
THE KWAKWAKA’WAKW 
A ST U DY O F A NO RT H PAC I F I C COA S T PE O P L E

A N D T H E POT L ATC H

BACKGROUND
Native peoples maintain close connections to the land and the places they come from. They express those 
connections in many different ways, including ceremonies and celebrations that can involve singing and dancing,
giving thanks, feasting, gift giving, storytelling, and games. In the United States and Canada, there are more
than 1,100 individual tribes—each with its own set of practices that show appreciation for the natural world
and those spirits that lie within it.

The Native peoples of the North Pacific Coast region of North America share many cultural similarities that
relate to their shared surroundings—the land, sea, climate, and resources. Over time, tribes have changed in 
various political, social, and economical ways; yet they maintain their traditions. In both the U.S. and Canada,
Native people prefer to be identified by their tribal affiliations. As a group of people, the commonly accepted
terms in the U.S. are Native peoples or Native Americans. In Canada, the term used is Aboriginal; tribes are
referred to as First Nations. There are 197 First Nations in British Columbia alone.

The Kwakwaka’wakw of British Columbia have built a rich culture that reflects and acknowledges the riches in
the natural environment. Their songs, stories, dances, and ceremonial objects honor the animals, rivers, cedar
trees, salmon, and all those things that help to sustain the Kwakwaka’wakw physically and spiritually. This
poster will introduce students to the riches of the Kwakwaka’wakw and their environment, exploring how they
share those riches in great style through the potlatch practice and how they have kept their culture alive.

Grade Levels: 6–8
Time Required: 3 class periods 

OV E RV I EW

In this poster students will learn about the Kwakwaka’wakw
(pronounced: kwock-KWOCKY-wowk) people of British
Columbia, Canada. The focus is on Kwakwaka’wakw traditions
that express concepts of wealth, values of giving, and the
importance of cultural continuity. Students will learn about
the Kwakwaka’wakw potlatch practice: its history, the values
inherent in it, and the important role it plays in establishing
and maintaining family connections to the past, to ancestors,
and to the spirits of all living things. Students will use
Kwakwaka’wakw concepts and discuss differences in value
systems. For an audio pronunciation guide, visit our website:
www.AmericanIndian.si.edu/education.

CU R R I C U LU M STA N DA R D S F O R

SO C I A L ST U D I E S

Culture (I), Time, Continuity, and Change (II), People,
Places, and Environments (III)

OB J E C T I V E S

In the lessons and activities, students will:
Learn about the Kwakwaka’wakw people, culture, and values
Learn about the practice of the potlatch and its history
Understand Kwakwaka’wakw concepts of wealth and value

NAT I O NA L MU S E U M O F T H E AM E R I C A N IN D I A N




