TOWARDS A CLASSIFICATION OF WEST ALASKAN
SOCIAL STRUCTURE!

by

NormaN E. WHITTEN, JRr.

Problem and Purpose

The forms of social structure found to be existing along the west coast
of Alaska have been given attention of late by some anthropologists.

. it has become extremely doubtful that the relatively dense population
of the Bering Sea coast of Alaska is to be included in the type [Eskimo]
that bears its linguistic label. (Giddings, 1952:6.)

... St. Lawrence culture is a variant in some importantydimensions, such
as kinship and social structure, from the generalizedmedelyof an Eskimo
group. It does, perhaps, fit into what we are graduall§ seeing as a western
Alaskan Eskimo type of socio-cultural patternidg that €mphasizes clanlike
units and patrilineal descent (Hughes, 1960%%,)

This author believes that furtherinvestigation will reveal a form of
Eskimo culture that is limited to Beriftig®Sea, probably not including St.
Lawrence Island and the Aleutians. W(Lantis, 1946:259.)

... the North Alaskans can bejsaid to represent a basic Eskimo type of
pattern . . . Over this i¢ laid a%serifes of Alaskan Eskimo traits. There is
then a particular local phfasing of both aspects. It can be said of the North
Alaskan Eskimo that theifs, was a marginal culture when viewed in the
light of Alaskan Eskimo developments at large. (Spencer, 1959:450.)

From the foregoingquotations it should be fairly clear that the authors
cited agree on_the peintsfhat west Alaskan Eskimos are characterized by a social
structure abetsant™frém the more general “Eskimo type” characteristic of the
rest of the Eskitio-inhabited north. The concept of an Eskimo type of social
organization originated with Morgan (1871:267, 277), was further refined by
Spier (1925:79) and attained its present conceptualization at the hands of
Murdock:

... the Eskimo type includes all societies with Eskimo cousin terminology
and no exogamous unilinear kin groups. . . . it is characterized by
monogamy, independent nuclear families, lineal terms for aunts and nieces,

1 This investigation was supported by a Public Health Service fellowship (14,333)
from the National Institute of Mental Health, Public Health Service.

The author wishes to express his sincere gratitude to Professors John Gulick and
John Honigmann, whose stimulating courses and constant encouragement made this
paper possible.
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the bilateral extension of incest taboos, and the frequent presence of such
bilateral kin groups as kindreds and demes, . . . (1949:226)

My purpose in this paper is both to classify the type of social structure
(or structures as the case may be) found to exist in west and northwest Alaska
and to suggest the dynamic relationship of such a structure to the Eskimo type
social structure. In order to carry out the latter purpose the following
postulate is accepted :

.. . the ancestors of the peoples now speaking related languages must once
have formed a single linguistic community, which must also have had
a commom culture including a common social organization. (Murdock,

1949:347.)

The Eskimos of Alaska and the rest of the north are of fhe/tame language
family (cf. Swadesh, 1951:69; Hirsh, 1954:830). Murdock’s concept of
survivals will be utilized :

.. . the phenomenon known as “cultural lagh®. .{ sesults in the presence
of “survivals” from previous forms of organizdtign in most social systems.
Analysis of these can frequently yield freliabl&indications of historically
antecedent types of social structur€. \( Miardock, 1949:323)

to suggest the relationship of the Wist Alaskan type social structure to the
Eskimo type on the basis of a social reconistruction which we will make of three
West Alaskan social systems.

Since the writing of S@cial, Structure three monographs have appeared
which allow us to drawya geographical triangulation of West Alaskan social
dynamics. The three Eskitno societies to be examined in this paper are the
Nunivak Island EskKimos off the coast of southwest Alaska, the northwest
Eskimos including®Nuuhamiut (“people of the sea”) and Taruemiut (“people
of the land’9yand, in the middle, the Eskimos of St. Lawrence Island lying
off the west,coast of Central Alaska in the Bering Strait.

On the following page (Fig. 1) will be found the kinship system of the
three EskimoWsocieties. Numbers have been substituted for the kinship terms
for purposes of visual ease. Applying Murdock’s method of classification
(1949, p. 224) we arrive at the primary and subtype of social organization
of each of the above Eskimo systems.

To find the patrilineal Dakota structure existing in an Eskimo society
is somewhat surprising (though perfectly possible on theoretical grounds) due
to the usual conception of unilineal and bilateral systems as being mutually
exclusive. We will resolve this in the conclusion by recourse to a more recent
manner of classifying systems such as the one found on St. Lawrence Is-
land. However, for purposes of effecting an historical reconstruction in the
most efficient and convenient method possible, we will adhere, for the present,
to the terminology given by Murdock (1949).
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We have already noted Murdock’s concept of survival. On Figure 2 are
given all of the possibly significant survivals found to be existing in Nunivak,
St. Lawrence, and the North Alaskan Eskimo groups. Using these survivals we
shall now begin our process of historical reconstruction.

RECONSTRUCTION

Nunivak Island Eskimo = Matri-Yuman subtype of social organization.

In this subtype of social organization we expect to find Iroquois cousin
terminology, bifurcate merging avuncular terminology, matrilocal residence,
and bilateral descent (Murdock, 1949:231). We find that Nunivak Eskimos
have all of these characteristics except bifurcate merging, terlinology. The
significant analytic components in Nunivak society are bifuréate/ collateral
terms, Iroquois cousin terminology, and patrilineal kin gfoups GLantis, 1946:
233-9; Giddings, 1952:7—10). Matrilocal residence of this group is taken to
be a recent innovation rather than a survival followinggh&method of Murdock
(1949:221).

The possible antecedent froms which®#e miist/éxamine are all given by
Murdock (1949:324-6). In regard fo, Matri=Yuman the two more likely
antecedent structures are Matri-Hawaiiamy, and Matri-Eskimo. Less likely
antecedents are Normal-Iroquois, Bi¥¥uman, Neo-Yuman, and Matri-Fox.

Bifurcate collateral termsg™when, occurring with a lack of general
polygyny and with a residence ‘tule Jother than patrilocal, tend to support a
patrilocal structure prior to theé\existence of any of the structures offered above
as possible immediate antecedents. This is supported by the statement by
Lantis that the matril6€al stfucture is “temporary”’ (1946:234, 241) and that
men often left tReirthunting gear at their father’s house. Also a son might
occasionally BFingsa woman home to live or establish his own residence. These
factors tend toSupport proximate derivation from a patrilocal structure.

Nomenclature for cross-cousins is especially valuable for inferences since
it usually changes later than residence and descent. Here, as noted, we find
pure Iroquois cousin terms. One of Murdock’s “especially clear indicators”
is Yuman from either Dakota or Iroquois (1949:329). With the above dis-
cussion of patrilocal residence as a penultimate stage we are forced to exclude
the Iroquois type social organization as the probable immediate antecedent.
Finally, the existence of patrilineal kin groups allows us to infer that Nunivak
is derived, ultimately, from a patrilineal-patrilocal structure. The immediate
antecedent which best fits these survivals is that of Neo-Yuman. We suggest
that this may have been an unstable transition stage from a previous patrilocal
structure. )
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Our first reconstruction then, is as follows:
Matri-Yuman
T
(Neo-Yuman)?

Neo-Yuman has as its more likely antecedents Neo-Dakota and Neo-
Iroquois, and as its least likely ones Normal-Yuman, Matri-Yuman, and Bi-
Yuman.

The bifurcate collateral terms together with the vestige of non-sororal
polygyny tend to support the Dakota in light of the partilineal emphasis. Neo-
Dakota is the only available choice for the antecedent form to Neo-Yuman.

Matri-Yuman

)
(Neo-Yuman)

T %,
Neo-Dakota \

The only two choices from which we must sel antecedent to Neo-
Dakota are Normal-Dakota and Bi-Dakota. Sinceswe a bilateral emphasis
currently existing rather strongly we will, in t%rest of caution, choose
as an antecedent structure Bi-Dakota. H swhaving made this choice
we find that the only antecedent to ta)is Normal-Dakota. Hence,
in our reconstruction of Nunivak I imo society we come to Normal-
Dakota, the same primary type social cture as is today found to be existing
among the St. Lawrence Island imos.®Our completed reconstruction, then,

locks as follows:
03 i-Yuman
0
(Neo-Yuman)

T
Neo-Dakota

O )
Bi-Dakota
)
Normal-Dakota

Before going on to the North Alaskan Eskimo to derive our second point
of triangulation let us attempt a bit of extrapolation. That is, what can we
answer to the question: ‘“what might Matri-Yuman be developing towards in
the light of its past evolution?” We find that Matri-Yuman can be an
antecedent to Bi-Yuman which can be an antecedent to Normal-Hawaiian and
that it can also antecede Neo-Yuman which can antecede Normal-Eskimo.

North Alaskan Eskimo = Bi-Yuman subtype of social structure.

Our expectations as to the major characteristics of this form of social
structure are the same (except for residence which is tending toward

2 Parentheses indicate less likely antecedents.
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bilocality) as those in the Nunivak Eskimo system. To wit, Iroquois cousin
terminology, bifurcate merging terminology, and bilateral descent (Murdock,
1949:231). We find all of these except bifurcate merging terminology.

The significant variables for the analysis of the evolution of North
Alaskan social structure are lineal terminology for aunts and nieces, Iroquois
cousin terminology and patrilocal and neolocal tendencies (Spencer, 1959:
62—71).

The more likely antecedent forms to Bi-Yuman are Bi-Dakota and Bi-
Iroquois with the less likely antecedents being Normal-Yuman and Matri-
Yuman. The existence of lineal terminology indicates derivation from a
neolocal structure (Murdock, 1949:328). Since none of the possible immediate
antecedents given by Murdock are characterized by a neolocal structure we
are forced to examine the antecedents to the immediate antegedents for a
possible penultimate structure.

Both Normal-Yuman and Matri-Yuman are preceded ‘hy “N€o-Yuman.
Neo-Yuman satisfies not only the lineal survival but is f@lsoguite compatible
with the Iroquois cousin terminology. For the sake ofssimplicity of illustration
we shall make an arbitrary choice and consider the imui€diate antecedent to be
Normal-Yuman. It should be carefully noted tHatdthésimportant point is the
transition from Neo-Yuman to Bi-Yuman4fid nof the exact intermediate stage.
Our reconstruction then is as follows:

Bi-Yuman

i

(NormalsYuman)

1
(N€6-Yuman)

Likely antecedents“te. Neo-Yuman are Neo-Dakota and Neo-Iroquois
while less likely antéCedents®are Normal-Yuman, Matri-Yuman, and Matri-
Fox. The persisting patulocal tendencies together with Iroquois cousin terms
suggest that €liessecidl system in question is derived from a structure emphasiz-
ing the patrilife. Since one of the clear indicators of antecedent is Yuman
from Dakota we Suggest Neo-Dakota as an antecedent to Neo-Yuman. The
only antecedent to Neo-Dakota is Normal-Dakota so our completed reconstruc-
tion is as follows:

Bi-Yuman

T
(Normal-Yuman)

T
(Neo-Yuman)

)
Neo-Dakota

1
Normal-Dakota
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As was the case with the Nunivak Eskimo we cannot help but notice that
what is a structurally very unstable form (Bi-Yuman in this case and Matri-
Yuman in the latter) has been reconstructed through a series of residence
changes to what would appear to be a unilineal structure that is more stable
but unexpected.

Extrapolating as we did with the Nunivak we find that Bi-Yuman is an
antecedent to Normal-Hawaiian and also to Neo-Yuman which is in turn
antecedent to Normal-Eskimo. It is quite possible then, that given the inherent
instability of the Yuman type of social structure, both Nunivak and North
Alaskan Eskimo social structures are evolving into the Eskimo or Hawaiian
types. Given the strong emphasis on collaterality it is possible to eliminate
Hawaiian and suggest that these societies are developing into the Eskimo type.

We now move to our third society for examination. Unlike the previous
two Eskimo societies it currently has a Normal-Dakata sfructure. We shall
not only reconstruct this system but, in so doing, try to suggest,the relationship
of the reconstruction to West Alaskan social structuf€ jin general.

8t. Lawrence Island Eskimos = Normal-Dakotags®btype of social structure.

We expect to find, with this type_of socidl gtructure, patrilineal descent,
Iroquois cousin terminology, non-sozéral))polygyny, patri-clans, and bifurcate
collateral or bifurcate merging avunculdr terminology (Murdock, 1949:236).
We find all of these characteristics existing except true patrilocal residence.
However, the residence form knewn as matri-patrilocal is a subtype of patrilocal
residence and, rather than comSiderit as a survival we chose to consider it as a
recent development. Ofrpchoice)lis based on the postulate by Murdock that
residence is the first variable,to"€hange (1949:221). It may well reflect change
in the direction of Bitor Neo-Dakota.

The survivalgsexisting in this Eskimo society are startling when found in
a unilineal system and further support our feeling that though we label this
system NormalkDakéta for purposes of social reconstruction we must bear in
mind thatan all®probability we are dealing with what might better be termed as
“quasi-unilineal” system. The survivals are bilateral extensions of incest taboos,
kindreds, and Iroquois cousin terminology.

The most likely antecedents to Normal-Dakota are Normal-Guinea,
Normal-Yuman, and Duo-Iroquois. Less likely antecedents are Patri-Fox, Bi-
Dakota, Neo-Dakota, Normal-Omaha, Normal-Sudanese, and Patri-Iroquois.

The bilateral extension of incest taboos indicates derivation from a
bilateral structure; this indication is fortified by the existence of kindreds:

. their presence in a unilocal sub-type of any unilinear type indicates deriva-
tion from a bilateral structure. . .”” (Murdock, 1949:328).

The Iroquois cousin terms support a Yuman structure given the above
emphases. With this strong bilateral empha31s we must choose Normal-Yuman
as the immediate antecedent subtype.
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Normal-Dakota
T

Normal-Yuman

The most likely antecedents to Normal-Yuman are Patri-Hawaiian,
Patri-Iroquois, and Patri-Eskimo while the less likely are Normal-Dakota,
Bi-Yuman, Neo-Yuman, and Normal-Fox. The bilateral extension of incest
taboos together with existence of kindreds indicates a Hawaiian or Eskimo
antecedent. The bifurcate collateral avuncular terminology weights the deci-
sion in favor of Patri-Eskimo.

Normal-Dakota
i)

Normal-Yuman

1

Patri-Eskimo

The antecedents to Patri-Eskimo are Normal-Eskime, Patri-Nankanse,
Bi-Eskimo, and the less likely Matri-Eskimo. A€ain, “tning to the factors
of bilateral extension of incest taboos and the_exisfencé of kindreds we choose
Bi-Eskimo as the most likely antecedent. Olurgconclusion then is that it was
the change to patrilocal residence thaf beganaghe evolution of St. Lawrence
Island Eskimo society from Eskimo toyDdkotar

Normal-Dakota
0

Normal-Yuman

1

Patri-Eskimo

T
Bi-Eskimo

What probablméccurred in this society was that, for some reason, the
patriline becamé®afocus with the result that patridemes developed. The patri-
demes probably continued to evolve incorporating the descent principle into
the residence principle until the patriclan developed. This process must have
been relatively rapid since the kindred and bilateral extensions of incest taboos
remained during the evolution of the patriclan. This again fortifies our
feeling that the Dakota type as it exists in west Alaska is better considered
something less than truly unilineal.

Extrapolating from the available evidence which is the presumed to be
recent matri-patrilocality we find that any of the Dakota subtypes are anteced-
ent to the various Yuman subtypes. We suggest that further evolution of
this type will be from Normal-Yuman — Bi-Yuman (indicated by current
matri-patrilocality) = Neo-Yuman — Normal Eskimo.

What relationship can we find between the structural types in west
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Alaska; what is their relationship to the Eskimo type of social structure? It
seems that our reconstruction of the Dakota type to the Eskimo type has some
empirical support:

Previous ethnographic sketches . . . and contemporary informant’s testi-
mony suggests that prior to the modern era each of the small settlements
scattered around St. Lawrence Island was composed of persons of only
one descent group . . . a band of related people who were identified as
coming from a particular place. In these groups marriage very probably
was partrilocal and it may have been endogamous . . . (Hughes, 1958:
1145).

The internal structure of the group was apparently much the same as we
find today in Eskimo bands of Canada and Greenlandconsisting of a
loose bilateral kindred . .. (Ibid.).

Hughes further suggests that these bands merged OngSthLawrence Island
and formed patriclans which further merged intoftiwo “willages. Today the
villages are still in the process of consolidating. He Tnfers this from archeologi-
cal data which “. . . imply the immigration_to St Lawrence of a clan from the
Siberian shore during the 18th century . .} (Hughes, 1958:1146). Hughes
further asserts that the “Reasons for this, gath€fing into a larger heterogeneous
village unit are mainly economic as_far agwe can judge.” (Ibid.)

If the development of the particlan and consequent ‘‘Quasi-Dakota” struc-
ture on St. Lawrence Island is a®all Gharacteristic of a general process of social
evolution on the west coasthof Alaska then we have some suggestions to make.
It will be noted that the deveélopmient on St. Lawrence Island is a recent one.
It seems entirely possible in view of our reconstructions of Nunivak and the
North Alaskan Eskime,that,these societies once went through a similar process
but began to deyelop batk toward the Eskimo structure as they moved from
the rich and crowdeéd®Bering Strait area. (Collins [1951:457] establishes
Eskimo migration™te’be via the Bering Strait.)

Consider patrilocal Eskimo bands to merge as they congregate together
on the west coast of Alaska and islands off the coast. A patriclan system
develops for economic reasons and takes on the appearances of a unilineal
system; then, for one reason or another, residence changes and the system
begins to change back to its original (Eskimo) form. This is probably hastened
by any movement inland away from the more productive sea.

If these suggestions are viable then we must consider the Quasi-Dakota
type as it exists, or existed in west Alaska to be an aberrant form of a bilateral
social system. Murdock (1960) has made a re-examination of such forms as
Yuman and Dakota and suggests the category ‘“quasi-unilineal” for them.
Further, he suggests “Carib type” to distinguish the quasi from the true
unilineal (1960:8). The Carib type embraces both the Yuman and the Dakota
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type. It may be said to be the characteristic type found to exist in west Alaska.
Though this type may appear to be unilineal in some respects, “In all cases, . . .
the unilineal principle of organization remains subordinate to the cognatic
principle.” (1960:7; see also p. 14).

Figure 3 presents a diagram of our conception of the Carib type in dynamic
relationship to the Eskimo type. In brief summary: Patrilocal Eskimo groups
congregate on the coast and islands and merge for economic reasons. This
merger brings about the evolution of the patriclan from the patrideme. With
a change in residence, the patriclan system begins to break down and the
system begins to change toward the Eskimo structure characterizing the rest
of the Eskimo-inhabited Northland, east of the coast of Alaska. What reason
can we find for the development of Yuman and probable eventual emergence of
the Eskimo type once the Dakota type has been established Zalike the reason
for the congregating of Eskimo bands we suggest that the ¢opSeguent develop-
ment of the bilateral structure and dispersal of bandsWis“dwe to changing
economic conditions (cf. Spencer, 1959:442-3).

Our analysis thus far has been somewhatgstendous. Nevertheless, the
conclusions seem justified by the data. Let us nowys€€ What further implications
may be derived by accepting the process whichPyeshave suggested above.

/

IMPIACATIONS

Lantis’ suggestion that: “furtherWnvestigation will reveal a form of
Eskimo culture that is limited¥to Bering Sea, probably not including St.
Lawrence Island . . .” (4946%3%9)Nis not borne out by our analysis. We find
that all three groups studiédj\from Nunivak Island northwest to St. Lawrence
Island and northeast to Nerth Alaska may be considered as members of the
same general type Of social system, merely representing different levels in
the evolution frop™Bskimio to Dakota and back to Eskimo. The implication is
that that std@e of social organizational development varies concomitantly with
the ecolegical Situfifion though this paper has not dealt directly with this
question. Wt seems that the next step in an analysis of the sort that has been
here attempted would be to reconstruct both the movement of Eskimos of west
Alaska and note the changing ecological patterns. The hypothesis to be tested
is that the richer the environment the more clustered the Eskimo society and
the more the tendency towards the Dakota system whereas the less rich the
environment the more scattered and more Yuman or Eskimo the society would
appear.

Before closing this paper we must make some comment as to the utility
of Murdock’s method (1949). It should be obvious that a great many a
priori decisions are necessary to effect a reconstruction. Nevertheless, there is
definitely a level of consistency which overcomes, to some extent, errors in
judgment. We deliberately made some errors or false insertions (not included
in the present paper) to observe the outcome. Invariably, utilizing Murdock’s
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concept of survivals we eventually arrived at the same reconstruction as we
would have arrived at by making the more reasonable assumptions and con-
sequent insertions of structural components necessary in reconstructing. Although
it is not possible to maintain that the exact sequence of evolution herein pre-
sented for each society actually occurred in all particulars, it is possible to
state that quite probably a similar process did take place. Since these societies
fall into the same general type and follow the same general process it seems
reasonable to infer relationships between them and their closest antecedent and
probable predecessors, the Eskimo type.

To conclude, west Alaskan Eskimo societies may be classed as members
of the Carib type of social structure which differs from the Eskimo type of
social structure in degree of complexity, its major defining quality being a

quasi-unilineal emphasis. West Alaskan Eskimo society differs that of
other Eskimos in degree, not kind, and is quite possibly traceabl a@ifference
in ecological setting plus, perhaps, factors of historical accid 4s a timely

change of residence.
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