D) WILEY

Ar s B Kove l v+ N
ANTHROPOLOGICALI
ASSOQCIATION

The Athabascans of Interior Alaska: A Culture and Personality Perspective
Author(s): Arthur E. Hippler

Source: American Anthropologist, Oct., 1973, New Series, Vol. 75, No. 5 (Oct., 1973), pp.
1529-1541

Published by: Wiley on behalf of the American Anthropological Association

Stable URL: lhttps://www.jstor.org/stable/674047

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at
https://about.jstor.org/terms

American Anthropological Association and Wiley are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize,
preserve and extend access to American Anthropologist

JSTOR

This content downloaded from
137.229.131.9 on Fri, 11 Aug 2023 22:54:14 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


https://www.jstor.org/stable/674047

The Athabascans of Interior Alaska:

A Culture and Personality Perspective

ARTHUR E. HIPPLER
University of Alaska

Traditional Athabascan institutions are related to the modal personality and culture
of the group. It is shown how otherwise pathic aspects of personality were creative-
ly integrated into these institutions. The collapse of these institutions due to accul-
turative pressure is discussed and the release of these pathic aspects described.
Finally it is suggested that a new creative reintegration is under way, based upon
old Athabascan personality dimensions and new institutions which function in a

fashion similar to traditional ones.

THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL and related
literature concerning the Athabascan Indians
of interior Alaska is both relatively sparse
(compared to that available for Eskimos)
and generally lacking in a psychodynamic
perspective. It is our hope here to attempt a
partial rectification of this lack and also to
integrate existing materials and our own ob-
servations with a general overview of the re-
lationship between culture and personality
in this group.

Varied approaches have been taken to the
study of culture and personality in the past.
On the one hand, proponents of psychoanal-
ytic theory such as Roheim (1950) have
attempted to reduce all such studies to a dis-
cussion of the antecedent psychological
causes of behavior. Others such as Inkeles
(1960) have stressed the primacy of social
structural factors. In our judgment, however,
the best works have been those which have
taken an integrative view discussing relation-
ships causally when appropriate, but gene-
rally stressing the interdependence and inter-
penetration of culture, personality, and
social structure.! This shall be our aim in
discussing Athabascans.

Accepted for publication August 2, 1972

ATHABASCAN CULTURE
AND PERSONALITY

The Athabascans of interior Alaska lived
and still live in one of the harshest environ-
ments humanly habitable. Game densities
are low and vegetable food very scarce, or at
least made little use of. Winter temperatures
over much of interior Alaska commonly
reach 50° below zero and occasional periods
of —60° and —70° or even colder are routine-
ly experienced. Comparatively, temperatures
on the Arctic coast of Alaska rarely go
below —35° and many more prey species are
available for exploitation. The winters are
long as well as cold, and with the limited
food supply of aboriginal times starvation
was common and hunger endemic.

The poverty of prey species dictated that
with few exceptions, Athabascans lived in
very small communities of sixty to one hun-
dred persons in the winter, trying to main-
tain themselves on food cached during the
short periods of abundance. During the per-
iod generally from May to November, Atha-
bascans lived in small fish camps from which
they ventured forth to hunt. Such camps
rarely contained over ten persons, usually an
extended matrilineal family, the base of
Athabascan social organization (McKennan
1959; Osgood 1937).

1529

This content downloaded from
137.229.131.9 on Fri, 11 Aug 2023 22:54:14 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



1530

These matrilineal extended families were
grouped into clans, themselves grouped into
two or sometimes three moieties.> Marriage
was of the cross-cousin type exogamous to
the clan and the moiety. The clan and moi-
ety organization of Canadian Athabascans
has been described as “loose” with post-
marital residence highly flexible (Helm
1968). Our findings, however, suggest that
moiety exogamy was relatively inflexible in
Alaska and that immediate post-marital resi-
dence was matrilocal, then neolocal in the
area of the wife’s matriline.

Interclan and inter-moiety relationships
were crucial to maintaining social order and
in providing mutually supportive relation-
ship between bands. Because of the great dif-
ficulty in making a living, cooperative hunt-
ing activity was vital. Since it was also true
that unrelated bands were suspicious and
warlike toward each other, mutual obliga-
tion and reciprocal expectation systems were
established between moieties and these pro-
vided a security system as well.

In very broad terms, we might character-
ize these Athabascans as living in a cold,
harsh, non-nurturant environment, forced to
isolate themselves from each other by sheer
ecological pressure. Fearful of their environ-
ment and numerous demons which they be-
lieved inhabited it, they were mutually sus-
picious of each other, warlike, and aggres-
sive.

It is in the socialization experience and
the value system and coping mechanisms
which it demanded that we can find a key to
the way in which the subsistence system,
social organization, and institutions interrel-
ated. Indeed, we suggest that the manner in
which Athabascans integrated their exterior
and interior worlds was significantly deter-
mined by the physical environment.* This
integration provided the positive achieve-
ment of creating a viable life system upon
what at first glance might appear to have
been a quite pathological personality sub-
strate.

There are, of course, serious methodologi-
cal difficulties in presenting detailed analyses
of pre-contact child rearing patterns. Fur-
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ther, though it is our belief that these have
remained essentially stable over the last
eighty years (the intense contact period with
Whites for many Athabascans), this must be
based in part on theoretical rather than ob-
jective grounds.

To overcome this lack, we have had re-
course to a variety of expedients. We do
have fairly detailed accounts of some aspects
of child rearing from older Upper Tanana,
Tanaina, and Koyukon Indians. These are
not descriptions of emotional interactions
per se, but of ceremonial and other overt
behaviors. We have an excellent collection of
Upper Tanana and Tanana mythology in
part from McKennan’s work and in part
from our own collection and, following
Kluckhohn (1942), we find unconscious
psychodynamic concerns reflected in it. We
also have our own observations of contem-
porary Upper Tanana, Tanaina, and Tanana
child rearing and the results of projective
tests, principally the Rorschach and some
Thematic Apperception Tests,” for support.

A continual feedback of hypotheses de-
rived from older informants’ information,
amended by an analysis of the psycho-
dynamic concerns present in the mythology
and by those present in taboos and supersti-
tions, compared with the ethnographic re-
cord such as it is, and finally the addition of
our own observations of present day Atha-
bascan child rearing suggest somewhat the
following.

The Athabascan mother tended toward
matter-of-fact adequate but not warm, emo-
tionally gratifying child care. We postulate
that, faced with the probably eighty percent
infant mortality rate which Athabascans
faced in aboriginal times, mothers tended to
develop a defensive non-involvement with
the infant who might so quickly be taken
from her by starvation. R. Boyer (1962)
notes this for Southern Athabascans as well.
In addition, this mother herself was the
product of a child rearing which left her jeal-
ous of infants, tending toward an oral aggres-

sive stance on her own and already an emo-
tional isolate for reasons we shall point out

below. Briefly, unconscious forces and the
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reality of the child’s possible death from
starvation combined to make her rather
cold, distant and non-nurturant.

We believe that three critical factors came
together in the early life of a “typical”®
Athabascan infant which had implications
for its entire psychosexual development: (1)
hunger was always real and its occurrence
was endemic; (2) inevitably year after year,
younger siblings died; and (3) mother was
perceived as “cold.”

When the mother begins to produce little
or thin milk as a result of malnutrition, the
child may be too immature to perceive the
mother’s hunger per se, but may sense her
anxiety communicated by muscular tensions
and mood shifts. The child will then natur-
ally interpret these events in light of his own
focus of anxieties, that is, his need for nur-
turant care. With his archaic emotional or-
ganization, he may well develop a very ser-
ious increase in his talion anxiety about
being devoured (Klein 1957). He wishes to
eat the mother, and he fears her retaliation
even more since he can perceive her hunger.
In addition, due to the very lack of ego-
other differentiation of the very young in-
fant, this hunger will likely lead to a diffuse
anxiety throughout his adult life (Greenacre
1952).

His lack of satisfaction, irritability, and
fear may well produce either reciprocal irri-
tation or anxiety in his mother. In either
event, the infant’s perception of her respon-
ses will also likely increase its talion anxiety,
since its omnipotence fantasies will make it
feel responsible (Freud 1957).

Much more might be said, but, at the very
least, the infant will probably, if it lives,
come to have very deep oral longings and
anxieties about them. It will also very likely
have cenfused feelings of guilt over and an-
ger toward its mother. As the child grows
older, his observations of the deaths of child-
ren about him and/or his younger siblings
can only intensify such fear and create addi-
tional problems. The attention which his or
other mothers in the small group give to
babies, however inadequate it may be from
the perspective of adults, will probably
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create intense feelings of jealousy and even
murderous rage directed both at the baby
and ambivalently at the mother. If the baby
should die, and it usually did, the young
child must inevitably feel a deep sense of
guilt over the death, plus a heightening of
truly terrifying omnipotence feelings and a
belief in the danger of its uncontrolled emo-
tions.

Thus, the child, out of its anger and jeal-
ousy toward its young siblings, likely devel-
oped not only guilt concerning the infant’s
death, but a fear of his uncontrollable wish
impulses and a corresponding need for emo-
tional controls. In fact, one of the strongest
of adult Athabascan values is the rigid con-
trol of emotional expression. Overt positive
affect between adult males and females was
and is exceedingly rare. Aggressive urges
were dealt with in a somewhat different
fashion, as we shall note.

In addition, the child (especially if a girl)
was usually given the duty of helping to care
for the baby, thus being forced into the posi-
tion of adopting the maternal position to-
ward its hated young rival. The child who is
placed in the position of caring for younger
siblings has the opportunity to develop de-
fensive reaction formation. To the degree
that this defense is successful, his (her) jeal-
ousy and the attendant guilt remain uncon-
scious and potentially subject to sublima-
tion. However, in an environment in which
both the external environment and the rela-
tive aloofness of the mother combined with
her affording younger children more atten-
tion, there will be a strong tendency toward
the return of the repressed hostility and
guilt. The older child then tended toward
solicitousness as a defensive posture, and in-
evitably the youngest child, and in fact all
the younger living children, were in turn
“spoiled,” further weakening their internal
controls. This tended at one and the same
time to heighten oral cravings and to in-
crease the guilt which accompanied them for
the infant. It also functioned to increase
omnipotence feelings yet heightened the
anxieties which accompanied them.

Finally, mother’s perceived coldness can
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only be interpreted in limited ways by the
child. It can split the mother and the mater-
nal introject, which the ego comes largely to
be made up of (Freud 1961 [1923]), into
the “good” (nurturant, present) and the
“bad” (non-nurturant, absent) mother. It
may also project the “bad’ maternal intro-
ject out onto the universe at large, investing
the universe with demons. But it finally in-
evitably reintrojects such demons since the
child always tends to reintroject the “good”
and “bad” figures as part of the self through
his desire to fuse with the mother (Lewin
1950), which makes it difficult to get rid of
a feeling of interior “badness.” As Hippler,
Boyer, and Boyer (n.d.) note, since warmth
is generally unavailable to the Athabascan
child, he cannot correct this perspective and
continues to view mother as “bad” and
hence himself as ‘‘bad” as well. The fact that
grandmother may be warmer than mother
seems instead of helping the situation merely
to increase the child’s incapacity to integrate
the ‘“good” (grandmother) and the ‘“‘bad”
(mother).

The child may also interpret its mother’s
coldness as due not to some defect in mo-
ther but to an inadequacy in the self. This
unacceptable “bad self” will also be pro-
jected; but, both as a projection and as a
reintroject, it will provide a fearful and hos-
tile emotional environment for the child.

General support for these anxieties was
additionally provided in the folklore. We as-
sume with Dundes (1965) and Boyer and
Boyer (1967) that folklore provides a
group-supported means of expressing indi-
vidual asocial urges in a non-anxious fashion,
and we interpret such folklore as if it were
the manifest content of dreams (Freud
1953). The folklore is full of demons, con-
cerns with nurturance being used to trick
one into danger, and violent aggression
against women and by women toward men.
Most Athabascans of any age, even at pres-
ent, appear to be convinced that the universe
is populated with a variety of demons, some
of which steal children (apparently a pro-
jected wish of what might happen to the
younger sibling and what one fears for the
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self). Others in this demonic pantheon have
sharp teeth and bite (will do to you what
you were afraid mother would do because
you wanted to eat her up), or are vague,
shadowy ghosts who are dangerous in some
unclear way (representing free floating un-
bound anxiety or guilt about death wishes
directed toward parents and siblings).

The child at the minimum, we believe,
then grew to adulthood with deeply ambi-
valent feelings toward the mother—great un-
satisfied oral needs which have become fused
with hostile even murderous impulses. It
learned to defend itself against these feelings
by a massive expenditure of emotional en-
ergy directed toward the control of emotion-
al expression. Finally, through the process of
being “spoiled,” contrary superego introjects
were developed to the point that controls
were difficult while this superego still re-
tained a punitive character.

The literature, and to some extent pres-
ent practices and statements of values, sug-
gests that the period of sphincter control
training was also fairly harsh. We have ob-
served Indian mothers berating six-month-
old infants for soiling their diapers, “You are
trying to annoy me.” If this was common
aboriginally, as we believe, by the time the
child was physiologically mature enough to
control his anal sphincter, he already had
attached much anxiety to his performance.

It is also possible that the child may have
perceived this part of the socialization ex-
perience as a form of rejection. Before it was
even possible for the child to control him-
self, he was being pressured to do so. Fur-
ther, his presentation of the gift of his feces
to his mother was never acceptable.

While the vicissitudes of aggressive, oral,
and mastery needs and concerns are not
clear in the oedipal period for this group, we
may surmise at least the following: abori-
ginally, the father belonged to another clan
than the mother. In the Athabascan sense,
his natural children were not really “his” but
belonged to his wife’s clan. He was expected
to provide for them while his wife’s brothers
supported his clan members, “his” children.
(The same kin term is used for one’s own
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children and one’s sister’s children.)

Mother’s brother was considered the most
important socializing agent for the boy. He
also helped arrange marriages for the girl.
While this might have functioned to increase
the number of relevant adult socializers for
this child and thus widen his family, it does
not appear to have done so. Athabascans are
very clear about the difference between their
“own” family (mother’s clan) and “others”
(father’s clan).

In addition, since marriages tended to be
matrilocal, father felt himself somewhat a
stranger in his wife’s house. In fact, his func-
tion was overtly stated as subordinate to his
wife’s. His duty was to provide food; hers
was to maintain the family. As is common in
such matrilineal societies, Athabascan men
tended to spend much of their time in the
men’s house. In fact, Athabascan men
seemed to feel more comfortable in the
company of fellow clansmen than in the
company of women. Moreover, he was often
absent entirely on hunting or trapping trips.

Therefore, with father absent and the
child being continually in mother’s compa-
ny, often sleeping in her bed or at least near
her, the boy at least must have experienced
serious anxieties about sexual controls due
to the arousal of sexual feelings for the
mother. These axieties in turn were made
more severe by the very rigorous taboos on
premarital sexuality. Violating such taboos
was punished in part by making the offender
ineligible as a good hunting or trading part-
ner. This probably re-elicited concerns which
fused anal and sexual instincts.” We believe
some cross-sex identity fears were probably
elicited by this situation, as they are com-
mon in other cultures with similar patterns
of child rearing (Hippler 1969, 1970; Burton
and Whiting 1961).

Generally, then, we can see an adult
Athabascan Indian as having had to cope
with an additional element of lowered self-
esteem (through his early toilet training) and
increased anger at this perceived stern,
socializing mother over and above that
derived from his earliest experiences. Final-
ly, he would come even to view sexuality as
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dangerous, as his initially desired object
would be the unconsciously enticing but oral
devouring vagina dentata mother whom he
had no ever present father to protect him
against, and these fears would be strengthen-
ed by a general sex taboo which would con-
vince him that there was indeed something
pretty terrifying about women.® His fears of
women would be further institutionally sup-
ported. All Alaska Athabascans isolated girls
at the onset of menarche as they did
menstruating women and those delivering
children. Many taboos stress that female
genital blood was poisonous and dangerous.
We have noted elsewhere that the acceptance
of a negative valuation by women suggests
very strongly that they had internalized a
“bad”” mother, but taboos that suggest men
preferred the company of men to women
must have led to female resentment as well
(Hippler, Boyer, and Boyer 1973).

These concerns were reflected in adult
life by fears of demons and ghosts, a poorly
developed cosmology which had no inte-
grated systematic theory to explain the uni-
verse and by anxieties about sex reflected in
the late age of marriage for men (late twen-
ties). More creatively, these concerns were
integrated in two extremely important in-
stitutions, the potlatch (see Hippler, Boyer
and Boyer 1973), and the law ways (see
Hippler and Conn 1972).

THE POTLATCH

The potlatch is and was a ceremony at
which the matriline of the deceased pays
with gifts the members of the opposite
moiety who have prepared the body (which
is tabooed to its own clansmen since it is
dangerous) for burial.

Briefly, the potlatch ceremony occurs
when an adult male, lineal or affinal relative
(it varies)’ of the deceased, organizes a
postmortem party. Moieties owed each other
this reciprocal service as part of a system of
obligations which included raising children
for each other, as we have noted. These gifts
were given based on a schedule which in-
cluded a recognition of affinally-based ties,
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political considerations, and expectations of
future rewards.

Thus, the powerful adult males in the ex-
changing clans established a system of recip-
rocal obligations which, through the judi-
cious use of arranged marriages, ensured not
only continued contracts between the clans
but also ensured that these would result in
continued gift exchanges.

The practical importance of this is nearly
self-evident. As a man got older and devel-
oped more and more ramified affinal rela-
tionships through his maturing children and
as the gift exchanges were broadened to
include persons matrilineally related to him
(however distantly) in other communities,
he found himself the recipient of an ever
expanding number of gift exchanges; and, in
turn, by having more people to give things to
and more to borrow from for potlatches, he
found his political power increasing.

In a culture where intense hostilities
between many isolated bands of mutually
suspicious people were the norm, such
power acted to reduce the incidence of
feuding and warfare. It also provided the
basis for stable predictable friendships out-
side of the matrilineal clan. Moreover, such
an institution provided an incentive for
capital accumulation and a technique for the
distribution of capital goods in a physical
environment where capital accumulation
might otherwise be seriously retarded.

This in turn maintained a generally egali-
tarian level of wealth and in fact probably
acted to reduce the jealousy which might
otherwise have resulted from too great a
capital accumulation by one family. Since
such capital was useless for gaining prestige
(even though the items such as blankets,
etc., were quite utilitarian items), it would
not be hoarded unless one could “buy”
political influence and friendship ties with it.

There were even more subtle aspects to
the potlatch, however. The amount of a gift
not only reflected a man’s position, but also
significant increases or decreases in the size
of a potlatch gift from the expected amount
could change a man’s position (if the change
in gift size went unchallenged). Therefore,
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not only were there elements of competitive-
ness in the potlatch, but also even an attack
on another man’s social position could be
launched by giving him the wrong kind of
“gifts.”

The “gifts” then were not actually gifts at
all. First, the potlatch giver except in the
rarest of cases was never able to give a big
potlatch by himself. He would ordinarily
have to borrow from his matriline and such
loans had to be paid back with interest. This
meant that at the same time a man was be-
coming a creditor to the opposing moiety
group, he was indebting himself to his own
matriline. Sometimes such debts took years
to repay.

The potlatcher also had to take some care
in his gift giving. If he gave too large a gift,
he would be thought foolish; the recipient
would be embarrassed and he would antag-
onize other recipients. In addition, he could
not expect to receive so inflated a gift in
return. He likewise could not give too small
a gift even to an enemy; it could be smaller
than the recipient liked perhaps, but not
outside the range of the permissible and
expected. Since everyone knew the relative
merits and relationship involved, even minor
deviations from expectations were fraught
with symbolic meaning.

We assume, as we shall discuss below, that
the major unconscious factors in the pot-
latch have to do with concerns about the
death of the loved one, ambivalence in feel-
ings concerning that loved one, and very
archaic notions about fusion with the
parental imago. Conscious functions, on the
other hand, appear to have dealt with real
world problems of affiliation, alliance, and
distribution of material goods.

The latent function of the potlatch, we
believe, was to provide a technique of deal-
ing with the anxiety caused by the death of
an inevitably, ambivalently perceived matri-
lineal kinsman.! ®

While the dynamics are clearest in the
case of a son giving a potlatch for his
mother, we assume that the feelings toward
the mother may have been displaced onto
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other members of the matriline as well. If we
remember that the child developed ambiva-
lent feelings toward both the mother and
siblings, all of whom were members of his
matriline, and that he had infantile experi-
ence of the omnipotence of his murderous
feelings toward siblings, it seems likely that
these archaic feelings generated not only
guilt over the death of the ambivalently
“loved” clansman but also talion anxiety
over the anger of this ghost.

We are thus offered a clue not only to the
reasons for the taboo on touching one’s dead
matrilineal kinsmen but also to the need for
payment for these duties. One’s paternal “re-
latives,” actually the “strangers’ with whom
one’s clan exchanged marital partners, would
not be “close” enough to the dead person to
have to fear his malevolence which was
directed at matrilineal relatives. On the other
hand, the long established system of mutual
obligation maintained with another matriline
had obligated them to undertake this duty
for you.

We believe that the simple exchange of
death duties was not adequate compensation
for the duty because the potlatch was itself a
reaffirmation of clan solidarity in the face of
their mutual unconscious murderous desires.
The potlatch man had to indebt himself to
his clansmen, which permitted them to share
in his expiation of guilt. It might also be
possible that the distribution of the clan’s
goods permitted both a symbolic oral in-
corporation of the mother and by giving
them away a denial of this incorporation.
There may also have been elements of “spit-
ting out” the “bad” incorporated mother. If
we assume that the goods gathered together
by the matrilineal clan could have been seen
as mother’s “good things” or representatives
of the mother, who nonetheless was viewed
ambivalently, this is a possible explanation.
If this is so, it is much clearer why one
would finally want to be “rid of her,” i.e.,
spit her out.!!

Finally, we have noted the competitive
aspects of the potlatch as well as those
which were directed toward the aggrandize-
ment of the potlatch giver. In addition,
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Upper Tanana society was hierarchically
organized, and deference to authority,
whether of one’s own matriline or of the
chief, was strongly ingrained. We suggest
that both elements of subservience toward
authority and sibling rivalry are present here.

If we are correct in our assumption that
Upper Tanana boys had difficulty resolving
oedipal conflicts because of their proximity
to the mother, it may well be that they
identified with her to some degree. To do so
would be to take a passive position vis-a-vis
father, symbolically to be sexually receptive
toward him. In fact, in earlier times, men
were, by report, very deferent to their fa-
thers.!2 The institution of the absolute chief
also supports this notion. In addition, we
have already discussed the presence of great
sibling rivalry and attendant anxiety about
that rivalry.

In light of this, we might see the potlatch
giver as deferring to ‘“‘fathers” or authorities
and using subtle techniques for the deroga-
tion of brothers. Finally, if this were done
subtly enough, the other could never really
pinpoint it; that is, he could never really dis-
cover the giver’s evil impulses.

THE LAW WAYS

If the potlatch was one institution in
which social needs and pragmatic realities
could be combined with an expression of
basic psychodynamic concerns, the law
system provided yet another.

Within the matrilineal family, the most
important male made all decisions pertinent
to the interior of the family. In conjunction
with his age mates from other clans and the
opposite moiety, he arranged marriages, or-
ganized potlatches, and maintained the
matriline. The leadership of a band or vil-
lage, or tribe, if you will, was first of all in
the hands of these family elders. Together
they made up the village council. Presiding
over the village council and with a final
authority from which there was no appeal
was the chief.

The chieftainship, unlike the family, was
patrilineally inherited. Because a boy took
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his clan affiliation and hence his moiety af-
filiation from his mother, and because hus-
band and wife could not belong to the same
moiety, father and son were not members of
the same clan. This patrilineal inheritance of
the chieftainship functioned to accomplish
three important ends. It provided that the
chieftainship would alternate between the
moieties thus averting jealousy, ensured that
there would be clear continuity, and also
made sure that the heir apparent could learn
the role of chief at first hand from the man
closest to him in real life.

If a chief should die without issue, the
council of lineage heads would meet and
select a new chief. In addition to the obvious
need that the council would have to concern
itself with political realities, two major cri-
teria are uniformly reported to have guided
their decision: (1) The chief must be a man
with a reputation for considering the entire
group and not merely his own matriline. (2)
He must never be precipitate in his judg-
ments. He must not “think too fast.”

We have noted above the seeming extraor-
dinary need for controls and balance in
Athabascan culture. If, as we believe, the
socialization experience produced an adult
with a superego which was both very puni-
tive due to trauma at a very early age con-
nected with nurturance and omnipotence
concerns, and yet filled with lacunae because
of the “spoiling” by siblings, internal con-
trols would tend to be very poor indeed.
There would then, we assume, be a need for
strong external controls, a need very clearly
expressed in the legal system which was
based upon three ruling assumptions. The
chief acting in council had absolute author-
ity from which there was no appeal. To be
brought before this absolute authority signi-
fied guilt. The function of the legal process
was to initiate restitution when possible or
to impose banishment or the death penalty.
Sentencing was very much dependent upon
the state of conscience of the offender and
his rank in the community.

Both the need for absolute external con-
trols and the need for balance are expressed
in this legal system. The authority is external
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and absolute. In operation, the authority
had to consider with great care that its judg-
ment did not create a violent disruption in
the community, and that restitution to
maintain the balance of reciprocal obliga-
tions was met.

No decisions about important matters
were taken in haste. Concerning critical
issues such as murder, deliberations might be
continued for as long as five years. Delibera-
tion also entered into the techniques for
forgiveness and reintegration into the group.
A man who was a convicted or confessed
thief would have to fear that stigma for as
long as ten years.

The specific kinds of offenses of greatest
importance to Athabascans, and consequent-
ly those which were most likely to come
before the chief and council, were adultery,
theft, and murder.

Supposed adulterous partners were
brought before the council by either the of-
fending or offended matriline or both.
Overtly, sexual jealousy was not the issue.
The problem was seen as the breach of rela-
tionships between the clans. If the offenders
refused to confess and ask forgiveness, they
would be stripped and beaten, and the of-
fended husband was permitted to Kkill the
offender if he repeated his acts. Further, the
offender had to pay damages to the offend-
ed husband.

The thief, if he stole from hunger, actual-
ly pointed the finger of shame at his matri-
line who should have been helping him.
Unmitigated or unrepentant, on the other
hand, he might be killed or banished (the
equivalent of death), and in any event was
expected to make restitution with the help
of his matriline.

Murder was the most difficult problem,
and there were various ways in which it
might be handled. The complainants in a
murder case were usually the matrilineal
kinsmen of the victim. The task of the chief
in such a case was either to get the kinsmen
of the victim to accept a death payment
from the Kkiller, or to get the killer’s matri-
line to accept that the killer himself should
be put to death. If the matriline of the vic-
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tim, after a hearing at which the murderer
and various witnesses, if any were heard, was
convinced to accept a death payment (were-
gild), the matter ended there. Such an out-
come would result either if the victim was
felt to have provoked the attack or to have
been of much lesser importance than his
killer. Among the considerations involved in
making the judgment would be the impor-
tance and size of the killer’s matriline. Even
if they would accept the death penalty for
one of their number, they might become un-
friendly to the complainant group. In this
event, a tension and imbalance in the mutual
expectations and obligations might prove
disastrous for the band as a whole.

If the victim’s matriline demanded the
death penalty and the chief concurred, the
murderer was Kkilled. Should he attempt to
flee, he would be considered a fugitive and
fair game for anyone who killed him.

The most serious complications occurred
when a ‘“good” man (influential, well
thought of, and from a powerful family)
murdered a man of similar stature. In such a
case, if the offended matriline would not
accept a death payment, and they usually
would not, there was no way for a death
penalty to be imposed. The offended matri-
line would feel it could not ask for the death
of a “good” man, and the offending matri-
line would not willingly acquiesce in the
capital punishment of one of their lumin-
aries.

At such an impasse, all parties knew that
war was impending. The offended matriline
would contact all of its major family heads
in all of the surrounding villages. Discussion
would continue intermittently for up to five
years to determine whether or not war
should be initiated. Such a process could
only realistically occur when the offender
and his victim were not only from different
clans but different bands (villages). Some
solution short of war would be found for
intra-village murder, since, if no solution
could be found, it could lead to the splitting
of a village and hence also inevitably to war.

Finally, if and when all the lineage heads
in the clan and important men who were
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privy to the discussion were convinced in
favor of war, the clan or lineage head most
affected by the decision would be made war
chief and preparations for war undertaken.
There were no conscientious objectors to
such wars. When the war chief called his
men, a refusal to comply was punished by
summary capital punishment.

There was no simple way out of such a
war, which had the character of a war of
extermination. Such wars ended with the
destruction of one or another group or drag-
ged on for a generation, finally to be ended
only when memories died. But it was one of
the reasons Athabascans feared each other.
One could never know if a stranger were
leading a war party or avenging an ancient
almost forgotten wrong.

The law ways then provided a balanced
and careful juridical process which permitted
the social group to cohere even under ex-
treme provocation. Perhaps more important-
ly, through the chief, they provided an ex-
ternal superego for the more or less hag-rid-
den Athabascans. Since the child rearing
created an individual with a punitive super-
ego and the “spoiling” as a child also pro-
duced superego lacunae of serious dimen-
sions, Athabascans could not securely rely
on internal controls.

When we remember that the young man
was not considered an adult until he was
thirty, we can see the distrust which Athaba-
scans placed on internal control and the ex-
tended period of socialization they felt
necessary to achieve maturity.

Thus, they developed an absolute chief.
Nonetheless, it was an absolutism tempered
by reality concerns. Life was hard for Atha-
bascans, and anything that could avoid
clashes between groups was vital to group
cooperation and therefore group survival.

RESPONSES TO ACCULTURATION

If this was an integrated system, as we
claim, it is of value to note how it has
changed under acculturative pressure. It is
our contention that this system, based on a
fairly rigid personality type, could not en-
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dure serious changes in its structure without
massive personal disorganization on the part
of its members. Apparently, this has happen-
ed.

The potlatch system, however vital for
purposes of mutual support, was nonetheless
an expression of creative as well as pragmatic
needs. In the absence of the possibility of
starvation with the advent of government
transfer payments, the overt rationale has
broken down. The victims have been older
men who have spent their entire lifetimes
preparing for an old age of power and plenty
only to find their children nolonger marry-
ing into the right clan or under their con-
trol at all. Exchanges can no longer be fruit-
fully initiated since there is no certainty of
eventual reciprocity.

But more seriously, there is now no very
clear way to rid oneself of ghost fear after
the death of a matrilineal relative. Many
Athabascans admit to anxiety because they
have not potlatched and the fear of ghosts is
ubiquitous with no way of appeasing them.
This is part, however, of a larger problem.
The moral order, in the person of the
authority of the chief, was nearly destroyed
by change and with it all hope of easy con-
trol over Athabascan villagers.

Three events occurred one after the other
which had a cumulative effect. Athabascans
were Christianized by Episcopalians and
Catholics. Both of these ‘“high churches”
stressed forgiveness for sins, and apparently
were ‘‘sophisticated” in that they were not
very punitive toward Athabascan wrong
doers. U.S. law meanwhile abolished the
power of the chief to impose capital punish-
ment and substituted the state (territorial)
troopers, whose infrequent visits meant that
for all practical purposes no one was in
charge and there was no law. Finally, the
advent of alcohol and alcohol released anti-
social behavior completely overloaded the
badly weakened Athabascan legal system,
which at its best could handle only a few
cases per year.

Thus, Athabascans who needed a strong
external authority system were denied one
by benevolent religions and a weakened
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chief, then thrust into a situation where, by
using alcohol, their tenuous controls against
aggression and anti-social behavior were
nearly totally collapsed.

Under these conditions, the unconscious
hostility directed toward mother, siblings,
and others but always kept under control by
external authority or by taking the parental
role under force, could no longer be contain-
ed. Once protected against sexual urges by
late marriage (for men) and the opportunity
for male companionship in the men’s house,
men are now face to face with their own
open sexual desires and the teasing advances
of women. Their responses tend to be vio-
lence (beating a woman and raping her) or
retreat into drinking.

Inevitably, the collapse of these sup-
portive systems of potlatching and social
control exacerbated the difficulties Atha-
bascans had in the acculturation situation.
Unable to accumulate wealth because work
was denied them in part by White prejudice,
in part by a lack of training, and in part by
drunkenness and anti-social behavior which
made them poor employees, many Atha-
bascan men became ne’er-do-wells. In addi-
tion, since the road to power within the
group, the potlatch system, was becoming
meaningless, there was no socially ac-
ceptable use of money to gain prestige. As
we have noted, this fact was intertwined
with the fact that money was not generally
available. This general collapse of the cultur-
al support systems meant that, by and large,
many Athabascans became apathetic, alco-
holic and aggressively destructive to them-
selves and others.

Yet the aboriginal Athabascan tendency
to creatively organize emotional drives ap-
pears even now to reassert itself for the vast
majority of Athabascans at about forty to
fifty years of age. At this point, they cease
fighting, raping, or drinking. In part, this is
no doubt due to the reduction of sexual and
aggressive drives. However, we feel it is more
directly attributable to the restitution of ex-
ternal controls. At this age, Athabascan men
and women customarily choose to interpret
Episcopalianism or Roman Catholicism in
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fundamentalist terms, or indeed to convert
to fundamentalist Christianity. This strongly
punitive religious system then apparently
gives Athabascans the ability to reintegrate
their lives creatively and take an active
interest in their communities.

If fundamentalist Christianity has pro-
vided a system of social controls similar to
that of aboriginal Athabascans and thus
helped alleviate part of the cultural disin-
tegration, present political realities are
providing a framework to substitute for the
potlatch. With the advent of Native political
organization to attain a sizable settlement
from the federal government for aboriginal
land claims has come the development of
local political “chiefs.” Interestingly, the
major function of such chiefs is to get feder-
al and other moneys and disburse them to
their constituencies, thus gaining power.
Traditional rivalries and alliances once again
are reemerging in this process.!3

Although this latter process is not fully
developed, it shows presently every indica-
tion of being another way in which tradi-
tional values and institutions are being recre-
ated to solve contemporary problems. It
might be said tentatively, then, that for
Athabascans to acculturate most productive-
ly to contemporary society, they must first
go back to being “more Athabascan.” This is
strongly suggestive of Jacques’ (1957) find-
ings in which he notes the importance of
institutions to be the unconscious functions
they serve. It has further implication for ac-
culturation which we shall not discuss here.

Briefly, then, Athabascans faced with a
harsh non-nurturant environment developed
non-nurturance as a defensive tactic to cope
with it, and, as a result, created serious fears
and anxieties in the area of nurturance and
aggression control. In turn, these were crea-
tively organized and integrated into institu-
tional behaviors which were socially useful.
Faced with changes in these systems, the
originally defended anxieties were allowed
full expression resulting in massive personal
and social pathology. Finally, by reinsti-
tuting a simulacrum of traditional institu-
tions, some Athabascans have managed to
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cope once again with their own internal
psychodynamic forces.

NOTES

!See DeVos and Hippler (1969) for a
fuller discussion of the vicissitudes of such
cross-cultural work.

2Apparently, the “third”’ moiety, usual-
ly of lower status than the other two, actual-
ly could exchange marital partners with both
of the other two. This facilitated the some-
times complex inter-clan affiliation prob-
lems. Osgood (1937) discusses other aspects
of this.

3Village groupings were and are much
more complex than this and out of the scope
of this paper.

We are currently preparing with L. B.
Boyer an analysis of the impact of the envi-
ronment upon Athabascan personality.

SL. Bryce Boyer administered the
Rorschach Psychodiagnostic test and Arthur
Hippler administered the T.A.T. This re-
search was supported by NSF Grant 653026
and NIMH Grant M-H-16338-01-1 RO3-
MSM and by the Institute of Social, Eco-
nomic and Government Research, University
of Alaska.

We have found such essential agree-
ment on so many details of Athabascan life
from so many Athabascans as to suggest that
at least the behavioral framework within
which potentially variant personalities might
operate acted as a restraining influence at
the very least, and certainly tended to mold
various personalities into similar overt be-
haviors.

"Both the concerns with anal product
and the fusion of anal, oral and sexual con-
cerns are very clear in the Raven tale cycle
of the Upper Tanana.

8The mythology is replete with overt,
not merely symbolic, dentate vaginas. They
actually chew off penes; in one case the vil-
lainess made a rope of such penes. She could
only be overcome by ramming a burning
four-foot log into her rapidly chewing vagina
which had destroyed smaller logs. There is
more than a hint of the penis being seen in
this myth as a defensive weapon against
women, a viewpoint supported by the vio-
lence between adult men and women which
is nearly ubiquitous at present.

° A man may give a potlatch for his
father who is in the opposite moiety at
which time he acts as if he were his father
and distributes gifts to his own matriline. He
may also give a potlatch for his mother in
which the gifts would be distributed to the
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members of the other moiety, usually his
father’s lineage. Not only does this seem to
reflect a kind of pragmatic flexibility, but
also suggests that the exchange or ‘‘balance”
is an important element in the ceremony.

10Gigmund Freud (1955) notes that one
is prohibited from doing that which is at the
same time deeply desired. He also notes that
the difference between the sacred and the
unclean is not clear in the primitive (infan-
tile) emotional organization. The desire to
kill the king, he notes, is the genesis of the
fear of touching him. i

We have noted earlier that a man could
also give a potlatch for his father, at which
time he was acting as if he were his own
father. Without belaboring the point, the
denial of the paternal role and the taking of
not merely the generalized paternal role but
that of one’s own father strongly suggest un-
resolved oedipal concern.

The oldest informants note that men
tended always to eat separately from
women, cooking for themselves and spend-
ing much time in the men’s house. This may
suggest a desire to avoid mother, preferring
the company of men to women as a defense,
and even concerns about women’s food as
not nurturant. Honigmann (1954) notes a
similar avoidance pattern for the Kaska and
relates it to a deprivation of maternal affec-
tion.

13714 is out of the scope of this paper to
discuss acculturation in detail. We are cur-
rently preparing a series of monographs on
the subject.
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