoq identity: 
the place from which their dances flew. Each such place had its attributes—a beach 
that sang when stepped upon because Kuēkuaxā́ oē had turned some whales into sand, 
a dark spot by the cave where the hero’s canoe had burned.73 These landmarks were 
identity spigots, meaning-markers that spouted social stories. They did not establish 
boundaries but served as a central source of influence. Certainly the Naqoaqtoq incor-
porated outsiders; their stories told of whales and humans living together. But the 
dance played out histories of change in mythological times, submerging social conflict 
within the river of tradition.74

This dance provoked the Kwakiutl to hold a secret meeting in the woods, where 
they planned a riposte. Now they would show their traditions, the story of their hero, 
Mink, who killed the wolves, took their dances, and removed his mask to become 
human. After the dance, a Kwakiutl speaker named Qé lqēx·âla stood up. “This is 
done in rivalry with what the Naqoaqtoq did last night,” he said. “They showed us 
their legends; these are our legends. I do not need to tell them to you; you all know 
how K·ēx·, the Mink, killed the son of the wolves.”75 This was a clear response to the 
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difference display. The dance of K·ēx· proclaimed that the Kwakiutl retained their 
connections to their ancestors. The circuit—past, present, future; animal, human, 
spirit—remained unbroken.

But then the circuit broke. For their finale, the Fort Rupert chiefs had planned 
to offer a Wind Dance, a fast-paced series of steps incorporating heavy masks with 
multiple faces, culminating in a transformation. A young boy danced around the fire, 
then disappeared behind a curtain. When the second song began, a large mask popped 
up where the boy had been, representing the sunrise. A beat, a pause, and the dancer 
yanked his hidden string, flinging open the mask to reveal a second carved face within. 
But he moved too boldly or a part came loose, for one side calved off, revealing the 
artifice.76 This was an error, and with it, the dance ruptured. The Hamatsa cried. The 
Fool Dancers pelted the crowd with stones. A shaman hurled burning coals. “Spirit of 
the winter dance!” a Naqoaqtoq elder yelled, circling the fire to restore order. But it 
was no use. The people ran from the house, breaking the ceremonials. The hosts had 
lost control.77

With danger came opportunity, for the healer rides in on death’s back—in this case 
the body of a child. When the house was calm, the Naqoaqtoq stepped in, walking in 
from the back with the body of a “dead” boy: a metaphor for the blocked ceremonial.78 
T’ṓ pēwa, the speaker for the Naqoaqtoq, announced that the Pestilence Woman had 
killed a shaman’s son. “Naqoaqtoq and Koskimo,” he said, “you must kick against a 
high mountain. . . . The supernatural power came and took him away. He is dead. We 
will try to resuscitate him.”79 The Naqoaqtoq Mamaqa dancers, who specialized in 
resurrection spectacles, pretended to try to throw the boy into the fire. Instead, he was 
placed atop a box. The greatest shaman circled the fire. As he circled, he sang, calming 
the crowd and bringing the room under his control. The boy stirred to life.80

The Kwakwa_ka_’wakw always expected mistakes to occur, and they found a way to 
address this risk through the ceremonies. Spectators scrutinized dancers in case they 
should trip in tracks that grew more rutted with every dance, slowly bringing on the 
inevitable accident.81 Once an error had been noted, a correction made, a change accom-
modated, the ceremonies would begin again: a metaphor for the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw 
emphasis on the possibility of incorporating the unexpected within. Still, each slip was 
unique; it held in its grip a small world of meaning. A Kwakiutl accident expressed 
to the others Kwakiutl characteristics: headlong change, lax oversight—insufficient 
orthodoxy. “Friends,” the shaman advised his hosts, “if you have a mask for the winter 
ceremonial which you want to show, do not let a stranger use it; teach your own people 
to show it, that no mistake may occur. Only because a stranger showed your mask, a 
mistake happened and brought about our great difficulty.”82

With diversity trumped for the moment, difference ascended as if in rhythmic 
balance. The next evening, the Koskimo displayed their history, entering the house 
wearing balsam pine rather than the Kwakiutl hemlock to signify the purity of 
Koskimo rituals. “Your ways, Kwakiutl, differ greatly from ours,” said Lṓ Xoaxstaaku, 
the Koskimo speaker. “Take care and do not change your old customs, Kwakiutl!”83 
With that, a Koskimo Wolf Dancer appeared, crowned in red cedar bark, white 
feathers, and a sprinkling of eagle’s down. His outfit referenced Yá xstal, a hero to the 
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people of the west coast who had received his powers from the wolves.84 The Koskimo 
briefly pacified their Hamatsa initiate before heating him up into a new frenzy by 
singing their wolf song.85 Just before they released a flood of property, Ā́labala, a 
Koskimo speaker, arose to address the Kwakiutl. “Take care, friends on the other side 
of the house,” he said. “Your customs . . . differ from ours. They were given to you. I am 
glad to see that you as well as we are observing our old laws.”86

Even for the Kwakiutl, who welcomed differences of opinion, this was a little 
much. How careful were they to be in their hometown? Or perhaps they appreciated 
yet another chance to syncopate rhythms. The Kwakiutl speakers remained silent 
throughout the performance. After the calming of the Hamatsa, they accepted their 
gifts from the Koskimo with customary ceremony, David Hunt receiving first, as the 
head Hamatsa, then down through the other Kwakiutl men, from the highest position 
to the lowest.87 After the blanket distribution, however, Hṓ lelitē spoke up. “Friends, 
did you hear what G·ā́ sa said?” the speaker asked. “Everything he said is true, except 
one remark, in which he is mistaken. You said that your customs in regard to dances 
and festivals differ from ours. Remember, we are all of the same name. That is all.”88

Difference did not mean division as Hṓ lelitē saw it. Unity could exist in diversity. 
Separate peoples bore a common name: in a word, “Kwakwa_ka_’wakw,” the speakers of 
Kwak’wala. Responding to the challenge of the Koskimo, the Kwakiutl chief presented 
the idea of a global family—a family of families or unity of peoples. The distinct yet 
interrelated peoples who spoke Kwak’wala composed an extended community because 
lines of connection grew between them. All were linked by the lives of individuals who 
brought their ways with them and changed them as they traveled. By recognizing these 
cords of connection, the people of Kwak’wala country identified, even before Frederick 
Jackson Turner, the declining fate of boundaries in a networked world.

As the Kwakiutl potlatched with the Koskimo and the Naqoaqtoq, exchanging 
views across a common ground with their “friends on the other side of the house,” a 
curly-haired gentleman sat in shadow, writing by the firelight. He had paid his way in 
hardtack and molasses, but even if he said the right things, he could not grasp all of 
what others said. His gift—a rarity—was a remarkable ear that allowed him to pick 
up sounds. These he dashed down in a Kwak’wala alphabet he had invented, trans-
lating noises into words the next morning with Hunt. Friends on the other side—those 
who are the same yet different, members of your world, welcome within your house, 
yet somehow strange within it: this was a concept given to Boas by Hunt. Hunt’s 
gift—Hunt’s power—was the ability to find a receptor, to reach out through the world 
and grasp hold of one man who, for once, came to listen. Boas was Hunt’s friend 
on the other side. He held the potential to receive Hunt’s point of view, relaying the 
message to the West.

A dynAmic humAnity

The Kwakwa_ka_’wakw received Boas as a relativist. They sent him home as a univer-
salist. After his visit, Boas turned from the differences between groups of people to 
the common inheritance individuals share: the experience of diversity. Stimulated 
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by the potlatch, Boas transmitted to the West an Indigenous vision of human life as 
a state of transformation. Whereas previous anthropologists saw Native people as 
drones copying an outdated code, Boas portrayed them as innovators of their own 
modernity, participants in a living tradition who reinvented their identities through 
interaction. Turning from culture as a finished product toward culture as an ongoing 
process, Boas broke the boundaries of Western thought, offering a global vision of a 
dynamic humanity.

It is fitting that Boas came to champion an Indigenous concept of transformation, 
for change was the constant of his intellectual journey, a quest for particularity that 
carried him away from the generalities of his German education. Before he experi-
enced the potlatch, Boas romanticized Native people in the tradition of the German 
Enlightenment.89 He derived his outlook from the cosmographic philosophy of 
Alexander von Humboldt, the linguistic ideas of his brother Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
and the ethnological ramblings of Boas’s mentor Adolf Bastian, all of whom employed 
Herder’s concept of Kultur to explain the ways that groups of people think and relate.90 
This was a static conception of difference that imposed borders upon communities to 
define separate stocks, all equally human but divided by boundaries of identity.

In his early life, Boas conformed to this outlook. He planned his journey to Baffin 
Island as an epic trip into difference. His year’s stay with the Inuit bore the hallmarks 
of a romantic hero's quest: hunger, privation, sickness (for the Inuit), seal hunting, 
and, at last, comfort in the strange—a blizzard-blown trek that provoked help from 
the Natives and a relativist realization from the adventurer.91 “I often ask myself 
what advantages our ‘good society’ possesses over that of the ‘savages,’” Boas wrote his 
soon-to-be wife, Marie, in 1883. “We have no right to blame them for their forms and 
superstitions which may seem ridiculous to us. We ‘highly educated’ people are much 
worse, relatively speaking.”92

This spirit of relativism, which cast Indigenous people as exotic cousins of 
Europeans, sundered from civilization by a chasm of difference, continued to define 
Boas’s thinking until he left for Fort Rupert in 1894. For every statement of univer-
salism Boas uttered (“The Eskimo is a man as we are”), he supplied a careful rejoinder 
(“the character of their life is so rude as compared to civilized life”).93 If anything, 
Boas’s major essays, on sound perception and museum display, emphasized the equa-
tion’s latter half. Without a strong concept of difference, Boas could not have made 
his case that all creations, from words to weapons, ought to be studied in the context 
of the worlds that produced them.94 This was a forceful argument for tolerance, but 
Boas made it at a price, trading the universality of humanity for a tidy spatial separa-
tion all too accommodating to the “separate but equal” formalism soon made into legal 
doctrine by the Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson.95

The idea of difference was an ideological trap that forced Boas to reaffirm the 
civilization/savagery binary every time he tried to wriggle out. The trip wire that cued 
the trap was race. Grappling with cranial measurements that made White superiority 
the regnant fact of modern science, Boas sought an escape by turning from capacity to 
culture. In an August 1894 lecture to the American Association for the Advancement 
of Science, he noted that the brain sizes of all races overlapped. Whites were not 
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necessarily superior, then; they only seemed superior because of “the superiority of the 
civilization of the white race.”96 Boas’s answer to the problem of difference . . . was 
more difference. He had taken out his culture key and turned it, only to meet the teeth 
of his dilemma.97

Boas left for Fort Rupert one month after delivering the lecture.98 Six months after 
his return, he delivered a second lecture to the same association. His thinking had 
undergone a decisive shift. Instead of talking about racial groups or cultural groups, 
Boas now argued that humanity could not be “reduced to a few types.”99 Instead of 
talking about difference, he characterized the thoughts of the world’s people as “a great 
diversity.”100 So began a fifteen-year run of papers in which Boas cast aside the rela-
tivist gesture of non-blame delivered from a stance of superiority to grasp Indigenous 
thought processes from within.101 Boas concluded that there was no difference between 
the ways that “primitive” and “civilized” people think. The human mind was universal.

The result of this work was The Mind of Primitive Man, in which Boas argued 
that any classification of humanity is arbitrary.102 All groups—whether defined by 
race, culture, or language—are the product of movement, mixture, and exchange. 
Each group is the product of its relationships with other groups, that is, of history. By 
moving from the products of culture to the process that creates it, Boas revealed human 
life as a dynamic interaction, a series of exchanges between people whose flexibility 
defies boundaries of race or region, culture, language, and even nation.103 Boas thereby 
plunged beneath the group to its constituents—the individuals who interact, coalesce, 
break apart, and reshape themselves as a result of what we all hold in common: the 
ability to transform.104

Boas’s thinking had undergone a change during 1894 and 1895, the period that he 
spent with the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw. The new ideas he presented bore essential similarities 
to the ideas he heard at Fort Rupert. The interplay between Lṓ Xoaxstaaku (“Do not 
change your old customs”) and Hṓ lelitē (“We are all of the same name”) epitomized 
the tension between difference and unity that Boas came to encapsulate in the theme 
of diversity, a variety so rich that it must be seen in whole. The performances Boas 
witnessed laid bare the provisional nature of a social group by revealing its constit-
uent elements—the individuals who navigate between place and process, helping the 
community negotiate a path through the currents of change. The Indigenous theme of 
transformation echoed throughout Boas’s new concept of culture as a process.

This dynamic understanding of humanity departed from a long legacy of thought. 
Before Boas, Western thinkers, even radicals like Bartolomé de Las Casas who spoke 
for the rights of Indians, had depicted the world’s peoples as a “family of man,” a collec-
tion of separate groups who lived according to their separate ways. The challenge for 
such thinkers was explaining group difference—an obsession in Western society. Boas 
broke out of this binary. He depicted humanity as one, moving Western thought away 
from its obsession with difference toward an embrace of diversity. This was a vision of 
a global humanity for a global age, and it shared more in common with Hunt than 
with Herder.

In making this leap, Boas was far ahead of his time—so far, in fact, that it would 
take his fellow scholars nearly a century to catch up. By demonstrating the rationality 
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of Indigenous actors, Boas broke the racist divide that motivated classic works of 
Western expansionism, from John Locke’s Second Treatise to James Frazer’s The Golden 
Bough, and disproved in advance a shelf of solipsism to come, from Max Horkheimer 
to Samuel P. Huntington.105 But Boas also transcended the debate, for his insistence 
on interconnection invalidated on pragmatic grounds the dehumanizing practice of 
isolating groups under a microscope—whether relativist or evolutionist, racist or 
romantic—and serving them up for “scientific” study. In short, Boas anticipated by a 
century Edward Said’s call for an affective study of global relations that would allow 
people to exercise their humanity.106

What took Boas in this direction? What awakened him so many years before 
others trained in the same tradition? In an unusually personal passage of The Mind 
of Primitive Man, Boas discussed the impact of Vancouver Island on his thinking. 
The passage took the form of a rebuttal to Gilbert Malcolm Sproat, a former member 
of British Columbia’s Indian Reserve Commission, who had discounted the mental 
capacities of those he had dispossessed in a travelogue titled Scenes and Studies of 
Savage Life. “I happen to know through personal contact the tribes mentioned by 
Sproat,” Boas replied. “Without mnemonic aids, they plan the systematic distribution 
of their property in such a manner as to increase their wealth and social position. 
These plans require great foresight and constant application.”107 The potlatch, then, 
gave Boas insight into the intelligence of Indigenous people and the purpose of Native 
social systems that a colonist like Sproat, closed to insights beyond his parochial expe-
rience, necessarily lacked.108

But the potlatch also influenced Boas in ways it seems he did not realize. In his 
ethnography of the ceremonial season at Fort Rupert, The Social Organization and the 
Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl Indians, Boas obscured the influence of Hunt, referring 
to him by his Native names, rather than identifying him as the same man who had 
researched the book.109 Boas did not erase Hunt’s role. The book’s byline explained 
that it was “based on personal observations and on notes made by Mr. George Hunt,” 
a debt Boas underscored in an account of his research methods:

The great body of facts presented here were observed and recorded by Mr. George 
Hunt, of Fort Rupert, British Columbia, who takes deep interest in everything 
pertaining to the ethnology of the Kwakiutl Indians and to whom I am under great 
obligations. I am indebted to him also for explanations of ceremonials witnessed 
by myself, but the purport of which was difficult to understand, and for finding the 
Indians who were able to give explanations on certain points.110

Boas did not mention, however, that the ceremonials revolved around Hunt’s own 
rise to prominence and the dances of his son David Hunt. Boas’s study of “social orga-
nization” was, in fact, a family affair—a form of collective biography. Because Boas did 
not wish to reveal the double identity of scientist and subject, observer and observed, 
he split the public Hunt in half—dividing ā́ qoag·ila from George, the White man 
from the Indian.111

Hunt had shared a truer story with Boas. Hunt had shown that he was not a 
man in half, trapped “between worlds,” but one multifaceted person changing over 
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time. The fluency Hunt displayed in his daily affairs at Fort Rupert—his facility for 
the potlatch, his grasp of a language and set of ceremonial practices that he (like 
everyone) had learned, his rise to responsibility among his people—revealed to Boas 
the power of individuals to reshape themselves, and ultimately their societies, through 
social interaction. Hunt’s life and his interpretation of it epitomized the shift toward 
a pan-Kwak’wala society, which itself provided a microcosm of a global society on 
the horizon.

This was the message of the potlatch. Though Boas obscured the origins of that 
message, he transmitted its values to the West through his dynamic concept of culture. 
Potlatch notions of transformation were the opposite of what came to be called cultural 
relativism. Whereas cultural relativism locked people in place, potlatch transforma-
tion set them free. Whereas cultural relativism foundered on difference, the potlatch 
embraced diversity. The potlatch spoke, like the man who explained it, on behalf of the 
right to redefine oneself—to earn a name, seek fulfillment through contact with other 
people, and establish a common future. By converting this culture concept into a form 
of power, Hunt personified the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw ideal of transformation. He showed 
Boas the possibility of transcending boundaries of belonging.

Identifying Hunt’s influence on Boas compels us to reevaluate a central moment in 
Western thought. If Boas emphasized dynamism over stasis, individuals over groups, 
and diversity over difference, then how could he have created the group-based theory 
of static difference that was cultural relativism? In fact, he did not. Cultural relativism 
was developed in Boas’s final years and after his death by his successors Margaret 
Mead, Ruth Benedict, and Melville J. Herskovits. During his lifetime, Boas held grave 
doubts about the ideas of his students, who ignored the dynamism fundamental to 
human experience.112

We should therefore think of Boas not as the founder of cultural relativism but as 
a carrier of cultural universalism, an Indigenous vision of unity in change.113 While a 
full analysis remains to be completed, Hunt may ultimately be recognized in his own 
right as a major mind of modern times. It was Hunt, after all, who was the originating 
source of the Boasian ideal of diversity that is so much a part of global life today. 
Hunt’s speeches, his writings, and his interpretation of culture directly inspired the 
work of canonized thinkers who have profited grandly from their depictions of “savage” 
minds and “tribal” lives, ranging from Marcel Mauss to Claude Lévi-Strauss. But 
their contributions pale in comparison to the sources of their insight, the Indigenous 
thinkers known as mere “informants” whom they so often failed to name.

In the context of this play between the personal and the political, Boas emerges in 
a different light, illuminated by the inside-out history of the coast where he worked. 
Boas could not understand every message the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw sent him, but his 
conscientious effort to transcribe the sounds he heard proved valuable indeed. Before 
the spread of motion photography, the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw seized Boas as an opportu-
nity to take a snapshot of pan-Kwak’wala governance in 1894. Sending their ideas 
about circulation, transformation, and unity through the Hunt-Boas medium, the 
Kwakwa_ka_’wakw globalized the West.
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There is no relationship in which the fine line between influence and appropriation 
is not difficult to draw. We are dealing with ideas, not artifacts. Beyond museum walls, 
power flows through personal interaction, and each case must be studied in its broadest 
context to determine which concepts survived contact to alter social perceptions and 
which were put to work by a dominant society going global. Indeed, if Marshall 
McLuhan was correct—if the medium shapes the message—then we must study every 
human medium of an Indigenous message from the inside out.114 What was the visitor 
prepared to hear? Which messages got through, and which were missed, as Indigenous 
intellectuals attempted to transmit a world of thought to the West?

I have tried to show how an inside-out investigation would move beyond the 
colonizing study of encounters, which offers up the Indigenous mind as an object of 
Western scrutiny, in favor of a global study of interaction that accepts all people as 
speaking subjects and identifies the mutual influence of individuals in an intercon-
nected world. If there is a “Western thought”—a history of connection from the past 
to the present, recognized and reconceived after the fact—then it is only one bright 
episode in a still unfolding field of motion, an inheritance of many minds, societies, 
possibilities. For artists and philosophers, scientists and humanists, the making and 
meaning of this greater, global world will be the next frontier of inquiry, the frontier of 
no frontiers.

continuAtion

Boas did not show emotion readily, except to his closest friends and family, and all but 
never in his published work. But he allowed himself one exception in an account of the 
ceremonials at Fort Rupert. At each night’s end, Boas wrote, all the members of the 
community would split the batons they had used to keep the beat during the dances 
and tie them into bundles to light the way home. The transformation of time-keeping 
sticks into torches impressed Boas—everything had its place—but it was the vision 
of the people he knew receding into the distance that moved him. “It is a very pretty 
sight,” Boas wrote, “to see the numerous guests going home, each carrying his torch and 
lighting up the logs and canoes on the beach.”115

The anthropologist retained in his mind images of these individuals. He kept 
track of the dances they owned, the properties they told stories about, the ancestors 
each family claimed as its legacy, even the histories of potlatches people had given 
and received and the rise and fall of their reputations. Walking the beach, Boas read 
the totem poles that provided an insider’s view of the society. He knew the stories of 
personal triumphs linked to the wooden sculptures of chiefs displaying coppers. Later 
in life, after Hunt passed on, Boas would write Hunt’s sisters, asking for news from Fort 
Rupert.116 These personal connections have been ignored, as if Boas simply wrote what 
he thought, spending forty years in dialogue with Hunt without ever being changed.

By presenting their ideas to Boas, the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw staked a claim to kinship 
in the global family. Through the Hunt-Boas connection, they gave a global potlatch, 
creating a “wealth of thought” for an international society.117 We have made use of 
some of the goods, while there are others we have yet to unpack and appreciate. But 
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the point of the potlatch is that it continues; each successive round of repayment inau-
gurates a new generation of obligations. Speech by speech, dance by dance, we amplify 
our pacific interests as we carry forward the claims of mutual concern.

Today, in a world that has yet to transcend the binaries of identity crossed by 
the potlatch, a tradition survives of viewing “the Indian” as a gift-giver, a source of 
bounty—a form of appreciation that, having justified the theft of Indigenous peoples’ 
land, rights, and resources, now turns them upside down for a postcolonial shake, 
freeing the loose change of inspiration from their pockets. There is another way to 
look at gifts, however. From a Kwakwa_ka_’wakw perspective, it is not the giver of prop-
erty who loses face. The shame belongs to one who accepts a gift and fails to respond 
in kind. That person—that society—stands dishonored. In this situation, there is no 
law in Kwakwa_ka_’wakw life about how long it may take to reply to a potlatch.118 It is 
never too late to return the feast.
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Ts’ḗ ts’aēqa, or “the secrets,” was the time of the winter ceremonial, when the Kwakwa_ka_’wakw enjoyed 
their stores, shared their wealth, and renewed the natural cycle. The Kwakwa_ka_’wakw also called this 
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