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ALL-CONFERENCE SYMPOSIUM: 

THE CURRENT STATUS OF GREAT BASIN ANTHROP OLOGICAL RESEARCH 

INDIAN ADMINISTRATION AND ACCULTURATION IN THE GREAT BASIN 

by Y. T. Witherspoon 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the impact which Bureau of 
Indian Affairs administrat ive policies and ac tions have had upon the ac­
culturation of the various Great Basin Ind i an groups. The materials are 
organized in the following way. A very genera l, theoretical framework 
dealing with the usual ideas about ~ccultu ration is found in the first 
part of the paper , The second area dealt with is a definition of adminis­
tration and administrative pol icy as it is used in the rest of the paper. 

The definition of administrat ive pol icy is not . always easy . For example, 
at the moment the termination of Indian tribes from Federal supervision re­
mains the explicitly stated pol icy of the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the 
intent of Congress. There is general agreement, however , both amongst the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs and congressional leade rs, that this pol icy will not 
be vigorously implemented. What is the pol icy then remains a matter of inter­
pretation. 

A second area of diff iculty that is immediately apparent is that adminis­
trative policies, even though clearly stated at the Federa l level, may be quite 
differently interpreted at the area or reservat ion level . One administrator 
may vigorously push an administrative pol icy whereas another may choose to 
pretty largely ignore it. 

The impact of administrative pol icy varies tremendousl y at all levels both 
through the interpretation of the pol icy and the implementation of the pol icy. 
An analysis of the impact of administ ration upon culture change in the Great 
Basin entails the descript ion of po1 icy as formul~ted by the Congress, and the 
interpretation and implementation of that pol icy at the Federal level, the 
area level, and the reservation level . 

Factors that are important in the explanat ion of differenr.es in the impact 
of policies must be sought in (a) the personal itles of sped fic .. adrtiinistrators, 
(b) the interpretation which administrators make of policy, (c) the character­
i zation of the properties of each specif ic culture, (d) the natuje of the contact 
situation (that is, the contact situation between administrator and the group), 
(e) the analysis of the relationships estab lished between the administrators and 
the group, and (f) the study of the results of these relat ionships. 



Stil l another area of useful concepts is to be found in a recent article 
by Frank in which he proposes three ideal types of administrative organization 
which are distinguished by the degree of definit ion of their adm inis trative 
roles and sets of roles. The three types are (1) under-defined in which role 
expectations of administrative behavior are not well spelled out; (2) well­
d~fined in which administrat i~e roles are explicitly and coherently defined, 
and (3) over-defined in which role expectations cannot be satisfied by role 
incumbents. 

Data presented are made up of two general classes. The first presented 
is the ethnological data ava il able on specific Indian groups. The second i s 
information that is ava i lable concerning administrative pol icy and the various 
ways in which these policies have been implemented by the variousadministrators 
involved . 

The fi nal part of the paper is made up of an effort to see, utilizing 
both comparative and functional met hods, what has been the relationship 
between administrati on and the amount and kind of acculturati on that has 
taken place. 

ETHNOHISTORY IN THE GREAT BASIN 

by Carling Malouf 

Tile Great Basin i n the western United States was one of its last major 
geographical areas to be settled by Europeans . It is an area of low economic 
potent ial with few useable resources, poor transportation, and consequently 
maintainedwith a l ow populati on density . Favorable resources alone, of course 

do nu t necessarily insure a greater population or an increase in the com­
plexity of a civilizati on. The Great Basin, as Julian C:teward has stressed, 
was removed from at least three major centers of cu 1 ture in western North 
America--the Great Plains, the Southwest, and the Northwest. The implications 
are that techno16gica1 advances made in these cultural centers had difficulty 
in d i ffusing tn the Basin. Actually, being at the crossroads of three great 
areas could have been advantageous since diffusion from three areas would 
bring that many more ideas into the Basin upon which a civilization could 

· advance, but a dearth of resources served to frustrate this process. 

The ethnohistory of the Great Basin ca n be divided into several phases : 

(l) Aboriginal. (In remote times the climate, at times, could have been 
different than it was n;o re recently. At any rate, the cultural, 1 inguis­
tic, and phys ical f act o rs involved in dispe rsing populations from out of 
the Great Bas in tuwa r d a djoi ning areas will be discussed in this section.) 

(2) Trappers and explorers. (For example, Jedediah Smith, Zenas Leonard, 
and o thers. J.C. Fremont traversed the country during the early 1840 1 s. 
It was a country still seldom traveled by Europeans. The Old Spanish 
Trail, on the south side of the Basin , was used by Spanish-Americans until 
the 1850 1 s.) 



(3) Mormon per i~d. (The Mormons sett led the eastern part of the Basin 
al ong the Wasatch Mou nt a ins and extended their i nfluence southward. 
Earl y they crossed the Basin but d i d ver y little set t ling in it. 
Brigham Youn g was Supe rintend en t of Ind ia n Affai r s in t he Basin. Gold 
di scovered in Cali fo rnia brought in masses of settlers to this coastal 
area an d th ey spilled over the S ierra Nevada mo un t a ins toward the east. 
So , the settlement of t he wes t e r n por tion of t he Bas in was from west to 
east. Th e Indians were usuall y i gnored o r only given cursory attention 
by government of f icials. Routes of tra nsporta tion firmed with stage 
stations, telegraph s ys tems, t he pony ex pres s , and fi nal1y the railroad. 
These, however, st i ll passed alon g on l y on the thoroughfa ~es earlier 
d iscovered. Mormons graduall y wi thd rew eas tward to Utah and their 
influence waned.) 

(4) Mi ners and Ranches . (Rese r vations for Ind ian s in the Great Basin 
were scarce. Instead , man y of the Ind ians wo r ked for ranchers or in 
mining commun i ties. This , o f course , a f fected the acculturation of the 
Great Basin Ind ians and perpetuated the i r i nd i v idual ism. Many were 
educated , bu t they had 1 ittle opportunity t o lear n how to live in large 
groups . In some sec ti ons wh ites sett l ed so recently that several 
Indians interviewed du r ing the 1930's could remember seeing the first 
whitemen . ) 

(5) Government influence. (Th i s came strongest af t er the 1930's. Even 
so , the Indian Reo rganizati on Act was acce pted yea rs after many other 

tribes elsewhere in the Un i ted States had accepted i t. Indiv idual ism is 
still strong on Shoshoni and Paiute rese rvations. The same subsistence 
o r geographical facto rs wh i ch caused Indians t o leave the Ba s in in pre­
historic . times affects the Indians today. There i s s t il l a migrat ion 
outward.) 

There was a tendency, thus, f or people i n preh i s toric times and 
even in recent ti mes to emanate from the Great Bas i n. (Th i s principle 
of emanation will become the center of d iscus s ion at this point in the 
paper.) Perhaps archaeo l ogists, t oo, shou l d cons i der t h is principle 
when interpretating their data i n te rms of cul t ure centers, migrations, 
and connecti ons. Ideas emanate fr om a cul ture center . People emanate 
fr om areas of low subsistence potent ial. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL MANIPULAT ION 
IN GREAT BAS IN CU LTURAL DE VELOPM ENT 

by James F. Downs 

S i nce the appearance of Ju l ian Steward' s work on Basin-Plateau Socio­
Po litical Groups (1 938) the peoples of the Great Basin have been conside red 
unequivocally as rep resentative of the hunting- ga the ring t ype of society 
al ong with the Yahgan and Ona of Tierra Del Fuego , t he Bushme n of South Africa, 
the Australian abor igines and o thers 1 iv ing on the narrow edge of survival 
through a direct expl o itat ion of the en vironment in which they live. So 
frequentl y are the var ious Bas in Groups v iewed in thi s t ypological light that C") 
we tend to overl ook the nu me rous depar t ur es from the t ype which are to be ~ -
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found in the Great Basin area. The irri9ation of wild plants in the Owens 
Vall ey is of course ren1ernbered and 0ften tentatively suggested as an illus­
tration of the evolution of agriculture (or at least the social consequences 
of the evolution of agriculture). On the other hand, there is considerable 
evidence provided by Steward himself and confirmed and elaborated by Treganza 
(1956) to suggest that this practice was borr,-:iwed from early white settlers. 
Aside from this particular discussion, the numerous other variations on the 
hunting-gathering theme t~nd to be obscured by the typological image of the 
purely expl oi tive and opportun istic nature of this type of economy. 

This paper will be devoted to illustrating other practices which do not 
generally conform to the accepted picture. To avoid involvement in the 
evolution or diffusion problem, the time level under consideration will be 
post-Columbia or rather mid to late 19th century. 

We will examine techniques in hunting, fishing, and gathering which went 
beyond the mere exploitation of natural conditions and were, in fact, manip­
ulations of the environment to increase, :mprove, or extend the food which might 
be ob tained . Among the practices we will examine will be the keeping of 
antelope in the corral for periods, diversion of streams, planting of wild 
seeds, irrigation of wild plants, burning to increase plart growth, keeping 
the animals and birds for food, ceremony or pleasure. The paper will develop 
the argument that the Basin represents the extension of notions of domes­
tication of plants and animals diffused from the post-1678 Southwest and 
reinforced by the appearance of Whites in the Basin. Variations will be 
examined in 1 ight of possible sources of borrowing, vartations of environ­
ment and purely hunting and gathering practices which might operate to 
minimize or alternatively to encourage the borrowing of certain practices. 

Steward, Julian 
1938 Basin Plateau Aboriginal Socio-Political Groups. 

Treganza, Adan 
1956 Horticulture with Irrigation among the Great Basin Paiute: 

An Example of Stimulus Diffusion and Cultural Survival, in 
Papers of the Third Great Basin Archeological Conference. 
University of Utah Anthropological Papers, no. 26. 

A REVIEW OF GREAT . BASIN KINSHIP AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATION 

The paper will consist 
substantive kinship studies 
a survey of adequate data: 
and descriptions of ki nship 
are data needed? 

by Don D. Fowler 

of two parts. First there will be a review of 
in the Great Basin area~ This will be essentially 
for which groups are there schedules .of kin terms 
systems, kin-based behavior, etc. For which groups 



The second part of t he pa per will be a discussion of theoretical 
analyses or Basin soci opol itical or ganiza tion, using as a springboard 
Steward' s independent famil y, pat ri l i neal band, and composite band, 
t ogether wi th Serv ice's critique of t hese models. It will be suggested 
tha t alte r na te model s o f Great Basin soc ia l organization must take into 
accoun t t he apparent wi despread networks of affinal ties, and the importance 
o f " tas k groups 11 - - tempora ry, ec l ectic grou ps functioning to perform a 
given tas k, then d issol v ing . 

ANTHROPOLOG ICAL LINGUIST ICS IN THE GREAT BASIN 

by Wic k R. Mi 1 ler . 

His t o ri cal 
Th~ Bas i n i s an area of relative 1 inguistic uniformity. Most of the 

languages belong to the Numic branch of Uta-Az tecan, a language family that 
i s spread from southern Idaho to sou t he r n Idaho to southern Mexico. Historical 
1 ingu i s t ic work on t hi s fam i ly sta rted in the last century, but we can date 
the start of systemat ic res earch with t he appearance of Sapir's work on 
Southern Pa iute and Na huat l . Since · then others (Wharf, Mason, Kroeber, Hale 
and Voegel in) have wor ked with hi s torical Uta-Aztecan 1 inguistics, both in 
th~ reconstruction of the prate-language and i n t he classification of the 
family. The basic framework for histor ical stud ies of Uta-Aztecan is well 
establ i shed , but the field could hardly be characte r i zed as well picked over, 
The classificat ion within the Num ic branch i s wel l worked out, but there has 
been very 1 ittle comparative l i ngu istic resea rch s pecifically within this 
branch. 

In order to interpret the history of the Uta-Aztecan languages and Uta­
Aztecan peoples , i t is necessary to place the study in the wi der framework of 
Western American, in particula r the a r e.a of Western American where the Desert ' 
Culture was found , s i nce the Great Basi n was pa rt of this larger area. In 
particular the languages of the Pue b lo Sout hwest and of California will be 
considered. 

A certain amou nt of attention must be g iven to methodology. How is one 
. to interpret the lingu istic and nonlingu ist ic evidence in arriving at historical 
conclus ions? Most of the methods tha t ca n be us ed are treated by Sapir in his 
Time Perspecti ve ar ti c l e. It i s necessary to know how far one can go in making 
historical statements , a nd to know when wel l grounded guessing turns into 
fanciful guessing. It is nec~ssary to know wha t underlying assumptions are 
made about 1 inguist ic and cultura l processes be fore attempting historical 
interpretations . 

W.W. Tay lo r (Archaeology and Language in Western North America, 
American Antiquity 1961) attemp t ed to cor re late the archaeological and lin­
guistic evidence for western America. His t reatment starts with the first 
inhabitants so that the per iod -of t ime unde r cons ideration is over 10,000 
years . Sydney Lamb (L inguistic Prehistory in t he Great Basin, International 
Journal of American Linguistics 1958) has made a more modest attempt in 
studying the prehistory of the Basin , cons ideri ng only linguistic evidence, 

-t 



and only the Numi~ branch of Uta-Aztecan. Kimball Romne y (The Genetic 
Model of Uta-Aztecan Ti me Perspective, Da vi dson Jou rnal of Anthropology , 
1957) has used lexical evidence rather than h i sto ri cal ling8istic evi dence; 
in an attempt to spec i f y some of the cult ura l inven t ory o f the proto group 
and to learn something about the natu re and place of the o r i g inal homeland. 

The Ethnographic Present 
There has been a fa i r amount o f descr i ptive 1 in guis tic work on the 

languages of the Basin. There is s t ill muc h tha t could be done, but the 
Basin cannot be considered a 1 ingu isti cal ly unknown area. But the ant hro­
po l ogical 1 ingu ist ic wor k is very scanty. Most of my rema r ks, therefo re, 
will concern research work that can and should be done rather . than what 
has been done . 

Most o f the work done on dialects has been wi t h sedenta ry, socially 
stratified groups, such as those found in Western Europe . There has been 
no work , as far as I know, with unstra t i fi ed semi nomadic groups, such as 
v1ere found in the Bas i n. Most o f what we know about dialects applies to 
socially complex and sedentar y groups , and cannot be a ppli ed to other kinds 
of people. Yet we know that dialec ts are un i ve r sal l y found, and that there 
were dialect differences in the languages of the Bas in . What was the nature 
o f these dialects? We wo uld expect tha t. t he ki nd of life led by the 
Basin groups--seminomadic, loose band organ i zation, interma rriage with 
surrounding families so as to form a ne t or interrelati onships throughout 
the whole area, low population density, no area of high prestige--would 
be reflected in the formation of dialect d i fferences . It may be t oo late 
to make a detailed studyL but I suspect that much inter est ing info rma tion 
could be recovered . 

What were the attitudes about language social i za tion? Was baby talk 
used? What were the attitudes about spea k ing? Was s killed o ra tory va lued ? 
How much were interpersonal relati onships conducted by lingu i s ti c means , 
how much by nonlinguistic means? Was bil i ngual ism common, was i~ val ued? 
Were there prciper ways of spea king in ~ertain kinds of s i tua tions? Was the re 
much "linguistic spec ial i zation, 11 the use of certain sty l es by ce rta in people, 
e.g. shamans? 

Most of these questions canno t be answered yet, an d perhaps some of t hem 
can never be answered, at least not in full since the abo riginal soci a l grou ps 
no longer exist. 

The Present Day Language S i tuat ion 
Most of the ques tions posed in the preceding secti on can be asked about 

the existing linguistic situati on. Clear ly, the more we know about the abori­
ginal situation the bette r we can inte r pret the pres en t s ituation. Fo r example, 
we can best study the dialect mix t ure that is ta ki ng place on reservations 
when we know what the o riginal dialects were 1 ike. 

There is, in addition, the study of linguist ic accu l turation, b ilingual-
ism, language replacement, and language extinction . The Engl is h us ed by t he 
Indians should also be studied. What d ialect of Eng l ish i s used , what styles 
are available to the spea kers? Does English serve t he same f unc t ions for the 
Indians as for us , o r does it serve the same functi ons as the abori g i nal l angua ges? 



THE GEOGRAPHIC FOUNDAT IONS OF THE DESERT CULTURE 

by Ear l H. Swanson, Jr. 

Archaeological attention in i he Great Bas in has been focused in 
recent years by the concept o f the Desert Cu ltu re. This culture type 
has been viewed as central to the Great Basin , and as the appropriate 
economic and social foundation for the deve lopment of agriculture in 
the American Southwest. The central cha racter of the type is made clear 
by the interpretation of the Northern Shoshoni as a late consequence of 
population movement out of the Great Basin. 

Recent studies in eastern Idaho permit the development of a different 
interpretation of the culture history of the Great Basin . Continuity of 
culture type is as clear in the territory of the Northern Shoshoni as it is 
among the more centrally located cultures of the Great Basin proper. The 
culture is founded on an economy appropriate to the environment of grassland 
and woodland in which it is found, and i s clearly a culture well suited to 
big game hunting. 

Some studies in plant ecology i ndicate that the Gteat Basin belongs to 
a Rocky Mountain ecological system marked, among other things, by grassland 
and woodland. Genetic relations at a subspecific level are found through 
the region and these provide a b io tic unity consistent with the physiography. 
I would suggest that the ecological conditions found on the margins of the 
Great Basin are representative of initial postglacial environments. Secondly, 
I would suggest that the culture type of the non-horse Northern Shoshoni on 
the margins of the Great Basin is a better model for initial postglacial 
cultures in the Great Basin than is the Desert Culture. Under these circum­
stances, Desert Culture would appear as a secondary or marginal type · result­
ing from adaptation to the devel opment of deser t conditions about 5,000 B. C. 

NOTES ON TECHNOLOGY WITH REFERENCE TO THE MATERIAL CULTURE OF THE 
GREAT BASIN 

by Wilbur Davis 

The basic problem or ientation of this paper is the determination 
of intra-Great Basin cultural relationships through time. The problems 
discussed concern refinements of analytic methods and strategies which 
would facilitate attac ks on the basic problem 

Archaeological evidence to date supports the hypothesis that the 
Great Basin region of internal drainage may be subdivided into at least 
six areas of relatively distinct, but notnecessar ily independent, internal 
culture sequences which had certainly started by 7,000 B. C., ~nd quite 
probably much earlier. Intra-Basin areas are recogn ized which appear to 
coincide with distinctive physi ographic subreg ions; these are: (1) the 
Lahonton Basin; (2) the Bonneville Basin; (3) the southern Nevada-California ~ 
basin complex ; (4) the Oregon-Idaho northern periphe ry; (5) the eastern Rocky 
Mountain transhumance belt ; and (6) the western Sierra Nevada transhumance belt. N 
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Comparisons based on technological ana lyses of archaeo logical assemblages 
indicate that the cultures within the above areas have undergone differential 
processes of development, acculturation, or success ion th rough time. The 
culture chronblogies are yet incomp lete and fragmentar y and i t is still im­
possible to devise an accurate historical model of intra-Bas in cultural relation-
~hips. The best that can be done is a very generalized presen tati on of the · 
various culture sequences indicated by the published data . Workers in the 
Bonneville area have provided the most complete cu ltu re chronology for a 
portion of the Basin. Sim i lar chronologies encompassing the earliest finds 
to the et~nographic present are urgently required for th'e remainder of the 
region. · 

Building of areal historical models for comparative pu rposes requires 
comprehensive study of archaeological assemblages th rou gh appl i cati on of 
uniform analytic methods. Archaeological reports ·are fa r from uniform in 
presentation. It is this lack of uniformity which makes prope r study of 
archaeological components and phases within the GreatBasi n ex tremely diff icult . 
Areal syntheses depend upon recognition and descr ip tion of dynamic processes, 
and these analyses require full reporting of manu f ac t uring patterns and assoc­
iations as well as typologies and cultural features . 

Full understanding of intra-Basin culture relationsh i ps await synthesiz­
ing studieswhich are hampered by the reasons given above. Fur ther, we have 
no over-all pictures of the status of Great Bas i n anthropologica l research to 
date. It is proposed as an initial step that an inventory, using un iform, 
explicit recording methods, be made covering description, illust ration , and 
provenience documentation of ethnographic and archaeological col l ec ti ons, 
published and unpublished, accompanied by a 1 isting of the i ns ti tu tions 
housing the materials and of pub1 ication sources. The i nvent ory would hope­
fully lead to compilation of a comprehensive source-book of Grea t Basin anthro­
pological materials which would serve as a convenient reference for future 
investigations. 
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