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Abstract
This paper examines the ethnogeography of Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin placenames in Plateau culture.  Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin placenames exhibit a rich and enduring set of human-environmental interactions across the southern Columbia Plateau landscape.  These interactions are informed by cultural, linguistic, and biological diversity that draws our attention to the complex ways landscape and place enter into our ancient human experience.  In particular, these interactions are seen to embody cultural notions of space and time as transformative, thus giving rise to nested identities, social order, and the sacred.  Emphasis is placed on the importance of collaboration in placename research and the potential benefits it can bring to indigenous and aboriginal communities.  

Introduction
Inquiry on place and placenames typically explore a simple though increasingly complex set of questions regarding the relationships between place, placenames, landscapes, and the cultures that name them.  What does it mean when we assign meaning to a physical landscape or place?  What does it mean when we interact with, experience, and sense a place as a part of our cultural tradition?  The challenge to inquiry is to investigate these issues in depth by carefully examining the cultural processes and practices that render a place or physical landscape meaningful. In today’s contemporary context, such inquiry takes on added significance due, in part, to the links between place and increasing environmental impacts such as globalization, climate change, and a long history of dispossession and displacement of indigenous peoples from their originating homelands.  Further, indigenous and aboriginal communities around the globe have long recognized the rich and enduring meanings of place and their importance not just to inquiry but their broader role in facilitating continuity of culture, preserving biodiversity, revitalizing endangered languages, and supporting struggles for indigenous land rights. 

Conducting research on indigenous or aboriginal place and placenames often requires collaboration. The standards and ethics of research now recommend that researchers and communities work side-by-side working in a mutually beneficial research process (Rigney 2006, Yamada 2007).  This is done not just by actively engaging knowledgeable community experts in the formation of a baseline of information from which to work but it also recognizes the critical role of indigenous knowledge as an analytic or interpretive tool in research.   

This paper summarizes recent placename research in support of indigenous concepts and knowledge.  Research conducted among the Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin speaking peoples of the southern Columbia Plateau of western North America points to some key findings which may be of relevance to indigenous and aboriginal peoples elsewhere.  Thus, basic documentation and analysis of placenames and their associated ethnogeographic data present concrete information on the elementary forms of ecological, mythic, and perceptual knowledge.  They are reference points from which we can begin to reconstruct the cultural complexity of our human-environmental interactions as well as provide current assessments on the status of environmental knowledge in small-scale societies.
Placenames and Ethnogeographic Phenomena
Worldview plays a significant role in understanding placenames and ethnogeographic phenomena. According to Yupiaq scholar Oscar Kawagley (1995: 7), “A world view consists of the principles we acquire to make sense of the world around us.”  Thus, the task of the researcher and local community is to discover what these principles may be.  It is first and foremost, a practical problem as it links placenames and ethnogeographic phenomena within a broad ecological continuum, one that is operative across localized communities.  As the complexity of information on cultural landscapes increases, a preliminary explanatory framework can be adopted based upon the links between actions, meanings, and cultural context.  

Obviously, placenames are one among many value-based elements that provide a formative foundation for the understanding of worldview, that is, they are “content” in the sense that they express through language and experience our perceptions of the world.  Placenames are not random phenomena because not all things in the world are equally important to us in terms of our perception and experience.  When we name a place, locational or spatial objects are made perceptually salient from a variety of perspectives, including but not limited to referential, ecological, geographic, spatial, or mythic viewpoints.  In this sense, placenames may be regarded as notional representations of the world at large.  Thus, our analytic focus is committed to understanding the conceptual basis of placename formation as well as identifying the extensional elements or domains to which placenames often refer.  

Since our problem is of a linguistic nature, we shall be concerned with using our linguistic data to establish broader links between placenames and at least two forms of ethnogeographic knowledge: social and environmental (Blaut 1991).  Social knowledge in this context refers to an awareness of transactional behaviours that create and sustain social relations across space.  Environmental knowledge refers to an awareness of spatial relations and ecology from two complimentary perspectives: micro and macro environments.  An awareness of micro environments refers to regions of space that are occupied by natural objects.  Similarly, an awareness of macro environments refers to regions of space that are prototypically understood as a “place” in a broader system of reference.  Links between linguistic facts and knowledge become apparent once the semantic units, those derived from a culture’s network of social and environmental concepts, stand in relation to one another as a coherent conceptual framework.  Empirically such links may be invariable or at times opaque due to any number of linguistic factors.  However, in the case presented here for Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin placenames, the regularity and complexity of placename content may be sufficiently attributive to claim broader links between language and human-environmental based forms of knowledge such as traditional ecological knowledge (TEK).  Similar to the approach presented here, traditional ecological knowledge research recognizes and validates local, traditional knowledge systems (Turner 1997). It treats traditional ecological knowledge as complementary and equal to other forms of knowledge.  While links between placenames and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) appear promising, this research is much more modest in offering a basic description of the linguistic resources that people use in differentiating the world in which they find themselves.  

Placenames from the Southern Columbia Plateau
Examples from placename research conducted among the Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin speaking peoples of the southern Columbia Plateau of western North America are presented in the following sections (Cash Cash 2006, 2004a, 2004b).  Data is drawn from a summary of approximately 90 placenames located in a distinct ecological region known as the Wallowa Mountains of northeastern Oregon as well as from ethnographic research conducted on places in the middle Columbia River region in Oregon and Washington.  The regularity, quantity, and type of information indexed by the data provide a basis for identifying what relationships the data may have to the concepts they represent.  These elementary links are further supported by ethnographic evidence as established in the rich anthropological literature for the southern Columbia Plateau (Hunn et al. 1998).  Finally, a small number of placenames were found to be opaque, that is, the links between the form and content of a placename expression were sometimes not immediately recognizable to speaker consultants.

Placenames from the Wallowa Region
Mountainous peaks and four major streams define the Wallowa region in northeastern Oregon.  This roughly 350 square mile area comprised one of the primary hunting, fishing, and food gathering areas for the Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin speaking peoples.  However, for various environmental, cultural, and geopolitical reasons, contemporary tribal use of these resource rich areas are steadily in decline.  

The distribution and frequency of placenames are summarized below:  


Wallowa Placenames Data

✔
51% of the Wallowa placenames have recognizable meanings referring directly or indirectly to local flora and fauna, 

✔
41% describe landforms and hydrographic features, and

✔
8% refer to people.  

The high correlation between placenames and local ecology and geography of the Wallowa region are linguistically and culturally significant.  Placenames which refer to flora or fauna can be generally linked with a high degree of confidence 1) to local ecology and bioresource potential, 2) to subsistence strategies which are optimally oriented to bioresource potentialities, and 3) to micro environmental perception, in this instance, how flora/fauna occupy regions of space.  Similarly, placenames representing landforms and hydrographic features can be linked to 1) regional or local geographies which in themselves are composed from a set of local environmental elements, and 2) macro environmental awareness and perception or how geographic/hydrographic elements occupy regions of space.  One of the questions that emerge here with regard to landforms and hydrographic features is do these types of places also index the bioresource potential similar to those previously described?  The answer is not as obvious due in part to an emphasis on form.  Finally, placenames referring to people generally refer to named individuals or groups.  Such placename references are often based on a socially shared historical awareness of prominent individuals or ethnic sub-groups. 

One of the dominant denotative themes recurring throughout the placename data is the harvesting and processing of fish, a common subsistence strategy for Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin speaking peoples.    

1) 
’eyχetéespe


’eyeχ-etees-pe


white/spawned.salmon-site.of-LOCATIVE


“at the site of the spawned salmon”

In this example, the salmon reference denotes two characteristics, the age of the salmon and its behavioural migration pattern, rather than a species type.  However, it is commonly known that at least two species of salmon spawned in these waters: Chinook salmon Onchoryhncus tshawytscha and Sockeye salmon Onchoryhncus nerka.  The white flesh of the salmon is indicative of the salmon’s adult stage where it has reached the end of its life cycle thus returning a second time from the ocean to spawn itself out in fresh waters.  When this type of salmon is linked to place, the spawning behaviour becomes foregrounded as a locale, a micro environment consisting of a salmon-spawning habitat and whose relative position is located in reference to some axis along a streambed.  From a subsistence perspective, the white salmon was generally recognized as a less preferred food item due to the quality of its meat and processing this fish for consumption was different when compared to younger harvested salmon.

Spatial domains can be modeled with respect to distinct micro-features; however, such modeling does not necessarily increase or grant spatial saliency.  For example, the placename (2) identified below is typical in this regard.  

2)
hiyúumteq’eluunweesp


hiyúum-teq’e-luu-nwees-p


grizzly.bear-to.bathe-underwater-place.of....ing-LOCATIVE


“grizzly bear’s wallowing place”  

Expert Nez Perce consultants agree that the above placename (2) is a generic reference and not an actual “place” in the sense of a culturally determined locale.  Despite its rich content, they explained that it is generic in the sense that it refers only to the internal representations of a grizzly bear’s activities and his or her wallow, that is, its micro environment.  To regard it as an actual “place,” they recommended, it should be appropriately expressed as in (3):    

3)
hiyuumteq’elúunweespe


hiyúum-teq’e-luu-nwees-pe


grizzly.bear-to.bathe-underwater-place.of....ing-LOCATIVE


“at the grizzly bear’s wallowing place”  

These expert consultant interpretations are significant.  In (2), the object referent is the grizzly bear’s activity in relation to its wallow, whereas in (3) the object referent is conceived as a relational or focal element within a broader notion of spatial reference.  The crucial difference, as advanced by the expert Nez Perce consultants in (3), is that the post-semantic spatial meanings allow a greater degree of spatial discrimination between the micro and macro environmental features attributed to this placename.  Thus, as we are beginning to see, the relations between the constituent properties of a placename are just as important to understanding the meaning of place, as are the items or things a constituent denotes.  In addition, these interpretive facts help to substantiate the placename suffix -pa ‘at/on’ as a prototypical reference to place and to macro environments, whereas -p simply denotes a locality in a generic sense.  

A placename may also contain references to both flora and fauna and to landforms.  

4) qapqápnim wéele

qapqáp-nim wéele

cottonwood.tree-GENITIVE stream

“stream of the cottonwood trees”

Placenames that refer to people typically take a “people” referencing suffix. 

5)

haawpál’o



háawn-pál’o



rapids-people/inhabitants of



“people/inhabitants of the rapids”

As a matter of inquiry, it is desirable to know at what point environmental knowledge becomes operable along this continuum of reference.  Based upon what we know so far, we can make claim to the presence of two types of knowledge emerging from these key examples: schematic knowledge and local knowledge (Hanks 1990:70).  Schematic knowledge, in this context, refers to an assessment of pre-existent, general level representations and features and their corresponding relations.  As an expert Nez Perce consultant states, “(2)...can be any number of grizzly bear wallowing places” meaning that these features are only sensed implicitly at a general level.  Local knowledge refers to an assessment of localized representations and features and their corresponding relations from a human-centered perspective point or “the point within a scene at which one conceptually places one’s “mental eye’s” to look over the rest of the scene” (Talmy 2000: 217).  That is, places such as (3) are no longer simply referent expressions rather they are expressions having a uniquely defined spatial location that can allow participants to revise and update their immediate perceptual and sensory experience.  What we are claiming here is that local knowledge arises from an “intimate understanding of what is generally true in the locally obvious; it concerns what is true about place in general as manifested in this place” (Casey 1996: 45). 

The foregoing discussion outlines several important issues concerning placenames and their status as objects of research.  Placenames in small-scale societies are rich sources for interpretation and analysis and, in this particular case, they continue to offer insights into the thought worlds of Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin speaking peoples.  Collaborative exchanges between expert/knowledgeable consultants and project researchers prove to be critical in this process.  For example, in what may seem like casual consultant interpretive or explanatory comments, they may ultimately turn out to be crucial facts about reality.  What we are finding is that the meaning and function of placenames do not simply refer to places. Rather they also carry complex information and content by which lived realities may be critically assessed.  Thus, in summary, our claim is fairly simple: placenames obtain knowledge status when they present evidence in support of a speakers’ mental categorization of place as a unified system of representation.  A chief characteristic of this system is that the referential intent of placenames show a greater preference for real world truth conditions.  This is because the propositions represented by placenames are taken for granted to be true based on larger frames of reference such as a culturally shared form of world knowledge. 
In terms of documentation, aggregate sources compiled from across a cultural landscape (see definition in UNESCO 1998, para. 47) are useful towards validating the constituent nature of such knowledge.  Placenames are particularly meaningful when the coding of micro and macro environmental features and attributes of place are accessible or transparent to its speakers.  Referential transparency is often crucial in situations where knowledgeable speaker consultants are from endangered language communities or from communities having a historically diminished set of human-environmental interactions.  In such situations, one might expect the reconstruction of placename meanings to be accomplished through a speaker’s type familiarity with lexical patterns and/or actual visits to named places, much of which was possible or desirable in the research presented here.  

Myth Locales in the Southern Columbia Plateau 

Because Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin-speaking peoples each constitute a geographically distinct ethnic grouping, landscapes and place are culturally significant elements in the life history and experience of these ancient peoples.  They share a unified world view where notions of place serve as a basis for evoking one’s ethnogenesis or what is described as the lived process of a particular peoples “coming into being.”  A large body of principal myths celebrate this ethnogenesis, many of which are directly linked to various cultural landscapes as myth locales.  

Placenames that refer to myth locales can be generally linked to 1) culturally defined units of space, and 2) to topographies or landscapes that are valued for their role in perpetuating human symbolic-systems through time.  I define myth locales in the following statement:

Myth Locales

Myth locales are defined as a mythic action space characterized by the topographic embodiment of superhuman agents and superhuman events across time and space (Cash Cash 2006:10). 

In terms of their cultural significance, myth locales are the physical embodiment of events or dreamings that occurred during mythic times.  Particular geographic features, shapes and/or forms of a landscape will often resemble the event, event participants, or event objects being depicted.  The actions that are composed from these mythic events are the ‘action space,’ a set of interrelated topographic components representing an action pathway or action state.  In other words, they are localized events.  Thus, a myth ‘action space’ is equated as a ‘myth locale(s)’ when such actions or event attributes are localized across a particular mythic topography and are referenced as such by modern-day, expert indigenous or aboriginal consultants.  

For many Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin-speaking peoples, mythic events occurred during a time when no humans inhabited the landscape.  So in this sense, the time of the myth age and the time of humans are deeply separated.  
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Fig. 1 Myth Topography

The arrows in Fig. 1 represent the passage of time between the mythic past and the present.  It is important to note that myth locales collapse this deep time separation because of their direct link to known physical space.  As such, this time collapse represents a time foreign to modern-day peoples.  More often than not these myth locales are sacred yet powerful, dangerous places. 

In summary, myth locales are characterized by the actualisation of space through mythic means.  A definitive attribute of myth locales is their dynamic enactive orientation to both space and time.  Such an attribute is usually accompanied by a functioning set of sanctions that guide or otherwise restrict certain behaviours and interactions.  

In my fieldwork with Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin-speaking people, scared sites and other areas of deep significance often depict events of mythic transformation whereby mythic beings were once transformed from an animated mythic state into stone or some static geographic feature.  Their assigned purpose is to stand for all time as a witness to the changing character of the world.  Once, following a visit to a sacred island area on the Columbia River, I and other field researchers were instructed by a highly respected Sahaptin elder átway James Selam on the significance of the myth regarding nayshthlápa “the swallowing monster’s place.”    

Everything has an explanation.  The place [a rock art site] you are talking about was a probably [sic] witness to what happened, probably became a witness.  That water in that channel is down so deep below the sea level, 180-some feet I believe, where the swallowing monster lives.  On the side near the beginning of channel, there is a big slide, that's where the Coyote sat up and teased that monster until the monster got tired and swallowed him.  That's the legend.  We tell that legend all the time.  That channel, people are forbidden to enter from either side, because if you went up or down in a canoe the water would start to whirl and take you down.  That place [a rock art site] was probably a witness to that time.  It wasn't seen by anyone living, but it is part of nature's identifying there were people there.  The animals were people.  Coyote turned himself back into coyote.  Of course, a lot of animals were people that were swallowed by the monster.  So these legends, these stories, were more of a lecture to the children to understand the foundation and form of the land and water, whatever was there.  Even the [Celilo] falls, there are legends about the falls.  The story is interesting.  I believe the face on the rock is something to identify that place as being dangerous. (Cash Cash 2004a:11)

The role of the land as witness is to conceive a kind of originating “truth” which correlates the mythic structures of the world with the structures of time and human experience.  It is a perpetual embodied state that blurs the time distinction of its origin by “standing for all time” and conveying a “truth” of a world transformed (Cash Cash 2004a:13).  

Conclusion

This analysis sought to integrate the conceptual content of placenames with the worldview of indigenous and aboriginal peoples.  This was made possible in the way placenames are organized in the grammar of Nez Perce, Cayuse, and Sahaptin-speaking peoples.  As a system of reference, placenames describe how the world is organized spatially, how it is composed in its biological diversity, and how small-scale societies view themselves as a part of the larger world.  

The current impact of language endangerment is having an equal impact on the knowledge systems of indigenous and aboriginal peoples.  Linguists and others who work with endangered language communities must be cognizant of these facts and know that they can meaningfully contribute to the reconstruction of these ancient links through collaborative, participatory research.  Documentation of place and placenames helps to stabilize these endangered systems of knowledge.  They also support the aspirations of endangered language communities by helping to maintain vital links to ongoing spiritual, political, and group identity.  
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