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ABSTRACT 
 

In “Travels in the Glittering World”: Transcultural Representations of Navajo Country, I 

compare how Diné (Navajo) writers and Euroamerican nature writers represent their 

experience of Diné culture and the place of the Navajo Nation.   This project repositions 

the scope of analysis common to broader regional studies of the U.S. Southwest by 

engaging the many ways that representations of Diné Bikéyah (Navajo Country), as a 

nation linked to other political entities, have refracted the cultural concerns of several 

twentieth and twenty-first century writers and filmmakers. Centrally, I consider how 

representations stand in relation to the cultivation of cultural sovereignty. In doing so, I 

consider the limits and applicability of interpretive models, including “communitism,” 

the “Peoplehood Matrix,” and expansive imaginings of literary nationalism. Following 

scholars such as Lloyd Lee, I consider how elements of contemporary Diné identity—

“worldview, land, language, kinship . . . [and] respect for their ancestors’ ability to 

survive colonialism”—factor into twentieth-century texts (92). Responding to texts 

addressing several historical periods, I consider how artists address the Long Walk to 

Bosque Redondo, stock reduction, integration into wage economies and the development 

of extractive industries, relocation, and periods of contemporary migration. Throughout, I 

consider how rootedness in culture and place allows Navajos to embrace paths of 

mobility and mindful alliances, which counteract forces which would confine them to the 

space of the reservation, to the status of a resource colony, or to the role as imagined font 

of exotic otherness. I consider how Euroamerican nature writers, with limited success, 

work against the impulse to tint Navajo Country in the sepia hues of primitivist nostalgia 
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to embrace instead a restorative ethos that might support efforts to advance goals of 

cultural sovereignty. I consider how Diné authors call upon earlier Navajo literary 

traditions, as well as anti-colonial texts from other cultures, to negotiate the desire to 

“root” identity in a fixed place while traversing “routes” through and beyond Navajo 

Country, connecting that nation to larger networks of cultural exchange, urban relocation, 

economic necessity, travel, and pan-tribal, if not global, alliances working for the 

purposes of cultural sovereignty and environmental justice.  
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INTRODUCTION:  
“TRAVELS IN THE GLITTERING WORLD”:  

TRANSCULTURAL REPRESENTATIONS OF NAVAJO COUNTRY 
 

Irvin Morris presents the phrase, “Travels in the Glittering World,” as the title for 

the third section in his 1997 book, From the Glittering World, in which he chronicles his 

narrator’s travels in and beyond Diné Bikéyah, the Navajo homeland. I borrow this phrase 

for my dissertation’s title because it encompasses several of the central concerns I 

address in this project.  

First, travel: As I respond to narratives from the nineteenth, twentieth, and 

twenty-first centuries, whether crafted by Diné or Euroamerican writers, motion, 

mobility, and volition factor significantly into accounts of migrations;  horseback 

journeys throughout a homeland; the Long Walk to Bosque Redondo; efforts to elude 

capture during the U.S. military campaigns against the Diné; the repopulation of Diné 

Bikéyah upon return from Hweeldi; the bounding of the Navajo Reservation and 

consequent restrictions upon movement and settlement; the integration into wage 

economies tied to the railroad; compulsory education at boarding schools; the killing of 

horses, sheep, and goats under the federal Stock Reduction program; the development of 

highways along with new waves of automotive tourism; federal relocation to urban areas; 

the pursuit of higher education and professional opportunities; and participation in 

pantribal and global Indigenous movements. And where there are travelers, there also are 

hosts, both to Diné moving within and beyond the Navajo Nation, to agents of Spanish 

and Mexican governments, to members of neighboring Indigenous cultures, and to the 

legions of trading post operators, tourists, anthropologists, writers, photographers, 
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filmmakers, and environmental activists who pass through Navajo Country, some staying 

longer than others.  

Next, In the Glittering World: most broadly this is the current world according to 

Navajo worldview. As Diné historian, Jennifer Nez Denetdale, notes “Alk’idáá” means 

“long time ago,” “on top of each other in the past,” or “experiences or events stacked up 

through time,” and the phrase refers to events that occurred to ancestors of the Diné “in 

the first world and the subsequent journey into the next worlds” until they emerged into 

the Glittering World (42). It is in this world that “First Man and First Woman, with the 

help of the Holy People [Diyin Dine’é], marked the boundaries of this new homeland 

with four sacred mountains made of the soil brought from the lower worlds” (Morris 12). 

To the east is Sisnaajini [Blanca Peak], “fastened to the earth with a bolt of white 

lightning,” to the south is Tsoodzil [Mount Taylor], ““fastened to the earth with a stone 

knife,” to the west is Dook´o´slííd [San Francisco Peaks], “fastened to the earth with a 

sunbeam,” to the north is Dibé nitsaa [Hesperus Peak], “fastened to the earth with a 

rainbow,” and near the center of Dinétah, the sacred homeland bounded by these peaks 

Dzil ná oodilii [Huerfano Mesa]and Ch’óol’í’í [Gobernador Knob] were formed 

(Denetdale 135). It is in this world that Changing Woman [Asdzáá] was found as a baby 

by First Man and First Woman atop Gobernador Knob  [Ch’óo’í’í], who arranged for the 

Holy People to conduct a Blessingway for their daughter (Denetdale 136). It is in the 

Glittering World, too, that Changing Woman was impregnated by Sun, after which she 

gave birth to twin sons, Monster Slayer [Naayéé Neezgháni] and Born-for-Water [Tó 

Bájísh Chíní] (Denetdale 137, Morris 14). With the protection of Grandmother Spider, 
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the two boys journeyed to find their father, who gave them a number of gifts, including 

weapons and armor to assist them as they sought to rid the world of all but four monsters. 

After slaying the monsters, “they underwent purification rituals, the Enemy Way, which 

warriors still undergo” (Denetdale 138). After ridding the Glittering World of those 

monsters, “the twins left this world to dwell with the Holy People” who “also returned to 

their home, but they are always within reach through the songs and prayers” (Morris 15). 

It is in this world, too, that Changing Woman created the first four clans by rubbing skin 

from her breast, back, and underarms; these clans are known as Kiiyaa’áanii, 

Honáháanii, Tó’dich’íinii, and Hashtl’isgnii (Denetdale 139, Morris 15). It is in this 

world, then, that contemporary Diné inhabit a place marked by these sacred stories and 

where the Holy People remain accessible. Further, it is in this world that the Diné have a 

long history of journeying and forging alliances.  

Next, Navajo Country: here I skip ahead to briefly mark out distinctions in 

nomenclature. While the Glittering World refers to this most recent realm of creation, 

there are several other terms I use to refer to the particular geography inhabited by the 

Diné. Most broadly, there is Diné Bikéyah, which translates loosely as Navajos’ Country 

and which comprises the territory limned by the four sacred peaks, mentioned above and 

commonly identified as Sisnaajini [Blanca Peak], to the east; Tsoodzil [Mt. Taylor], to 

the south; Dook´o´slííd [the San Francisco Peaks], to the west; and Dibé nitsaa [Hesperus 

Peak], to the North (Iverson 1). More narrow, geographically, is Dinétah, which 

translates roughly as “’among the Diné’” and is located to the east of Farmington, New 

Mexico. As Peter Iverson notes, it is east of the political boundaries of the current Navajo 
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Nation, and it is administered by the Bureau of Land Management; however, one of the 

sacred interior mountains, Ch’óo’í’í [Gobernador Knob], the site where Changing 

Woman was found by First Man and First Woman is located there, as are many sites 

associated with her twin sons Monster Slayer [Naayéé Neezgháni] and Born-for-Water 

[Tó Bájísh Chíní] (Iverson 20). Geopolitically, the Navajo Nation is the term I use to 

refer both to overarching institution of governance, the Diné body politic, as well as the 

geographic space of what was previously called the Navajo Reservation. I do so out of 

respect for the 1969 Declaration of Nationhood, though when writing about Diné 

authored texts, I realize that a number of authors refer to the reservation, so I occasionally 

use the two terms interchangeably but advisedly. Likewise, I err on the side of respect 

when using Diné as a default term for the people, while realizing that many people refer 

to themselves as Navajo. On occasion, I use the two interchangeably, but, again, 

advisedly. Finally, when I use Navajo Country, I do so advisedly, both as a loose 

translation of Diné Bikéyah, but also as a nod to the “tourism industrial complex” 

developed through the more heavily traveled roads of Navajo Country, that convey 

tourists through circuits connecting the dots to typical destinations, including Bluff to 

Blanding to Monument Valley to other nodes, including Canyon de Chelly, Four Corners, 

to Shiprock, to Keams Canyon, to Cameron, and back out to Flagstaff, or Gallup, or 

Moab: sites known for picturesque beauty, and historic trading posts, and the jumping-off 

points of border towns, where tourists stop on the way in or out of Navajo Country. 

Notably missing from these tourist circuits are stops at sites of educational and political 

significance such as Tsaile, Rough Rock, and to lesser degrees, Window Rock; likewise, 
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sites of political and environmental conflict, Black Mesa, Big Mountain or any number of 

abandoned uranium mining or milling sites rarely merit a tourist stop.  

 Next, Transcultural Representations: here, I borrow from terminology shaped by 

Mary Louise Pratt in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. Pratt 

acknowledges that she is not the first to articulate the notion of transculturation as she 

establishes her invocation of the concept:  

Ethnographers have used this term to describe how subordinated or 

marginal groups select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a 

dominant or metropolitan culture. While subjugated peoples cannot 

readily control what emanates from the dominant culture, they do 

determine to varying extents what they absorb into their own, and what 

they use it for (6). 

In this project, I focus primarily on Diné culture as it has historically been in contact with 

U.S. culture, and I consider how Navajos repurpose representational media—including 

“as-told-to” narratives, photographs, movies, and ethnographic modes that would confine 

them to a particular mode of life—in ways that serve Diné communities rather than 

catering exclusively to the dominant culture from which such “modes” emanate. 

Likewise, I consider how several Euroamerican writers attempt to make use of cultural 

concepts and material goods emanating from Navajo culture. In a more expansive version 

of this project, there is room to consider how Diné artists are engaging a range of global 

cultural expressions; likewise, there is much to be written about how Navajos factor into 

the art, writing, and history of neighboring Native peoples, as well as Spanish and 
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Mexican colonial agents and their descendants. Much already has been written about the 

interdependence of those cultures, including the  integration of Pueblo and Mexican 

peoples through adoption and the creation of new clans. Most notable among those texts 

is James F. Brooks Captives and Cousins, which emphasizes the mechanisms by which 

kinship relations were forged with Pueblo cultures, leading to the creation of Zuni, 

Jemez, Zia, and San Felipe clans amongst the Diné (Brooks 83-88). Navajo culture has 

been refined in the company of its neighbors, and I focus on mechanisms of “cultural 

synthesis” that have been in place centuries before Pratt’s use of the term, 

transculturation; nevertheless, following on the heels of Gary Witherspoon and others 

attending to Diné culture and aesthetics,  I emphasize that, because Navajo culture is 

constructed around a stable worldview while also emphasizing change and dynamic flux, 

materials from “exotic” cultures can be productively absorbed and integrated into Diné 

culture. However, as James Faris points out in Navajo and Photography, both 

anthropologists and photographers have exaggerated Diné propensity for usefully 

integrating  exotic goods, in ways that diminish the understanding of Navajos as a 

cohesive people, reducing them to the status of “borrowers, late arrivals, adapters, people 

without aboriginal culture who simply mimic others” (306). As I examine instances of 

Diné transculturation, to sidestep this charge, I am careful to indicate how outside forms 

are put to the service of central and evolving tenets of Diné culture.  

 Finally, the second half of that formulation,  Representations: I use that term on 

one level because it is broader, more encompassing than narratives, since I examine not 

just literature but also film, the figurative language ascribed to social practices in places 
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like trading posts, and the attempts to depict material culture within texts. Likewise, in 

the Diné-authored narratives I’ve selected, there exists a significant representational 

matrix, wherein stories conveyed to multiple audiences are more deeply resonant for 

readers familiar with the cultural contexts that factor into their shaping. In an era when 

much has been published about Diné worldview, culturally specific details can assume 

resonance for non-Native readers, yet one of my abiding concerns in this study is “to 

what ends?” Does one’s perceptive reading of Navajo-authored literature simply affirm a 

banal appreciation of cross-cultural difference? Might those details be read more closely 

to consider how literature by or about Navajos serves, or perhaps undermines, the 

purposes of cultural self-determination? 

 One of my answers to these questions lies in consideration of how Diné-authored 

texts, as well as texts representing Navajos and Diné culture, might be read for how they 

affirm dimensions of cultural sovereignty. At the most basic level, by using the phrase 

cultural sovereignty, I am referring to the right of a people and the individuals within it to 

determine how they are represented, to choose with some consciousness modes of 

representation that do not add to, and that perhaps also counteract, legacies of 

colonization, exploitation, and expropriation. Beyond these defensive aspects of 

exercising cultural sovereignty are also positive elements, including the affirmation of 

liberty, mobility, creative powers, and the ability to ally meaningfully with members of 

other cultures to counteract injustice. Even as I attempt to trace out these dimensions of 

cultural sovereignty, I realize that my agenda might be quite different than that of many 

Diné critics. While I might wish to see Euroamerican culture implicated for its 
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neocolonial impositions, literary self-determination for a Navajo author might mean 

embracing the liberty to explore how reworked Surrealist or Beat aesthetics might filter 

into their poetic sensibilities. Or it might mean writing a novel that dares to implicate 

corrupt tribal officials, or cycles of abuse, or other intratribal conflict without pandering 

to mainstream readers by invoking stereotypes of dysfunctional Indigenous cultures. Put 

another way, as an outsider, though I have focused in this study on several texts, which 

affirm, in disparate ways, Diné cultural sovereignty, I am hardly the final arbiter of what 

serves those goals. To those ends, Jace Weaver cites Taiaiake Alfred’s call for  “‘a 

sensitive pragmatism. . . to reinfuse our societies with the positive energy required to 

confront the continuing injustice, protect what remains, and build our own future.’ As 

critics, we are more interested in examining our own histories and cultures than in simply 

cataloging the sins of both commission and omission of Amer-Europeans” (“Splitting” 

72). Although I am well-equipped to trace connections between continuing injustice and 

neocolonialism, in doing so, I may be missing equally, if not more, significant modes of 

interpretation that indicate how texts serve ongoing cultural purposes.  

What I do attempt to offer is comparative critical analysis of the ways that Navajo 

Country and Diné culture has been represented in the mid-to-late twentieth century and 

early twenty-first century. In this project, I explore how Navajo (Diné) authors and 

Euroamerican nature writers have distinctively represented that geographic space, as well 

as Diné culture. Alternatively described as Diné Bikéyah, Navajo Country, the Navajo 

Reservation or the places and the various chapters and agencies comprising the 
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contemporary Navajo Nation, this region is imagined differently as a sacred homeland, 

tourist destination, colonial construct, and sovereign political entity.  

 This project repositions the scope of analysis common to broader regional 

studies of the U.S. Southwest by engaging the many ways that representations of Diné 

Bikéyah (Navajo Country), as a nation linked to other political entities, have refracted 

the cultural concerns of several twentieth and twenty-first century writers. In this way, I 

narrow the scope of regional analysis, in hopes of offering an alternative to a number of 

recent academic works, reflecting on the cultural construction of the Southwest which 

disproportionately emphasize how Euroamerican brokers of cultural capital have 

shaped the Southwest though literary and visual arts for a predominantly Euroamerican, 

upper-middle class audience. When the work of American Indian artists is included in 

these studies, it is often relegated to epilogues or other compartmentalized moments in 

which “the Native perspective” is consigned to cramped museum cases.  

 Further, when scholars select indigenous artists to “speak for” ongoing Native 

resistance to colonization, I find that they offer insufficient context for the complex 

historical contexts out of which those artists speak. Consequently, these Native voices 

appear marooned in a sea of whiteness. After scholars have exhaustively examined the 

juggernaut of Euroamerican colonization, they gesture to a single “representative” 

voice of ongoing indigenous presence, burdened with announcing, “we are still here, 

and we are still creating art.”  Not only are there thousands of Indigenous artists living 

and creating in the Southwest, but when their artistic efforts are placed into a broader 

cultural context, careful readers can see how these artists are participating in ranging 
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networks of kinship, community and political activism, as their work and public life 

contributes to efforts for environmental justice and cultural sovereignty amidst 

neocolonial conditions.  

 Rather than offering a sampling of how this transpires in dozens of Southwestern 

Native cultures, I focus on the Navajo Nation and how Diné culture has long been 

interdependent with surrounding cultures. Because it is the largest domestic dependent 

nation within the U.S., with respect to land mass (larger than West Virginia), population 

(nearly 300,000), and number of indigenous language speakers, Diné Bikéyah warrants 

recognition as possessing a substantial national culture, with systems of governance, 

education, economy, and culture that have arisen out of long tenure in that land and out 

of centuries of interaction with neighboring cultures and, more recently, with three 

colonizing nations. Not coincidentally, it is a culture, along with Lakota, Hopi, and 

Cherokee that often stands in introductory Anthropology courses as an example of 

alterity within the U.S. For these reasons, I focus on the nature of these historical, 

ethnographic, cinematographic and literary representations, considering the messages 

they convey to an audience with a vast reach, from Diné children reading poetry in 

grammar school, to students studying Navajo ethnographies in college, to others 

introduced to an “exotic” culture through the work of acclaimed nature writers, to the 

many aficionados of John Ford films and all things American Indian in the far reaches of 

the globe. 

My dissertation offers a new point of entry into a field which has been approached 

richly from a number of angles. This study adds to a body of work that has focused 
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rigorous critical attention upon the constitution of the U.S. Southwest as a tourist 

destination and repository of enchanting experience for Euroamericans seeking respite 

from increasingly rationalized urban and suburban spaces in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Representative texts include the special edition of the Journal of the Southwest, 

entitled Inventing the Southwest (1990), edited by Barbara Babcock; Leah Dilworth’s 

Imagining Indians in the Southwest: Persistent Visions of a Primitive Past (1996); The 

Great Southwest of the Fred Harvey Company and the Santa Fe Railway (1996) edited 

by Barbara Babcock and Marta Weigle; Molly Mullin’s Culture in the Marketplace: 

Gender, Art, and Value in the American Southwest (2001); Audrey Goodman’s 

Translating Southwestern Landscapes: The Making of an Anglo Literary Region (2002);  

and Martin Padget’s Indian Country: Travels in the American Southwest (2004). These 

texts perform the foundational and incisive work of analyzing convergences of economic 

and cultural capital in the ways that, at various phases following the Mexican American 

War, the newly annexed U.S. Southwest was constituted as colonial acquisition and 

tourist destination through practices both material and imaginative: a site of extractive 

industry (through oil drilling and the mining of coal and uranium); a captive, colonial 

market for surplus agricultural production (through commodities distributed through 

trading posts); a thoroughfare for transcontinental travel (namely, the Atchison Topeka 

and Santa Fe Railways and later highways like Routes 66 and 163); and a site re-

presented by Euroamerican writers and photographers building their own creative careers 

while also cultivating the aura of enchantment that lured travelers to the Southwest.  
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Decidedly multicultural in scope, a number of these earlier texts risk 

recapitulating the aggregate othering orchestrated through vertically integrated 

institutions like the Fred Harvey Company. By this, I mean that those responsible for 

marketing and packaging Euroamerican encounters with the Southwest commodified 

difference, imparting bourgeois consumers with the patina of what Leah Dilworth calls 

the “collector-connoisseur,” through their ability to attach an authenticating narrative to 

native-crafted souvenirs. As Dilworth notes, the authority to legitimize cultural artifacts 

was transmitted from “non-Indian scientists” and purchasing agents to the tourists, who 

in turn displayed them in Midwestern and eastern domestic spaces (134), and who 

selectively recounted and reconstructed those authenticating narratives. Dilworth further 

observes that, “if the collection constituted a storehouse of information about Indians that 

required the connoisseur to reveal, it also reflected the individuality (and the class 

standing) of the collector” (140).  

Absent from, silenced, and often distorted in this chain of narrative transmission 

are the Native artisans who crafted the artifacts in question. Frequently, too, given the 

distance between an artifact’s point of production and its conspicuous display, the 

identity of the original craftsperson and the specific tribe or clan from which a design 

emerges may be forgotten, de-emphasized, or distorted as the new owner’s acts of 

consumption, display, and narration instead foreground the collector’s authority. In this 

way, artifacts are divorced from their tribally specific origins, in some instances coming 

to signify not a Hopi pot arising out a tradition cultivated over centuries, nor a Navajo 
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Two Grey Hills rug, but instead a “Southwestern Indian” pot or rug acquired during the 

new owner’s exotic travels.  

While I am greatly indebted to texts like Dilworth’s and Goodman’s, I think that 

their studies establish a foundation for closer examination of how Euroamerican 

expropriation and representation of southwestern Native lands, material culture, and 

narratives has affected specific cultures. Many of the texts referenced above emphasize 

the hegemonic power of Euroamerican artists, businessmen, and travelers to constitute 

the U.S. Southwest as a cohesive and consumable region, a colorful, multicultural 

patchwork of Athabaskan, Pueblo, and Hispanic peoples, peppered, too, with—if not 

assembled and controlled by—pioneering Anglos who were defining the Southwest for 

the greater US body politic (Weigle 1989). Admirably, many of the aforementioned 

authors include examples of how specific indigenous artisans or writers creatively 

navigated multilayered U.S. colonization. However, these native voices are frequently 

limited to codas, rimshots of resistance, often acknowledged only in the texts’ epilogues  

(Dilworth 211-25).  

 Looking to the work of published Navajo writers addressing nineteenth-century 

Diné history, including Tiana Bighorse and Navajo historian Jennifer Nez Denetdale, I 

consider how the contours of Diné cultural sovereignty are limned by complex 

interaction with neighboring tribal cultures and agents of nation-states, including Spain, 

Mexico, and the U.S. I also critique the representational space of trading posts, reading 

Monument Valley as what Mary Louise Pratt has called a “contact zone,” in which 

trading post operator, Harry Goulding cultivated economic opportunities for local 
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Navajos (and himself) in the form of oil and uranium extraction, alongside the 

cultivation of Monument Valley as a Hollywood film set, a tourist destination, and a 

tribal park. Placing Goulding’s efforts in contemporary perspective, I analyze how a 

recent documentary, The Return of Navajo Boy, chronicles an extended Diné family’s 

response to the ongoing effects of Goulding’s developmental efforts. Responding to 

earlier representations, members of the Cly family reclaim static photographs and silent 

films with stories that account for their experience of Monument Valley over the past 

two centuries. 

 In the early work of Barry Lopez and Terry Tempest Williams, I consider how 

Euroamerican writers who are otherwise mindful in their writing about cultured 

environments fall into tropes that David Spurr has identified as “the rhetoric of 

empire,” as their writing is tinted with the sepia hues of primitivist nostalgia that brush 

over historical injustices. Complicating theoretical approaches advanced by James 

Clifford, I also consider how Diné authors, Luci Tapahonso, Irvin Morris, and Esther 

Belin call upon earlier Navajo literary traditions as well as anti-colonial texts from 

other cultures to negotiate the desire to “root” identity in a fixed place while traversing 

“routes” through and beyond Navajo Country, connecting that Nation to larger 

diasporic networks of cultural exchange, urban relocation, economic necessity, travel, 

and pan-tribal, if not global, alliances working for the purposes of cultural sovereignty 

and environmental justice.  

 As I consider how iconic Euroamerican nature writers and Diné authors write 

about Navajo Country, I am indebted to Joni Adamson’s work, specifically American 
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Indian Literature, Environmental Justice, and Ecocriticism: The Middle Place. While 

my project focuses on the cultural production arising out of and representing the Navajo 

Nation, Adamson’s pioneering work centers upon the U.S. Southwest, while also 

addressing a broader swath of Euroamerican and Native American literatures.  As I 

establish above, the substantial body of Navajo-centered work written by Diné and 

Euroamerican authors sustains this extended study, and it offers insight into how 

otherwise astute non-Native authors write about Diné Bikéyah in ways that diminish its 

political efficacy by rendering it as a source of self-discovery, a site of exotic fantasy, 

and a place burdened with therapeutic power. These representational modes, which 

apply familiar colonial tropes to the American Southwest, render Navajos as timeless 

people, supposedly untouched by the complex historical experiences that Euroamerican 

authors seek to escape on their sojourns to Navajo Country. As Adamson establishes, 

contemporary Indigenous authors and the cultures they write about are actively engaged 

in the complexities of the contemporary global economy as they work to counteract 

environmental injustices and a legacy of corporate and federal exploitation that has 

rendered sacred homelands as “national sacrifice zones.” This dynamic certainly 

appears in the work of Irvin Morris and Esther Belin, whose prose bears witness to the 

challenges and rewards of forming coalitions with writers, activists, and fellow workers 

from other marginalized cultures.  

 Additionally, as I address in this project’s epilogue, the efforts of Diné 

environmental justice activists occasionally puts them at odds with elected officials of 

the Navajo Nation. In these conflicts, the rhetoric of economic sovereignty is often 
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pitted against that of environmental justice in vexing circumstances that yield no easy 

answers. However, as I respond to Power Paths, a recent documentary that grapples 

with such concerns, I establish how the goals of economic sovereignty and 

environmental justice need not be mutually exclusive. Further, when responding to that 

and other texts, I attend to how creative synthesis—central to Diné philosophy and 

aesthetics—and cross-cultural collaboration allow Navajo artists and activists to 

respond critically to threatening circumstances by defusing their power, then reweaving 

potential threats into sites of harmonious and productive tension.  

 Though I focus on the Navajo Nation and the applicability of recent 

formulations of Indigenous literary nationalism to that political entity, I do so in ways 

that attempt to account for the long and ongoing complexity of Navajo social and 

political identity. Rather than lionizing an entrenched and chauvinistic vision of 

nationalism, I look to the work of scholars exploring the concept’s viability for 

contemporary native nations. While recent works by Shari Huhndorf and María 

Saldaña-Portillo question the viability of nationalist approaches to the study of 

Indigenous cultures, they do so in ways that err on the side of rendering “nationalism” 

as monolithic, rather than as a political formation that can be as historically and 

geographically grounded as the transnational models that they favor. The central 

criticisms levied against native nationalisms are that they are viable only for federally 

recognized tribes, that they are oppressively patriarchal in nature, and that they 

privilege biological heritage over the possibility of cross-cultural coalition building 

(Huhndorf 365, Saldaña-Portillo 279-80, 286). While I acknowledge the baggage borne 
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by nationalist approaches, and I certainly do not dismiss the efforts of non-

governmental organizations and activist coalitions, I contend that nationalist models 

applied to the Navajo Nation, indeed, can offer viable modes both for cultivating 

cultural sovereignty and for establishing political leverage to deal more equitably with 

the U.S., with other sovereign nations, and with multinational corporations. 

Additionally, those who advocate for transnational formulations place what I see as 

excessive emphasis on a unity grounded in resistance to ongoing colonization. While 

there certainly is power in pantribal and multiethnic coalitions, this binary formulation 

positions Indigenous people as always reacting to (neo)colonial impositions, rather than 

specifying the enduring cultural strengths that Natives from particular cultures can 

bring to bear in those acts of resistance, much less, the daily expressions and 

reworkings of traditional culture that are more than just reactions to colonization. 

Certainly, the continued dynamic practice of Indigenous traditions is an act of 

resistance, but it is also more than that. It is also an affirmation of persisting strength 

and power that forges distinct identities for Native peoples, shapes a specific 

worldview, and links them to the power that resides in particular places. Whereas 

emphasizing distinct cultural histories can be exploited by those seeking to “divide and 

conquer” potential pantribal allegiances, I contend that grounded knowledge of 

language, worldview, treaty rights, and land claims—and the shaping of viable national 

entities—will strengthen the political leverage of tribal groups working together to 

secure just relations with multinational corporations and other governments.  
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 Further, as I look to the work of contemporary Diné scholars like Lloyd Lee, 

who advocate for Diné Nationalism, I find a subtlety of thought that anticipates and 

counters many of the critiques levied against such approaches. Specifically, Lee 

acknowledges how, despite the traditional matriarchal orientation of Diné culture, 

women are underrepresented in official political offices. In hopes of reversing this 

pattern, he identifies how that phenomenon is rooted both in internalized colonial 

beliefs and in particular interpretations of oral tradition. Further, Lee shapes  a vision 

for transforming the official Diné political structure to integrate some reworked 

elements of precolonial governance that would allow political structures to better serve 

the needs of Navajos and to better represent their interests when interacting with the 

U.S. federal government and with corporations seeking access to Diné resources. 

Additionally, Lee implicates blood quantum distinctions as colonial impositions as he 

offers a long historical perspective on the processes by which Navajos shaped new 

clans and adopted people into the expansive clan system to forge kinship ties. Ceding 

these shortcomings, Lee advocates for how continued reforms at the level of education, 

governance, and economic development can reshape a vestigial colonial institution into 

one that better serves Diné cultural needs.  

When organizing this dissertation to focus on representations of Navajo Country 

by Euroamerican and indigenous writers, my goal is not to ignore the complex patterns of 

cultural formation and exchange that preceded Spanish and Anglo contact, to pretend that 

this place called Diné Bikéyah can be excised from the other cultural homelands that 

surround it. Instead, I wish to emphasize the ways that this specific homeland has been 
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mapped by stories told by Navajos for centuries, stories which in the last century have 

been adapted and transformed through a burgeoning culture of (printed) letters. While I 

see texts by Diné writers Tiana Bighorse, Luci Tapahonso, Irvin Morris and Esther Belin 

as certainly in dialogue with texts authored by Euroamerican writers and authors from 

other tribal backgrounds, my goal is to analyze their works as central to this study. 

Certainly, their voices are mediated by collector-connoisseurs of a different sort as these 

Diné writers’ texts find their way into the libraries of contemporary audiences of varied 

ethnicity, who are reached by the university presses publishing Navajo-authored texts. 

Acknowledging the ways that these texts do not voice an autochthonic and monolithic 

“Navajo experience,” I will analyze how those writings convey a sense of Diné cultural 

identity that leans upon narratives focusing upon kinship, relation to place, and the 

writers’ attempts to grapple with historical changes to those connections.  

Though published in the twentieth century, Bighorse the Warrior focuses upon 

early contact with Anglos, specifically the atrocities and potential cultural rupture that 

marked the long walk to Bosque Redondo and how Navajos processed that experience 

through negotiation with their Anglo captors, and later through stories, told and retold, as 

the thousands of survivors forged bonds anew with landscapes from which they had been 

dispossessed. Texts by Tapahonso, Morris, and Belin, published in the last twenty five 

years, gesture to origin stories and narratives of the long walk referenced by Bighorse, 

but they also cast light on new periods of historical complexity, wherein economic 

necessity, federal public policy, and educational opportunity have landed these recent 

authors distant from Diné Bikéyah. Through mixed genres (poetry and essays for 
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Tapahonso and Belin, and short fiction and memoir for Morris), these authors offer 

narratives of displacement and reconnection, of forging and negotiating identities resting 

upon (sometimes) fractured connections to place and kin, themselves both sometimes 

fragmented by the effects of federal policy and extractive industry. On the page, these 

authors frequently are negotiating the tension cultural critic James Clifford has 

highlighted when identity is shaped by the centripetal pull of roots and the centrifugal 

force of routes—lines of motion which are often externally imposed. Especially when 

responding to Morris’s and Belin’s text and biographies, I will call attention to how 

groundedness in Navajo identity through narrative, coupled with temporary un-

rootedness from Diné Bikéyah allows them both to forge productive alliances across 

ethnic groups.  

 Running parallel to the writings of Tapahonso, Morris and Belin, are works of 

fiction and creative non-fiction by Euroamerican nature writers, including Barry Lopez, 

and Terry Tempest Williams from the last quarter of the twentieth century. Lopez and 

Williams have advocated powerfully for the preservation of wild spaces, and in later texts 

they have each indicated an estimable awareness of how indigenous human and natural 

communities, alike, are endangered by policies of colonial disregard. However, as they 

write about travels to Navajo Country, especially in their early texts such as Desert Notes 

and Pieces of White Shell, Lopez and Williams respectively deploy a number of 

colonizing tropes, which affirm both their narrative authority, and their status as a new 

variety of “collector-connoisseur,” entitled not only to expropriate artifacts from Navajo 

Country, but to wrench those objects to serve their own narrative purposes. While these 
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acts of literary appropriation which superficially embrace elements of Navajo culture 

might serve to mark Lopez and Williams as dropping out of homogenized, U.S. society, 

the ways they craft these oppositional identities seem similar to the mode of oppositional 

Euroamerican identity formation that Philip Deloria has outlined as “playing Indian,” 

whereby, one assumes the trappings of indigenous attire and spirituality without regard 

for the cultural and historical context from which they emerge.    

 In this study, my hope is not only to implicate the peculiarity of such approaches 

and their half-aware allegiance with colonial approaches that Lopez and Williams would 

most likely disavow, but also to indicate how a growing body of Diné-authored texts 

meaningfully accounts for a complexity of experience that goes unacknowledged in 

colonially-aligned texts.  Contrary to works that diminish, oversimplify, or trivialize the 

ongoing vitality of Diné culture, these texts provide a platform for literary self-

determination, and they model how contemporary Navajos navigate the challenging 

terrain of a world that increasingly is globally integrated along the lines of politics, 

economy, and culture. While traditional Diné culture has been shaped in a specific 

geography, many contemporary Navajos spend considerable time away from Diné 

Bikéyah. In this study, I consider how Diné-authored texts provide an imagined 

community for those distant from their homeland, a body of literary and cinematic 

expression that affirms longstanding Diné values of mobility and creative synthesis, 

which might help Navajos not only better establish their footing in a world of rapid 

change but also intervene when confronted with unjust economic and environmental 

circumstances. 
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CHAPTER I: 
LOCATING CULTURAL SOVEREIGNTY IN DINÉ LITERATURE 

 Over the past thirty years, scholars have attended to the relationship between 

American Indian literature and cultural sovereignty, and in the past ten years, following 

the publication of Craig Womack’s Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism, 

this conversation has expanded in engaging directions. In crafting this chapter, I do not 

seek to adjudicate between modes of affirming cultural sovereignty. Rather, I hope to 

sketch out how dimensions of recent critical reflections on American Indian nationalism 

might best shape readings of Diné texts for the ways they allow readers (including 

Navajos, other indigenous persons, and non-Natives) to recognize and affirm Diné 

cultural sovereignty. After establishing the parameters of contemporary discussions of 

cultural sovereignty, I will apply those concepts to reading a text that creatively 

chronicles a period of substantial change for Navajos, 1846-1939. This text, Tiana 

Bighorse’s Bighorse the Warrior is unique in that it is relatively free of the ethnographic 

intervention that colors earlier “as-told-to” narratives, such as Son of Old Man Hat: A 

Navaho Autobiography Recorded by Walter Dyk (1938). Bighorse’s text was mediated by 

a Euroamerican collaborator, Noël Bennett, who was trained as a weaver and artist, rather 

than an ethnographer, so her primary goal resided in helping her friend and former 

teacher, Tiana Bighorse, craft the story of her father. These details are significant 

because, though the shaping of the text is not innocent of editorial partiality, Bennett 

emphasized fidelity to narrative and aesthetics over the filtering and reshaping of 

Bighorse’s story to advance a career in the social sciences. Consequently, the text offers a 

compelling story that chronicles how Navajos navigated significant cultural upheavals: 
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namely, facing (and eluding) relocation to Bosque Redondo, enduring early treaty 

relations with the U.S., the transition to a wage economy, and stock reduction.  

 As a prelude to my fourth chapter, which explores late-twentieth century Navajo 

narratives, I look to this text which chronicles an earlier era of Diné history to consider 

how Bighorse and Bennett have repurposed existing forms such as the “as-told-to” life 

history, and how they have inflected narrative structures pre-shaped by Euroamerican 

culture with distinctively Navajo aesthetics which invite Diné readers to see themselves 

as subjects of narratives, rather than objects of ethnographic analysis. In doing so, I 

consider how such reworking exemplifies both the process of what Mary Louise Pratt 

defines as “transculturation” as well as processes of “creative syntheses” that are deeply 

embedded in Diné culture. Pratt acknowledges that she is not the first to articulate the 

concept of transculturation as she establishes how she uses the term:  

Ethnographers have used this term to describe how subordinated or 

marginal groups select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a 

dominant or metropolitan culture. While subjugated peoples cannot 

readily control what emanates from the dominant culture, they do 

determine to varying extents what they absorb into their own, and what 

they use it for (6).  

Since the arrival of the Spanish, Navajos have been beset by colonizing forces that would 

relegate them to the margins of history, yet in this study, rather than emphasizing how 

they are solely reacting to Euroamerican expressions of military might and political 

power, I seek to establish the dynamic cohesiveness of Diné culture as sufficiently 
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expansive to integrate new concepts, expressions, and forms without sacrificing its 

integrity.  

 

Nationalism, Peoplehood, and Cultural Sovereignty 

 In the collaboratively written preface to American Indian Literary Nationalism, 

Robert Warrior, Jace Weaver, and Craig Womack observe that “Nationalism is a term on 

a short list, one that also includes sovereignty, culture, self-determination, experience, 

and history, that is central to understanding the relationship between the cultural 

expression of Native American literature and the social and historical realities that such 

expression embodies” (xv). Further, they note the ambivalence of the term, its liberatory 

capacities as well as its repressive threats. As I reflect on recent meditations on 

Indigenous nationalism as they might illuminate a Diné Literary Nationalism, I realize 

that I am undertaking a project that could be seen as retrograde, an exploration of the 

national in an era of the global. To these ends, Womack observes that “given the 

concerns with globalization these days, U.S. Indian tribes present some of the most 

interesting living studies of what constitutes the modern nation state because of the 

challenging questions they raise about the role of geography, political structures, and 

population as part of a matrix that constitutes nationhood” (“Integrity” 127). Further, as I 

cobble together general critical observations regarding Indigenous nationalism with more 

pointed observations about Navajo nationalism, I find that scholars advocating for those 

models do so with awareness of the criticism levied against nationalist models, which 

ultimately allows them and their readers to envision a complex or expansive vision of 
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nationalism. As the work of many compelling Diné writers is now being published (Luci 

Tapahonso, Gloria Emerson, Irvin Morris, Laura Tohe, Rex Lee Jim, Hershman John, 

Sherwin Bitsui, Orlando White, Esther Belin, Archie Carr, to name just a few), and it is 

beginning to receive deserved critical attention, it is vital to indicate how these texts can 

be read both for their literary accomplishments as well as how they offer insight into 

social and historical circumstances—in ways that are meaningful to Diné readers, and, in 

ways that might push non-Navajo readers to read Diné-authored texts not just through the 

lens of Euroamerican critical tools and against aesthetic expectations shaped by the 

“Western Canon,” but for the meaningful and challenging insight these works offer into a 

contemporary Indigenous culture.  

 The process of reading Navajo texts through concepts significant to Diné culture 

is hardly bereft of theory, nor as Arnold Krupat establishes, does it preclude the 

application of Euroamerican theory where it can elucidate the text. Centrally, this process 

models how Diné-authored texts can be read in light of Navajo thought, foregrounding 

the centrality of K’é (kinship principles), Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhóón (SNBH), and 

hózhó to both traditional Diné thought and writing from the past two centuries. Further, 

the creative synthesis of new materials that these terms highlight illustrates continuities in 

Diné cultural values that run parallel to observations made on Indigenous nationalism by 

Acoma writer Simon Ortiz and on Diné identity and cultural sovereignty made by Navajo 

scholar, Lloyd Lee.  

 Scholars including Craig Womack, Jace Weaver, Robert Warrior, Daniel Justice,  

Simon Ortiz, Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, and Lisa Brooks are have contributed significantly to 
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the shaping of nation-based theories of reading literature for its contributions to the 

cultural sovereignty, respectively, of Muscogee Creek, Osage, Cherokee, Acoma, Lakota, 

and Abenaki peoples. Of those scholars, Weaver’s and Ortiz’s approaches are more pan-

tribal in nature as they move between approaches specific to particular cultures and ones 

that are more easily shared across similar indigenous groups. For instance, in That The 

People Might Live, Jace Weaver introduces the neologism, “communitism,” which yokes 

community and activism, about which he states  

literature is communitist to the extent that it has a proactive commitment 

to Native community, including what I term the ‘wider community’ of 

Creation itself. In communities that have too often been fractured and 

rendered dysfunctional by the effects of more than 500 years of 

colonialism, to promote communitist values means to participate in the 

healing of the grief and sense of exile felt by Native communities and the 

pained individuals in them (xiii).  

As Weaver notes, “communitism” is a flexible term, applicable to the many forms of 

contemporary Indigenous communities, “reservation, rural, urban, tribal, pan-Indian, 

traditional, Christian. Many [Natives] move back and forth between a variety of these 

communities. Our different locations, physical, mental, and spiritual, will inevitably lead 

to different conceptions of what survival, liberation, and communitism require” (45). As 

Lloyd Lee observes in his study of Navajo cultural identity, many young Diné grow up 

distant from the Navajo Nation, and they may identify more with pan-tribal communities 

in cities or at universities, in which case they may identify more as “Indian” than Diné. 
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Centrally, a communist approach as Weaver shapes it evaluates how literature serves 

Indigenous communities.  

 Just as “communitism” offers an expansive vision of how literature can contribute 

to community well being, Frances Washburn and Billy Stratton compellingly 

demonstrate how “the Peoplehood Matrix,” as articulated by Tom Holm, J. Diane 

Pearson, and Ben Chavis, offers a productive framework for critically responding to 

American Indian literature. In their 2003 article, Holm, Pearson, and Chavis build upon 

earlier work by Edward Spicer and Robert K. Thomas, which established how the 

formation of “Peoplehood” is a collective entity that “transcend[s] notions of statehood, 

nationalism, gender, ethnicity, and sectarian membership” (Holm et al, 11). Building 

upon Spicer’s and Thomas’s ideas, Holm and co-authors articulate how four factors are 

central to Peoplehood: “language, sacred history, religion [or a shared ceremonial cycle], 

and land [or relationship to territory or place]” (12-15). While Holm, Pearson, and Chavis 

gesture toward applications of the concept of Peoplehood to literary analysis, this 

dimension is more fully realized in Washburn and Stratton’s 2008 essay, as they 

demonstrate how “the Peoplehood Matrix provides critics with an interpretive tool that 

can be employed to delineate and clarify the underlying themes and ideas expressed in 

American Indian literary discourses in a way that enriches meaning though a culturally 

grounded point of view” (54-55). As Washburn and Stratton note, “[t]ypically in 

American Indian literature all [four] of these factors [language, sacred history, religion 

(or a shared ceremonial cycle), and land (or relationship to territory or place)]are present, 

but in some cases, especially in short works of fiction or of poetry, only two or three of 
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the factors may be clearly evident” (56). Significantly, they observe that much can be 

learned from both the presence and the absence of the four central features of the 

Peoplehood Matrix (69), especially as texts narrate the complex experience of twentieth- 

and twenty-first century Natives, whose relationship to territory may have been altered by 

migration or forced urban relocation (68-69). Likewise, the effects of boarding schools 

and other institutions of assimilation might attenuate central features of Peoplehood in 

contemporary Native-authored texts, such as facility with tribal language and familiarity 

with shared ceremonial cycles. For that reason, the Peoplehood Matrix seems an 

illuminating critical metric for considering how the writer’s expression articulates with 

central elements of the Native communities depicted in literature. As I integrate elements 

of the Peoplehood Matrix into my analysis of Diné-authored texts, I will primarily 

consider how texts manifest those qualities as a means to evaluate the writer’s 

contributions to cultural sovereignty, rather than viewing their potential absence as 

indicative of flaws in the community’s fabric. In doing so, my efforts are resonant with 

another of Washburn and Stratton’s observations: “people write from within the context 

of their own cultures and write, not only about what is aesthetically pleasing to 

themselves from structural, thematic, and poetic senses of beauty but also about issues of 

concern to them and problems within their own societies that need addressing” (70).   

 Washburn and Stratton offer examples from multiple texts indicating how the 

Peoplehood Matrix can shape analysis of American Indian literature, and I view it as a 

vital critical approach for holistically evaluating connections between literature and the 

communities it represents. While the Peoplehood Matrix offers a versatile critical 
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template for studying Native literatures, it is supplemented by the more culturally specific 

strategies used by nationalist scholars such as Craig Womack, which foreground how 

authors affirm cultural sovereignty and nation-building efforts through their writing. As 

he responds to Creek-authored texts in Red on Red: Native American Literary Separatism 

(1999), Womack, indeed mentions several aspects recognizable as part of the Peoplehood 

Matrix, yet he emphasizes the ways in which texts and authors make political 

interventions in drives for cultural sovereignty as he states his ideals for:  

a literary criticism that emphasizes Native resistance movements against 

colonialism, confronts racism, discusses sovereignty and Native 

nationalism, seeks connections between literature and liberation struggles, 

and, finally, roots literature in land and culture. This criticism emphasizes 

unique Native worldviews and political realities . . . and attempts to find 

Native literature’s place in Indian country, rather than Native literature’s 

place in the canon. (11) 

In its emphasis upon worldviews and rooting literature in “land and culture”, Womack’s 

call for a nationalist criticism resonates with the Peoplehood Matrix’s emphasis upon 

dimensions of culture and connection to territory. However, as Womack highlights the 

need to focus upon “political realities” and “liberation struggles,” he both broadens and 

focuses the scope of the Peoplehood Matrix. Similar to Washburn’s and Stratton’s efforts, 

Womack seeks to foreground the relevance of Indigenous literature to the communities it 

arises from, while yoking that relevance to establishing cultural sovereignty. While 

Holm, Pearson, and Chavis are correct to note that “Nations may come and go, but 
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peoples maintain identity even when undergoing profound cultural change,” as they aver 

that Peoplehood is “a prerequisite for all other forms of sociopolitical organization” (17), 

when studying the Navajo Nation and its literature, I will consider the articulations of 

Peoplehood and nation. By this, I mean, since the Navajo Nation manifests all of the 

qualities of Peoplehood, and it has established systems of governance, however 

impermanent they may be, I will primarily explore issues of nationalism, rather than 

Peoplehood, as the former has more political efficacy. Nevertheless, as Lloyd Lee 

establishes, being grounded in the dimensions of Peoplehood allows one to apply 

pressure to, if not reshape, institutions of tribal governance that lack what Manley Begay, 

Jr. and co-authors refer to as “cultural match” (48).    

 Additionally, Womack’s critical framework introduces the possibility of literary 

separatism, which he uses as leverage against a U.S. literary canon that has maintained 

colonial power over Native texts and their authors, historically excluding them, but also 

co-opting and appropriating them when their messages can be conveniently absorbed to 

buttress aspects of the dominant culture. For instance, Womack calls attention to the 

critical and popular regard for texts that foreground the efforts of alienated and relatively 

disempowered Native individuals to reconnect with tribal culture, such as N. Scott 

Momaday’s House Made of Dawn, Leslie Silko’s Ceremony, or James Welch’s The 

Death of Jim Loney. However, Womack notes that affection for Native American 

literature grows tepid when political movements to restore land claims overshadow the 

promise of cultural reconnection as in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, which “posits that 

indigenous peoples throughout the Americas will take back their land” (11). About which 
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Womack quips: “America loves Indian culture; America is much less enthusiastic about 

Indian land title” (11). Writing against a history in which the value of Native American 

literature is determined by cultural outsiders, Womack suggests that Native critics assert 

their power to affirm the value not just of texts that celebrate Native cultures, but that 

also affirm the power of Native Nations to seek political redress.  

 For Womack and Jace Weaver, this literary self-determination encompasses both 

the shaping and recognition of a body of work that articulates the Peoplehood of tribal 

communities as well as the ability to define critical tools that best help readers interpret 

those texts. Understandably, they recoil against the academic paternalism of non-Native 

scholars without investments in the well-being of their communities prescribing which 

theoretical approaches are suitable for the study of literature arising from those 

communities. In “Splitting the Earth: First Utterances and Pluralist Separatism,” Weaver 

underscores this point as he cites the work of Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith who 

observes that “‘having been immersed in the Western academy which claims theory as 

thoroughly Western, which has constructed all the rules by which the indigenous world 

has been theorized, indigenous voices have been overwhelmingly silenced. The act . . . of 

theorizing our own existence and realities is not something which many indigenous 

peoples assume is possible’” (Weaver 27). Elsewhere, Smith shares with earlier 

postcolonial scholars a healthy skepticism toward theoretical models that seek to decenter 

subjectivity and deconstruct community at historical junctures when Indigenous peoples 

are reconstructing and reclaiming cohesive identities disrupted by overt colonial 

practices. As Smith notes in Decolonizing Methodologies,   
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  The fact that indigenous societies had their own systems of order was  

  dismissed through what Albert Memmi referred to as a series of  

  negations: they were not fully human, they were not civilized enough 

  to have systems, they were not literate, their languages and modes of 

thought were inadequate. As Fanon and later writers such as Nandy have 

claimed, imperialism and colonialism brought complete disorder to 

colonized peoples, disconnecting them from their histories, their 

landscapes, their social relations and their own ways of thinking, feeling 

and interacting with the world. It was a process of systematic 

fragmentation which can still be seen in the disciplinary carve-up of the 

indigenous world. . . . Fragmentation is not a phenomenon of 

postmodernism as many might claim. For indigenous peoples 

fragmentation has been the consequence of imperialism. (28) 

While Smith nods to other intellectuals, Albert Memmi, Frantz Fanon, and Ashis Nandy, 

whose work critiqued the effects of colonialism in Northern Africa, the Caribbean, and 

India, her critiques are also resonant with Barbara Christian’s response to the ascendance 

of post-structural theory at a time when writing by historically marginalized authors was 

finally gaining more critical attention in the 1980s. Christian observes that “the literature 

of blacks, women of South America and Africa, . . . as overtly “political” literature was 

being pre-empted by a new Western concept which proclaimed that reality does not exist 

. . . .” (340). Rather than imposing Western theory on texts written out of varied cultural 
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contexts, Christian encourages reading those texts both out of the culture from which they 

arise and as contributing substantively to theoretical conversations as she states  

people of color have always theorized—but in forms quite different from 

the Western form of abstract logic. And I am inclined to say that our 

theorizing (and I intentionally use the verb rather than the noun) is often in 

narrative forms, in the stories we create, . . . in the play with language, 

since dynamic rather than fixed ideas seem more to our liking. How else 

have we managed to survive with such spiritedness the assault on our 

bodies, social institutions, countries, our very humanity? (336) 

Though she writes primarily about African-American literature, Christian’s observations 

run parallel to those made by scholars from other subjected cultures as she critiques how 

the heavy-handed application of theory threatens to undermine writers’ hard-won 

authority, while she also affirms that creative texts theorize the nature of power relations 

in aesthetic modes arising out of dynamic cultural traditions. As I will develop in greater 

detail later in this chapter, in Christian’s emphasis upon “theorizing” as a verb, I see her 

comments as particularly applicable to the verb-based structure of Navajo philosophy as 

it is expressed through Diné Bizaad (Navajo language). Centrally, though, Christian’s and 

Smith’s observations offer broader context for Womack’s and Weaver’s frustration with 

non-Native scholars who dismiss nation-based criticism as essentialist or theoretically 

unsophisticated.  

 To these ends, Weaver, Womack, and Warrior affirm, in their co-authored preface 

to American Indian Literary Nationalism, their admiration for the work of Simon Ortiz 
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and others who espouse an expansive vision of nationalism. Holding Ortiz up as “our best 

example that a nationalist is not the same thing as an isolationist,” the authors further 

celebrate his deftness in “wedding traditionalism to intellectual rigor” (xvii). Through 

these and similar statements, recent proponents of American Indian nationalism clarify 

that, in the face of a Euroamerican academic establishment that is wary of nationalist 

criticism, they wish to affirm their powers of self-determination in ways that 

acknowledge the complexity of tribal histories, as well as the many cross-cultural 

tributaries that feed into the braided stream of contemporary nationalism. For instance, 

citing Taiaiake Alfred, Robert Warrior avers the need to “work toward decolonization ‘in 

concert with the restoration of an indigenous political culture within our communities.’ . . 

. Restoration, for Alfred, is not just nostalgia or any other sort of uncritical attempt to 

capture the past in the present. It is, instead, a sincere attempt to use insights, practices, 

and structures from indigenous traditions as the basis for contemporary forms of 

democratic polities in the Native world” (“Native” 208). To similar ends, Weaver 

recounts Alfred’s desire that “in the affirmation of Native community and sovereignty, 

[critics should] refrain from romanticizing some halcyon pre-Contact culture and 

existence . . . . ‘In lamenting the loss of a traditional frame of reference, we must be 

careful not to romanticize the past. Tradition is the spring from which we draw our 

healing water; but any decisions must take into account contemporary economic, social, 

and political concerns” (“Splitting” 72). Just as Alfred cautions scholars to avoid blindly 

romanticizing the past, he indicates that cultural reconstruction “‘is not a matter of 

rejecting all Western influences, but of separating the good from the bad and fashioning a 
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coherent set of ideas out of the traditional culture to guide whatever forms of political and 

social development, including the good elements of Western forms—are  important to the 

contemporary reality’” (Weaver, “Splitting” 31). Taken together, Ortiz’s and Alfred’s 

remarks, as framed by Weaver and Warrior, skillfully defuse potential criticisms that 

label nationalist literary criticism as myopically provincial, naïvely nostalgic, or rigidly 

isolationist. Instead, the nationalist criticism for which Weaver, Womack, and Warrior 

advocate is one that acknowledges the long histories of cross-cultural interaction and 

kinship formation that have shaped Native Nations, that is frank about repressive 

dimensions of cultural practices, and that is flexible in its incorporation of Euroamerican 

technologies, including theoretical approaches that productively illuminate Native-

authored texts.  

 Critiquing political systems that emulate the ossified structure of European and 

American nations, Womack suggests that Native Nations might be productively shaped 

by the information borne by nuanced oral traditions. Drawing out this potential 

relationship, he states 

Sovereignty. . . like the oral tradition is an ongoing dynamic process, 

rather than a fixed creed, and evolves according to the changing needs of 

the nation. This ‘unfixing’ of the idea of nationhood is needed to avoid 

some of the problems that Edward Said and other postcolonial writers 

discuss regarding the problem of the emergent nation simply becoming a 

‘colored’ version of the old oppression—to borrow Gerald Vizenor’s 

phrase, a ‘terminal creed’. . . . Oral tradition, then, with its many layerings 
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of meaning, contains great possibilities for teaching us about nationalism, 

since it lends itself well to this flexibility” (Womack 60) 

Here, Womack points toward the vast body of stories shared within cultures as a source 

for shaping and refining loosely configured political organizations that call upon earlier 

cultural practices adapted—and adaptable for—contemporary circumstances. Rather than 

adapt Indigenous cultures to imposed, received structures, such as Indian Reorganization 

Act Constitutional organizations, nations can look to messages and principles conveyed 

through a wealth of stories in circulation.  

 Through these multiple scholars’ articulations of what unites Native peoples in 

the contemporary era, there emerges a pattern of re-working and re-weaving the concept 

of nationalism in attempts to shed the chauvinistic baggage carried by the term while 

emphasizing its redeemable qualities and expansive capacities to serve purposes of 

cultural self-determination. Nearly thirty years after the 1981 publication of Simon 

Ortiz’s essay “Towards a National Indian Literature: Cultural Authenticity in 

Nationalism,” the Acoma writer’s words have weathered the test of decades, effectively 

serving these goals, while emphasizing the creative and synthetic qualities of Indigenous 

nationalism. Early in that essay, Ortiz asserts that rather than be overwhelmed and 

absorbed by the impositions of Euroamerican culture, Native peoples shaped “creative 

response[s] and development[s]” which he identifies as “the primary element of a 

nationalistic impulse to make use of foreign ritual, ideas, and material in their own—

Indian—terms. Today’s writing by Indian writers is a continuation of that development” 

(254). While oral traditions as they persist and are reworked by contemporary writers 
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offer a foundation for these ongoing acts of creative resistance, Ortiz notes that as many 

writers address the political dimensions of their work, they also acknowledge “a 

responsibility to advocate for their people’s self-government, sovereignty, and control of 

land and natural resources; and to look also at racism, political and economic oppression, 

sexism, supremacism, and the needless and wasteful exploitation of land and people, 

especially in the US. [. . .Consequently,] Indian literature is developing a character of 

nationalism which indeed it should have” (259). Significantly, Ortiz and other authors 

advocating for Indigenous nationalism emphasize the importance of the oral tradition as a 

dynamic body of cultural expression, passed on through generations and reflecting the 

central values of a culture. Nevertheless, they also emphasize how those traditions have 

not developed in isolation, as well as how they establish persons within cultures in 

relationship with deities, animals, territory, and members of other cultures. Further, these 

authors emphasize the importance of being vigilant regarding abuses of power, both 

imposed from outside of one’s culture and from within, as some tribal governmentn 

representatives abdicate their responsibilities to they people they were elected to serve.  

 What I have been trying to establish is some creative synthesis of recent 

articulations of American Indian Literary Nationalism, within a field of discourse that 

also includes the Peoplehood Matrix and other expressions of cultural sovereignty. While 

I realize that nationalism, as a concept and practice, carries substantial baggage, I have 

tried to establish how it offers a political dimension to other formulations like the 

Peoplehood Matrix, as well as how the two terms are complementary. Further, I have 

tried to account for the ways that contemporary advocates of Native literary nationalism 
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have sought to acknowledge perceived shortcomings of that critical model. In the strain 

of what Ortiz notes as a long tradition of creative integration of imposed ideas, I 

acknowledge how these scholars work within the structure of domestic dependent nations 

to affirm a persisting sense of Peoplehood that can be channeled through both literature 

as well as existing and emergent political structures to serve the goals of people 

struggling against the ongoing presence of colonialism. In her “Afterword” to American 

Indian Literary Nationalism, Lisa Brooks acknowledges the “patriotic and jingoistic” 

connotations of nationalism, as it conventionally understood, as she advocates instead for  

a different kind of nationalism, .  . . not based on notions of nativism or 

binary oppositions between insider and outsider, self and other; a 

nationalism that does not root itself in an idealization of any pre-Contact 

past, but rather relies on the multifaceted, lived experience of families who 

gather in particular places; a nationalism that may be unlike any of those 

with which most literary critics and cultural theorists are familiar, . . .  a 

dynamic model that posits the existence of a field of Native American 

literature and supports (but does not advocate exclusively for) scholarship 

that draws on theoretical and epistemological models that arise from 

indigenous languages and literatures, as well as the many, varied, complex 

and changing modes in which Native Nations have operated on the 

ground, in particular places, over a wide expanse of time. (244)  

As Brooks distills the promises of Indigenous nationalism as it might be ideally 

incarnated, she articulates elements central to my own efforts to discern how knowledge 
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of central aspects of Diné epistemology broadens readers’ experience of Navajo-authored 

texts, in ways that affirm the importance of those texts as expressions of cultural 

sovereignty. 

 

Diné Worldview, Aesthetics, and Cultural Sovereignty 

 Having established the general parameters of recent discussions of American 

Indian literary nationalism, I now turn to current discussions of Navajo nationalism and 

cultural identity as they might provide a foundation for reading Diné texts. While much 

has been written about Diné aesthetics and epistemology, largely by ethnographers, less 

critical attention has been given to Navajo nationalism, especially how Diné philosophy 

and aesthetics factor into efforts to establish cultural sovereignty. Recent texts by Diné 

scholars, Lloyd Lee, Miranda Haskie, and Jennifer Nez Denetdale identify aspects of 

Navajo worldview that offer a framework for interpreting how Diné-authored works 

communicate culturally significant concepts. Relying upon texts by Navajo scholars and 

several ethnographers, I will offer definitions of concepts central to Diné philosophy, 

which offer grounding for cultural sovereignty movements and which might inform 

nationalist readings of literature. Finally, I will consider how those terms emphasize 

creative syntheses in ways that are resonant with Navajo responses to adversity and 

external cultural impositions.  

 In a series of essays published over the past four years, Diné scholar, Lloyd Lee 

effectively grounds the more ranging discourse of Indigenous nationalism in the 

particulars of the Navajo Nation. While Lee does not call for wholesale restoration of 
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pre-colonial governing institutions, in a 2008 article, “Reclaiming Indigenous 

Intellectual, Political, and Geographic Space: A Path for Navajo Nationhood,” he 

effectively describes the systems of governance that were attenuated by incursions of 

Spanish, Mexican, and American colonial powers, building a platform for his vision of an 

alternative Diné political system: “Navajo society can incorporate some historical aspects 

of governance along with using the creative mind to imagine a government that 

encourages harmonious cooperation, coexistence founded on respect for autonomy and 

the principle of self-determination” (“Reclaiming” 107). In a 2007 article, “The Future of 

Navajo Nationalism,” Lee establishes that for centuries preceding the long walk to 

Bosque Redondo, “the fundamental political entity was called a ‘natural community’ 

composed of ten to forty families” (55). These communities were represented by 

Naataanii, who served as leaders and advocated for their interests in larger regional 

gatherings called Naachid which took place every two to four years; these gatherings 

brought together twenty-four Naataani, “half of whom were peace leaders and the other 

half were war leaders” (“Future” 55).  

 As David Wilkins notes in The Navajo Political Experience, the families within 

natural communities selected war leaders who had “extensive knowledge of one or more 

War Ways. . . , [which were] ceremonies designed to bring about successful raids or 

counterraids against outside forces” (69). As Lee further observes, war leaders also were 

recognized as demonstrating “ a creative mind to outmaneuver and outthink the enemy” 

(“Future” 55). Though the communities held war leaders’ skills in high regard, the 
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leaders were hardly above criticism, and they were profoundly answerable to the 

communities they served (Lee “Future” 55, Wilkins 69).  

 As with the war leaders, members of the natural community met to come to 

consensus regarding the selection of peace leaders, who distinguished themselves with 

“good moral character, charisma, . . . excellent oratorical skills, extensive knowledge of 

ceremonies, particularly the Blessing Way (Hózhooji), [and with] how they put 

community needs first” (Lee “Future” 55). Wilkins specifies that the peace leaders 

“oversaw the economic development of the community, arbitrated family disputes, dealt 

with witchcraft issues, and served as diplomatic representatives between their natural 

outfit and other local communities, tribes, and later with the Spanish, Mexican, and 

American governments” (70).  

 Depending on the political climate when Naachid were convened, either the war 

or peace Naataanii would guide the assembly’s agenda. Though concerns were 

thoroughly discussed, this system of governance was not coercive in nature; as Wilkins 

notes, “those who disagreed with the gathering’s decisions were not compelled to obey 

and suffered no reprisals” (71). Though Naataanii were still selected to serve natural 

communities after Navajos returned from Bosque Redondo in 1868, the tradition of 

Naachid was not practiced after the Long Walk (Lee “Future” 56, Wilkins 78).  Even 

preceding that tragic event, colonial powers sought to co-opt Diné political structures as 

Spanish leaders fabricated a position of “Navajo General,” purportedly of the entire 

nation, though Wilkins notes that these figures “never represented more than a handful of 
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Navajo families despite the contentious or grandiose terms applied to them by Spanish, 

Mexican, or United States governments” (73).  

 These accounts offer some understanding of the nature of earlier systems of Diné 

governance. As both Lee and Wilkins observe, the current legacy of Navajo government 

begins with the U.S. Government’s collusion with corporate entities to create a business 

council in 1922, in hopes of legitimizing leases for recently discovered oil and gas 

resources. Over the next fourteen years, this business council morphed into dimensions 

similar to the current tribal council, with the later incorporation of Tribal Chapters in 

1955, the revision of the executive branch in 1959, and the establishment of the judicial 

branch in 1959. Though Wilkins notes that between 1962, when the Tribal Code was 

established, and the present, expanding streams of revenue “enabled the tribe to exercise 

a growing measure of self-determination” (89), Lee significantly remarks that “the 

current government structure is an agency of Navajo society, yet it is non-Navajo in 

nature and has never been officially sanctioned by the people” (“Future” 59). To similar 

ends, in “Development, Governance, Culture,” Manley Begay, Jr. and co-authors 

emphasize the importance of “cultural match,” defined as “a fit between the formal 

institutions of governance and the underlying political culture of the society being 

governed” (47-48). Further, they note that “cultural match” is not necessarily found in  

a return to precolonial, or at least prereservation, traditions of Native 

governance. But cultural resonance and the legitimacy it supports do not 

reside forever in some ‘traditional’ version of how Native peoples 

governed. Cultures are dynamic. Older Native governing systems were 
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themselves products of the ideas the people of the nation had at that time 

and the concrete circumstances they faced. Their legitimacy came from 

the fact that they were Indigenously generated solutions to governance 

challenges, using principles embedded in Native cultures—and from the 

fact that they worked. Legitimacy today will be found in the same place: 

in current Indigenous responses to current Indigenous conditions. (51) 

Parallel to Simon Ortiz’s affirmation of the “nationalistic impulse to make use of foreign 

ritual, ideas, and material in their own—Indian—terms” (254) as well as his celebration 

of Indigenous adaptations of imposed colonial systems as profoundly authentic, these 

observations on “cultural match” emphasize the dynamic nature of contemporary Native 

cultures. Further, they make space for contemporary cultures to retain whatever is useful 

of imposed structures of governance, while evaluating how they might be reworked or 

altogether discarded in favor of political systems that better reflect the culture’s vision of 

Peoplehood.  

 Lee avers that over the next several generations Navajos can substantially change 

how they imagine the Diné Nation as well as “what it means to have self-determination” 

as he outlines a path that calls upon changes in thinking as well as changes in institutions 

of education, economic development, and governance (“Future” 64). Central to all these 

changes, Lee calls for Navajos to better understand and apply the philosophical principle 

of hózhó, which he summarizes here as “a relational principle that describes life as 

interconnected, balanced, and harmonious” (“Future” 64). To facilitate this deepened 

understanding of hózhó, Lee calls for shifts in the educational system, including language 
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revitalization programs that train students not just to read and write in Diné Bizaad, but to 

also be conversant in the Navajo language (“Future” 66). Language fluency, further, will 

build a foundation for more thorough integration of “historical Navajo thought” into a 

reworked educational system that emphasizes “how to balance the philosophical principle 

of hózhó with American values and thoughts” (“Future” 63). Emphasizing that, as of 

2000, “forty percent of Navajo families on the reservation live below the poverty level,” 

Lee observes that semantic and substantive changes to economic goals might begin to 

shift economic disparities. For instance, he notes that currently the Navajo Agricultural 

Products Industry mission statement delineates the goal of “marketing products globally 

to generate profits,” which might be amended to work towards “feeding all Navajo 

families” (“Future” 65). Further, he implicates extractive industries (Uranium, coal, and 

natural gas) as not “beneficial to Navajo society. The land is torn up and the balance and 

harmony Hózho teaches the people is discarded for money” (“Future” 64).  

 In his critiques of economic practices, Lee also implicates values permeating the 

current political system, which can be linked to the tribal government’s genesis as a 

colonial creation: 

Today, many socioeconomic problems exist, and, despite the existence of 

a Western-style system of political representation designed to address 

them, the Navajo people—from grassroots activists to writers—are not 

only disenchanted with the centralized government system but calling for 

and theorizing sovereignty from intellectual positions grounded in a 

distinctively Navajo epistemology. (“Reclaiming” 97) 
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As an alternative, Lee proposes that a restructured Diné political system might reflect the 

benefits of local governance guided by Navajo principles that were embodied in the 

Naachid. Upon the foundations of an educational system which foregrounds Diné 

philosophy, especially “hozhooji k’é iina (a Blessing Way of living life in relation to all 

living beings),” Lee posits a corrective to prevailing views in contemporary governance, 

which will prepare “a leadership of men and women who are responsible to the natural 

community and not concerned with their own political ambitions” (“Future” 64). He 

emphasizes that the roles of these new leaders will be very similar to the Naataanii who 

represented local communities up through the nineteenth century; among the creative 

adaptations to accommodate twenty-first century political circumstances would be that 

the Naachid would convene four times yearly, rather than every two to four years. 

Acknowledging the shortcomings of an imposed system, as well as the possibilities for 

creatively reworking historical modes of governance to address new conditions, Lee 

traces out a path towards asserting political sovereignty that reflects cultural values.  

 When shaping an ideal for the ways that Diné governance and education could be 

reshaped, and in his 2006 essay, “Navajo Cultural Identity: What Can the Navajo Nation 

Bring to the American Indian Identity Table?,” Lee refers to several features of Diné 

worldview as central to Navajo identity. Historically, those features included grounded 

knowledge of “worldview, land, language, and kinship” (92). From his study of Navajos 

in their early twenties, Lee discerned an additional dimension of contemporary Diné 

identity: namely, “pride in being Navajo and respect for their ancestors’ ability to survive 

colonialism” (92), which he further elaborates as “the utmost respect for their ancestor’s 
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ability to survive the prison camp at Bosque Redondo” (96). While I will later draw 

connections between this dimension of contemporary Diné identity and Bighorse the 

Warrior, I will first call upon a range of sources in an attempt to define elements of 

Navajo philosophy that Lee establishes as significant to cultural identity, which will also 

illuminate ways that Tiana Bighorse’s text can be read as factoring into Navajo literary 

nationalism. These concepts include K’é, sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hozhoon, and hozho.  

 As ethnographer Maureen Schwarz recounts from her conversations with Diné 

educator Harry Walters, many of the vital elements of Navajo culture, especially those 

derived from oral history, “are interpretable on twelve different levels of analysis, each 

differentiated by degree of abstraction” (xvii). As I encounter these concepts primarily as 

they are passed along through written texts, Diné writers and ethnographic interlocutors 

have decided how prepared their reading audiences might be to make sense of higher 

levels of abstraction. Consequently, I realize the limitations of my attempts to synthesize 

definitions from compressed descriptions. For instance, as he recounts a story which 

places the Diné within the four sacred mountains, Lloyd Lee alludes to the cultural 

significance of hózho, SNBH, and k’é:  

Asdzaaa (Changing Woman) created the four original clans, Kiyaa’aanii 

(Towering House), Honaghaahnii (One Walks Around), ToDich’ii’nii 

(Bitter Water), and Hashtl’ishnii (Mud). Each clan had a man and woman. 

The clans traveled east. Along the journey, they came across corn plants. 

These corn plants would become two men and two women, and they 

joined the four clans. Along the journey east, four animal guardians—
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bear, lion, porcupine, and bull snake—protected the people. The Navajo 

people would encounter other peoples who would attack them, but the 

guardians protected them. As they continued on the journey, they would 

search for water, and over time the guardians would leave the group. After 

an extensive journey, the people wanted to turn back. Changing Woman 

requested the Holy People to perform Blessing Way ceremonies at 

significant locations within Diné Bikéyah: Hajininei (emergence) 

Ch’ool’ii (Gobernador Knob)—the people would learn of the sacredness  

and power of each location. They were told by the Holy People to live 

within these sacred and powerful locations. During these early years, the 

Holy People visited and taught the Navajo people the power and beauty of 

hózhó and SNBH. Under the guidance and protection of the Holy People,  

Navajo society expanded and prospered. (“Navajo Cultural Identity” 90) 

Glossing this story, Lee indicates “how hózhó and SNBH became pillars of Diné 

worldview. Diné Bizaad (language) helped people understand the Holy People’s power 

and beauty. In turn, love developed between people, created a kinship system that 

allowed them to acknowledge each other and non-Navajos” (“Navajo Cultural Identity” 

90-91). Referring to connections forged between the Holy People (Diyin Dine’é) and the 

Earth Surface People (Nihoookáá Dine’é), this story also establishes that “humans are not 

separate from other beings or aspects of nature in terms of power and dominance” and 

that “all beings and aspects of nature should . . . ‘be treated with compassion, 

cooperation, and unselfishness by the Navajo’—in other words, as kin” (Schwarz 17).  
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 As one of the dimensions that Lee views as central to Diné identity, kinship is a 

concept that merits further definition. Gary Witherspoon elaborates on the Navajo 

concept of k’é, or kinship, as encompassing “behavioral codes based in affective action, 

such as love, generosity, [and] kindness,” expressions which are “particularly found in 

giving and sharing emotional and physical sustenance” (95). Further, Diné Educator, 

Miranda Haskie draws connections between the concepts of k’é and hózhó:  

Navajo society is composed of nuclear families, extended families, and 

clan kinship. It also includes one’s relationship to everything in the 

universe. . . . A relationship exists between an individual and everything 

he/she contacts, including people, animals, and the environment. If at any 

point during this relationship, disharmony results, hózho must be restored. 

Disharmony occurs when too much positive or negative exists. 

Disharmony results in unbalance. (29) 

Significantly, one of the ways to remedy potential disharmony arising within relations, is 

through the Blessing Way ceremonies passed on to the Diné through Changing Woman 

and the Holy People. Since the Blessing Way affirms Navajo connections to the Holy 

People, the land, and to a life lived in balance, it can be performed to restore order to 

disharmonious circumstances.  

 In the story Lee recounts above, he refers to the process described by Maureen 

Schwarz, wherein the Navajo came to inhabit Dinétah, the ancestral homeland, and 

through which they learned the practices central to forging relationships with the land and 

the Holy People:  
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Changing Woman and the other Diyin Dine’é gave the Nihoookáá Dine’é 

the components of their ancestral knowledge—songs, prayers, ceremonies, 

and stories. Together these form a charter for life, a contract between the 

Nihoookáá Dine’é and the Holy People that gives Navajo People the right 

to live within Dinétah, ‘the area demarcated by sacred mountains,’ under 

the special protection of the Holy People for as long as they follow the 

guidelines established for the Navajo way of life. (Schwarz 24) 

Foundational to the ancestral knowledge bestowed upon the Nihoookáá Dine’é, as Lee 

notes above, is the Blessing Way ceremony, in which one dimension of sa'ah naaghai 

bik'eh hozhoon is expressed.  

 This concept, Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hozhoon, often abbreviated as SNBH, is but 

one of many aspects of Diné culture that are polysemous in meaning. While the 

application and understanding of SNBH is central to Navajo worldview, and it is codified 

within the mission statement of Diné College, Lee emphasizes that it is not a concept that 

is easily summarized or abstractly understood: “it has to be lived and is therefore 

different for each person. . . . SNBH is a lifelong process, and each Navajo learns to 

understand what SNBH means. SNBH is a process that must be understood individually 

and collectively” (“Navajo Cultural Identity” 86).  Gary Witherspoon sketches out one 

dimension of SNBH as recounts how “First Man speaks to two beings, [who originated 

out of his medicine bundle, and] who are the apparent personifications of thought and 

speech,” as he cites Leland Wyman’s account of the Blessingway:  
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‘Of all these various kinds of holy ones that have been made, you the first 

one will be [represent] their thought, you will be called Long Life [Sa'ah 

Naagháii],’ he was told. ‘And you who are the second one, of all Holy 

People that are put to use first, you will be [represent] their speech, you  

will be called Happiness [Bik'eh Hózhó],’ he was told. . . . ‘You will be 

[found] among everything [especially ceremonial affairs] without 

exception, exactly all will be long life by means of you two, and exactly 

all will be happiness by means of you two.’ (Witherspoon 17) 

Witherspoon mentions that these two beings, often “referred to as First Boy and First 

Girl, with thought being male and speech being female” are “considered to be the parents 

of Changing Woman” (17). In conversation with Maureen Schwarz, Avery Denny 

emphasizes the complementary natures of these gendered entities, noting that within the 

human body are also complementary sides:  

The male side is Sa'ah Naagháii, because of its protective role, and the 

female side is Bik'eh Hózhó because of its blessing role. . . . So, if I was a 

man then my left side of my whole body, it represents a male. That is 

where I hold my bowguard and the bow and arrow. And then on the right 

side, I hold the corn pollen. And then I say ‘Hózho násáádóó.’ That is 

Blessing Way. So, in that way my body is in balance, like Protection Way 

and then Blessing Way. . . . They crisscross to take care of one another. . . 

. To have that balance. . . . Protection Way and then Blessing Way depend 
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on one another inside the body. So, that is what we believe, sa'ah naagháí 

bik'eh hózhó. It works like that. (99) 

While Wyman, Witherspoon, Schwarz, and Denny present Sa'ah Naagháii and Bik'eh 

Hózhóón as gendered personifications of cultural values and practices, they are also 

described as meaningfully guiding the daily lives of Navajos who embrace traditional 

knowledge.  

 As Navajo historian Jennifer Nez Denetdale observes, Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh 

hózhóón embodies a Navajo way of life that has “served as a template for our ancestors 

from time immemorial. Not only is Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhóón the means by which we 

should live, but it has also been the foundation for renewal and survival into the twenty-

first century. Navajo traditional narratives are grounded in this philosophy and continue 

to inform our perspectives on our origins and our place in the world, past and present” 

(10). As Denetdale turns to the understanding and experience of Navajo poet, Rex Lee 

Jim, she indicates how he translates Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhóón as “‘May I be 

everlasting and beautiful living,’” offering his further explanation that the “phrase 

encapsulates a declaration to live a healthy and wealthy lifestyle and the practice of 

applying teachings to life” (Denetdale 10). Jim establishes that it also means “‘to walk on 

the path of Beauty and Harmony to Old Age, which is the purpose of life,’” as he 

describes “the impact of boarding school on his life and how he was able to return to 

traditional teachings in spite of Western education. He references the nightmare of . . . 

Bosque Redondo, how the people suffered and endured, and how the concept of hózhó 

was a path to healing and recovery for our grandparents” (Denetdale 43). Referring to the 
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efficacy of sharing Diné traditional knowledge with younger generations, Jim observes 

that “‘Today’s teachers reach back into the past, . . . to bring into this world and present 

methods that work in creating a life that vibrates with happiness. Effective teachings defy 

death. They become traditions and are the foundation of effective living’” (Denetdale 43). 

As Jim invokes his own boarding school experience and the earlier generations’ 

experience of the Long Walk and imprisonment at Hweeldi, I see how the defensive, 

protective aspects of Sa'ah Naagháii have allowed him and his ancestors to endure 

hardship on the path towards a deeper and more harmonious beauty. 

 According to Witherspoon,  Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhóón expresses a process 

through which the dynamic state of hózhó is cultivated. As the “central animating powers 

of the universe,” Sa’ah naaghai and bik'eh hózhó, “produce a world described as hózhó, 

the ideal environment of beauty, harmony, and happiness” (25). While hózhó is best 

understood as a dynamic state of being, Witherspoon illustrates how it manifests in 

Navajo aesthetics, indicating how the principle factors into virtually all other dimensions 

of Diné life:  

In the Navajo world, where mind and matter, thought and expression are 

inseparably connected, the aesthetic experience—the creation of beauty—

is simultaneously intellectual, emotional, moral, aesthetic, and biological. 

Navajo life and culture are based on a unity of experience. Hózhó 

expresses the intellectual concept of order, the emotional state of 

happiness, the moral notion of good, the biological condition of health and 

well-being, and the aesthetic dimensions of balance, harmony and beauty. 
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In Navajo art we find all these concepts, states, and conditions expressed. 

(154) 

As Miranda Haskie stresses, however, the state of hózhó hinges not upon the negation of  

oppositions, but their ritual synthesis into a dynamic state, wherein “all forces are 

integrated—good and evil, natural and supernatural, male and female—into a state of 

balance and harmony expressed by the word hózho” (28). In fact, she adds that an 

“excess of either force [positive or negative energy] can result in disharmony, thereby 

disturbing the state of hózho” (28). These findings corroborate George Mills’ observation 

that “the harmony that [Navajos] attain is not a resolution of conflict but a transformation 

of unbearable tensions into bearable and constructive ones” (202).  

 Witherspoon remarks that when negative energies dramatically outweigh hózhó, 

or when there is a preponderance of “hóchxó, which is the evil, the disorderly, and the 

ugly,” rituals are performed to “maintain, insure, or restore hózhó” (34). When all that is 

necessary is the maintenance and reinforcement of hózhó, the Blessingway is performed 

to “incorporate the goodness and power of benevolent Holy People.” However, when one 

fears the effects of potentially malevolent Holy People, Holyway rituals, which 

emphasize the transformation of “powers that are potentially malevolent and dangerous 

into benevolent powers, are performed.” Through “ritual control and compulsion,” the 

singer seeks to create “in the patient an immunity to the potential evil” (Witherspoon 35). 

Just as Rex Lee Jim has offered one definition of Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhóón as “’to 

walk on the path of Beauty and Harmony to Old Age’” (Denetdale 43), Witherspoon 

indicates that “to reach old age, one must identify with and incorporate the good of 
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benevolent powers and transform or exorcise the evil of malevolent powers” (35).  While 

the details of formal rituals that attract hózhó or diminish and transform hóchxó are 

beyond the scope of this project, as I turn to analysis of Bighorse the Warrior, I will 

consider how through the telling of stories of the Long Walk/ Hweeldi era, Gus and Tiana 

Bighorse similarly confront a dark historical period with language that transforms war, 

forced marches, the death of thousands and the imprisonment of even more into a story of 

“survivance,” into an affirmation of ongoing cultural strength that hinges upon the 

dynamic balance of hózhó.  

 In doing so, I do not claim that they are using language from Blessing Way or 

Holyway rituals. Rather, I see their efforts as affirming expansive kinship relations or k’é 

and modeling a path of Sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhóón. Through an aesthetic lens arising 

from Diné worldview, I read the Bighorses’ narrative as addressing a baneful historical 

period in ways that affirm what Lloyd Lee has identified as an important dimension of 

contemporary Diné identity: namely, “pride in being Navajo and respect for their 

ancestor’s ability to survive colonialism” (92), which he further elaborates as “the utmost 

respect for their ancestors’ ability to survive the prison camp at Bosque Redondo” (96). 

 

Reading Bighorse the Warrior through the Lens of Diné Aesthetics and Worldview 

 Published in 1990, Bighorse The Warrior presents Tiana Bighorse’s retelling of 

stories that her father passed down to her in the early twentieth century. Edited by Noël 

Bennett, the text offers a transcultural reworking of conventional “life-history,” or 

autobiographical “as-told-to” texts recorded by ethnographers. Whereas a number of 
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earlier narratives shaped Indigenous life-histories in ways that ventriloquized the 

concerns of anthropologists who would record, type, and edit those texts, Bighorse the 

Warrior is remarkable for both its collaborative nature and for the fact that Tiana sought 

Bennett out as a friend and previous book-collaborator, in hopes that she would help her 

record her father’s stories. As an Euroamerican weaver and occasional author, Bennett is 

motivated by her allegiance to help Tiana compile her stories, rather than by attempts to 

present those stories in ways that prove a pet theory, or advance an academic career.   

As Jennifer Nez Denetdale observes in response to the long history of such narratives, 

“Autobiographies have been used to validate and endorse anthropologist’s interpretations 

of Native life as well as to further their own hidden agendas” (“Representing Changing 

Woman” 17). Similarly, in Native American Life-History Narratives: Colonial and 

Postcolonial Ethnography, Susan Berry Brill de Ramirez devotes considerable attention 

to both the ranging misrepresentations within Walter Dyk’s edited account of Left 

Handed’s autobiography, Son of Old Man Hat (97-103), and to the ways that Left Handed 

subverted Dyk’s efforts by sharing fabricated stories (111-24).  

 Unlike ethnographic texts marked by substantial asymmetries of power, Bighorse 

the Warrior arises out of largely equitable, collaborative process. For instance, Bennett 

recounts advocating to retain much of Tiana’s Bighorse’s original prose, despite a 

scholarly reviewer’s critique of the manuscript’s “problematical language style” (xxi). 

While Bennett’s description of her editorial rationale effectively expresses her desire to 

preserve Tiana’s original expression, it doesn’t mention whether she had communicated 

with Tiana to discern how she would like to have her words preserved. Those critiques 
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aside, Bighorse stands out as a text in which an Indigenous storyteller exerts both 

substantial control over the writing process, while also conveying a story that, rather than 

propping up visions of quaint ethnographic pastoralism, instead recounts Navajo stories 

of a time of radical upheavals in Diné Bikéyah.  

 Born in 1846 and living up through 1939, Gus Bighorse witnessed substantial 

changes in Navajo Country as his life spanned from the years immediately preceding the 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which transferred Dinétah from relating to the U.S. rather 

than Mexico as an encroaching colonial power, up through the travesty of stock reduction 

and the integration of Diné into wage-laboring economies. Central, though, to Bighorse’s 

story were his accounts of eluding capture during the U.S. military campaigns leading up 

to and beyond the forced relocation of over 8,000 Diné to Hweeldi (Bosque Redondo). 

Through his daughter’s accounts of that time and his other adventures, Gus Bighorse 

presents a rounded vision of what it meant to be a nineteenth century Diné warrior, which 

communicates an expansive sense of k’é (kinship), knowledge of Diné Bikeyah, and what 

it means to pursue a path towards hózhó in the face of destructive colonial incursions.  

 Significantly, in her introduction, Tiana Bighorse describes both how she came to 

know her father’s stories and why she has decided to publish them. While she 

acknowledges that, traditionally, her father’s warrior stories would be transmitted to male 

listeners, Tiana recounts how she would pretend to be asleep after her brothers 

complained that she should not be hearing those stories. Eventually, though, her father 

discovers that she is “the only one who is really listening. . ., remembering the stories” 

(xxvi). Gus’s response bespeaks Diné propensity to evaluate traditions pragmatically 
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rather than rigidly, as he tells his sons and daughter: “It’s okay, let her listen. She knows 

two languages, Navajo and English, so maybe it’s good that she’s listening, and maybe 

someday you will have forgotten and have to ask her, and she can tell you. She’s a girl, 

and if she has kids, then she’ll tell them stories she heard from me. They will be told to 

my great-grandkids” (xxvi). In Gus’s emphasis on Tiana’s bilingualism and her ability to 

pass stories along to future generations, he embraces improvisational creativity in order 

to preserve a greater cultural continuity. In this respect, his thoughts are reflected in 

Lloyd Lee’s observation that  

For Navajo society, the philosophical principles of hozho and sa'ah 

naaghai bik'eh hozhoon (SNBH) provide the ways to maintain a healthy 

lifestyle and environment. While historical Navajo thought allows the 

people to incorporate fresh thoughts and ideas to maintain hozho, many 

people altogether disregard or do not know how to incorporate the 

historical concepts in their daily lives today. This ignorance has led to 

assimilation, acculturation, and, for some, even rejecting any cultural 

connection to Navajo society. (“Reclaiming” 101) 

Here, Lee emphasizes that knowledge of tradition, specifically hózhó allows one to 

integrate new approaches, such as imagining how English might complement rather than 

supplant Diné Bizaad, or considering how transmitting typically “male” stories to a 

daughter might be acceptable. While he laments an ignorance of traditional knowledge 

linked to assimilation, Lee elsewhere notes how overly rigid devotion to the concept, 
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rather than the practice, of tradition allows “tradition” to be co-opted, as in recent 

discourse opposing gay marriage and the possibility of women in roles of high leadership.  

 Tiana Bighorse shares Lee’s lament that many contemporary Navajos are unaware 

of historical concepts and events, which she refers to in her rationale for publishing her 

father’s stories: 

I love my father. Maybe that’s why he’s in my mind all the time. It’s in 

my heart and my living. It’s important to the Navajos when you know 

these kind of stories. They can keep you going. These are brave stories, 

and knowing them can make you brave. Right now, the young generation 

knows nothing. They don’t know stories about anything. They just think 

this is their land and it was given us by the Great Spirit. But their great-

grandparents didn’t tell them. The reservation was fought for. . . . 

 I make this book for the younger generation to read and know the 

courage of the Navajo warriors, what our ancestors did for us. They fight 

for what they believe in. They suffer hardship at Ft. Sumner. They pay for 

our land with their lives.  I want everyone to remember how the Navajo 

got this big reservation. (xxvii) 

While Bighorse exaggerates to make the point that the younger generation “knows 

nothing” of how the Diné were able to maintain and rebuild much of their homeland after 

the Long Walk, as she recounts her father’s stories she affirms how he and thousands of 

other Navajos actively resisted and eluded the incursions of U.S. Army forces. In doing 

so, indeed, they did preserve the basic conditions—namely, access to and inhabitation of 
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Navajo territory—that allowed for what Schwarz refers to as the “charter for life, a 

contract between the Nihoookáá Dine’é and the Holy People that gives Navajo People the 

right to live within Dinétah” (24). Further, in doing so, the warriors put their own well-

being at risk at multiple levels. As noted earlier by Schwarz and Harry Walters, qualities 

of the Blessingway that initially secured the Navajo’s place in Diné Bikéyah (24), are 

associated with Bik’eh Hózhó, or the female parent of Changing Woman, whereas 

qualities associated with protection and Protection Way are linked to Sa’ah Naaghai, 

Changing Woman’s father (99). As John Farella elaborates in The Main Stalk,  

“A society needs its warriors. To become a warrior is to become invulnerable, feared, 

strong, and dangerous. But to become these, for society, is to place oneself outside 

society. To be Sa’ah Naaghai is to be in the state of maleness unmediated by Bik’eh 

Hózhó, femaleness, or self unmediated by society” (170). For the warrior to occupy this 

fearsome and invulnerable space during battle is to temporarily become “incomplete,” 

which requires ritual so the individual can be restored to balance, by again becoming 

Sa’ah Naaghai Bik’eh Hózhó through reconciling the complementary dimensions of 

being. Consequently, as Tiana Bighorse acknowledges the sacrifices of her father and 

warriors like him, she affirms also the ways that they put at jeopardy their own state of  

Sa’ah Naaghai Bik’eh Hózhó, in hopes of making the restoration of hózhó possible for 

Diné whose lives, land, and freedom were threatened by the U.S. Army.  

 Though, as Farella notes, a person preparing for warfare cultivates invulnerability, 

fearsomeness, and strength, Tiana Bighorse, in a letter to Noël Bennett and in the text of 

Bighorse the Warrior, emphasizes the fortitude, compassion, and wisdom that 
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distinguished the actions of her father and his compatriots. Writing to Bennett, Tiana 

underscores what it means to be a Navajo warrior:  

a warrior means someone who can get through the snowstorm when no 

one else can. . . . [T]he only one walking around, making a fire for the 

sick, giving them medicine, feeding them food. . . . In Navajo, a warrior is 

the one who can use words so everyone knows they are part of the same 

family. In Navajo, a warrior says what is in the people’s hearts. Talks 

about what the land means to them. Brings them together to fight for it. 

(xxiv) 

While Gus Bighorse’s account offers numerous examples of Diné warriors using their 

intellect and knowledge of the land to outwit, elude, and sometimes overcome the U.S. 

soldiers, it also emphasizes the deep compassion that warriors extended to the people. 

This is evident when Bighorse reflects on the U.S. cavalry’s killing of his parents and 

destruction of their agricultural lands in an early phase of the punitive campaign against 

the Navajo: “Someone doesn’t have any love to destroy the crops and to burn the Mother 

Earth” (13). On the other hand, he admires the spirited empathy of Manuelito, chief 

among the Diné warriors who led the families who eluded relocation to Hweeldi, as 

Bighorse recounts how the leader “tells us to fight for our land. He really cares about his 

own people. He wants them all safe. He wants them to be in their own land” (13). 

Similarly, Bighorse recounts his attempts to comfort the despondent people he attempts 

to protect, who contemplate suicide rather than capture by the U.S. forces:  
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I am crying. I feel sorry for our people who are killing themselves. We 

warriors are supposed to be brave, and we are not supposed to cry. . . . We 

try to talk to them, to tell them to stay back from the cliff edge. We tell 

them not to do that because someday it will be peace. Our Great Spirit will 

save us, some way or other. I save some of the lives by talking to them 

like that. I have to talk to them from my heart, not just my lips. . . . There 

are many warriors like me. We all try to save the people. I always think 

they are all my parents. I love them all. I don’t want to see them get shot. 

(29) 

Acknowledging expectations that a warrior should be brave and invulnerable, Bighorse 

attests to the balancing presence of empathy and compassion which guides his heartfelt 

attempts, in the midst of a massacre of largely unarmed Navajos, to inspire them to 

persevere to a time of peace. In doing so, he also invokes K’é, or kinship principles, as he 

thinks of the people whom he is trying to protect as “all my parents,” to whom he extends 

love and kindness.  

 Bighorse the Warrior is suffused with references to kinship principles as they are 

expansively imagined through K’é. As Gus’s story begins, he acknowledges his mother’s, 

Tsé Desshigizhnii [Rock Gap] and father’s Tábaahá [Edgewater] clans, alongside the fact 

that he was born near Mount Taylor, Tsoodzil, the sacred mountain of the south. After 

establishing his connection to clan and natal place, as a man in his eighties reflecting 

back upon his life, he expresses gratitude for all of his clan children, affirming that “I’m 

not going to let my grandchildren suffer what I suffered. I suffered for them” (1). Further, 
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as he expresses gratitude for being able to care for his progeny, his comments are 

resonant with the principle of SNBH, as he states that he’s “thankful for the guidance I 

have, and for this long life” (1). Though he loses his parents and neighboring relatives 

when they are killed by U.S. forces, Bighorse develops deep compassion and respect for 

his fellow warriors as well as the people they are protecting, most notably, a medicine 

man named Hastiin Bigodí. As Bighorse recounts, Bigodí has eluded the U.S. Army and 

is living with a number of families behind Navajo Mountain, in a region where many 

Diné avoided forced relocation to Bosque Redondo. Resonant with the complementary 

structure of Peace and War leaders (or Nataanii) that comprised the Naachid system of 

governance, Bigodí expresses gratitude to Bighorse and the other warriors for guarding 

them, while organizing the community’s resources to ensure that the warriors are well-

fed and protected spiritually. Along with other medicine men in that community, Bigodí 

frequently prays for the warriors, the community, and all those imprisoned at Bosque 

Redondo (43, 44). While I am not claiming that this became a new embodiment of a  

“natural community,” as Bighorse describes it, it does have several of the features, such 

as peace and war leaders who serve complementary roles in the making of decisions and 

providing for the community’s needs. Additionally, as the mobile group of warriors joins 

the community settled behind Navajo Mountain in their shared losses and common 

opposition to the U.S. Army, they are loosely acknowledged by Bigodí as kin: “We lost 

lots of our relatives. Some of them are killed and some are forced to go to Fort Defiance. 

But we are all here, and we are all in one family. We love each other and will help each 

other” (44). Similarly, Bighorse recounts how after Barboncito and other warriors were 
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imprisoned at Bosque Redondo, they would encourage the others held there to work 

together as kin: “they tell them they should help each other like they are all part of the 

same family. Everybody help each other so they don’t lose more lives” (51). In these 

accounts of people from far-reaching corners of Diné Bikéyah being united in a prison 

camp and elsewhere in opposition to the U.S. Army, one can see the groundwork for 

imagining the patchwork Naachid becoming unified as a confederated collective,  unified 

by opposition to U.S. incursions.  

 As Miranda Haskie has noted, Diné kinship centers on family and clan relations 

but it expands outwards to include the extension of k’é terms to unrelated people,  

animals, and the land. As Gus Bighorse recounts Manuelito’s encouragement that 

warriors place their fidelity to fellow people and their homeland above their regard for 

personal safety, he alludes to the way than clan identities and kinship relations link the 

Diné to the land and to the Holy People who placed them there. Specifically, as 

Manuelito admonishes warriors to not betray their fellows if they are captured, he states: 

“love your people and love your land. We already lost our own beloved ones. But we are 

still on our land. There’s four sacred mountains. We are supposed to be here. The Great 

Spirit gave the land to us. So don’t tell the enemy where the warriors are. And don’t give 

up” (21).  

 Notably, it is Gus Bighorse’s intimate and familiar knowledge of the vastness of 

Diné Bikeyah, arising from his father’s guiding him on horseback to the furthest stretches 

of the land, that distinguishes him as a leader amongst warriors. In the years following his 

ninth birthday, Gus rides with his father through landscapes populated by Navajos and 
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Pueblo people. He remarks on the variety of trees, the soil’s suitability for farming, and 

the presence of people and agriculture wherever water could be found (8). Most 

memorable, though, for Bighorse, are the vast rock formations of Monument Valley. 

Awestruck by their beauty, he remarks that he thinks “the Great Spirit put them there for 

us. I never dream that is where I will play hide and seek with the enemy” (8). When he is 

chosen to be a head leader, he observes that he is “very happy my father already took me 

everywhere when I was young to look at all those places on the Navajo land. Now I have 

to fight for our land, and I already know where to hide, where to get food, where there is 

water. . . . I remember my father’s words when he was living. I remember that he took me 

all over the Navajo land. If it were someplace else, I would worry, but I know this land 

well” (18). Bighorse’s words reveal a world that is constructed for the Diné by the Holy 

People and which is mediated for him by his father’s teachings. He later observes a 

similar dynamic in Canyon de Chelly which:  

is a sacred place for Navajos. This is where the Mother Earth keeps her 

children hiding from the enemy. . . .Some places the rocks are like 

underarms, and we call it Mother Earth’s underarm. That is where our 

hiding place is. . . . Sometimes I think the Great Spirit is guiding me, 

telling me, “Don’t go there, go this way.” I think it is my father’s spirit 

guiding me. I mean my real father—and my Father Sky. (22) 

Some readers might bridle at the apparent anthropomorphism of Bighorse’s language. 

Yet, Harry Walters explains that Euroamerican beliefs regarding humanity’s dominion 

over nature lead people to place humans as the ultimate point of reference; however, “’in 
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Navajo. . . humanity is in the image of the Holy People’” (Schwarz 11). Consequently, in 

the gendering of Earth and Sky, Bighorse points towards ideal forms that might positively 

shape how readers think about landforms and humans alike. In this instance, the female 

figure is offering shelter and protection, while the male figure is offering guidance; both 

are helping Bighorse and fellow Navajos elude capture by the U.S. Army in ways that are 

shaped by cultural understandings of deities, family figures, and familiar landscapes.  

 Describing an incident less complicated by gendered terms, Bighorse recounts 

how a young warrior is chased to the edge of a cliff by horse-mounted U.S. soldiers, 

looking down, “he sees a tall tree called ch’o deeninii (Douglas fir). There is a young, 

really tall fir tree. He doesn’t stop to think. He just jumps off the cliff and catches the tip 

of the tree, and the tree doesn’t break. It just bends down like rubber. I think he has just 

the right weight for it. It puts him down on the ground safely, and the tree flips back up” 

(25). By the time the soldiers reach the cliff, dismount their horses and look down,  they 

“see the man walking away safely down the canyon. . . . They can’t figure out how he 

ever got down there in the canyon” (25). Unlike the account of Canyon de Chelly’s 

protective features, this story does not foreground kinship terms and the transmission of 

knowledge through generations. However, in the young warrior’s split-second 

recognition of the ch’o deeninii, and his rapid calculation that it might be flexible enough 

to deliver him from certain capture and possible death, I again can see a familiarity with 

local flora and landforms that allows the warrior to elude the soldiers, leaving them to 

think, most likely, that his powers are strictly “magical.” Using the framework from the 

earlier description of Canyon de Chelly, I see the warrior moving through landforms 
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shaped by the holy people and mediated for him by human kin who had familiarized him 

with the properties of those trees and landforms, which prepared him to elude the 

colonizing soldiers.  

 The preceding examples illustrate how Bighorse the Warrior can be read to 

discern distinctive qualities that Lloyd Lee defines as important for shaping 

contemporary Navajo identity: namely, worldview, language, kinship, and land. 

Throughout, the text cultivates respect for ancestors who survived colonization, another 

of Lee’s criteria. Though I have focused on the elements of Bighorse centered on the 

events leading up to and continuing through the Long Walk and imprisonment at 

Hweeldi, the text follows Bighorse’s life up through 1939, by which time he had starting 

working in the wage economy, hauling coal in horse-drawn wagons from Tuba City to 

Kerley Valley, in order to add to the resources of his twenty neighboring families (84-

85). Having endured the scorched earth campaigns executed upon the Diné in the 1860s, 

Gus Bighorse lived long enough to endure the final indignity of witnessing the 

decimation of his family’s horses and goats as the federal government’s Stock Reduction 

policy was enforced upon the Diné. Unlike pastoral, coming-of-age stories recounted in 

conventional life-history narratives like Son of Old Man Hat, Bighorse the Warrior 

chronicles one person’s experience of some of the more unsettling events in Navajo 

history. In it Gus Bighorse maintains a justified suspicion towards the U.S. government 

(2, 95, 96), at one point prophesying :   

There will be war again someday. There won’t be peace all the way. The 

white people were going to take the land away from us, but we fought for 
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it and kept part of our own land. Or maybe not war. Maybe someday the 

white people will give you something you like that will be getting rid of 

you. There is an old Navajo word they always say, bááhádzid, danger. It 

means you think it’s harmless, but you have to be careful. Something will 

sting you, like a scorpion or an ant. But don’t try to bother with it. Don’t 

try to touch it. It’s just the same as an enemy. It kills people. (2) 

In light of my next chapter, in which I reflect on the effects of stock reduction and 

uranium mining, it seems that Gus Bighorse might have presaged the dangers of that and 

other externally generated opportunities for economic “development.”  As a mindful and 

compassionate warrior, Bighorse works for the protection of the Diné.  

 Though I stop short of ascribing a supernatural dimension to them, the actions of 

the U.S. government endured by Gus Bighorse and his family certainly are symptomatic 

of what Gary Witherspoon describes as “hóchxó, which is the evil, the disorderly, and the 

ugly” (34). Rather than let those experiences overwhelm his being, Bighorse used the 

interpersonal ritual of storytelling to lessen their power; in turn, his daughter Tiana 

worked with Noël Bennett to bring them to a wider audience. Recounting how, later in 

his life, he moved back to Navajo Mountain, where he had lived with families eluding the 

Army in the 1860s, Gus Bighorse reflects on how:    

I want to talk about my tragic story, because if I don’t, it will get into my 

mind and get into my dream and make me crazy. I know some people died 

of their tragic story. They think about it and think about how many 

relatives they lost. Their parents got shot. They get into shock. That is 
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what kills them. That is why we warriors have to talk to each other. We 

wake ourselves up, get out of the shock. And that is why I tell my kids 

what happened, so it won’t be forgot. (81-82) 

Although his account of reinhabiting a place that was once refuge from atrocity could 

have ended there, Gus, continues: “So, at Navajo Mountain I show my children around. I 

show them where the Navajos stayed, hiding in the canyon, planting corn, watermelon, 

and peaches for the people to survive. I show my children around and they tell me, ‘You 

were a brave man’” (82). Through these words, Bighorse fuses storytelling and action to 

mitigate the legacy of “the evil, the ugly, and the disorderly” with accounts of what it 

means to seek hózhó, beauty, harmony, and sustenance in the midst of world-upending 

disorder. To similar ends, Gus is later reunited with Bigodí, the Haatali alongside whom 

he had lived at Navajo Mountain with his fellow warriors. When they are both living in 

Shonto in 1870, their community is accosted by soldiers who are seeking two Navajos 

who allegedly killed two white men. Declining to assume new troubles by assisting the 

U.S. soldiers, Bigodí acts figuratively and effectively in the mode of a peace leader, 

telling the troops:  

We Navajos are all living in peace. Lots of us survived the Fort Sumner 

Long Walk. We want to stay peaceful and raise our children and livestock. 

We wish to live long and enjoy our lands and lives. We have suffered 

enough for all these years. Now, we are trying hard to live in peace. We 

don’t want any trouble. . . .We think your troops want the same too,. They 
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don’t want to get killed and they want to live long. So please leave our 

people alone. (70) 

Bigodí’s words, to me, seem resonant with one of Rex Lee Jim’s definitions of Sa'ah 

naaghai bik'eh hózhóón as “’to walk on the path of Beauty and Harmony to Old Age’”.  

Yet in another dimension of SNBH, as a seasoned war leader, Gus Bighorse 

complements Bigodí’s status as a peace leader, as he reveals his thoughts on the larger 

injustice unfolding in the interaction:  

All the time that this is going on I don’t feel like friends to the troops. 

What happened before with our people, I am thinking about it. And it 

makes me really mad. I see all those troops out here just because two 

white men die. And now they say it’s against the law to kill. Where was 

that law when they were killing all the Navajo people? Thousands of 

them, shooting them and starving them and letting them walk three 

hundred miles to a land that isn’t theirs, treating them like animals. And 

here the troops are saying, “We’re friends from now on.” I don’t think 

they have the right to say that right in front of us. They think the killing of 

our people is nothing. We have hearts to feel sorry for all our people that 

got killed, cry for them, miss them all our lives, as long as we live. But I 

just hold my temper. I just shake their hand, but I know I won’t be their 

friend. (71) 

While Bighorse can appreciate the wisdom and perspective of his friend Bigodí, he 

remains prepared to defend his community through action. In the telling of his story and 
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in his repeated cautions that Navajos should remain wary of the actions of a colonizing 

power, while also acknowledging the wisdom of peacemaking, Bighorse expresses the 

consciousness of a War leader, as defined by his daughter (xxiv). Taken alongside the 

skills of Peace leaders like Bigodi, Bighorse’s tenacious compassion offers an important 

dimension for the expression of Diné cultural sovereignty. In the balance between the two 

modes dwells hózhó that allows the Diné to protect themselves against entities that would 

do them harm while restoring beauty and harmony to the world they inhabit.  
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CHAPTER II: 
‘RIDING PONIES’ THROUGH ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION: 

TRANSCULTURAL REPRESENTATIONS OF DINÉ BIKÉYAH IN ORAL 
HISTORY, POETRY, AND FILM 

 
 

Contemporary Spaces Shot through with History: 
Re-Storying the Past in a Contact Zone 

 
Midway through the “The Night Chanter” section of  N. Scott Momaday's 1968 

novel, House Made of Dawn, we are invited into the storied memory of Ben Benally, a 

young Navajo who has been relocated to Los Angeles. In this fictional account, 

Momaday dramatizes the crosscultural dynamics that characterized trading posts in 

twentieth-century Navajo Country. Through the interactions between Benally and the 

trading post operator, Momaday depicts how the young Navajo skillfully uses wit and 

language to secure access to an esteemed horse, which grants him mobility through the 

vast expanses of Diné Bikéyah (Navajo Country) and which allows him to reintegrate into 

his homeland in a culturally meaningful manner. Benally recounts his return from 

boarding school in the late 1940s, before his relocation along with thousands of other 

Diné, as he recollects walking thirty miles from the bus stop in Chambers, Arizona, 

before stopping off at the trading post at Wide Ruins. Learning from Frazier, a glad-

handling trader of an upcoming dance at Cornfields, thirty-five miles away, the young 

Navajo slowly reveals his plan to win access to a horse from the trader, referring to 

himself in the second person: “It sounded good to you, and right away  you wanted to go. 

You were feeling pretty big, and you started trading with Frazier just like an old timer, 

kind of slow and easy, like you didn't care much about it. And after a while you asked 

him if he had any good horses for sale” (168).  
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The recounted banter continues; through it, we learn that Benally tells the trader 

that he was about to sell a  “fine old ketoh” (bow-guard) to another trader at Ganado but 

that he might consider trading it to Frazier for an especially fine horse whom Benally 

astutely denigrates as looking “kind of slow” and “lazy.” To similar ends, the passage 

highlights Benally’s awareness of the performative nature of this exchange; just as the 

young Navajo is bluffing about the existence of the ketoh, he also repeatedly calls 

attention to the trader’s exaggerated exuberance: “old man Frazier acted like he was glad 

to see you” (167). And Benally himself weaves an alluring story about the fictive ketoh: 

“But it was old, you said, the kind you don’t see around much anymore. And you acted 

like that was too bad, it being so old and out of style, and right away you could see he 

was thinking about it hard” (167). Here, Benally indicates his awareness of mainstream 

U.S. culture’s ambivalent regard for modernity. Dismissing the ketoh as “old and out of 

style”, Benally feigns a lack of awareness of Frazier’s role as a broker of cultural capital 

for Euroamerican clientele who fetishize rare artisanal crafts, effectively building the 

mystique and allure of ketoh (note: Dilworth and Lears). Benally's ultimate success in 

this matching of wits is evident as the exchange ends and he recalls how  

the black horse felt good under you. . . . You felt good out there, like 

everything was all right and still and cool inside of you, and that black 

horse loping along like the wind. . . . You were coming home like a man, 

on a black and beautiful horse. . . The sun was going down and the land 

was red and a little wind was getting up and it was cool and you were 

home again. . . .  There was no ketoh, but the black horse was yours for a 
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while and you were riding it out to Cornfields and that was all that 

mattered. (168, 169, 171) 

Significantly, after being bussed back from boarding school, and before being relocated 

to Los Angeles, Benally has made use of wit and language alike to gain access to this 

horse. Having already walked thirty miles since being dropped off by the bus in 

Chambers, Benally was less than half way to his destination in Cornfields; thus, acquiring 

the horse takes on both the material value of not facing another day of walking, as well as 

the symbolic value of mediating his return from a colonial school. Rather than simply 

returning by bus and then foot, in an era when pickups and the promise of hitched rides 

were less ubiquitous on the roads of Diné Bikéyah, Benally secures a culturally 

meaningful return to his grandfather’s house, and a dignifying conveyance to a dance in 

Cornfields.  

Waking up at his grandfather’s hogan to begin the ride to Cornfields, Benally 

envisions the coming sunrise: “the brightness would be mad of a hundred colors and the 

land would almost hurt your eyes. . . . The sky was waiting all around, and the east was 

white, like a shell. . . . The sun came up behind you and you road the black horse on the 

way to Cornfields. . . . It was good going out like that and it made you want to pray” (170).  

Here Benally situates his motion within a hallowed landscape, noting the Diné 

association of the East with white shell. Significantly, as he rides north and west, he is 

mounted on a horse that is black, the color of the north, associated with obsidian. While 

Benally knows that the horse will soon be repossessed when he cannot produce the fictive 

ketoh, by besting the trader, he has won several days of horse-mounted mobility.  As he 
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rides to Cornfields, he consecrates his return from school to his homeland, praying 

through a song identified as “The War God’s Horse Song” (Weigle and White 42). 

Ascribed to one of the twins born of Changing Woman, this song further situates Benally 

within a sacred homeland:  

  When my horse neighs, different-colored horses  

    follow. 

  When my horse neighs, different-colored sheep  

    follow.  

   I am wealthy because of him. . . . 

   All around me peaceful— 

   Peaceful voice when he neighs. 

  I am Everlasting and Peaceful.  

  I stand for my horse. (171) 

Invoking “lightning,” “black clouds”, “white shell”, “the long rainbow”, and “turquoise”, 

this song re-places Benally in a world guided by a covenant between the Diyin Diné’é 

(the Navajo Holy People) and the Nihookaa Diné’e (the Earth Surface People). As 

anthropologist Maureen Schwarz notes in Molded in the Image of Changing Woman, the 

Holy People gave the Earth Surface People “the components of their ancestral 

knowledge—songs, prayers, ceremonies, and stories. Together, these form a charter for 

life, a contract between the Nihookaa Diné’e  and the Holy People that gives Navajo 

people the right to live within Dinétah [the historical, sacred Navajo homeland]” (24). 

After Benally graduates from boarding school and is later relocated to Los Angeles, he 
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invokes this story of horseback travel and hoodwinking Euroamerican authority figures in 

House Made of Dawn in order to help the novel’s protagonist, Abel, envision the 

possibility of returning home to the Jemez Pueblo.  

This extended passage offers a window into the ways that trading post operators 

have mediated Navajo relationships with horses, sheep, and other livestock as they served 

as both agents of economic change as well as liaisons for those enforcing government 

policy. It also illuminates how Navajos make transcultural use of institutions like trading 

posts, as they devise strategies to make the outposts of colonial power serve their 

interests. Finally, in the traditional song that Benally sings while riding the horse (Clark 

15-16, Momaday 170-71, Weigle and White 43), in some rural Diné’s continued use of 

horses for the herding of sheep and cattle in an age of pickup trucks and Basha’s 

supermarkets, this extended passages highlights several of the ways that horses continue 

hold deep material and symbolic significance in Diné Bikéyah. 

Because of the national and global market that traders, weavers, and retailers have 

constructed for Navajo wool blankets and rugs, and owing to a number of careful 

historical accounts of how deeply the Bureau of Indian Affairs's policies of stock 

reduction in the 1930s affected Navajo culture, many scholars and residents of the U.S. 

West recognize the importance of sheep to Navajos. However, less widely acknowledged 

is the importance of horses to the Diné.  Through close readings of twentieth century 

representations of Navajo Country in fiction, oral history, and poetry, I trace out the deep 

and ongoing cultural significance of horses to Navajo culture. Historian Richard White, 

in The Roots of Dependency (1983), hardly downplays the repercussions of the slaughter 
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and sale of hundreds of thousands of sheep during the stock reduction efforts spearheaded 

by Commissioner of Indian Affairs, John Collier during the 1930s, but White also draws 

attention to the lesser known government efforts toward horse reduction, during which 

over 14,000 horses were either killed or sold (below market value) to off-reservation 

interests (300). Both White and folklorist, Laverne Clark, author of They Sang for 

Horses, remark on the significance of horses to Diné culture, which so highly values 

dynamism and mobility (Clark 10, 284). White notes that in addition to their practical 

value in allowing Navajos to travel the vast distances of Diné Bikéyah, horses were 

symbols of “wealth and prestige,” and they were also an efficient source of food during 

periods of famine and drought (247-48, Moon 93, 96).  

In this context I turn to a text that illuminates instances when horses were 

burdened with a peculiar metaphorical meaning during a time when Diné Bikéyah 

underwent rapid economic change. In 1992, Tall Sheep, Samuel Moon's oral history of 

Harry Goulding, the famed Monument Valley trader, was first published by the 

University of Oklahoma Press. The culmination of over one hundred interviews 

conducted during the 1970s with Goulding, his family, thirty-nine neighboring Navajos, 

as well as a number of his Euroamerican colleagues, Tall Sheep is a polyphonic text that 

attests to the ambivalent roles of trading post operators in Navajo Country. While Moon's 

Tall Sheep reveals Harry Goulding's grouping of oil and uranium extraction, along with 

tourism and film industry development under the equestrian sign, as the trader refers to 

those ambivalent opportunities as “ponies” that might convey local Navajos through lean 

times, a recent documentary entitled The Return of Navajo Boy (2000) departs from 
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equestrian metaphors as it addresses the cultural repercussions of those four varieties of 

economic developments upon several families of Monument Valley Diné. Like Moon's 

text, Jeff Spitz's 2000 documentary speaks in many voices. Ultimately, though, The 

Return of Navajo Boy maintains a stance more sympathetic to the Diné, and the film 

productively supplements Moon's largely favorable account of Goulding's contributions 

to “his Navvies,” the trader’s preferred-though-paternalistic-epithet for the Diné who 

lived near the post that he and his wife established in the 1920s.  Though Moon's book 

and Spitz's film were completed within eight years of each other, and they both make use 

of source material spanning at least the past eighty-five years, the two texts’ 

representations of Monument Valley Navajos differ in marked ways. Although Moon's 

1992 text represents the expropriative zeitgeist that characterized Goulding's 

development in terms that are largely uncritical, Tall Sheep is hardly a hagiography of the 

trader in that it presents traces of stories that call Goulding's benevolence into question. 

Spitz's documentary, completed in 2000, embraces a restorative ethos, in which the film's 

prevailing gestures are ones of return: the return of a silent film, the return of a long-lost 

brother, and the building momentum for restorative justice for Navajo families affected 

by irresponsible corporate and federal uranium mining practices. In many ways, the film 

serves as a broad-based response to the conventional stories told about entrepreneurial 

and corporate development in Monument Valley, as it conveys not just an indictment of 

that expropriative zeitgeist, but it offers a vision of the far-reaching, regenerative effects 

that might arise from embracing an ethos of restoration.  Both Moon's book and Spitz's 

film present Monument Valley Diné as more than passive parties to exploitative colonial 
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powers, and they present agents of colonization as themselves quite complex. In this way, 

the two texts offer a window into expressions of representational power in what Mary 

Louise Pratt has called a “contact zone,” a term she uses to complicate conventional 

academic understandings of “colonial frontiers” (Pratt 6-7). In the broadest sense, contact 

zones “refer to the space of colonial encounters,” and the term also “foreground[s] the 

interactive, improvisational dimensions of colonial encounters so easily ignored or 

suppressed by diffusionist accounts of conquest and domination” (Pratt 6-7). The notion 

of colonial encounters as taking place in a “contact zone” also sheds new light on the 

ways regions such as Monument Valley are fraught with “interlocking understandings 

and practices, often within radically asymmetrical relations of power” (7, emphasis 

mine). Attending to the relationship between dominant metaphors, I seek to draw 

attention to the material conditions these metaphors represent, to point up the ways that 

Monument Valley remains a contact zone, in and about which figurative language and 

restorative gestures frame our understandings of ongoing asymmetries of power. Namely, 

in Goulding's case (as represented by Moon's text), I critique how the Monument Valley 

trader repeatedly invokes the diminutive of horses, “ponies,” as a stand-in for 

expropriative development, and in the film's case, I consider how gestures of return signal 

a restorative ethos that might help Navajos and Euroamericans navigate shared presence 

within landscape of increasing complexity.  

 
The Equestrian Unconscious and the Expropriative Zeitgeist 

 
The Janus-faced nature of the trader is most apparent in Samuel Moon's treatment 

of Harry Goulding's role in stock reduction and of the Monument Valley entrepreneur's 
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boosting of economic opportunities in Navajo Country. As Moon notes in the 

introduction to his chapter on stock reduction, Goulding spoke freely with him on all 

other topics, yet on this subject, he refused to give an interview (88). Further, the oral 

historian recounts how Goulding was torn by this policy, how the trader “agreed with the 

logic of stock reduction, but he loved the Navajos and sympathized with the passion of 

their outrage,” to the extent that “he never argued John Collier's case with the  

Navajos . . . .” (Moon 88).  Curiously, though, Moon's last assertion is contradicted by 

one of the Diné accounts presented later in that same chapter. Buster Whitehorse, a 

Monument Valley Navajo interviewed for Moon’s text, describes how “Dibé Nééz [Tall 

Sheep, Harry Goulding] seemed to be for the Navajos, but he carried [Collier's] message 

to the people in their hogans. They came three times. One time they took fifty sheep from 

us” (99). While Moon's editorial oversight is peculiar, I find that Goulding's silence and 

Whitehorse's indicting recollection hints at a story that Tall Sheep addresses but partially. 

The historical record does not conclusively indicate whether Goulding's silence covered 

over “sins” of omission, in not standing up for the Navajos, or ones of commission, in 

which, as Whitehorse alleges, the trader took an active role in convincing Navajos to cull 

their sheep, goats, and horses. It is telling, though, that as Goulding describes his later 

boosterism of Monument Valley, he invokes a significant metaphor—”ponies”—in a 

perverse manner, considering how many of them were destroyed during his silence. At 

several points in Tall Sheep, Goulding refers to his efforts to provide suspect 

opportunities to the local Diné such as developing the tourist industry, oil drilling, and 
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uranium mining as “pon[ies], that [the Navajos] can ride out on after [WWII] was over” 

(175, 180, 225).  

As this section's title playfully indicates, my analysis of Goulding's language and 

actions is indebted to Fredric Jameson's The Political Unconscious (1984), which 

critiques the ways that aesthetic language provides ideological cover for the radical social 

transformations that accompany capitalism's global incursions. Referring to Joseph 

Conrad's style, Jameson notes how critical consideration of “the semi-autonomy of 

aesthetic language” alongside the fin-de-siecle writer's cultural milieu, “the organization 

and experience of daily life during the imperialist heyday of industrial capitalism—

allows us to think these two distinctive realities together in a meaningful way” (226). 

Admittedly, Goulding's vernacular metaphor, “ponies,” is hardly akin to Conrad's 

alternately murky and ethereal depictions of uber-imperialists like Kurtz, the central 

figure in Heart of Darkness. However, Goulding's aesthetic choices can be similarly 

excavated in ways that reveal his ambivalent role in the transformation of Navajo culture. 

David Spurr’s analysis of The Rhetoric of Empire, particularly his critique of the 

trope of “aestheticization,” illuminates the dynamics underlying “aesthetic 

transformation[s] of social reality” (45). Spurr describes how the “cultivation of an 

aesthetic ideal opens up a space for domination in the realm of concrete practice. When [a 

region] is removed . . . from the actual consequences of political and economic power, 

the [colonizer] . . . can more readily go about [his] business” (57). Further, Spurr 

describes how the transformation of material conditions through figurative language  
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impl[ies] a certain possession of social reality which holds it at arm’s 

length and makes it into the object of beauty, horror, pleasure, and pity. 

When this act of possession becomes a mode of representation by which a 

powerful culture takes possession of a less powerful one, it can be 

understood quite literally as a colonization. In this sense, aestheticization 

does not so much falsify as it takes hold of and commodifies reality, 

securing it for the expansion of the observer’s sensibility. (59) 

Recounting his collaboration with Denny Viles, the field manager of the Vanadium 

Corporation of America (VCA), which was a front company for uranium mining, 

Goulding relies upon metaphor and selective retellings of post-war history in ways that 

distort and redefine local “social realities”:  “I wanted to get that uranium opened up if it 

was in there. I always said, if I can do that, it might be a wonderful little old pony for the 

Navajos to ride out after the war’s over, and like all wars, you get a depression 

afterwards” (180). Faced with the immediate historical reality of how neighboring 

Navajos’ livelihoods were radically disrupted by his complicity in the death of thousands 

of horses, sheep, and goats during stock reduction, Goulding instead links local Navajos’ 

poverty to the remote circumstances of World War II, emphasizing his own ingenuity in 

spearheading an extractive resources economy in the valley. Invoking “ponies” as a 

metaphor signifying uranium mining as a vital economic opportunity, Goulding hides 

behind aesthetic language that allows him to emphasize his own benevolence, ostensibly 

granting local Navajos a new source of mobility, while obfuscating his role in disrupting 

the local economy.  
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Significantly, Jameson stresses that “the destructive effects of capitalism . . . are 

not particularly due to conscious planning on the part of ... businessmen, who are neither 

personally wicked nor . . . self-conscious efficiency experts” (227). This observation is 

particularly fitting for Goulding and his fellow traders, many of whom fled the 

industrializing East and the more thoroughly Euroamerican-dominated places of the West 

to set up shop among indigenous communities that they largely admired. Despite the 

traders' general admiration for the Diné, they half-wittingly came to serve as agents of 

change, the points of contact that inducted many Navajos into the encroaching  

Euroamerican economy.  

The Monument Valley trader, like his fellows, espoused the virtues of laissez-

faire economics, and he sought to accentuate spirited Navajo independence as expressive 

of “real American values,” which for Goulding signified fiscally conservative, anti-union, 

and anti-welfare principles (159). In 1937, when trying to lure the famed director John 

Ford out to film movies in Monument Valley, Goulding touts how “we got Indians, just 

all kinds of Indians out there. . . . And those Navajos, . . . I know them all. They never 

went through the dole that we shoved out and ruined the rest of the Indians and got them 

lazy and worthless” (147). To similar ends, Goulding reflects in the mid-1970s upon how 

he sees federal economic support for Navajo families potentially distorting the qualities 

of the Diné which he most values: “I’m afraid of the welfare they’re giving them right 

now. . . . We need to encourage businesses of different kinds to come into this reservation 

and help them on their way up. There is a possibility that they might lose those great 

assets they have, but they’ll bring them along if we don’t spoil it” (230). First, Goulding 
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affirms the ideological “purity” of local Navajos untainted by “the dole,” then, he later 

laments how welfare threatens to undermine what he sees as Navajos’ independent, 

enterprising qualities.  

In both of these accounts, Goulding’s language invites analysis by way of one of 

Spurr’s observations; whereby, Euroamerican subjects  

see non-Western peoples as having themselves become the standard-

bearers of Western culture is in some ways a more profound form of 

colonization than that which treats them merely as sources of labor. . . . 

This form of appropriation gives rise to a curious phenomenon: the West 

seeks its own identity in Third World attempts as imitating it; it finds its 

own image, idealized, in the imperfect copies fabricated by other cultures. 

(36) 

While Spurr’s reference to “non-Western” and “Third World” peoples are grounded in 

his reading of how agents of U.S. colonialism projected “authentic American” values 

onto South Vietnamese leaders, with whom they were allied, this line of thinking also 

illuminates the ways in which Goulding frames Diné values, such as a regard for personal 

autonomy (Lamphere 35-43), as indicative of a fundamental entrepreneurial spirit that is 

threatened by “un-American” institutions such as welfare and labor unions. Not only does 

Goulding see the need to protect Navajos from welfare and unions, but he calls for the 

development of entrepreneurial efforts that would affirm and nurture the “authentic 

American” residing in each of the Navajo. Reflecting upon administrative records from 
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turn-of-the-century U.S.-dominated Phillipines, Spurr focuses on how a  “catalog of 

material improvements” including  

the building of roads . . . and the prosperity of agriculture follows . . . the 

logic of the implied argument that expanded commerce has transformed a 

primitive people into ‘better men’. Such arguments have been made on 

behalf of European colonialism as well, but the faith in commercial 

expansion as a moral and even spiritual phenomenon is fundamental to the 

historical consciousness of a nation built on the principles of Manifest 

Destiny. (118-19) 

Although Goulding and other traders sought to fit Navajos to a model of American 

enterprise, one can not overlook that, as traders in Navajo Country, they were deeply 

interdependent with the communities they served; thus, they too were profoundly affected 

by stock reduction and needed badly to rebuild an economic base after the ovine 

economy was nearly devastated by stock reduction. Faced with his complicity in a 

decimating the local pastoral economy, Goulding’s economic well being and his identity 

as a trader committed to buffering Navajos’ integration into the broader national 

economy were jeopardized.  

Accordingly, the trader sought out development projects that would accentuate 

Diné characteristics that he valued as reflecting his own vision of American identity, 

namely, independence, ingenuity, industriousness, and entrepreneurship as he sought to 

prevent local Diné from being “tainted” by accepting federal assistance. In doing so, 

though, Goulding sought out substantial state, federal, and corporate support himself, in 
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his campaigns to build roads through Monument Valley which would deliver tourists to 

his post, and in his efforts to create economies based on the extraction of oil and uranium. 

While giving lip service to ingenuity and autonomy, on the whole, Goulding’s 

development projects focused primarily on the industriousness of local Diné, as he 

reserved the creative, entrepreneurial role for himself, orchestrating the labor of local 

Navajos in the various industries he brought to the Valley. 

In the early stages of this economic development, Monument Valley's external 

sources of revenue came from railroad wages, federal welfare, oil and coal development, 

as well as uranium mining and milling. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, 

Goulding aggressively sought to augment income from these sources by developing the 

region's prospects as a movie set and as a substantial tourist destination. From a 

contemporary perspective, it is easy to critique Goulding's cultivation of extractive and 

touristic industries; all of these are Faustian bargains, for which the ledger sheets of 

ultimate losses and gains are still being calculated through the lived experience of the 

Diné. While the discovery and mining of coal in regions further south, such as Black 

Mesa, contributed to the Navajo-Hopi land dispute—a controversy largely manufactured 

to abet Peabody Coal's exploitation of Native resources—the lesser known oil and 

uranium industries in and near Monument Valley have also attracted multinational 

corporations. For example, savvy Navajos today refer to Aneth, which is 50 miles east of 

the Valley, as “little Kuwait,” acknowledging the prodigious oil income that it generates 

and also revealing a wry and astute awareness of both their muted role in the global 
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economy and their tacit status as American “Arabs,” which fits into a longer tradition of 

figuring the U.S. Southwest as America's Orient.1  

Although the Navajo Nation has received substantial royalties from the 

corporations that extract oil, and some of this money has gone to funding the first tribal 

college on reservation land, the short term benefits of other industries like uranium 

mining have hardly justified the costs to the physical, mental, economic, and spiritual 

health of local communities. Though Goulding presented his efforts in abetting uranium 

development as strictly devoted to the betterment of local Navajos, this stance is 

challenged by Luke Yazzie, who describes how his discovery of a substantial seam of 

uranium was concealed by Goulding. Yazzie recounts how he warily shared the details of 

his discovery with a characteristically patronizing Goulding. Giving Yazzie “a free [soda] 

pop”—a gesture commonly directed toward children accompanying trading parents—

Goulding told Yazzie “that if I showed him where the rocks were, I would not have to do 

any of the work, that I’d probably just get paid for showing them [the mining corporation 

owners], that starting today I would receive payment for the rocks. Up to this day, I have 

not received any payments for those rocks” (Moon 179). Trusting Goulding, Yazzie 

showed him and Denny Viles the location of a substantial seam. For this, he received no 

royalties but was extended the “privilege” of high-risk, intensive exposure work, drilling, 

hammering, blasting, and transporting highly toxic uranium (180).  

Scholars including Peter Eichstaedt, Susan Dawson and Gary Madsen have all 

written on uranium mining's effects upon Diné communities. They chronicle how, for 

reasons of national security, in the early days of the cold war, uranium was referred to as 
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the relatively harmless “vanadium,” and how its radioactivity was concealed from Navajo 

workers, who would transport raw ore from the mines in open wheelbarrows. This is 

corroborated in Goulding’s description of Denny Viles’s Monument Valley mine, where 

Navajos were enlisted to take “it out with wheelbarrows” (177). On top of such flagrant 

disregard for the safety of Native workers, some mining corporations in Southeastern 

Utah formed “dummy corporations” to shield themselves from potential lawsuits at the 

same time that they hired “only Indians whose health problems could not be traced back 

to their work” (Eichstaedt 38, 40, 43, 50, 63). Although Moon's text offers no indication 

that Goulding was aware of the horrific hazards of “vanadium” mining during those early 

years of extraction, the trader did realize that the Diné were working with a finite 

resource, which, like oil would” give out one of these days” (225). Aware of this 

imminent depletion, Goulding suggested to local Navajos that “them tourists will be a 

pretty good pony to saddle up and get on, as it goes along” (225).  

Unlike anthropologists such as William Adams and Edward Hall who wrote of 

traders' wariness of tourists who were prone to naive “do-gooder” impulses, Moon 

depicts Harry Goulding as a trader who valued tourists as but one type of pony, which 

could bring income to his post, and could create “publicity [for the local Navajos and], ... 

make them some money too” (139).2 Goulding understood that Euroamerican tourists 

wanted to document their ventures into Navajo Country with photos, so, in his stated 

desire to cultivate publicity and a better subsistence level for both the Diné and himself, 

he tried to get Navajos to consent to being photographed. This was a challenging task 

because, according to the trader, Navajos feared that when their pictures were taken, “part 
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of their soul was taken away” (139). The consummate performer himself, Goulding 

“wanted to get the Navajos] to perform so bad[ly] we could get their story out and let our 

[Euroamerican1 people know what's going on down here” (Moon 139).3 In this 

arrangement, Navajo families were scantily reimbursed, and many tourists left Monument 

Valley with the plot-line narrated primarily by Goulding, a narrative arc that often cast 

Navajos as talented and picturesque victims of government policy (with which the trader 

was complicit). Similar to the “living displays” of Indian artisanship staged at Fred 

Harvey Hotels in the Southwest, critiqued by Leah Dilworth in Imagining Indians in the 

Southwest (87-90), one of the Monument Valley families would demonstrate “typical” 

Navajo activities for curious tourists escorted to the Cly family hogan, where they 

experienced what Goulding describes as “quite a rigmarole.” They “got the whole ticket, 

fry bread, and hairdoing, and weaving,” and were allowed to photograph the family, 

whom Goulding would reimburse with “a little money” (138). Although Ted Cly, one of 

the photographed family's descendents, describes how some Natives “enjoy[ed]” getting 

paid for publicizing their culture, enough of the other Navajos remained wary of 

Goulding's staged photo opportunities that his practices clearly were not universally 

welcomed by the community (138). Ultimately, it seems that Dilworth's critique of the 

Fred Harvey Company's boosterism can be extended to Goulding's practices, as she states 

that the company “coordinated touristic desires by rendering southwestern Indian life as a 

spectacle . . . in which subjectivity resided with the touristic gaze, and Indians were ... 

available for touristic consumption” (79).  Indeed, while Goulding’s efforts were not as 

far-reaching as were the Harvey Company’s, they did yield a smaller-scale touristic 
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empire, in which twentieth-century visitors’ experiences of Monument Valley were 

marked heavily by Goulding’s imprimatur as his motel, guided tours, and publicity 

machine were the primary Euroamerican mediation of tourists’ encounter with the valley.   

Freezing the frame of Navajo development in the “ethnographic present,” while 

obscuring the other modes of extractive industry (as well as the industrial features of 

tourism: road-building, guided jeep tours, photography), Goulding filtered tourists’ 

experience through the sepia tones of what Renato Rosaldo would later call “imperialist 

nostalgia,” which translates roughly into “mourning . . .  [or in this case commemorating 

the remnants of] what they themselves have transformed” (69). As Spitz's film later 

illustrates, Happy Cly, the very woman whom Time Magazine deemed in 1960 “the most 

photographed woman in America,” would ultimately die from a lung disease that could 

be traced to her exposure to the uranium dust emanating from mines in which her family 

members worked during the 1940s and 50s. In this respect and so many others, the 

photographs of the Clys and other local Diné offered but a synchronic snapshot, a staged 

spectacle that accounted for neither the complex ways that Navajo life in Monument 

Valley was deeply affected by both its own historical developments, nor the ways that the 

history of Monument Valley Navajos was interpenetrated with U.S. historical processes, 

such as the Cold War drive for uranium, and the perennial quest to reduce reliance on 

foreign oil sources.  

 Historical perspective affords many luxuries, among them the ability to pass 

judgment on and to learn from the shortcomings of those who have gone before. Just as I 

do not doubt Goulding's business acumen, I also do not doubt that his concern for the 
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well being of the Diné extended beyond vulgar self-interest. However, acknowledging 

that doesn't make his invocation of metaphorical ponies any less misbegotten, just as it 

doesn't absolve the role Goulding played in the culling of horses and sheep during the 

1930s. In the same way that Goulding affects a folksy paternalism when referring to “his 

Navvies” frequently throughout Moon’s text, making him sound like a plantation 

patriarch or any other variety of colonial overseer, his choice of “ponies” over “horses” 

bears a similarly infantilizing effect. Even though Goulding campaigned considerably to 

secure economic development projects in Monument Valley, rarely, if ever, were those 

plans innocent of some benefit to the trader. Further, in the figurative language he uses, 

whatever lip service Goulding gives to respecting local Navajos is undercut as he 

presents himself as a figure of authority, trying to develop opportunities for his 

“childlike” neighbors. Setting aside the short-term profits and the allure of economic 

mobility afforded by extractive industries, it is now apparent that the ultimate costs of 

those “ponies” outweigh their benefits. Despite Goulding’s use of ponies as a corrupt 

metaphor, as he substituted economic opportunities of limited, often detrimental, value 

for culled horses, equestrian metaphors conveying mobility, power, and connection to 

place still hold substantial currency amongst the Diné.  

 The work of Diné artists, educators, and historians, coupled with that of mindful 

and committed anthropologists, emphasizes how principles of dynamic exchange, 

connection to place, mobility, and fluidity—all values that are accentuated by the role of 

horses—remain vital to contemporary Navajo culture.  As Gary Witherspoon observes, 

“The Navajo world is . . . a world of action in which all beings and entities are either 
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acting or being acted upon—a world of change in which both individual entities and 

systems are constantly going through phased cycles and processes of deformation and 

restoration . . . .”(140).4 Witherspoon further affirms the importance of innovation and 

fluidity to enduring Diné strength as he describes how their esteem for “travel and 

motion,” “has led the Navajos to accept, adopt, and adapt many things and practices from 

other peoples .... This has been done creatively so that the essence and core of Navajo life 

and culture have not been disrupted or destroyed but have been enhanced”(182). Even 

though Goulding's misappropriation of horses as a metaphor offers insight into some of 

the more destructive chapters of recent Navajo history, like Diné culture itself, equine 

metaphors remain a source and symbol of the enduring vitality that survives threatening 

change.  

 Contemporary Diné poet, Luci Tapahonso invokes this symbolic power of horses, 

affirming how they symbolize mobility, connection to kinship, land and access to an 

expansive vision of the Navajo cosmos in “Blue Horses Rush In,” the titular poem from 

her 1997 collection, dedicated to her granddaughter Chamisa:  

You will grow: laughing, crying, and we will celebrate each change you 

live.  

You will grow strong like the horses of your past. You will grow strong 

like the horses of your birth (104).  

Through these words, Tapahonso affirms Diné principles of kinship, or k’é, as the 

speaker professes the greater clan’s support for the changes that the newborn Chamisa 

will experience in her life. Significantly, in the poem’s opening stanza, Chamisa’s 
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heartbeat in her mother’s womb is likened to “the sound of horses running:/ the 

thundering of hooves on the desert floor” (103). And with her birth, she “arrived amid a 

herd of horses,/ horses of different colors” (103). Just as Tapahonso creates parallels 

between Chamisa’s heartbeat and the sound of horses, she also links her first breath to 

“the wind outside swirl[ing ] small leaves” (103). In these connections, the poet 

foregrounds the centrality of sound and breath to life in Navajo cosmology (Witherspoon 

53).  

While the correspondence woven between the heartbeat and the hoofbeat signifies 

the baby’s nascent vitality, the joining of Chamisa’s first breath with the winds of the 

world also points to the union of nilch’I bii’sizinii (or ‘instanding wind soul’) that is 

“dispatched into one’s body at birth, and becomes its source of life and breath, thought 

and action” (Witherspoon 30). According to Witherspoon, “when [a] fetus acquires a 

human form, a ‘small wind’ is dispatched to it”, and upon birth these two winds are 

united. This creates a consonance between inner and outer winds, those winds within the 

fetus that take on new dimension upon birth and the winds of external world. As 

Tapahonso describes the “swirls” of the external wind, she alludes to the complementary 

relationship that Maureen Schwarz identifies between those winds and the whorls on 

fingertips, toes, and the tops of heads that allow the world’s winds to move through the 

Diné (83-84).  

The poem continues, linking horses of various colors with the cardinal directions 

from which they originate: “White horses ride in on the breath of the wind./ White horses 

from the east/ where plants of golden chamisa shimmer in the moonlight” (103). Notably 
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linking the baby’s first breath, the swirling wind, and “the breath of the wind” that 

conveys the white horses from the realm of Chamisa’s eponymous plant to the site of her 

birth, the poem creates a unity between the newborn, the place where she is born, and a 

remote region of Diné Bikéyah. The movement of these horses with the ushering winds 

together create a bond between that remote place and the place of her birth. Likewise, 

when describing the southern desert from which “yellow horses” originate, the speaker 

notes that “it is possible to see across the entire valley to Niist'áá from To Bah,/ from here 

your grandmothers went to war long ago” (104). From the recounted path of these horses, 

the speaker grants Chamisa vantage over spaces both geographically and historically vast, 

linking her to the efforts of matriarchs several generations back who fought for Diné 

sovereignty. And in her mention of  “black horses from the north, . . . [who] are the lush 

summers of Montana and still white winters of Idaho”, the speaker links Chamisa to 

homelands of her Shoshone Bannock father through the mobility afforded by the horses 

of the north (104). Through the journeys of these horses to greet Chamisa, the newborn 

child’s connections across space, time, and cultures root her in a particular place and 

culture while affirming her connections, like those of many other late twentieth-century 

Diné, to distant places, remote historical events, and to parents of mixed cultural heritage.  

While Goulding’s invocation of “ponies” is fraught with his own complicity in 

stock reduction as he sought to help Monument Valley Diné cultivate new economic 

opportunities, often with dire ecological and physiological consequences, the vision 

Tapahonso cultivates for her newborn granddaughter calls upon horses as a vital, 

symbolic vessel. Linking the newborn immediately to the winds of the world, and to the 
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remote reaches of her natal landscape, Tapahonso’s invocation of horses also accounts 

for the contemporary complexities of crosscultural heritage and the historical strengths of 

Diné women, willing to stand up against oppressors. I read Tapahonso’s words as 

illuminated by Gerald Vizenor’s opaque reflections on “shadow survivance,” which is a 

creative energy that animates stories which deeply resonate with tribal histories, and 

which drives the unified efforts of “survival” and “resistance” that are yoked together in 

his neologism. Meditating on shadows, Vizenor poses that  

The shadows are the silence in heard stories, the silence that bears a 

referent of tribal memories and experience. The shadow words are active 

memories, and the memories of heard stories. The shadows are 

intransitive, an animate action in the silence of stories. . . . The shadow is 

the unsaid presence in names, in memories, in silence, and the imagination 

of tribal experience. (73) 

Further, he advances that  “the shadows in . . . stories would overturn the terminal 

vernacular of manifest manners, and the final vocabularies of dominance” (68). 

Ultimately, Goulding’s invocation of “ponies” functions as a corrupted metaphor, whose 

original referent can be traced to his complicity in the killing of horses, and whose 

secondary referent lies in economic development opportunities such as uranium mining, 

which many Navajo miners and their families trustingly rode over cliffs. In this regard, 

Goulding’s co-opting of “ponies” as a culturally significant referent is shallow, even 

deadly, feeding into what Vizenor calls “manifest manners,” or the literary and material 

practices that extend the trajectory of manifest destiny as they drive Native Americans to 
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tragic ends. Conversely, Tapahonso’s invocation of horses gestures to a temporally and 

spatially vast realm of Navajo, even pantribal, experience that comes to bear on her 

granddaughter’s birth, ushering her into a world in which the power of horses will 

contribute to her own strength and vitality, as she not only survives but bears with her the 

power to resist and endure the persistence of neocolonial practices. While Tapahonso’s 

poem centers upon the particulars of Chamisa’s birth, it gestures to powerful “tribal 

memories and experience,” and to an “animate action in the silence of stories” that 

contemporary Navajos might embrace as affirming their grounding in a consecrated 

homeland, as well as the connections between breath, winds, and horses that underscore 

their mobility within and beyond the vast spaces of Diné Bikéyah.  

 

Casting Old Stories Though New Lenses: 
The Restorative Impulse in The Return of Navajo Boy  

 
Director Jeff Spitz's The Return of Navajo Boy affirms the dynamic nature of 

Navajo culture as, like Moon's text, it addresses the effects of tourism, film, and 

extractive industries upon the Diné of Monument Valley. Completed eight years after 

Moon's 1992 text, Spitz's film lists Moon as a consultant, and it incorporates interviews 

with members of the Cly family, who also appear in the earlier text. Though the film was 

bankrolled primarily by Bill Kennedy, a Chicagoland real estate developer, Spitz shared 

the film's production authority with Navajo filmmaker, Bennie Klain, who substantially 

influenced the movie's representations of Diné culture, through his translations of 

interviews conducted in Diné Bizaad and through his editorial insights regarding 

inclusion of culturally sensitive material in such a film.5 While Moon's text places Harry 
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Goulding at the center of Monument Valley's social constellation, The Return of Navajo 

Boy offers a cultural history that centers upon the related Cly and Begay families.  

The film's title is itself multivalent. It refers to the symbolic return of a silent film 

entitled Navaho Boy to the Diné who appeared in it and also to the eventual return of 

John Wayne Cly, one of the Cly siblings who had been spirited away by missionaries 

after his mother and grandmother had fallen ill with lung illnesses that are implicitly 

linked to the reckless practices of Navajo Country uranium mining firms. Whereas 

Moon's Tall Sheep offers a retrospective survey of Goulding's web of influence 

throughout Monument Valley, Spitz's film covers historical changes over the past eighty 

years in a way that highlights how Navajos have creatively negotiated an ongoing story, 

put into motion by the many complexities of Euroamerican and Navajo interaction. As a 

documentary that was initially conceived to serve Monument Valley Navajos enduring 

the effects of uranium mining, The Return of Navajo Boy was written and edited with an 

eye toward influencing audiences at Sundance and similar film festivals as well as PBS 

viewers. As such, the film goes beyond Moon's attention to the occasional ambiguities of 

Goulding's action, to encourage viewers to give their attention, if not advocacy, to Diné 

efforts to restore environmental health to bodies scarred by uranium dust and to dwellings 

so irradiated that many of them need to be partially demolished and reconstructed before 

they are again inhabitable.  

Beside and beyond the filmmakers' efforts to raise audience awareness, The 

Return of Navajo Boy also serves restorative purposes on several levels. The movie's 

eponymous gesture sets the stage for many other “returns” that follow. Near the film's 
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beginning, Spitz documents the first meeting between the Cly/Begay family and Bill 

Kennedy, whose father, Robert Kennedy, had made a silent film entitled Navaho Boy in 

the 1940s. The earlier film featured Jimmy Cly and his grandmother Happy Cly, enacting 

a partially fictionalized drama in Monument Valley. The elder Kennedy, a successful 

businessman from the Chicago suburbs, had conceptualized the film when he was a part-

time student at a California film school. Along with his instructor, Rex Fleming, and a 

small crew, Kennedy filmed Navaho Boy in the early 1950s. Though Fleming made some 

headway toward recording a soundtrack, replete with narrative, the copies that he and 

Kennedy occasionally screened in public were silent. Thus, during public screenings, the 

Euroamerican filmmakers assumed the role of narrating the actors' experiences for their 

audiences, based upon their limited understanding of Diné culture and the sacred 

ceremony that the film depicted. In this process, Fleming and the elder Kennedy fell into 

a long tradition of claiming authority to “speak for” Native experience. 

The original film's plot, as sketched out by Fleming and Kennedy, is itself 

restorative as it dramatizes “Navaho Boy's” quest to secure a healer to perform a 

Windway ceremony for his grandmother who suffers from respiratory illness, to bring 

interior and exterior winds again into harmony, in order that she might live again in a 

balanced, healthy state.  This is but one way that the film is part of a broader, ongoing 

story, in that Happy Cly, who played the grandmother, unbeknownst to the filmmakers, 

suffered and later died from lung disease that retrospectively could be linked to the many 

other respiratory problems suffered by uranium miners and their family members. Cly’s 

husband and son were among the many Navajos hired by holding companies and 
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subcontractors to extract uranium ore from unsafe mines. To maximize profits, these 

agents and the corporations they ultimately represented cut corners on safety, and they 

shielded Diné workers from the knowledge that working with uranium without protective 

masks or clothing, in poorly ventilated mines, was inordinately hazardous (Eichstaedt 38, 

40, 43, 50, 63). What's more, scholars such as Peter Eichstaedt have thoroughly 

chronicled how miners would return to their homes, with their work clothes coated in 

uranium dust that contaminated their households, resulting in especially harmful effects 

upon children and women who were highly susceptible to absorbing radioactivity as they 

played with their returning fathers or hand-washed their spouse's work clothes (186). 

Though the elder Kennedy and Fleming's motivation for plotting respiratory illness and 

the corresponding ceremony into the film is not clear, at least inadvertently, this 

emplotment left behind a document of proliferating lung disease that coincided with 

uranium mining.  

On top of that, the older film implicitly chronicles both the challenges faced by 

traditional medicine men whose ceremonies weren't adapted to heal radiation-induced 

illness, as well as the dubious practice of Euroamericans paying healers to perform 

ceremonies, much less allowing these ceremonies to be captured on film. Speaking 

specifically about the depiction of a Windway sandpainting in the film and the general 

appropriateness of filming such a ceremony, James Faris remarks that  

‘The sand painting is supposed to be consumed. . . .At the end of the day 

when the blessings all have been taken from it, the painting is finally 

sacrificed. It's important that that be done in order to facilitate the healing. 
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One of the views is that a photograph preserves that sand painting in some 

fashion and it can't be fully sacrificed and it can't be fully consumed. A 

different perspective is that these things are all individual and anybody can 

do what they like’. (qtd. in Sula) 

Journalist, Mike Sula further recounts Faris’s observation that “compared to other parts 

of the reservation, Monument Valley is home to a more entrepreneurial tradition with 

respect to the issue. ‘Much of the rest of Navajoland hates it, but that's not the point’” 

(Sula). Gesturing both to economic conditions in Monument Valley, which are more dire 

than many other regions of the Nation, as well as to the “entrepreneurial” spirit that 

Goulding cultivated in neighboring Navajos, Faris and Sula indicate but one of the ways 

that Diné ethics regarding spiritual practices are hardly monolithic in a nation of nearly 

300,000 people. While central beliefs are typically shared by traditionally raised Navajos, 

they are put into practice in relation to material conditions. Bennie Klain, the film’s co-

producer, relates the controversy to insights passed down within his own family:  

[it] all depends on who you talk to. . . . My grandfather was a medicine 

man who knew a lot of the old ceremonies. I know the ramifications of 

putting something like that on film. But at the same time the medicine man 

said it was OK. I look at it and think that if my grandpa said it was OK to 

film a certain ceremony then I wouldn't argue with him. Now some people 

will look at something like that and take an activist attitude: 'Those people 

were misrepresented’. . . .The thing is, people who say this can afford to 
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be activists. And people like the Clys, they had to make a living, and they 

were getting paid to do this, so they really couldn't afford to be activists. 

(Sula) 

In this commentary, Klain affirms the autonomy and authority granted to individuals 

within Diné culture as he voices respect for the medicine man trained in the ceremony to 

decide where, when, and for whom it is to be performed. Further, he places this cultural 

regard for autonomy within the particular economic and historical circumstances of 

1950s Monument Valley, indicating that desperate economic conditions would have 

factored into local Navajos’ decisions to “capitalize” upon the tourist and film economy, 

whereas many contemporary Diné can more comfortably judge the choices of medicine 

men to allow sandpaintings and such ceremonies to be filmed.  

Spitz's film, produced about fifty years after Navaho Boy, emphasizes the legacy 

of expropriation endured by Navajos. Conversely, it also models ways that 

Euroamericans might make restorative gestures, through which scientists, scholars, and 

artists can acknowledge their institutional complicity in the expropriation of Diné cultural 

property, and then seek out ways to amend historic wrongs on terms agreeable to 

Navajos. Just as conventions needed to shift when healers encountered radiation sickness, 

there was no fixed response in place for the Navajos who received photographs and 

movies back from Spitz and his extended film crew. While Navajo responses to 

Kennedy's and Spitz's efforts to correct historical transgressions were hardly 

programmatic, the 2000 film reveals a pattern that can be best understood though Mary 

Louise Pratt's theory of “transculturation,” which “describe[s] how subordinated or 
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marginal groups select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a dominant or 

metropolitan culture. While subjugated peoples cannot readily control what emanates 

from the dominant culture, they do determine to varying extents what they absorb into 

their own, and what they use it for” (6). In early twentieth-century Monument Valley 

history, Diné “transculturation” is evident in the ways that Harry Goulding was warily 

welcomed into Navajo Country, as Moon's text makes readily apparent. From his 

interviews with many of the Clys and Begays, journalist Mike Sula comes to similar 

conclusions: “without willing trading partners he'd [Goulding] have been out of business” 

(Sula 12). Through their bounded integration of the Euroamerican trader into their 

existing culture and economy, Monument Valley Navajos played a substantial role in 

shaping the ways that Goulding, as a representative of the dominant U.S. culture, 

operated his trading post. Nevertheless, this balance of power was far from symmetrical. 

As indicated above, Goulding, at best, sat quietly by while Navajo livelihoods were 

deeply affected by stock reduction. He then cultivated ties to the extractive industries, 

Hollywood filmmaking (which is itself an industry that extracts cultural capital and the 

raw materials of landscape for economic gain), and tourists, including professional and 

amateur photographers who rely upon and perpetuate yet another industrial infrastructure.  

As a preliminary goal, Spitz and Kennedy sought to revisit the expropriative  

legacy that Euroamericans had imposed upon Monument Valley through creating a film 

that documented both the return of the elder Kennedy's silent movie and the valley 

residents' ongoing struggles with the effects of  uranium mining. Ultimately, the 

filmmakers ended up recording a story that was shaped by Navajo reactions to their initial 
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project, in ways that served several families and the greater community more directly 

than Sundance advocacy ever could. As Spitz was completing initial research on the elder 

Kennedy’s film, he learned that it portrayed elements of the Windway ceremony that 

many Navajos indicated should not be on tape, especially a film that is circulated outside 

of the participants’ families (Sula 6). Moving with that awareness, Spitz initially sought 

to film the younger Kennedy returning his father’s film to the Cly family who, they’d 

learned, comprised the unnamed cast. Several years after the 1990 passage of the Native 

American Graves and Property Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), when—as they still do—

many Euroamericans unrightfully possessed objects of Native cultural significance, the 

filmmakers hoped that filming such a gesture might inspire others to return cultura1 

property to the families or tribal organizations from which it had been expropriated. To 

these ends, in dialogue with the curators of the nascent Navajo Nation Museum, Spitz and 

Kennedy created an initial film The Return of Navajo Boy: An Introduction, which “was 

designed to serve both as a companion piece to Navaho Boy and as a promotional piece 

that the museum could use to encourage others to return cultural material and artifacts to 

the tribe” (Sula).  

 In making this film and the many gestures of restoration that accompany it, Spitz, 

Kennedy, and the many members of the Cly and Begay families dramatize the principles 

behind NAGPRA while also embodying central Diné principles that value the 

transformation of disorder into order.  Since NAGPRA applies most broadly to the 

repatriation of human remains and cultural items, including “funerary objects,” “sacred 

objects,” and “cultural patrimony,” the Diné whose relatives appeared in the original 
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Navaho Boy film might have needed to argue creatively to establish legal grounds for the 

return of that film (Fine-Dare 198). However, because the film captured images of a 

sandpainting created within a Windway ceremony, such creative grounds could be 

established, in that the film’s existence rendered a dynamic ceremony as a static and 

incomplete object, which could be regarded as “an object having ongoing historical, 

traditional, or cultural importance central to the Native American group or culture itself” 

(Fine-Dare 198). Kennedy’s and Spitz’s desire to return that film to Happy Cly’s 

descendants obviated any need to test the limits of NAGPRA, as their willingness 

coupled with that of the Monument Valley families and the Navajo Nation Museum 

curators allowed the film’s return to unfold along culturally meaningful lines. Though the  

film’s reintegration into the family was not mediated by a formal ceremony, it did follow 

a pattern associated with “rites [that] transform powers that are potentially malevolent 

and dangerous into benevolent power” (Witherspoon 35). Thus, images of family 

members and of holy people were returned to families and to the nation, and Spitz and 

Kennedy, the Euroamericans previously in control of those images responded to Diné 

desires about whether and how those images would be shared with the broader public. In 

so doing, these parties worked together to correct hóchxo, or that which is “disorderly,” 

“evil,” or “ugly,” crafting a path that would restore hózho, which according to 

Witherspoon is “the primary purpose of Navajo ritual” (34). Defined in various ways and 

a key element in the central tenet of Diné lifeways, Sa’ah Naaghaii Bik’eh Hozho, hozho 

is a term that simultaneously holds “’moral and aesthetic meaning’” (qtd. in Witherspoon 

24), referring to that which is “good, harmonious, orderly, happy, and beautiful” (35). 
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Counteracting an expropriative legacy in which images, wealth, health, and family 

members have been taken from Monument Valley Navajos, the collective actions of Diné 

and Euroamerican agents converged to add new, ethically and aesthetically rich layers to 

the beautifully filmed though ethically spurious footage in the original film. In so doing, 

they put into motion greater cycles of restoration and return at the level of the Cly family, 

the Navajo Nation Museum, and potentially for viewers of the film who might consider 

returning purloined Native cultural property.  

When documenting the return of this original silent film, Spitz and Kennedy were 

guided by Lorenzo Begay to several of his relatives' hogans, where the filmmakers 

recorded the members of the Cly and Begay families' reactions to seeing the completed 

film for the first time. As Spitz recounts in an interview with Mike Sula, since the elder 

Kennedy’s film did not have sound, the family members  

‘didn’t have to deal with the white man’s interpretation of it’. . . ‘You can 

imagine what pictures mean to this family when they come out of 

nowhere’. . . . ‘And the impact of a motion picture with really beautiful 

photography? When these beautiful images of yourself and your loved 

ones come back to you and someone says ‘This is yours,’ you get the idea 

what this [gift of memory] means’” (Sula).  

Here, Sula quotes Spitz’s reflections on his initial screenings of Kennedy’s film. Unlike 

other hackneyed documentaries depicting Monument Valley, in “Navaho Boy”, the skills 

of trained cinematographers like Fleming and Kennedy stood out as aesthetically pleasing 

for Spitz and the Navajo families alike. And unlike the vast majority of people taking 
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photos of Monument Valley and the Diné who live there, Spitz was greeted with 

incredulous surprise when he indicated to local residents that he wished to return images 

to the people pictured in them. As Spitz recounts, a sentiment shared by Monument 

Valley Navajos, curators at the tribal museum, and members of the extended Cly and 

Begay families is voiced in the following statement, “You brought pictures here?. . . This 

is where everyone comes to take pictures” (Sula, emphasis mine).  

At one point during Spitz and Kennedy’s visits to the Begay’s hogan, The Return 

of Navajo Boy captures the younger Kennedy in confessional mode, as he describes how 

his father, Robert, would narrate the silent film, but that what he (Bill) discovered that he 

really wanted was to “learn from your voice,” if the Navajo families were willing to share 

their own narrative of the film. Elsie May Begay eventually announced the possibility 

that the Euroamerican filmmakers could assist the Navajo families by helping them to 

“use the footage [of the old Navaho Boy] to make our own documentary” and “to fill in 

the missing parts” (Return). On several occasions, Spitz and Kennedy were invited to 

watch clips of the film with the Diné families. From recordings of those screenings, 

viewers can glean details about family history of the Clys—including the proliferation of 

lung disease in the valley—and about working conditions in the 1950s: apparently, those 

who starred in the early Navaho Boy were paid less than twenty five cents per day, which 

was in line with racist pay differentials between Navajo actors and stagehands and the 

Euroamerican, Californian, Union counterparts (Moon 158-60).  

These recorded viewings extended into sessions during which Spitz and his crew 

joined members of the Cly and Begay households to watch documentaries made by John 
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Ford and by Kerr McGee, one of the mining corporations publicizing the need to extract 

uranium from the Navajo Nation. These screenings gave rise to Diné stories about 

harmful uranium mining practices and about the wastefulness of Hollywood crews, who 

would erect entire villages as stage sets, complete filming, then tear down the structures. 

Speaking of both groups, Elsie Begay reflects: “who knew what they were thinking?”, 

which stands as a cutting counterpart to the narrative voice in Kerr McGee's documentary 

that boldly asserts sweeping ethnographic authority over Navajos and their suitability as 

diligent workers for the mining industry. At this point and others in the film, such as 

when Lorenzo Begay expresses his inquisitiveness regarding tourists: “I want to find out 

what they do in their country,” Monument Valley Navajos voice what Mary Pratt 

describes as  

autoethnographic expression[s]. . ., in which colonized subjects undertake 

to represent themselves in ways that engage with the colonizers own 

terms. If ethnographic texts are a means by which [Euroamericans] 

represent to  themselves their (usually subjugated) others, 

autoethnographic texts are those the others construct in response to or in 

dialogue with those metropolitan representations (7).  

Living as members of a culture beset by a Kodachrome Niagara of ethnographic and 

photographic representations and distortions, the Navajos in Spitz's film do not resign 

themselves to existing merely as objects of someone's else's authority. As they render 

peculiar the normative behaviors of Euroamerican visitors, these Diné commentators 
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express questions indicating that the cultural practices of wasteful Hollywood crews and 

of oft-boorish tourists have long been the object of Navajo consideration.  

Amidst this legacy of expropriation, Elsie Begay remarks upon the uncanniness of 

Euroamericans actually returning to Monument Valley, with images that had been taken 

(from) there, in that such a gesture allows them to deepen their sense of family history. 

Her brother, Lorenzo Begay, narrates the extent to which the Cly/Begay family figured 

into what Edward Abbey once called the “tourist industrial complex,” as he points out 

that his grandmother, Happy Cly, had been deemed by Time magazine as “the most 

photographed woman in America.” When reflecting on the family’s photographic history,  

Elsie also reveals that “thousands of postcards” have been taken of the family, and that 

she “wonder[s] who made money on these. We are the ones in the pictures” (Return). 

Though the family has yet to reap financial dividends from the ways that photographers 

capitalized upon their images, the Clys and Begays have, indeed, made “transcultural” 

use of the fact that, as Elsie notes: “the images show us as we were, but we never got to 

say anything” (Return). As remarked upon in the film, the sheer size of the Cly/Begay 

postcard corpus proved valuable when water leaked into Elsie's hogan, destroying most 

of the family photos that they did possess. To chronicle various stages of family life, or 

their grandmother's appearance before they were born, family members could drive up to 

the gift shop at Gouldings, where they could see (and purchase) postcards from the vast 

archive of Cly pictures taken by photographers from nearly all ends of the globe. Even 

though economic asymmetries continue, as the Clys have to pay for images of their own 
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family, they have found ways to make use of photographic practices once considered 

overwhelmingly exploitative. 

Once Spitz and Kennedy had completed screening Navaho Boy with the extended 

Cly and Begay families, Spitz edited the footage from the screenings and had completed 

a thirteen-minute documentary, produced by Bill Kennedy. Along with members of the 

Navajo families appearing in both movies, the filmmakers traveled to the newly founded 

Navajo Nation Museum in Window Rock for its opening ceremony in 1997. One year 

later, Spitz returned to Window Rock with Bernie Cly to film a uranium workers' rally, 

which had been planned to prod the U.S. government into making good on its promise of 

remuneration to laborers whose health had been affected by workplace radiation 

exposure. A Gallup Independent reporter interviewed both Cly and Spitz at that rally. 

The resulting article caught the eye of Elsie's long lost brother, John Wayne Cly, who had 

been “adopted” by missionaries who had promised to return the child when his mother's 

health improved. His foster parents kept John Wayne Cly, who had been named by the 

famous actor during one of his Monument Valley film shoots, until he turned eighteen. 

During that period, the missionaries accepted checks from the boy's famous eponym, 

while apparently dodging letters from his mother, who had temporarily regained good 

health and had requested that her son be returned. In his early forties at the time that The 

Return of Navajo Boy was filmed, John Wayne Cly tracked down his extended family 

using the information gleaned from the Gallup Independent interviews. With his consent, 

his extended family arranged to have Spitz film the long lost brother's reunion with his 

family. Tacit in this gesture was the family's intent to make films work for them, as a 



 117 

means of documenting the family's partial restoration alongside their continuing struggles 

for compensation for the hardships incurred from their exposure to radiation. In fact, one 

of the family’s sole conditions before signing releases to make a longer documentary was 

that “part of the film should address the dangers of uranium mining” (Sula).   

In contrast to the film's opening scenes, which depict hackneyed, nevertheless 

picturesque, panoramic shots of Monument Valley, apparently unpeopled, its silence 

punctuated only by the overdubbed call of an unseen but iconically western raptor, The 

Return of Navajo Boy's closing scene is shot from a similar vantage point, but Elsie 

Begay and John Wayne Cly occupy the middle of the frame. From their intimate body 

language, and from Elsie's gestures to sandstone buttes and spires, it appears that the 

returned brother is being integrated into the family by its matriarch and into stories of the 

land from which he was estranged. Significantly, music, sound effects and the distant 

sounds of their conversation mingle, with the ultimate effect of preserving the privacy of 

their conversation, while affirming the restorative process that is underway.  

The film could easily end on this note, yet, before it fades to credits, the screen 

offers follow-up information on the families' efforts to secure compensation for radiation 

exposure, and it urges viewers to visit the film's companion website to stay abreast of 

developments in the families’ claims. In this way, yet again, the film underscores how the 

Cly/Begay families exist not in just an “ethnographic present,” a scenic, synchronic 

snapshot, but in a dynamic contemporary existence that includes ongoing struggles to 

secure justice from the U.S. government that impelled Cold War uranium mining.  
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Having lamented “the loss of culture, language and the Navajo way of life” along 

with the loss of his family, John Wayne Cly and his extended family have created new 

uses for photography and film, and they have negotiated productive relationships with 

willing Euroamerican cinematographers. The resulting film does not end on a tragic note, 

yet another step on “the Vanishing American’s” long walk. Rather, the movie invites 

viewers to consider how John Wayne Cly's alienation from family and culture is linked to 

larger historical processes, specifically corporate recklessness in feeding the cold war 

“need” for uranium, and the avaricious charity of some missionary families. Partially 

because the filmmakers furthered the cause of compensation, along with the efforts of his 

attorney (and former Secretary of the Interior) Stewart Udall, and largely because of his 

own persistence and that of fellow uranium workers, Bernie Cly was able to secure 

qualification for his claims under the 1990 Radiation Exposure Compensation Act 

(RECA). Previously, his claim to the $100,000 compensation had been stalled because he 

had told government doctors that, though, he was not a cigarette smoker, he had 

occasionally smoked mountain tobacco for ceremonial purposes. While the filmmakers 

cannot claim responsibility for this small victory, and the ensuing increase of settlements 

to $150,000, the creative processes generated through the film were part of a greater 

momentum, in which restoration rather than cultural larceny might guide relations 

between Monument Valley Navajos and the visitors who left there with pockets fuller 

than when they arrived.  

Thirty years earlier, in the interviews that would appear in Samuel Moon's text, 

Harry Goulding invoked “ponies” as a metaphor for his varied efforts to develop Navajo 
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Country in the preceding decades. Certainly he'd hoped that tourists would leave the 

valley with lighter pockets, as he channeled greenhorns to the Clys and other families 

who served as snapshot models and tour guides and, of course, into his own motel and 

gift shop. While he benefited greatly from the income generated by the presence of 

Hollywood film crews, oil developers, and uranium mines—all of which generated some 

quick, albeit meager, income for Navajo laborers—these enterprises generated untold 

long-term costs for the local Diné. It is unlikely that these ledger books will ever be 

settled, and the emotional costs of losing beloved relatives, hogans, and ancestral lands to 

irradiation6 are beyond recompense. Amidst this legacy of loss, it is reassuring to see the 

Cly and Begay families’ response to relatively benevolent filmmakers: Encountering the 

return of old images, these families saddled up the borrowed pony of cinema, which once 

bore them to undesirable destinations—the status of “bloodthirsty Commanches,” or 

“timeless” extensions of picturesque scenery. In their collaboration on The Return of 

Navajo Boy, Monument Valley Navajos voiced greater control over the “ponies’” path.  

Historical conditions conspired to make that film better serve their needs as Spitz, 

Kennedy, and Klain approached Diné families with an open-ended vision of where and 

how the project would come together. Meaningfully, that vision was predicated upon  

Kennedy's desire to return the film to its previously uncredited actors, and to grant those 

people the space to restore their voices to the silent film. The coincidence of the widening 

film project and one of its key figures’, Bernie Cly’s, involvement in ongoing agitation to 

win RECA compensation brought about an unforeseen act of restoration as John Wayne 

Cly came to know his family and the place from which he had been estranged. On their 
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own terms, the Clys and Begays nudged the oft-stubborn pony of western filmmaking 

onto new paths. Colored with humor, generosity, a desire for justice, and an overriding 

concern for the health of family and clan, the paths trod in The Return to Navajo Boy by 

filmmakers and Diné families alike, break trail, mapping out how interactions in a contact 

zone might extend beyond old expropriative plot lines, to complicate an ongoing story 

with the promise of restoration.  
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CHAPTER III: 
PURLOINED MEMENTOS, FLIGHTS OF FANCY,  

AND ETHNOGRAPHIC HUBRIS:  
READING TROPES OF COLLECTING, AUTHORIZING, AND ABDICATION 

IN WILLIAMS’S AND LOPEZ’S PROSE 
 

Purloined Mementos and The Expropriative Imagination  
in Terry Tempest Williams’s Pieces of White Shell: A Journey to Navajoland 

 
 In this chapter, I critique how esteemed late 20th century Euroamerican nature 

writers, Terry Tempest Williams and Barry Lopez have represented Navajo Country—or 

Diné Bikéyah. As someone captivated by the enchanting qualities of Lopez’s and 

Williams’s prose, I found myself as a maturing reader wondering why they wrote with 

such sophistication about other locales, but when writing about Navajo Country, they 

frequently fell into tropes that cast this largest of Native Nations as a primitive place 

apart, a site of soothing pastoral simplicity. Since these authors enjoy such a vast and 

devoted readership, I wondered, too, how their work might authorize a particular mode 

of encounter with the people and landscapes of Navajo Country.  

To render peculiar Williams’s mode of writing about Diné Bikéyah, I begin with 

Diné historian, Jennifer Nez Denetdale’s account of tracing the history of her great-great-

great-grandmother, Juanita, who was married to the renowned 19th century leader, 

Manuelito. Trekking to Pasadena, California, Denetdale arranged with the curator of the 

Southwest Museum’s American Indian Collection to look at a dress that her maternal 

ancestor had worn in one of the few photographs that bear her image. In the closely 

controlled atmosphere of the museum’s archives, Denetdale ponders the conditions of 
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power that governed the transfer of this dress from Juanita’s hands to those of George 

Wharton James, a renowned collector and booster of all things native and southwestern:  

the fate of the dress reminded me about how the Navajo past had been 

constructed by non-Navajo writers and of my efforts to recover a past that 

highlights what we deem important, which includes valuing our traditional 

beliefs and values. The dress, like the history of Navajos, has been 

appropriated, classified, and defined by non-Navajos. It lay in a foreign 

place, a museum, its Diné meaning obscured. . .. The dress is made rare by 

the ongoing conquest of the Navajos, which seeks to destroy all facets of 

difference and yet at the same time romanticizes and yearns for what it has 

destroyed. (4)  

In those closing lines, Denetdale gestures to Renato Rosaldo’s familiar concept of 

imperialist nostalgia, a lament “for the passing of what they themselves have 

transformed”(Rosaldo 69), and in her preceding observations, I see her making space for 

herself and others to examine the ways that conquest continues into the neocolonial realm 

of representations and to offer alternative stories that meaningfully enhance a Navajo 

sense of past, present, and future.  

Significantly, Terry Tempest Williams’s Pieces of White Shell, published in 1983, 

also begins in a museum, and it arises out of her early career at the Utah Museum of 

Natural History, where she served as a curator of education and later as a naturalist-in-

residence. The text’s first chapter opens with these lines: “I am a collector. On my desk 

sits a small leather pouch, weatherbeaten, full of mementos of the desert. I have carried it 
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with me everywhere in Navajoland. It is my link with the Diné, as they call themselves. . 

. . The objects inside give us courage to speak. I shake the objects out of their pouch and 

spread them across my desk. What stories they tell. (11) In line with her vocation as a 

curator, Williams later offers a brief catalogue of the objects that will serve as focal 

points for each of the following chapters, the contemplation of which gives rise to her 

own accounts of what she calls Navajoland. Significantly, she identifies the objects as 

simultaneously giving her and her Diné interlocutors “the courage to speak,” and 

seemingly speaking through her autocthonically: “what stories they tell.” In so doing, she 

both claims these objects as the source of her authority and she partially effaces her own 

responsibility as a storyteller, inferring that she is but a channel for the objects’ stories.  

 Williams signals her skepticism regarding the overarching work of the museum, 

lamenting that “everything in this museum is dead. . . . beautifully dead and  remarkably 

old” (12), and expressing  her discomfort with the sheer magnitude of artifacts shorn of 

their tribal contexts:  

  I stood before the corridors of objects and felt disoriented. In these  

  Drawers were atlatyls, manos, metates, digging sticks, pots, bowls 

  baskets, awls, muskrat nests, capes of rabbit skin, scrapers, projectile 

  points, feathered slippers, saddles, Navajo blankets, and bones—their  

  identities confused in a context not their own. If it is possible to hear the 

  voice of an artifact, I heard many songs. (14) 

Noting her sense of disorientation, and rightly implicating the collision of cultural 

contexts, Williams oddly establishes herself again as a medium for the voices of material 
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artifacts. Further, she glibly recounts the mishaps of a colleague transporting an Anasazi 

mummy from Brigham Young University; while she evidently recounts this story to 

further comment on the museum’s ethos regarding the storehousing of dead things 

gathered from other cultures, she does so in a way that utterly lacks gravity or respect for 

the deceased, nor for the perspectives held by cultures with ties to Ancestral Puebloans.  

 However earnest her concerns about working in the museum may be, Williams’s 

insights in this 1983 text arise out of pre-NAGPRA (Native American Graves Protection 

and Repatriation Act) context. Even though this moral imperative would not become 

codified law for seven years, the ethics underpinning NAGPRA would not have been 

foreign to Williams, as a museum curator and writer who rests her reputation on 

rendering personal the political through breathy, stylized prose.  Consistently, throughout 

Pieces of White Shell, not only does Williams appear tone-deaf to Native claims to 

repatriate cultural artifacts, but she even fashions her text’s controlling metaphor around 

the unpacking of her self-fashioned medicine pouch and recounting the stories of each of 

the objects she has purloined from Diné Bikéyah. These storied objects underwrite 

Williams’s narrative authority as she chronicles her romanticized experiences of the 

Navajo Nation, affirming her agency and power, while rendering silent or distorting 

many of the social contexts surrounding those encounters. Each of the items functions as 

a mnemonic for Williams; in most instances giving rise to a brief story of both its 

acquisition as well as how it offers vital insight into Navajo oral tradition (with little 

regard for Diné history, including that of resistance to ongoing colonial practices). 
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Through this process of unpacking her leather pouch, Williams comes to occupy a 

position of storytelling power not unlike that of George Wharton James, the southwestern 

booster who expropriated Denetdale’s ancestor’s dress. Describing an earlier era and 

ethos of colonial collecting, scholar Leah Dilworth coined the phrase “collector-

connoisseur” to describe figures like James, who leveraged their ethnographic knowledge 

to elevate themselves as arbiters of the authenticity of Native-produced arts for bourgeois 

tourists to the southwest. Describing the collector-connoisseur’s role as mediating 

between indigenous artisans and travelers seeking alternatives to the banalities of life in 

the industrializing northeast, Dilworth explains that “in the process of connoisseurship, a 

kind of personal authenticity accrued to the collector” (135). Although Williams is not 

trying to broker the sale of Navajo rugs in her text, she shares her experiential knowledge 

of Navajo culture with readers to authenticate her own experience and to serve as a 

literary broker of a certain variety of cultural capital. Rather than popularizing the 

acquisition of indigenous crafts, she is touting the deep knowledge that readers might 

carry away from a similar immersion into “Navajoland”.  

Despite Williams’s partial misgivings about working in a museum—a place that 

she notes “is not a replacement for the natural world, but a good place for urban pilgrims 

to visit”—as she unpacks the various materials she has gathered on travels to Navajo 

Country, she transforms her text into a figurative museum space, in which she narrates 

the significance of those objects (142). Notably, too, Williams’s emptied pouch creates a 

microcosm of Navajo Country: “a sprig of sage; rocks, sand, and seeds; turquoise, 

obsidian, coral; pieces of white shell; yucca; a bouquet of feathers bound by yarn; coyote 
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fur; a bone from Black Mountain; deerskin; wool; an [“Anasazi”] potshard and some corn 

pollen; and a clay [Storyteller] figurine from [the] Jemez [Pueblo] (11-12). In this 

aggregate of materials, there are the beginnings of a small diorama of the sort found in 

mid-century museum displays—a pastiche of objects, both sacred and mundane, some 

which traditionally raised Navajos themselves would not handle. On one level, this 

gathering of materials invites reading as the souvenirs of an “urban pilgrim” seeking 

reenchantment of the world through exploration of a place less thoroughly transformed 

by late industrial economies; on another level, they can be read as setting Williams up as 

the broker or mediator of those authentic experiences, recapitulating the role of the 

“collector connoisseur.”  

Through yet another lens, Williams’s description of unpacking her leather pouch 

can be read as the reinscription of the colonial museum process, whereby the spoils of 

colonized lands are borne off for display in metropolitan centers as an assertion power 

over the land, goods, and knowledge of colonized peoples. While I am not asserting that 

these are Williams’s central, conscious goals in crafting her narrative, her aesthetic and 

ethical choices present her as perpetuating a new variety of the colonial power exerted by 

earlier Euroamericans. The gathering of materials in Williams’s pouch stands as a 

synecdoche for the land itself, wherein the part represents the whole. In her gathering of  

“turquoise, obsidian, coral, and pieces of white shell,” she possesses materials associated 

with the four sacred mountains that bound Navajo Country. Likewise, in her gathering of 

bones, fur, feathers, and wool, she takes possession of properties that allow her to speak 

for Diné relationships with animals. With the potshard and the storyteller figurine, she 
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claims both antiquity and contemporary arts—and quite literally the power to ascribe 

meaning to them through her narrative.  

Williams’s gathering of sage, rocks, sand, seeds and corn pollen in her leather 

pouch—along with the aforementioned items—bears uncanny resemblance to jish 

possessed by Diné healers. Charlotte Frisbie notes that jish are also referred to as a 

“medicine bundle, bag, pouch, kit, and sacred or ceremonial bundle” and that they are 

often comprised of materials similar to those which Williams has gathered. Though 

Frisbie is rightfully circumspect about describing the actual contents, which vary based 

on the specific curing ceremonies for which they are to be used, she indicates that “much 

time, energy, and expense” goes into the gathering of jish and attaining the ability and 

status to properly use them (347). Significantly, too, Frisbie indicates that given the 

power residing in jish—they are “viewed both as living entities and as sources and 

repositories of sacred power” (347), they are to be handled carefully, and they are to be 

used frequently, both to renew their power and that of the healer who possesses them. 

Further, when the healer dies or otherwise no longer has need for the jish, there is a range 

of appropriate actions to take, including: bartering, selling, or gifting it to a recipient 

deemed worthy; retention by the healer’s family; destruction; or disposal through burial 

or “‘returning it to the elements’” (348). As Frisbie notes, since the 1950s, “the very 

marketability of jish was responsible for an alleged increase in grave robbing aimed 

specifically at obtaining both jewelry and medicine bundles” (351); consequently, when 

jish are “retired,” with greater frequency they are brought to sacred places where the 

properly initiated can “‘let the mountain have it; it will deteriorate with time and return to 
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the earth”(353). Similarly, some Navajos will “’give [jish] back to the earth, take it to a 

wash or some other special spot and let it go according to the rules for that’” (353). In 

sharing Frisbie’s observations, I am not claiming that Williams’s leather pouch is a jish, 

but in her description of it and its contents, as well as the talismanic power she ascribes to 

it—giving her the power to speak with, and about, Navajos—it bears more than family 

resemblance. Though not consecrated in the same way as jish, the materials gathered 

within Williams’s pouch bear elemental value and are ascribed with spiritual value 

through the ways she narrates their significance to Navajo Country, and conversely to 

herself and her storytelling audience. Consequently, Williams’s gathering those elements 

and transporting them to a museum to support her work as a writer and educational 

curator strikes me as an expropriative gesture that links her to colonial processes and 

institutions that she purports to eschew in her writing.  

In the chapter entitled “A Potshard and Some Corn Pollen,” Williams presents 

herself on ethically tenuous ground as she describes how she “pocketed a piece of 

pottery” because she was compelled by the enchanting potsherd’s “numinous,” 

“talismanic” power. While many of the book’s chapters present Williams as possessing 

authority regarding Navajo culture that exceeds her experience, this chapter conveys 

peculiar messages to her readers. The text reveals Williams’s awareness of cultural, legal, 

and scientific reasons to leave such artifacts untouched, as she recounts that her 

elementary school, Navajo students tell her that “we find their baskets, sandals, and 

pottery but do not take them. . .. People say that if you take away their property and put it 

in your house a spirit will come and it will get you. . . . That’s why I don’t take pottery. 
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They also say that the long-time-ago people’s spirit stay with their body and if you touch 

their bones you will have nightmares” (122). Additionally, Williams includes language 

from the “Act for Preservation of American Antiquities” prohibiting the “appropriation. . 

. of any subject of antiquity, situated on lands . . . controlled by the [Federal] 

government” (124). Having presented these and archeological reasons for not disturbing 

Ancestral Puebloan sites (125), Williams offers unconvincing rationale for her theft of 

the potsherd. Significantly, she narrates the act of taking the potsherd in the second 

person, in ways that make it seem ridiculous to do anything but claim it: Having picked 

up the pottery,  

“now you are caught in a dilemma’s web: What to do with this remnant of 

Anasazi life? Do you keep it? Take it home and place it on your mantel as 

a tangible reminder of your affinity with Desert People? . . . Or do you 

turn this piece of clay in? Confess your findings to a . . . nearby National 

Park’s Visitor’s Center, trusting that they will find an appropriate home 

for it (most likely in drawer 240-B, after you have filled out USGS form  

# a876-5 with your # 2 lead pencil). Or do you leave it (“but someone else 

will just come along and take it”) in the keeping of another thousand years 

to be kneaded back into desert sands” (124).  

Given this range of options, which are as flippant about the prospect of leaving the 

pottery alone as they are dismissive of the bureaucratic tangle of trying to abide by the 

Antiquities Act, Williams presents her course of action as reasonable. And her later 

reflection upon that act of theft is framed not in the language of ethics, nor in the 
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language of respect for Diné values, but rather in the language of aesthetic and emotional 

authority that she cultivates throughout this text: “What once glistened in those pastel 

[desert] sands collected dust on my dressing table. Its loss of dignity haunted me” (125). 

Despite offering rationales for why a hypothetical “you” might pocket cultural artifacts, 

she narrates her own arrival at the realization that “I could never take a potsherd now. . . . 

I am wary of its power. It belongs to the earth and a culture which has passed through it” 

(125). While this confessional revelation might direct her readers to a more ethical path, 

it stops short of offering any gestures of restoration. In the world of the text, the potsherd 

is still on Williams’ dresser, hundreds of miles from its previous resting place, though 

readers are to be comforted and guided by the author’s account of her epiphany that she 

shouldn’t have taken the pottery.  

Centrally, it is narrative moments such as this, which indicate that Williams 

knows that her actions transgress the codes of the dominant Euroamerican culture and 

also those of Diné culture that I find especially disturbing. Despite the humble persona 

cultivated in much of her nonfiction, and the voice of firm opposition to oppressive 

political power she uses to critique the US Government in Refuge and The Open Space of 

Democracy, in these moments and others like them, in which Williams “plays Indian” as 

she crafts pseudo-indigenous tales, I see an unthoughtful cultural arrogance as she 

partially recognizes but fails to respect the values of the culture she is attempting to 

represent for her audience. Given the respect and trust that Williams elicits from her 

readers, I am concerned about the central message conveyed by these failings; through 

her narrative, she communicates that journeys of personal, emotional discovery take 
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precedence over the merits of listening, heeding cultural values, and approaching other 

cultures with a perspective broad enough to take in not just the palatable and digestible 

aspects of crosscultural interaction but also to register how many unpalatable qualities 

can be traced back to an ongoing colonial history. While the materials that Williams has 

unpacked from her leather pouch serve as mnemonics for her storytelling process, they 

also serve as metonyms for the myriad acts of colonization imposed upon the Diné. Most 

immediately, in this text, Williams claims possession of materials, including plants, 

sacred stones, animal fur and parts, as well as potsherds that stand in for part of the larger 

land that has been expropriated from Diné Bikéyah. In turn, Williams presents these 

artifacts as giving her confidence, power, and authority to speak for and about Navajo 

perspectives in ways that directly contravene principles of cultural sovereignty and self-

determination.  

 

Writing Magic Carpets into Navajo Country?: 
Reckoning with Flights of Fancy in Barry Lopez’ Early Fiction 

 
 To date, the bulk of critical work addressing Barry Lopez’s writing has focused 

upon his non-fiction, namely Arctic Dreams (1986), Of Wolves and Men (1978), and his 

two collections of creative non-fiction, Crossing Open Ground (1988) and About this Life 

(1998).  While Lopez’s richly textured essays certainly merit this careful study, his six 

collections of short stories have received little scholarly attention. Starting with Desert 

Notes in 1976, these collections range widely in their subjects, but often offer insight into 

how human communities perceive and interact with natural surroundings. As with Winter 

Count (1988), Lopez often invokes elements of Native American cultures as modeling 
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appropriate relationship to the land. While this is true of Crow and Weasel (1990), an 

illustrated fable, it is also true of Giving Birth to Thunder, Sleeping with his Daughter: 

Coyote Builds North America (1978), in which Lopez retells dozens of coyote stories 

from nearly as many tribal backgrounds. Of his choice to collect and retell these stories, 

Lopez states: “coyote stories detailed tribal origins; they emphasized a world view 

thought to be a correct one; and they dramatized the value of proper behavior. To 

participate in the stories by listening. . . was to renew one’s sense of tribal identity. For 

youngsters, the stories were a reminder of the right way to do things—so often, of course, 

not Coyote’s way” (xvii). Lopez’s focus on Indigenous worldviews recurs in River Notes 

(1979), Field Notes (1994), and Resistance (2004).  In this section, I will analyze one of 

his early short stories, “Twilight,” for the ways that Lopez concentrates narrative 

authority through the persona he crafts, and how this authority affirms the mobility of 

Euroamerican subjects while rendering Navajos as comparatively static repositories of 

cultural wealth.   

 Over the past thirty years, Lopez’s writing has frequently gestured toward his 

knowledge of Navajo worldviews.  Dating back to the mentorship offered by folklorist, 

Barre Toelken, Lopez’s advisor at the University of Oregon, he has cultivated an 

appreciation for Diné culture in his writing, as he frequently turns to the ways that 

indigenous epistemologies and grounded local knowledge might productively inform 

Euroamerican aesthetics.  Nevertheless, as much as I admire those qualities in Lopez’s 

essays, as I look more closely at his fiction I find myself wary of the way that Lopez, in 

texts like “Twilight,” establishes his narrators as what Leah Dilworth has called 
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“collector-connoisseurs” of Native crafts and experience.  Cultural Critic, Deborah Root 

expands on this concept of connoisseurship in ways that inform my reading of Lopez’s 

fiction:  

Admiration of a foreign culture or a foreign aesthetic system can connote 

broad-mindedness and at the same time flatter the aesthetic or political 

pretensions of the connoisseur.  The regard for difference can also become 

another way to control what has been determined to fall into the category 

marked ‘foreign’…. [This connoisseur consciousness underscores] the 

assumption that the colonist possesses the master code within which all 

data, all people and customs, all art objects, can be assimilated and judged. 

(21)   

One of Lopez’s early short stories, “Twilight,” first published in Desert Notes (1976), 

invites critique of the ways the narrator establishes himself as a connoisseur of Navajo 

craftsmanship, at the same time that it indicates how Lopez’s narration falls into 

patterned representations that render American Indian populations as features of what 

Barbara Babcock has referred to as “America’s Orient.”  Like François Girard’s 1998 

film, The Red Violin, Lopez’s tale projects, through an implausibly reconstructed 

perspective, the varied paths traveled by this rug, and the many different meanings, 

origins, and stories ascribed to it over the span of three decades.  Further, Euroamerican 

subjects like the story’s narrator assert their imaginative power over Native people and 

their creations, enacting their own interpretations of “indigeneity” with little regard for 

their original cultural contexts, as they selectively perform the role that Philip Deloria has 
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called “Playing Indian.” In his book of the same name, Deloria details how American 

Indian identities are treated as open signifiers, which have been recoded by 

Euroamericans who perform the role of Indian to serve historically contingent purposes, 

ranging from  rebelling against British monarchy in the Boston Tea Party to indigenous 

affectations adopted by hippies and “New Age” shamans in the last decades of the 

twentieth century.  

 The first half of “Twilight” introduces readers to a first-person narration that 

grants the speaker seemingly impossible knowledge of the rug’s path.  At the story’s 

outset, we encounter the narrator: “I am sitting on a storm pattern rug woven out of the 

mind of a Navajo woman, Ahlnsaha, and traded to a man named Dobrey in Winslow, 

Arizona, for groceries in August 1934” (23).  These opening lines offer insight into the 

narrator’s knowledge of weaving as a process that is both traditional and creative, as the 

rug’s creation “out of the mind” connotes the act of both memory and innovation that is 

weaving a Navajo rug.  Also, we learn that it, specifically, is a “storm pattern” rug—a 

design characterized by a square at the middle that signifies the spiritual center of the 

Navajo Universe, which is connected by four zig-zag lines, representing lightening bolts, 

to four rectangles at the corners, signifying the four sacred mountains that mark the 

corners of Navajo Country. According to Gary Witherspoon, this interplay of squares and 

rectangles (standing for static circumstances), linked by diagonal zigzags (representing 

dynamic movement) offers an embodiment of the Diné principle of hózhó, or a beauty 

found in balanced symmetry .  In addition to hinting at the rug’s aesthetic qualities and its 

status as homologous to Navajo Country in its recapitulation of perimeters and center, the 
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story’s opening lines place the rug’s entry into Euroamerican circulation in 1934, at a 

time of economic desperation during the first year of the Stock Reduction Program 

imposed by BIA commissioner John Collier.  As Richard White has noted, the 

decimation of Navajo sheep, horses, and cattle increased Diné dependence upon trading 

post operators; in this context, the exchange of a rug for groceries is indicative of the 

asymmetrical power relations in 1930s “contact zones” between Navajo artisans and 

Euroamerican traders.  

 Having announced himself as sitting atop the rug, the first person voice of the 

narrator disperses mysteriously into a third person omniscient narrative, which seems 

rooted in his act of possession of the rug.  By purchasing it, the narrator presumes a 

clairvoyance that allows him to see the rug passing through the hands of its fourteen 

previous owners before he acquires it in the late 1960s.  The rug’s chain of transmission 

offers a catalog of desperation, frailty, spite, and arrogance. Among the many times it 

changes hands, it is stolen from the Winslow trading post by a farmer, dispossessed by 

Dust Bowl conditions, and following Route 66 like Steinbeck’s Joads.  Like Ahlnsaha, 

the migrating farmer Kester Vorland, trades the rug for groceries.  Unlike Ahlnsaha, 

however, Vorland benefits from his mobility and white skin as he also gets 25 dollars in 

cash from the Flagstaff trader for his family’s trip west to California.  While the cash 

value of the groceries bartered to the Navajo weaver is not revealed, Lopez’s revelation 

of Vorland garnering both groceries AND money for the rug intimates that his theft 

yielded more valued from the rug than did Ahlnsaha’s creative energy; further, this 

accords with inequitable practices at many trading posts, in which traders exploited the 
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fact that neighboring Navajos comprised a captive and increasingly dependent market, 

since many posts were operated under a company store model, in which artisans were 

granted less than market value for their creations while posts charged vastly inflated 

prices for commodity foods.   

 While Vorland’s theft and resale of the rug advances his family’s westering 

journey—perhaps recapitulating opportunistic thefts by Sooner ancestors of “unassigned” 

plots of Indian Territory—the rug’s transmission also sows discord in several families.  In 

one instance, an elderly woman, Elizabeth Reiner, “angrily” gives the rug to her ten-year-

old grandson, John Charles, after “snatching it down from the wall,” to spite her daughter 

with a “demonstration of her generosity” (24).  After telling her daughter never to return 

to her home, Reiner “begins to miss the rug and feel foolish”—not so much for having 

estranged her daughter but for relinquishing the rug.  Whereas the rug serves as wall-

hanging for the older woman, her grandson partially redeems it from the status of tourist 

artifact, infusing it with use-value as he wraps himself in it on the train ride back to 

Wisconsin from his grandmother’s Los Angeles home.  They boy’s romanticized value 

for the blanket is affirmed six years later, when he views it as “a gift, the best he can 

offer, a thing of power” in exchange for losing his virginity to a prostitute, Dolores, 

whom he loves (24).  She, however, is vastly less sentimental, as she sells the blanket 

later that night to a sailor for $60. 

 With this transaction, Dolores affirms her creative connoisseurship as she adds a 

new valence of value to the rug by telling the sailor “that it is genuine Sioux, there at the 

battle of little Big Horn, and will always bring a good price” (24).  Though this move, 
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Dolores initiates a series of attempts to fabricate the rug’s pedigree.  For previous owners, 

the rug stands as a recognizable token of exotic southwestern Native culture, which for 

some characters conveys a desperately needed economic value and for figures like  John 

Clarke, it conveys a talismanic power consistent with that attributed to indigenous crafts 

through Indian Guides and Boy Scouts. In Wisconsin, distant from its Navajo origins, the 

rug is unmoored from its cultural and geographical context as Dolores reinscribes upon it 

a new provenance.  Shortly after purchasing the blanket from Dolores, the sailor gives it 

to one of his shipmates, Frank Winter.  Before mailing the blanket to his parents as an 

anniversary gift, Winter amplifies upon Dolores’s fabricated pedigree, as he “includes 

with it a document he has had made up in the ship’s print shop to the effect that it is 

authentic Pawnee blanket, so his parents will be proud, [and] can put it up on the wall of 

their retirement home in Boca Raton, next to the maracas from Guadalajara” (24).  

Whereas Dolores’s fabrication seeks to increase the blanket’s value as commodity, 

Winter’s documentation seeks to augment his parents’ appreciation of the gift, while also 

authorizing them to tell stories about it to houseguests who might express curiosity 

regarding the various kitsch, the markers of cultural capital, amassed on their walls, 

affirming the incorporation of the exotic into the leisurely domestic sphere of a retirement 

home.  In this gesture, not only does Winter seek to cement the revaluation of the storm 

blanket with written documentation, but he also envisions it as taking a place alongside 

other banal tourist booty, effecting a leveling of the blanket’s value, in which its worth is 

consolidated, then vouched for by a fabricated document, that, presumably, will be 

supplemented by his parents’ proud tales of their son’s exquisite find.  However, weeks 
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after shipping the blanket, Winter dies in the Vietnam War, and his parents quickly 

donate the rug to Catholic Charities, after which it changes hands several more times 

before coming into the narrator’s possession.   

 The narrator, we learn, purchases the rug from antique dealers in eastern Oregon, 

who fashion yet another intricate pedigree, telling the narrator that “the rug had been 

woven by a Comanche who learned his craft from a Navajo, [and] that she had bought it 

on the reservation in Oklahoma.  It is certified” (25).  Just as the narrator is dismissive of 

the other attempts to authenticate the rug’s provenance, he hints at the fact that he has 

attempted to trace the rug’s path, and that, indeed, he has found that the antique dealers 

had signed a register, revealing that they’d purchased the rug in Florida (25).  Such 

details indicate that the narrator’s knowledge of the rug’s provenance is at least partially 

based upon his rational sleuthing.  Yet it is by improvising his own intimate interaction 

with the rug, which I read as a mode of “playing Indian,” that the narrator takes 

possession of the rug and of the authority to tell its story—as well as the ensuing story of 

the exceptional perspective it grants him over Navajo country: “I take the rug home and 

at dusk I undress and lie down under it so that it completely covers my body.  I listen all 

night.  I do not hear anything.  But in this time I am able to sort out all the smells buried 

in the threads and the sounds still reverberating deep in the fibers.  It is what I have been 

looking for” (25).  Here, his voice is reconsolidated into a first person narrative, and like 

the ten-year old John Charles, the unnamed narrator covers himself with the blanket, 

embracing it for its use-value rather than as an object of exchange.  And in his mention of 

“sounds” reverberant in the rug’s fibers, that narrator indicates passing knowledge of the 
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ways that rugs, traditionally, are sung over and invested with qualities of Navajo 

personhood during their creation—as Maureen Schwarz has described in Molded in the 

Image of Changing Woman. However, following the narrator’s recollection of the rug’s 

provenance, the story’s tone shifts radically from reportage that itself is a fabulation in 

the ways that if offers implausible access to the rug’s history, to a surreal and even more 

unlikely perspective that indicates the ways that the narrator’s “use” of the rug, like that 

of the previous owners, asserts his subjectivity with little regard to the rug’s original 

cultural context.  Further, in the narrator’s affirmation that the rug is “what I have been 

looking for,” I read his alienation from Euroamerican culture and the quest for a sense of 

spiritual regeneration through that which is regarded as “primitive.” 

 While the story’s first half affirms the author’s rational knowledge over the rug, 

albeit from an impossible perspective, the story’s second half leans upon a different 

variety of “Orientalizing” tropes as the narrator transforms the rug into a magic carpet of 

sorts, which gives him unequalled and hallucinatory vantage over Navajo Country and 

the rug’s travels beyond.  After recounting his special knowledge of the rug’s 

provenance, the narrator affirms how possession of it underwrites the exceptional 

perception he brings to the desert: “It is this rug I have carefully spread out now, east and 

west over the dust.  It is only from such a height above the floor of the desert that one is 

able to see clearly what is going on” (25).  Describing fantastic creatures unlikely to be 

found in the desert southwest, the narrator remaps Navajo Country as a zone of his own 

projected fantasy: “I watch cheetahs in silver chariots pulled by a span of white crows.  I 

see the rainbow in arabesques of the wind.  The night gets deeper.  I pull down to listen 
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for Ahlnsaha: she is crying in Arizona….There is no rain; there are no horses.  Her music 

falls into pieces with her tears in the dust like lies” (26).  Through these narrative flights 

of fancy, I see Lopez deploying what David Spurr, in The Rhetoric of Empire has called 

the trope of “insubstantialization” wherein the narrator’s “subjective disintegration is 

projected onto the outer scene, so that the scene itself becomes the locus of confusion and 

disintegration.  The western writer…is after all a kind of Prospero who transforms the 

non-Western world into a series of enchanting or disturbing visions, as easily dissolved as 

they are conjured up” (The Rhetoric of Empire 1993).  As Ahlnsaha’s actual landscape is 

rendered devoid of rain and horses, it is repopulated by the narrator’s imagination as a 

hallucinatory site of desert mysticism—and later in the story by itinerant 

counterculturalists.   

 Through such modes of perception, the real consequences of the Navajo weaver’s 

endurance of drought and stock reduction are rendered weightless and fantastic, clearing 

ideological space for a new voice of authority, the countercultural desert mystic.  

Reflecting upon similar cultural intersections between American Indians and hippies, in 

which Euroamericans appropriated Native identities and cultural practices in hopes of 

reenchanting a world viewed as authoritarian and drained of vitality, Philip Deloria offers 

historical context for this dynamic in Lopez’s story: “Although much of the 

countercultural search for spiritual insight would revolve around hallucinogenic drugs 

and Eastern mysticism, playing Indian offered a familiar and powerful path to the 

reassuring fixity of ultimate enlightenment” (168).  To similar ends, at the conclusion of 

“Twilight,” the narrator describes his encounter with a man fascinated with the talismanic 



 141 

power of gemstones, who “one evening when we were talking…reached over and with a 

wet finger took alkaline dust and painted a small lightening bolt on his right cheek.  I 

regarded him for more than an hour before it became too dark to see.  I rolled up in this 

blanket and slept” (28).  In disturbing ways, this concluding gesture resonates with the 

story’s opening lines.  The narrator’s possession of the blanket is affirmed in both 

settings; and while the storm pattern with its zigzag lightening bolts is linked to Alhnsaha 

at the story’s outset, by its end, it is the narrator’s itinerant acquaintance with whom the 

dynamic energies of lightning bolts are primarily associated, and it is the narrator who 

can assert the mobility that he appropriates through envisioning the storm pattern blanket 

as a magic carpet.   

 Through Lopez’s regard for indigenous cultures is evident in much of this writing, 

in stories like “Twilight”, there are troubling ways that he endows the narrator with the 

authority of both the connoisseur and the mystic visionary, who imagines himself 

hovering above Navajo Country rendered as a realm of fantasy.  Reflecting upon this 

story’s dynamic, ultimately, I find Deborah Root’s observations especially mordant: “The 

world exists as a warehouse of treasure, with the plunder of choice, this time more 

aesthetic than explicitly material.  The aestheticized appreciation of difference can elide 

the extent to which the possibility of this appreciation continues to be based on ugly and 

unequal power relations.  It still comes down to a question of who takes and who gives” 

(Root 21).  A careful reading of “Twilight” allows me to resolutely answer that question, 

and it inspires further consideration of how that story fits into the trajectory of Barry 

Lopez’s other representations of indigenous people and their cultures.   
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Relinquishing “Infernal Questions and Menacing Curiosity”:  
Deflating and Redirecting Ethnographic Hubris in Lopez’s Recent Fiction 

 

 In early stories like “Twilight,” Lopez attends primarily to how Indigenous 

cultures offer epistemological alternatives to exceedingly rational western thought. In that 

story as well the Coyote stories collected in Giving Birth to Thunder, Navajo and other 

Native cultures are rendered in terms of the fantastic and the fabulous as Lopez presents 

hallucinatory fiction and fables as repositories of knowledge that complement 

Euroamerican thought. Those texts convey that it is not especially important to know 

about the culture, nor the material conditions, of the people represented in those fictions. 

In stories collected in later texts, “The Entreaty of the Wiideema” (1994), and “Nílchi’i” 

(2004), Lopez attends more closely to Diné cultural concepts, but they are presented as 

relatively unmoored philosophical expressions, largely invoked to highlight shortcomings 

in Euroamerican culture. Further, perhaps as a corrective to earlier texts like “Twilight,” 

in which Lopez exerts excessive narrative authority over Navajo culture and land, both of 

these later texts are narrated by humbled anthropologists, who confess hubris in their 

desire to positivistically gain complete expertise over elements of Navajo culture. Despite 

this confessional mode, in both stories, Diné principles are forced to bear a therapeutic 

burden, to somehow help Euroamerican subjects find new direction in their lives. Further, 

though narrators of these stories are ultimately inspired to offer gestures of return to 

Navajo communities, the acts of restoration are directed not to actual Diné communities 

but to the service of universal principles and further self-discovery.  
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 Though “The Entreaty of the Wiideema” and “Nílchi’i” both engage Diné culture 

on abstract terms, between the writing of “Twilight” and those later two stories, Lopez 

was commissioned to craft a “Foreword” for Bighorse the Warrior. In that brief 

introduction to Tiana Bighorse’s book, Lopez highlights Diné material conditions, 

underscoring how Gus Bighorse bore witness to both the Long Walk and Stock 

Reduction eras of Navajo history. He emphasizes the power of Gus’s chronicling those 

events and his daughter’s memory and retelling of them, as well as the significance of 

K’é, as he attests to how the text “brings into sharp focus the profound importance 

Navajos place on family relationships. . . . The fidelity of his daughter’s report is an 

unpretentious celebration of those relationships, and demonstration of the intrinsic value 

of story” (ix). Moving quickly beyond the texture and details of Bighorse’s story, Lopez 

yokes it to the service of overarching critiques of imperialism, placing it a timeline 

spanning from Columbus’s landfall to the Vietnam War: “instead of proposing a way of 

life and waiting for a response, we (federal troops and administrators in this instance) 

impose our will and quickly silence any rejection. It is the story of colonial expansion 

from the Caribbean islands of the Arawak to the twentieth century redoubts of the 

Montagnard” (x). Placing Bighorse’s experience into this grand narrative flattens out the 

particular dimensions of Navajo resistance to U.S. military brutality, but it does highlight 

an imperiousness that threads through centuries of colonial encounters to resurface again 

in recent depictions of anthropologists humbled by their inability to fully “know” Navajo 

culture.  
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 “The Entreaty of the Wiideema” is a short story, staged as an academic speech 

delivered by an unnamed anthropologist to his colleagues in Austin, Texas. Though it is 

framed with pomp of an academic talk, it quickly shifts tone into that of a confessional, in 

which cliché frequently overwhelms genuine insight. For instance, the narrator remarks:  

When I finished my work among the Navajo—or to be more precise and 

more honest, when I gave up among the Navajo—I had as my deepest 

wish that someone among them would have been studying my way of 

knowing the world. I might have been more capable then of accepting the 

Navajo as true intellectual companions, and not, as has happened to so 

many of us, have ended up feeling disillusionment, even despair, with my 

own culture. I believe I would have been able to grasp our expression of 

Beauty Way, and in that sense I would have fallen back in love with my 

own people. (90) 

Boasting that he “learned to speak that extremely difficult language fluently and. . . 

memorized the full nine days of the Blessing Way prayers,” the narrator laments both that 

his interest in Diné culture was not reciprocated, and tacitly, that despite centuries of 

colonial dominance, Navajos would not seek an equivalent to Beauty Way ceremonies 

within Euroamerican cosmology (90). Of course, in this statement, he does not 

acknowledge that forced schooling, the outlawing of religious practices, and missionary 

proselytizing  had already offered Navajos plenty of exposure to what they were told was 

the best elements of U.S. culture. In this regard, Navajos are being forced not only into 
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being objects of study, but into bearing the therapeutic burden of helping the narrator find 

that which is redeemable about his culture.   

 Establishing an arrogance he thinks that he has outgrown, the narrator calls 

attention both to his feat of learning Diné Bizaad and intricate details of the Blessing 

Way. He describes how “the obsession” with establishing comprehensive knowledge of 

elements of Navajo culture led to the dissolution of his marriage and family, though he 

was able to leverage his knowledge into the academic capital of multiple grants (90-91). 

The irony, of course, is that in memorizing a nine-day ceremony that seeks to restore 

hózhó within its subject, the narrator’s life is utterly imbalanced and he seeks to exploit 

that knowledge of Diné culture to further his career.  

 His lack of integrity is emphasized as he sets out “to find a fresh people, and to 

pursue with them another idea” (92). Having learned of fictional “small hunting bands 

[that] might still exist uncontacted” in Australia’s Western Desert, the narrator connives 

to secure funding to study them and to make his way to that region without alerting 

fellow anthropologists, guides, or government officials of his incipient “discovery” (91). 

With hindsight, he concedes that in his quest to intellectually conquer a “virgin” culture, 

he had suppressed an important question: “Why disturb these people if they are, indeed, 

there?” (91). Posing this reflection, the narrator retrospectively calls into question how, if 

at all, ethnographic study serves purposes of cultural sovereignty, in ways that further 

establish the self-serving nature of his venture.  

 Despite his lofty ambition to acquire comprehensive knowledge of a “pristine” 

culture, once he contacts the Wiideema, he is relegated to the status of a “camp dog,” as 
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he’s given occasional scraps to eat and as he’s the “source of laughter when performing 

[what he calls] ordinary tasks, including “examin[ing] the binding on a spear shaft with a 

hand lens” (93). At every turn, his arrogance is deflated, as he recounts an instance in 

which a Wiideema hunter “regarded me as though I were crazy to assume superiority” 

(94).  

 When a Wiideema woman finally consents to speak with him, she explains why 

his earlier queries had been ignored: “Forgive me, but your questions were not 

compelling. And to be truthful, no one was inclined to speak with you until you put your 

questions away. You’d have to say this is a strict tenet with us, listening” (96). Rather 

than resume his imperious quest for knowledge, he continues living with them and 

“ceased what finally seemed to me my infernal questions and menacing curiosity. And I 

finally came to see the Wiideema as a version of something of which my own people 

were a version” (97). Appreciating the Wiideema as an expression of humanity adapted 

to a particular place, in the same way that he has been shaped by an especially 

opportunistic embrace of North American bourgeois academic culture, he acknowledges 

their shared humanity without resorting to universalizing proclamations of sameness: “I 

did not consider that the Wiideema lived on some lower plane, or, transcendent in their 

infinitely clever world of stories, that they lived on a higher plane. I thought of them as 

companions on the same plane, shielding themselves in a different way from the fatal 

paradoxes of life” (99).  

 Reflecting on the extensively textualized nature of the Diné, in which the narrator 

found himself seeking confirmation of what he already knew, he confesses: “I was afraid 
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that in my dealings with the Navajo, a people studied nearly to death, all I was learning 

was a version of what I or others already knew” (100). However, since his interactions 

with the Wiideema were no longer shaped by questions driven by professional 

expectations, he attended more completely to his “own ethics, . . . his own emotions” as 

he “sought, finally, companionship with the Wiideema, not reason, not explanation” 

(100). After returning from two and a half years in Australia, the narrator acknowledges 

his commitment to those who underwrote his travels to produce a scholarly account of his 

time with the Wiideema, “but what I am really wondering, day and night, is what I can 

give to the Wiideema. Such questions of allegiance seize upon us all I believe—how can 

we reciprocate, and how do we honor the unspoken request of our companions to speak 

the truth?” (102). Oddly, he states that his “task-in-return” will be to write a treatise on 

the mystery of “human terror” (102). The narrator’s desire to be answerable in some way 

to the community he had been researching is resonant with shifts in anthropological 

ethics in the last three decades of the twentieth century; however, his resolution is 

anticlimactic. It reveals just how superficially his disposition has changed. While the 

attitude that Lopez models through this character veers towards becoming admirable; 

ultimately, it perhaps is realistic, indicating but a small shift in the direction of his 

academic career. Though his professed shifts in attitude might redirect the nature of his 

interactions in future research communities, it indicates nothing about how he might offer 

something meaningful in return to Wiideema or Diné communities. Read cynically, this 

could indicate that he hasn’t changed significantly, despite his lengthy confessional. Read 

more generously, the narrator’s choice might indicate that rather than using fieldwork in 
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Indigenous communities to confirm his theories, he might leave those communities to 

determine the ends to which their knowledge is applied; likewise, in the project he 

imagines, he can inquire into his own ethics and emotions rather than seeking in another 

culture confirmation of his own “superior” or “debased” status.  

 Lopez’s story, “Nílchi’i,” similarly is shaped by a first-person narration, provided 

by a humbled anthropologist. Appearing in Resistance (2004), this is one of nine 

testimonies provided by artists and intellectuals in response to a draconian summons from 

a thinly fictionalized Department of Homeland Security. Rather than submit to 

interrogations for their acts of “‘terrorizing the imaginations of our fellow citizens’ with 

our books, paintings, and performances. [For] sojourning. . . with unadvanced cultures, 

attending to their myths and stories [which] had poisoned our capacity to understand 

civilization’s triumphs” (13), each of these writers has left a letter addressed to their 

would-be interrogators, testifying to their reasons for dropping out of society dominated 

by fascistic commercialization.  

 Marion Taylor, the narrator of  “Nílchi’i,” is identified by the signature on his 

testimony, where he also indicates his current occupation as “producer, Changing 

Woman’s Sons.” Though the dimensions of this documentary are not explained, its title 

gestures to Diné oral tradition, in which the sons of Changing Woman are Monster Slayer 

and Born-for-Water. The story’s title also nods to the role of breath and wind in Navajo 

philosophy, which is explained as  “wind standing within one” in Taylor’s testimony 

(138), a concept which inspires him to seek out and identify himself in relation to “the 

longest known and most dependable of the earth’s winds” (140).  
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 As Taylor introduces himself, we learn that “he was raised to be a member of the 

upper class of New England” (140), that he was schooled at Hotchkiss, Yale, and then 

Stanford for “graduate work in anthropology” (127), that he rebelled against the 

stultifying racism and classism of his parents (131), that he organized protests with the 

United Farm Workers (131), and that he was wary of serving in Viet Nam (133). Add to 

that his study of Indigenous cultures—often romanticized at the outset (135)—and he 

amounts to being unexceptionally radical or radically unexceptional in the eyes of late 

1960s, Euroamerican upper-class culture.  

 Forty years later, at odds with the culture for which he is groomed, Taylor finds 

solace in how the Diné concept of Nílchi’i “relates the idea of the individual to the 

concept of a stable society” (138).  He accounts for how he has extensively researched 

the topic, and how it offers an alternative to his disaffection with bourgeois Euroamerican 

culture:  

A Navajo adult moving gracefully through the world—someone who 

signifies harmony through his behavior and emotions, and in the Navajo 

mind, beauty—is seen as someone steadied by wind moving between the 

toes and the ground, between the fingertips and the sky. The Navajo 

believe that through Nílchi’i, individuals participate in graces or powers 

that surpass those of the individual, and that those graces or powers keep 

one secure in the world and confirm one’s indispensability, one’s 

necessity in the world. The most dreadful thing imaginable would be for 

Nílchi’i to withdraw its support from a human being. Nílchi’i is seen as the 
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primary source of the breath, thought, speech, and light that, together, 

create beneficence around us (138-39) 

Given what Taylor has revealed about himself, he invites analysis through the framework 

of what Philip Deloria describes as a “New Age” Indians, who “insist upon the power of 

their interpretations of symbols,” which, in turn, “causes those symbols to begin to lose 

their collective significance. At the same time, as symbols and signs became increasingly 

flexible, individuals found themselves asserting the validity of their right to interpret and 

find import” (165).  Deloria further illustrates that New Age thinking thrives on 

“increasing reliance on texts and interpretations, runaway individualism within a rhetoric 

of community, the distancing of native people and a gaping disjuncture between a 

cultural realm of serious play and the power dynamics of social conflict. [It] tends to 

focus on ultimate individual liberation and engagement with a higher power, having little 

interest in the social world that lies between the self and spirit” (170).  

 Indeed, as Marion Taylor contemplates the concept of Nílchi’i, he concludes that 

“The notion of my now going somewhere to consult with Navajo singers about these 

matters seems more than just naïve. It would be impertinent. In any case, traditional 

Navajo would be apt to deny they could help. It’s the wind, they’d say, that’s the teacher” 

(140). While there is an admirable dimension to Taylor’s realization that many spiritual 

seekers and anthropologists have exploited the knowledge of Navajo healers, and that for 

him to seek guidance from them would be in that most-perfectly-WASPY-of-words, 

“impertinent,” there seems also a degree of arrogance in his desire to travel the globe to 

“empirically” encounter the “longest known and most dependable of the earth’s winds: 
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“the harmattan, the sirocco, the trades of Martinque, the katabatics of Antarctica, the 

simoon of Iran, the onshores of the Atacama and the Namib” (140-41). As with the Diné 

concept of Nílchi’i, each of these winds has been mediated, storied, by cultures; however, 

Taylor, evidently wishes to unburden people in those cultures from the task of 

establishing their relevance to curious and oft-imperious travelers. Though he may 

encounter firsthand those winds and assign meaning to them, it seems that the meaning 

he finds may be solipsistic in nature, divorced from the communities most familiar with 

them. Noting that in earlier instances where he wished to “work out a formal, considered 

statement,” he would immerse himself in books, Taylor now seeks to learn directly from 

the winds, as “actual being[s] outside his control” (140).  

 However, complicating the notion that Taylor is merely “Playing Indian” is his 

mention that “I’ve no illusions of being Navajo or even understanding fully what they 

know” and his previously quoted identification with his WASP roots, which precedes his 

stated desire that “it is specifically to that group of people [New England upper class], 

moreover, the hardest for me to accept, that I wish to return. I have to find a language 

they can accept, an experience they will trust” (141). It seems then, that Taylor seeks not 

to flee a culture he despises in order to embrace romanticized “primitive” circumstances 

as a mode of “dropping out”; rather, he seems to take seriously the premise of directly 

encountering winds in order to re-enter that milieu with a sense of well-being derived not 

from imposing one’s will upon the world (as he critiqued his father for doing [133]), but 

from encounters with winds that might significantly shape his being. While his quest 

starts with knowledge derived from Diné thought, it takes on cosmopolitan dimensions, 
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as Taylor seeks to travel the world to comparatively experience “the longest-known and 

most dependable of the earth’s winds” (140). This quest is shaped not by an ultimate 

responsibility to the Navajo who shared with him this concept of Nílchi’i; rather, Taylor 

envisions that he will return with knowledge that may serve a community from which he 

is alienated.  

 In this regard, the narrators of “The Entreaty and Wiideema” and “Nílchi’i” can 

be read generously as abdicating a long-assumed Euroamerican privilege of making 

Navajos and Diné Bikéyah assume a therapeutic burden for wayward Westerners seeking 

an exotic escape or re-enchantment in opposition to an exceedingly rationalized world. 

Ultimately, neither does Navajo Country offer pastoral respite from a complex world. To 

similar ends, James Faris critiques the legacy of photographic representation of Diné 

Bikéyah: “Navajo (and other native peoples) do not exist to provide boundaries to the 

West, to furnish perimeters to the Western self—the frontiers of the West’s desire—nor 

to guard Western conscience, to assuage guilt, render ablution, constitute moral lesson. 

[Representation] of Navajo is the securing of difference on Western terms . . .” (279) 

When Navajo Country and the Diné are regarded for more than their picturesque, 

“timeless” qualities, the philosophical complexity, the legacies of (neo)colonial history, 

and the persisting strengths (and challenges) of the Diné might be recognized more fully 

by outsiders; Euroamericans and other non-Natives will have progressed toward 

unburdening a nation and people from the sepia-toned representational overlays that have 

been imposed upon Diné Bikéyah.  
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CHAPTER IV: 
MOBILITY, IDENTITY, AND CULTURE IN THE WORK OF  

TAPAHONSO, BELIN, AND MORRIS 
 

Mobility and Material Culture in Luci Tapahonso and Esther Belin’s Work 

Having addressed the expropriation of photographs, film, and material objects in 

the preceding two chapters, in this chapter, I consider how Navajo writers make use of 

material objects as well as ethnographic techniques in order to ascribe culturally 

meaningful significance to their travels in “the Glittering World,” which centers in Diné 

Bikéyah, but which extends beyond the four sacred mountains for many contemporary 

Navajos. By “writing culture”—the literal translation of ethnography—as they experience 

it, Luci Tapahonso, Esther Belin, and Irvin Morris craft narratives that establish how 

they, and perhaps other Diné who are following similar paths beyond the Navajo Nation, 

cultivate roots in Navajo culture which allow them to more comfortably navigate the 

routes which take them beyond Diné Bikéyah.  

Writing of the sinew that traditionally binds Navajos to their natal landscapes, 

ethnographer Maureen Schwarz attends closely to the ways that identity is shaped 

through storied practices and objects that link one’s physical body to the land and built 

structures of a given place. Her significant contribution resides in the ways that she traces 

how Navajo thought shapes—and is shaped by—the bodies and structures one inhabits, 

and by working with the seemingly mundane objects that extend one’s personhood into 

the world, and the world into one’s person.  

In Molded in the Image of Changing Woman, Schwarz writes at length about the 

practices that traditionally wed Navajo persons to consecrated places. In that book, and at 
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greater length in a later essay on Diné facing forced relocation from Black Mesa and Big 

Mountain, Schwarz establishes that she is not just painting Navajos in the hackneyed 

sepia tones of what James Clifford has called “ethnographic pastoralism,” in which 

Indigenous subjects are rendered timeless and divorced from historical processes 

(“Navajo Relocation” 44-47, 57-63). Instead, she establishes the many reasons why, 

despite compelling cultural connections to place, Navajos find themselves distant from 

home and kin. The forced dislocation and displacement that darkly colors Navajo history 

is most pronounced in the Long Walk, in which over 8000 Diné were forced to walk to 

Bosque Redondo, over 300 miles from their homeland. Four years later, roughly 6000 

survivors traced their path back home. And in the ensuing 140 years, there have been 

other efforts to alienate Diné and other Native peoples from ancestral lands; figuring 

prominently into contemporary Navajo writing were mandatory boarding schools and 

systematic programs that relocated young Navajos to urban areas including Los Angeles, 

Albuquerque, Phoenix, and Denver. As Schwarz’s essay addresses, in what Jerry 

Kammer has referred to as “The Second Long Walk,” over ten thousand Navajos faced 

compulsory relocation, due to corporate-driven conflict over land in the Joint Use Area, 

previously shared between Navajos and Hopis. Though less programmatic and 

institutionalized than the mid-twentieth century policies of relocation, informal but 

deeply felt economic pressure drives many young Navajos beyond Diné Bikéyah in 

search of work. And others are drawn elsewhere by opportunities to pursue advanced 

schooling, sometimes with the goal of seeking careers beyond the Navajo Nation, and 
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other times, inspired by plans to bring professional training back to local communities 

(Lee “21st Century Diné” 139-47).  

Identifying the ways that alienation from one’s homeland profoundly affects 

cultural identity, Maureen Schwarz illustrates how traditional practices mediate Navajo 

relationships to place. This is evident as she describes how the burial of a newborn’s 

umbilical cord in her matrilineal homestead “anchors an individual to a particular place, 

providing a lifelong spiritual and historical connection to one’s home.” Schwarz further 

states “that Navajo tradition dictates that the vital connection between an individual and 

parts of . . .  her body. . . and . . . her matrilineal home should never be severed under any 

circumstance”  (“Navajo Relocation” 44-45, 46-47, Belin 13-14, Tapahonso SD 17).  

Even though contemporary economic conditions often lead Navajos away from their 

family homes for extended periods, Schwarz notes “Navajo in need of ceremonies return 

to their matrilineal homes to have rites performed under the sponsorship of concerned 

relatives” (58). Looking to the recent work of Luci Tapahonso, Irvin Morris, and Esther 

Belin, I hope to sketch out ways that these three contemporary Diné writers offers 

coordinates for Navajos whose paths have taken them away from natal homelands. To 

varying degrees, all three authors address their time away from Diné Bikéyah, the 

historical conditions that challenge those connections to cultural identity, and paths 

toward realigning themselves in relation to language, place, kinship, and the practices 

that affirm Diné identity.  

Tapahonso, Morris, and Belin each grapple with the long history of forced 

relocation and with its shadow presence residing in the economic pressures that pull 
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young Navajos off the reservation. Born within a fifteen-year span, Tapahonso in 1953, 

Morris in 1958, and Belin in 1968, each writes powerfully of their comings and goings 

from Diné Bikéyah. Luci Tapahonso was raised amidst extended family and learned Diné 

Bizaad as her first language. Completing undergraduate and masters degrees at the 

University of New Mexico allowed her to maintain close geographic ties to Shiprock. 

And in her three most recent collections (1993, 1997, 2008), Tapahonso accounts for the 

ways that she has worked to maintain bonds with place and kin when professorships in 

Lawrence, Kansas and Tucson, Arizona drew her further away from home, which is 

evident, among other ways, in how she adapts Diné practices to her new homes. For 

instance, she describes how, when living in Kansas, she had sought out a house with an 

east-facing front door, in order to greet the sunrise with prayer and to fulfill the cultural 

expectation that “‘the proper way’ to begin any task or project is to start in the east . . . . 

Though we live away from Dinétah, this is one way to maintain the traditions regarding 

the hooghan, the home” (“Radiant Curve”14). In making this observation, Tapahonso 

acknowledges that economic privilege allows her to prioritize such details, as she notes in 

an earlier essay, “Come into the Shade,” that when Navajos live distant from Diné 

Bikéyah, sometimes they are faced with compromises, which “make you recognize and 

appreciate your own beliefs and your own upbringing much more because you have to 

work at it” (82). While she is able to specify to a realtor that an east-facing door is a 

“major consideration,” she notes that “sometimes that is not possible. You might get an 

apartment at a good rent and your door faces west. What can you do? You have to work 

harder at it” by which she means maintaining identity through other avenues (“Shade” 
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82). Here, Lloyd Lee’s observations are applicable: when one is grounded in “the 

philosophical principles of hózho and sa'ah naaghai bik'eh hózhoon,” one is able to 

respond flexibly and pragmatically to challenging circumstances (Lee “Reclaiming” 101). 

 To similar ends, Tapahonso works to unravel stereotypes of alienated Natives, 

who are perceived as maladjusted to urban life, or as she puts it: the notion that “the 

Indian is caught between two cultures” (80). Resonant with Lee’s observation, 

Tapahonso maintains that externally perceived hardships faced by those transitioning to 

cities are rooted more in the difficulties of making a living in a challenging 

socioeconomic system, rather than in a profound existential dilemma: “If one has been 

raised in this Navajo Way, then the conflict is probably more economic than it is within 

oneself” ("Come into the Shade" 80). She elaborates on this statement, emphasizing the 

flexible and pragmatic dimensions of Diné worldview: 

But being raised in this way serves as one’s center, and it serves as a 

foundation for life so that distance—where one travels, where one goes—

is not really important. Distance is important perhaps only in the 

convenience of renewal, of going back to renew yourself. The philosophy 

accepts adaptation and it allows for change. . . . For contemporary Navajo 

people who are working in the city and who come out of this background, 

it’s a philosophy and a way of living that can be adapted wherever we 

move, wherever we live, because we have spent all our early years 

learning this and living in this way. So you adapt to the situation that you 
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are in, and the adaptation becomes very much a contemporary sort of 

adaptation and it allows for change. ("Come into the Shade" 80) 

As Tapahonso emphasizes the grounding dimensions of becoming centered in Diné 

traditions early in one’s life, and of being able to return to Diné Bikéyah frequently to 

renew oneself, she assumes both that Diné will have had that centering early experience 

as well as the financial resources to make trips back to the Navajo Nation. At any rate, 

Tapahonso’s formulation emphasizes the strength of Navajo people and worldview, while 

implicating the challenges posed by a dehumanizing socioeconomic system; centrally, 

rather than viewing individuals as flawed and deficient for their inability to thrive in new 

settings, through this perspective, Tapahonso encourages readers to view the economic 

structure which urban Navajos attempt to enter as inhospitable.  

 In an introductory essay to Sign Language, Skeet McCauley’s book of 

photographs taken on the Navajo Nation, Tapahonso affirms this persisting strength in 

the face of economic challenges within Diné Bikéyah. While she implicates stereotypes 

and the limitations of visual evaluations of urban Diné in the previous observation, as she 

introduces McCauley’s photographs, she encourages readers to envision the dimensions 

of story, history, and worldview that the images cannot sufficiently convey:  

While it is a fact that the Navajo Nation is economically disadvantaged, 

thousands of Navajos have a clear understanding of what clans they 

belong to—therefore, the exact area or animal they originate from, who 

their relatives are, the responsibilities they have to others and to the land, 

and a strong sense of identity that many non-Indians cannot fathom. It is 
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with this in mind then, that these photographs should be viewed [as they 

document a] . . . people in transition, a culture in change, and yet cannot 

document the deep rootedness in history, the strong ties of language and 

songs, or the enduring hope in the eyes of the people. Those invisible 

facets are part of the way it was centuries ago, the it will be, and the way it 

is now.” (“The Way It Is” 17).  

Urging readers to envision realms but partially conveyed by the synchronic evidence of 

the snapshot—or professional photograph, in this case—Tapahonso again acknowledges 

economic hardship that many Navajos face both on and off the Nation, while 

supplementing this snapshot evidence with a diachronic story that gestures towards the 

long history of persisting cultural strength that guides life for many contemporary Diné.  

 In her poetry, her stories, and especially in the prefatory essays that frame two of 

her earlier collections, Tapahonso depicts that persisting cultural power, whether it be 

through evocations of creation narratives and mention of restorative ceremonies, through 

the storying of high desert landscapes to convey how they are cloaked with cultural 

significance, or through mundane accounts that mix English and Diné Bizaad to capture 

the humor and occasional sadness of daily life. In the Preface to Sáanii Dahataal: The 

Women are Singing, Tapahonso observes: “For many people in my situation, residing 

away from my homeland, writing is the means for returning, rejuvenation, and for 

restoring our spirits to the state of ‘hózho,’ or beauty, which is the basis of Navajo 

philosophy. It is a small part of the ‘real thing,’ and it is utilitarian, but as Navajo culture 

changes, we adapt accordingly” (SD xii). And in the Preface to Blue Horses Rush In, she 
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underscores the performative quality she aspires to in her writing, seeking to transport 

Diné readers, who, like her, are distant from natal lands: “In recreating stories, it is 

necessary to describe the land, the sky, the light, and other details of time and place. . . . 

In writing, then, I revisit the place or places concerned and try to bring the reader to them, 

thereby enabling myself and other Navajos to sojourn mentally and emotionally to our 

home, Dinétah” (xiv). She acknowledges, too, that a number of her stories were first told 

orally, and that she attempts to convey the texture and setting of those tellings, including 

a sense of obligation to listeners, which she frames in the language of K’é or kinship: 

“My attempt is to share the concern and empathy that my parents and kin feel for the 

land, for each other, for the children, and for those in despair” (xiv). Through envisioning 

her writing’s capacity to powerfully evoke dimensions of land and culture, Tapahonso 

affirms central dimensions of her identity as a Diné, that help her and others travel 

“mentally and emotionally” back to defining landscapes.  

 Whereas Luci Tapahonso’s experience of being born and raised with knowledge 

of traditions, language, and kinship principles in Dinétah securely roots her in the 

multiple dimensions that Lloyd Lee identifies as central to Diné identity, Esther Belin 

describes the process of tenuously constructing her identity, as she travels between her 

family’s home in Los Angeles, and her extended family in the Navajo Nation. Belin 

identifies Diné Bikéyah as her ancestral homeland, but due to her personal and family 

history, it is a place where her ties to identity are gingerly established as she establishes 

in an essay, “In the Cycle of the Whirl, concluding From the Belly of My Beauty. Born in 

Gallup, New Mexico to parents who had met at the Sherman Institute in Riverside, 
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California, Belin was raised in working class neighborhoods in Los Angeles before 

attending UC-Berkeley. During those years, she spent summers with her relatives in 

Torreon, New Mexico, where she stood out as a self-described “Urban Raised Indian”: 

“Raised on a mixture of traditional knowledge and urban life,” Belin realized that it 

didn’t necessarily “matter if you were fullblood because they knew you weren’t from the 

rez” (74). With self-deprecating humor, she writes of inadvertently transgressing 

convention during her many visits with family (69). And she humbly describes how it is 

only through committed but challenging efforts that she slowly learns the rudiments of 

Diné Bizaad (68-69, 71, 74). While she poignantly remarks upon her linguistic 

limitations, “A degree from . . .  Berkeley will never change the fact that I cannot 

understand my grandfather when he asks for more coffee,” she calls attention to how 

corporeal practices yield a deeper level of engagement: “My enduring culture has 

absorbed me unknowingly while I was. . . helping to clean out the internal organs of a 

sheep” (74). Here as in Belin’s recollection of weaving a rug with her grandmother (73), 

it is primarily through mindfully helping her elders complete the daily tasks of life that 

action and thought converge to afford Belin a deeper sense of cultural belonging.  

 While Belin writes of embodying more fully her cultural heritage, she also 

chronicles the multigenerational experience of colonization that conspires against the 

shaping of a coherent identity. For instance, she declares that “the economy of domestic 

dependent nationhood dehumanizes, re-invents natives as chattels to be directed, 

displayed, and researched” (70). Her choice of the word, chattel, tellingly reveals how the 

indigenous shaping of personhood is at stake in a nation where natives are regarded as 
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moveable property of the dominant nation-state. Of course, mobility takes on broader 

dimensions when it is chosen rather than compelled, but even in compulsory 

circumstances, Belin indicates how embrace of language and worldview allows 

circumscribed subjects to practice a mobility of mind and spirit. And in a brief account, 

which places her birth and consequent early years in California in the context of her 

family’s experience in California, Belin sketches the outlines of domination and 

possibilities for creative resistance in a section of “Into the Whirl,” entitled “FACTS”:    

Raised urban among Los Angeles skyscrapers, Mexican gangs, 

Vietnamese refugees, eating frybread and beans. . . . Father from 

Birdsprings, Mother from Torreon. Daughter of Eddie and Susan. U.S. 

Federal Indian Relocation Policy placed them into boarding schools away 

from the rez. Five-Year Program at Sherman Institute, Riverside, 

California. Goal: annihilation of savage tendencies characteristic of 

indigenous peoples. New language. New Clothes. New Food. New 

Identity. Learn to use a washing machine. Learn to silence your native 

tongue, voice, being. . .  . Learn a trade and domestic servitude. Learn new 

ways to survive. Whisper in Navajo after the lights go out. Rise early to 

pray. (68)  

Here, Belin plays strategically with Diné conventions of introducing one’s self in relation 

to kin as she identifies her parents’ natal places, but does not call attention to their clan 

relations. The following sentences, however, offer explanation for this rupture in 

convention as Belin calls attention to programmatic efforts to erase indigenous modes of 



 163 

being before reinscribing them with skills suited to a destiny of stoop labor. Gesturing to 

speech, attire, food, and overarching identity, Belin identifies how the boarding school 

administration attempted to eliminate elements of linguistic and material culture that 

Maureen Schwarz has indicated as deeply relevant to the constitution of Diné identity 

(“Molded” 37-47). Nevertheless, in the closing lines of this passage, which Belin has set 

apart in italics, she nods to what Gerald Vizenor has called survivance—survival and 

resistance—that quite literally is affirmed in the shadows of a dominating institution, in 

which central elements of identity can be expressed only at those liminal times when the 

institution dozes.  

 When calling attention to the unconventional introduction that Belin offers, I am 

not contending that Belin grew up without knowledge of her clan relations, but as she 

offers a fragmentary account of the “FACTS,” or material conditions of her earliest years, 

she highlights how the boarding school experience disrupts dimensions of cultural 

knowledge. Notably, in a later section of that essay, entitled “ ¼  + ¼  + ¼ + ¼ =FOUR 

PARTS = MY WHOLE,” she attends more closely to the time she spends with family on 

the reservation. Unlike the fragmented sentences from “FACTS” in the preceding 

quote—all of which are missing subjects—in this section, Belin adds up those fractions, 

indicating how her sojourns in Diné Bikéyah have counteracted that fragmentation. In this 

later section, rather than primarily implicating the effects of colonization, she affirms 

grounding dimensions of connections to family and place, as she identifies her clan 

relations (74), offers admiring descriptions of her grandparents, and relates how she “was 

raised on a mixture of traditional knowledge and urban life” (74). Responding to an 
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inheritance of cultural disruption, Belin reweaves her parents’ fraught experience with 

her own efforts to craft a harmonious pattern that creates a dynamic and productive 

tension between her experiences in California and Diné Bikéyah.  

Though Belin calls attention to speaking Diné Bizaad at boarding schools as a 

mode of resistance for her parents’ generation, she grew up with English as her first 

language, and she imagines ways that she can use it to disrupt oppressive structures. 

While she strives to immerse herself in Navajo custom and language, Belin sees her 

formal education as both complementing and complicating that goal. Since graduating 

from Berkeley, she earned a M.F.A. at the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe 

and for the past fifteen years has lived in Durango, Colorado, just south of Hesperus 

Peak, the sacred northern mountain in Diné cosmology. She has come to embrace her in-

betweenness as a position of power. To these ends, in an extended essay, “In the Cycle of 

the Whirl,” Belin ascribes subversive motives to her mother’s decision to not teach Esther 

and her siblings their native language: “She sacrificed for me, allowing me to use the 

enemy’s tongue. Perhaps to reverse the process. . . .Perhaps so I could survive the process 

easier than she. . . . To acknowledge that I can manipulate the English language is to say 

my tribal language is scrambled within me” (67).  Though not conversant in Diné Bizaad, 

Belin describes how she uses English and her position within the contemporary 

educational system at Berkeley to participate in alliances between “Third World 

students” and the Inter-Tribal Student Council as they pressured the university 

administration both to diversify faculty and to begin the process of repatriating 

Indigenous persons and objects kept on campus (79). As she describes speaking 
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alongside other American Indians, amidst students from third and fourth world nations 

elsewhere in the world, Belin observes: “My voice and the voices of other natives on 

campus were not simply our own. We speak the voices of our nations, our clan relations, 

our families. . . . It is every voice collective. It is mixedblood, crossblood, fullblood, 

urban, rez, relocated, terminated, non-status, tribally enrolled, federally recognized, non-

federally recognized, alcoholic, battered, uranium-infested” (77). Acknowledging her 

position of privilege, relative to her family on the Navajo Nation, Belin affirms that “my 

privilege is only as valid as my voice” as she seeks to “legitimate our existence and need 

to survive tribally and within institutions like UC Berkeley” (77). Allied with other 

Indigenous students, Belin offers a Diné voice to pan-tribal struggles; rather than viewing 

her experience as a self-proclaimed “Urban Raised Indian” as a deficit (74), she 

synthesizes her knowledge of Diné epistemology and reservation life with her experience 

of urban and university life to effect changes on the Berkeley campus.  

Another way that Belin turns English and her university experience against 

dominant power structures is evident as she recounts teaching creative writing courses at 

a counseling center in Torreon, where she encouraged students to read works by Trinh T. 

Minh-ha, Gloria Anzaldua, Cherrie Moraga, and bell hooks in order to familiarize 

developing Navajo writers with other, “vivid descriptions of survival under colonial rule” 

(71). In doing so, Belin models processes of creative adaptation that invite her Diné 

students to consider their experience alongside that of others responding to colonization. 

Rather than granting English and colonial schooling processes unassailable power, she 

familiarizes students with cross-cultural discourse that maps out strategies of resistance. 
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In this regard, Belin uses what Arnold Krupat refers to as cosmopolitan strategies, in 

which Native American texts are “read in relation to other minority or subaltern 

literatures elsewhere in the late-colonial or postcolonial world” (19), in order to better 

understand a number of local and specific forms of resistance to varied impositions of 

colonial rule. Through her direct critique of oppressive conditions and her ongoing efforts 

to seek justice for her family and people enduring similar oppressions, Belin embraces a 

warrior role, similar to that embodied by Gus and Tiana Bighorse, who seek to name that 

which is ugly and disruptive in hopes of working toward an abiding harmony.  

While Luci Tapahonso’s work speaks a language that is less overtly political than 

Esther Belin’s, her writing traces out paths of enduring cultural strength and creative 

adaptation that affirm Navajo survivance. Many of her poems are woven of the materials 

that Maureen Schwarz focuses upon: namely, the ways that Diné identity is affirmed in 

relation to place, in relation to characteristic structures like hooghans, in relation to 

practices like cooking and sharing ovine delicacies, in relation to the creation and 

retelling of stories, and to the ways that these practices are channeled meaningfully 

through the body (Schwarz 37-50). Though other of her poems address the centering and 

creative qualities of weaving, a poem entitled “That American Flag”, which appears in 

her recently published A Radiant Curve, exemplifies processes of creative appropriation 

whereby Navajos re-purpose material expressions of cultural oppression. Similar in tone 

and topic to one of her most widely taught poems, “In 1864,” “That American Flag” 

springs backward from a contemporary interaction, to remembrance of Navajo 

incarceration at Fort Sumner, and then outwards into broader observations about 
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contemporary Diné survivance. The poem takes as its premise a department store 

conversation between the speaker and a friend over a purse that bears a small American 

flag. Written shortly after September 11, 2001, at a time when flags were everywhere 

underwriting American imperial adventures abroad, the narrator’s friend dismisses the 

flag. Silently, the narrator registers her friend’s complaint, reflecting on their shared 

history of political activism in the 1970s (41).   

Alone, later on the night of that exchange, the speaker unfolds a narrative that 

explains her reluctance to join in dismissing the flag. Rooted not just in generalized 

concepts of Indigenous patriotism, the narrator’s explanation traces the layered meaning 

that the flag bears for Navajos who survived the long walk. She recounts how the 

government had marched Navajos to Bosque Redondo “so that we could become 

American.” Chronicling Navajo “resilience” in the face of death, hunger, and freezing 

winters, the poem describes how the women constructed looms, affirming that “Someday 

we’ll go home. . . We have to weave through this hunger, through the pain, through the 

deaths that surround us. We have to keep up our strength . . . We have to weave to 

remember our land, our relatives, and our animals” (42). Lacking sufficient material, the 

women unraveled wool from “blue military jackets and red undergarments” purloined 

from soldiers—an allusion to the sexual violence visited upon the women at Bosque 

Redondo—and woven into rugs along with vernacular items like “strands of hair, 

feathers, bits of plants, and knots of corn pollen to ensure strength and abundance” (43). 

The resulting rugs were striped red, blue, black, and white, and they often featured stars, 

signaling “prayers for the children and our eventual return to Diné Bikéyah” and crosses, 
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the four terminating points of which referred to the sacred mountains bounding their 

homeland (44). In similar fashion, the narrator ascribes to each of the colored stripes a 

meaning significant within Navajo cosmology. The narrator concludes her interior 

monologue, wishing to remind her friend that “we Navajos have many reasons not to 

honor the American flag, but often it reminds us of our grandparents’ enduring courage. 

In the face of terrible odds, the stars and stripes came to mean that we would return to our 

homeland. It taught us that our mother Nahasdzaan cares for us as we care for ourselves 

and our children” (44). In four terse pages, Tapahonso traces the dismantling of material 

symbols underpinning US colonization, before offering a reconstructive weaving that 

does not erase Navajo losses over the Long Walk and four years of concentration at Fort 

Sumner, but that redeems and channels the creative energy and hopefulness of those who 

endured that imprisonment. 

Through the medium of language, Luci Tapahonso’s and Esther Belin’s writing 

calls upon its transformative powers. For both writers, it is through narrative, descriptions 

of material practices, and actions in the world that they affirm a deeper sense of Navajo 

identity in a time when they are often distant from the regenerative powers of Diné 

Bikéyah. For Belin, this path is complicated by her upbringing, distant from ancestral 

land and language, but as she describes working with relatives in the tasks of daily life 

and passing along anti-colonial, outside knowledge to students, she forges a sense of 

Navajo personhood that honors both her urban upbringing, advanced education, and her 

efforts to connect more fully with her heritage. And Tapahonso’s writing conveys the 

grounding knowledge that arises from her traditional upbringing, which allows her to 
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move to places like Lawrence and Tucson, confident that she can continue to affirm and 

reinforce an already strong sense of Navajo personhood. While both writers honor the 

restorative and generative power of time spent in Diné Bikéyah, as Tapahonso notes in 

the title story in A Radiant Curve, “Today, Diné far away from the sight of the sacred 

mountains can be comforted by praying at dawn, no matter where they are, and the Diyin 

Diné’é [the Holy Beings] acknowledge them because they are within the light of dawn” 

(11). Through observations such as this, Tapahonso and Belin model ways that Navajo 

identity can be affirmed both within and beyond their ancestral homeland. In doing so, 

they offer great hope to Diné who travel paths parallel to their own.  

 

Tracing Routes in Irvin Morris's Prose 

  In the final section of this chapter, I reflect on the narrative strategies that Diné 

writer, Irvin Morris's employs in his1997 text, From the Glittering World to work 

through the ambivalence that characterizes his unnamed narrator's departures from and 

returns to Diné Bikéyah. Morris's book traces the emergence of Navajo culture, the forced 

relocation of the Diné to Fort Sumner in 1864, and their 1868 return to Dinétah. Morris's 

fictionalized twentieth century narrative is one of comings and goings, driven largely by 

economic necessity, educational opportunity and the narrator’s spirited resistance to 

colonial impositions encountered on the Navajo Reservation.   

 Early in From the Glittering World, Morris observes “that so long as we stay 

within this boundary [limned by the four sacred peaks], we will have the blessings and 

protection of the Holy People" (15). Yet, the better part of the text chronicles the 
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narrator's moves to Los Angeles, Gallup, Santa Fe, Santa Cruz, California, and Ithaca, 

New York, peregrinations which correspond with many of the places where Morris has 

also lived beyond Diné Bikéyah. In several of these locales, the narrator figures himself 

as a wayward wanderer, distant from the embrace of the four sacred mountains that 

bound Navajo Country. Borrowing from James Clifford's formulation in Routes: Travel 

and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century, I see Morris's narrator lamenting distance 

from his roots, but embracing the routes he travels for the ways they allow him to 

envision allegiance with others beset by and seeking to correct social and environmental 

injustices. As Clifford notes, it is in "contact zones ... along the transgressive intercultural 

frontiers of nations, peoples and locales" that the "making and remaking of cultural 

identities takes place" (7). It is in these interstitial spaces that the narrator refines his Diné 

identity through connections with fellow workers and activists surviving at the margins of 

Euroamerican-dominated locales. As Morris's narrator inhabits various contact zones, he 

embraces what Mary Pratt has called called "autoethnographic expression[s]" whereby 

"colonized subjects represent themselves in ways that engage with the colonizer's own 

terms, ... involv[ing] partial collaboration with and appropriation of the idioms of the 

conqueror" (7). In this mode, Morris acknowledges Navajo Country as a contact zone, 

chronicling the emergence of the Diné into a sacred land preceding centuries of their 

interdependence with neighboring Pueblo cultures, as well as the persisting impacts of 

Euroamerican colonial incursions.  

 Early in the text, Morris’s narrator establishes how his grandfather’s teaching 

allows him to envision himself centered within a larger community that includes deities, 
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plants, animals, and landforms (79). While his consciousness is grounded in his cultural 

knowledge as a Navajo, many of his “autoethnographic” observations illuminate  

what Giovanna Di Chiro has described as “colonial nature talk,” which “separates 

humans from nature and posits them as superior to nature,” while postulating that  “some 

humans are in fact part of nature” (311). Di Chiro establishes how environmental justice 

discourse refutes such “separations of nature and culture, [which divide. . .] a nonhuman 

natural world and nonnatural human communities” as she further identifies how it 

argues that an effective movement must integrate, not dichotomize, the 

histories and relationships of people and their natural environments. Most 

environmental justice activists’ discussions of nature are balanced with an 

analysis of the impossibility of separating it from ‘life,’ from cultural 

histories, and from socially and ecologically destructive colonial and 

neocolonial experiences. Many activists point to the importance of 

thinking ‘ecosystemically,’ and not just focusing on single-issue 

environmentalism. They offer a framework that insists on making linkages 

among the multiple aspects of the ecosystem, including the biophysical 

environment, the built environment, and the social environment. (317) 

Indeed, as the narrator describes contemporary circumstances in his travels in and beyond 

Diné Bikéyah, he focuses on an expansive vision of the environment, as “the place you 

work, the place you live, the place you play” which coincides with tenets of the 

environment justice movement (Di Chiro 301). Though he attends less to places of play, 
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through his descriptions of work and dwelling, Morris invites readings through the lens of 

environmental justice discourse.   

 From the Glittering World begins with a lyrical account of the Navajo creation 

story, which grounds the Diné in the specific places and relationships that unite Diné 

Bikéyah, yet Morris sharply juxtaposes this poetic mode with illustrations of the harsh 

historical conditions that have challenged the Diné. Specifically, the narrative focuses on 

the merciless military campaign spearheaded by Kit Carson, who executed the Navajo's 

"long walk" to Bosque Redondo, marking a four-year period of displacement and 

imprisonment. Resonant with well-documented descriptions of the social and ecological 

violence visited upon the Diné, Morris describes how the U.S. Army was “hunting people 

like deer, burning fields and dwellings, slaughtering the livestock, ruining springs, and 

cutting down our precious orchards” (21). Describing Navajos in the terms of hunted 

game, the narrator’s diction indicates how they were envisioned as less than human by 

Carson’s soldiers, who sought to eradicate all signs of human presence upon the land as 

well as cultivated biotic communities that had long sustained the Diné. Amidst the US 

soldiers' violence against unarmed Navajos, according to Morris, still "the elders . . . 

reminded [their fellow Diné] that life was precious no matter what the circumstances, that 

they must stay together and look after one another" (23). This statement and others that 

follow offer a foundation for the ethos that drives the narrator's interactions with others 

whom he encounters in travels to “exotic” locales. Though not always actualized, the 

narrators’ interactions with fellow workers and others marginalized for their ethnicity are 
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marked by an awareness of environmental injustice and the desire to act in solidarity 

against it.  

 From the Glittering World is marked by juxtapositions, through which Morris 

establishes both how Diné culture mediates relationships to what David Abram calls the 

“more-than-human-world,” as well as how those relationships are threatened by 

(neo)colonial impositions. In many of these accounts, as Dinétah, the sacred homeland, 

has been overlaid with a colonial construct, "The Navajo Reservation,” divinely 

sanctioned connections to place are haunted by the specters of displacement and 

colonization. Describing the built infrastructure of the contemporary reservation, Morris 

depicts a landscape marked by forgotten U.S. federal programs, which is evident in 

poorly maintained highways, forgotten schools, and "deteriorating HUD houses" (45). 

Further, Fort Wingate, one of the places where Navajos were concentrated before the 

Long Walk, is now an abandoned “ordinance depot, and the large military reservation 

surrounding it is dotted with thousands of concrete bunkers once used to store 

ammunition. . . . Ancient Anasazi settlements, oil refineries, abandoned uranium mines, 

natural gas wells, recreation areas and bilagáanaa homesteads share the land with 

hundreds of Diné families” (37). Morris also explains how “Black Mesa is now being 

strip-mined. Millions of tons of bituminous coal are extracted annually to fuel power 

plants that light up parts of Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Los Angeles. Megawatt power lines 

carry the electricity right past impoverished Diné homes” (39). Describing how the 

process of transporting coal through a slurry pipeline to the distant Mohave Generating 

Station radically depletes “ancient aquifers under Black Mesa,” Morris declares: “Sacred 
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springs have dried up” (39). 6 As I will establish below, even though Morris offers an 

extensive survey of the exploitation of Navajo lands, he also describes how contemporary 

Diné still cultivate meaningful relationships to Diné Bikéyah. While the land is abused, it 

is not emptied of significance, as the people remember and pass along the stories and 

practices that link them to sacred places (79).  

 Especially as he describes the presence of uranium and coal mining, and oil 

refining, against the landscape of “impoverished Diné homes,” Morris underscores the 

fleeting benefits of employment in extractive industries. While employment for 

multinational corporations offers Navajos the trappings of middle class status—the 

narrator states that “you can tell my brother is a miner because [his] house is new, large, 

and attractively stuccoed. There is a satellite dish, horse trailers, [and] campers. . . . 

(45)—his mention of abandoned mines, the profound toll on the land, and the American 

Indian Movement’s 1974 occupation of the Fairfield semiconductor plant in Shiprock 

hints at the fly-by-night nature of corporate enterprises on the Navajo Reservation (85). 

Especially with regard to abandoned uranium mines, this flight of capital from the Navajo 

Nation calls to mind what Giovanna Di Chiro notes as two  of the seventeen “Principles 

of Environmental Justice”: “Environmental Justice demands . . . that all past and current 

producers [of toxic, hazardous, and radioactive wastes] be held strictly accountable to the 

people for detoxification and the containment at the point of production” and 

“Environmental Destruction opposes the destructive operation of multinational 

corporations” (308-09). While Morris does not make explicit these connections to 

Environmental Justice principles, throughout his travels, as he attends to his fellow 
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worker’s attempts to earn sustenance, there is considerable overlap between his 

observations of abused lands and forgotten people.  

 Morris's accounts of schooling on and off the reservation attest to colonization's 

persistence as more than just spectral. In his critiques of how boarding schools subjected 

multilingual Native youths to a trial run of the "English only" policies that haunt 

contemporary schools and legislative houses, Morris reveals the parochial nature of 

Euroamerican educational goals. The narrator reveals these aims as exposing not only 

myopic pedagogical goals but as a more subtle extension of Kit Carson's project one 

hundred years earlier: "the whole intent was to destroy who and what they were .... It was 

a new form of warfare .... [in which they were constantly reminded that] 'Tradition is the 

enemy of Progress" (82-83). Despite these efforts to displace and homogenize Native 

youths, Morris calls attention to how boarding schools gave rise to new levels of pan-

tribal consciousness:  

amid the horror. . . something utterly remarkable transpired when diverse 

Indian nations were thrown together like that, naturally, friendships and 

intermarriages happened. All kinds of priceless information and 

experience were exchanged. There is a supreme irony in the fact that the 

government's tragic experiment in behavior modification gave birth 

instead to a powerful Pan-Indian consciousness. Important political and 

social organizations resulted from that mixing of nations. ‘Indian Country" 

as we know . . . it, was born’ (82).  
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Similar to Edward Said's observation that in “‘every situation, no matter how dominated 

it is, there's always an alternative’” (in Weaver 12), Morris's account of boarding schools 

gestures towards the ways that Native students creatively navigated repressive 

environments. As the narrator recounts a point much later in his life, when he's attending 

the Institute of American Indian Arts in Santa Fe, he describes how pantribal impulses 

that were secretly shared at earlier boarding schools become manifest and driving there, 

as Native students outnumbered Anglo and Mexican students on a campus shared with a 

Catholic college. In this setting, the narrator calls attention to how “the balance of 

privilege was reversed, even in only temporarily, but in a way that nevertheless deeply 

and truly mattered” as “the student body reflected the richness and diversity of the Native 

world: assimilateds and traditionals, urban and rural, full-bloods and crossbloods, rich  

and poor, young and old” (148). Through Morris's description of the Institute, he offers a 

vision of how a previously repressive “contact zone” of the boarding school, envisioned 

as a one-way avenue for transmitting ideas to a captive Native population, has been 

reshaped by students to serve their creative goals in ways that unsettle Anglo and 

Mexican descendents of earlier colonizers. In doing so, he establishes an example of how 

individuals elsewhere in the text might unite in response to environmental injustices.  

 As he recounts his grandfather’s teachings, Morris’s narrator describes an 

educational path that supplements repressive schooling practices while also affirming the 

persisting power residing within Diné culture and land. Through this process, the narrator 

comes to understand k’é (kinship) principles that link him to the “more-than-human” 

world in a way that stands in opposition to reductive “colonial nature talk.” He recalls 
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“spending childhood summers,  . . . learning the names of mountain plants and animals, 

riding my horse, coming to know the land like a relative” (37), as well as how his 

traditional grandfather initiates him into knowledge of “prayers, songs, stories, . . . 

ceremonial names of plants, animals, and various types of earth, gathering medicinal 

plants and corn pollen.” Further, he was “told about the power of animals and their place 

in creation,” and from his grandfather, he received his “sacred Diné name. The name that 

the deities know me by. The name used in prayers, the name that ties everything together 

and gives me an identity, a presence, in the universe” (79-80). Not only does the narrator 

establish his initiation into grounded knowledge of Diné Bikéyah, but he establishes how, 

as Lloyd Lee has pointed out, knowledge of k’é places him in kinship relations with 

“extended family, clans and. . . the earth and the universe” (Lee “Identity” 95). In 

response to visiting Euroamericans’ reactions to some of the despoiled conditions 

enumerated above, the narrator avers:  “True poverty is unknown to us. There is the land; 

and we have k’é, the intricate and enduring clanship ties that provide us with relatives 

wherever we go on the reservation” (46). Further, he establishes how kinship and 

knowledge of stories connects him to the landscapes of Diné Bikéyah: “I have seen these 

landmarks every morning of my life, whether or not I am actually home. These 

mountains and formations are as real and alive for me as are the stories that animate 

them. Better than anything else, they tell me who I am” (41). Significantly, many of the 

landforms he refers to are the same ones that have been mined, submerged by dams, or 

overlaid with military installations; consequently, there exists what Di Chiro calls a 

“mutually constitutive” relationship between the narrator and threatened or despoiled 
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landscapes (318). Just as one can petition the powers channeled through places in hopes 

of restoring hózhó to one’s self in relation to external surroundings, when the places that 

informs one’s being are threatened, there is incentive to act on their behalf.  

 Though the narrator of From the Glittering World later returns to Diné Bikéyah, 

he recounts how his disenchantment with abstract learning in high school, coupled with 

his fascination for the American Indian Movement takeovers at Wounded Knee and at the 

Fairfield plant in Shiprock inspired him “to know what was really going on” (85). His 

potential radicalization is short-lived, however, as he soon moves to Los Angeles, in 

hopes of “saving money and getting rich” (86). Despite his aspirations, he has a falling 

out with the uncle with whom he was living in Los Angeles, and he ends up working a 

series of menial jobs, where he begins developing solidarity with others at the margins of 

US culture. Working alongside recent Vietnamese and Mexican immigrants at "Julian 

Goldstein's Egg City,” the narrator becomes familiar with grand-scale factory farming. 

While he becomes conscious of the class position he shares with his fellow workers, he 

also discusses with them their shared antipathy towards US expansionism. Recalling 

conversations with his friend Juan, who "was fiercely proud of his Mexican roots,” the 

narrator expands Juan's historical consciousness, adding to his friend's observation that 

"California belonged to Mexico because the US had illegally occupied the land," the fact 

"that Mexico had taken it illegally from the Indians" (94). Through these exchanges, the 

narrator and Juan alike learn about layered oppression and the limits of ethnic 

chauvinism, yet again, rather than becoming more deeply politicized, the narrator 
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eventually quits his job and then several others before taking a Greyhound back to the 

reservation.  

 In some instances, Morris's narrator moves outward from knowledge of Navajo 

culture and hardships to ally himself with people from other marginalized groups; 

whereas, in others, he applies his knowledge of resistance to global injustice to the work 

he performs in Diné Bikéyah. This latter trajectory is most evident as he describes his 

work for the New Dawn Program, through which he sought to counteract nutritional 

deficiencies in the food available to Navajos. Realizing that many Diné were 

experiencing forms of malnutrition typically found in similarly impoverished African 

nations, the New Dawn administrators sought to establish a series of "small scale food 

production projects,” including “community seed banks,” that would encourage families 

to use sustainable technologies to grow some of their own food (141). As Morris notes, 

the Diné were experiencing a “part of a global pattern that denies self-sufficiency to 

indigenous peoples in the interest of the industrial world, [a pattern] .. . endemic to many 

‘developing’ countries whose indigenous foods are supplanted by imports from 

industrialized countries” (140, 142). Though ultimately unsuccessful as funding dried up 

well before a wide range of Navajos could be reached, this program afforded the narrator 

and his colleagues the opportunity to fuse solutions that had worked elsewhere in the 

world with their knowledge of traditional Diné agricultural practices. And from this 

platform, the narrator is able to telescope yet again, outwards from the Navajo 

Reservation to work at a field office for a global foundation.In that role, he recounts 

convening 1500 indigenous youths from throughout the western hemisphere in Phoenix 
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for a week of workshops. Most compelling among the accounts from that gathering is 

Morris's description of testimonios offered by Mayan children from Guatemala, who had 

watched their families die in the early 1980s during the brief and bloody regime of the 

Reagan-backed dictator, Efrain Rios Montt (146).  

 Reflecting on how the Mayan children's testimonios elicits “the recognition, the  

pain and fear, [that] is reflected in every dark: face in the [banquet hall],” Morris's 

narrator characteristically situates this dark moment amidst the mixed blessings 

encountered through this gathering as indicative of the mending and rending potential of 

globalization: “Just four miles away to the south, Sky Harbor International Airport,  

Arizona's gateway to the world, rumbled with air traffic. The towers of midtown Phoenix 

rose like broken teeth on the horizon. There are jetliners circling overhead and those kids 

from Brazil are tasting their first ice creams and we are dancing, I had thought. We are 

still here! But within the space of minutes those [Mayan] children had reminded us that 

so, too, are those would massacre us” (146). In his acknowledgement of beauty and 

happiness and that which threatens it, Morris evokes the powers of synthesis that reside 

in hózhó.  

 As a deeply empathetic chronicler of the plight and power of indigenous 

populations, Morris directs the lens of autoethnography to strike a balance between 

celebrating Native strengths and implicating the neocolonial institutions that continue to 

threaten their existence. At the same time that he is writing culture, he is writing nature, 

viewing the two as interdependent. His writing invites consideration of environmental 

justice principles and models application of those through his work for food security 



 181 

through the New Dawn program. And though Morris travels widely beyond Diné 

Bikéyah, he carries with him and practices a distinctively Navajo expression of the power 

of language to re-order a world in disarray.  

 Read alongside Luci Tapahonso and Esther Belin, Irvin Morris offers a rewarding 

middle position as a Navajo writer who chronicles many motivations for  “travels in the 

glittering world.” Like Tapahonso, he was raised traditionally on the Navajo Nation and 

has pursued distant educational and professional opportunities, but like Belin, he exposes 

many of challenging realities of life as an “Urban Indian.” While Tapahonso is most 

explicit about welcoming Navajos living beyond Diné Bikéyah  “to sojourn mentally and 

emotionally to our home” through her calm, measured writing, the more unsettling prose 

of Morris and Belin reflects their grittier experience of the economic challenges that 

Tapahonso acknowledges that many Navajos face in urban settings. The writing of all 

three offers literary paths towards an “imagined community,” inviting Diné and other 

Indigenous readers to perhaps view something of themselves reflected in a wide range of 

experiences in the late twentieth century, while encouraging non-Native readers to think 

more expansively about the variegated paths traveled by contemporary Indigenous 

peoples. Further, the works of Luci Tapahonso, Esther Belin, and Irvin Morris, when read 

as expressions of cultural sovereignty, shape a vision of Diné self-determination that is 

hardly isolationist in the connections they depict across cultures, at the same time that 

their texts reveal much about how contemporary expressions of kinship, land, language, 

endurance of colonial history, and worldview cohere into distinctive Diné identities.  
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EPILOGUE:  
INTERSECTIONS OF CULTURAL SOVEREIGNTY AND 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

 Braided through this study are multiple narratives. There is a narrative of cultural 

sovereignty and envisioning an expansive vision of  literary nationalism—perhaps, about 

what it means to read literature for its relevance to cultural self-determination. There is a 

narrative of economic development, with consequent environmental degradation and 

representational exploitation—perhaps, about what it means to be integrated into a 

dominant economic system while attempting to exert some agency in guiding the path of 

that integration. There is a narrative of returns and restorations—perhaps, about what it 

means to acknowledge the consequences of power, privilege, and possession, and to seek 

to restore a sense of order and justice to communities rent by the processes of 

colonization. There is a narrative of unquestioned and naïve privilege—perhaps, about 

what it means to write about another people, another place—perhaps, about a failure to 

see, act, and write responsibly—perhaps, about the failure to acknowledge the lived 

circumstances of a people—perhaps, about viewing Indigenous people solely as a 

repository of ideas and exotic experience—perhaps, about viewing a place as 

uncomplicated by global processes of change 

 There is a narrative of making sense of one’s connection to place and culture in a 

world in transition—perhaps, about the shaping of hopeful stories for fellow travelers. 

There is a narrative that implicates an exploitative and alienating socioeconomic 

system—perhaps about the affirmation of kinship-oriented ethics in a setting where 

individualism and economic ambitions are most highly valued. There is a narrative of 



 183 

witnessing environmental injustice in a consecrated landscape—perhaps, about the 

potential to forge alliances within and across cultures.  

 

 Of these narrative strands, many are woven together in—and illuminated by—

analysis of a series of recent events occurring within slightly more than month of each 

other. The first, a political pronouncement; the second, an aesthetic intervention.  

 

 On September 30, 2009, Joe Shirley, the Navajo Tribal Council President 

resoundingly supported  the Hopi Tribal Council’s censure of environmental advocacy 

groups, stating that “Unlike ever before, environmental activists and organizations are 

among the greatest threat to tribal sovereignty, tribal self determination, and our quest for 

independence” (Navajo Nation). Shirley’s condemnation echoed that of the Hopi Tribal 

Council, which stated that “the Sierra Club, National Resources Defense Fund, National 

Parks Conservation Association, and any  ‘on-reservation organizations sponsored by or 

affiliated with the groups, are no longer welcome on the reservation’” (Berry). Though 

not officially named in the statements, the banned groups are said to include Black Mesa 

Water Coalition, Hopi Organizational Political Initiative (H.O.P.I.), Diné CARE, To’ 

Nizhoni Ani (Diné Bizaad for “beautiful water speaks”), C-Aquifer for Diné, and “other 

community-based organizations, some of which have urged green development, 

including jobs in renewable energy and traditional occupations” (Berry).  Both the Hopi 

Council and Shirley’s support thereof were responding generally to efforts that led to the 

closure of the Mohave Generating Station in 2005—and consequently the closure of 
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Black Mesa Mine and the loss of hundreds of jobs and tens of millions of dollars in 

revenue, as well as efforts to prevent the construction of Desert Rock power plant—but 

the immediate catalyst for the symbolic banishment was the targeted groups’ request that 

the Federal Environmental Protection Agency investigate how air pollution from the 

Navajo Generating Station, located near Page, Arizona, might be contributing to smog 

over the Grand Canyon (Berry).   

 Though much greater issues are at play, when the impetus for “banishing” 

environmentalists is cast as preventing “smog over the Grand Canyon,” versus creating 

jobs that offer financial security, Hopi and Navajo leaders frame the controversy in a 

limited and limiting way. Indeed, the operation of Navajo Generating Station, as well as 

other past power plants and mines employed less than five percent of the Navajo Nation. 

Though these coal enterprises generate income for the Navajo Nation, the leases on 

property and royalties on coal compensate the tribal nations  substantially below market 

value. However, as has been thoroughly documented, that employment came at 

substantial social and environmental cost: especially in the case of mining on Black 

Mesa, which was tied to the relocation of thousands of Diné from ancestral homes; to 

coal burning at Mohave Generating Station, which severely affected air quality over 

multiple states, leading to plumes of respiratory illness, as well as global atmospheric 

consequences; and to the operation of slurry lines that drained a billion gallons  of water 

annually from the Black Mesa aquifer to send coal to Laughlin, Nevada. While the 

magnitude of operations at Mohave was more vast than that at Navajo Generating 

Station, the nexus of coal mining and burning, even on a slightly smaller scale is still 
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significant. To trivialize the Navajo station’s effects  as merely causing “smog over the 

Grand Canyon,” is to frame the conflict as limited to mainstream environmentalists’ 

hand-wringing desire to maintain pristine recreational spaces, rather than a more holistic, 

environmental justice framing that takes into account coal mining and processing’s 

extensive impacts on humans, animals, lands, and air alike, alongside its meager 

economic rewards.  

 Further, although mainstream environmental organizations are called out by name 

in both the Hopi Council’s and Shirley’s statements, strategically, the local organizations 

are merely alluded to, rendered guilty by association. Were they named, Navajos and 

Hopis addressed by those statements might recognize the “perpetrators” as their 

neighbors, as grassroots activists who advocate on their behalf to ensure safe 

environments and just working conditions. Consequently, the leaders make easy targets 

of groups like the Sierra Club. When the opposition is perceived primarily as well-heeled 

recreationalists and preservationists, Shirley can get away with making generalizations 

about their political awareness, such as the notion that “many of these people don’t know 

about Navajos, sovereignty or self-determination. They just want any use of coal stopped. 

However, coal is the Navajo Nation’s most plentiful resource, and our prosperity depends 

on it” (Navajo Nation).  Nevertheless, several members of those grassroots groups have 

publicly countered Shirley’s generalizations that “many of these people don’t know about 

Navajos, sovereignty or self-determination.”  For instance,  Enei Begaye, Co-Director of 

the Black Mesa Foundation states,  

Despite our collaborative successes it comes as a shocking blow to hear 
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our elected President condemn Navajo citizens who have opposing views 

to coal development as ‘the greatest threat to tribal sovereignty, tribal 

self-determination, and our quest for independence.’ We strongly believe 

in tribal sovereignty and self-determination. As Navajo citizens, it is our 

duty to voice concerns about the actions of our government, and we will 

continue to hold our elected leaders accountable.  The President’s 

statement is a stinging insult and threat to all Navajo citizens who don't 

align their opinions with corporate values or President Shirley’s energy 

agenda (Black Mesa).   

Here, Begaye reframes the issue in ways that implicate Shirley’s comments as 

prioritizing economic sovereignty over political or cultural sovereignty. While Shirley’s 

premise is that “outsiders” in the form of environmental advocacy groups are seeking to 

disrupt the Nation’s right to economic self-determination, which would increase 

dependence upon the  U.S. federal government, Begaye indicates how this is flawed on 

several levels. On one level, Shirley’s claim tacitly implies that citizens of the Navajo 

Nation must be silenced in order to secure greater indebtedness to a multinational 

corporation, Stithe Global. Within the framework of  multiple systems of governance, 

whether they be the current Tribal Government, the U.S. model of democracy, or the 

traditional Diné mode of Naachid, the notion that citizens should not critique their leaders 

runs contrary to formations of both political and cultural sovereignty. Consequently, 

Shirley’s proclamation potentially creates a low-level state of emergency, wherein 

concerned citizens are urged to remain silent just long enough to achieve the chimera of 
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economic sovereignty, which, supposedly, will lead to a more fully realized cultural and 

political sovereignty.   

 While Begaye implicates misleading dimensions of Shirley’s statement, which 

impugn the motivations of Diné citizens, she also affirms how cultural and political 

sovereignty for groups like Black Mesa Water Coalition are grounded in teachings that 

might productively guide environmental policies as well as the path of a Nation towards 

self-determination that is rooted in history, while looking towards an increasingly 

complex future:  

‘Black Mesa Water Coalition is Navajo citizens who want healthy 

communities and who oppose the Desert Rock power plant and further 

coal development!’ states Begaye, ‘Our stances have been formulated not 

from 'outside environmental' groups, but from our elders and our 

experiences.  Our positions have been shaped from ceremony and from 

long standing traditional directives to care for All Living Beings, because 

we are all tied together in survival. (Black Mesa) 

Here, Begaye shapes a vision of sovereignty that is grounded in traditional teachings, so 

much so that there is room to creatively innovate upon them and to build alliances that 

might serve those traditional directives. 

 Further, as Begaye glibly refers to the nature of allegiances between BMWC and 

mainstream environmental groups, she acknowledges the strengths of those relationships 

as well as the fact that there is also room to grow: 
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‘The individuals we've worked with from the Sierra Club, NRDC, and the 

Grand Canyon Trust have respected our leadership, in fact many of these 

individuals are Native themselves,’ says Begaye. ‘However, we do want to 

push the national environmental organizations to do more to respect 

Native grassroots efforts and to follow the leadership of directly affected, 

frontline communities.  We eagerly await the call from Carl Pope, Sierra 

Club's Executive Director, to sit down and talk.’ (Black Mesa) 

Certainly, too, in Begaye’s final statement, she affirms the “sovereign” status of BMWC 

in the realm of environmental organizations, prepared to meet on equal terms with, and in 

fact, to educate, the director of the Sierra Club. One of Begaye’s colleagues at BMWC, 

Nikke Alex, corroborates the importance of alliances: “It's important for people to know 

that Native grassroots people are in the leadership of tribal issues on and around tribal 

lands, . . . and we greatly appreciate the non-native individuals and environmental 

organizations that have respected and supported our leadership as a Navajo grassroots 

organization” (Black Mesa). In these observations, Begaye and Nikke note that sovereign 

need not mean isolationist, and that the strength of nation-building resides not in 

silencing dissent but in shaping dialogue that allows leadership to act creatively and with 

knowledge of the people’s concerns.   

 Wahleah Johns, a Co-Director of Black Mesa Water Coalition, offers a blunt 

voice of dissent as she indicates the limitations of relying upon further development of 

coal as a path toward economic sovereignty:  
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We believe that President Shirley is misinformed as to the benefits of coal 

mining and coal-fired power plants and out of touch with the kind of 

economy the Navajo people want . . . Our organization has been working 

to support the traditional lifeways of weavers, ranchers, artisans and a new 

clean energy economy.  After over 30 years of coal development on the 

Navajo reservation, most of our people still live below the national 

poverty line, and now there are increasing health problems due to fossil 

fuel development pollution and global warming. (Black Mesa) 

Through her words, Johns pinpoints the spuriousness of linking economic sovereignty to 

a coal-based economy. As she establishes her organization’s efforts to improve economic 

opportunities by supporting the work of weavers, ranchers, and artisans, Johns indicates 

just how broadly BWDC envisions the environment. Further, she yokes support for those 

traditional lifeways with the possibility of expanding the economy through developing 

renewable energy alternatives.  

 Among other repercussions, discourse emerging from this  event indicates how 

within Native Nations, specifically the Navajo and Hopi Nations in this case, there are 

contesting visions of sovereignty as well as varying uses of the past to advocate for those 

claims. Further, this conversation indicates a persisting  wariness towards mainstream 

Euroamerican environmentalists who have come to think of Navajos and Native 

Americans at large as monolithic, as templates of what Shepherd Krech has called “the 

Ecological Indian.” Also surfacing from this public conversation is the persisting tension 

between maintaining and developing economic sovereignty and securing economic well-
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being through enterprises that are a good match for the culture. Finally, and of immediate 

relevance to texts addressed in this study, are they ways that Navajo leaders and activists 

are attuned to the shortcomings of “colonial nature talk,” which is countered in Irvin 

Morris’s writing, in which  sensible and culturally grounded environmental justice 

perspectives towards the environment reveal the shallowness of  “colonial nature talk.”  

 

 The second event, primarily aesthetic but also political in nature, was the premiere 

of Bo Boudart’s documentary Power Paths which first aired on PBS on November 3, 

2009. Featured in the Independent Lens Series and co-produced by Diné grassroots 

organizer, Norman Brown, the documentary revisits one of the large-scale issues of 

political ecology that has affected Diné Bikéyah, the mining of Black Mesa and the 

related social and environmental impacts, noted above, which affect human health, 

economy, the depletion of water tables and sacred springs, air quality (in Diné Bikéyah 

and beyond), and overarching community well-being. While production of the film had 

wrapped long before the public airing of Shirley’s and the Hopi Council’s 

pronouncements against environmentalists, against the background of that public 

discourse, it takes on greater resonance.  

 Featuring interviews with many of the same Diné and Hopi activists who 

responded publicly to those pronouncements, Power Paths’s central contribution to this 

discourse is the creative, restorative path it proposes. For instance, the film is less critical 

of the proposed Desert Rock generating station than is much public discourse. 

Establishing how the proposed plant is championed by Joe Shirley as a “clean coal” 
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option that would experiment with carbon sequestration techniques, the film also includes 

interview clips in which Shirley describes plans to secure a loan to establish an ownership 

stake in the plant. Shirley maintains that this ownership stake alone would substantially 

shift the power dynamics between the Navajo and Hopi Nations and the multinational 

corporations that construct such plants and disseminate their energy (Bechtel, Stithe 

Global, Cal Edison, Peabody Coal, to list the primary corporate players in this film); 

indeed, rather than being historically undercompensated for coal and labor, such an 

arrangement would afford Navajos a greater say in plant operations and it would make 

steps toward Shirley’s goal of increasing economic sovereignty, albeit by making a 

deeper commitment to coal. As mentioned by Wahleah Johns, many Navajos, especially 

those living near the proposed plant are highly skeptical of claims that air quality, in the 

form of particulate matter and carbon emissions, would be substantively better than that 

near the Mohave and Navajo generating stations. Likewise, Dailan Long,  a member of 

Diné CARE has pointed out that funding for the Navajo Nation to actually buy into the 

plant was far from firmed up (Thompson).  

 Though Power Paths presents the Desert Rock plant as a step away from more 

heavily polluting and exploitative energy alternatives, it poses an even more creative path 

to navigate the twenty-first century energy economy. The film establishes the soundness 

of a “modest proposal,” posed by the Just Transition Coalition, comprising the Black 

Mesa Water Coalition, Black Mesa Trust, To’ Nizhoni Ani Grand Canyon Trust, Sierra 

Club, and the Indigenous Environmental Network. Calling upon Diné and Hopi 

philosophy and advanced understanding of contemporary political ecology, the Just 
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Transition program proposes a creative synthesis of objectionable historical conditions 

with creative but grounded interpretation of energy policy, in hopes of restoring a sense 

of harmony—or hózhó—to people, lands, waters, skies, and other beings affected by 

exploitative mining and coal processing conditions.  

 The Just Transition program’s central premise is that under Cap and Trade policy, 

after the 2006 closure of the Mohave Power Plant, its primary owner, Southern California 

Edison, will receive up to $53 million  annually for the sale of pollution credits. Since the 

plant was nearing the end of its projected functional life, and since mining operations at 

Black Mesa, its source of coal, had ceased operation, the Mohave Plant’s closure was 

imminent. Thus, arguing that the $53 million annual revenue amounted to a windfall for 

Edison, the Just Transition Coalition has mounted legal efforts asking the California 

Public Utility Commission to reserve just $20 million of those funds annually for 

redistribution to Navajos and Hopis most affected by inequitable energy policy. As 

Christopher McLeod notes,  

The coalition is proposing to direct 30 percent to local villages and 

chapters to invest in solar, wind, and ecotourism, 10 percent for job 

retraining, 40 percent to invest directly in alternative energy development 

and production, and 20 percent to tribal governments to help sustain 

programs cut due to loss of royalty income.  

While the request for funds is still under review, were this to unfold as the Just Transition 

coalition has envisioned it, rather than continuing to be beholden to a coal-based 

extractive economy, Navajos and Hopis can make use of the existing power grid that 
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historically has transmitted power over houses that do not have electricity, in order to fuel 

the energy needs of urban centers such as Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Tucson. 

Rather than sending energy away, while shouldering a burden of pollution and depleted 

aquifers without adequate compensation, this plan would allow the two nations to 

develop renewable energy networks that would capitalize on the availability of sun and 

wind, both to provide power to previously unwired Native homes and to generate enough 

power to sell back to California, to compensate for the closure of Mojave Power Plant 

and to respond to the state mandate, signed into law by Governor Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, establishing that California will no longer import coal-derived energy 

from other states. Centrally, Power Paths establishes the conditions that make the Just 

Transitions program a creative and viable option for Diné and Hopi peoples to make 

creative, “transcultural” use of extractive industry infrastructure. Historically, an 

exploitative structure, that underscored for rural Diné their status as resource colony for 

far-flung western cities, the power grid can potentially be repurposed along the lines that 

Just Transitions proposes.  

 On an aesthetic level, Power Paths is largely unsurprising to those who have 

spent time on the Navajo Nation as it presents iconic images of Shiprock silhouetted 

against the sunset and a number of other signifiers of Native landscapes figured as 

picturesque and aurally serene, as the film features, at points, a soundtrack of flute music 

that will establish for PBS viewers that this, indeed, is a film about Native America. Less 

iconic, or resonant in different ways are the framing of shots, and juxtapositional editing 

to indicate the tension between natural elements and the ubiquity of high-tension wires. 
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Most notable is the framing of high-tension wire supports, with abstractly anthropoid, 

angular features from multiple views. Often Boudart frames these against iconic 

landscapes, such as the San Francisco Peaks, sacred to Navajos and Hopis. At other 

points, the towers stand large in vast expanses of sage-dappled high desert. At yet other 

points, they are framed with medium and close-up shots. The protracted attention to these 

towers and their angular features arguably invites PBS viewers to create visual 

associations between those structures and the exaggerated angularity of visual 

representations of Navajo Yé’ii Bicheii or Hopi Koshare figures. While the film avoids 

excessive and exploitative focus upon spiritual connections that ground  Hopis and Diné 

in the land, this visual cue invites the audience to appreciate the “power” of the grid laid 

over those lands, to imagine how, distilled into those steel structures and the cables  

spanning over Diné Bikéyah are elements of the profligately wasted water, strip-mined 

coal, fouled air, and undercompensated human communities (both for those who actually 

labor in the mines and processing stations, as well as for citizens of those tribal nations 

who are inadequately rewarded for the extraction of coal due to exploitative leases and 

royalty rates).  

 While the subject matter of Power Paths invokes environmental justice aesthetics 

that balance the goals of advocacy for human communities with efforts to protect the 

“more-than-human” world, this aesthetic is further focused by Norman Brown’s role as a 

co-producer. Norman Brown, a Diné activist from Shiprock has long been active in 

environmental justice advocacy, most recently as a driving force behind the Diné Bidziil 

Coalition, which translates loosely into “power of the people.”  As Mark Shaffer notes, 
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their efforts center upon Diné Bikéyah, but the coalition has developed into a rhizomatic 

group, linking “37 North American groups and more than 1,200 people representing a 

broad spectrum of causes,” also including linkages with Zapatista efforts in Chiapas, 

Mexico. Along with the film’s focus on high tension wires as an anomalous mode of 

representing Navajo Country, Power Paths depicts several protests in which Diné and 

Hopi people attempt to hold accountable agents of Native and U.S. government, as well 

as the corporate entities that often co-opt those government agencies. In the instances 

when Navajo or Hopi spiritual beliefs regarding the land are addressed, they are 

presented by activists and by former Hopi Tribal Chairman, Vernon Masayesva, in 

candid, matter-of-fact voices.  

 Rather than respond to such views as romanticized exotic artifacts of a people 

outside of history, PBS viewers are invited to view statements regarding the importance 

of water and air as parallel to their own desires to protect community health, albeit arising 

out of a different set of historical and cultural circumstances. Further, in the allegiances 

formed across the boundaries of tribal nations and cultures and in their knowledge of 

contemporary political policy, Indigenous environmental justice advocates are presented 

in this film as profoundly creative and flexible navigators of a global network of energy 

corporations, activist networks, scholars and citizens attuned to the global, atmospheric 

consequences of climate change. As with the filmmakers and agents in The Return of 

Navajo Boy, the advocates presented in this film along with the production crew, play 

active roles in framing narratives in which Diné and other Indigenous people are not 

marooned on the shoals of history, but instead are active in the shaping of restorative 
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processes that might correct historic injustices.7 These restorative efforts call upon 

traditional ecological knowledge at the same time that they integrate sophisticated 

understandings of global political economy, as engaged grassroots coalitions advocate for 

the well-being of the people in ways that take into account the limitations of current 

systems of tribal governance, the motivations of multinational corporations, and the 

complexities of current state and federal regulations. Rather than lamenting the flow of 

resource energy, expropriated from their lands, over their heads to neocolonial 

metropolitan centers, these coalitions wield principles of creative synthesis embedded in 

Diné culture in ways that promise to redirect the flow of energy and to loosely 

concentrate power in networks of Indigenous peoples as they work towards a harmonious 

balance of just environmental relations, economic security, and cultural sovereignty—

ideals which can be envisioned as convergent, complementary, and expressive of hózhó.  
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ENDNOTES 

 
1 For a more thorough articulation of the U.S. Southwest as “America's Orient,” please 
see Barbara Babcock's “A New Mexican Rebecca: Imaging Pueblo Women,” which 
complicates Edward Said's vision of Orientalism, as Babcock applies those ideas to 
Pueblo Olla Maidens. Her argument draws upon Said's thinking to describe the 
expansive, constructed vision of the U.S. Southwest as “an idea that has a history and a 
tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in 
and for the rest of America” (Babcock 406). While the metaphors and images I'm 
addressing in this essay appear in documents with limited distribution, they are windows 
into a greater representational matrix, in which Navajo Country has been packaged as an 
exotic “otherspace” within American borders.   
2 The extent of the trader's promotion of Navajo Country is further appreciated when one 
considers the thousand mile junket that Goulding and several friends organized as they 
mustered support for the “Navajo Trail” highway, which would eventually create an 
artery that routed tourist traffic between Mesa Verde and the Grand Canyon past his 
trading post (194). On this promotional tour, Goulding appealed to the governments of 
small towns throughout the Four Corners region, rallying their support for a highway 
project that would benefit them all.  
3 Goulding was optimistic about Euroamerican popular support for the Navajo. When 
advocating for the creation of a national (versus a tribal) park that did not “evacuate” 
Native inhabitants, Goulding told the federal parks representative in 1959 that” in the last 
few years there's been quite a change coming over the American Public. They're starting 
to see [what we have done to these Indians]., and they're starting to think about trying to 
fix things up with them a little better, and redeem themselves .... The criticism is going to 
come if you don't do it [allow Natives to continue inhabiting the proposed park]” (225). 
Also in his stated preference to call 1930s travelers to his post “visitors,” rather than 
“dudes,” Goulding demonstrates his capacity to extend a warm welcome to all (as long as 
they're not union laborers [159]) (77). His semantics can also be read as an early phase of 
business euphemism, in which you serve “guests,” rather than “customers. “  
4 According to Witherspoon, Navajo language and art express the importance of situating 
the culture and its individuals within a “world in motion” (48). He notes that the Diné 
language favors “to go” rather than “to be” as its “principal verb,” which Witherspoon 
considers illustrative of the Navajo “cosmos [as] composed of processes and events, as 
opposed to a cosmos composed of facts and things” (49). 
5 Though I've mentioned Bennie Klain's role as a co-Producer, he assumed that role about 
halfway through the production process. It's for that reason that I frequently refer 
exclusively to Spitz and Kennedy's efforts in the early stages of filming.  
6 After completing initial drafts of this chapter, I found Rebecca Tillett’s illuminating 
essay, “Seeing with a ‘New and Different Eye’: Interactions of Culture and Nature in 
Contemporary Navajo Writing,” which also addresses Irvin Morris’s attention to 
extractive industries. Her essay develops in greater depth the far-reaching social and 
environmental consequences of coal mining on Black Mesa (20-21). To similar ends, Joni 
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Adamson’s 2001 text offers pointed contextual information about Peabody Coal’s mines 
on Black Mesa as it relates to Euroamerican and Indigenous place-based literatures (48-
50).  
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