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Socio-Economic Significance of Salmon among the Aboriginal People of
the Northwest Coast of Canada: A Case Study of Contemporary
Kwakwaka’wakw Economic Activities
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There is a narrative that salmon is a necessary resource for the aborigi-
nal peoples of the Northwest Coast of Canada. This narrative has often been
stressed, not only among the aboriginal societies themselves but also by those
who observe them from outside, such as the Canadian government, the mass
media and anthropologists. Generally, this narrative includes explanations of
the significance of salmon in relation to two dimensions: the socio-economic
dimension, which involves their routines and daily lives, and the religious-
symbolic dimension.

Although explanations concerning the former dimension necessarily
require statistical empirical evidence, both the aboriginal peoples themselves
and outsiders abstain from using such procedures, and the latter seem to rec-
ognize only the surface of the narrative of the aboriginal peoples.

Under these conditions, this article aims first to shed light on the data
collected during the author’s fieldwork among the Kwakwaka’wakw, one of
the aboriginal peoples of the Northwest Coast, then to examine the signifi-
cance of salmon in the socio-economic dimension from the field data, and to
compare the result to the narratives on the significance of salmon. Readers
will see from this that there is an explanatory gap between the narratives and
the field-data analysis, that the former emphasizes the significance of salmon
in the domain of subsistence (food fishery), while the latter points out the sig-
nificance in the domain of commercial fishery, in which aboriginal people of
the area have been engaged for over 100 years (and which has been some-
what ignored in the narratives).
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