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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation adopts a discourse-centered approach 

to culture in order to explore the local meanings attached 

to alcohol and drinking in contemporary Navajo society. 

Against a backdrop of drastic cultural transformations, 

Navajo discourse reveals a wide range of accounts in which 

drinking is situated within the context of individual 

experiences and histories. Alcohol and drinking are 

connected to personal memories of important events, 

emotions, and relationships. 

Beyond the level of individual stories, these 

narratives help organize collective accounts of the Navajo 

as a people by providing comprehensive evaluations and 

commentaries on drinking. A number of collective meanings 

are embedded in narratives about alcohol that reference 

cultural sentiments and prominent moral values and offer a 

social commentary that defines what is, and is not, Navajo. 

Further insights are offered by an examination of 

aging-out, a salient pattern of Navajo drinking. Former 

problem drinkers who have aged out and no longer experience 

alcohol related difficulties offer narratives that frame 

drinking in certain set ways. The discourse on aging-out 

among the Navajo not only provides detail on a category of 

drinker that is largely ignored in accounts of Native 

American drinking but also illustrates some of the values 
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and meanings attached to drinking cessation and personal 

change. 

The discourse of alcoholism treatment provides other 

understandings regarding Navajo conceptions of alcohol, 

including the character of this substance and the effect it 

has on people — especially Native Americans. Consideration 

of this set of discourse reveals insights into the treatment 

process as well as commentaries and evaluations of treatment 

effectiveness and other related issues. 

This study suggests that Navajo narratives of alcohol 

and drinking provide important idioms for expressing moral 

and self-identity, individual experience, collective 

history, and cultural degeneration. The discourse on 

drinking in Navajo society reveals a social world of 

polarization, contention, and intergenerational conflict. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION, OVERVIEW, AND METHODOLOGY 

Orientation 

On Sunday September 1, 1996 Norman Yazzie, a 3 3 year 

old Navajo man living with his family in the small 

reservation community of Dennehotso, Arizona, took a .22 

caliber rifle and, after writing a lengthy note explaining 

his actions, shot his five children as they sat in the 

living room of their trailer watching a video (Daily Sun, 

September 7, 1996). Four of the five children died. As the 

details of this case came to light, it was clear that 

Yazzie, despondent over the impending end of his marriage, 

murdered his children in order to inflict pain on their 

mother, his wife. The broad outlines of such crimes 

involving men and women, passion and murder, are not foreign 

to the Navajo (or any other group) but express one extreme 

of a culturally salient mode of reacting to the sexual 

jealousy, frustration, and ambivalence inherent in conjugal 

relationships (Dyk 1938:47-48; Farella 1993:77-95; Heath 

1964:126; Kluckhohn 1962:94; Levy and Kunitz 1974:187-188). 

The specific details of this incident, however, involving as 

it did the murder of four children, represented a 

particularly traumatic deviation from this pattern and made 

it especially disturbing. 
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In a statement to the press regarding these events in 

Dennehotso, Navajo Nation President Albert Hale noted that 

the Yazzie murder case underscored a critical issue on the 

Navajo reservation that required special attention --

alcohol abuse. What made this comment so curious was the 

apparent lack of alcoholic pathology associated with the 

homicides. While Yazzie drank several beers over the course 

of the day of the murders, he had no history of alcohol 

problems and the sole surviving child, his 11 year old son, 

reported that his father was not drunk when he took up the 

rifle and began shooting (Davenport 1996). 

There are a number of other important issues on the 

Navajo reservation made apparent by this case which, 

theoretically, could have been just as easily noted by the 

Navajo President. Since Yazzie, like a large percentage of 

Navajo men his age, was chronically unemployed. Hale might 

have used this incident as a political platform to call 

attention to the need for economic development and job 

opportunities for fathers supporting young families.^ 

Likewise, the marital problems mentioned by Yazzie in his 

letter could have influenced Hale to call for the 

development of resources for married couples experiencing 

difficulties in their relationships, or for the greater 

^ According to 1990 Census figures, 76.3 percent of 
all persons in Dennehotso live below the poverty line. 
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provision of, and access to, mental health and counseling 

facilities on the reservation. 

But by mentioning alcohol in this particular context 

President Hale attempted to link these murders to an 

extensive, on-going social problem. President Hale most 

likely resorted to this particular spin on the murders 

because alcohol and drinking have a special social relevance 

in Navajo culture, a relevance linked to personal 

experience, social memory, and collective ideologies, a 

relevance so comprehensive that application of any other 

issues in this context was unlikely. 

Certainly, no one should doubt that alcohol and the 

abusive, pathological drinking too often associated with it 

is a significant health, social, and political problem on 

the Navajo reservation. Indicators of the extensive 

presence of alcohol are apparent to anyone on the 16 million 

acre Navajo reservation that occupies much of the high 

desert region shared by Arizona, Utah, and New Mexico. The 

traveller on Highway 89 north of Flagstaff, Arizona, for 

example, may notice the silent but ubiquitous presence of 

alcohol in the many distinctive shades of glass from wine, 

beer, and liquor bottles that line the roadside. 

More visible are the trading posts in communities just 

outside the Navajo Nation boundary line that offer the 

closest legal source of alcohol to Navajos living on the 
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reservation. On any given day, but particularly on 

weekends, paydays, and at the first of the month when 

General Assistance checks arrive, many Navajos on the 

western side of the reservation "make the run to Grey," 

i.e., they drive to the nearest off-reseirvation town. Grey 

Mountain, Arizona, in order to purchase alcohol. 

In warmer weather you may on occasion see a Navajo man 

passed out in front of a small motel in Grey Mountain 

sleeping off a drunk. Other Navajo men, alone or in small 

groups, point their thumbs south in an attempt to hitchhike 

into Flagstaff to drink. Later these same men, or others 

like them, stand on Highway 89 on the eastern limits of 

Flagstaff and point their thumbs north again in order to 

return to the reservation after a drinking binge. 

Other tangible indicators of the effect of alcohol are 

more definite but at the same time more subtle. Small 

shrines composed of crosses and plastic flowers, whose sun-

faded colors blend into the huge landscapes of the Colorado 

Plateau, dot the highway and memorialize the death of loved 

ones in automobile accidents. These shrines, diminutive as 

they are under the expansive blue sky of Navajoland, blend 

easily into the roadside and are easily overlooked. One 

might see over the course of a year, as I did, that the 

number of these crosses gradually increases as new shrines 

appear from time to time. 
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In reservation communities like Tuba City, Arizona, a 

Bureau of Indian Affairs administrative center for the 

Western Navajo Agency, the presence of alcohol is more 

obvious. A small park just off Main Street serves as a 

social gathering place where groups of people (usually men) 

meet frequently, weather and finances permitting, to drink. 

Despite prohibition by tribal law, alcohol is not hard to 

find in this park or in several well-known homes in south 

Tuba where bootleggers peddle to anyone with the money or, 

more recently, food stamps, to purchase their goods. 

Another indicator of the character and extent of the 

alcohol problem in Tuba City is apparent at Basha's, a 

local supermarket, where panhandlers often approach people 

for money to get a drink. Inside this store the resident 

thirst for alcohol has led the managers to place a number of 

different products consumed as a substitute for beverage 

alcohol, including hairspray, mouthwash, and even vanilla 

extract, behind a counter with limited access. 

Alcohol is often present at the fringe of important 

community events. At a Nightway dance conducted in 

conjunction with the Western Agency Fair in Tuba City in 

October of 1994, broken wine bottles littered the fire pits 

where elders, children, and others tried to stay warm as 

they awaited the Ye'ii Bicheii dancers. In pick-up trucks 

parked away from the dance, bootleggers sold alcohol. At 
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the Tuba City flea market, held every Friday when weather 

perroits, men with alcohol on their breath will often 

approach, start conversation and, almost invariably, ask for 

"gas money" to get back home, or wander off into the sand 

dunes to drink more. 

More abstract measures quantify the effect of alcohol 

on the Navajo in a different way. Statistics on alcohol 

related mortality and morbidity, including motor vehicle 

accidents, alcoholic cirrhosis, fetal alcohol syndrome, 

alcohol dependence, and violence associated with alcohol 

abuse all provide compelling and sometimes brutal indicators 

of the shape and extent of problem drinking in Navajo 

country (Haraldson 1988:129-142; Indian Health SeJrvice 1993; 

Institute for Social Research 1994; Katz and May 1979; 

Lamarine 1988:143-155; May et al. 1983; Navajo Area Indian 

Health Service 1990; Navajo Nation Department of Highway 

Safety 1995) . Prevalence studies of alcohol dependence, one 

measure of alcohol related problems, indicate that the rate 

for this syndrome among the Navajo is from six to 20 times 

that of the US rate (see Haraldson 1988:138; Indian Health 

Service 1993:53).^ 

^ Such sharp contrasts should be interpreted with 
caution. It may be more reasonable to compare Navajo 
alcoholic mortality and morbidity rates to those of other 
groups with similar class and regional backgrounds (cf. 
Kunitz and Levy 1994:168-191). 
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Despite the destruction and cost in lives, however, 

many Navajo continue to drink. There are no neat means to 

account for the shape and character of Navajo drinking, 

although there is certainly no shortage of attempts to 

describe and interpret this phenomenon. Navajo drinking, if 

destructive, is also complex and non-pliant; it eludes any 

simplistic attempts to propose ultimate origins or outcomes. 

Part of the difficulty in describing this phenomenon 

lies in the complexity and heterogeneity of Navajo drinking. 

While pathologic drinking is a considerable problem on the 

reservation, a substantial number of Navajos do not drink.^ 

Most of those who do drink do so for only a portion of their 

lives and typically quit without recourse to formal alcohol 

treatment programs and without suffering significant 

physiological sequela (Levy and Kunitz 1974; Kunitz and Levy 

1994) . 

Other indicators of complexity emerge from drastic 

macrolevel social transformations and historical dynamics 

that have manifested in changing drinking patterns (Heath 

1964; Levy and Kunitz 1974; Topper 1985). Drinking, once a 

prestige activity primarily engaged in by mature, high 

^ May and Smith (1988:326) note that 48 percent of 
those surveyed in an alcohol study on the Navajo reservation 
indicated that they were currently abstainers. Levy and 
Kunitz (1974:136) report lifelong abstention rates ranging 
from 23 to 46 percent. 
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status men, is now practiced by women, adolescents, and 

young adults. Alcohol, once expensive and not widely 

available, is now easily within the means of almost all 

Navajos, and frequently encountered both on and off the 

reservation. Today, Navajos drink not only in border towns 

and bars, but at social dances and pow-wows, and at rodeos 

and fairs. They drink as part of school and work, at home 

and overseas, amid the sociality of ceremonies and the 

seclusion of the "boonies."'' They drink with friends, 

family, and strangers; with Navajos and non-Navajos; with 

Indians and non-Indians. This dynamic character of alcohol 

use holds many implications for rationales regarding the 

etiology of problem drinking, the trajectory of drinking 

careers, and, ultimately, for representations of Navajo 

drinking. 

But the picture of Navajo drinking, and the issues it 

relates to, are more complex still. Alcohol use on the 

Navajo reservation intersects with a variety of distinct but 

interrelated concerns involving moral values, individual and 

collective identity, underdevelopment, imagined histories, 

psychic conflict, and social contention. The stress and 

disintegration revealed in these aspects of contemporary 

Navajo society stand in stark contrast to a substantial 

" The boondocks: the vast, isolated areas of the 
Navajo reservation. 



19 

ethnographic literature that emphasizes an underlying 

cultural stratum of harmony, adaptation, and growth in the 

face of change and adversity (see, for instance, Farella 

1984; Gill 1981; Griffin-Pierce 1992; Reichard 1974:26-49; 

Vogt 1961; Witherspoon 1977), How do evaluations of alcohol 

and drinking problems fit into this overall backdrop of 

continuity and change? How do Navajos comment upon these 

drinking patterns? What place and value does alcohol have 

in Navajo society today? 

Despite some 50 years of systematic social science 

research on alcohol use in Native American communities, 

local perspectives on these and other important questions 

remain largely unexplored. While there are various theories 

that account for the etiology of drinking, there is very 

little sense of the socially situated meanings related to 

drinking, or of the cultural semantics of alcohol. To be 

sure, there is great detail on "drinking," "Indian 

drinking," and "Navajo drinking," but virtually nothing 

regarding the local semantics of drinking, especially the 

historically emerging personal and collective meanings that 

accrue to alcohol. The primary goal of this dissertation is 

to document local, Navajo, perspectives on drinking 

phenomena by presenting a set of commentaries and meanings, 

in the form of narratives, related to alcohol use in 

contemporary Navajo society. 
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Theoretical Notes 

Theories of Discourse and Narrative 

Intellectually, I wish to situate this discussion 

within the overall framework of anthropological studies on 

discourse and narrative. Here, my basic premise follows 

Urban (1991) in that I contend discourse is one of the many 

publicly accessible sign vehicles that constitute what 

anthropologists call culture. Discourse in this treatment 

is more than a faddish buzzword and is utilized for its 

theoretical referentiality and analytical power (cf. Baumann 

1996:10-11; Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990:7); it is simply a 

level or component of language use that provides a concrete 

analytical nexus for studying the language-culture-society 

relationship, a relationship that has been an important 

focus of theory and inquiry in American anthropology since 

its inception (Boas 1911; Sapir 1921; Whorf 1956). 

A discourse-oriented approach to culture emphasizes an 

analysis of language rooted in social settings. One of the 

most important assumptions of this attitude is that speech 

acts are motivated, i.e., there are underlying, setting-

sensitive meanings in language that are appropriately, and 

often purposefully, accessed by people in specific social 

contexts (Briggs 1988; Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990; Sherzer 

1987) . 
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As Besnier (1994:199) points out, "Discourse is one of 

the most commonly invoked and least frequently defined terms 

in contemporary scholarship." For this reason it is 

appropriate to explicate in some detail what this term means 

in the present context. Certainly, a complex spectrum of 

studies concern themselves with discourse. These include 

postmodern approaches that emphasize the historically 

situated symbolic aspects of discourse that serve to 

structure various social arrangements, actions, and bodily 

practices (Foucault 1981). Other studies focus on discourse 

as a site for counter-hegemonic resistance as well as a 

socially mediated representation of emotion and self and a 

mode of constructing person (Abu-Lughod 1986; Lutz 1988; 

Stromberg 1993). 

Following the general focus of these studies, the 

present treatise sees linguistic practice as grounded in, 

and informed by, social action and cultural understanding. 

In this light, a discourse-centered approach to culture 

considers as its object of inquiry the relationship between 

linguistic practice and the sociocultural world in which it 

emerges. This discourse-centered approach seeks to 

understand how discourse serves to constitute participants' 

actions and experiences in particular settings or how 

linguistic practices provide a locus in which culture is 

created, confirmed, and debated (Besnier 1994:201). 
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One particular genre of discourse, the narrative, has 

provided the analytical locus for a great deal of productive 

anthropological investigation highlighting issues relating 

to the cultural and historical parameters influencing the 

construction of meaning and identity in different 

communities (Farmer 1992; Garro 1990; Good 1977; Lang 1989; 

Stromberg 1985). Beyond a concern with the technical 

aspects of narratives, e.g., how the clauses of a narrative 

relate to the sequence of actual events being portrayed 

(Labov 1972), narrative research has highlighted how 

discourse is constantly fashioned and reformulated as one 

means to create a coherent sense of self and evaluate 

current circumstances (Linde 1993). Other research suggests 

that a wide variety of cultural constructs are embedded in 

narratives which evoke certain, often taken-for-granted, 

cultural sentiments, propositions, and evaluations (Chafe 

1980; Polyani 1989; Price 1987). These basic orientations 

underlie this exposition. 

Since the interactional context within which linguistic 

practice emerges is of critical importance to discourse-

centered approaches to culture, it is pertinent to make the 

following observations. Several social parameters 

influenced the conduct and content of the interviews upon 

which this dissertation is based. Over the course of the 

following exposition many of these parameters will be made 
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clear. At present I will note that interviewees viewed me 

in many different ways that no doubt affected the interview 

only some of which I was aware of. Since this study was 

carried out under the auspices of the University of 

Rochester in Rochester, New York, many interviewees saw me 

as a "researcher" from "back east" even though I have lived 

in the Southwest all my life. My role as a researcher 

investigating alcohol issues no doubt helped establish an 

interactional "footing" (Goffman 1979) where some 

individuals consciously shaped their comments about their 

own drinking and alcohol in general in certain ways. 

Some interviewees seemed motivated to speak to me 

because they thought that our research might somehow help 

alleviate the alcohol problem on the Navajo reservation. 

Others were apparently more interested in having the 

opportunity to tell their stories to someone. Still others 

seemed preoccupied with the prospect of making the $3 0 

informant fee and, in some cases that I can be reasonably 

certain of, spending it on alcohol. In some cases I had the 

sense that individuals were deliberately misleading me about 

the severity of their own drinking problems. 

Other limitations to the current study should be noted. 

The nature of the research project from which this study 

derives was such that all interactions were extremely time-

limited. Ideally, it would have been preferable not only to 
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speak with people over a long time period and at multiple 

time periods but also to have observed these same 

individuals in different contexts and to note how, and if, 

they talked about alcohol and drinking as well as their own 

drinking behaviors. Although this study generally 

sacrifices such depth, it does provide a great deal of 

breadth. 

In addition, while most interviews included here were 

conducted in English, several insightful narratives were 

provided entirely in Navajo and I relied exclusively on my 

field assistant for translation. In some cases I would ask 

for clarification on certain issues during the interview or 

ask for explication on what exact Navajo words or phrases 

were being translated in a particular way. In one case I 

was allowed to tape record portions of an interview and I 

went over the tape with my field assistant at a later date. 

At times I sensed certain difficulties in exchanges that 

were the product of gender relations and personalities. In 

general, these are difficulties faced by any investigator 

involved in similar research. 

These factors should be taken into consideration 

throughout this presentation. 

Studies of Navajo Discourse 

Discourse and the language and culture relationship 

have provided the general framework for many Navajo studies 
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including those dealing with the technical aspects of Navajo 

language (Reichard 1949; Witherspoon 1971), cognitive 

taxonomies (Morris 1979; Perchonock and Werner 1968), the 

cultural implications of language forms (Hoijer 1964; 

Reichard 1950), ritual language and prayer (Gill 1981; 

Reichard 1944), philosophy (Farella 1984; McNeley 1981; 

Witherspoon 1977), the collection of texts (Haile 1908, 

1935, 1938, 1943, 1950, 1978, n.d.; Matthews 1995; Sapir and 

Hoijer 1942; Wheelwright 1949; Wyman 1957) and Navajo oral 

tradition (Zolbrod 1984). 

These studies, for the most part, focus on the language 

of specialists and, therefore, tend to emphasize technical 

and esoteric aspects of Navajo discourse. To be sure, this 

body of research provides a wealth of detail on various 

aspects of Navajo culture and in so doing furnishes a 

crucial ethnographic record. Nevertheless, a concern with 

relating these texts to contemporary Navajo conditions, 

historical changes, social transformations, and cultural 

consciousness is notably lacking.^ 

The Current Study 

This study utilizes drinking phenomena as a window onto 

Navajo culture by examining how the discourse on alcohol in 

contemporary Navajo society expresses different modes of 

^ For an important exception to this general trend see 
Paris and Walters (1990) . 
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consciousness; reflects collective meanings; and points to 

issues of social transformation, identity maintenance, and 

cultural change. Here I adopt the proposition that there is 

a physical world of alcohol and drinking that, in the social 

science tradition, is usually accessed through instruments, 

surveys, psychological inventories, clinical studies, and 

the like. The many articles, books, and other treatises 

written on this subject are discursive accounts of drinking 

phenomena that derive, in part, from these methodologies. 

These texts exist in the discourse world as they are really 

only linguistic textual representations of the physical 

drinking world. 

I would like to place alongside these discursive 

relations other representations of drinking from a different 

discourse world, the discourse community of Navajos living 

on the western reservation. This study adopts a discourse-

centered approach to explore the local meanings attached to 

alcohol and drinking in contemporary Navajo society. There 

is a special emphasis on the relevance of alcohol to 

morality, semantics, and the construction of individual and 

collective histories and identities. Several queries are 

central to this discussion, including: In a society where 

alcohol and the problems associated with it are so 

widespread, what meanings, values, and commentaries attach 

to drinking? What does it mean to live in a society where 
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alcohol problems, and the rhetoric about those problems, are 

so pervasive? What are the competing discourses and 

meanings pertaining to alcohol? 

The present study will contribute to an understanding 

of these issues in two main ways. First, this study 

documents local commentaries and evaluations of the general 

pattern and shape of drinking on the western Navajo 

reservation, including the changing character of this 

phenomenon. Second, this study illustrates how the 

discourse surrounding drinking frames a variety of meanings 

that index, in a linguistic sense, personal, familial, and 

social histories, moral values, and individual and 

collective identities in contemporary Navajo society. In 

addition, this study provides a unique perspective on 

alcohol in Native American communities through its 

discourse-oriented approach to culture, i.e, an approach 

that emphasizes an analysis of language rooted in social 

settings. 

Methodology 

The data forming the basis of this treatise were collected 

as part of a larger case-control study of alcohol dependence 

and anti-social personality disorder among Navajo Indians 

(see Kunitz et al. 1997), the Case-Control Study of Navajo 

Alcoholism (CCSNA). This parent study matched cases taken 

from alcohol treatment programs (tribal and non-tribal) to 
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controls drawn from two Indian Health Services (IHS) 

administrate catchment areas, the Tuba City and Shiprock 

Service Units. Controls were matched with cases by age, 

gender, and community of residence and taken from lists 

provided by IHS hospitals in Tuba City, Arizona, and 

Shiprock, New Mexico. 

The interview instrument for this study consisted of 

structured and semi-structured items focusing on 

demographics, family and personal history, education, 

conduct disorder, and drinking history. Measures of alcohol 

dependence and alcohol abuse were derived from the DSM-III-R 

(American Psychiatric Association 1987). Interviews 

typically lasted about two hours. The narratives and 

commentaries that make up the bulk of the data presented in 

the current study were collected as part of this interview 

protocol. While several follow up inter-views were tape 

recorded, the data presented here are primarily derived from 

field notes taken by the researcher while conducting these 

interviews. 

Four hundred and ninety-seven interviews were conducted 

in the Tuba City Service Unit by the CCSNA research team. 

These included 156 case interviews, 139 non-alcohol-

dependent control interviews, and 202 interviews with 

individuals from the control list that had been, or were 

currently, alcohol dependent. Three hundred sixty-two men 
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and 135 women were interviewed. As part of this effort, I 

conducted a total of 200 interviews, 189 of which met all 

criteria to be included in the CCSNA study. 

The basic breakdown of these 18 9 interviews was as 

follows: 24 cases, 4 8 non-alcohol-dependent controls, and 

117 alcohol-dependent controls. One hundred sixty-nine of 

these interviewees were male, 20 female. The mean age for 

all interviewees was 38 years. Unless otherwise indicated, 

the quantitative analyses that follow are based on the male 

control (both alcohol dependent and non-alcohol dependent) 

sample, which I will refer to as the community group. 

General background information for this group is presented 

in Table 1.1, below. 

Further details regarding the sampling design, 

interview instrument, sampling methods, and justification 

concerning the representativeness of the control group are 

presented elsewhere (Kunitz et al. 1997). 

The Course, Conditions, smd Context of Research 

The research for this dissertation was carried out from June 

1994 to June 1995. Over the course of this year I worked 

closely with a field assistant, whom I will call Marge. In 

addition to locating and recruiting interviewees. Marge also 

acted as an interpreter when needed. At the time. Marge was 

a 52-year-old Navajo woman who had lived most of her life in 

the Tuba City area and whose family has had immediate, and 
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Table 1.1: Backgroimd of Conrntmity Sample 

Age (mean) 3 8 years 

Education (mean) 11 years 

Employed 48% 

Married 46% 

Residence 
Tuba City 62% 
Outside Tuba City 38% 

Living in Extended 
Family Household 2 0% 

Number of Years Lived Off Reservation 
None 19% 
1 to 4 38 
5 to 9 23 
10 to 14 14 
15 Plus 6 

n=145 

sometimes destructive, experiences with alcohol. While much 

of the information in this dissertation is derived from 

interviews and discussion with the Navajo people I spoke 

with as part of the study outlined above, it would be a 

mistake to underestimate the influence of this key informant 

who was at once my co-worker, interpreter, and friend. 

Once names were drawn from the IHS rolls. Marge 

deterroined if the individuals still lived in the area, found 

their residence, and asked them if they wished to 

participate in the research project. This was no simple 
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task in a highly mobile, widely scattered population. The 

research project was met with varying responses. Some 

seemed willing to participate because they thought that this 

research might somehow help alleviate the alcohol problem on 

the Navajo reservation. Others were more interested in 

having the opportunity to tell their stories to someone. 

Still others seemed occupied with the prospect of making the 

$3 0 informant fee. 

The Setting 

Each of the communities we worked in are small, 

isolated, and rural (The Navajo Nation 1993).^ The 

largest. Tuba City, has the distinction of being the 

administrative headquarters for the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

and, as a result, is home to a large bureaucratic apparatus 

that provides a valuable source of wage labor in an 

otherwise economically limited environment. The 

conglomerate of schools, health centers, and state and local 

agencies in Tuba City offers an employment base here greater 

than that found in most other areas of the reservation. As 

a consequence, Navajo from all over the reservation move to 

Tuba City in order to secure employment. 

® Tuba City Chapter, a tribal political unit, has an 
estimated population of 7,600. Cameron Chapter has an 
estimated population of 1,048. Red Lake Chapter has a 
population of about 2,150. The Gap Chapter has a population 
of about 1,700. See the Navajo Nation (1993) for this and 
other information regarding these communities. 
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Because of the water available in this location, the 

area now known as Tuba City"' has probably always attracted 

people in this region of the arid Southwest. A perennial 

stream and other geologic features made this area suitable 

for agriculture. The contemporary town of Tuba City is the 

product of contact between various people from different 

cultural traditions. This is reflected in many ways. The 

nearby Hopi village of Moencopi reflects the long-term 

presence of this cultural group in the area. Other groups, 

most notably the San Juan Band of the Southern Paiute, have 

also occupied this area for some time. 

Tuba City was established in the early 1870s as a 

Mormon settlement. The name of the community derives from a 

Hopi leader, Tuve, who dealt with the Mormons. Eventually 

this area came under the control of the federal government 

when, in 1900, the Navajo reservation was expanded to 

include Tuba City. In three more years all Mormon claims to 

this area had been paid off and Tuba City became the site 

for a Navajo school. Later, Tuba City grew larger as it 

became the headquarters for the bureaucracy of the US 

government reservation system.® 

'' The Navajo name for this area. To Naneesdizi, may be 
translated as "Place Where Waters Come Together." 

® The background information provided in this 
paragraph is derived from Levy and Kunitz (1974:35). 
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Other structural factors have shaped the history, 

development, and composition of Tuba City. On July 8, 1966, 

as the result of a land dispute between the Hopi and Navajo 

tribes, the BIA Commissioner of Indian Affairs Robert L. 

Bennett mandated that those areas in the Western Navajo 

Agency under contention could not be developed. The Tuba 

City administrative area was an exception to this decree and 

as a result it is the only region on the Western Navajo 

reservation during the last 30 years to realize any 

substantive infrastructural development. Thus, Navajos were 

attracted not only by the jobs available in Tuba City but 

also by access to schools, housing, electricity, and running 

water (Kunitz 1994:147-174).® 

Despite its small size Tuba City is a highly fragmented 

community. Even over 3 0 years ago it was described as being 

composed of "several subcommunities" rather than being a 

cohesive town (Levy and Kunitz 1974). The major housing 

compounds within Tuba City -- including those maintained by 

the BIA, IHS, and local schools -- are physically and 

socially separated from each other. There is a sense of 

alienation and lack of community expressed by residents of 

- The region under contention and moratorium came to 
be Icnown as the Bennett Freeze Area. This injunction 
covered an area of over 1.5 million acres. The Freeze was 
lifted in US District Court on September 25, 1992. 
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Tuba City, be they Navajos or non-Navajos, lifelong 

inhabitants or newcomers. 

Kunitz (1994:165) argues that many of the stiructural 

factors that made Tuba City attractive to those seeking wage 

work also appealed to families who were more dependent on 

the welfare and medical services available in this Agency 

town. Towns like Tuba City draw not only those looking for 

employment but also those occupying the economic and social 

margins of Navajo society. Kunitz notes: 

...towns like Tuba City are, like off-reservation 
towns, the places where "problem" families no 
longer able to survive in the home communities 
must find ways to survive.... For some, 
transitional communities like South Tuba serve the 
same function as do the skid rows of America's 
cities. [Kunitz 1994:165] 

Kunitz is not alone in this assessment of Tuba City and 

other agency towns on the Navajo reservation. Farella 

(1993) offers a more colorful, if no less stinging, 

commentary: 

Towns on the Navajo Reservation are the 
condensation, more correctly the effluent, of the 
worst of all worlds. They contain government both 
from Washington and those modeled on it. If that 
isn't bad enough, they contain bad curio shops and 
terrible restaurants populated by tourists. To 
that add bootleggers, missionaries, and trailer 
parks. But there is something even worse. The 
towns were built in places that were special, 
places with water near or on the surface, where 
populations have existed since there were people. 
You can see these places of beauty and they aren't 
anymore. It is difficult to completely transform 
beauty into ugliness, but in these places they 
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managed it. Southern California without beaches. 
[Farella 1993:25] 

Cultural Backgroxuid 

The Navajo, commonly referred to as Dine in the 

anthropological literature^", are an Athapaskan-speaking 

people of the American Southwest, linguistically and 

culturally related to other Apache groups in the region 

(Opler 1983; Young 1983). The 1990 census puts the 

population of the Navajo at just over 225,000 making them 

the second largest tribe in the United States. Most of 

the Navajo inhabit a 25,000 square mile reservation that 

makes up the northeastern corner of Arizona but which also 

includes parts of southeast Utah and northwest New Mexico. 

The reservation sits upon the Colorado plateau and is 

characterized by an arid climate and sparse desert 

vegetation, although there are localized exceptions to this 

in the higher elevations and along watercourses (see Evers 

1986; Goodman 1982) . 

The story of the Navajo is one of movement, change, 

adjustment, and adaptation. It is believed that the 

ancestors of the Navajo lived in the area of northwestern 

North America near present day Alaska and British Columbia 

The term Dine can refer to Navajos as well as 
Athabascans in general. 

Nagel (1996) notes that the Cherokee are the 
largest Native American group in the United States. 
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that is currently occupied by northern Athabascan speakers 

(see Rushforth and Chisholm 1991; Vanstone 1974). As the 

result of a little understood migration, the ancestors of 

the Navajo made their way into the Southwest. The bulk of 

archaeological data puts the Navajo near their present 

homeland in the San Juan Basin, Dinetah, sometime around 

1500 AD, at the latest (Hester 1971; Kelley 1982; but also 

see Brugge 1983, Roessel 1983, and Towner 1996). 

Archaeological evidence suggests that these people were 

hunter-gatherers, but after contact with Puebloan cultures 

agriculture became more important. Thus, by the time the 

Spanish Father Zarete-Salmeron describes these people in 

1626, he refers to them as the "Apaches de navaju'," or the 

Apaches of the cultivated fields (Spicer 1962:211). 

Beginning in the seventeenth century the Navajo 

experienced increasingly intense contacts with non-

aboriginal cultures, first with the Spanish and Mexicans and 

later with the Anglo-Americans of the United States. 

Each of these associations had drastic and far-reaching 

effects on Navajo culture (Spicer 1962:210-228). 

Nevertheless, despite these influences and the social 

For a broad outline of socio-political change in 
the Southwest from the fourteenth through the nineteenth 
centuries see Hall (1989). White (1983) offers another 
important account of how political economic factors have 
influenced Navajo society. 
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transformations that resulted, Navajo culture has proven 

quite resilient and distinctive. 

The broad outlines of Dine culture are well documented. 

Traditional values center around living a balanced, 

harmonious life in a world that is at once natural, social, 

and supernatural. The ultimate goal of this value system is 

to live to a ripe old age in universal beauty and happiness. 

Included in this philosophy are a system of relations 

organized around a cultural aesthetic of health, beauty, and 

well-being (hozho).'-' This aesthetic is embedded in a 

system of extended kinship networks and obligations (k'e), 

and enacted through cooperation and autonomy, and the 

possession and accumulation of "soft," "hard," and 

"flexible" goods (Farella 1984; Frisbie 1987:3; Kluckhohn 

and Leighton 1949:299-314; Lamphere 1977; McNeley 1981; 

Reichard 1974:123-127; Witherspoon 1975, 1977; Wyman 

1970:34-35). The key concept integral to understanding this 

way of life is often placed under the label "sa'ah naaghaii 

bik'eh hozho" which may be glossed as "in-old-age-walking-

the-trail-of-beauty" (Reichard 1974:46-47). The meaning of 

these and other related terms, however, are clearly more 

complex and, on an esoteric level, often refer to a host of 

There are, of course, other complementary 
traditions within Navajo worldview. These are discussed by 
Cooper (1984), Paris and Walters (1990), Kaplan and Johnson 
(1964), Levy et al. (1987:19-38), and Luckert (1975). 
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other intangible and abstract qualities, entities, and 

experiences (Farella 1984; Witherspoon 1977; Wyman 1970:7). 

There are a number of references to the moral codes and 

standards that underlie this cultural system of relations. 

Spencer (1957), for instance, outlines four main value 

themes abstracted from Navajo chantway myths. These 

include: the maintenance of health, the acquisition of 

supernatural power, the maintenance of harmony in family 

relationships, and the process of the young man's attainment 

of adult status (Spencer 1957:86). In addition, these myths 

emphasize the importance of wealth, the accumulation of 

property, and the undesirability of poverty. Also noted is 

an explicit "disapproval of laziness and of aimless 

wandering 'with no purpose in view'" (Spencer 1957:92). 

In a similar way Hobson's (1954) treatise on Navajo 

acquisition values emphasizes the social importance of 

several desired traits, including leadership, respect, and 

power. These characteristics are integrally linked to 

cultural values involving the moral significance of 

accumulated wealth and the role of correct thinking in 

producing a good life. Correct thinking is ordered around 

the values of industriousness, the accumulation of property, 

and careful management of resources and relationships. 

These values are practiced within a social context 
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characterized by a blend of autonomy and reciprocal 

assistance (cf. Lamphere 1977). 

Other research offers comparable insights. In one of 

the most meticulous expositions of the Navajo moral code to 

date, Ladd (1957:203) posits that the Navajo system of 

"rational ethics" places a premium on the qualities of good 

thinking and good talking. Conversely, bad thinking is 

considered a vice. Two more obvious manifestations of mind 

loss and a lack of good thinking, insanity and drunkenness, 

are negatively valued within this epistemological framework. 

Perhaps most germane to the present discussion, Ladd notes 

that: "Drinking is especially wrong because it makes you 

lose your mind" (Ladd 1957:205) . 

The Navajo "moral code" promotes "harmonious social 

relations" and provides the elements necessary for "social 

equilibrium" through an emphasis on "property and 

individualism" (Ladd 1957:208). One facet of this code --

The association between alcohol use and the lack of 
good thinking is a persistent one in Navajo culture. 
Excessive drinking, in particular, is associated with 
various disorders linked to bad thinking. Levy, Neutra, and 
Parker (1987) note that extremes of action and thought which 
indicate lack of full mind control are associated with "the 
unnatural excesses of Coyote" (Levy, Neutra, and Parker 
1987:45). Categorically, such disorders are marked by the 
thematic prefix "Tsi" "which connotes extreme behavior of 
all sorts, including drunkenness, violence, trembling, 
convulsions, and all irrational behavior" (Levy, Neutra, and 
Parker 1987:45). This term is applied not only to 
drunkenness but also dizziness, sexual excess, wild 
emotions, and incest. 
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acquiring "goods" and thereby accumulating valued 

possessions -- is viewed as requisite to being a good and 

prosperous man.-^ This goal fits under the general 

personal prescription of "caring for yourself." The moral 

goals in this system are to avoid sickness, trouble, 

poverty, and disdain, and to attain wealth and long life. 

The moral prescriptions are often communicated to young 

Navajos in the form of "teachings" from their elders. 

Thus, the good life is measured by a person's relations 

to family and kin and by their industriousness as indicated 

by the accumulation of certain possessions (diyodi). These 

and other relations with all aspects of the environment must 

be in harmony for Navajo to experience beauty and well-

being. The main threat to health are those actions, events, 

feelings, and entities that result in the destruction of 

beauty and balance. This "ugliness," or hocho, includes 

Goods and commodities are the subject of a number 
of penetrating analyses in anthropology. Bourdieu (1977), 
for instance, argues that goods in the form of economic, 
cultural, and symbolic capital are utilized by actors to 
negotiate position in structured systems of social 
relations. Symbolic capital, certain goods with special 
prestige and social honor attached to them, are particularly 
important in those "archaic economies" possessing limited 
technical resources and severe climates. This is because 
symbolic capital is readily convertible into economic 
capital. See also Appadurai (1986). 

Moral teachings of this sort are a recurring theme 
in the biography of a Navajo man presented by Dyk (193 8) . 
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disharmonious social relations and is often associated with 

witchcraft. 

The ideology of the "good life" and the conditions for 

its existence are encapsulated in metanarratives,"origin 

stories" and "creation myths," that provide categories which 

structure the overall social and cultural matrix of the 

Navajo people.^® Faris and Walters (1990) argue that these 

Navajo "texts" not only serve as a store of esoteric 

knowledge but also provide a model of proper social 

relations. Likewise, Zolbrod (1984:25) notes "...the Navajo 

creation story gives individual Navajos...an important 

ethnic identity. It defines meaningful relationships among 

members of the community and between the community and the 

entire cosmos. Such relationships are still very real among 

traditional Navajos and very, very important." 

One reason these metanarratives have the currency they 

do is because they are open ended and allow the 

incorporation of new elements that are, ostensively, non-

Navajo. In Farella's (1995:xxxi) terms, the Navajo 

As I am using the term, "metanarrative" refers to a 
comprehensive story that is constitutive as well as 
interpretive in character. Metanarratives frame historical 
fields and organize experience by encapsulating histories of 
individuals or groups. They reveal goals and values as they 
join together antecedent events and provide a basis for 
interpreting the present. 

See, for example, 0'Bryan (1956) and Matthews 
(1897) . 
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epistemological system is "inclusive," "noncategorical," and 

assumes that change is not only inevitable but integral to 

the continued existence of the Navajo as a people. But the 

inclusiveness and openness of the system works to mediate 

change by facilitating the incorporation of foreign, non-

Navajo, elements into the pre-existing cultural matrix. In 

this way Navajo culture maintains the potential to remain 

constant no matter the transformations taking place. 

It is widely argued that this epistemological 

flexibility underlies the Navajo penchant for persistence in 

the face of drastic change. Thus, both Brugge (1963, 1983) 

and Vogt (1961) note that the integration of non-Navajo 

elements takes place on an ideological, or epistemological 

level, a point further emphasized by Farella (1984) in his 

synthesis of Navajo worldview. Foreign elements such as 

horses, jewelry, pottery, sheep, blankets, and peyote are 

culturally fashioned into items that are distinctly Navajo. 

Origin stories provide a powerfully effective social 

vehicle that facilitates and structures this process of 

integration. These metanarratives are living, vibrant 

entities; they not only encapsulate the past but also 

provide paradigms for integrating various everyday 

experiences and thereby hold a special relevance and 

significance for Navajo people. Schwarz (1995) documents a 

procedure whereby metanarratives are applied to problems 
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facing contemporary Navajos in her analysis of how the so-

called "mystery illness," a widely publicized hantavirus 

epidemic in the Four Corners area in 1993, was framed and 

integrated through traditional Navajo disease categories. 

Origin stories provide accounts of the complex webs of 

relationships that must be established and maintained in 

order to insure harmony (hozho). The appearance of the 

"mystery illness" was framed in terms of the re-emergence of 

one of the Nayee', "monsters" (see Farella 1984:51-62), 

created as a result of improper social relations and 

significant lapses in moral conduct. In this way, Navajo 

origin stories provide a template for understanding this and 

other new diseases, including AIDS, that were previously 

unknown to the Navajo (Schwarz 1995:389). 

Overview of This Work 

Throughout this study my main argument is that the discourse 

on alcohol and drinking in contemporary Navajo society is 

framed in a number of ways that reflect a variety of 

personal and collective experiences and meanings. In order 

to situate this local discourse within a broader framework I 

present a literature review in the following chapter 

(Chapter 2) in which I outline the pervasive professional, 

non-Navajo, discourse on alcohol and drinking. While these 

frames position drinking within a number of biological, 
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psychological, and cultural hermeneutics, none offer 

accounts of the local meanings of alcohol in Navajo culture. 

In Chapter 3 I begin to address these lacunae by-

presenting the discourse on alcohol in contemporary Navajo 

society. Underscored are the local meanings surrounding 

alcohol disclosed through the medium of narrative. Alcohol 

and the experiences and patterns of drinking are connected 

to personal memories, some positive, others negative, that 

make up individual histories and are linked to important 

events, emotions, and relationships. 

In Chapter 4 I move beyond these individual accounts to 

examine some of the wide-ranging collective meanings 

revealed in narratives about alcohol. Here I argue that 

there are a number of collective meanings embedded in 

narratives that not only reference cultural sentiments and 

prominent moral values, but also offer a social commentary 

that defines what is, and is not, Navajo. These narratives 

indicate a joint sensibility, a consciousness of a common 

identity, and index a collective historical past. 

Having presented several major frames for alcohol in 

Navajo culture, in Chapter 5 I continue this examination by 

focusing on a salient, if often overlooked, pattern of 

Navajo drinking. This chapter looks at a group of former 

problem drinkers who have "aged out" and documents how they 

frame drinking. In doing so, it not only provides detail on 
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a category of drinker and drinking phenomena that is largely 

ignored in accounts of Native American drinking but also 

illustrates some of the values and meanings attached to 

drinking cessation. 

Since any treatise regarding the discourse on alcohol 

in Navajo society would be incomplete without attention to 

alcohol treatment, I present, in Chapter 6, the discourse 

surrounding treatment and related issues. Consideration of 

this set of discourse reveals insights into the treatment 

process as well as commentaries and evaluations of treatment 

and other related issues. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, I offer some of the important 

conclusions and insights this study reveals. In it I 

examine how Navajo ideas regarding alcohol and drinking, as 

revealed in narratives, reflect cultural frameworks and 

values. I also discuss how these frameworks might be 

applied to the construction of drinking as a social problem 

among the Navajo, and the role of alcohol in the creation 

and maintenance of an ethnic identity. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE PROFESSIONAL DISCOURSE ON DRINKING 

Introduction 

The professional discourse on Navajo drinking is part of a 

much larger body of research concerned with describing what 

is usually seen as a problematic relationship between 

alcohol and Native Americans. The phenomenon of 

pathological drinking has perplexed researchers for some 

time and motivated studies seeking a scientific 

understanding of this aspect of alcohol use. This approach 

to alcohol research offers one means of discerning 

commonalities and differences in drinking within and between 

various groups of people. Such research also provides 

descriptions of observable drinking practices and how these 

patterns change in both individuals and populations over 

time. 

While the quest for knowledge and a scientific 

understanding of drinking phenomena may underlie and 

motivate the research agenda on this subject, there are 

undoubtedly a number of social values and processes 

channeling the course of research on Native American 

drinking and the representations that result. Embedded 

throughout the discourse on Native American drinking are a 

number of theories noteworthy for the presence they command 

in the literature and the shape they lend to representations 
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of Indian drinking. This professional rhetoric helps 

construct and reconstruct not only the phenomenon of 

drinking, but also the categories that constitute alcohol, 

Native Americans, and Navajos. These theories, and the 

representations they provide a vocabulary for, point to 

latent meanings and propositions related to what kind of 

substance alcohol is; what kind of people Navajos and other 

Native Americans are; and what kinds of feelings, processes, 

powers, and motivations underlie their drinking. 

These non-Navajo discourses focus on the pathological 

aspects of Indian drinking and emphasize the underlying 

causes of this problem. Utilizing the lexicons of biology, 

psychology, and anthropology, these representations, for the 

most part, ignore the local discourse of drinking phenomena 

and the meanings it makes apparent. This chapter helps 

situate the overall presentation of this treatise by 

pointing out the essential character of these paradigms, 

outlining the contributions and limitations of each, and 

evaluating the representations they support. 

Major Frames of Native American Drinking 

Culture and Biology 

Theories of Indian drinking primarily focus on the 

pathological aspects of this phenomenon and reflect socially 

patterned ideologies regarding alcohol and its effect on 

humans as well as perceptions of the American Indian 
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(MacAndrew and Edgerton 1969). Early frames of alcohol and 

the Native American developed amid widespread social 

transformations wrought by rapid industrialization, 

urbanization, and population growth in the United States at 

the end of the nineteenth century. Within this dynamic 

social and moral milieu images and representations of the 

Indian reproduced a variety of cultural sentiments 

associated with the closing of the American frontier and a 

concomitant change in the American character. The 

devastating effects of alcohol on Indian communities 

troubled many, as did the associated changes taking place 

throughout wider American society. The mixed emotions felt 

regarding the decline of the "Noble Savage" from a state of 

sovereignty and self-determination to one of subordination 

and dependency echoed a much deeper ambivalence reflecting a 

number of paradoxes related to American attitudes towards 

"wilderness" and "civilization," the loss of simplicity, and 

the ills of modernity (Saum 1965; see also Berkhofer 1978; 

Bieder 1986; MacLeod 1928; Pearce 1988) . 

Fiedler (1964) discusses the deep contradictions 
reflected in portrayals of Indians in American literature. 
At times representations of the American Indian conform to 
the image of an Edenic idyll. Other representations 
highlight the alleged lustful and cruel character of the 
American Indian. Fiedler argues that this ambivalence 
points to the projection of the dominant society's own, 
unwanted latent impulses onto members of other racial and 
cultural groups. 
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Alcohol, along with war and disease, was an 

instrumental device in the fall of the Native American into 

the euthanasia of cultural extinction (Stein 1974), an 

extinction required by the mandates of nationalism, 

progress, and Manifest Destiny (Drinnon 1980). To those 

observers taking a sympathetic view of the Indian as 

innately stoic, reticent, and measured, alcoholic debauchery 

could only be the primitive manifestation of corruption and 

vice introduced into an otherwise balanced world by the 

White Man. To less generous, but equally essentialist 

commentators, Indian drunkenness was a reflection of the 

basic faults in character, disposition, and race that made 

up inherent, inalienable aspects of primitive, pagan. Native 

American cultures and people. 

Pathological drinking, an indicator of either a fall 

from grace or a decline into atavism, was always bothersome 

to non-Indian observers. Immoderation in Indian drinking, 

originally the sign of a decaying culture, or a culture that 

was tarnished and barbarous to begin with, was gradually 

reframed as a weakness derived from inborn biological 

factors as regnant notions of problem drinking shifted 

(Mancall 1995). The idea that Native Americans possessed 

some underlying weakness to alcohol was encapsulated in the 

"firewater" myth of Indian drinking which associated 

ambiguously defined genetic characteristics peculiar to 



Indians with an inordinate craving for alcohol and 

exceptional changes for the worse in comportment after 

drinking (Leland 1976). 

Amid a context where the search for a biological marker 

that might identify those at "risk" for alcoholism continues 

unabated, and in an atmosphere of inquiry that assumes that 

genetics holds the key to explaining at least most forms of 

pathological drinking (see Devor and Cloninger 1989; Holder 

1991; Omenn 1988; Searles 1988), and the promise of 

brighter, more healthy lives to come for future generations 

(Kitcher 1996), various studies suggest that Native 

Americans have a special, physiologically based, 

predisposition to alcohol problems and indicate a biological 

root to the "drunken Indian" (Agairwal et al. 1981; Farris 

and Jones 1978; Goedde et al. 198 3; Reed et al. 1976) 

Based on experiments with Canadian Natives and Eskimo, 

for example, Fenna et al. (1971) concluded that these groups 

metabolized alcohol at a slower rate than Whites. Studies 

such as this lent credibility to preexisting sentiments that 

The optimism regarding the utility of genetic 
research in determining the etiology of certain conditions 
extends into research on Indian drinking as well. In a 
recent review of Native American health problems. Young 
(1994:211) notes that while genetic clues to Indian drinking 
remain elusive, they will eventually turn up more solid 
evidence and must not be abandoned. Genetic markers remain 
an ideological golden fleece of promise for both an 
explanation of problem drinking and successful treatment and 
prevention. 
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Indians had an essential inability to control themselves and 

"hold" their liquor. Other studies note significant 

differences in the metabolism of alcohol, indicated by 

facial flushing, linked to genetic factors, and a 

neurochemical basis for addiction in American Indian and 

Asian populations (see, for example, Goodwin et al. 1973) . 

Although a great deal of this evidence is inconclusive 

(Murray et al. 1983) and other studies show contrary results 

(Bennion and Li 1976) , the notion that Native Americans have 

an innate physical weakness to alcohol remains popular 

(Leland 1976; May 1994; May and Smith 1988; Young 

1994 :211) 

There are many possible reasons why Native Americans 

historically have been the locus of a great deal of research 

linking "race," genetic traits, and pathological drinking. 

On one level, this association between genes and pathology 

may be viewed in light of a larger socially mediated 

process, underscored in the work of Oilman (1985) and 

Packard (1989), whereby particular ethnic groups are 

associated with certain types of pathology and deviance. In 

Another important insight is that the biological 
conclusions reached by these studies are themselves based on 
social classifications. Individuals under study are not 
categorized into racial or ethnic groups by some scientific 
standard (e.g., through comparison to a genetic map of that 
particular, or any other, population) but are classified (by 
themselves and/or researchers) according to social 
conventions. 
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the political context of statistical norms and gold 

standards defined and perpetuated by the dominant society 

the ostensively value-free institutions of science and 

biomedicine serve social ends by extending the power and 

discipline of vested interests through these media of social 

control (cf. Levine 1978). 

Looked at from this perspective, it should be no 

surprise that several studies suggest that Native Americans 

have a physiological predisposition for problem drinking. 

The social construction of categories like "race" and 

"genetic links" coupled with attitudes regarding Indian 

drinking combine to produce a mind set in which our ideas, 

conceptions, and categories collectively reinforce one 

another and gain the legitimacy of truth under the aegis of 

science until they become "social facts." In this way, the 

troubling "drunken Indian" is conveniently attributed to 

biogenetic or cultural properties peculiar to the Indian 

"race," and structural factors, including issues of social 

stratification and fundamental political and economic 

inequities, are overlooked (Vizenor 1983; Westermeyer 1974). 

Frames of Indian drinking have also been heavily 

influenced by other models of alcohol abuse. The disease 

concept, the "governing image" of alcohol and drinking in 

American culture (Room 1983), with its ill-defined but 

culturally salient notions of vulnerability, craving, and 



loss of control (Jellinek 1960; Stein 1985), has a peculiar 

synergism with genetic theories of problem drinking and 

orders perceptions of Native American alcohol use. The 

impact of this concept in Indian communities is 

understudied, but attention to this question suggests that 

this paradigm often has a negative impact on the course and 

trajectory of drinking problems (Levy 1988), provides a 

"scientifically" legitimated means to reframe traditional 

drinking behaviors as deviant (Kunitz and Levy 1974), 

influences the conduct of alcohol research and the 

interpretation of results (Levy and Kunitz 1981), and may be 

implicated in the bureaucratization of Navajo tradition 

(Kunitz and Levy 1994:207-208). 

Cultural Stress, Anxiety, and Drinking 

Other theories offer alternatives to biological and 

medical representations of drinking by focusing on 

psychological frames of stress and anxiety (Horton 1943) 

Horton (1943) offered one of the earliest paradigms 
of pathological drinking in anthropology. He posited that 
"drunkenness" in "primitive" groups was directly linked to 
anxiety and stress associated with acculturation pressures 
and/or subsistence concerns. The general tone of this 
argument has had a great influence on theories of Indian 
drinking (see also Merton 1968) . The basic premise of this 
position was summed up by Horton in the following way: 

The primary function of alcohol is reduction of 
anxiety. The greater the amount of alcohol 
consumed, other conditions being equal, the more 
completely anxiety is reduced; and conversely, the 

(continued...) 



Some of the earliest anthropological accounts of Native 

American drinking locate this phenomenon with a vocabulary 

of acculturative stress, cultural disintegration, loss, and 

compensation. Under this rubric, alcohol abuse among Indian 

tribes was a maladaptive response to the various political, 

social, and economic stresses rapidly engulfing indigenous 

societies (Dozier 1966). Thus, from a very early juncture 

the anthropology of Native American drinking emphasized a 

frame that privileged the negative impact of non-Indian 

society, through cultural invasion, warfare, displacement, 

incarceration, disease, and assimilation, on Indian 

societies (cf. Hill 1984). Alcohol problems were a visible 

manifestation of social pathology, a tangible indicator of 

primitive cultures disintegrating under stress induced by 

. continued) 
greater the initial anxiety, the greater the 
amount of alcohol required to reduce it. [Horton 
1943:681] 

Crucial to Horton's theory is the notion that people have 
inner drives or motivations that are only held in abeyance 
by certain cultural cinctures. Alcohol, through the 
disinhibitor effect, allows the discharge of these pent-up 
negative emotions. 

Some societies might severely punish this release of 
inhibitions and discharge of feelings. In those cases this 
form of expression will not relieve anxiety since 
drunkenness and release are punished and this raises a new 
set of anxieties for those who drink. On the other hand, in 
societies that" do not aggressively handle or even condone 
such behavior, a type of positive reinforcement occurs as 
these negative emotions are released, along with their 
attendant anxieties. 
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contact with more complex Western cultures, and a cultural 

self-medication used to facilitate an escape from a mordant 

social reality (Curley 196 9; Kemnitzer 1972; see also Bred 

1975; Littman 1970; Trillin 1971) 

Deprivation theory had the power to link together a 

number of devastating phenomena including unemployment, 

poverty, arrest rates, suicides, and homicides, under one 

metatheory. More important was the fact that this theoiry 

provided a frame that was fundamentally different from 

"firewater" rhetoric. Historical, social, and political 

factors underlay Indian drinking behaviors, not any inherent 

biological predisposition or weakness. 

But one result of the rising dominance of deprivation 

theory was that culture became increasingly characterized as 

dysfunctional on at least two levels. First, pre-existing 

cultural values in Native American communities associated 

with prestige, honor, power, and sociability, in addition to 

cultural patterns of anger and aggression, were depicted as 

fostering pathological drinking (Escalante 1980; Everett 

1980; Waddell 1975). In contexts where prohibition policies 

and other structural constraints combined with a lack of 

indigenous social controls, drinking was channelled into 

This is contra a general functionalist, "problem 
deflation" bent in anthropological studies of alcohol (Room 
1984) . 
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pathological pathways, often with devastating effects (Heath 

1964; Price 1975; Weibel-Orlando 1990; see also Gallaher et 

al. 1992). Second, moral ideologies, in the form of value 

systems, fostered anomie and dissonance since traditional 

role statuses were no longer attainable in a drastically 

altered social and economic environment. Left with no 

viable means to achieve valued traditional roles and 

identities, many Native Americans succumbed to pathological 

drinking (Mohatt 1972; Robbins 1973). 

Culture became an instrumental way of articulating 

drinking behaviors and deprivation theories. Hamer (1965) 

saw culturally salient psychological motivations arise out 

of acculturation pressures among the Forest Potawatomi. In 

this account, drinking is represented as a coping mechanism 

for a society under stress. It is at once a means of 

dealing with an unpredictable life, a facilitator for the 

discharge of aggression, and a route to status and power 

where traditional means to such ends were severely curtailed 

or denied due to acculturative processes. The general tone 

of deprivation studies echoed that heard at the close of the 

frontier. The demise of the Indian was the direct result of 

contact and anomie, and became embodied through drinking. 

Acculturation had denied the Indian of not only land, 

subsistence, and religious freedom, but also access to 

valued traditional role identities. Alcohol offered a route 
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to personal and cultural oblivion in the face of these 

irresistible pressures.^" 

This line of argument served as an important corrective 

to the annihilating determinism of biological and cultural 

"firewater" theories of Indian drinking. In doing so, 

however, it promoted a set of ideologies and representations 

that were, in many ways, equally devastating in their 

essentialism. Deprivation became the master link in a chain 

of inhibition, anxiety, drinking, and release, and gained 

wide currency in anthropological accounts of Native American 

drinking. 

Navajo Drinking 

These historical developments and intellectual trends 

provided the broad context within which studies of Navajo 

drinking unfolded. Deprivation and anomie were the dominant 

paradigms used to frame drinking in early anthropological 

accounts that depicted a Navajo society unable to respond 

effectively to the conglomerate of changes and social 

transformations taking place. The failure to adapt to these 

changes resulted in the development of a relentless 

Curiously, the acculturative impact on male roles 
was considered particularly devastating. Drinking and the 
feelings of power associated with it essentially functioned 
to prop up the frail male ego. This line of reasoning is 
nowhere clearer than in the work of Hurt and Brown (1965) . 
Based on their study of drinking among the Yankton Sioux 
these authors suggest that lack of access to traditional 
roles was directly associated with male drinking. 
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acculturative stress as the very fabric of Navajo society-

was rent at the seams. Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962 [1946]) 

characterized Navajo drinking as an escape mechanism 

resorted to in the context of deteriorating social and moral 

structures. Alcohol facilitated an emotional discharge 

required by distressed interpersonal relationships. Since 

each facet of Navajo culture was holistically linked, the 

adverse impact of acculturative pressures ramified 

throughout the system. The pressures were such that: . 

instead of a patterned mosaic, Navaho culture is becoming an 

ugly patchwork of meaningless and totally unrelated pieces. 

Personal and social chaos are the byproducts" (Kluckhohn 

and Leighton 1962 (1946):320). Ignored are Navajo 

commentaries and evaluations of this decay and intracultural 

differences in drinking behaviors, including any 

consideration of positive deviance from the pathological 

norms presented. 

Elsewhere, Kluckhohn's commentaries on Navajo drinking 

have a more psychological tone. In his treatise on 

witchcraft, Kluckhohn (1967) links drinking to specific 

latent functions in Navajo society. Kluckhohn notes that 

the isolation of Navajo families fosters a buildup of 

aggression and hostility within these social units. While 

witchcraft functions to release some of these emotions, 

drinking provides another outlet for the expression of these 
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feelings (Kluckhohn 1967 (1944):94)The fundamental 

premise of this argument is that lacking other more positive 

outlets, Navajos drink in order to release aggression.^® 

Within the context of the present study it is crucial 

to underscore two points regarding the corpus of deprivation 

research and the representations it has helped generate. 

First, there is little consideration in Native American 

alcohol studies of more controlled, traditional uses of 

alcohol but only culturally structured pathology. More 

specifically, there is no attention to those Navajo that do 

not drink, or those that stop drinking, nor is there any 

detail offered as to how drinking facilitates moral decay or 

how it functions against the Navajo value system in any 

specific way. There is a focus on what alcohol 

facilitates -- dysfunction -- but not how it fits, or does 

not fit, into the overall value orientations of Navajo 

society. 

Second, deprivation and anomie discourses place 

drinking pathology within a context of an attenuated culture 

This type of psychoanalytic functionalism is 
apparent in a number of studies of Indian drinking from this 
time period. See, for instance, Devereux (1948), Honigman 
and Honigman (1945), and Slotkin (1953). 

Deprivation and release themes are found in studies 
of Navajo migrants to Denver, Colorado (Graves 1971) and 
Navajo men undergoing alcoholism treatment (Ferguson 1968; 
Savard 1968). See also Kaplan and Johnson (1964). 
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reeling from various degradations. There is much less 

emphasis, however, on the cultural aspects of managing, 

averting, and overcoming these phenomena unless, of course, 

it is within the context of romanticized notions of what 

constitutes Native American culture or sensationalized 

portrayals of recovery (Weibel-Orlando 1989). Nor is there 

attention to non-drinkers, drinkers that stop on their own, 

or, more germane to the present discussion. Native 

evaluations of drinking phenomena, including cultural 

deprivation and the loss of traditional values linked to 

drinking. 

Deprivation theories remained dominant in Native 

American alcohol studies for more than 30 years. The first 

significant critique of these frames began with Levy and 

Kunitz (1974), whose integrated approach to Navajo drinking 

situated it not only within Navajo culture but the culture 

of alcohol research and mainstream America as well. For the 

first time there is a concern with the fundamental question 

of the extent to which our own frames, discourses, and 

representations of Indian drinking are linked to larger 

socially produced categories and ideas relating to the 

nature of alcohol, alcoholism, and the American Indian (Levy 

and Kunitz 1974:2; see also May 1994). Rejecting theories 

of cultural stress, escapism, and anomie as too simplistic, 

these researchers emphasize a multidimensional approach that 
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takes account of social structure, deviance, social 

labeling, social learning theory, historical developments, 

and the impact of acculturative processes in order to 

explain Navajo drinking. 

Levy and Kunitz make several important contributions to 

research on Indian drinking. Noteworthy are the attention 

to the heterogeneity in drinking patterns and the 

questioning of the disease concept of alcoholism and its 

applicability to the Navajo, The main conclusion reached by 

these researchers is that drinking is not simply a reaction 

to White contact and cultural disintegration, nor the 

manifestation of an innate biologically rooted weakness, but 

the expression of underlying aboriginal cultural 

patterns.^'' Drinking served ends compatible with 

preexisting, persisting institutions and values, i.e., the 

shape of Navajo drinking was largely a reflection of 

indigenous culture. Levy and Kunitz note: 

Indeed, in a tribe with a warrior tradition and a 
positive value placed on assertiveness and 
aggression, the state of drunkenness may be 
approved precisely because it facilitates the 
conduct that the society basically values. In 
other words, although alcohol was first introduced 
to most North American Indians by whites, it may 
or may not have been well accepted, depending on 
the preexisting values of the particular tribe. 
The cross-cultural studies, previously cited, seem 

Similar points regarding drinking and the 
expression of cultural patterns are made by Carpenter (1959) 
and Lemert (1958). 
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to indicate that in hunting-and-gathering groups 
where a premium is placed on individual skill, 
luck, and daring and where social controls are 
weak, alcohol may be valued because people under 
its influence do what the tribe already values 
anyway. [Levy and Kunitz 1974:22-23]. 

In broad outline, this argument recapitulates Field's 

(1962) theory of drinking and social structure.^® The 

underlying premise of such arguments is that specific types 

of social structures or categories, themselves based on 

subsistence modes, produce more or less specific personality 

types. Thus, an individual properly socialized into a 

particular culture will internalize and act out sets of 

values that are esteemed in that culture. A corollary to 

this is that drunkenness will basically take on the form 

that a culture allows, i.e., "drunken comportment" is a 

culturally learned behavior and not the result of an 

underlying universal organic process (McAndrew and Edgerton 

1969). But this representation of Navajo drinking leaves 

entirely open not only the question of how not drinking^® 

Field's (1962) work on drinking and social 
structure served as a major paradigm in the anthropological 
study of alcohol. Contra Horton (1943), Field claimed that 
public drunkenness was associated with loose social 
organization and not the level of anxiety present in a given 
society. 

Sherratt (1995), for instance, notes how alcohol 
and drinking became important points of ideological 
distinction and social identity separating Islam from the 
West. 
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may form an expression of preexisting cultural values but 

also how drinking undermines or works against these norms. 

Later these researchers looked at the impact of 

preexisting social structures on Navajo drinking patterns in 

a slightly different way. Kunitz (1994), and Kunitz and 

Levy (1994), demonstrate how previous intra-cultural 

differences in Navajo society have influenced contemporary 

drinking patterns and health outcomes. Using the 

multigenerational histories of two families, Kunitz 

(1994:159-172) outlines how wealth discrepancies in Navajo 

society were related to differences in the manner in which 

successive generations learned to use alcohol, and 

ultimately, to the characteristic health consequences of 

alcohol use. A wealthy family from the Kaibeto plateau area 

learned drinking in a context of constraint defined by a 

number of limiting factors, including the cost and 

availability of alcohol, and kin obligations. While heavy 

drinking did occur there was very little abusive drinking, 

and few members of this group suffered from the untoward 

health consequences of chronic alcohol abuse. 

The second kin group "had an altogether different 

histoiy" (Kunitz 1994:164). This family moved into Tuba 

City at a time when wage work and other employment 

opportunities attracted many people, including those from 

the margins of Navajo society, into the area. There were 



64 

several factors that fostered problem drinking in Tuba City-

including easier access to sources of alcohol, the greater 

availability of cash, the absence of functioning kin groups 

(and the responsibilities and values they foster), and the 

lack of a sense of community (Kunitz 1994:166). The Tuba 

City family exhibited a greater number of difficulties and 

bad health consequences from heavy alcohol use than the 

wealthy Plateau family. Kunitz concludes: 

These two families, then, represent two very 
different adaptations to the changes in Navajo 
society over the past 50 years. The differences 
have their sources in the past, particularly in 
the place that each family occupied in the 
traditional social structure. It was this that 
shaped the contexts in which successive 
generations learned -- or failed to learn -- to 
cope with adversity and to make --or fail to make 
-- satisfactory lives for themselves and for those 
for whom they are responsible. [Kunitz 1994:168] 

This study, a sophisticated examination of the impact 

of social stratification, political economy, and social 

structure on health and drinking, and the first long-term 

research on Indian drinking of its kind, adds great depth to 

our understanding of Navajo alcohol use. Noteworthy is the 

attention given to the complexity and heterogeneity of 

Navajo drinking and the indication that not all alcohol use 

is pathological. By documenting the influences of 

preexisting social stratification on health outcome and 

illness, this analysis hints at cultural differences, in 

terms of behavior norms and other values associated with 
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drinking, between acculturating and more traditional 

Navajos. But what were the two groups learning that was 

different and how did this relate to ideas and expectations 

regarding alcohol, social roles, morality, and individual 

and collective identity? There is careful attention to 

social structures and their impact on drinking, but what of 

the ideological structures that are part of them and how 

they influence drinking? Moreover, the image presented by 

these and other researchers is one of dramatic, escalating 

social transformation, transformations that are manifested, 

in part, in changing drinking phenomena. What are the 

local, Navajo perspectives on these changes? An examination 

of the local discourse on drinking in Navajo society, I 

contend, sheds light on these and many other relevant 

issues. 

Sxumnary 

Despite extensive research on Native American and Navajo 

alcohol use, fundamental questions remain regarding the 

nature of Indian drinking. The sheer magnitude of Native 

American alcohol studies makes the gaps in our current 

representations of this phenomenon all the more apparent. 

There are several lacunae in this body of social science 

research that this study will attempt to specifically 

address. Deprivation theories posit a link between contact, 

cultural degeneration, and pathological drinking, but what 
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are the local meanings that attach to this loss of culture 

and how is the role of alcohol in this process framed by 

those puirported to be undergoing it? The representations of 

social scientists regarding the impact of alcohol and the 

origins of pathological drinking are apparent, but what are 

the local commentaries, evaluations, and meanings about 

alcohol and drinking in contemporary Navajo society? 

Drinking expresses certain pre-existing cultural values in 

Navajo society, but what values are asserted when Navajo 

people decide to not drink, or quit drinking? The following 

presentation explores each of these queries. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE DISCOURSE ON ALCOHOL IN NAVAJO SOCIETY, PART I: 
INDIVIDUAL MEANINGS 

Introduction: Begay's Roadside Cross 

Fieldnote entry: September 9, 1994. Every day my truck gets 

dirtier and rattles a bit more. Marge and I drove down to 

Moenave to find some more drunks to interview this morning. 

It was a windy fall day today -- the kind of wind that 

drives people away from the flea market because of the 

blowing sand. We couldn't find anybody so we drove out to 

Red Lake to look for people. Out by the big bend near the 

turnoff to the old Inscription House road, we came upon a 

truck. 

As we matched speed and paced behind it Marge spoke. 

"Why do Navajos always talk with their hands?" 

As she says this I see that the driver in front of us 

is gesturing as he drives. He carves huge half-circles and 

slashes, points out to the distance, then brings his right 

hand down low next to him to make tiny arcs. 

"It must be a good story," I told her. 

We continued and passed a small shrine of plastic 

flowers and crosses on the side of the road. Sometimes I 

hear the stories that go with these flowers and crosses. 

There's the one about John Begay. I had seen his white 

metal cross, about four feet high wich his name inscribed on 
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it, over on the back road behind Van's trading post several 

times, and I had always wondered about it. Marge told me 

that he went out drinking last February and he didn't come 

home. He was gone for days and then weeks and nobody knew 

what had happened to him. He had disappeared to binge drink 

like that before, but he usually came home after a few days. 

Nobody knew until this guy went jogging one day in early 

spring and he noticed a smell. He wondered what it was. It 

was a bad smell. The only thing that smelled like that was 

something that was dead. He looked over the shoulder of the 

road where it plummeted down the edge of the mesa and he 

noticed that there was a truck wrecked down there. He went 

and got some help and was lowered down on a rope. When he 

got down there, he found John Begay's decaying, swollen body 

filling the cab of the truck. They say the body had burst 

open and the inside of the truck was full of rotting guts. 

Marge and I continued along the road and passed two 

white wooden crosses with plastic flowers on a railing right 

past Albert Colorado's trailer and the bead stand. I pulled 

over and stopped. I got out and took a picture of them. 

When I returned to the truck Marge asked, "Why did you 

want a picture of that? Did you think it was cute?" 

I really couldn't explain. There was just something 

exemplary about that whole image -- two crosses that mark 

the dead on a lonely straight road. 
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Marge continued, "There used to be a lot of those when 

I was young. When we would drive, I would just stare out 

the window and count them one by one and pretty soon I would 

just stop because there were so many." 

I drive on listening. 

"I guess one day the Navajo Nation passed a law that 

you couldn't put those kinds of things up anymore," she 

said. "But lately I'm starting to see them all over again." 

Begay's roadside cross and the stories about it are 

just some of the many accounts describing the character of 

drinking phenomena among the Navajo. In what follows I will 

present several other accounts, in the form of narratives, 

in order to provide documentation of some of the 

representations of drinking that exist in the discourse 

community of Navajos living on the western reservation. 

These narratives reveal commentaries on alcohol and drinking 

that emphasize certain histories, modes of consciousness, 

value judgements, affects, and goals. In this chapter, I 

illustrate these and other nuances of drinking discourse 

through the presentation of narratives from several of the 

men with whom I spoke. These narratives regarding alcohol, 

rooted as they are in social process, historical change, and 

personal experience, are seldom solely about drinking but 

point to a variety of different and sometimes competing 

values, meanings, and memories. The narratives in this 
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chapter reveal a personal level of consciousness and meaning 

in which drinking is linked to individual experiences 

through the medium of narrative discourse. Central to this 

discussion is how alcohol and drinking evoke a wide range of 

memories, emotions, and opinions that reference a variety of 

personal and collective concerns. 

Narratives of Alcohol smd Drinking 

Andy 

On March 28, 1995, I spoke with Andy (5641), a 34-year-

old Navajo man who lives just south of Tuba City in Kerley 

Valley. Recently divorced, Andy occupies a camp with his 

mother, younger sister and her children, and his youngest 

brother and his wife and family. 

Andy recalled a relatively stable childhood growing up 

in the Shadow Mountain area herding sheep with his mother, 

siblings, and grandparents. He characterized both his 

father, a carpenter who never drank while Andy was growing 

up, and mother, who weaved Navajo rugs in order to help make 

ends meet, as being productive hardworking people. Andy 

recounted his early years: 

Back then my dad was working and we always had 
money. All the other kids had shabby clothing 
because their parents drank. I always admired him 
and my mom for taking care of us even though they 
weren't educated. I was kind of ashamed. They 
didn't speak English. So I signed myself up for 
Mormon placement. I went away from the 
reservation. But now I think I should have stayed 
here because all the things I went through out 
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there just confused me and now I don't think I 
belong. I think I should have stayed here. I' ve 
seen nice cars, houses, and stuff. But you can't 
have that here. 

Andy's time away in Mormon placement was the beginning 

of a larger pattern of movements between reservation and 

off-reservation settings in response to employment 

opportunities. After high school he returned to the 

reservation and worked for a summer in Tuba City as a 

groundskeeper at the boarding school but soon returned to 

California to live with his Mormon foster family while he 

worked doing detailing at a car dealership. In 1980 he 

joined the Marines and served through 1987 after which he 

returned once again to the reservation and worked branding 

cattle for a summer. He eventually took a job as a night 

manager at Basha's, a local supermarket, for about four 

years but then moved to Phoenix where he worked making 

fences for two years. After this he moved to the 

reservation where he worked several jobs in rapid 

succession. He was a cashier for two months and a teacher's 

aide for a year. Until three weeks ago he was a cashier at 

Thriftway, a local gas station and convenience store, a job 

he was fired from after only two months as a result of his 

drinking. 

Andy's experiences with alcohol began when he was ten 

years old: 
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I was herding sheep with a friend of mine. My 
friend's parents were sitters for my family and I 
got left behind with them and I guess they were 
bootleggers and my friend showed me where they hid 
their wine. It was Tokay. We took two bottles 
with us one day when we were going out with the 
sheep. We each drank a bottle. I got sick and 
started throwing up. We lost the sheep. 

Andy did not start drinking regularly until he was 18, 

when he began attending Arizona State University, in Tempe, 

Arizona. His drinking continued when he joined the Marines 

after one semester of college. "I drank just to fit in. I 

didn't want to be left out," he recalled. 

When Andy joined the service, he started drinking 

heavily and was arrested for two DUIs, and had a motorcycle 

accident in 1982 that almost cost his life. As a result of 

legal difficulties surrounding this accident, he was 

mandated to attend AA treatment. He continued: 

After that I decided to come back to the rez. But 
when I got back I started drinking again. I found 
out about the bootleggers here in town and I 
started going to these places. But then I got 
married and I stopped drinking. I got a job at 
Basha's and I didn't drink for 13 months. 

But eventually Andy started drinking again. He 

situated his fall from sobriety within other events taking 

place in his life at this time: 

My wife is the talking type. I'm not. She was 
always asking me what was going on but I didn't 
want to talk. I started drinking again and I 
started hiding it. She found out and chased me 
out of the house. I was still working and she 
took me back after a couple of months. While I was 
still at Basha's, I almost got fired because I was 
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drinking. I found out she was running around. I 
told the people at work about my drinking and they 
sent me to Gallup, to Rehoboth,^° in 1991, for 24 
days. When I got back my wife was drinking. I 
was having a hard time staying here so after about 
three and a half months I started drinking again. 

I signed myself up for a rehab in Phoenix because 
I was getting real bad down here. I started 
drinking wine and hairspray.'^ I was in rehab for 
two months. I did well for four months after 
that. I couldn't find a job but I got custody of 
the kids. My wife walked out on them when I was 
in rehab. She dumped them off at social services 
and I got custody. But I couldn't find a job and 
it seemed the only way to get rid of the misery 
was to drown it. 

I've got custody of the kids but there is no 
support from their mother. There is no physical 
support. She says she has a j ob. I don't want 
money from her but I wish she would buy clothes, 
books, and things for the kids. If she did I 
wouldn't be as pissed off. I see her and I get 
rage and the alcohol is the only thing to soothe 
it and it's not good but I do it. 

It's a problem but I know where to get help and 
counseling. I'm always blaming things, places, 
and other people. My older brother stopped 
drinking through the NAC^^. He hasn't drank in 
about two years. He tells me to stop. I tell 
him, "It's my life. Leave me alone. You did the 

Rehoboth McKinley Christian Health Care Services is 
a 50- bed facility that provides residential alcoholism 
treatment to approximately 650 patients a year, 90 percent of 
whom are Navajo. 

Hairspray is mixed with water, usually in large 
buckets, and drunk. It is used as a treatment for bad 
hangovers and also provides a relatively inexpensive means 
to alter consciousness. Those individuals who drink hair 
spray are considered by others as being the most down and 
out, deviant drinkers. 

The Native American Church. See Anderson (1980), La 
Barre (1938), Stewart (1987), and especially Aberle (1966). 
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same." My brother offered to have a prayer for me 
but I said no. I was still feeling the effects of 
alcohol then. I want to stop now because the kids 
have seen it. They've seen me being taken to jail 
and they question me about it. So it's back here 
in my mind and I think about it. 

He continued: 

Even though I drink I do other things. I've got a 
homesite lease. I'd like to do like my dad did 
for us and build a house for my kids and not drink 
and I know if I keep drinking they'll take away my 
kids and I don't want that. There's nothing to do 
around here. When I was a kid there was cattle 
but now you can't make a living off that anymore. 

In this narrative Andy expresses a dissonance between a 

non-productive reality and the wish for a more successful 

future. This incongruity is thrown into relief through his 

experiences in the off-reservation world, a world he 

willingly entered in order to escape a background which, at 

the time, he found embarrassing. 

Images of family members organize much of Andy's 

discourse. The figures of his parents, who were able to 

provide for their children even without education, provide a 

compelling contrast to Andy's account of his current 

circumstances. Andy's children, who have seen the effects 

of his drinking and have begun to ask questions, are 

associated with his stated desire to quit drinking. 

Andy offers elucidation on his drinking. It is 

presented as an idiom for both expressing, and treating, the 

rage and jealousy associated with his ex-wife, as well as 
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the frustrations of not achieving the means and status that 

he knows are possible, and wishes were true, for him and his 

family. Not drinking is another idiom, used to express a 

desired, normative identity as a father and role model. 

Andy provides a narrative in which he represents himself as 

a person who wants to be a success, in the way his parents 

were, but who is failing. Alcohol helps collect, situate, 

connect, and treat these memories and feelings. 

Luke 

On February 23, 1995, I followed Marge to "Pancho's," 

one of the local restaurants in Tuba City, where we met Luke 

(5626), a 49-year-old Cameron native and father of five. 

Well dressed in jeans, a rodeo shirt, cowboy boots, and a 

black leather vest, he emanated a presence that very few 

people have. A successful rancher and businessman, he is 

well known and respected throughout the community. He was 

one of the most dynamic and personable men I interviewed. 

We picked a booth in the unoccupied back section of the 

restaurant and I bought him lunch. I asked him a series of 

questions regarding family history and drinking. I then 

asked if he ever had a drinking problem. 

"No, I never drank much," he replied. "I've maybe 

drank about ten times in my entire life. I don't like the 

taste much. It stinks and I don't have the stomach for it." 

As if to explain he continued: 



When I was younger I rode broncs. Back then I 
tried to drink because it was an easy way to 
socialize with the other riders. But I could 
never drink much without feeling sick. It didn't 
work with riding either. My parents never drank 
and so I was taught it wasn't the way to be. My 
father told me that if I wanted to be a good rider 
I had to be totally in my mind. 

"It's just like hunting," he said to me, "You have 
to be all in your mind." 

To this day I am strict with my children regarding 
drinking. I have a ranch out at Black Falls. 
It's the most beautiful place in the world. I 
tell people that, that I live in the most 
beautiful place in the world. You can see the 
Ward's Terrace and the Peaks. But no one will 
come visit us because they all know that I won't 
allow drinking. 

A lot of my family members drink. My older uncle 
was in the FMC^^ recently. He got drunk and was 
hit by a car in Flagstaff. The family wanted to 
bring him back home immediately but I said no. 
I'm tired of it. Every time it's the same thing. 
I said no, not until he went into treatment. 

I told him, "This is the last time. You can't 
come back until you get treatment." My aunts and 
mother and the rest of my family were all around 
me while I was on the phone talking to him. I was 
walking around with the cellular phone yelling 
into it and telling him. 

The family all cried and pleaded with me, "Let him 
come home." But I wouldn't give in. I was there 
on the phone with my uncle and the family was 
pleading with me. 

I told my uncle that he had to get well. I told 
him to get treatment and when he got back the 
mountains and the plants and the river and the 
sheep -- "Everything will smile at you and be glad 
to see you," I told him. 

" The Flagstaff Medical Center in Flagstaff, Arizona 
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Luke expresses the alienation and contention that 

result when alcohol and drinking are rejected. When alcohol 

is excluded or drinking becomes unacceptable the result is 

social isolation and interpersonal conflict within the 

family. This stance is more difficult in those situations 

where pathological use, if not accepted, is usually tacitly 

endured. 

Later, as the interviev/ wound down, I asked Luke more 

about his livestock. He noted that he lived in Cameron but 

spent most of his time out at the ranch. He looked around 

us at the walls of the restaurant as he continued; 

I don't like coming to Tuba, It brings back bad 
memories. I had a young niece that lived in south 
Tuba. She was killed when she was eight years 
old. I really used to enjoy being with her. She 
was strangled to death by her dzninken stepfather. 
Every time I come here I think about that little 
girl. It happened right there, right there in 
south Tuba. You have to drive right by it to get 
here. I think about her all the time and I have 
to be good because if not then I won't ever be 
able to see her again when I die. So sometimes I 
might see a pretty woman, someone's wife, and I 
think I'd better leave that alone. When I see 
things like that, that tempt me, I just remember 
her and then I remember to be good. She tells me 
to be good so that we can see each other again. 

Before we concluded the interview Luke related another 

story regarding the impact of drinking in his family: 

My brother is a drinker. He gets drunk and beats 
his wife. He was always beating her. Once he 
tried to strangle her so I went to his house and 
got in a fight with him and told him not to drink 
and beat his wife anymore. We really got into it 
and then I strangled him until he couldn't breathe 
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anymore. Then I let him go and said, "See, that's 
what it feels like! And if you ever beat her 
again I'm going to kill you." 

In a society where drinking is prevalent, abstinence 

from alcohol often brings about social isolation, contest, 

and conflict within families. As Luke's struggles with his 

uncle and brother point out, drinking is a source of 

contention within families and many difficulties accompany 

the negotiation of acceptable alcohol use. Alcohol is 

embedded in a semantic network that links Tuba City with the 

death of Luke's niece, abstinence with correct thinking in 

the areas of bronc riding, business, and hunting, and 

drinking with conflict and alienation. Alcohol is at once 

excluded from, and part of, Luke's life and family. 

Kee 

On August 8, 1994, Marge and I drove on the back 

country dirt roads just north of Tuba looking for an 

interviewee. Marge's truck rattles something awful when we 

go over the wash board roads. Everywhere the landscape is 

the same -- dune after dune after dune and hardly ever a 

tree. Scattered settlements made up of corrals, junked 

cars, shanties, outhouses, hogans, and other makeshift 

structures dot the vast openness. 

We saw a heavyset woman walking along the road. Marge 

knew her so we stopped to give her a ride. They talked to 

each other a little in Navajo and English. Her name was 
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Louise and I shook her hand in the Navajo way. They were 

talking about me in Navajo for a bit and then they laughed. 

But soon the tone of Louise's voice changed. 

She asked Marge, "Have you seen Mattie lately? Did you 

hear what happened?" 

She had been looking at Marge until then but her focus 

shifted as Marge replied, "No, I haven't." 

Louise looked out straight ahead through the windshield 

into the distance. "Her daughter was killed this weekend," 

she said. 

She continued in Navajo. She spoke steadily and in a 

low voice and every once in awhile Marge would simply say, 

"Ho. " 

"Which one of her daughters was it?" Marge asked. 

"Sharon," she replied, "the pretty one." 

No one spoke for a while and the only sound was the 

rattling of the truck. We left Louise off a few minutes 

later. 

"I'll have to go by," Marge said, as we continued down 

the road. 

"Oh that's terrible. That's terrible," Marge said as 

we drove on. 

"What happened?" I asked not really wanting to know but 

feeling like I knew the story already. 
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Sharon was out drinking with some people at Rocky-

Ridge, out by Dinnebito", and some guys tried to rape her 

and one of them ended up killing her when she put up a 

fight. "I think I know which daughter she was. She was 

beautiful. And she has a bunch of young kids...but she used 

to like to go out drinking." We rumbled away in the truck. 

Within a few minutes we pulled up to a camp for the 

first interview of the day with Kee (5515). The camp was 

comprised of several structures -- a large octagon hogan 

with white walls, a small unpainted wooden house, and a 

large corral partitioned into three sections. There was 

fresh mutton hanging from the rafters on the house near the 

doorway drying out and several sheep bleated from the nearby 

corral that had an old set of bed box springs for a gate. 

The hood of a large car was nailed up to two posts and 

served as a privacy shield for the outhouse. 

A long, wiry Navajo man with an acne scarred face came 

out of the house as we pulled up. The first thing I noticed 

about Kee was that he limped badly and I wondered why. The 

second thing I noticed was that he walked with a prosthesis. 

"I think something must have happened to him," Marge 

declared matter-of-factly as we got out of th«^ truck and 

walked towards him. She introduced us and then left while I 

Dinnebito is approximately 4 0 miles east of Tuba 
City. 
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conducted the interview. We went into the hogan and sat at 

a small table in the middle of the house, near the wood 

stove, and began. 

Kee was one of the hardest drinkers I interviewed. He 

first tried alcohol when he was six years old. He and 

another boy were told to tend the horses at a Squaw Dance 

and they looked into a nearby shed where they knew a local 

medicine man made moonshine and found some homebrew. By the 

age of 16, Kee was getting drunk regularly, encouraged by 

the old rodeo men who would tell him to drink up. 

He recounted his high school years when he was put into 

a Mormon placement program. He went out with a Christian 

girl that tried to change him. 

"She really tried to straighten me out but I guess I 

never listened to her," he said. 

Instead he drank more and by his junior year he was 

going out with his friends every weekend and partying. They 

would shoplift cases of beer and go out to a park and have 

drinking contests. He and his friends would also 

periodically steal cars and go to Wyoming to attend pow-wows 

and party with people from other tribes. These and similar 

events eventually led to Kee's expulsion from high school. 

He held a series of short-term jobs in Utah and experienced 

troubles with the law. Motivated to change, he slowed down 

on his drinking, got married, and settled down. 
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But after a while he started drinking again. He was 

living with his wife's family at the time. "Her mother was 

an alcoholic and she brought drunks around and so I started 

drinking again," he explained. He would usually drink every 

day after work. In the winter of 1977 his wife, impatient 

with his drinking, threw him out of the house. He then 

began a drinking binge that lasted three months during which 

he almost froze to death in Flagstaff. In 1981 his wife 

divorced him and he drank even more. 

His drinking had led to a number of legal difficulties 

and the Indian Health Service recommended that he enroll in 

an Antabuse treatment program. He would not agree to this, 

however, since he felt the drug might kill him. Kee 

recalled: 

I told that doctor, "You can't force me to take 
that pill." My friend died when he took that 
stuff. His heart stopped. He was taking that 
stuff and he went out and he had a drink and his 
heart stopped so I told that doctor I wasn't going 
to take it. It's genocide for Native American 
people. They fuckin' killed my friend with that 
shit man. They killed him. That's why I don't 
trust them over there. You go into the hospital 
and all you see is the old people, Indian people, 
dying. It's genocide. 

Because of his continuing legal difficulties involving 

alcohol and crime he was forced to leave Utah, an event he 

remembers with some bitterness. "They gave me a choice," he 

recalled, "either leave Utah or go to jail. I told them, 

'You can't do this to me! I'm a fucking Mormon! You can't 
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do this to me!'" Despite this injunction he went back to 

Utah when his clan brother offered him a roofing job in 

Orem. After this he worked in Wyoming for some time as a 

heavy equipment operator. 

By 1985 he was living in Phoenix with several 

prostitutes and working in a warehouse. In a discussion 

about this period of his life he noted, "You can't sleep 

with them." 

Confused, I asked for clarification, "You mean have sex 

with them?" 

"No, I mean sleep. They're always coming home to do 

their tricks at three, four, five o'clock in the morning. 

They got me into heroin. They were always doing that shit 

and they got me started." He showed me the scars on his 

arms. It was during this time that he got into hash, 

cocaine, and pills. He lived in Phoenix until about 1989. 

After living in Phoenix he moved to Las Vegas where he 

worked as a truck driver for about one and a half years. 

When he was driving, he would drink about a gallon of a wine 

a day. He would buy a bottle to see if he could control 

drinking it, but the thought of it being there in the truck 

with him eventually led him to drink. "Just as long as that 

bottle is there, your mind is in that bottle," he explained. 

He has been incarcerated in Gallup, Las Vegas, Denver, 

Omaha, Albuquerque, Salt Lake City, Richfield, St. George, 
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Ely, Cedar City, Window Rock, Flagstaff and other places 

that he cannot remember. He would sometimes go out and eat 

and get drunk and then turn himself into "protective 

custody" to save money on a motel room. Once, in Denver, he 

was drunk and tried to hop a train with a 75 pound pack. He 

fell underneath the train and lost his leg. 

Eventually he moved back to the reservation. He now 

spends much of his time raising livestock in a remote area 

near Preston Mesa when he is not living with his mother in 

Tuba City. 

As the interview wound down, I asked Kee if he thought 

alcohol was a problem on the reservation. He commented: 

Yeah. I've been there. I've lost my fuckin' leg 
because of wine. Indians and alcohol don't mix. 
They should ban all liquor sales in border towns 
and tell the government to quit making wine. I 
don't think it's going to go away. These young 
generations don't ever listen. It's just up to 
them. Some people just give up on life and 
they've got a fucking nasty habit and they kill 
themselves. 

As we sit waiting for Marge to return, I continue to 

talk with Kee and I notice that he is angry. He is angry 

because there is not enough water for his livestock and the 

local authorities at the chapter house will not offer any 

support. He is angry because he knows that some day 

somebody around here is going to raise trouble about grazing 

rights. And Kee is angry because a man tried to rape his 

niece, Sharon, and then killed her. He looks at me and 
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remarks, "I hope I see that motherfucker so I can shoot him 

in the balls." 

After what seemed like an hour after the formal 

interview ended Marge returned to pick me up. Kee asked for 

a ride into town. I figured he wanted to go to the 

bootlegger to spend some of the cash I had just paid him. 

We all piled into the cab of Marge's Ford pick-up and headed 

into town. A slow and steady rain had begun to fall so that 

as we rode into town the truck did not kick up any dust. 

"I guess I should have brought my jacket, huh?" Kee 

asked no one. 

"Yeah," replied Marge. 

Discussion 

The narratives presented are populated by a variety of 

memories and emotions, moralities and personae, commentaries 

and evaluations, each linked together in a dynamic semantic 

field by a substance, alcohol, and an activity, drinking. 

Virtually everyone I interviewed had been directly affected 

by alcohol use in some way. CCSNA data provide background 

information that help situate these narratives. As outlined 

in Table 3.1, alcohol-related phenomena, including abuse and 

dependence, are common in this group of men. 

Over the course of the interviews I conducted, Navajo 

people shared many narratives of drinking with me and in 

doing so provided a window onto some of the meanings. 
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Drink Ever 98% (n=145) 

Drink Currently 50% (n=142) 

Alcohol Abuse Ever 85% (n=142) 

Alcohol Dependent Ever 79% (n=142) 

Binge Drink Ever 65% (n=142) 

Sought Help Ever 29% (n=142) 

Treatment Ever 34% (n=142) 

Drink Alone Ever 64% (n=142) 

values, and experiences that accrue to alcohol in 

contemporary Navajo society. When Navajo men talk about 

drinking, they invariably revisit the personal past where 

alcohol gives form to, and helps situate, memories of 

childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, and maturity. For 

most, alcohol was a ubiquitous part of the family 

environment when they were growing up. As Marge once noted: 

"When I was young it never occurred to me that alcohol 

wasn't normal. It was everywhere. Only when I got older 

did I realize that lots of families didn't have alcohol in 

them." But the impact of alcohol on these families was 

variable. While some were relatively untouched by its use, 

others were virtually decimated through its abuse. As Table 
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3.2 indicates, many Navajo families experienced the loss of 

loved ones due to alcohol. 

Table 3.2: Relatives Deceased Due to Drinking 

Percentage Responding Yes 

First Dearee Relatives 
Parent(s) 6 
Child 1 
Sibling 19 
Combination 2 
None 70 

Second Dearee Relatives 
Grandparent 1 
Aunt(s)/Uncle(s) 19 
Two or more 28 
None 47 

n=145 

Childhood memories of alcohol evoke accounts of 

neglect, domestic violence, and physical abuse. Fathers, 

uncles, brothers, and other relatives, were often either 

distant and disconnected from families due to their drinking 

or dominated interactions through pathological alcohol abuse 

and aggression. However, many families were not rocked by 

pathological drinking and even in those that were, several 

relatives either abstained entirely or developed less 

pathological patterns of use over time. Table 3.3 outlines 

some of the drinking patterns exhibited by family members of 

the men in the community sample when they were growing up. 
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Father Mother Sibling(s) 

Non-drinker 12% 70% 46% 

Drinker 20 12 39 

Problem Drinker 35 11 6 

Problem Drinker 
Sc Phys. Abuse 34 7 9 

n=130 n=143 n=140 

Many interviewees experienced their first drink within 

a familial context. At times family members including 

parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins took an active 

role in the initiation of drinking careers, but on other 

occasions interviewees recalled sneaking drinks when no one 

was present or when adults had passed out. While 

introductions to alcohol were often an open aspect of social 

events that the initiate was fully aware of, at other times 

family members played a more secretive and manipulative role 

in the first drinking experience. Several men and women 

recounted tales of having alcohol slipped to them 

unknowingly by a family member and then becoming the butt of 

jokes. 

Although many acquired at least casual familiarity with 

alcohol in childhood it was not until adolescence that most 
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gained their first direct drinking experiences. Because the 

earliest drink usually took place during this life-stage, 

accounts of this experience typically point to a variety of 

themes revolving around the coming of age and the freedom 

associated with the carefree days of youth. Memories of 

teenage drinking are often linked to other prominent events 

of this time period, including social events such as 

homecoming, dances, parties, sports, and increasing 

interactions with the opposite sex. Drinking helped usher 

in a new phase in relationships with family members of the 

same age set and peers from school. For some, drinking was 

a means to articulate friendships with others. Even at 

these early stages of use, alcohol is linked by many men to 

significant social relationships with other men, 

particularly mother's brothers, "cousin brothers,and 

brothers. From a young age it is routine for males to 

socialize over alcohol as a means to articulate friendship, 

kin relations, and consolidate membership in peer groups. 

Table 3.4 outlines the social and locational context of the 

"Cousin brother" typically refers to mother's 
sister's son. Traditionally the Navajo are matrilineal and 
use an Iroquois cousin classification system. 

As Topper (1980) notes, drinking provides both a 
means of participating in socially valued risk taking for 
Navajo adolescent males at high school dances and a way of 
articulating social relationships with matrikin at 
traditional social events (e.g., the Squaw Dance) after a 
male has married and lives apart from his family of origin. 
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first drinking experience for the men in the community 

sample. 

Table 3.4: First Drink, Background Information 

Location of First Drink 
Formal Gathering 5% 
Ceremony 11 
At Home 18 
At School 2 
Border Town 7 
In Vehicle 3 
Other 4 7 
Unknovm 9 

Who had First Drink With 
Parent(s)/Step 6% 
Siblings 12 
Uncles/Aunts 3 
Other Relatives 25 
Friends/Peers/Non-relatives 50 
Alone 5 

What Type of Alcohol First Drank 
Beer 45% 
Wine 3 8 
Liquor 7 
Mix 4 
Other 7 

Mean Age of First Drink 14.5 

n=142 

But the picture of alcohol use at this time is hardly 

one-sided. While some associate positive, idealized aspects 

of the junior high and high school experience with drinking, 

others note the distance and lack of familial supervision of 

boarding school or placement experiences that motivated 
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experimentation with alcohol. While drinking served 

positive social functions, it is at this stage of life that 

many began to actively consume alcohol on a regular basis, 

and experience problems, including failing grades and 

expulsion from school. 

As interviewees grew older, many developed habituated 

drinking patterns as they moved into different social 

contexts and gained new experiences. Marriage brought 

alternate obligations, and drinking became a point of 

contention in relationships. In several cases unacceptable 

drinking patterns effectively broke marriages apart. Child 

rearing brought new, unique responsibilities and motivated 

many to stop drinking, while others became subject to more 

pressure to quit. Military service and tours of duty far 

from the reservation introduced many Navajos to new people, 

places, and ideas but also new drinking patterns and 

arrangements. For some, these new patterns became 

routinized and lacked fit when transferred to different 

settings. Others sought new paths in college or vocational 

school and drank in the diverse social settings afforded by 

these experiences. Many more moved for varying lengths of 

time to communities and urban centers off the reservation in 

order to secure employment and drank in these mostly blue-

collar settings. 
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It was at this life-stage that troubles resulting from 

drinking became more prominent. Troubles ranged from a 

thoughtful awareness and self-consciousness regarding 

drinking patterns to multiple arrests, health problems, 

family conflicts, automobile and other accidents, marital 

stress, failure in school, loss of employment, and death. 

Some were motivated to quit drinking by relatively small 

difficulties, others drank excessively even after enduring 

more significant problems. Table 3.5 outlines the problems 

experienced by men due to their drinking. 

As the lives of these men became more varied and 

complex so too did the experiences and emotions that 

drinking focalized. Alcohol became linked to memories of 

those who died, be they friends, family, or other loved 

ones, and to spectacular accidents. Thus, alcohol may 

reference many feelings. It at once motivates and medicates 

loss, bereavement, anger, sexual jealousy, and frustration. 

Over the course of these and many other experiences 

with alcohol Navajo people come to associate certain values 

and meanings with drinking and learn to frame it in set 

ways. This is accomplished in different social and cultural 

arenas. Alcohol can become a source of contention and 

division in families where limits of use and other degrees 
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Tcible 3.5: Problems Experienced Due to Drinking 

% Yes 

Drank more than intended 65 

Spent so much time drinking did not have 
time for anything else 34 

Gave up important activities in order 
to drink 27 

Could not work or take care of kids 
because of drinking 3 7 

Went to work or took care of kids 
while drunk 21 

Family objected to drinking 80 

Friend objected to drinking 18 

Boss objected to drinking 31 

Got into a fight while drinking 51 

Got arrested because of drinking 73 

Had trouble driving 
because of drinking 57 

Injured self while drinking 37 

Put self in situation where might 
get hurt while drinking 63 

Experienced withdrawal 3 0 

Drank to treat hangover 52 

Found out had health problems related 
to drinking 11 

Drank in spite of illness 11 

n=142 
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of acceptability are persistently negotiated, but drinking 

can also become an important way to socialize with others. 

A large number of Navajo men, however, drink to a point that 

it causes significant social and health problems. This 

pathology and destruction are commented upon repeatedly. 

Alcohol and drinking index an irresponsibility and lack of 

control that is disturbing to many Navajo. 

This discourse on alcohol, however, helps to frame not 

only individual memory, nor just the experience of certain 

families, but provides a point of entry into a mode of 

consciousness that encompasses larger, collective frames of 

meaning, identity, and value. The discourse on alcohol in 

Navajo society ultimately is a discourse on morality that 

points to not only the factors of dispossession underlying 

political and moral economies, but also the limits of 

responsibility, the criteria for well-being, the parameters 

of social control, and the degeneration of distinctive 

individual and collective identities and the construction of 

new ones. In the next chapter I move on to a consideration 

of these collective meanings by examining some of the 

discourses that constitute the local joint consciousness of 

alcohol and drinking in contemporary Navajo society. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE DISCOURSE ON ALCOHOL IN NAVAJO SOCIETY, PART II; 
COLLECTIVE MEANINGS 

Introduction: An Accident 

Midway through my fieldwork experience, a small white cross 

with plastic flowers was placed out on a low hill on the 

roadside by the junction of Highway 89 and Highway 160 near 

the Echo Cliffs, about 11 miles west of Tuba City. This was 

one response to an alcohol-related motor vehicle accident 

that took place at this site, an accident that was the 

source of a great deal of commentary in Tuba City and the 

surrounding communities in the Western Navajo Agency. 

On December 26, 1994, a pickup truck, driven by an 

intoxicated 38-year-old man from Page, Arizona, crossed the 

center line on a dry, clear day and crashed head-on into a 

car carrying a Navajo family from Ramah, New Mexico, who 

were in the area visiting relatives for the Christmas 

holiday. A total of eight people, including four children, 

were killed as a result of this collision (The Arizona 

Republic, December 28, 1994). 

Interest in this accident extended beyond the confines 

of the reservation as the story was picked up by the wire 

service and appeared in newspapers in Phoenix, New York, San 

Antonio, and other areas of the country. The headline of an 

article in The Gallup Independent appeared to capture the 
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sentiments of many Navajos living in the Tuba City area. It 

read: "Alcohol puts a lot of people on U.S. Highway 8 9 in 

this remote western side of the sprawling Navajo 

Reservation, and fear of the result keeps lots of people off 

it as much as possible" (The Gallup Independent, December 

28, 1994) . 

The accident stirred a great deal of local reflection 

and commentary. Marcella Yazzie told The Arizona Republic: 

"It's always drunks and semis on that road. People get mad 

following the slow moving vehicles and take chances to pass 

them. I try to stay off that highway as much as possible" 

(The Arizona Republic, December 28, 1994:A4). Elliot 

Suetopka, the owner of one of the many roadside jewelry 

stands that dot the route near the accident site, made this 

comment: "Any time you get on there north of Grey Mountain, 

you're taking your life in your own hands because of all the 

alcohol" (The Arizona Republic, December 28, 1994:A4) . 

Thus, for many of those familiar with the area it was 

really no accident that an alcohol-related mishap took place 

on this particular stretch of road. The 45 miles of Highway 

8 9 between Tuba City and Grey Mountain links the western 

Navajo reservation to the closest source of legal alcohol 

available. As a consequence "making the run to Grey," i.e., 

going to Grey Mountain for the main, and usually sole, 

purpose of securing alcohol, is a common activity. Alcohol-
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related motor vehicle accidents in this area are also 

commonplace. In 1994, 25 fatal alcohol-related accidents 

took place on this stretch of highway alone (The Gallup 

Independent, December 28, 1994). 

Highway 8 9 and the alcohol related accidents and 

activities associated with it have made an indelible impact 

on the consciousness of many Navajos living in this area. 

This road and others like it represent not only physical 

byways to areas outside the Navajo reservation but reflect 

other roads or ways of being in this world. From the point 

of view of a Navajo philosophy, those making their run to 

Grey are not only journeying on an asphalt road to buy 

alcohol but are also traveling a path of life that is 

contrary to Navajo existence and inimical to good living. 

The discourse on alcohol in Navajo society, in the form 

of narratives and moral commentaries, points to a set of 

interrelated meanings that link together social history, 

cultural identity, and morality, and in so doing reveal a 

rift between cultural ideology and social practice. 

Developing a theme introduced in the previous chapter, I 

will demonstrate here how degeneration narratives linked to 

drinking reference a moral plane where the "good road" or 

"the Navajo way" of life is juxtaposed to the "bad life" of 

"the alcohol road." In this way, I intend to illustrate 

that the discourse on alcohol provides entry into a mode of 
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consciousness linked to collective frames of identity, 

meaning, and value in Navajo society. 

Alcohol, Drinking, and Meeming 

In the preceding chapter I presented personal narratives 

about alcohol and drinking and noted that these discourses 

revealed a host of comprehensive meanings pointing to a 

larger collective mode of consciousness. Discourses about 

alcohol comment on this substance in ways that express an 

aesthetic judgment regarding the impact of alcohol on Navajo 

society. Narratives not only offer accounts of individual 

drinking experiences but also point to wider, more pervasive 

themes in the form of commentaries related to the 

degeneration of Navajo tradition. In this way, personal 

narratives and histories blend into more collective accounts 

of moral animadversions. 

In this chapter I focus on the theme of cultural 

degeneration that permeates Navajo discourse on drinking by 

looking at passages from several different interviews. I 

aim not only to concentrate on the content of these 

evaluations but link their subject matter to cultural 

meanings, moral values, history, and the construction of 

individual and collective identities. 

Drinking and Nostalgia: Narratives of Degeneration 

Throughout their discourse many Navajo use alcohol to 

juxtapose a pristine past to a corrupt present. Consider 
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the following statement, offered by a 47-year-old Navajo man 

(5015): 

Alcohol abuse is a serious problem on the 
reservation. I know this from my own personal 
experience with alcohol and what it has done to 
me. They should make it illegal for Indian 
people. It is destroying us. The people in my 
grandparents' day lived longer since they didn't 
use alcohol. Today it's making our life short. 
My grandmother lived to be 115 years old and my 
grandfather lived to be 95. Navajo people don't 
live that long today because they don't follow the 
good life. For this next generation of young 
people the problem will be worse. These 
youngsters are even drinking hairspray today. 

Drinking represents a rift between an idealized 

cultural past and a sometimes harsh contemporary existence. 

A symbolic wedge between yesterday and today, drinking 

encapsulates, in one potent symbol, the degeneration of 

Navajo culture. As such, alcohol and the troubles 

associated with it are a means "to valorize an imagined 

authenticity" (Brady 1995:1487). The culturally valued 

"long-life" was available to those who lived in the 

traditional Navajo way in the past, but today Navajo people 

do not live as" long. The perceived increase in alcohol 

problems in contemporairy Navajo society is a direct result 

of the fact that people are not following the good life 

meant for Navajos. This degeneration is most clearly 

expressed in the fact that youngsters are even drinking 

hairspray, a culturally valent indicator of the drinker gone 

too far. Drinking is one indicator that the future 
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generations so greatly valued in Navajo culture are becoming 

less and less Navajo. 

Note also how this representation indicates 

instrumentality: alcohol is something that can do things to 

people, especially Indians. This discourse of threat and 

vulnerability is also reflected in the sentiment that "they 

should make it illegal for Indian people." This idea not 

only suggests a collective categorization of diverse people 

based on similar experiences with alcohol, but also 

indicates that these people, "Indians," have a special 

weakness to alcohol. 

Next, consider the words of a 65-year-old Navajo man 

(5506): 

Today it is different from what it was in the 
past. Today even young people are using it. 
They, as individuals, will not listen to anyone. 
Back when I was using it was mainly the older men 
that drank. This has all changed. Now I hear of 
family problems where young people are using 
alcohol. They lose their lives to it. I hear 
that now marijuana has been introduced to the 
reservation and that this is causing many problems 
with young people. It seems that respect for 
family and elders is gone. It is not like when I 
was growing up. 

I do not really know how to make this problem any 
better. It seems that people are a blank, that 
there is nothing in them. There is nothing inside 
of them strong enough to stop drinking. They have 
nothing inside them and they cannot really think 
for themselves. Even though they go out and get 
help they come back and use it. It seems that 
they have no will power in today's generation. 
Some people listen to their parents and put it 
aside but others work just to make some money to 
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buy alcohol. There is more money spent on alcohol 
than on proper nourishment. I see too much of 
this happening now and I fear for the young 
generation. These people do not seem to realize 
what they are doing to themselves. There is no 
respect for what has been handed down from 
generation to generation -- holding a job, a 
family, a home. It's so different now. 

Alcohol is implicated in the loss of traditional Navajo 

values -- especially in the form of the culturally salient 

and socially valuable "teachings" handed down from one 

generation to the next. This moral and ethical system, 

which includes attention to job, family, and home, is 

central to Navajo life. This discourse also indicates that 

a system of ideological and social divisions is being 

violated. As represented in this narrative, drinking was 

formerly an activity engaged in by older males outside the 

domestic sphere of the hogan; today it is the routine of 

young people and has entered into the private, familial 

realm of the home. This broad motif of the collapse of 

ideological divisions and the social practices which they 

channel points to a pervasive idea that alcohol has entered 

into arenas where it is out of place and exerts a malfeasant 

influence. Culturally, the symbolism referenced here could 

not be much more potent: alcohol is now part of a 

traditional context where it does not belong, the home. 

Patterns of male peer group drinking are noted 
often in the literature on Navajo drinking. See Levy and 
Kunitz (1974:75-76) and Topper (1985:233-234). 
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This violation of cultural boundaries is discussed 

again, along with other themes, in the following statement, 

made by the 51-year-old son (5512) of a medicine man: 

Alcohol was only made for an occasion. The home 
brew was made for a special occasion back in the 
old days. Now it is store bought and there is too 
much available. A lot of self-respect has been 
lost by ray people and that's why they are drinking 
more. Everything costs more than it used to. 
Maybe they can't make it so they turn to alcohol. 
Those that sell also turn to that to make more 
income. They have just lost all self-respect and 
don't respect the preaching of the elderlies. If 
they would they would stop. They would listen or 
remember. I remember. I listened. The 
teachings; that you only have one heart and you 
should take care of it. The heart is important in 
a person's body. My mother and father always told 
me that it was very tender and to not misuse it. 
Maybe these people aren't told that today. Even 
the young people use it today. 

While it would be easy to frame this statement as a 

commentary on Navajo political economy (cf. Singer 1986), 

the rationalization of social relations, and the overall 

economic marginalization of the Navajo, such a 

characterization would miss a fundamental point. This and 

other narratives of degeneration point not only to a 

political economy of dispossession, but a moral economy 

attached to the loss of teachings, values, and a context 

that makes these ideals seem unobtainable. As such, this 

discourse is as much an expression of loss and regret as it 

is an indictment of present economic circumstances and an 

insider's perspective on deprivation. 
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Many I spoke with indicated an underlying economic 

aspect to Navajo drinking but in doing so they were, I 

believe, making not only an economic, but a moral 

statement -- a dimension that political economy models 

typically ignore. Alienation from land and other resources, 

the displacement of subsistence economies (and the social 

and moral structures attached to them), unemployment, and 

underdevelopment all constitute a drastically changed 

context in which drinking is somehow a viable option even 

when compared to adherence to traditional modes of life. 

But drinking violates traditional teachings as it goes 

against family, home, job, and the accumulation of valued 

possessions. In short, it cheats the moral system that 

constitutes Navajo ethics. 

One 55-year-old Navajo man (5571) discussed this system 

of ethics in recounting how his mother offered her 

"teachings" to him when he was young. In retrospect he now 

credits these words for providing him with a guide to good 

living: 

I never got into alcohol because of my mother's 
preaching. She told me, "The wine and alcohol 
line will not give you anything. Look at people 
staggering in the streets looking poorly because 
of drinking. Is that what you want to look like? 
Do you want to follow that path? You will not get 
nothing from drinking." 

I look at the friends that I grew up with and some 
of them are not in good shape because of drinking. 
Some of them don't even have homes and some are 
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dead. I am glad I didn't take that road. I think 
that if I did ever get into it I might be gone or 
look like one of my friends now. There are many 
things attached to alcohol so it's hard to say 
what could be done for this problem. My ancestors 
knew ceremonies, when I was small, for this kind 
of thing but now they don't have it anymore. The 
NAC could help people. The NAC has given me a lot 
of will power within myself. I wish that more 
young people would look into this because it has a 
lot of mind power that could help them. I am 
concerned with the men and women in the services. 
They are way off there by themselves in another 
culture and another country. They use alcohol to 
relieve their mind. They should turn to the NAC 
to find what they need, not alcohol. I wish 
people would be aware of the traditional way that 
is decreasing now. That is another means of 
getting help. They go to the hospital for help 
but they should see that if they went the cultural 
way they would get help too. What I have said is 
good and I hope that it will help you in what you 
are trying to accomplish. I am glad that you 
talked to me because I have not thought of those 
days in such a long time and I am glad that I 
didn't choose the alcohol road and that I have had 
a happy and prosperous life. 

Alcohol leads people away from the traditional Navajo 

way of living. In a sense the "teachings" provide an 

inoculation through injunction against improper behavior and 

culturally devalued ways of being in this world. One 

critical point here is that the truth of these words, and 

the moral system they advance, do not exist only in an 

abstract sense but are instantiated by people you see eveiry 

day, some of whom are even friends and family, whose lives 

are adversely affected by alcohol. There are roads to take 

and choices to make in this life and the younger generation 

should utilize "the traditional way" -- a mode of life which 
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emphasizes good thinking and leads to long life and 

happiness. A life with alcohol, which is associated with a 

lack of control, is linked to another, devalued way of 

being. This Navajo man emphasizes the relevance and 

practical utility of culture for today's Navajo people 

through reference to the Native American Church, a religious 

movement which, incidentally, reiterates values and 

philosophies that are essentially Navajo (Quintero 1992, 

1995) and which unequivocally defines alcohol use as 

unacceptable [see, for example, Slotkin (1956)]. 

Sentiments relating to the forensic^® powers of 

alcohol discourse are also apparent in the following 

statement offered by a 39-year-old Navajo man (5514): 

People are getting killed by drunk drivers and 
they just let the drunk drivers go. One happened 
about two months ago in Gallup -- somewhere in New 
Mexico -- some guy killed somebody and he didn't 
get any jail time. Just like O.J., he only killed 
two people but this guy killed six people from 3 8 
to two years old. Those bootleggers, they go out 
to the store at Grey Mountain and Hank's" and 
they start selling to people. They kill people, I 
think. Especially in winter -- people freeze. 
It's hard to stop them from selling and the 
company from making it. Some people make their 
run to Grey and they never come back. It's really 
hard to stop it. I worry now. Too many young 

Here I borrow from Douglas (1990) who argues that 
certain terms, such as "risk," gain currency in specific 
communities because of their forensic utility in delimiting 
what is right and proper. 

" Hank's is a trading post and bar about 60 miles 
south of Tuba City. 
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people are drinking and getting killed. White 
people use guns to kill each other. On the rez 
they use alcohol. There are gangs now and they 
fight each other. And the bootleggers make a good 
living bootlegging. They make about 50 or 60 
thousand a year. There's bootleggers here with 
four or five four-by-fours and with remote 
everything in their house. That's one thing 
that's a problem. They're all sitting back being 
high tech Indians. 

This statement references drunk driving, 

responsibility, justice, bootlegging and the violation of 

the moral order, and the authenticity of an "Indian" 

identity. The figure of the bootlegger is a prominent one 

in alcohol discourse on the Navajo reservation and in this 

context points to notions of social responsibility, 

accountability, and morality. The bootlegger is represented 

as someone who sits back being a "high tech Indian" and 

makes a living off of others. They sell alcohol, a foreign 

substance, to their own people in order to make a living and 

in doing so cheat the traditional social system and economy. 

From a philosophical point of view this sentiment is 

consistent with the fact that the traditional paths to 

prosperity -- the old Navajo way of harmony achieved through 

industry and attention to family, home, livestock, and the 

accumulation of goods is being subverted by a new immoral 

economy. Bootleggers participate in the culturally valued 

accumulation of possessions, but do so in a socially 

unacceptable way. 
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The idea that alcohol and the traditional Navajo life 

are antithetical to each other is expressed repeatedly in a 

number of different ways. The following passage is part of 

an account offered by a 51-year-old man (5588) from the Red 

Lake area about his first, and only, drink. In it we see 

again the notion that alcohol is not traditional, the use of 

the discourse of tradition to demarcate the Navajo from the 

non-Navajo, and a concern for the young generation. 

I was about 17 years old. We stole some beer from 
our friends. Me and my brother took off in the 
vehicle and got caught and thrown in jail. That 
was the first time and it really affects you. 
That was a lesson. They put us in jail and then 
they talked to us, so that was our lesson. After 
that we didn't bother it. We didn't care to 
drink. I never drank after that. We were 
traditional. My mother had a strong belief in the 
traditional and she's the one that got after us 
not to drink. It was the turning point. 

[Why is drinking not traditional?] 

It is not traditional because you make problems. 
People will say you don't do what you're supposed 
to. I try to respect my tradition. I don't know 
about these others. Everybody must do it for 
themselves. If they want to have a good life you 
might as well stay away from drinking and get an 
education. Get on the good road. Everybody must 
do this for themself. Everybody travels the road 
by themself. The traditional way is good for some 
but it's up to the individual. The younger 
generation has a bigger problem because at least 
we had people telling us about it, but now it's 
like running water. It's easy to get now. They 
bootleg because there's no jobs available to them. 
The bootlegger might live next door. If they 
don't have any respect for any traditional things 
they just go do what they want and end up way 
beyond. If they only listened they could start 
again. 
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Women, particularly mothers and grandmothers but also 

wives, aunts, and sisters, are particularly important in 

setting limits and utilizing "teachings," the discourse of 

tradition, as a forensic resource in shaping the thoughts 

and actions of Navajo men. This aspect of social 

interactions was well summarized by a 46-year-old Navajo man 

(564 9) in an exchange with the researcher: 

My grandmother had a lot of teachings about those 
things. She put a lot of values in our heads. 
She said alcohol was bad for you. It could tear 
your family apart and you could lose your job. It 
was best to leave it alone. It wasn't good for 
you and she didn't allow it around the house. 
These were her values -- the traditional Navajo 
values. 

[What do you think of drinking now?] 

It's a way to enjoy life and have a good time if 
you don't overdo it. 

[Earlier you said your grandmother talked about 
how alcohol was bad for life. Do you think she 
was right?] 

I think she was right. She talked that way to all 
of us. It's just traditional teachings. You are 
not supposed to do this or make fun of old people. 
There's lots of don'ts. Her other grandkids 
didn't have these teachings and there's a lot of 
difference between us and them. We all got a 
college education and the others tried education 
but they just weren't dedicated. They didn't 
finish school. There's hardly anybody of my 
relatives ... there's only one that's getting a 
college degree; compared to my mom's kids -- half 
of them have degrees. 

[Why did she emphasize education so much?] 

She was taught that by her father. She didn't 
have education so she emphasized it. She would 
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just tell us things and they would just strike us 
and stay with us. We were fortunate to live with 
her otherwise we might have picked up the wrong 
information. 

[Do you think things are the same these days as 
when you were a kid and your grandmother was 
telling you these things?] 

These days kids are more wild. They don't really 
have respect for authority or older people. 

This discourse not only reveals the important role of 

women in the transfer of "teachings" but also emphasizes the 

core Navajo values of the "good life" including family and 

proper means of livelihood. Grandmother kept spheres 

distinct and separated by not allowing alcohol into the 

home. The lack of success in others is proof of the truth 

these teachings contain. Once again tradition is 

characterized as providing a guide to proper behavior, an 

inoculation against moral and social failure. Teachings are 

words that strike you and stay in your mind throughout 

life.''° This, of course, is not the only recurring theme. 

Note the commentary on the "wild" younger generation that 

has no respect for tradition and elders. 

But despite these teachings, and the impact of alcohol 

on the lives around him, this Navajo man enjoyed drinking 

regularly even though (or perhaps because?) this was a 

See Basso (1990:99-137) for an account of how 
another Athabascan group, the Western Apache, utilizes 
narratives to instill moral values. 
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source of considerable friction between him and his wife. 

What might account for this contradiction between belief and 

practice? On one hand drinking is a way to enjoy life but 

on the other it is antithetical to the Navajo "good life." 

On a cultural level alcohol is ruled out as being non-

Navajo, counterproductive, and even dangerous, but on a 

social level many Navajos drink. The incongruity between 

belief and practice, and the implications of this, will be 

discussed further below. 

Finally, consider the words of a 35 year old Navajo man 

(5602) who lives in south Tuba. He spoke to me regarding 

why he drank only once: 

[Why didn't you drink again after that first 
time?] 

I was told that we had this religion here and they 
don't mix together. When I was growing up my dad 
told me, "I used to drink a long time ago but 
today after the NAC I never did. You, you are a 
boy but you're going to grow up. Don't use it. 
It's bad for your health. It causes you problems. 
Don't use it. It just causes pain. Just use NAC. 
Just go this route." 

[Why do you think some people abuse alcohol?] 

There's not much to do around here. If there was 
work they could work but there's nothing to do, 
just drinking. 

[Do you think anything could be done to stop 
alcohol abuse on the reservation?] 

How do you put a stop to it? How can we put a 
stop to liquor on the reservation? What can we 
do? The reason it's disturbing is that we have 
ceremonies -- the Squaw Dance, the Ye'ii Bicheii, 
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even NAC. People drink. It disturbs me. I wish 
we could use whatever religion we have. I wish we 
could use it right. Pray and sing and use it 
right. We could teach our children but then 
there's always a drunk man walking right in there. 
So I think, how can we put a stop to it? Do we 
have to go to the Chapter? Do we have to go to 
the President of the Navajo Nation? How do we do 
it? Alcohol prevents you from using religion in 
the right way. It starts with the parents. If 
you do things you aren't supposed to do your child 
will see it and follow you. 

Here we once again see the themes of internal divisions 

and cultural collapse vocalized. The specifics offered in 

various narratives of degeneration may differ. The 

vocabulary might index the domestic and the non-domestic, 

the old and the young or, as in this case, the sacred and 

the profane, but all of these particularizations are 

reiterations of the more general theme that two essential 

modes of life, drinking and Navajo culture, are 

categorically exclusive. When the boundaries between these 

ways of life collapse, or are compromised, cultural 

degeneration results. 

Discussion 

Degeneration is a focal theme unifying the passages 

presented above and serves to index the loss of authentic 

Navajo culture and frame the expression of collective 

histories. In doing so this discourse helps construct 

individual and group identities. These narratives of 

drinking not only illustrate a polarization in contemporary 
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Navajo society but also provide a medium that re-creates the 

collective Navajo past through an evaluation of present 

circumstances. These discourses delimit the boundaries of 

what is right and proper by indicating some of the social 

and behavioral components that should ideally constitute 

Navajo culture. When this frame is applied in social 

interactions, or to individuals and groups of people within 

Navajo society, it serves to structure relations and 

situations in particular ways, and gives certain behaviors 

set meanings and values. In this way these narratives 

direct censure towards two groups in contemporary Navajo 

society: the younger generation who follow the wrong path, 

and those Navajo whose excessive drinking is linked to 

social, cultural, and ultimately moral, irresponsibility. 

CCSNA data offer several insights into the changing 

patterns of drinking that these narratives of degeneration 

intimate. There are pronounced generational differences 

indicated in drinking patterns within the community sample. 

Table 4.1 summarizes several problem drinking phenomena for 

three age sets of Navajo men. What these data reveal is 

that while there is no significant discordance between age 

sets in the age of first drink, or the severity of alcohol 

dependence, there are noteworthy distinctions in the 

initiation of a number of drinking-related difficulties. By 

and large, the youngest age set (men 21 to 30 years old) 
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experienced alcohol problems at a significantly earlier age 

as compared to the oldest age set (men over 4 0 years old). 

These data are important because they indicate not only 

a broad change in the character of drinking in this 

population but also corroborate one of the main themes of 

the narratives of degeneration -- the younger generation of 

Navajos are experiencing more troubles with alcohol than 

their predecessors. Young Navajo men undergo alcohol-

related problems at an earlier age, even if those 

difficulties are no different, nor more severe, than those 

experienced by their elder counterparts. This increase in 

problems among the younger generation parallels an apparent 

increase in other pathological phenomena as well (e.g., 

conduct disorder [see Kunitz et al. 1997]). Changes in 

drinking then are just part of a series of ongoing 

transformations in drinking patterns documented for the 

Navajo over the last 100 hundred years. 

Analytically, it is attractive to assume that 

narratives of degeneration are commentaries on real, and 

discernable, changes in drinking. But given the assumption 

that these narratives are socially motivated and emerge from 

For a historical summary of Navajo drinking see 
Levy and Kunitz (1974:61-82), Kunitz and Levy (1994:12-28), 
and Heath (1964). For a broader view of alcohol in the 
Southwest see Waddell (1980) . Topper (1985) offers a useful 
summary of changing Navajo drinking patterns as well as the 
implications these alterations have for treatment. 
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TABLE 4.1: Generational Differences 
in Onset of Drinking Problems 

Age Set 

21-30 31-40 40+ 

Age First... 

Drank 14.4 13.5 14.5 

Drank more 
than intended 19.3 21.7 24.3 

Spent so much time 
drinking did not have 
time for anything else 22.0 23.8 25.0 

Gave up important 
activities in order 
to drink 18.8 24.4 25.3 

Could not work or take 
care of kids because of 
drinking 20.6 24.6 25.2 

Went to work or took 
care of kids 
while drunk 23.2 23.4 28.2 

Family objected 
to drinking 18.2 19.3 22.1 

Friend objected 
to drinking 19.0 21.7 32.4 

Boss objected 
to drinking 21.0 23.0 28.7 

Got into a fight 
while drinking 19.0 19.4 20.2 

Got arrested 
because of drinking 20.0 20.0 23.9 

Had trouble driving 
because of drinking 22.0 24.8 25.6 
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TABLE 4.1: Generational Differences 
in Onset of Drinking Problems (Cont.) 

Age Set 

21-30 31-40 40 + 

Age First... 

Injured self 
while drinking 20.5 25 .4 26 .1 

Put self in situation 
where might get hurt 
while drinking 19 . 2 21.4 22 .4 

Experienced withdrawal 21. 6 26 .4 32.8 

Drank to treat hangover 20 . 6 23 . 1 25 . 0 

Found out had health 
problems related 
to drinking 19 . 0 32 . 0 42 . 5 

Drank in spite 
of illness 19 . 0 32.0 42 . 5 

Used drugs 15.1 15.2 25 . 5 

Severity of Alcohol 
Dependence 9.4 9.8 9 . 0 

a specific interactional and more comprehensive socio-

cultural environment, other meaningful insights into the 

nature of this discourse become apparent. There is little 

doubt in my mind that some of the people I spoke with were 

responding to me as an "alcohol researcher." Given this 

interactional context, many interviewees were motivated to 

give me a forceful impression of what alcohol had done to 
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the Navajo people. Ideally, it would have been desirable to 

speak with these individuals in many different contexts and 

develop sustained relationships with them over time. This 

approach would allow the potential to determine if changes 

in situational factors had any bearing on the type of 

discourse presented. This was not possible given the nature 

of the research and remains a major limitation on the data I 

had available to me and on my subsequent interpretations. 

Given these limitations, the pervasiveness of 

degeneration themes is still noteworthy and there are many 

alternative explanations for their presence. Was it ever 

really the case that drinking was primarily the activity of 

older males who drank outside the home? How much older were 

drinkers "back then" and how much are these narrative 

representations a function of the relative memory of 

speakers today? House parties, involving both men and 

women, are a recognized pattern associated with traditional 

Navajo drinking (Heath 1964; Levy and Kunitz 1974; Topper 

1985). While it is possible that some speakers did not 

experience drinking in this setting, it is also likely that 

this is a case in which people, in discourse, wish to 

portray a certain exalted cultural ideal rather than a less 

celebrated social reality. Certainly, alcohol is more 

available to today's younger generations and these youth 
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appear to be drinking at an earlier age and experiencing 

alcohol related problems more than ever before. 

For the anthropologist the selective memories and the 

general tone of nostalgia present in these narratives is 

particularly alluring. Rosaldo (1989) sees the 

anthropological project, most keenly encapsulated in salvage 

ethnography, as intricately linked to processes of global 

Westernization and the attendant decline of indigenous 

lifeways. The anthropological penchant for mourning over 

lost cultures, cultures which anthropologists are taking 

part in destroying, is displayed in accounts where the 

Natives of the present are compared, unfavorably, to their 

now distant, glorified forebears. What these Navajo 

narratives suggest, of course, is that anthropologists have 

company in their mourning for the age gone by and their 

nostalgia -- the "natives" themselves. Change evokes an 

essential, pervading ambivalence for all. 

Whatever the ultimate impetus for degeneration 

discourse, the changes it points to are a topic of 

commentary for several researchers. Generally, these 

modulations are seen as a manifestation of deeper structural 

alterations and subsequent sets of social transformations 

that have ramified throughout Navajo economic, social, and 

religious systems. Many of these changes have had a 

significant impact on the health of the Navajo people. 
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Kunitz (1994) has argued that trends in Navajo mortality and 

morbidity are intricately tied to pre-existing and 

persisting aboriginal social conditions, variations in 

colonialism, economic changes, public policy, and the varied 

impact of biomedicine. The general trend in Navajo disease 

patterns mirrors that commonly noted for developing 

countries and glossed under the heading of "the 

epidemiological transition" (Omran 1971), i.e., a broad 

decline in infectious disease and a corresponding rise in 

degenerative pathologies. In the Navajo context biomedical 

care is effective in controlling most infectious diseases 

but achieves less dramatic success in treating those 

maladies with a significant psychosocial component in their 

etiology (Kunitz 1983). The course of pathologies evident 

in formerly colonized populations are a direct reflection 

not only of the medical ecology, or natural history of 

disease, but their political ecology, or "unnatural history" 

(Kunitz 1994:3-21) as well. 

In this vein Kunitz (1983, 1994), and Levy and Kunitz 

(1974), argue that drinking-related phenomena evidenced 

today on the Navajo reservation, including alcoholic 

cirrhosis, motor vehicle accidents, consumption patterns, 

drunken violence (see also Kaplan and Johnson 1964) -- in 

short, the shape and character of Navajo drinking -- are the 

result of a conglomerate of factors. In the most general 
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terms Navajo drinking is the upshot of both autochthonous 

and extrinsic structures, values, and relationships. One 

result of this process has been an increase in the 

availability of alcohol, and a rise in drinking and the 

proportion of drinking problems, over time. 

As a verbal window that views past existence within a 

frame of contemporary events, narratives of degeneration 

provide an idiom for recollecting, organizing, and 

reflecting upon these transformations. In doing so these 

narratives furnish local commentaries on these changes and 

point out how Navajo culture has shaped, and in turn been 

shaped by, these phenomena. But more than that, these 

narratives offer evaluations of these transformations. It 

is worth noting that in broad outline these narratives 

resemble other tales of a fallen golden age.''^ Looked at 

as an outgrowth of the aforementioned individual and 

collective processes, however, these narratives and the 

meanings they convey are essentially Navajo, i.e., they 

emerge from a specific historical and social context. 

Paradoxically, these commentaries show an awareness that an 

See, for instance, Americo Parades' (1958) 
representation of a Mexican-American culture of benevolent 
and egalitarian pastoral patriarchy that was rocked and 
forever changed by the invasion of Anglo-Texans. The series 
of changes brought about by this contact and domination 
helped produce a contemporary Mexican-American culture that 
was in many ways a dim reflection of its past glory. 
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authentic Navajo identity is slipping away, a popular 

consciousness of "time standing still again" (Farella 1984). 

Sahlins (1985) notes how different cultural orders 

possess various modes of historical consciousness and action 

that serve to guide behavior and accounts of behavior. 

Thus, historical process and cultural structure produce an 

emergent present even as they create the past. The power of 

the narratives is that they help illustrate how changing 

patterns, representations, and other facts are situated 

within an interpretive community, the discourse community of 

the western Navajo reservation. The narratives of 

degeneration comment on existing patterns of use among 

Navajo young people and evaluate these as a sign of cultural 

and moral decay. Whatever positive functions alcohol and 

drinking have in Navajo society, and there are many, both 

point to what is essentially not Navajo. Through exclusion 

these frames of drinking provide the means to create a 

mutual representation of alcohol on a collective level, 

i.e., they are points of entiry into a collective 

consciousness of a cultural (and moral) intrusion resulting 

in morbidity, decrease, and decay. 

The problematic character of alcohol in these 

discourses is rooted not only in individual experience and 

social practice but is embedded in more encompassing 



121 

ideological inventories that make up the Navajo 

epistemological system. As noted in Chapter 1, this system 

is important since it frames everyday behavior, provides for 

mutual understanding, and structures natural, supernatural, 

and social phenomena and interactions. Alcohol and drinking 

point to a value conflict involving a lack of fit between 

cultural ideology and social practice that is indexed in 

narratives of degeneration. Within even the most 

fundamental Navajo frame of being, alcohol and drinking are, 

quite literally, unthought of and inimical to the system of 

living given to the Navajo by the Holy People (Dine 

Diyinii). 

Topper (1985:231) notes that traditionally, drinking is 

viewed as part of the "bad life" (doo ya'at'eehgo iina'da) 

not meant for the Navajo people. Drinking and the untoward 

consequences associated with it came into being after the 

Holy People had created the "good life" (ya'at'eehgo iina) -

- the moral charter and material means for the Navajo people 

to conduct their lives (see also Farella 1984:189-203). 

Alcohol and drinking were never part of the life intended 

for the Navajo. 

Alcohol's lack of fit into Navajo culture is also 

illustrated by its absence from the organizing texts of 

Navajo life. As noted in Chapter 1, the metanarratives of 

the Navajo cultural order reference a host of threats to 
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well being (nayee') including death, disease, poverty, and 

sexual jealousy, and how these relate to and help constitute 

the overall pattern of Navajo harmony (hozho). Thus, these 

texts provide a persistently vital, culturally stylized 

means of thinking about and integrating a number of 

problematic phenomena. A notable exception to this is 

alcohol. Alcohol, despite its pervasive presence in 

everyday social life, is unaccounted for in Navajo 

metanarratives. What makes this absence particularly 

noteworthy is the fact that many of the emotions linked to 

drinking, e.g., sexual jealousy, bad thinking, bereavement, 

are mentioned in many metanarratives in association with 

illness. Different forms of excess, including sexual 

promiscuity, are socially devalued among the Navajo and yet 

are incorporated into myths. Why do alcohol and drinking 

remain steadfastly outside the purview of the origin myths 

and conceptualized as unequivocally non-Navajo? 

Given the character of the narratives presented here, 

it is possible to attach a particular importance to the fact 

that there is no place for alcohol in the origin stories, 

the comprehensive narratives that make up the corpus of 

traditional Navajo ideology. On an abstract level, alcohol 

remains outside the purview of this collective discourse and 

is thus completely foreign to Navajo culture on an 

epistemological level. From this it follows that there is. 
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arguably, no traditional means to think of drinking, no 

ideological vocabulary or discursive modes ready for use to 

integrate alcohol into Navajo culture. Thus, a system of 

ideas that has been responsive to significant change -- that 

in fact predicates continued existence on the capacity to 

incorporate new elements and situate them into a preexisting 

social and cultural matrix -- is unable to consolidate 

alcohol and drinking, i.e., this flexible, inclusive system 

becomes categorical and exclusive." Drinking remains 

quintessentially non-Navajo. 

In a context in which there is no grand narrative to 

account for drinking, how do Navajo people describe and 

explain it? The present study suggests that in the absence 

of a traditional frame for alcohol, Navajo people enact new 

metanarratives and notions of individual and collective 

identity centered around a discourse of deprivation 

encapsulated in narratives of degeneration. The substance 

and overall character of this frame has many implications 

for the construction of Navajo identity. The metanarratives 

of the origin stories reference and constitute the "good 

life" of the Dine'e and describe a cosmos where the "White 

Man" and alcohol do not exist. Another way of saying this 

For further discussion of these aspects of Navajo 
thought and philosophy see Farella (1995) and Pinxten and 
Farrer (1990) . 
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is that these texts refer to a time when there were no 

Navajo, only Dine'e, and only certain types of Dine'e at 

that, each categorized according to a system of clan 

relations, e.g.. To Dxch'ii'nii Dine'e, and ordered 

according to sets of social and moral responsibilities.'''' 

As such, these discourses represent a mode of consciousness 

and being untouched by Euroamerican ideas and technologies, 

strictly speaking, they encapsulate and order a Dine'e 

world, not a Navajo one. 

In today's Navajo society there are other sets of 

organizing discourses, Navajo metanarratives, that exist 

alongside these Dine'e texts. Although alcohol is not part 

of the traditional metanarrative of the Dine'e it does have 

a prominent place in the metanarrative of the Navajo. In a 

fundamental way, alcohol is part of a story of who the 

Navajo are as a people, i.e., it helps shape the 

consciousness Navajo have of themselves as Navajos. It is 

in this sense that narratives of degeneration stand 

alongside the origin stories as master narratives of 

collective symbolic production (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992). 

Narratives of degeneration, along with other narratives of 

deprivation and suffering tied to the Long Walk, epidemic 

diseases, dispossession, relocation, and stock reduction, 

This distinction and its implications were pointed 
out to me by John Farella. 
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are important organizing texts that structure the 

representation of collective experience in contemporary 

Navajo society.'*^ These texts, drawn together and situated 

within social fields through interaction and exchange with 

both Navajos and non-Navajos, are narratives of shared 

experience and history that represent, in part, the 

identities of the Navajo people. 

Intense historical experiences, and the social 

transformations that arise in their aftermath, can play a 

large role in the structure and development of a collective 

identity. Hall (1990) notes the crucial role of diaspora in 

See, for instance. Barker (1992) whose account of 
ethnic tensions in Farmington, New Mexico, in the early 
1970s documents how Navajos linked alcohol to racial 
domination and cultural disintegration. For an account of 
the suffering and loss of self and culture linked to 
relocation see Benedek (1992:78). The documentary film "How 
the West was Lost" (1993) provides a host of narratives from 
both contemporary Navajos as well as Dine who documented 
their experience for others to remember. All these accounts 
demonstrate how certain events and experiences structure 
Navajo discourse about themselves. See also the collection 
of stories offered by Johnson (1977) who notes: "A number of 
the 22 stories express concern regarding the habits, 
inclinations, attitudes and actions of many young members of 
the tribe. Elders feel that undesirable traits have been 
acquired through contact with the dominant society and 
through television, modern literature, the generally low 
quality of the cinema, the nationwide deterioration of 
family life (which is affecting Navajos) and the growing 
lack of respect for parental guidance, as well as other 
factors which are the opposite of the traditional Navajo 
regard for their basic culture and their close family, 
outfit and clan relationships. Several narrators feel that 
many Navajos, and other Indians, are losing their identity" 
(Johnson 1977:xi). 
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the forging of African-American experience and identity. 

Such events serve as linchpins in the framing of past events 

and current circumstances; they help circumscribe the 

"positions of enunciation" (Hall 1990:222) from which 

individuals and groups create identities through processes 

of representation such as discourse. Alcohol and drinking 

are not just categories that non-Indians have used to 

construct the Indian but are now heuristics through which 

many Navajo and other American Indians apprehend themselves 

on both individual and multiple (tribal, pan-Indian) 

collective levels (Trudell 1975; cf. Nagel 1996). 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE DISCOURSE ON AGING OUT 

Introduction: The Lizard and the Green Bottle 

In July of 1994 I rode along a badly rutted dirt road on the 

Kaibeto plateau someplace between The Gap and Coppeirmine 

with my field assistant, Marge. The corrugated washboards 

worn into the road surface made Marge's old Ford pick-up 

shake sideways on the turns, and a hot wind was blowing 

hard, kicking up dust in long billowing waves that forced 

sand into the truck through the side panels. There was a 

storm brewing up on the backside of the Echo Cliffs, and the 

power lines from Page overhead hummed and crackled with 

electricity as we drove under them. In the distance bolts 

of lightning hit the ground seconds before the peal of 

thunder rolled by. 

I stared out the window through the blowing sand at the 

seemingly ubiquitous empty bottles of beer, liquor, and wine 

that littered the side of the road. The large green bottles 

were always the easiest to spot. Thunderbird wine. T-bird. 

The wine of choice on the Western reservation for a 

generation of Navajo men. In some sites along the road, 

piles of these bottles are deposited like a shell midden 

left by an ancient lost culture. 

Marge is talking as usual and the combination of the 

blowing sand, rattling truck, heat, her voice, and the 
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bottles put me into a trance. She tells me about her 

grandfather and the connection she had with him. I think 

about my grandmother. Then she says something about all the 

bottles, about all the alcohol, about the research project 

we are working on. Marge begins to tell me a story that her 

grandfather told her and I begin to listen carefully. It is 

a story he told her about how he stopped drinking. 

I remember he told us about his drinking. He told 
us this story. "I decided to stop drinking many 
years ago," he said. "I was walking through the 
sand dunes one day looking after the sheep and I 
saw a T-bird bottle sitting there by a bush. I 
looked at it and I noticed that there was a little 
lizard near it. There was a little bit of wine 
left in it and the lizard was laying right by it. 
I noticed that the lizard was dead," he said. 

"'How did this happen?' I wondered. I thought 
about it. That lizard saw that pretty bottle and 
it was curious and maybe it smelled the wine and 
it wanted to go inside the bottle to see what it 
was like. That lizard got inside the bottle and 
it got up to that wine and maybe it drank some of 
it. It drank some of it and then when it tried to 
get out of the bottle something happened. It 
drank too much wine and then the sun came out and 
it made the bottle hot and the lizard got killed 
by the alcohol. It got killed by the fumes. 

"It's like that with people too," he said. "I've 
seen people that are like that lizard and I myself 
almost went that way. But the day I saw that 
lizard I stopped and thought about it and then I 
decided that I didn't want to be like that lizard, 
so I stopped drinking." 

That's what he always used to tell us, that if we 
didn't watch out that alcohol would make us like 
that little lizard. 
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A lizard and a green bottle provoke a moment of 

reflection, self-awareness, decision, and, ultimately, 

personal transformation. By recounting how a man took a 

seemingly random event and saw a personal meaning in it, 

this story offers important insights not only on alcohol and 

drinking, but also on the patterned frames of meaning in 

Navajo culture used to represent the abeyance of problem 

drinking. This narrative relates how one Navajo man made 

sense of alcohol in his life by imbuing the physical world 

around him with specific personal and cultural symbols. 

At the same time that this story forms part of the 

memories Marge has of her grandfather, a means of capturing 

what type of man he was, it also provides an enduring 

commentary on the detrimental nature of alcohol; it lures 

you in, it is bad for you, and it can lead to death. Once 

alcohol is apprehended through the senses, it sparks a 

compulsive curiosity, a series of thoughts, motivations, and 

actions, that lead not only to consumption of the substance, 

but to entrapment, ruin, and even death. There is an 

essential ambivalence expressed regarding alcohol. Through 

its influence over thought and action, it seems to have a 

volition of its own; it is dangerous, powerful and a threat 

to life. 

In the two previous chapters I discussed some of the 

individual and collective meanings revealed in narratives, 
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commentaries, and evaluations of drinking. In this chapter, 

I intend to revisit some of the connections between 

individual and collective meanings by examining a category 

of experience that is a common component to Navajo discourse 

on drinking. In doing so I will draw into focus a 

phenomenon that is often given only cursory attention in 

accounts of Native American drinking. Many representations 

of problem drinking among Navajos, and other Native 

Americans, purport to explain why these groups use alcohol 

in the manner that they do. But why, and how, do problem 

drinkers change their drinking behaviors? This chapter 

provides insight into this question by examining how Navajo 

drinkers account for the abeyance of their own problem 

drinking through the medium of narrative. In keeping with 

the general theme of this treatise, the emphasis here is on 

how these accounts relate to larger patterns and sets of 

discourses and meanings regarding alcohol, drinking, and 

value in Navajo society. 

The Aging-Out Phenomenon 

Amid essentializing theoretical models, and a treatment 

industry predicated on a progressive, chronic, and 

irreversible rubric of pathological drinking (Peele 1988, 

1990; Stein 1985), it is widely recognized that a 

significant proportion of morbid drinkers undergo "turnover" 

or "spontaneous remission" from alcohol problems without 
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resorting to formalized treatment programs (Cahalan and Room 

1974; Clark 1976; Donovan, Jessor, and Jessor 1983; Drew 

1968; Tuchfield 1981; and Vaillant 1983:120-133). The 

incidence of drinking problems, as well as an overall 

decline in both drinking frequency and amounts of alcohol 

consumed, are associated with age in these and a number of 

other studies (e.g.. Temple and Fillmore 1985, 1986). This 

body of research indicates that drinking and alcohol-related 

problems among males tend to peak during the early twenties, 

after which less excessive drinking patterns develop. As a 

result of the close association between aging and diminished 

drinking problems, this process is typically referred to as 

"aging out" or "maturing out."'*® 

But beyond the vagaries of age, the more specific 

factors and processes underpinning the abeyance of alcohol-

related problems among untreated heavy drinkers are not 

clear. Some argue that one indicator of remission, stable 

abstinence, is associated with both the severity of previous 

alcohol abuse and the development of "substitute 

Winick (1962) was one of the first to articulate a 
theory for the "maturing out" phenomenon in the context of 
heroin-using careers. Winick hypothesized that addicts 
initiate heroin use in early adulthood in response to 
psychodynamic stresses that developed as they entered this 
life phase. Eventually, addicts adopted different means to 
adapt to the stresses and strains of life and ceased, or 
significantly curtailed, their heroin use. See also 
Biernacki (1986) , and Maddux and Desmond (1981) . 
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dependencies" (Vaillant and Milofsky 1982) . Vaillant (1986) 

notes the importance of employment, education, and 

socioeconomic status in the remission of problem drinking. 

Others note that the decline and stabilization of alcohol 

use among men, and evidence of an associated change in value 

orientation, are connected to personal transitions related 

to marriage (Miller-Tutzauer, Leonard, and Windle 1991). A 

study of two samples of San Francisco adults (Knupfer 1972), 

however, provides other rationales. This research indicates 

that many problem drinkers were motivated to change their 

heavy drinking behaviors in order to maintain a desirable 

degree of social function and to alleviate anxieties 

associated with growing health concerns. 

Brady (1993) notes the importance of similar factors in 

her ethnographic study of Aboriginal drinkers who quit 

without treatment. Trauma from accidents, health issues, 

doctors' warnings, conversions to Christianity, family 

pressures, and the cultural importance of personal autonomy 

are all implicated in the process of "giving away the grog." 

But Brady further notes that the general material and 

physical well-being that resulted from quitting were also 

important factors, serving not only to initiate the decline 

of drinking but also helping to maintain the termination of 

alcohol problems. 
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In other studies the factors related to the end of 

problem drinking have an obscure, process-oriented, and 

idiomatic nature that is more difficult to quantify. 

Certain life experiences sometimes have a personal 

specificity and emotional resonance that exert a profound 

obviating influence on individual drinking behaviors. Thus, 

Tuchfield (1981) refers to the impact of "extraordinary 

events" on drinking trajectories, while Knupfer (1972) 

suggests that remission incidents often echo experiences 

akin to religious conversions. Researchers seeking definite 

correlates and associations to delineate the aging out 

phenomenon are repeatedly troubled by the seemingly 

inexplicable constellation of elusive factors influencing 

this outcome. For this reason, the motivation to recovery 

is often seen as "mysterious" or attributed to "strangely 

trivial reasons" (Knupfer 1972:272). 

Positivist resolution of the aging-out phenomenon 

presents a number of other difficulties as well. The 

determination of the extent of remission in any population 

is plagued by a number of interrelated methodological and 

theoretical problems. In essence, these intractabilities 

center around the definition of what exactly constitutes the 

presence (and absence) of a drinking problem. Using varying 

criteria for this aspect of alcohol use to construct 

categorizations and typologies of drinkers produces rates of 
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remission in populations ranging from about 10 to 70 percent 

(Roizen, Cahalan, and Shanks 1978). Most studies appear to 

fall midway between these extremes (e.g., Knupfer 1972) . 

In the context of the present study, another important 

issue deserves note. Because pathological drinking, like 

other addictions, is often associated with deceit and 

subterfuge, it may be perilous to uncritically accept self-

reports that indicate the cessation of problem drinking 

behaviors. In fact, there were three cases in which I felt 

that the interviewees currently had a drinking problem that 

was significantly more pronounced than they admitted. In 

these instances, and in others in which I suspected 

concealment, I usually relied on Marge's knowledge of the 

drinking behaviors of the individuals in question to inform 

my final judgment. If Marge was unfamiliar with the 

individual or his family, she would ask relatives and 

friends from the area for information. Although I am 

reasonably confident of the data regarding the remission of 

drinking problems I present in this chapter, I collected no 

systematic collateral data from family members of the 

interviewee (e.g., wife, children, in-laws). Needless to 

say, these family members may have provided a very different 

picture of drinking patterns and behaviors. This caveat 

should be kept in mind throughout the following 

presentation. 
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Navajo Drinkers and Aging Out 

Although aging out is not the ostensive focus of their work, 

Stephen Kunitz and Jerrold Levy provide the clearest and 

most comprehensive description of this phenomenon available 

for any Native American group. In their first study (Levy 

and Kunitz 1974), for instance, these researchers noted that 

a substantial number of Navajos from three different samples 

were "ex-drinkers." The proportion of "ex-drinkers" ranged 

from over one half (55.3%) of an extended family in the 

Plateau group, to one quarter (25.6%) of the South Tuba 

group, to about one fifth (20.8%) of the Flagstaff group 

(Levy and Kunitz 1974:149, Table 7.4). These data provide 

evidence that the abeyance of problem drinking is not a rare 

phenomenon, suggest implications for the appropriateness of 

the disease model for Navajo populations, and provide 

insight on the trajectory of drinking careers over the life 

cycle. 

It is noteworthy that the men in this study who had 

stopped or substantially curtailed their drinking were 

indistinguishable from alcoholics on several measures, 

including the incidence of withdrawal symptoms (Kunitz and 

Levy 1994:226). Levy and Kunitz attribute remission of 

problem drinking to various social and physical costs 

incurred by these men over their life courses. Among the 

factors most widely implicated in the suspension of drinking 
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problems were accidents and impoverishment (Levy and Kunitz 

1974:192-193), family pressures, witnessing the ravages of 

alcohol abuse (particularly violent deaths) among family and 

peers, and the assumption of new responsibilities when 

entering new life phases (Kunitz and Levy 1994:75). 

Kunitz and Levy (19 94) also argue that the remission 

rates observed in the Plateau group might be best explained 

by the socio-economic context in which these individuals 

learned to drink. Heavy drinking was constrained by high 

costs, availability, and a variety of kin obligations. To 

paraphrase Kunitz (1994:164), these viably functioning kin 

groups, despite considerable economic adversity, fostered 

values promoting responsibility and the achievement of 

material wealth, and enabled a productive adaptation to 

changing conditions. In contrast Navajos moving into the 

Tuba City area typically did not exist in the same web of 

obligations and controls as the Plateau group. Added to 

this was the growing availability of cash and alcohol, and a 

lack of awareness regarding the untoward effects of heavy 

drinking on health. Thus, patterns of abstinence, like 

patterns of drinking, reflect the larger transformations in 

Navajo society. 

Data from the CCSNA community sample provide further 

insights on the aging-out phenomenon. These data indicate 

that most Navajo men experience drinking problems at some 
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point in their lives and that many stop having problems 

without recourse to formal treatment. The extent of the 

abeyance of problem drinking is attested to by CCSNA data on 

the community sample. While 77 percent (112 out of 14 5) of 

this group exhibited a lifetime incidence of alcohol 

dependence, 43 percent (48 out of 112) of these individuals 

were currently in remission. It is apparent that by DSM-

III-R criteria, at least, many Navajo men experience a 

variety of alcohol-related difficulties at one time or 

another but most of these problems cease at some point, 

usually when these men reach their late thirties (see Table 

5.1). 

Aging out is an important phenomenon since it forces us 

to rethink standard representations of Indian drinking as 

well as theories of problem drinking. Because of the 

pervasiveness of essentialist theories of Native American 

drinking it is incumbent to note that alcohol abuse or 

alcoholism is not a progressive disease with an inexorable 

outcome for many Navajo. We must not only reconsider 

disease theories of alcoholism but all theories, be they 

economic, psychological, sociocultural, or genetic in 

nature, that causally link drinking to structural factors 

beyond individual control. This is particularly important 
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given the currency of the stereotype of the "drunken 

Indian. 

TaUsle 5.1: Remission in Community Seunple 

In Remission 

Yes (n=48) No (n=64) 

Age (mean) 4 0 3 5 

Education (mean) 11 11 

Severity of Alcohol 
Dependence 10.4 12.2 

Employed 60% 33% 

Married 60% 38% 

Residence 
Tuba City 56% 63% 
Outside Tuba City 43% 30% 

Living in Extended 
Family Household 15% 26% 

n=112 

Indian drinkers are not always passive victims of 

alcoholic drinking but often willful agents in their own 

recovery; they use personal and cultural resources to enact 

This image has recently been modified in an aggressive 
marketing campaign in the United Kingdom by Budweiser in which 
smiling Indians imbibe the "genuine article" in a dim bar 
room. Budweiser has enjoyed a 20 percent surge in sales over 
the last year, largely attributed to this ad's impact on 
younger drinkers (Los Angeles Times, July 21, 1996; The Wall 
Street Journal, July 16, 1996). 
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significant changes in their lives and demonstrate a 

substantive degree of self-determination in this process. 

Consideration of aging out directs our attention away from 

studies that document cultural influences on drinking 

patterns and behaviors to the less studied cultural aspects 

of drinking modulation in Navajo communities. Heretofore, 

attention to the symptom, drinking, has dominated the shape 

of alcohol research, discourse, and representation. Our 

depictions of Navajo and other Native American drinking 

should include not only the values and expectations 

impinging upon and motivating the initiation and progression 

of drinking careers (O'Nell and Mitchell 1996), but also 

those culturally salient value orientations that influence 

their termination as well. How are these changes in 

drinking framed in discourse and what insights does this 

provide into the aging-out phenomenon among Navajo men? 

Attention to narratives of aging out not only sheds light on 

the remission of problem drinking, but also illustrates how 

this process is framed through Navajo cultural idioms. 

Narratives of Aging Out 

Just as the discourse on drinking in Navajo society revolves 

around several interrelated frames, the discourse on not 

drinking, or narratives of aging out, are articulated in a 

number of patterned modes. Narratives of aging out are 

organized around a set of situational contexts and 
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experiences. Seldom is only one factor or event attributed 

a decisive effect on change but usually a conglomerate of 

variables are said to interact to produce a cumulative 

influence over time. Narratives of self-change sometimes 

point to the importance and inspiration provided by one 

dramatic incident, but more often this transformation is the 

result of protracted reflection and decision-making 

revolving around ostensively mundane events. 

Darwin (5531), a 45-year-old former Marine and Vietnam 

veteran, noted the influence of a specific life event and 

the change it inspired in his drinking patterns. Darwin 

began drinking regularly in high school but imbibed much 

more when he was in the service -- a pattern that continued 

once he returned to the reservation. Darwin described what 

led up to his decision to quit drinking: 

When I came back from 'Nam I was probably a 
borderline alcoholic until about July of 1973. I 
used to work at a service station. I'd close the 
station at eight and go to the bar from about nine 
to closing time five days a week. I would drink 
about 12 beers at the bar and then buy a case to 
take home with me. I caught myself out in the 
heat one day and I realized what I was going 
through. I had stayed out all night and closed 
the bar down. I had bought a case of beer and 
started to walk home. It was about 15 miles. I 
must have passed out there in the desert that 
night and that's how I found myself the next day 
there in the heat. After that I totally put my 
mind to it. There was no use in drinking and 
partying. That's the last time I had a drink. My 
friends would still come around and say, "Hey, 
let's go party!" I'd say, "Yeah, I'll meet you 
there." I'd never go. 
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[Did you ever go to treatment or anything like that?] 

No. I did it all on my ovm. 

[How did you do that?] 

I really put my mind to it. I went through it 
all...people saying that all Vietnam veterans are 
alcoholics and no good. Nobody's gonna tell me 
that. 

Another veteran. Maxwell (5569), a 39-year-old 

vocational rehabilitation counselor, expressed a similar 

insight and dogged determination in his account. He 

recalled how he decided to stop after over ten years of 

regular drinking: 

One time I took a long look at myself and where I 
had been and I found out that I didn't have 
anything. And that's when I decided to settle 
down and live with my wife. That's when I started 
living -- purchasing things. A TV, a house, a 
car. I remember that time I was just looking at 
my truck and I had four bald tires and I just 
started thinking and I decided to make changes. 
We were just living out in this one shack. We 
didn't have anything in the house and I was sick 
of it. 

Note the insight Maxwell gained from critical 

observation of alcohol's influence on his life. He frames 

his desire to quit in terms of gaining valued goods and 

living life. Comparable sentiments were revealed by Billy 

(5564), a 46-year-old jewelry maker who was a regular 

drinker from the time he was 18 until he was about 2 9 years 

old. Billy noted: 

I quit drinking 17 years ago. All I had was 
hangovers and tired blood. I had no house. 
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Nothing. Then I quit drinking and I got a house 
and a lot of things but at that time I had nothing 
-- just one truck. Now I've built four houses for 
my kids and I am able to buy things for my family. 
I was drinking for a week at a time without 
eating. I got sick. After that I quit drinking 
and I have never even tasted it anymore. 

The men I spoke with linked their diminishing drinking 

problems to a variety of events and circumstances, including 

changes in familial responsibilities and relationships, 

family pressures, and the devastating impact of alcohol and 

drinking upon friends and loved ones. One of the most 

common influences organizing narratives of aging out, 

however, were children. As the following two cases 

illustrate, fatherhood was represented as prompting dramatic 

changes in drinking behavior. 

Larry Lee (5518) is an athletic, thirty-one-year-old 

Navajo man who works at a local school in Tuba City. He is 

married and is the father of one child. Straightforward, 

personable, and articulate, Larry related the motivations 

underlying his decision to quit drinking in the following 

way: 

I had gotten married and we were going through 
that first year and I decided that it would be 
less of a problem if I didn't drink on a regular 
basis. 

In retrospect Larry expresses no reservations regarding 

this decision: 

All I know is what's worked for me. Being without 
alcohol brings a better quality of life. 
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Financially, you're not spending $20 a month on 
beer. And if you are not intoxicated you don't 
make as many bad decisions, like drinking and 
driving. Education and personal experiences have 
helped me a lot. Like seeing family members 
stricken down -- having to drink and dying rather 
than not drinking and living. I'd rather be in a 
healthy condition later in life for my kids. 
Health education can't be effective if you can't 
do as you preach. Lot's of kids need models. I 
see myself in this role. I'm a happier guy 
without drinking. 

The consequences of my drinking had an effect on 
me. My daughter is five now. She'll be entering 
school and will be exposed to kids from other 
homes. So we want her to have a strong home, a 
strong culture. I am an alcoholic. Ever since I 
took that first drink there was no turning back. 
I know if I pick up a drink it will be hard for me 
to put it down. Alcoholism is a disease brought 
to our people in the last 200 years. Before that 
Navajos were sober and they survived and they 
endured. It's something brought upon our people. 
We can't handle it. It is a real illness. 

Native Americans inevitably drink. They cannot 
avoid it. There is so much alcohol around that 
there is a great potential for a kid to go into an 
overbearing pressure situation. To say no is 
hard. There is even more opportunity to drink 
today. More kids are drinking at a very young 
age. They will run into a situation where they 
are confronted with this choice earlier. It's 
worse now than it was in the past. There's teen 
pregnancy and population is increasing. People 
are partying and having a good time and kids are 
rolling out left and right. 

I think a lot of families have problems with a 
structured family having one parent and one child. 
A lot of kids grow up with stepkids. There's lots 
of conflict and rebellion. It's like having all 
your ducks line up. Broken families. Conflict. 
Kids not liking their stepparents. Lots of kids 
are tuned out. There's no attention paid to them. 
There are lots of large families with low incomes 
and bad transportation. They are isolated in 
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rural areas and are not exposed to other 
populations. 

The kids are really left out. This leads to a lot 
of them being left unsupervised and they get 
exposed to things and get into trouble. They get 
streetwise. They learn how to get a plan -- how 
to get some money, get a car, get a place to 
party. They learn how to get accepted. A lot of 
them don't want to pick up tradition. They would 
rather spend time with their peers than with an 
elder. They would rather seek enjoyment rather 
then wisdom. They don't use the resources 
available to them. 

As an educator I see a lot of products of 
alcoholism -- kids that come from broken homes. 
It's not always so much physical, but emotional 
damage. I see the fear when they are worried 
about things at home. They don't concentrate on 
the subject at hand. Sometimes they'll come out 
and tell you it's such a burden on their mind. 
There's a lot of FAS in kids nowadays. Back home 
I see it a lot. I see a generation of non
productive Native American males. I have a lot of 
friends that have never done anything to sustain 
themselves. They still live with their parents. 

I think they have an attitude that they are 
defeated already, that there is no hope. They see 
how hard education is for their parents. Kids 
don't see the value of education because it hasn't 
paid off for their parents and even if you do 
pursue education a lot of times people will make 
fun of you. 

A number of diverse and sometimes pointed commentaries 

emerge from Larry's account that extend beyond simple 

rationales for why he quit drinking. In this narrative 

Larry utilizes drinking and alcohol as a means to 

incriminate both the younger generation of Navajos and 

Native Americans (especially males) in general. Drinking is 

characterized as non-productive, irresponsible, activity 
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that obstructs an exchange with elders. Broken families, 

fetal alcohol syndrome, teenage pregnancy, and a lack of 

parental supervision are a direct upshot of drinking. The 

implications of this commentary are, in some ways, damning; 

"culture" no longer constitutes tradition, drinking does. 

Like narratives of degeneration, this frame of drinking 

provides a means to imagine the existence of a more 

authentic, pristine collective Navajo past unmarred by the 

presence of an alien substance introduced by White culture. 

By framing his decision to stop drinking as an 

expression of responsibility for providing a strong home and 

a strong culture for his daughter, Larry incorporates these 

wider meanings and values. The values Larry expresses --

enjoying a better quality of life, health, frugality, and 

good decision making -- mirror traditional Navajo value 

orientations. 

But why should Larry call himself an alcoholic? He has 

never been to AA or any other alcohol abuse treatment 

program but he, like other Navajos, has internalized this 

label in applying it to himself.In accepting the 

"alcoholism frame" (Allasuutari 1992) Larry is redefining 

the events and circumstances of his life, and essential 

elements of his self, in a certain way. Why does Larry 

See Kunitz and Levy (1974), and Levy (1988) 
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adopt this label and why should the complete rejection of 

alcohol be an important, even critical, variable in being a 

good father and in achieving a strong family and a strong 

culture? 

Other interviewees expressed similar sentiments. 

Julius, a 37-year-old father of three from the Cameron area, 

focused on the impact the birth of his first child had on 

him in his representation of the end of his drinking 

problems. Julius began drinking regularly when he was 15 

years old and from the very beginning this led to a number 

of difficulties. He skipped out of school frequently to 

drink and eventually was expelled before graduating. He 

drove drunk and wrecked. His drinking adversely effected his 

job performance. Despite five years of constant, excessive 

drinking, however, Julius noted that he stopped abruptly 

soon after his first child was born. He recalled: 

I totally gave it up when my little girl was born. 
I was working at Whiting Brothers and we didn't 
have any Similac. So I went to Grey Mountain and 
I only had a little money and so I had to decide 
then if I wanted to get beer or to feed my baby. 
I got the Similac. I put the six-pack back. I 
stopped right then and I didn't drink for 13 
years. 

He continued: 

For me drinking was just something that I got away 
with. I'd go to class and drink and get away with 
it so it was like a dare with friends I used to 
hang out with. 
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All the kids I used to hang out and drink with 
have passed on. Sometimes I feel bad about it. 
Maybe I got them started. Later I used to tell 
them to quit. The main thing I noticed about the 
one closest to me ... he was intelligent but there 
was nothing there after awhile. For me what made 
me quit was my job. I wanted to make a living and 
not get my food from someone else. Those guys I 
used to drink with, they graduated high school but 
they didn't accomplish anything. My friend, he 
had kids but he drank a lot. He never gave it up. 
There's people that can drink and still accomplish 
things but he didn't do anything. They just have 
bad times and they let alcohol take care of the 
problem or something. 

I talk to my son about it. I tell him, "You see 
me drink but I don't drink until I can't stand up. 
That part's not right. Don't humiliate yourself. 
It should be taken care of. I don't remember 
things and it shouldn't be that way." 

Right now I know he hasn't drank. It feels good 
to drink it and then you drink more and you get 
sick and he says he doesn't want to get sick. 
You're a totally different person when you are 
intoxicated. I talk to him about people that 
drink alcohol and how they act and talk. They 
make excuses and they think they can take the 
world on themself. I tell him having a can of 
beer every day, or once a month, isn't bad but 
don't get into it more. People should be told 
it's okay to drink, but you don't have to abuse 
it. You can have wine with dinner, but you don't 
have to drink until you can't stand up -- until it 
ruins your life. 

Julius' discourse affords a semantic field where 

drinking is linked to the wild days of youth, failure in 

school, and early employment problems. But Julius portrays 

a movement beyond these difficulties, and this particular 

stage in his life, when he makes a choice to stop drinking. 

In his decision to spend money on his daughter's food rather 
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than alcohol, Julius frames drinking as a choice between 

fulfilling parental responsibility and participating in an 

unjustifiable squandering of resources. Although drinking 

is framed in this way, however, it is not completely 

excluded from life nor is it pathologized. One of the more 

interesting aspects of this narrative is that strict 

abstinence is not applied. Some drinking is acceptable, 

just as long as a certain degree of composure is maintained. 

Julius' dialogue with his teenage son illustrates the 

setting of limits of acceptable use and the responsibility 

to maintain proper comportment. At the same time, this 

narrative also provides a weighed description of those that 

go beyond proper limits and drink to excess. These are 

certain types of people who ruin their lives with drink. 

One aspect of this ruin, and one theme which organizes 

many accounts of aging out, is the detrimental effect 

drinking has on health. Without a doubt many Navajo men are 

aware of the increasing burden of morbidity that begins to 

hit them in their thirties and forties. By this time many 

men have suffered some of the untoward health consequences 

of heavy drinking and have also seen the well-being of 

others, including family and friends, negatively affected by 

alcohol. Health concerns ranged from ill-defined notions of 

weak blood and adverse influences on the heart to more 
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biomedically recognized categories of dysfunction such as 

diabetes, pancreatitis, and cirrhosis. 

Kale (5580), a 44-year-old jewelry maker from the Gap 

area, noted the influence of health concerns in his 

narrative of quitting drinking: 

My mother was against drinking. She hated my 
father for drinking and she told us not to do it. 
She chased him out for drinking. She told me that 
drinking too much would ruin my health. When the 
doctors told me I was a diabetic they said 
drinking wouldn't be good. They said if I started 
drinking I wouldn't live very long. That's what 
my mother said too. 

Although many men emphasize their own volition and 

motivation in these accounts, others organize their 

narratives around the more foirmal mechanisms available to 

enact and maintain desired changes. Several men noted the 

importance of religious influences and organizations in 

their narratives of aging out. There are a number of 

religions practiced on the Navajo reservation; some are 

categorically exclusive and others are competing, yet co

existing. These belief systems include traditional Navajo 

religion, the Native American Church, and a variety of 

fundamentalist and other Christian denominations (see Cooper 

1984, Hodge 1964, and Wood 1982). While some men turn to 

religion to facilitate the reduction of drinking and remain 

active participants in communal religious services, others 

use these social systems as mechanisms to quit but do not 
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participate in other religious functions or categorize 

themselves as members of any religion.'*' 

In the following account, Ned (5629), a 61-year-old 

Navajo man who lives out by Middle Mesa, emphasizes the 

impact of fundamentalist Christianity on his drinking. Ned 

began drinking in Gallup, New Mexico, when he was 21 years 

old, with friends from work. "They told me it would feel 

pretty good and it did and so that's how I got started." He 

began to drink regularly soon afterwards and he noticed it 

getting progressively worse until he was drinking almost 

everyday. He recalled: 

I came back to the reservation and I started 
working at the trading post and I started drinking 
again. I got married and the trouble started. I 
got into arguments with my wife and sometimes with 
her family too. 

I tried to quit for a long time but I just 
couldn't stop and it seemed to get worse. I just 
kept drinking everyday. I tried to quit but I 
couldn't so finally this guy came to me and told 
me what's alcohol going to do to me and all that. 
I listened and the words made sense and I decided 
to quit. It was the first time somebody talked to 
me that way. He's a Christian. He kept after me 
for my drinking and he would open his Bible and 
all that. That was in 1969. I quit that and 
became a Christian. After that I never had 
trouble again. You don't really realize anything 
when you drink -- you just exist with people that 
are drunk. When I put it aside, my mind was 
totally different, my thinking was different. Now 

Ferguson (1982) notes that many Navajo men who were 
part of an alcohol treatment research program had utilized 
traditional ceremonies (most notably Blessingway) to help 
cope with drinking problems. 
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today I look at the people in Txiba City that drink 
and it is a pitiful sight. I wonder why they 
would use this. What is their problem? It's like 
a disease that really controls a person. I'm glad 
I put it aside. I realize that if I hadn't put it 
aside I'd be dead now. 

Virgil (5632), a 47-year-old Navajo man from Red Lake, 

offered an account relating a different religious approach. 

He first experienced alcohol in a bar in California with his 

father and uncle when he was about ten years old. At the 

time they all worked the agricultural fields together. He 

began to drink regularly when he was about 21 and it soon 

became a problem. In 1976 he stopped drinking because he 

almost killed himself twice while drinking and driving. 

These events, along with increasing family pressures, 

motivated him to attend a Native American Church service to 

treat his drinking problem. He remarked: 

That's when I woke up. Some of my family came by 
and they lectured me here and they told me to use 
the Native American Church. They took me in there 
and they lectured me. That's when I started 
thinking. The elderlies talked to me. They told 
me, "Drinking's not good for you. It might infect 
your kids." Now everything is happy all the time. 
My boys are teenagers and I'm proud of them not 
drinking. They are good. I tell them not to do 
that because it just brings trouble home. That's 
what I told them. 

When I start thinking about it...it's the way it 
smells that I think of and I think, "No way!" 
Like those people that pass by. I smell them and 
I think, "No way!" They are drunk and they get a 
headache. My boss' wife...her husband died of 
alcohol. I told him, "You've got a nice family. 
You should quit drinking. They're going to follow 
you if they see you like this." I guess he was 



152 

drinking down in Page and he got hit by a car. 
The doctor told him not to drink because that 
would be it. He didn't listen and he drank and he 
died. He didn't believe in that. 

He could have believed that he was alive and that 
he had children. How we are Navajo; how we become 
aware here and how, and why, we were put here. 
And the purpose of the Stars, the Earth, the 
Water, and the Air. The Sun is always looking at 
us all day and all night. You are not alone. If 
you have kids you have to think about them. You 
brought them into this world and now you're 
drinking. 

I used to run out and party but not anymore. I 
like to stay home. You see with your eyes, your 
kids, the way they talk, the way they grow. 
You'll see them and you'll be happy. 

Gilmore (5635) , a 40-year-old husband and father, used 

still another religious path to frame the end of his problem 

drinking. He has not drunk in over 12 years but at one time 

he experienced a number of problems related to alcohol 

including monthlong drinking binges, multiple arrests, lost 

employment, fights, alcoholic withdrawal, and accidental 

injuries. Like many men in his generation Gilmore took his 

first drink at a Squaw Dance when he was 14. He and his 

clan cousins shared several bottles of Tokay wine. Gilmore 

noted: "After that first experience I liked it. I thought 

it was good and when I did try it again I always ended up in 

j ail. " 

By the time he was 18 Gilmore was a steady drinker. "I 

drank just about everyday back then -- usually about four 

pints of wine a day." Drinking became more of a problem for 
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him once he left the service and he continued drinking 

heavily for about ten years until life events forced him to 

reevaluate his drinking behavior. He noted: 

I was just drinking, drinking and that's it until 
my first daughter. I slowed down after she was 
born. I knew then. Every time I drank, my wife 
would call the cops or run away with the paycheck. 
It didn't feel right spending all that money on 
booze all the time. I was all hung over and sorry. 

I stopped drinking when I was about 28 years old 
when my second daughter was born. I quit 
everything. I realized it was a problem. 

[Why do you think you realized that at that time?] 

I just realized not to use it in front of the kids 
and all that stuff. I was a family man. I 
realized it then and I quit on my own. My wife 
has helped too and I had a couple of ceremonies to 
get back into the right track. I did it to get 
blessed and get all evil away. 

[What ceremonies did you have?] 

All different kinds of ceremonies. Every time 
something bothers me...I tell grandpa what bothers 
me and he does a ceremony, H6zh66j£.®° Alcohol 
is always involved with problems. Grandfather 
would always try to push it away with his mind. 
He would say it's not right to drink because when 
I drink it makes me crazy. I want to be on the 
good side. He tells me you got to put your mind 
to it and he would do a prayer to be on the good 
side. Alcohol is bad for you. I told him it was 
hard when my friends come by and they want to 
drink. 

And he told me, "When they bring alcohol up to 
you, you can say no. You have your own mind to 
stop it." 

This ceremonial is usually referred to as 
Blessingway in the anthropological literature. See Wyman 
(1970) and Farella (1984). 
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It was true back then and up to this day I still 
listen to him. Talking with my wife has also 
helped and I got help from my mother and in-laws. 
They talk to me about it all the time. They used 
it before and said it wasn't any good. That's 
when I realized it and put it away. I just 
absolutely put it down. I had to do it. Even 
though my friends came, I said no and I hate the 
sickness and the hangover still. I never used 
again. 

I have uncles and aunts that died of alcohol. I 
can't believe going to the cemetery and seeing all 
these people that I knew. I don't use it and I 
try to teach my kids. It's bad for you. I don't 
know why we keep drinking it. These people get 
good checks and at the end of the month they spend 
it all on alcohol. And other people I know come 
and look for protection from their spouse. I 
quit. It was too much pain and it gets you out of 
balance. You hit your wife. It's embarrassing 
when you sober up. You get in trouble and you go 
to jail and the kids want food but you spent all 
the money on alcohol. My uncle and grandpa and 
all those guys died of alcohol just by using it. 
I wish today that they were still here. 

Today Gilmore tries to help relatives having alcohol 

problems. He recalled the counsel he sometimes shares with 

them: 

You have your own mind. You can stop yourself. I 
did...that's what I tell them. I wish they could 
do something with the alcohol and give the people 
back to the Navajo peoples. Instead of this 
alcohol... it's the only problem they have, this 
alcohol, I know. You lose family. There's 
always a problem there from using the alcohol. 

Other accounts of aging out reveal pathways that are 

more complex and difficult to explicate. The experiences of 

Albert Colorado are a good case in point. At 61 years of 

age Albert could not recall how old he was when he first 
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drank, but he was quite sure that by the time he was 20 

years old he was drinking almost every day. He drank 

heavily for over 20 years and suffered a number of problems 

as a result. By the time he was 46 years old, however, he 

had stopped drinking. Although he tried a number of 

different treatments in an attempt to alleviate his drinking 

problem, including an Antabuse program as well as 

residential treatment, in retrospect Albert thought none of 

these efforts actually helped him quit drinking. 

Instead, Albert recalled the influence the words of a 

judge had on him. He noted how this jurist, Lester Walters, 

spoke to him in a special way instead of simply sentencing 

him. Albert was a regular at the local courthouse and the 

judge grew tired of seeing him there. The judge looked at 

Albert one day and asked him why he always ended up in jail, 

why he was drinking. Albert told the judge that he drank 

because of jealousy --he had found out that his wife was 

with another man. He told the judge how he had divorced his 

wife and how he drank to forget her. The judge listened to 

Albert and then told him: 

"For you this jail is just a good place to stay 
and get free food. You've never really even 
thought about exactly why you are here. You 
clearly don't know the value of life so I can't 
really sentence you. You need to learn the 
meaning of things. You need to go out and learn 
the meaning of jealousy de' hasin). Go and find 
the meaning of this or go ahead and drink until 
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you kill yourself. Drink until it kills you, or 
quit, and find yourself and find life." 

To this day, over 25 years later, Albert remembers what 

the judge told him regarding jealousy: 

"You don't know jealousy. It's not just to do 
with a woman. It means having money in your 
pocket and having it for a specific purpose; 
spending it on alcohol rather that what it should 
be used for. It is holding something that you 
don't want to share. You need a woman to keep you 
in place and to start having a family. That's 
where it all starts -- a home, cattle, horses, 
sheep, vehicles -- it all starts there." 

After this exchange Albert contemplated the judge's 

words. Repeatedly, Albert thought about his drinking and 

about jealousy and eventually he came to understand the 

reality of what the judge meant. Albert realized that 

instead of putting his thought and money into drinking, he 

should put them into the things around him in order to care 

for them and keep them. Albert noted: "Something inside 

made me think. That's the way you stop drinking. Something 

inside makes you think." 

Motivated by this line of thought, Albert remarried and 

began a new family with his wife. Within the context of 

this relationship, his thoughts turned to basic concerns: 

"Is there enough wood to keep the children warm? Is my wife 

warm? Are the sheep fed?" He realized that it was this 

particular combination of feeling, want, and thought that 

the judge referred to when he spoke of jealousy. Today 
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Albert directs his thoughts to these matters and in doing so 

sustains his wife, children, and valued possessions. 

A philosophy of life emerges from Albert's narrative 

that juxtaposes the good life of family, possessions, 

growth, and harmony to the bad life of drinking that denies 

these gifts. Central to achieving the good life are good 

thoughts. Albert noted: 

If a person wants to drink, there is no cure. 
Drinking is very strong and very powerful. Since 
I quit, I have a wife, children, livestock, a 
place to stay, vehicles. If I ever go back to 
drinking I'll lose it all. I would lose myself. 
There is no medicine to quit drinking. Nothing 
else can cure you except yourself. You are your 
own medicine. There is a choice between the good 
life and the bad life. That was a bad road. I 
will never look back. I look forward to the 
future. I am walking the good road and thinking 
good thoughts. I think and worry about my 
children. If you want life, that's what you make. 
You make a life and you make a home. 

This narrative reveals how a Navajo cultural aesthetic 

serves to frame a discursive account of the motivation and 

progression away from problem drinking. Fundamental to this 

shift is a transformation in thinking that helps bring about 

a new mode of living --a new set of basic premises used to 

engage in the world. Note how the judge reframed Albert's 

problem drinking in terms of problem thinking. Albert's 

thoughts were not in the right place and the judge, through 

his persuasive words, instilled in him a mode of questioning 

which led him to self-critically reevaluate the premises he 
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held about life and his place in it. Albert's drinking was 

reframed as an epistemological problem.^" Ultimately, this 

led Albert to an epistemological solution to his drinking 

that incorporated traditional Navajo values. Instead of 

focusing his thoughts on the money he had and the alcohol he 

wanted to spend it on, Albert took this "jealousy," this 

feeling of worry and not wanting to share, and directed it 

in a more positive way to the concerns that in a traditional 

sense should matter most in life. This narrative is 

organized around a shift from a state in which Albert looked 

upon alcohol as something he did not wish to share or 

squander, to a different perspective in which his children, 

wife, and livestock are the objects of his worry. Drinking 

gets in the way of achieving the traditional Navajo ideal of 

the right and productive life. Albert's account presents a 

moral self who is walking the good road and thinking good 

thoughts. That which is right in his life -- the 

relationships with his wife and children, and the valued 

possessions of livestock and vehicles -- grow directly from 

these good thoughts. 

Here I follow Bateson's (1972:309-337) use of 
epistemology, indexed in his discussion of drinking 
cessation in the context of Alcoholics Anonymous. 
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Discussion 

Narratives of aging out reveal a host of motivations, 

supports, and experiences used to situate the cessation of 

problem drinking. The broad character of aging out 

described by Navajo men, including the important role of 

social pressures from family, growing health concerns, 

religious involvement, a desire for personal autonomy, and 

idiomatic events, parallels data from other studies of this 

phenomenon. 

Many of these narratives hold a basic theme in common. 

To differing degrees, these narratives represent these men 

as motivated actors who have rethought some of the 

fundamental premises they held regarding their lives and 

behaviors. The specific events attributed to have an 

influence on this reevaluation may be mundane or divine, 

traumatic or drawn out; a lizard and a green bottle, the 

responsibilities of raising a child, the teachings of a 

grandmother, the pressures from a wife, or the words of a 

judge all are used to account for dramatic changes in 

drinking behavior. 

The events, mechanisms, and motivations underpinning 

these changes emerge into a patterned social matrix. Many 

researchers note how drinking articulates certain cultural 

values and pre-existing social structures. The meanings and 

motivations indexed by men in their discourse on aging out 
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indicates that many of them articulate Navajo cultural 

values in their representations of giving up pathological 

drinking. One of the important conclusions to emerge from 

consideration of narratives of aging out is that men frame 

this change through culturally important modes of meaning. 

The traditional Navajo ideals of a good life associated with 

home, family, the accumulation of valued possessions, and 

beauty and harmony, are all predicated upon good thinking. 

Alcohol and the problems associated with it are antithetical 

to achieving these Navajo goals. 

Narratives of aging out also point to the network of 

social experiences and relationships implicated in the 

suspension of problem drinking. Negative life events, 

including the untoward physical effects of drinking, legal 

and financial difficulties, accidents, injuries, and deaths, 

initiate changes in thinking that anticipate modulations in 

drinking behavior. Models of change in the persons of 

recovered others, including family members and friends that 

have stopped drinking, provide aim and inspiration to men 

undertaking self-change and points of reference and 

testimonial that problem drinking can be controlled. 

Negotiations and conflicts with family members, especially 

wives and children, provide a powerful compelling force, as 

well as a source of support, to stop drinking. It is 

important to note that the impact of interpersonal relations 
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and interactions extends beyond current circumstances to 

include memories of times and persons passed, especially 

loved ones who unequivocally rejected drinking or suffered 

from pathological use patterns. Such relations and 

experiences serve to organize accounts of aging out. 

A focus on narratives of aging out also draws attention 

to identity construction, one of the socially important 

facets of discourse (Hassin 1995; Stromberg 1993). Many of 

these narratives, by pointing to the importance of family 

and success, make claims not only to certain meanings and 

values, but also help construct individuals as moral people. 

Changing drinking patterns no doubt bring readjustments to 

relationships and initiate positive rewards. But since 

alcohol and drinking can be morally charged in Navajo 

society, the cessation of drinking can be framed as a moral 

act. Thus, a father can order his discussion to stop 

drinking not only according to a financial choice but as an 

active decision to provide a strong culture for his child. 

These narratives then can provide a venue for individuals to 

construct themselves as moral beings. This construction can 

be particularly effective since alcohol and drinking often 

motivate contention involving what is right and proper and 

what is, and is not, Navajo. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE DISCOURSE ON TREATMENT 

Introduction 

In this chapter I will examine a final dimension of the 

discourse on drinking phenomena in Navajo society by-

focusing on the domain of alcoholism treatment. I begin by 

situating the current discussion in relation to the larger 

context of treatment and treatment issues on the Navajo 

reservation. Next, I present several narratives from Navajo 

men who have undergone alcoholism treatment. These 

narratives offer insight into the motivations and processes 

linked to alcoholism treatment on the Navajo reservation and 

provide a medium through which important experiences and 

meanings emerge. Finally, I will discuss how I see these 

narratives on treatment relating to other Navajo discourses 

on alcohol and drinking. 

Alcoholism Treatment on the Navajo Reservation 

Treatment in Context 

Just as involvement with alcohol and drinking problems 

are common to many Navajos, so too is the experience of 

alcoholism treatment. According to data from the CCSNA 

community sample, presented in Table 6.1, alcoholism 

treatment is familiar to many Navajo men in the Tuba City 

Service Unit. Thirty-three percent (48) of the 145 men from 

the community sample had been into some type of alcohol 
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treatment program (in-patient, tribal or IHS counseling 

services, AA) at least once in their lives. Of those 48, 

however, only 20 (42 percent) were in remission from problem 

drinking. 

Table 6.1: Alcohol Treatment 

Ever in Treatment 
for Alcohol Problem 33%(48 of 145) 

Ever in... 
Out-Patient Program 3 5% (17 of 48) 
In-Patient Program 42% (20 of 48) 
AA 58% (28 of 48) 
More Than One Program 23% (11 of 48) 

Age First Went 
to Treatment (Mean) 3 0 years 

In Remission 42% (20 of 48) 

Other CCSNA data suggest that treatment may have mixed 

results. The overwhelming majority (58%) of the men who had 

attended treatment still had drinking problems. In fact, 

only 12% of this group asserted that treatment underlay the 

cessation of problem drinking while 17% claimed to have 

achieved this change on their own. Table 6.2 outlines these 

data. 

Formal treatment programs are just one part of a larger 

spectrum of help-seeking for problem drinking. As noted in 

the previous chapter, many Navajo men curtail problem 
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Table 6.2: How Did Alcohol Stop Being A Problem 

In-Patient 
Out-Patlent 
Family Support 
On Own 
Other Reason 
Still a Problem 
No Reason 
Unknown 

10% 
2 
4 
17 
2 

58 
2 
4 

n=48 

drinking on their own or use a variety of mechanisms to stop 

drinking. Men who have undergone treatment often use a 

diverse number of strategies in their efforts to alleviate 

problem drinking. Table 6.3 provides data outlining the 

spectrum of help-seeking among men from the community sample 

who have undergone alcoholism treatment. 

Given the prevalence of drinking problems on the Navajo 

reservation and the apparent conspicuousness of aging out 

phenomena, it is pertinent to note any differences in the 

patterns of remission of problem drinking between those who 

have undergone formalized treatment and those who have not. 

Table 6.4 presents a comparison between these two groups of 

men. 

As indicated, there are no significant differences 

between treated and untreated groups with regard to 

remission. Of the 48 individuals in remission for alcohol 

dependence 20 (42 percent) had been into treatment. Of the 
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64 individuals not in remission 28 (44 percent) had 

undergone alcoholism treatment. 

Table 6.3: Help Seeking For Drinking Problems 

Ever Sought Help 29% (41) 

Sought Help From... 

Friends 1 
Relatives 2 
Spouse 2 
Traditional Religion 7 
NAC 7 
Clergy (Evg. Christ.) 2 
AA 10 
In-Patient 18 
Counseling (IHS) 1 
Counseling (Tribal) 9 
Other 4 

63 total mentions 

n=145 

Table 6.4: Cross-Tabulation of Remission Rates By Treatment 

In Remission 

Yes No 

Ever in Treatment 

Yes 20 (42%) 28 (44%) 

No 28 (58%) 36 (56%) 

Total 48 64 

n=112; Chi-square NS 



166 

Treatment Issues 

Treatment programs are an important subject of study 

since they provide a context in which models of drinking are 

generated and communicated through a massive professional 

apparatus and appropriated for use in local settings. 

Evidence suggests that many Navajo are applying dominant 

models to their drinking behaviors and experiences. May and 

Smith (1988) report that almost two-thirds of the Navajos 

interviewed at an IHS facility agreed with the model of an 

inherent Indian physical weakness to alcohol. Levy (1988) 

offers a similar observation in his discussion of "cross-

cultural labelling" -- an occurrence arising when health 

practitioners misinterpret local phenomena and give them a 

label and course of treatment that typically results in even 

more difficulties. This form of medicalization recasts the 

American Indian, who was formerly seen as socially 

maladapted, as "sick." 

The disease concept of alcoholism, a dominant category 

in Euroamerican culture, is applied inappropriately to 

Native Americans. The consequences of this ideology run 

deep since this label forces many Navajos to adopt the sick 

role, and the behaviors and expectations associated with it, 

when they are not "sick" but instead are drinking in 

culturally prescribed ways. Such individuals are assigned a 

position within a structural system in which their only 
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function is to be dysfunctional; they are labeled 

"alcoholic" and placed into expensive treatment programs 

where they learn to internalize this label. As a 

consequence, many now see themselves as pathological, 

dysfunctional individuals in need of some type of treatment 

(Levy 1988:227). This state of affairs is unlikely to 

change since the disease concept of alcoholism serves to 

legitimize and maintain an economically important substance 

abuse treatment industry whose very existence is predicated 

on the prevailing dominance of this idea (Levy and Kunitz 

1981) . 

The local impact of treatment ideology has summoned 

other commentaries as well. Kunitz and Levy (1974) argue 

that the disease concept of alcoholism plays a significant 

part in the social transformations taking place in 

Navajoland. This concept, along with the treatment industry 

it supports, provides certain segments of Navajo society a 

means to label normative drinking patterns as deviant and in 

need of treatment. Kunitz and Levy see this move from 

normative frames of drinking to pathological ones as part of 

a transformation from older "traditional" patterns of 

drinking to newer "mainstream" practices and sensibilities. 

What these studies make clear is that alcoholism 

treatment programs and the models of drinking they circulate 

have had a significant, if not always immediately obvious. 
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impact on Navajo conceptions and evaluations of alcohol and 

drinking behaviors and on aspects of Navajo culture. In 

addition, these programs also have the net effect of shaping 

Navajo conceptions of themselves both as individuals ("I am 

an alcoholic") and as a collective ("Indians have a disease 

called alcoholism"). Thus, alcohol treatment in Navajo 

society intersects with a complex network of issues 

connected to medicalization, the designation of deviance, 

the construction of social problems, and social labelling. 

The subject of alcoholism treatment also provides a 

site for commentaries that reveal a number of insights into 

the meanings assigned to drinking phenomena in contemporary 

Navajo society. Alcoholism treatment on the Navajo 

reservation, like drinking, is often a source of contention 

and polarization. Many Navajos I spoke with noted that 

more, and better, treatment facilities were needed in 

reservation communities. This would allow patients to be 

near their families and familiar surroundings. Several 

interviewees indicated that the worry of being far from home 

made attendance in off-reservation treatment programs 

undesirable. Taken at face value these comments point to 

some of the barriers to treatment utilization on the 

reservation. 

But there were also a number of strong opinions, often 

voiced in a tone of resentment and frustration, to the 
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effect that too many individuals attend treatment again and 

again but still continue to drink. This is seen as a 

needless squandering of limited resources and as a waste of 

time. These sentiments are augmented by others. Those 

problem drinkers who attend treatment repeatedly without any 

outward improvement are often seen as barriers; they make it 

even more difficult for those who might benefit to get into 

treatment since resources, in the form of tribal or other 

institutional support, are limited. In a similar way, it is 

noted that court-mandated attendance in treatment programs 

was not effective. Those individuals arriving into 

treatment in this way are portrayed as uncommitted and as 

detracting from the treatment experience of those who are 

more serious. 

Treatment is also a source of hope for desperate 

individuals and their families who want to do something to 

end the guilt, anxiety, and polarization connected to their 

drinking. For men getting pressure from their wives, 

children, and other family members, attending treatment 

provides a means of demonstrating that they were willing to 

do something substantive to change their situation. Other 

men look at treatment with a different urgency. Many 

scrutinize themselves and their lives and note a feeling of 

loss. They feel that they drank away their younger years 

and that they could not get them back, even if they 
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desperately wanted to. For these men treatment is often 

portrayed as a last means to change their drinking, and 

themselves, and live out the rest of their lives in a better 

way. In this way treatment holds the promise of making them 

and their loved ones happy. Finally, it should be noted 

that some men made their way into treatment for other 

reasons. Many attend treatment because the court mandates 

them to do so and others look upon residential treatment as 

something of a vacation from drinking and the reservation. 

In any event, the various treatment modalities 

available on the reservation provide important interactive 

social contexts within which ideas, assessments, and general 

frames of drinking are maintained and promulgated. Over the 

course of treatment many Navajos are exposed to doctrines 

and vocabularies that explain what type of substance alcohol 

is and what types of processes, emotions, and motivations 

underlie problem drinking; notions like the disease concept 

are applied to individual experiences and made real. 

Treatment is also an environment within which Navajos 

systematically learn to construct narratives that explain 

their drinking and its relationship to specific aspects of 

their bodies, dispositions, and personalities in set ways. 

In a certain sense it is in treatment where many Navajos 

become alcoholic (cf. Rudy 1986) as they enact comprehensive 
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personal narratives in which they recreate their drinking 

and their selves. 

Narratives of Treatment 

Mams on 

On August 22, 1994, Marge and I drove out to an area 

between the Gap and Marble Canyon near the community of 

Cedar Ridge to interview Manson (5024), one of the men on 

our case list. We made our way along a winding dirt road 

through juniper trees and the rolling high plateau comprised 

of red sandstones and mudstones made of ancient volcanic 

shale and ash. As we rounded a bend, I could make out a 

camp,^^ still at least three miles distant, and we headed 

toward it. 

We pulled up to the house where several women were 

loading a pickup truck. Marge and I, still in the truck, 

exchanged greetings with them, and all the women spoke to 

each other in Navajo. They were on the way to their 

roadside jewelry stand on Highway 8 9 hoping to make a sale 

as the last tourists of the season drove through the 

reservation on their way to the Grand Canyon. 

An older man in a grey cowboy hat came out of the house 

to greet us. We shook hands in the Navajo way and Marge 

Navajo camps are residence groups organized around 
social, economic, and kin-based activities. See Lamphere 
(1977) . 
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told me that he was Manson's father-in-law and that he used 

to be an official on the Navajo Tribal Council. He directed 

us inside and then went out to one of the nearby sheep 

corrals. 

We walked to the front door and were met by Manson and 

his daughter, a little girl about 18 months old. I entered 

the house and Manson offered me a seat on an old, worn 

couch. Once inside I noticed that the walls of the house 

were adorned with various images of horses, hot-rod posters, 

and Phoenix Suns paraphernalia. A large, black metal wood 

stove stood in the center of the room. 

Manson was raised in the reservation communities of 

Pinon and Dinnebito.^^ He grew up without the benefit of 

his parents -- his mother died when he was three months old 

and his father, a heavy drinker and railroad laborer, was 

never home. As a result, Manson was raised by his two 

oldest sisters. They moved to live near the family of one 

of his sister's husbands and the years following his 

mother's death were difficult ones; "I remember it was hard, 

you know, my older sisters lived in Pinon all their lives 

and they had relatives there. It was hard to move to 

Dinnebito. Most of the livestock died off and we didn't 

have any relatives." 

Pinon and Dinnebito are, respectively, 
approximately 50 and 40 miles east of Tuba City. 
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Manson later left what home environment he did have 

when he attended boarding school at Rocky Ridge and then 

Tuba City. These were lonely, isolated times for Manson and 

he recalled beatings inflicted by other boys as well as by 

teachers who would often punish students that spoke Navajo. 

He had little contact with his family while in these 

boarding schools. 

Manson became unruly later during his high school years 

in Flagstaff and Tuba City: "In those days I was a teenager 

and kind of wild and I got into fights as a freshman. I was 

drinking once and I wrecked one of my sister's trucks. 

After that I quit drinking for a while but then I started up 

again." 

In fact, it was around this point in his life that 

Manson started drinking regularly, usually on weekends with 

friends. One of the older members of their group would make 

the run to Grey Mountain and then they would go party at 

someone's house or just drive out to the "boonies" and 

drink. On other occasions he and his friends would 

hitchhike into different towns bordering the reservation and 

imbibe. In time he started returning to the dorm late and 

his grades suffered. He continued: 

That's when I got rebellious and I got that "I 
don't care" attitude. I started drinking alone. 
I didn't care to be with my sisters. I just 
wanted to do it my way. There was no one to get 
after me like a father or mother would. I started 
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drinking more after I left school. I had made a 
lot of friends and drinking buddies and I knew 
where to go and how to take care of myself. I 
would go to Flagstaff or Tuba City every weekend 
and drink whiskey and wine. 

Queries regarding drinking draw up memories of the 

uncontrolled days of youth, a time characterized by freedom 

but also isolation and a lack of proper direction. To 

approach an understanding of Hanson's drinking as he 

understands and situates it requires a retrospective 

reasoning that connects the drinking and "my way" attitude 

of his youth with a lack of parental presence and control in 

his life. 

Hanson's problems with alcohol came to a climax 

recently when he was arrested for Driving Under the 

Influence (DUI). After being released from jail he 

volunteered to go into an alcohol treatment program: 

At first I didn't know what Behavioral Health 
Services was about. I thought that it wasn't for 
me. I didn't drink hairspray or anything so I 
figured it wasn't for me. But I was wrong. One 
day I went into their office with a hangover. I 
went to an AA meeting. I was interested in going 
to a treatment program outside of Arizona where 
there wasn't many Navajos. You talk a lot, you 
know, in those group sessions. I didn't feel 
comfortable with them around. I know a lot of 
these Navajos that go there are court ordered and 
they aren't serious about it. I really enjoyed it 
and worked my program well. I felt good about it 
and my wife and sisters felt good about it too. I 
was concerned about my health, that's the main 
reason I went. I would drink for three days and 
then I would have a hard time with my eyes. I 
couldn't see. I had a hard time sleeping and I 
felt weak all the time. 



175 

Manson's comments regarding treatment reveal some of 

the tensions and motivations experienced by Navajo men 

undertaking this project of self-change. By admitting that 

he was wrong regarding the utility and relevance of BHS and 

AA, Manson adopts a particular frame for his drinking 

behavior. Putting aside, for the moment, consideration of 

the issues of social labelling, secondary deviance, and 

status politics that this invites, note Manson's concern 

about the health problems, including loss of eyesight, 

weakness, and sleeping difficulties, that organizes his 

account of his recourse to treatment. 

Once he returned to the reservation, however, his 

problems with alcohol soon began again: 

I went back to the wrong crowd I guess --my 
friends. I've been wanting to go back to 
treatment and we made arrangements but at the last 
minute I backed out. I had signed a contract and 
gotten my physical but I backed out. They needed 
me around here. They had drought and we had to 
haul water for the livestock all the time. And I 
had to take care of the baby. I wanted to help 
myself but I felt I would be worrying about the 
family the whole time I was there. 

Like many of the men I interviewed Manson sees drinking 

as not only an individual difficulty but a problem for the 

Navajo as a people. He noted: 

I think it is a big problem. There's a lot of 
death like the recent murder there in Tuba. I see 
it everyday. People abandon their kids. People 
take their money, their mom's money, their 
grandma's money, their kids' money. They'd rather 
be in Flag or Tuba drinking than with their kids 
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problems. Kids are dropping out of school. They 
are doing drugs. There is more and more teenage 
pregnancy. 

He continued: 

They need a residential treatment center there in 
Tuba. I've seen other alcoholics try to get help 
but they are always put down. The tribe says they 
don't have money for it. I don't think there's 
any traditional treatment for alcohol problems. I 
think they need professional residential 
treatment. Some people say legalizing it would 
help but I think it would kill us. It's bad as it 
is now. There are lots of accidents. When I was 
leaving treatment I was supposed to tell other 
alcoholics that there's help. But I don't think 
I've told anybody. I don't like to be around them 
when I'm sober so when I'm with them I'm drunk. 

If I say anything to anyone they tell me, "You're 
as bad as I am. Who are you to tell me anything?" 
When I was trying to be sober they'd laugh at me, 
"Look at him! Next month, next year, you'll be 
ba'ck here in the same place." 

Me and my father-in-law and brother we sit around 
and talk about it. We decided to quit. Some 
people are able to do that. My sister's husband 
put the bottle down ten years ago and hasn't drank 
since. I brought back AA books. Sometimes I go 
over it to refresh my mind to know what it does to 
my body, my organs, and my brain. And whenever I 
get a chance I drop by and see my counselor. 

We have a winter camp by the canyon. When I'm out 
there being concerned with living, it keeps liquor 
off my mind. When I'm by myself I usually start 
thinking and go to town and get drunk. I want to 
take care of my own child. You can't trust anyone 
anymore. So I want to get a job and keep busy but 
I want to take care of my own child. If I had a 
job I think I'd stick with it. Maybe in the 
future I'll go back and go to treatment on my own. 

I noticed that these winos if they can't get a 
hold of liquor they drink hairspray. They should 
remove those off the shelf. But I don't think 
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there's anything we can really do. In the past 
they had a lot of livestock and off-reservation 
jobs and I think people were a lot busier with 
life back then than they are now. Now there's 
nothing to do and they turn to alcohol and drugs. 
It's in the family too, I think. For me, I was 
raised by my sisters and their boyfriends and 
there was always liquor around. If I had had my 
parents, I wouldn't have been as bad. And 
nowadays the elders keep things to themselves and 
the new generation is going the wrong direction. 

Hanson's discourse on drinking, through a shift into 

more comprehensive meanings and commentaries, extends beyond 

the context of his own personal experiences to include 

evaluations on the social costs of alcohol abuse for the 

Navajo people. Drinking, through its link to death, child 

neglect and parental abandonment, the squandering of 

economic resources, and a host of problems involving young 

people, including school dropouts, drugs, and teenage 

pregnancy, is a tangible signifier of an interrelated 

economic and cultural degeneration. This narrative 

evaluation of drinking is ultimately a moral discourse on 

responsibility that points to a proper way of being in this 

world. 

When taken at face value this narrative communicates 

how these premiums are individualized and activated for 

Manson in his goal to quit drinking. Manson's discourse 

reveals that quitting is not just a social act with social 

consequences, but a moral act as well. It does not only 

mean losing friends, making some of his family happy, and 



178 

improving his health, but also "being concerned with 

living," having a good job, and taking care of his child, in 

short, fulfilling what he sees as his personal roles and 

responsibilities. 

Seunuel 

At the time I interviewed him, Samuel Kee Begay (5613), 

a 45-year-old Navajo man from Tuba City, had been into 

treatment (a 12 Step program) once four years previously. 

Sam's narrative began with a focus on the beginnings of his 

drinking and the relationships he had with his male kin, 

especially his nephew, cousin, and brother. He noted: 

Later on we got into it [drinking heavily]. When 
they brought a case from Grey Mountain we'd steal 
it. I thought it was just fun. Later on I got 
addicted to it when I was about 21. I'd go out 
and get drunk and pass out with my brother. Then 
I got married when I was about 22 and I moved to 
Shiprock and I used to still drink over there. I 
used to go to the bar or something like that. 

My brother had to go to the hospital because of 
brain damage. He got drunk and fell of the truck 
and hurt himself. He was getting worse and worse. 
I moved back here to Tuba City in 1982. He was 
bad. One time I caught him drinking Lysol and 
hairspray. 

I told him, "You get way into it too much, 
brother. You've gone too far. It's gonna kill 
you. " 

He kept doing it and kept doing it. He lost his 
sight and his mind is not all there. I was 
thinking about that and I decided to slow down. 
My brother passed away from alcohol not too long 
ago. When we were kids, he forced us to drink 
alcohol. My sister was there drinking too. He's 
the one that told us to drink. They sent him to 
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the hospital and nursing home in Chinle. We'd 
visit and he wouldn't remember us. He really 
suffered and he finally passed away. 

I had a niece down there in Tucson and she went 
the same way as her uncle. She used marijuana and 
cocaine. She got really bad - just like her uncle 
and later on she was in the hospital. She came 
back here and she didn't look like her. She 
looked way tired. She was way down. She was only 
around 20 or 22. One of my uncles got the same 
thing, the same situation. He had an alcohol 
problem and he died from it too. He got into a 
car accident down by Dinosaur Tracks." He was 
in a head-on collision and the vehicle burned up. 
This was back in 1984 or 1985. All these things 
happened at the same time with my brother, niece, 
and uncle. 

My dad used to drink too. I didn't know him until 
I was 14 years old. I seen him drinking with my 
aunt. He passed out right there. He died of it 
too. He got drunk and passed out in the cold and 
got pneumonia and died. One of my brothers is 
still drinking but he's slowing down on it. 

I was drinking until I got caught with a DUI. So 
when I got out of jail, I was thinking about it. 
At that time my brother was in rehabilitation. I 
went to Phoenix for three and a half months with 
the Salvation Army. They taught me real good down 
there about it. Before that I didn't know what 
alcohol is. I was just drinking and didn't know 
what it was. Now I know what alcohol can do to 
you. Before that I was thinking different but it 
was really a disease, you know. I came back and I 
was different. I went to church and I talked 
about the Big Book. Finally, I made a decision to 
put the bottle down. 

I came back and I saw my people here drinking. 
They were having fun but now they are killing 
themselves. They don't know what it can do to 
them. They don't understand it. They don't know 
how to use it. Alcohol is a disease, you know. 

An area known for its imprints of dinosaur feet 
preserved in sandstone, about 8 miles west of Tuba City. 
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That's how I think about it. They don't know --
these kids that use it -- they don't know how it 
will affect them. I got treatment. It has put my 
thinking back on me. I got well. You might kill 
somebody, your wife, your friend. That's what 
alcohol will do. It will ruin your life. You 
might kill yourself or someone else. Later on it 
might affect your age and you might get sick from 
it. 

So now...a year now I haven't had to drink 
anything yet. I'll keep it that way. When I go 
to Phoenix, I stop by and tell them thank you. I 
was sick before. That's all I have to say now. I 
don't know, I think about these other kids that 
use it. I told them what I learned about it in 
Phoenix. These days they like me. They're happy 
I don't use it and my sister and brother 
appreciate what I am now. 

Through Samuel's account we can see some of the social 

relationships and situations that shaped his early drinking 

experiences. The various impacts of pathological drinking, 

including the motivation to stop drinking, make up one of 

the main themes of this narrative. The degeneration of 

health and the death of his brother and father, along with 

other events, provide subjects for commentary that help 

organize Samuel's discourse. Additionally, Samuel's 

narrative relates another important aspect of the process he 

has undergone. Alcoholism treatment provides Samuel with a 

particular frame for thinking about, and talking about, his 

drinking problems. It is in treatment that he learned his 

drinking was "a disease." 
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Gary-

Gary Manygoats (5530), a 48-year-old veteran whose 

drinking problems starting during his tour of duty in 

Vietnam, prepared for our interview by setting out a 

collection of important documents, including certificates 

from the treatment programs he had attended and his 

brother's suicide note, on his kitchen table. He showed me 

each of these papers over the course of the interview. 

Between the ages of 26 and 41 Gary attended three 

different in-patient treatment programs. He discussed his 

drinking when he was in the service and his subsequent 

problems and road into treatment: 

I used to drink every day with these Choctaws and 
a Navajo guy. It kept on going after I got out 
[of the Army] but I still held my job. It's 
amazing that I was able to keep my job. Then I 
got married for the first time in 1974. Later it 
ended in divorce. I had a lot of bad feelings 
after that. I didn't want to get a job or 
anything. 

I went through the same thing as my brothers and 
sisters are going through now, but they can't get 
out of it. But I quit and I didn't have any 
problem. I guess it's based on my feeling to my 
Higher Power and my religion. I look at other 
people and I guess I grew out of it and they 
didn't. My two kids are my strength. 

I went into rehab in Prescott six years ago. I 
had gone to other places before like in Flagstaff. 
At that time my ex said, "You have to go." So I 
ended up going into treatment at that time but it 
didn't help. I just kept drinking. I didn't have 
any feelings of recovery. 
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Then something happened six years ago. I went 
into the Prescott VA hospital. I was thinking, 
"I'm not getting any younger." I saw all these 
guys drinking and losing their lives. By the end 
of the program all these guys there were scared. 
They had nothing when they got out. They had 
already lost it all. I was lucky because I had a 
home, kids, transportation. This is what I had 
and I needed to keep it. And that was the turning 
point right there. I came back and it wasn't 
hard. They come by and ask me to go on a run and 
I just laugh it off. They ask me for money and I 
give to them and I tell them to go to the store 
and get some pop with it. 

[Why did you take to drinking?] 

Resentment, hate, feelings I felt that I didn't 
want to have. I felt like I didn't have anything 
left, I guess. After I got out of 'Nam I just 
hated everything and everybody. I got married and 
she treated me like one of her kids and I tried to 
do something but...I didn't stick with it. I see 
my brothers like that today. I didn't feel 
comfortable. She was Anglo and she had Anglo 
kids. She was a lot older than me. I didn't know 
what I was getting into. 

I met the kids' mom in 1981. I thought she was 
the best person I ever met and I didn't know she 
had a problem with alcohol. I was 12 years older 
than her. We quit drinking about three or four 
years after Martha was born. Then things changed. 
She was going with other guys while I wasn't 
around. She went out with the vice-chairman of 
the Hopi tribe. She complained that I was too old 
for her. 

I've got so many people in my family that are in 
bad situations because of alcohol. Everything is 
one day at a time. People here just drink to get 
high, to get away from everything. That's 
probably why it's so common around here. It's 
such a dead place. But now I find things to do. 
You just have to take away the idleness. They 
have to always find where their next drink is 
coming from. Everything is getting lost there. 
Their job, their kids, their marriage. I tell 
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them that they have to get it on their own. But 
people used to tell me and I didn't listen. 

[What happened to make you hear?] 

I think the vets at the VA had a lot to do with 
it...and putting everything on the table. "This 
is what I have and if I don't shape up I could 
lose it all." Even if I got drunk once I could 
lose everything. But that one time is not going 
to happen. I remember my brother Larry. When he 
was in jail he was thinking and he wanted his 
marriage. When he got out he was back to his old 
ways. As a result of his drinking he screwed up 
everything. 

My brother Larry goes to treatment but he's being 
court ordered. My other brother, Harry, before he 
hung himself he had a desire to get treatment. 
His sister passed away first and four days later 
he hung himself. 

He painted murals at the chapter house. He's the 
only one I know of who fulfilled his commitment to 
be an Eagle scout. That's the determination he 
had. I think Tuba City just wore him out. 

Gary's narrative presents commentaries on his drinking, 

himself, as well as the drinking of others. He appropriates 

some of the "talk" of treatment discourse in his referral to 

a "Higher Power" and "feelings of recovery" and critically 

evaluates the impact of alcohol on his life and 

relationships. 

Gary's narrative also sheds light on the pathways and 

motivations that led him into problem drinking and 

treatment. At different points in his account, Gary provides 

insights into what he sees as the causes and origins of his 

problem drinking, including marital difficulties, 
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infidelity, resentment, and hate. Also underscored is the 

influence of seeing friends and family experiencing problems 

with alcohol and the impact of place, i.e., the toll that 

living in Tuba City exacts: "It's such a dead place. You 

just have to take away the idleness." 

In his recognition that he was getting older, and his 

realization that he needed to take care of the things in 

life, such as his family, that he valued and still 

possessed, Gary situates his move into treatment in a manner 

that echoes many of the accounts of those who have aged out. 

Rudy 

Rudy McCabe (5658), a 29-year-old Navajo man, lives 

with his family in a small frame house between Grey Mountain 

and Cameron. Like many Navajo men he has spent much of his 

time on and off the reservation in sporadic employment. He 

attended an in-patient treatment program once when he was 22 

years old after a series of drinking problems. Beginning 

when he was about 2 0 years old Rudy would frequently 

burglarize houses and shoplift in Flagstaff in order to 

secure money to pay for alcohol. In 1988 he was arrested in 

Flagstaff for burglary and sent to a residential treatment 

program. He discussed what led to his decision to quit 

drinking: 

There is a lot of fear. The responsibilities I 
have to keep with myself. Mostly it was based on 
a lot of respect for myself -- that I had to slow 
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down. Part of it was treatment -- emotionally. 
The rest of it seemed to be on a trial basis as I 
go along. As long as I've been alive, no one ever 
taught me about reality and about life. But as I 
go along, I learn more about responsibility. 

[What kind of responsibility are you talking 
about?] 

I've got my kids here and the oldest one wants to 
do lots of things. At one point he'd follow me 
around while I drank beer and I realized that it 
wasn't right. I wasn't home a lot. The family 
was falling apart. But now with the boys I go 
play basketball, football. We ride bikes. I buy 
them stuff. I don't want them to end up like me -
- doing what they're not supposed to be doing. 

He continued: 

I read a lot of books and talked to a lot of 
people and you know, a person chooses to drink or 
not. There's no actual theory on what they call 
the craving for it. You decide whether you're 
going to have it or not. As to what I see with 
people, as far as treatment, if they wanted it 
they'd get it. And among the Navajo people 
there's a traditional way that they hang on to. 
They want to believe that it will help them, but 
there's no alcohol cure from that perspective. 

It's weird the different parts of life people come 
from. Some go to treatment and they stop. It 
seems now what I understand is that they get tired 
of it and they stop. And I've seen some people 
that have been going back and forth to treatment 
and they haven't stopped. That's why I think it's 
up to the person themselves. 

One more thing. I found out the fear of drinking 
anymore is what happens to people -- what it does 
to people -- it messes up their lives and their 
bodies. And the kind of death I've seen people 
die of because of alcohol. The way they look to 
the point where their body don't function no more. 
I knew this one person -- he seemed to know a lot 
about what happens to the body with alcohol but it 
didn't stop him. I guess it doesn't bother him as 



186 

much as it bothered me. So as far as being 
educated I don't think it means a lot. 

The only reason I don't want to drink anymore is 
because I want to keep my family together. I 
found that this is the most important thing I've 
got. Whatever they want I'll try to get it for 
them. The only thing I found is that I make the 
choice. The craving is there but you make the 
choice. The control it has over the person is the 
craving, but the control over it is gone after you 
take it. So as far as reality goes, it's the only 
escape that some people have -- they don't have 
nothing else. Maybe if they found some kind of 
fear in it then maybe they would stop. 

I learned one thing in treatment. I don't know if 
it really affected my drinking at that time but as 
far as emotional problems it focused who I was and 
what direction I wanted to take. As far as finding 
what I wanted I realized that I had to do it and 
that was the hard part. 

Now at this point in my life the only thing that 
helps me along is the religion I'm in. As long as 
I function in it and it keeps me going in the 
right direction I'm okay. Before that I was 
always going back and forth. After treatment it 
took me a little while to find that direction and 
it was one of the hardest things I ever did. 

[Where did that direction come from?] 

Living. Trying to live a life without drugs or 
alcohol. Every time I started drinking it would 
set me back almost to the beginning -- especially 
in a relationship. It would put me back. Every 
mistake you make it sets you back eventually. I 
wish someone had told me that a long time ago, 
then it wouldn't be so hard. 

Rudy portrays the motivation to go into treatment in 

terms of a responsibility he feels for his family. Like 

many of the men presented in this treatise, Rudy wants to 

set a proper example for his children and he constructs, in 
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his discourse, a world in which drinking and being a good 

father are mutually exclusive. In a similar way, Rudy's 

comments regarding his search for direction and his 

discovery of what was important to him not only echo themes 

from accounts of aging out but also point to an important 

aspect of treatment: it facilitates efforts to focus on 

crucial life issues. In fact, Rudy's ability to construct a 

narrative that links these issues together can be viewed as 

an outcome of this treatment process (cf. Cain 1990) . 

One interesting detail is Rudy's account of his 

personal search for knowledge or a means to frame his 

drinking behavior. By reading books and gathering 

information Rudy engages in a process of understanding his 

drinking problems and, ultimately, aspects of himself. This 

synthesis of information is reflected in some of his 

observations of drinking phenomena. Rudy sees drinkers, 

even problem drinkers, as having some degree of agency and 

control. People decide whether they drink or not. A 

craving may compel individuals to drink, but ultimately they 

make a choice. Even in a context in which disease models 

have a great deal of currency, agency and morality guide the 

characterization of problem drinking. These comments are of 

particular interest since they indicate that ideas of 

craving, disease, and loss of control are modified and put 

together in ways that sometimes contradict standard models 
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of pathological drinking. Rudy and others appropriate 

knowledge and apply it to their own drinking behaviors and 

experiences as well as those of others. 

Delford 

At 46 years of age, Delford Bennaly (5662) had attended 

residential treatment programs twice -- once when he was 3 6 

and again when he was 40. His drinking became a problem 

when he was 22 years old and working in California: 

I started getting into it when I was in Oakland, 
California. My brother Elvin was there. When he 
left home he was into NAC and wasn't into 
drinking. But when I was there he came to visit 
me and he was into drinking. He lived in San 
Francisco. I started drinking there. I met his 
friends. I felt there was somebody there that was 
close to me that drank and all his friends drank. 
And I had no idea what I was getting into. I was 
drinking every weekend, partying, having a good 
time, meeting girls. I guess I was trying to keep 
myself from being homesick or maybe I was trying 
to reward myself. I never really thought I was an 
alcoholic or getting addicted. I just did it to 
have fun and be with new friends and be in a new 
place. 

When I got back here in 1973, I was constantly 
drinking with friends. I just felt like that was 
something that got me away from all my problems. 
It kind of stimulated my mind to escape the 
frustrations. I never really thought it was a 
problem. The problems that I had I felt had 
nothing to do with alcohol. 

Everybody said it was a problem but I wouldn't 
understand what they were saying so I kept 
drinking and I never knew it was affecting my life 
until after I got divorced. Then it hit me. Even 
my wife told me I had a problem -- that I was a 
monster. I always had a job, I always brought 
home bread and butter. And that was the 
traditional Navajo way -- bring home the bread and 
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your part and everything else was your business. 
I didn't have to love anybody. That's what I 
thought... until she left. I never knew what I 
wanted was that hand until I lost it. 

After the divorce was the worst. The problems 
really surfaced -- physically, mentally -- all at 
once. It just slammed me. It was hard. The 
constant chest pains and the constant thoughts of 
being a loser. I used to get mad at myself for 
making so much money. I used to curse it. I 
blamed it because it got me drunk. I cursed it, 
"I don't want this. I want my family back!" I 
lived with anxiety for about three years. I 
almost had a heart attack three times. That pain 
in my chest was there for three years. I don't 
know how it went away but it finally did. I went 
to the hospital for the pain. I had a head scan 
and x-rays. I went through a lot. 

Then they told me there was nothing wrong 
physically and I asked, "What's the cause of the 
pain in my chest?" 

And they told me it was a mental thing. It was all 
in my head. They told me that I had to think of 
myself different to get well. And I didn't 
believe that but I started to read about it and I 
learned how the mind affects your life. I learned 
how negative thoughts about yourself and others 
affect you. So that's when I took a road from 
there. Reading books about these things helped. 

I even went to a rehab which I was ashamed to go 
to. It was embarrassing because everybody made a 
comment about it and I really didn't know what it 
was about until I read about it and I went there 
because I was curious and I needed help and they 
sent me off to a rehab center. I was there for 4 0 
days. I enjoyed being there because they talked 
about what they were searching for and what was 
helpful to them and the new ways you can look at 
yourself. It was those things I was interested 
in. But the AA book, the 12 steps, I was never 
into it. And believe me, I never really read the 
Big Book and I don't know one step...well I know 
the first and the fourth. And that's all I need 
to know, I guess, to my knowledge. 
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When I came back from Ignacio'' I started 
drinking again after about three months. When I 
came back I was excited at first. I had a new way 
of looking at things. I was proud of myself. 
When I came back I was expecting that it was all 
different. But it was all the same. People had 
the same thought. They talked about sickness, 
anger. All this sickness was alive and abundant 
here. I thought, "I can't live in a place like 
this." But there was no escape. 

This thought dominated again. And so that's how I 
came to drink again. And I did drinking again for 
another four or five years. I abused it. The 
sprees lasted for a month at a time. I kept 
thinking at the time, "I don't want to drink. I 
have bad hangovers." I felt bad every day. I 
just felt tired of it. 

I was going to stop. I decided then. I was sick 
and my friends would offer me even more to drink. 
They said I would feel better, but I said no. 
That December that thought to quit dominated my 
mind again and I went 17 months on my own without 
a drink. And I was driving people that were 
drinking --my brother -- to bars in Flagstaff. I 
used to watch them drink and carry a bottle of 
whiskey in my pocket and I would make drinks for 
the girls we met. I did that all 17 months I was 
sober. It never bothered me. 

But one time I got some whiskey in Flagstaff and 
they weren't here when I brought it back. And I 
have no idea why I wanted to drink again. I think 
to this day that it was because my kids -- my ex 
and I were kind of getting together and she was in 
Salt Lake City and she found a younger person and 
I tried to forgive her but it didn't work. So I 
said, "To hell with that!" and drank. After I 
took that swallow, it took me another four or five 
years of heavy drinking - - drowning the sorrows. 
I was angry at myself for being a fool. 

I drank pretty heavy at that time and I decided 
that in the fifth year I wanted to start a new 

A residential treatment program in Ignacio, 
Colorado. 
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life. My sons didn't like me drinking and they 
talked to me and one of them said he'd pray for me 
to stop and I thought about it over and over and I 
remembered what it was like to be sober. I 
couldn't do it myself but something happened. 

I got caught for a warrant that was on me for a 
long time. They took me away from my drinking 
habit. For two and a half weeks I was locked up. 
Then they made me trustee and I got a letter from 
my son on the placement program in Utah. And he 
told me it was a blessing that I was in jail 
because it kept me away from drinking. I liked 
how he thought about it. It wasn't a bad thing I 
was there. So I kept the idea that I was going to 
do it because one person still cared. I think 
others cared but he's the one that put it in 
words. I still drank. I was in jail 72 days and 
I still drank because I went outside to work and 
my friends would sneak it to me. 

But the judge stopped sending people to rehab. 
But I was persistent. I sent reconsideration 
letters to him every week and with outside help of 
a former employer and friends they helped me out. 
But my job was to write from the inside. Three 
times I was rejected. The fourth time they 
accepted. The probation officer was so proud of 
me. They sent me to Rehoboth in Gallup. I spent 
3 0 days there. 

The funny thing is that what they taught there was 
okay, but what I wanted to know was something 
different than what they were talking about. I 
wanted to know what I could do to change my life. 
I wanted the thought of abundant life to dominate 
my regular thinking. I wanted to have what I had 
and more. What they offered wasn't enough. I was 
searching for something in my head. So I got out 
and came back to the rehab here and I said I 
wanted to get into a halfway house in Phoenix. 
Within a week I was off. I wasn't worried. My 
mind focused on what I wanted to find -- the 
hidden treasure that would make my life better. 

So I went there and attended AA meetings every 
day. The only thing I liked about those meetings 
was when they had guest speakers that talked about 
how they got a house, a job -- everything else 
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back. It sounded like it was all there when you 
became sober. That's how I thought about it. 
That was my intention. I bought metaphysics 
books, parapsychology. These books talked about 
your positive mind and the regular mind and how it 
all affects yourself and how to use affirmations. 
I wanted to try it. I put the AA side away and 
concentrated on the power that I had and what I 
was capable of. 

But what I was looking for was a mistake. I wanted 
magic things to happen to me. So I went through 
that and came back and things were okay. But to 
this day it's still not like they say. I've been 
sober five years and I still don't have a home 
that I call a home and a vehicle. I have one but 
it's a used one and I haven't had an intimate 
relationship with anybody since my wife left. To 
this day I still don't have anyone to go to and it 
would be nice to have somebody that loves you and 
doesn't use you. And I still don't have a steady 
j ob -- no income. 

So all these people that say things... I don't know 
how they do it. I've read all the books and 
listened to them speak. I want to have the 
success they talk about. They say it can come in 
six months or a year. It's been five years for 
me. So they say, "You don't believe it. You're 
skeptical. Have a new idea of yourself. 
Understand that you have to water it and make it 
grow with belief and faith. Nourish it." 

I would really like to experience wealth before I 
die. That's the way I think of it. I still go 
around people that drink. All I know is that 
alcoholism is something you will never walk away 
from. Whatever is in your mind, you can try to 
leave it. But it is always there. I'm learning 
that. 

All I know is what I have read and experienced and 
that's the way I approach it. All I know is that 
every negative thought I have takes place and I 
try to overpower it. I am between the dark world 
and the light world. If you practice it --
positive thinking -- it will come natural to you. 
It affects me. I see something and think of it 
negatively and that's how I perceive it and that's 
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how it is. I know that I have experienced some of 
this -- not that I just read a book and gained 
knowledge of it. I try not to hide behind the 
reasons I have. I try not to run back to regular 
thinking for reasons and excuses. I'm trying to 
keep myself on this journey of what I want to see 
and be. There's no final thing for anybody. It's 
a continuous process to live life abundantly. 
It's our choice. The sooner we make the decision 
the better. And it's amazing to learn these 
things. 

So I've learned it's the bad way or the good way. 
It's our belief that makes us heal whatever is in 
ourself. The good will always win but you think 
regular and so you make it hard on yourself. What 
you imagine is what comes out of your mouth. Like 
the Bible says, "Your word is your burden." 

Several themes organize Delford's narrative, including 

his assessments regarding the roots of his drinking 

problems, an account of his persistent search for possible 

solutions, and a record of his failures. Delford relates 

the emotional problems and other personal costs related to 

drinking and at the same time frames drinking as a means to 

escape these problems and the negative feelings associated 

with them. Drinking is portrayed as providing some solution 

for the jealousy of ebbing relationships and the pain of 

divorce. 

Delford's continual search for a solution to his 

drinking problems provides a sometimes compelling set of 

themes organizing this account. Through a narrative 

highlighting a course of reading, learning, and 

enlightenment, we are offered a personal record of Delford's 
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gradual exposure to different frames of drinking. Self-help 

books on positive thinking and affirmations, and 

interactions in treatment programs, are topics that help 

structure his journey into the power of the mind. Delford 

proposes a framework for his drinking problems that 

emphasizes a link between thoughts and reality. He presents 

this framework as a guide to better thinking and a better, 

more successful, life, a life that, despite the efforts 

portrayed, continues to allude him. He wants to experience 

success, but is enduring failure. In this way Delford is 

able to use this narrative as a medium to portray himself as 

an intent, persevering man, a man whose account of himself 

reveals a person in a powerful chronic struggle with himself 

and his thoughts, feelings, and wishes. 

Discussion 

Narratives on treatment are organized around a set of themes 

revealing a variety of information regarding alcohol, 

drinking, problem drinkers, and values. Themes of family, 

relationships, health, and the negative costs of drinking 

closely resemble the subject matter of narratives on aging 

out. To outward appearances these accounts provide data on 

the processes and experiences surrounding problem drinking 

and treatment seeking, as well as the psychosocial factors 

influencing treatment outcome. Bereavement, relationship 

problems, and family influences play an important role in 
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organizing these accounts as do the various barriers, 

facilitators, and motivators used to explain resorting to 

treatment programs. 

More importantly, these narratives reveal the set ways 

Navajo men come to learn about themselves and their 

drinking. Treatment programs provide sites where 

individuals construct narratives about who they are, what 

kind of substance alcohol is, and what kind of relationship 

they have with it. It is in treatment that men put together 

ideas about disease, thinking, craving, and progressive 

pathology. They carry these frameworks with them and apply 

them to situations outside treatment settings. To varying 

degrees these accounts portray a search for an adequate 

frame for drinking, a frame that will not only explain 

drinking problems, but provide a possible path for their 

resolution. These narratives provide a medium for 

communicating this search and illustrate how treatment 

concepts are applied to experience. 

On another level, these narratives provide a different 

set of insights into drinking-related phenomena. These 

narratives accentuate the character of pathological drinking 

and issues surrounding the transformation of Navajo culture. 

One of the most telling features of these narratives is 

their uniformity. They offer comparable ideas regarding the 

fundamental nature of problem drinking, and the patterns of 
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influences that impact upon drinking and treatment 

outcome. 

Why are these narratives so much alike? Clearly, one 

answer may lie in the conceptual uniformity underpinning the 

treatment process itself. In the treatment milieu 

individuals are exposed to frameworks to explain drinking, 

and socialized into applying these frames to their own 

experiences through the medium of narrative (see Cain 1991; 

Denzin 1987). In line with previous research (Levy 1988) we 

could conclude that these narratives are just one reflection 

of a larger process in which Navajos are increasingly 

applying dominant frameworks onto their own drinking 

behaviors. As noted, there are negative aspects to this 

labeling process. While this is an important insight, it 

should also be noted that treatment does apparently help 

some people. Treatment helps facilitate change in some men; 

it gives them a way to think about things and a means to 

focus on what is important in their lives. 

But there are other implications to this process. The 

similarity these Navajo narratives share with other 

narratives would indicate that the Navajo are becoming more 

The narratives presented above not only share 
similarities with each other but with other narratives 
provided by treated alcoholics in non-Navajo populations 
(see, for instance, Cain 1991; Denzin 1987; Rudy 1986; 
Vaillant 1983) . 
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and more un-Navajo or, more precisely, more and more like 

non-Navajos in this facet of experience and meaning. This 

is just another facet of this process of loss and 

degeneration, just another example of how drinking makes 

them less and less Navajo. In the absence of Dine 

metanarratives on drinking, Navajos apply dominant 

frameworks onto drinking phenomena.^"' 

One final issue regarding alcoholism treatment on the 

Navajo reservation is worth note. What implications does 

the aging-out phenomenon have for alcoholism treatment in 

the Navajo context? It could be argued that alcoholism 

treatment is largely unnecessary since many problem drinkers 

seem to get well on their own and many others still continue 

to have difficulties related to alcohol even after 

treatment. In an environment of limited and increasingly 

shrinking resources, it may seem suitable to ask if 

treatment is really worth the resources it demands. Add to 

this line of thinking the argument that such treatment 

programs tend to pathologize normative behavior and make 

This should be seen within a wider context of what 
Kunitz and Levy (1994) have termed the bureaucratization of 
Navajo tradition and Fourth World politics, a process in 
which Traditional Navajo healing, "teachings," and values 
are increasingly canonized and incorporated into tribal 
alcohol treatment programs despite the fact that traditional 
medicine has not been widely used for alcohol problems and 
many individuals express resentment that cultural mores are 
expounded in this particular setting (Kunitz and Levy 
1994:207-208). 
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many Navajos conceive of themselves as being "sick" and one 

might well reach the conclusion that the scale and 

appropriateness of alcoholism treatment on the Navajo 

reservation should be seriously questioned. 

But another conclusion may also be in order. Clearly, 

a number of challenges are posed to those interested in 

alleviating problem drinking given the current context of 

limited resources and the apparent success rates of 

treatment. Although aging-out is well documented for Navajo 

drinkers, there still remains little systematic study of the 

social and cultural dynamics that influence this outcome in 

this population. Any effort to provide more effective 

treatment for problem drinking must be informed by efforts 

that more closely examine the aging-out phenomenon. Such 

efforts would better determine if there are any discernable 

patterns differentiating between those Navajo abusive 

drinkers who get well on their own and those who do not. 

But we do not only need to learn a great deal more about how 

to predict who needs treatment, but also who may be harmed 

by treatment and who is likely to benefit from coercive 

treatment. 

This approach to understanding problem drinking should 

be part of a more comprehensive program that seeks to 

facilitate the development of different treatment options 

that take into account the individual situational needs of 
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Navajo men seeking treatment and the heterogeneity of 

alcohol problems. Such a program might not only attempt to 

reinforce those points on the spectrum of help-seeking 

currently utilized by Navajo men, but also make different 

treatment options available to individuals at different 

times in their lives. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The main goal of this dissertation was to document local, 

contemporary perspectives on alcohol and drinking derived 

from interviews conducted with Navajos living on the western 

Navajo reservation. I organized this exposition around the 

discourse on alcohol and drinking revealed in narratives 

collected over the course of these interviews. By utilizing 

this orientation I sought to illuminate a collection of 

fundamental issues concerning drinking through the 

presentation and evaluation of this set of narratives. 

Several core questions regarding drinking phenomena guided 

this exploration. These queries included: What place and 

value does alcohol have in Navajo society today? What 

meanings attach to alcohol and drinking? How do Navajos 

comment upon drinking? 

This dissertation has contributed to an explication of 

these questions and other related issues in a number of 

different ways. Underscored throughout this treatise are 

the local meanings and frameworks surrounding alcohol in 

Navajo society today. Individual histories relate the 

heterogenous character of Navajo drinking, as well as how 

alcohol and the experiences and patterns of drinking are 

connected to a variety of personal memories, relationships, 

emotions, and life events. Drinking is linked not only to 
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the wild days of youth and freedom but also to pathology, 

degeneration, and death. 

But individual accounts are only one portion of a much 

more comprehensive discourse on alcohol. A number of 

collectively shared meanings are embedded in narratives that 

not only reference cultural sentiments and prominent moral 

values, but also offer a sometimes pointed commentary on the 

drastic transformations that have taken place in Navajo 

existence. In particular, narratives of degeneration direct 

censure toward segments of Navajo society, particularly 

young people, and indicate the consciousness of a common 

cultural identity even as they serve to create a collective 

historical past. The ubiquity of degeneration discourse 

indicates that personal and historical experiences play an 

important role in structuring Navajo representations and 

evaluations of drinking and themselves. Alcohol and 

drinking discourse serve as an important idiom for 

collecting and conveying these sentiments. 

In these accounts of lost identity, degeneration, and 

pathological change, we have an indication of how new 

individual and collective identities emerge. The process of 

the Dine becoming Navajos is part of a larger process 

whereby Navajos and other distinctive indigenous cultural 

groups are increasingly homogenized into a pan-Indian 

category of identity. The use and non-use of alcohol by 
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Native Americans and the representations and meanings 

attached to use patterns over time have been one prominent 

means of making Native Americans distinct from other social 

groups throughout history. Thus, alcohol use and abuse may 

be viewed as part of a larger "single tradition" (Dorris 

1981:65; see also Trudell 1975) or an "on-going protest 

demonstration" (Lurie 1979) that unites all Native 

Americans. 

But the rejection of alcohol as essentially non-Navajo, 

or non-Indian, also reiterates sentiments with a long 

tradition in Native North American groups. Anthropologists 

and other investigators have noted the consistent use of 

alcohol as a means to assert an authentic "Indian" identity 

vis-a-vis the "White Man." This is most evident in the 

context of revitalization movements in which temperance 

served as a key component to a moral code that sought, 

through ideological solutions, to maintain disintegrating 

cultures in the face of drastic change and assimilation 

(Blair 1912; Jorgensen 1972; Mooney 1896; Stewart 1987; 

Wallace 1970; York 1989). In this way alcohol and 

representations of drinking organize ideological frames for 

the expression of collective experiences and identities. 

In the absence of Dine frames for drinking, Navajo 

metanarratives situate alcohol in a way that emphasizes 

fundamental Dine values while at the same time constructing, 
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through discourse, an imagined history and a collective 

presence (see Anderson 1983) . Alcohol and drinking provide 

an idiom to frame an idealized past, a disheartening 

present, and an apprehensive future through the 

juxtaposition of good and bad ways of life. Non-Navajo 

frames of disease models and physical weakness also have a 

great deal of currency, particularly in the context of 

treatment programs. But these concepts exist alongside 

Navajo moral ideals of the good life that form a baseline 

for reflection regarding the appropriateness of drinking and 

the proper place of alcohol. 

Clearly, a set of historical experiences and cultural 

values shapes these Navajo narratives of drinking. But what 

else structures these narratives? As indicated earlier a 

number of contextual and logistical factors influenced the 

course and content of these interviews. As a researcher 

asking questions about alcohol and drinking within the 

boundaries of a rather limited interaction, it was hardly 

ever possible for me to explore in-depth any of the issues 

that presented themselves. Future research on Navajo 

drinking might address these problems by examining the 

discourse on drinking in several different social settings 

or across time in any given individual or family. 

Other discourse on drinking phenomena illuminate 

aspects of a salient but understudied pattern of Navajo 
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drinking. Former problem drinkers who have "aged out" frame 

this change in behavior in a manner reflecting traditional 

values, including care of family, the accumulation of 

wealth, and good thinking. "Putting the bottle down" can 

become a moral act, and the discourse of aging out presents 

themes that reiterate Navajo values and provides a medium 

for constructing a moral self. The aging-out phenomenon 

deserves more careful examination since it holds many-

implications for our ideas regarding the etiology and course 

of alcohol problems, the effectiveness of treatment, and our 

ideas regarding Navajo drinking. The current study suggests 

several avenues for future research in this area: Is aging 

out a normative pattern of drinking for Navajo men at a 

certain age? What are the social and cultural dynamics 

influencing this process? What does aging out tell us about 

Navajo social and gender roles? 

Likewise, consideration of treatment discourse reveals 

insights into this important process of self-change by 

providing commentaries and evaluations on treatment and an 

important set of related issues. Treatment narratives 

demonstrate how Navajo men are engaged in a search for an 

adequate means to define the character of alcohol and its 

effect on their lives. In the treatment setting Navajos 

learn to apply professional, popular models to their 

drinking experience and behaviors. Men undergoing treatment 
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are exposed to a number of different ideas regarding what 

kind of substance alcohol is, the impact of drinking on 

significant relationships, and what alcohol does to the 

human body, mind, and emotions. For some this effort to 

frame their drinking leads to an alleviation of their 

drinking problems. For others success remains elusive. 

Alcoholism treatment on the Navajo reservation is a common 

experience and a subject of contention and deserves careful 

consideration, raising, as it does, questions regarding 

entitlement, social labeling, and efficacy. In a world of 

limited resources and a context in which many men age out of 

problem drinking but many others do not, there is a clear 

utility in exploring several questions: Who does well in 

treatment and who does not? Who gets into treatment and who 

does not? Is some treatment worse than no treatment for 

certain individuals? There is a clear utility in developing 

a means of identifying the type of treatment that is most 

likely to prove effective for a given person with a 

particular drinking problem (cf. Institute of Medicine 

1990) . 

Overall, the narratives presented here add a much 

needed perspective to representations of Native American 

drinking by providing insider commentaries on this 

phenomenon. One point made clear in these narratives is 

that alcohol exerts a pervasive presence in Navajo 
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consciousness. Drinking is a socially ubiquitous activity 

which, to some degree, is common to the experience of almost 

all Navajo men. Alcohol and drinking are topics that easily 

prompt opinions from many Navajos. Drinking is widely 

practiced but it is also culturally contentious, highly 

contested, and socially polarizing. 

One of the most common themes in these narratives, and 

one that serves to structure much of the discourse on Navajo 

drinking, is change. This theme of change is a commonly 

noted aspect of Navajo culture and one which organizes much 

of the professional discourse on Navajo drinking. Clearly, 

contact with other cultural groups and practices has left an 

impression on Navajo culture that is apparent in economy, 

social structure, religion, and many other important aspects 

of social life. 

Today Navajo culture continues to undergo vast changes. 

The pace and character of these transformations has made an 

indelible impact on Navajo consciousness of themselves as a 

people. The insights provided by this study suggest that 

one productive way to examine this change, and a medium 

through which many Navajos themselves approach this subject, 

is by examining commentaries and evaluations of drinking. 

Drinking patterns and the meanings attached to them develop 

out of this process of interaction and change. The 

historical, social, and cultural parameters of this 
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transformation are reflected in drinking patterns and 

comments and evaluations on those changing patterns. 

To conclude, the narratives presented here emerge from 

a context of historical change, social process, personal 

experience, and memory. The discourse on alcohol in 

contemporary Navajo society holds together a variety of 

emotions, personae, moralities, commentaries, and 

evaluations. These components are linked together by a 

substance, alcohol, and an activity, drinking. Seen from 

this perspective these narratives are cultural summaries, 

evaluations, and commentaries on changing drinking patterns 

and the effect of alcohol on Navajo culture. The discourse 

on drinking in Navajo society helps organize representations 

of collective identity. Narratives help to construct and 

reconstruct categories of alcohol, drinking, Navajo culture, 

and self even as they encapsulate the feelings, processes 

and motivations underlying drinking. 
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