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Abstract 

  The American Indians of the Southwest are largely absent from the literature that 

discusses Native forms of resistance against colonization and marginalization. This absence fails 

to account for the persistent and active resistance that has been employed by southwestern tribes 

since the mid-nineteenth century. Therefore, in this context, this thesis presents five case studies 

of southwestern tribes including the Tohono O’odham, Colorado Ute, Jicarilla Apache, Hopi, 

and Navajo. Each of these tribes has resisted numerous and diverse threats posed by the colonial 

mentality of European Americans. These resistance efforts have primarily focused on the 

protection of each tribe’s homeland. The ensuing conflicts have been a product of incompatible 

ideologies of land ownership and usage held by American Indians and encroaching European 

Americans. The central role of land in these disputes is explained using the theoretical 

framework of Symbolic Interactionism and the Peoplehood Matrix.  
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Introduction 

  American Indian resistance to the ongoing process of colonization has been 

observable since the first arrival of Europeans in North America. The public’s understanding of 

this resistance is based primarily on accounts of the “Indian Wars” and, more recently, of the 

Red Power Movement during the Civil Rights Era. Academics have also tended to emphasize 

these highly publicized forms of resistance. Unfortunately, this has led to the perception that 

American Indians have been passive recipients of government policy for much of the time that 

has passed since the end of the Indians Wars and the subsequent establishment of the reservation 

system. However, historical analysis reveals that American Indians have been anything but 

passive in their interactions with the US government from the mid-nineteenth century until the 

present (Cobb and Fowler 2007).      

  Indeed, active social and political resistance has been a constant necessity for many 

American Indians. While the Red Power Movement was a crucial moment in this history of 

defiance, the heart of American Indian resistance is found on the reservations. It is here that 

American Indians have actively resisted threats to their most valuable asset, the land. It is also on 

the reservations that Native people have insisted on their right to use the land in a manner that is 

compatible with their traditional culture, values, and spirituality. In spite of the rural location of 

most reservations, their residents have produced diverse and sophisticated methods of resistance 

that have often proved successful.  

Resistance efforts that have resulted from conflicting ideologies of land ownership 

and usage will be analyzed through the use of five case studies from the American Southwest. 

The Tohono O’odham, Colorado Ute, Jicarilla Apache, Hopi, and Navajo people highlight the 

themes and variations of American Indian resistance in a region that is known for both large 
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reservations and persistent government interference. Thus, these five tribes have been hotbeds of 

land-related resistance activity and are therefore well suited to the task at hand.     

Theoretical Background 

The present study seeks to understand the resistance efforts employed by American 

Indians of the Southwest in regard to competing land claims and ideologies of land usage 

through the use of case studies. These case studies will be approached primarily from a 

sociological perspective, but the burgeoning discipline of American Indian Studies will also 

provide theoretical backing. Specifically, Symbolic Interactionism from the sociological tradition 

and the Peoplehood Matrix from American Indian Studies will inform the following discussion.  

  Symbolic Interactionism can be traced to George Herbert Mead and his student 

Herbert Blumer (Blumer 1969). Symbolic Interactionism is a core sociological theory that sets 

forth several widely accepted assumptions about human society. To begin, it is stated that society 

is the product of ongoing human interaction. Without such interaction between humans and 

within the individual human psyche itself, society would not exist as we know it. Furthermore, a 

Symbolic Interactionist perspective asserts that it is also through interaction that humans ascribe 

definitions and meanings to the myriad stimuli that are encountered in the world. Like society 

itself, the meaning of certain objects, words, and events is dependent upon consensus developed 

through interaction. This point is crucial because it allows for the further statement that humans 

do not respond directly to stimuli in the manner of non-human animals but rather interpret the 

meaning of the stimulus and then act on the basis of this meaning. Symbolic Interactionism is 

particularly useful as a theoretical framework because it affords a role to both social structure 

and human agency. Although individuals are born into a socio-cultural milieu in which meanings 
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are already ascribed to the majority of social stimuli, these meanings are fluid and will change if 

the social actors who give them life have changed (Charon 1998).  

  In addition to the tenets discussed above, a Symbolic Interactionist perspective must 

involve a discussion of the nature and role of symbols. Symbols are a type of social object. A 

social object is anything that is identified, categorized, and given meaning by humans. The 

meaning of social objects (and by extension symbols) typically depends on the objects’ use for 

humans. A symbol is simply a social object that is used to communicate or represent meaning. 

Language is perhaps the most important type of symbol, as words are used to represent the 

meaning of social objects that may or may not be present to the speakers. Although symbols are 

arbitrary, consensus developed through interaction allows for symbols to take on a meaning that 

is firm enough to allow for effective communication and coordination between humans (Charon 

1998).  

  Symbolic Interactionism will be fundamental to the following discussion because 

American Indian resistance is the result of very distinct processes of meaning-making. Whereas 

most European colonizers have given a utilitarian meaning to land, most American Indians have 

ascribed a relational meaning to land that often mirrors a kinship relationship. As Europeans and 

American Indians acted upon the different meanings that they understood the land to possess, 

conflicts of interests were bound to result. The meaning of land and landscapes from the mid-

nineteenth century until the present has by no means been static, however; indeed, a Symbolic 

Interactionist perspective supports the concept that meanings are firm enough to be functional 

but fluid enough to be adapted and reformulated over time. Finally, the concept of symbols will 

be used to explain how particular features of a landscape serve as conduits of meaning and 

identity to American Indians (Charon 1998). These natural symbols have traditionally played a 
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role in American Indian social life that has influenced every other aspect of American Indian 

society, a concept that is further elucidated by the Peoplehood Matrix.  

  The Peoplehood Matrix is currently considered to be a guiding theory in American 

Indian Studies. The Peoplehood Matrix asserts that American Indian groups (and perhaps all 

indigenous groups) are defined and sustained by the four components of language, ceremonial 

cycle, sacred history, and land. Each of these four elements informs and depends on the others. 

This means that each element is a necessary part of an authentic Native identity. The 

interrelationship between these four elements is illustrated in the following excerpt: 

Language defines place and vice versa…Place names, for example, essentially 

bespeak a relationship with the environment or describe an area within the context 

of a group’s sacred history and culture…Particular territories are always mentioned 

in sacred histories, and quite often creation and migration stories specify certain 

landmarks as being especially holy. Ancestors are buried in particular places. 

Shrines are erected and certain parts of the immediate environment—plants, water, 

earth, animal parts—are often utilized in religious ceremonies…Homelands are 

often considered holy lands, and even when groups migrate or are removed from 

original territories the people continue to attach great meaning to them (Chavis 

2003:14). 

 

The Peoplehood Matrix also speaks to a primary concept involved in American 

Indian and European American land disputes—colonization. According to the formulators of the 

Peoplehood Matrix, colonization is the denial of the sovereignty of a certain group based on the 

assumption that the group is primitive or uncivilized. The notion of race is in many ways rooted 

in this idea that people groups can be hierarchically ordered on the basis of both physical 

appearance and so-called “civility.” Peoplehood Matrix theorists counter that “…peoplehood 

predates and is a prerequisite for all other forms of socio-political organization” (Chavis 

2003:17). Rather than being an inherently inferior form of human social life, indigenous groups 

are legitimate in their own right and they contain the pillars upon which all other societies are 

built (Chavis 2003).  
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  The application of the Peoplehood Matrix to the present discussion is evident. The 

Matrix will be used in the case studies to highlight the manner in which land disputes have been 

intimately tied to American Indian languages, sacred histories, ceremonial cycles, and Native 

identities. The interactions between American Indians and European Americans in the Southwest 

will be discussed from a perspective that views colonization as a detrimental process based on an 

unsound ranking of human societies. Native knowledge will be emphasized in a way that 

prioritizes the concept of peoplehood over the concept of race. 

Case Studies 

Tohono O’odham 

  The traditional lands of the Tohono O’odham people were composed of much of the 

Sonoran Desert. These lands were located in what is now southern Arizona and northern Sonora, 

Mexico. Before the arrival of Europeans, the O’odham did not exist as a united entity. Rather, 

small bands of extended families would live and migrate together, occasionally congregating 

with other bands that spoke the same language. In spite of the dispersed nature of the O’odham, 

the original bands that were eventually considered to be a single people group by the US 

government did share a common culture and religion. O’odham culture and religion were based 

in large part on the people’s relationship to the land. For example, the O’odham creation story 

centers on Baboquivari Peak, a sacred site on which the religious figure I’itoi is still said to live. 

The land itself also provides resources that are necessary for traditional rituals, such as the rain-

making ceremony that centers on the consumption of wine made from the fruit of saguaro cacti 

(Erickson 1994). The interdependency of land, ceremonial cycle and sacred history is clear from 

these practices. 
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  Water has always defined the relationship of the O’odham to the land, primarily 

because of its scarcity. The traditional O’odham structured their yearly migration patterns on the 

availability of water and learned to access water in a number of ways, including digging in 

washes when conditions were especially dry. The O’odham were also skilled in directing the 

limited amount of available water onto their fields in which they cultivated beans, squash, maize, 

and other native plants. Cultivation was combined with hunting and gathering as the O’odham 

worked together to survive (Trimble 1993). Indeed, survival was a truly communal project for 

the O’odham who did not utilize the concept of private property. The land and the food produced 

by it were not owned by anyone; rather, “…the land was something that the members of a tribe 

valued, shared, and protected for their community and for future generations” (Erickson 

1994:91). The redistribution of goods was thus practiced by the O’odham long before Europeans 

entered the scene. The communal and reciprocal meanings attached to the land by the O’odham 

were to clash significantly with the meanings ascribed to the land by Europeans, which were 

decidedly more individualistic and possessive.   

  In the sixteenth century, the O’odham were first reached by the Spanish military and 

missionaries. In comparison to other indigenous groups, the O’odham maintained a relatively 

peaceful and disengaged relationship with the Spanish. Spanish missions, however, played a 

crucial role in O’odham history by introducing the people to European-style farming and cattle 

raising, both of which were adopted enthusiastically by many O’odham. The transition from 

Spanish to Mexican rule and finally to control by the United States was uneventful for the 

O’odham. Nevertheless, the Gadsden Purchase of 1854 split traditional O’odham lands between 

Mexico and the United States. At the time this division was meaningless to the O’odham, but it 
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would become increasingly significant over the years, which will be discussed below (Erickson 

1994).   

  In the mid-nineteenth century, white settlers, miners, and ranchers from the eastern 

United States began to severely encroach on O’odham lands. Since the US government had not 

yet found it necessary to “contain” the peaceful O’odham on a reservation, the O’odham 

pressured the government to give them a reservation for the sake of protecting their lands. This 

move can be seen as a response of the O’odham to another conflict of land ideologies. White 

settlers claimed that the O’odham had no rights to the land because they lacked legal 

documentation of land ownership. Of course, legal documentation had no bearing on the 

O’odham’s understanding of their relationship with the land, but European Americans did not 

seem to grasp the rights of indigenous land use until much later, perhaps not until the 1940s. 

Thus, the O’odham continually pushed for a reservation and their request was partially granted 

by the creation of two small reservations at San Xavier and Gila Bend in 1874 and 1884, 

respectively. Unfortunately, these reservations were so small that when combined, they only 

encompassed 10% of the O’odham population. 90% of the O’odham were still living on lands 

that were unprotected from settlers (Erickson 1994).  

  Although the establishment of inadequate reservations would be a source of O’odham 

resistance for decades to come, another challenge required the people’s immediate attention. The 

General Allotment Act which was passed by Congress in 1887 reached the O’odham reservation 

at San Xavier in 1890. Both European Americans and American Indians had mixed feelings 

about the Act when it first passed into law, but time has shown it to be one of the most 

detrimental policies to American Indian land ownership and identity in history. Allotment was 

created to push the concept of private property onto American Indians by assigning 160 acres of 
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land to each adult male living on a reservation. This land would be held in trust by the federal 

government for twenty-five years, after which the male owner would gain full property rights 

and the ability to sell his land if he chose to do so. Any reservation land that remained after 

allotting the 160-acre parcels would be sold by the government, usually to white settlers. Many 

American Indians were tricked by their tribe’s Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) agents into ending 

their land’s trust status with the government prematurely, which left their lands unprotected. 

Furthermore, the problems associated with dividing 160 acres between multiple inheritors for 

generations to come were obvious (Parman 1994).  

  Therefore, the implementation of allotment did cause the San Xavier O’odham to lose 

some of their reservation lands in the manner described above. However, most O’odham 

responded to allotment in a characteristic fashion by simply ignoring the 160-acre demarcations 

and continuing to use their land for communal farming and grazing. Also, since the large 

majority of O’odham land had not been included in the reservations, the impact of allotment was 

much less destructive than it proved to be for other American Indians. The pressures of allotment 

and unprotected lands nevertheless encouraged the O’odham to take additional steps to secure 

their assets. At the turn of the century, the O’odham formed the Good Government League to 

advance their interests with the federal government. By 1916, the League achieved an impressive 

victory by pressuring the government to form a significantly larger reservation for the O’odham. 

Although the boundaries of this new reservation were repeatedly threatened until 1940, the new 

Papago Reservation would remain the second largest reservation in the United States. It is 

estimated that one-fourth of the tribe’s original lands are included on this reservation (Marak and 

Tuennerman 2013). 
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  In addition to the establishment of a large reservation, the O’odham received financial 

compensation for some of the lands they had lost permanently to European Americans. In 1946, 

the O’odham received a cash settlement from the Indian Claims Commission, which had been 

established as a way for the government to “settle its debts” with American Indian tribes for lost 

lands. Although cash settlements could never be as satisfying as the return of a tribe’s entire 

homeland, the government’s willingness to recognize the rights of indigenous peoples to their 

land (and to compensation when this land was stolen) was a significant step forward (Parman 

1994). It is worth noting that although the US government intended for tribal governments to use 

these cash settlements for their own purposes, the O’odham government equally distributed the 

settlement between all of the tribe’s members. Clearly, the O’odham practice of redistributing 

wealth had not died out after centuries of colonization (Erickson 1994). 

 In spite of financial compensation and an expansive reservation, O’odham lands 

were still under threat. When the new reservation was established in 1916, the O’odham were 

only granted surface rights to the land. This meant that European Americans could still apply for 

mineral rights on O’odham land. Although some O’odham were able to find jobs in the mines 

established on the reservation, mining had a predominantly negative effect on the tribe by 

degrading the quality of their land and providing little economic benefit. Therefore, the O’odham 

once again fought for their land at the federal level. In 1955, the O’odham were successful in 

gaining full mineral rights on their reservation. From that point on, mining companies would 

have to obtain leases and pay royalties to the O’odham tribal government. Unsurprisingly, the 

O’odham government made a habit of distributing these profits equally among all tribal 

members. The O’odham also fought successfully for water rights in the late twentieth century. In 

1967 and 1983, two landmark cases were decided in favor of the O’odham, who were guaranteed 
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compensation for lost water sources and access to water in the future. Unfortunately, these legal 

victories have not always lived up to the tribe’s expectations since water is often used by other 

entities before it can reach the O’odham reservation. Therefore, water rights are a continuing 

source of activism among the O’odham (Erickson 1994).  

Although much of this discussion has focused on the O’odham living in the United 

States, one of the most pressing issues faced by the US O’odham today is their inability to access 

their fellow tribal members who live across the border in Mexico. As mentioned previously, the 

border separating the United States from Mexico began as a seemingly arbitrary construct that 

did not change the way the traditional O’odham interacted with each other. Indeed, until the 

1970s, O’odham from either side of the border could usually cross at will to see their family 

members, visit sacred sites, participate in religious activities, etc. However, when the US 

government began to crack down on drug trafficking, borders were increasingly restricted and 

the US O’odham found themselves physically and culturally separated from their counterparts in 

Mexico (Erickson 1994).  

Recent O’odham activism has been centered on challenging these border restrictions 

in creative ways since legal options have usually proved unsuccessful. The O’odham Solidarity 

Project, for example, is a grassroots organization created to strengthen the ties between United 

States and Mexican O’odham in their attempt to gain free access to each other’s lands. Several 

offshoot organizations, such as the O’odham VOICE Against the Wall and the O’odham Rights 

Cultural and Environmental Justice Coalition, have developed to manage the increasingly diverse 

projects of the O’odham Solidarity Project. The Project has advanced its causes primarily 

through education of the public and the staging of protests or picketing events. Crucial to the 

Project’s success has been its strategic partnerships with supporting organizations such as the 
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Indigenous Environmental Network, No Más Muertes, and GreenAction. Although the Project’s 

focus has shifted to the environmental threats brought to O’odham lands by both government and 

private industries, regaining access to traditional O’odham lands on both sides of the border 

remains the Project’s guiding principle (“O’odham Solidarity Project”).   

Colorado Ute 

  The Utes originally occupied a diverse and expansive territory including lands in 

what are now New Mexico, Colorado and Utah. Ute lands were a rugged combination of desert, 

high plains, and mountains. Fortunately for the Utes, the inaccessibility of much of their land 

frequently shielded them from the encroachment of Europeans. The Utes were composed of 

seven distinct bands that shared a similar culture. While the Utes certainly maintained cultural 

features that were unique to them as a people, they were also strongly influenced by the culture 

of Plains and Great Basin tribes. As highly mobile hunter-gatherers, the Utes traditionally 

disdained farming and engaged in almost no cultivation (Trimble 1993). This ideology would be 

a constant source of tension in the Utes’ relationship with the US government, which will be 

seen shortly.    

  Very little interaction had occurred between the Utes and Spanish or Mexican forces 

by the time their lands were acquired by the United States at the signing of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. Although the Utes did recognize this new government, violent 

conflict ensued between the Utes and the white settlers who began to move further into Ute 

lands. Utes frequently raided these obtrusive settlers, but violent resistance of this type ended 

permanently in 1855 when a group of raiders was decisively defeated by the US military. As 

pressures increased by settlers to obtain Ute land, the US government engaged in a number of 

destructive deals with individual Ute bands. Most notably, the Tabeguache band signed away 
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nearly 50% of traditional Ute lands in exchange for the government’s protection of the band’s 

own territory in 1864 and 1868. Through the signing of the Brunot Agreement in 1874, the 

government obtained the lucrative San Juan mining district by promising to provide all Utes with 

annuities and rations indefinitely (Young 1997).  

In 1878, perhaps the hardest blow was received by the Utes when the three southern 

bands (the Weeminuche, Capote, and Mouache) were removed from their current location in 

New Mexico and escorted by US troops to a newly formed reservation in southwestern 

Colorado. Although this reservation did encompass some of the Utes’ traditional land, the 

removal of the three bands was forced and clearly unwanted by the Utes. In the same year, the 

government attempted to remove these new “Colorado Utes” once again to the reservation 

established for the four remaining bands in northern Utah, but the Colorado Utes simply refused 

to move a second time. The remainder of this discussion will focus primarily on the Utes in 

Colorado (Young 1997).   

It was not until 1895 that the Colorado Utes were separated onto two reservations. 

Indeed, a separation may have never taken place if it had not been for the arrival of allotment in 

that year. The Capote and Mouache bands, who lived in the eastern portion of the Colorado 

reservation, decided to accept the allotment of their lands. The Weeminuche band, however, 

refused allotment and was able to maintain a communal land base in the western portion of the 

reservation. Thus, in order to distinguish between which bands had and which bands had not 

accepted allotment, the Southern Ute reservation was created for the Capote and the Mouache 

while the Ute Mountain reservation was made for the Weeminuche (Young 1997).  

History would prove the newly christened Ute Mountain Utes to be the wiser group 

for rejecting allotment, and the credit for this choice must go to Ignacio, the Weeminuche band’s 
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chief. During his chieftancy, Ignacio relentlessly fought for the traditional Ute way of life. This 

prompted him to lead his people to the western end of the original Colorado reservation, 

knowing that the US government’s interference would be greater in the eastern end (Delaney 

1989). This decision (as well as Ignacio’s subsequent refusal of allotment) was largely the 

product of the continued resistance by many Utes to the adoption of agriculture. The US 

government frequently attempted to coerce American Indians into adopting an agricultural 

lifestyle for the dual purposes of producing sustenance and assimilating the American Indians 

into a Western ideology of land usage (Parman 1994). This ideology was continuously resisted 

by the Ute Mountain Utes who preferred a mobile hunter-gatherer lifestyle and likely realized 

that their land was not suitable for agriculture.  

The Capote and Mouache bands, now known simply as the Southern Utes, did accept 

allotment and they accrued a number of disadvantages for doing so. In addition to the loss of 

land that occurred whenever Native lands were allotted, the Southern Utes were predictably 

pushed to farm their new allotments. Farmers were hired by the BIA to teach the Southern Utes 

how to adopt agriculture, but this process never proved successful. Most Southern Utes simply 

leased their land to European or Mexican American farmers while those who attempted to farm 

their own land were often unable to do so because of a lack of water and agricultural equipment. 

The government’s refusal to provide Southern Ute farmers with standard farming equipment was 

a blatant case of racism. Government officials had wrongly interpreted the Utes’ mobile lifestyle 

and non-invasive use of the land as laziness and a lack of initiative. Therefore, it was assumed 

that the Southern Utes would gain a moral benefit by farming their land in the most labor-

intensive manner possible. Over the course of the next century, farming would never provide 
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more than a minor profit for a handful of Southern Utes. The moral benefit gained by this 

farming is highly questionable (Delaney 1974).    

Lacking any viable means of economic growth, the Southern Utes (and the Ute 

Mountain Utes, to a lesser extent) survived on the annuities that had been guaranteed to them by 

the Brunot Agreement in 1874. These annuities were another source of conflict with the US 

government, as the meaning ascribed to these payments by the Utes did not match that of the US 

government. While the government hoped to use annuities as a transitional tool to be phased out 

as soon as the Utes could provide for themselves, the Utes understood annuities to be payments 

that were rightly owed to them for their lost lands. Of course, the Utes were entirely correct in 

this understanding and could not have known that the US government never intended to fulfill its 

promise of providing annuities “indefinitely” (Young 1997).  

Therefore, the US government found a way to escape its commitment in 1910, when a 

land claim made by the Utah and Colorado Utes was determined in the tribes’ favor by the US 

Court of Claims. Although the cash settlement for the Utes was substantial, the Utes’ victory 

included the condition that annuities would be permanently terminated and tribal members would 

thereafter receive per capita payments from the judgment fund. Not only was this judgment fund 

destined to run out rather quickly, but it was also stipulated that the per capita payments would 

be placed in Individual Indian Accounts that could only be accessed through each reservation’s 

BIA agency. This resulted in the Utes needing to ask for permission to access their own money, 

and they were frequently denied if the BIA agent thought them to be incompetent. Thus, nearly 

all Southern Utes entered the twentieth century in poverty and with few options for improving 

their living conditions (Young 1997).  
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Although the Ute Mountain Utes were also affected by the problems that plagued 

their Southern Ute neighbors, conditions were somewhat better at Ute Mountain at the turn of the 

century. As mentioned previously, the Ute Mountain Utes’ decision to reject allotment protected 

their lands and spared them from the forced adoption of farming. Unlike almost any other 

American Indian tribe at the time, the Ute Mountain Utes maintained their yearly migratory route 

well into the twentieth century. The BIA’s policy of settling these Utes in permanent housing 

proved impossible to enforce as the people would simply abandon their new houses in favor of 

their traditional mobile shelters. Perhaps the only form of outside interference that the Ute 

Mountain Utes did not resist was the introduction of stock raising. Such a practice fit easily into 

the Ute Mountain Utes’ lifestyle and was fairly lucrative until the 1960s (Delaney 1989).  

Even today, the Ute Mountain Utes are thought to be more traditional than the 

Southern Utes. While both tribes have tirelessly fought for political remedies as a key form of 

resistance, the Ute Mountain Utes have been more active in resisting European American culture 

in all its forms. Therefore, traditional practices such as the Bear Dance, the Sun Dance, the ritual 

use of peyote, and the use of the Ute language were much more common among the Ute 

Mountain Utes than their counterparts in the early twentieth century. These practices still occur 

among the Ute Mountain Utes today and they highlight the significance of the people’s 

relationship with the land. For example, the Bear Dance is a crucial annual gathering that serves 

to solidify the bonds between Ute tribal members and to socialize younger Utes in respect to the 

tribe’s traditional beliefs. The dance itself is said to have been taught to the people by a bear 

living on the sacred Sleeping Ute Mountain. This mountain is the setting of a number of other 

traditional stories that do much to clarify the Utes’ identity as a people, and the mountain also 

has an eschatological significance according to traditional Ute beliefs. Sleeping Ute Mountain is 
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a prime example of a social symbol that has been imbued with a complex set of meanings that 

guide the Utes’ behavior. The dances, stories, histories, rituals, and beliefs described above not 

only combine to form a uniquely indigenous identity as defined by the Peoplehood Matrix, but 

their continued use is a form of resistance to ongoing colonization. Since the arrival of 

Europeans on Ute lands, the Ute Mountain Utes (originally the Weeminuche band) have asserted 

their legitimacy as a people by refusing to assimilate “properly.” While the Ute Mountain Utes 

were certainly capable of cultural accommodation, they did not find it necessary to engage in 

serious accommodation until the late 1950s (Young 1997).  

In the meantime, both Colorado Ute tribes were far from financial security. It is 

telling that even in the face of nearly universal unemployment and poverty during the first 

decades of the twentieth century, very few Utes chose to leave their reservation. Facing bleak 

prospects and owning little more than the land itself, one Ute Mountain Ute nonetheless 

remarked, “We face barren hills and frowning cliffs—and love every inch of our home” (Young 

1997:56). Of course, insisting to remain on the land did not obscure the problem of basic 

survival. As per capita payments were finally running out, the Colorado Utes achieved several 

political and legal victories that saved them from total penury. The Indian Reorganization Act of 

1934 restored to the Southern Utes some of their “surplus” land that had not been sold after 

allotment. In 1950, each Ute tribe received a cash settlement after filing a claim with the Indian 

Claims Commission. Beginning in the 1940s, mining on the Colorado reservations became more 

intensive and the Utes also attempted to make use of additional resources such as timber and 

leasable grazing land. Although coal, natural gas, petroleum, oil, and fossil fuel deposits were by 

far the greatest source of income for the Utes by the middle of the twentieth century, the tribes 

often had no choice but to enter into less than ideal leases with energy companies. Thus, the 
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Utes’ control over their own energy resources and their ability to profit from these resources 

would be a question of utmost importance in the coming decades (Young 1997).  

Before this question is discussed, some attention must be given to other attempts by 

the Utes to gain self-sufficiency. In the 1960s, for example, the Ute Mountain tribal government 

set about the creation of a Tribal Park that would appeal to tourists. The Park’s main attraction 

would be the Anasazi ruins located on the reservation that could be accessed by car. 

Unfortunately, the Ute Mountain Tribal Park produced little profit and sparked a controversy that 

was central to the Utes’ ideology of appropriate land use. While the tribal government held an 

ideology that emphasized the economic utility of the land, other Utes of a more traditional bent 

(including many elders) felt that the land’s cultural and spiritual significance should take 

precedence over economic concerns. Some compared the presence of tourists on the reservation 

to allowing strangers into one’s bedroom. At times, the traditional constituency used violent 

methods of resistance against the creation of the Park, including arson and physical threats. 

Nevertheless, the Tribal Park was created but produced little profit for the tribe (Delaney 1989). 

The Southern Utes also tried their hand at tourism by building motels and campsites and even by 

stocking one of the reservation’s lakes with fish. Although the Southern Utes’ tribal government 

did not face serious opposition to these projects, the tribe consistently lost money because of 

them (Young 1997).      

Returning to the question of energy development, both Colorado tribes made the 

strategic decision to join the Council of Energy Resource Tribes (CERT) in 1975. CERT, which 

was created by and for American Indians, has been instrumental in assisting tribes in their pursuit 

of favorable energy deals. In 1982, the Indian Mineral Development Act expanded CERT’s 

potential by allowing tribal governments to deal directly with energy companies without the 
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supervision of the BIA or other government agencies. This was an incredible step forward in 

American Indians’ post-Civil Rights Era goal of achieving greater self-determination and self-

sufficiency. The Ute Mountain Utes have since obtained favorable leases with several energy 

companies, most notably with the Wintershall Corporation (Young 1997). The Southern Utes 

made a paradigm-shifting decision in 1992 to create the Red Willow Production Company. Red 

Willow is a tribally owned and operated energy development company that allowed the Southern 

Utes to gain complete control over many of their reservation’s energy resources. Red Willow 

functions today as one of the Southern Utes’ most lucrative enterprises and the company has 

even expanded as an energy developer off the reservation (“Our History”). Ventures like Red 

Willow are key avenues through which tribes may become economically competitive in the 

twenty-first century. Indeed, the Southern Utes have already seen the economic and political 

benefits of conducting business on their own terms. 

Jicarilla Apache 

  The Jicarilla Apaches are a Southern Athabaskan people who migrated to what is now 

the American Southwest from western Canada sometime between 1300 and 1500 CE. In spite of 

this relatively recent move, the Jicarilla Apaches consider the region of southern Colorado and 

northern New Mexico to be their homeland. In practice, the Jicarilla Apaches’ traditional lands 

extended far beyond this area since the people were mobile hunter-gatherers who required vast 

amounts of land to sustain themselves. In spite of their nomadic lifestyle, the Apaches also 

engaged in the cultivation of some crops, including squash, beans, and corn (Trimble 1993). In 

comparison to nearby groups, these Apaches appeared to be quite warlike in the opinion of 

newly arrived Europeans. While it is true that the Jicarilla Apaches were skilled in raiding, it is 

important to note that raiding was an accepted social institution for several tribes in the 
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Southwest and the Plains. In fact, raiding played an important role as a rite of passage for young 

Apache males and was considered to be a competitive extension of hunting rather than a 

deplorable criminal activity (Tiller 2000).  

  The Jicarilla Apaches’ interaction with the Spaniards and subsequently with the 

Mexicans was minimal due to the remote location of the Apaches’ land and to the tribe’s 

reputation for aggression. Thus, it was not until the US government acquired Apache territory in 

1848 that these American Indians were forced to interact with Europeans on a regular basis. In 

1851, the US government signed a treaty guaranteeing annuities to the Apaches in exchange for 

their willingness to minimize their mobility, adopt farming, and refrain from attacking white 

settlers (Tiller 2000).  

Although the majority of the Apaches agreed to the terms of the treaty and attempted 

to live peaceably with the government and the settlers, certain factions continued to raid the 

settlers, bringing about a war with the United States from 1854-1855. During this time, both 

peaceful and aggressive Apache bands were hounded by the military. A peace treaty was signed 

in 1855 when it was apparent that the US had gained the upper hand. Unfortunately, this treaty 

did little to reduce the tension between Apaches and European Americans. In short, the Apaches 

had been placed in limbo since the US government had not yet been able to implement either of 

its two main policies for dealing with American Indians (extermination or removal) among the 

Apaches. Without a recognized land base and with an influx of white settlers, the ability of the 

Apaches to maintain their traditional migration routes and to provide for themselves by hunting 

and gathering was severely limited. Thus, raiding continued in earnest, but the original social 

meaning ascribed to raiding was overshadowed by the basic need to survive (Tiller 2000).    
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During this period of ambiguity, some Jicarilla Apaches did attempt to establish 

farms or support themselves by selling baskets and pottery. However, it was evident that 

agriculture could never support the tribe as a whole until it owned a legal land base, and the 

selling of crafts was rarely sufficient in supporting a single family. Furthermore, the BIA 

agencies established for the Apaches often withheld rations and annuities for no apparent reason. 

Raiding therefore continued among the Apaches and the practice took on yet another meaning as 

a “…perfectly legitimate ‘payment’ from the settlers for the use of (Apache) lands” (Tiller 

2000:70). During this period from 1855 to 1883, the Apaches consistently asked the government 

to give them a reservation to call their own. However, all of the government’s proposals were 

undesirable and the Apaches found themselves resisting the threat of removal to locations that 

varied from the Ute Reservation in Colorado to Indian Territory in Oklahoma. The Jicarilla 

Apaches also narrowly escaped removal to Bosque Redondo in 1864. Their Navajo neighbors 

were not so lucky in this regard (Iverson and Roessel 2002). 

The Apache resisters were not invincible, however, and in 1883 the US government 

made a decision to remove the Jicarilla Apaches and consolidate them with their distant relatives 

on the Mescalero Apache Reservation in southern New Mexico. Although the Jicarilla Apaches 

initially refused the move, they were forced under the threat of violence to leave their homeland. 

Upon arriving at their new home, the Jicarilla Apaches found that the Mescaleros had already 

claimed the best agricultural land on the reservation. Some still attempted to farm the small 

amount of land that had been left by the Mescaleros but this was never sufficient for lifting the 

Jicarillas out of abject poverty. From the beginning of the removal process, however, Jicarilla 

Apache leaders began fighting for their right to return to their homeland through political means. 

These leaders remained persistent for three years and were finally able to locate several white 
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politicians who sympathized with them. In 1886, these connections enabled the Jicarilla Apaches 

to leave the Mescalero Reservation and start the journey home. In the following year, the 

Jicarilla Reservation was officially established near the tribe’s homeland (Tiller 2000). 

Although the Jicarilla Apaches had achieved a significant victory by gaining a 

reservation, they could not have known that they were about to enter some of the most trying 

years they would ever experience as a tribe. White settlers had practically overrun the new 

reservation during the Apaches’ absence and even though their presence on the reservation was 

now illegal, the government did nothing to remove these settlers for decades. Thus, much of the 

reservation’s arable land was already taken, making it impossible for the Apaches to develop a 

successful agricultural economy. Furthermore, the reservation was allotted upon its creation and 

this resulted in a stunning two-thirds of the land being deemed as “surplus” to be sold by the 

government. Although these lands were never actually sold, the Apaches were not permitted to 

use them for the time being (Tiller 2000).  

The Apaches’ situation deteriorated because of the federal government’s malfeasance. 

In 1894, the BIA realized that agriculture was not a tenable solution to the Apaches’ problems 

and proposed a plan by which the tribe would lease grazing land and sell the reservation’s timber 

in order to earn enough money to buy livestock herds, which could potentially support the tribe. 

Although the tribe did lease land and sell a large amount of timber, the profit from these ventures 

was sent directly to the Federal Treasury and remained there for twenty-five years, inaccessible 

to the Apaches. Considering the complete lack of employment on the reservation, the Apaches 

sank deeper into poverty. Due to their appalling living conditions, illnesses like tuberculosis and 

influenza ravaged the Apaches, and by 1920 their population had decreased by 25%. Therefore, 

it can rightly be said that the period between 1887 and 1920 marked the low point of Jicarilla 
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Apache history. The hopelessness and lethargy of the Apaches were remarked upon by many and 

were likely symptomatic of anomie, or the breakdown of social and moral regulation. Although 

the people refused to leave the land, every other aspect of traditional Jicarilla Apache identity 

seemed threatened by extinction (Tiller 2000). 

In 1920, conditions finally began to improve for the Apaches when their new agent 

insisted that the government purchase livestock for the tribe as it had promised to do decades 

earlier. This resulted in the tribe acquiring several thousand sheep that were then distributed 

equally to tribal members. Economic conditions quickly improved. Notably, the Apaches used 

this time to revitalize a number of religious ceremonies and cultural practices that had been 

abandoned during the years of intense suffering. Apparently, the government’s assumption that 

economic stability would assist in the assimilation of American Indians was wrong in the 

Apaches’ case. With the passing of the Indian Reorganization Act in 1934, allotment was ended 

on reservations and this meant the Apaches’ surplus land could be returned to them. Also, the 

federal government had previously expanded the Apache Reservation to nearly twice its original 

size to accommodate the new sheep herds.  Therefore, in spite of the Apaches’ tremendous 

struggles at the beginning of the twentieth century, they were one of the few tribes that gained 

land in the new century rather than losing it (Nordhaus 1995).  

Beginning with the Indian Reorganization Act, the Jicarilla Apaches formed a tribal 

government that was extremely effective in managing the tribe’s affairs. Those elected to the 

government were already recognized community leaders who could combine political and 

spiritual authority while in office. The Jicarilla Apaches also adopted a corporate charter by 

which the tribe could behave as a business, protecting its assets and investing in promising 

enterprises. During World War II, the Apaches’ purchase of war bonds proved to be quite 
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successful. Social services were also expanded on the reservation in creative ways. For example, 

in order to financially provide for the elderly, the tribal council created the Old People’s Herd, 

which was a herd of sheep managed by the council whose profit was given directly to elderly 

tribal members (Tiller 2000).  

When the national economy changed in the postwar period, the Apaches did 

everything in their power to adapt. As the demand for sheep decreased, most herds were reduced 

in size and many Apaches moved to the reservation’s largest town, Dulce, in search of 

employment. Jobs were still very limited on the reservation, but attempts were under way to 

create new businesses such as a shopping center, a gas station, and a restaurant. Some of these 

ventures were successful and others were not. In general, developments in tourism and recreation 

(especially the sale of hunting licenses) provided a small profit. It was evident, however, that the 

future of the tribe’s economy lay in its oil and gas reserves. Energy corporations began targeting 

these resources in the 1950s, and the tribe would extend much effort in improving their standing 

with these companies in the coming decades. In the meantime, the Apaches filed a claim with the 

Indian Claims Commission in 1946 for the loss of their traditional lands. Incredibly, the claim 

was considered for twenty-five years before it was granted to the Apaches in 1971. This influx of 

money was spent by the tribal council on infrastructure, investments, and per capita payments 

(Nordhaus 1995).   

As oil and gas became increasingly important, the Apaches took a number of strategic 

steps to ensure that they would receive the full benefit of their resources. It was well known that 

the royalties paid to the tribe by energy developers were far too low. Thus, the Apaches 

participated in the creation of the Council of Energy Resource Tribes in 1975 to gain partners in 

their fight to achieve a more equitable state of affairs. Also during the 1970s, the tribe initiated 
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partnerships with several energy corporations that enabled the Apaches to gain control over their 

own gas and oil wells. In 1981, the tribe won a precedent-setting case that granted them the right 

to tax the minerals that were extracted from their reservation, and this victory has benefited 

nearly every member of CERT (Tiller 2000). Although energy resources continue to fuel the 

tribe’s economy, the Jicarilla Apache Environmental Protection Office has worked since 1993 to 

protect the tribe’s natural resources and prevent the unnecessary degradation of land. As is the 

case with every tribe considered in this discussion, the debate surrounding resource extraction 

and conservation is ongoing (“Program History”). Nevertheless, the commitment of the Jicarilla 

Apaches to their land cannot be denied, and it is incredible to note that a tribe that once seemed 

destined for extinction has now secured a substantial land base on which it owns and operates 

many of its own enterprises.  

Hopi  

  The Hopis are a Puebloan people group that is indigenous to what is now northeastern 

Arizona. Specifically, the Hopis have made their home on three mesas of the Colorado Plateau 

and these mesas are included in their reservation today. As agriculturalists, the Hopis were a 

sedentary people, unlike many of their neighbors before European contact. Cotton, beans, and 

maize were grown using a system of “…rainfall-dependent, extensive agriculture” (Rushforth 

and Upham 1992:30). This style of agriculture involves the planting of crops in a number of 

different environmental zones in order to maximize the potential of producing at least a small 

harvest each year. This was a safety mechanism for the Hopis who knew that variable rainfall 

could lead to starvation if they planted their crops in only one area. Naturally, extensive 

agriculture requires an extensive land base, so traditional Hopi lands actually extended far 

beyond the three mesas on which the Hopis built their dwellings (Rushforth and Upham 1992).  
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  Traditional Hopi political organization was quite decentralized. A number of villages 

were located on the three Hopi Mesas and it appears that each village was autonomous, even 

though the Hopis did identify themselves as a single people group. Perhaps this aversion to 

centralized authority can help to explain the Hopis’ strong resistance to the encroachment of 

Spanish, Mexican, and United States forces. The Hopis were key players in the infamous Pueblo 

Revolt of 1680 and they engaged in violent resistance against the Spaniards and Mexicans on a 

number of other occasions (Trimble 1993). Their disdain for colonization was so great that they 

severely punished any Hopi that appeared to be straying from his or her traditional culture. In 

1700, for example, a group of Hopis massacred the village of Awatovi, whose residents had 

accepted Catholicism and Spanish authority. While such actions may be seen as evidence that the 

Hopis were aggressive and warlike, they were in fact isolationists who only engaged in violence 

when they perceived their way of life to be threatened. Thus, after realizing that it was not worth 

their while to interfere with the Hopis, European newcomers generally left them alone 

(Rushforth and Upham 1992). 

  Anthropologists have noted that Hopi culture remained unusually stable from the time 

of European contact until 1882. This was largely due to the resistance and isolation of the Hopis, 

as discussed above. The Hopis managed to engage in almost no relations with the United States 

government until a reservation was created for them in 1882 (Rushforth and Upham 1992). 

Although the reservation confined the Hopis to a region that excluded some of the land they had 

traditionally used, the Hopis did not resist vigorously because they were still in possession of the 

three Hopi Mesas and some surrounding lands. Furthermore, the Hopis had entirely avoided the 

process of removal, so the people likely realized that it was unwise to press their luck. The real 

problem with the new reservation was that it was created for the Hopis and any “other Indians” 
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residing on it. Of course, the only “other Indians” living on or near Hopi lands were the Navajo, 

and the government permitted their presence on the Hopi Reservation in order to minimize 

further conflict with the Navajos, whom they had already mistreated repeatedly. Thus, the Hopi 

Reservation was really a “joint-use area” that would eventually be the subject of the momentous 

Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute (Benally 2011). 

  In 1887, the US government attempted to allot the Hopi Reservation but the tribe 

adamantly refused. The Hopis were still practicing their traditional forms of agriculture and the 

division of land into individual allotments was seen as foolish. Considering the negative results 

experienced by most tribes that accepted allotment, one may assume that the Hopis made a wise 

choice in this regard. Indeed, the Hopis needed their characteristic persistence while refusing 

allotment since BIA agents repeatedly attempted to foist the policy on the tribe for the next 

twenty years (Parman 1994).  

In the meantime, a culturally significant event occurred in 1906 that has since been 

called the Oraibi Split. While the event itself was quite complicated, it involved the creation of a 

schism between the two main Hopi political factions called the “Friendlies” and the “Hostiles” in 

Oraibi Pueblo. The Friendlies tended to support interaction with the US government and could 

be seen as accommodationists. The Hostiles held more in common with the traditional Hopis 

who had disdained any interference from outsiders. In short, erosion causing the loss of some 

agricultural land had led to a dispute between the two factions about what was to be done. The 

dispute resulted in the entire Hostile constituency abandoning Oraibi Pueblo. These Hostiles 

(who composed 20% of the total Hopi population at the time) then established new villages for 

themselves on the Third Mesa. This event was significant not only because it reorganized Hopi 

residential patterns but also because it illustrated the power of ideologies of land usage. In this 
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case, conflicting ideologies led to a large-scale migration and a redefinition of tribal politics 

(Rushforth and Upham 1992).    

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, it quickly became evident that the 

Hopis could no longer support themselves through agriculture. Therefore, the US government set 

about the task of creating a cash economy on the Hopi Reservation. Many Hopis willingly 

moved to the agency towns of Tuba City and Keams Canyon in search of employment. By the 

1930s, the government was able to provide work for a considerable number of Hopis through 

public works projects. These jobs were often temporary, however, and the federal government 

was setting a dangerous precedent by making itself the sole employer of Hopis. In 1934, the 

Indian Reorganization Act made provisions for the creation of the Hopi Tribal Council 

(Rushforth and Upham 1992).  

Two years later, a development in the Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute was determined in 

favor of the Navajos. This particular dispute stemmed from the fact that the Navajos owned large 

herds of livestock that required a vast amount of grazing land, and they allowed their livestock to 

graze on the Hopi Reservation, which was a joint-use area. The Hopis owned only a small 

amount of livestock and the Hopi people generally remained on their three mesas. Therefore, the 

Navajos assumed that they could graze their herds throughout much of the Hopi Reservation, but 

the Hopis themselves would not stand for their lands being overrun by the Navajos and their 

herds. Unfortunately for the Hopis, the government “resolved” the dispute by creating District 6 

for the exclusive use of the Hopis and allowing the Navajos to use the rest of the reservation. 

District 6 encompassed a mere 20% of the original Hopi Reservation and the Hopis naturally 

assumed that the government was trying to steal their lands and give them to the Navajos. 

Although the entire original reservation still belonged to the Hopis and District 6 was actually 
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designed to keep Navajo herds away from the Hopi Mesas, it seemed clear to the Hopis that they 

were losing control of their own lands (Benally 2011). 

While tensions continued to simmer surrounding the land dispute, the Hopis entered a 

new era as mineral development began in earnest during the 1950s and 1960s. The Hopi Tribal 

Council settled on a number of oil and gas leases that would provide the funds necessary for the 

Council to function. Intensive mining came at the price of environmental damage, however, and 

this trade-off remains a topic of debate among the Hopis today. Indeed, although the Tribal 

Council has usually operated in the tradition of the Friendlies, a constituency of Hostiles has 

always been present on the reservation. It is the more traditional tribal members who have 

consistently fought against environmental degradation and so-called “progressive” policies. A 

rather extreme example of this attitude was found in Hotevilla in 1968, when locals fought 

against a proposed plan to bring electricity to their village. In spite of this type of resistance, the 

Tribal Council continued to expand mining operations on the reservation (Rushforth and Upham 

1992). In 1966, a lease was granted to the Peabody Western Coal Company to build a strip mine 

on the Hopi Reservation’s joint-use area. Although the Hopis were legally entitled to make the 

lease, the Navajos protested the decision as it would damage lands that they used on a regular 

basis and that they considered to be their own. This conflict would lead to the next step in the 

Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute (Benally 2011).  

In 1974, the Navajo-Hopi Land Settlement Act was passed in response to conflicts 

surrounding the Hopi Reservation’s join-use area. The Act, which has also been called the 

Relocation Law, required that the original Hopi Reservation of 1882 be split into equal halves, 

with each tribe claiming sole ownership of its half. The Hopis were not at all pleased by losing 

half of their reservation, but conditions were already so unsuitable that complete control over 
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half of the reservation seemed preferable to the all-pervasive influence of the Navajos. The 

Navajos were much the worse for the Act, however, as it was also stipulated that any Navajo 

currently residing on the Hopi’s half would have to relocate, and vice versa. While this meant 

that 300 Hopis would have to move, at least 12,000 Navajos were living on the wrong side of the 

new border. The Act has led to an incredible amount of controversy with many insisting that the 

Navajos have suffered a human rights violation by being forced to relocate. The issue is anything 

but simple, however, for the Hopis also have a strong case for arguing that they have been 

cheated out of lands that the Navajos were wrongly occupying (Benally 2011). 

The Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute continues to create court cases and new laws to this 

day. In short, many Navajos have still refused to move since the Land Settlement Act of 1974. In 

order to avoid the use of physical force against these Navajos, other options have been provided 

for them such as the purchase of leases of Hopi land. Of course, none of the parties involved feel 

satisfied and the dispute will likely continue for some time. On another note, as the twentieth 

century came to a close and the twenty-first century began, the Hopis were still profiting from 

their oil and gas reserves. Unfortunately, these royalties have not been accompanied by the 

diversification of the Hopi economy. Most Hopis who live on the reservation are employed by 

the tribal and federal government in fields like health care and social services. It is the Hopis’ 

intention, therefore, to free themselves from dependence on government employment in the near 

future (Rushforth and Upham 1992). 

Before proceeding with the final case study, several clarifications must be made about 

the Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute. To begin, the dispute became highly politicized after the 

Relocation Law was passed in 1974. In general, the Hopis have been cast as the villains in this 

dispute by the media and the academy alike (Sherry 2002). Few have been able to see beyond the 
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hardships suffered by Navajos who have been required to relocate. This politicization 

consistently ignores other salient events in the history of the dispute, including the simple fact 

that the Hopis are indigenous to northeastern Arizona while the Navajos are not. At its core, 

however, the dispute is the product of conflicting ideologies about land ownership and usage. For 

traditional Hopis, land could rightly be considered theirs if they used or accessed it at any time of 

the year, however briefly. The Hopis have also ascribed to an ideology that granted ownership on 

the basis of prior appropriation (Rushforth and Upham 1992). The Navajos, on the other hand, 

have never found prior appropriation to be an adequate basis for ownership. Rather, the Navajos 

have related land ownership to the productive use of that land. This is why the Navajos have 

found their extensive grazing and settlement of Hopi lands to be justified. In their perspective, 

the Hopis have no claim to lands that they do not use for year-round agriculture or grazing 

(Iverson and Roessel 2002). According to the Hopis, even those lands that are never used for 

productive purposes today still belong to the Hopis because of prior appropriation and the 

cultural significance of the land.  

Clearly, it is impossible to judge which tribe is right or wrong. Indeed, this dispute is 

less about ethics and more about ideologies that happen to be incompatible. From a Symbolic 

Interactionist perspective, the meaning ascribed to land ownership and usage has developed 

differently for the Hopis and Navajos over millennia of social interaction. Today, the tribes are 

not simply responding to the land itself but to these meanings that have been ascribed to the land. 

Fortunately, meanings are not static but dynamic, so it is possible for Hopi and Navajo 

ideologies to reach a point of confluence (Charon 1998). This would require significant 

concessions and the intentional reformulation of meanings, however, and it is unclear whether 

this will happen in the near future.   
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Navajo 

  Like the Jicarilla Apaches, the Navajos are an Athabaskan group that migrated to the 

American Southwest a few centuries before the arrival of Europeans. The Navajos’ migration 

ended when the tribe reached what are now eastern Arizona and western New Mexico, as well as 

the southernmost regions of Utah and Colorado. The Navajos identified their new homeland as 

being bounded in by Blanca Peak, Mount Taylor, the San Francisco Peaks, and Mount Hesperus. 

These mountains are still considered to be sacred by many Navajos. The Navajos are in 

possession of much of this land base today and the tribe boasts the largest reservation in the 

United States. Although the Navajos were hunter-gatherers, they began a small amount of 

cultivation after being introduced to Pueblo agriculturalists, most notably the Hopis. Upon the 

arrival of the Spanish, the Navajos gained access to sheep for the first time and they vigorously 

embarked upon the project of sheep herding and grazing. The practice of raising sheep would 

become a central feature of Navajo identity, one that persisted far into the twentieth century 

(McPherson 1992).  

  The Navajos were somewhat hostile toward neighboring American Indian groups 

from the time of their arrival in the Southwest. Such hostility increased significantly when it was 

directed against the encroachment of the Spanish, Mexican, and United States government. Like 

their Apache relatives, the Navajos frequently engaged in raiding against any number of targets. 

By the time the United States acquired Navajo lands, raids against white settlers and Hopis were 

rather frequent. The Hopis continually asked the US government to do something about their 

troublesome neighbors, so in 1863 federal officials decided that the Navajos should be removed 

to the Bosque Redondo Reservation. The semi-nomadic Navajos were forcibly removed from 

their land by the US military and escorted to their new reservation in eastern New Mexico. This 
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event, known as the Long Walk, remains a painful chapter of Navajo history. Like almost all 

tribes that experienced removal, many Navajos died along the way or on the new reservation 

because of exposure, exhaustion, illness, lack of rations, etc. Fortunately, the Navajos had 

several tribal leaders who fought for the return of the people to their land. After three years were 

spent at Bosque Redondo, these leaders were able to convince the US government that the 

conditions at the reservation were unacceptable and that they should be returned to their 

homeland. In 1866, the Navajos were permitted to return home (Iverson and Roessel 2002).  

In 1868, the government created the expansive Navajo Reservation with the hope that 

this land base would be sufficient to support Navajo sheep herds. Although this reservation was 

very large in comparison to other reservations at the time, it was immediately evident that it 

could not sustain the Navajos’ herds. Furthermore, on their return from Bosque Redondo, the 

Navajos simply returned to the land they occupied before removal, and this meant that many 

Navajos did not live on the reservation. In response to these issues, the government decided to 

expand the 1868 reservation on several occasions, usually by executive order. These additions 

continued until 1912. Beginning in the mid-twentieth century, the Navajos began buying back 

even more lands, and these processes have resulted in quadrupling the size of the original 

reservation. Such gains were unheard of by other American Indians, considering the fact that 

most tribes progressively lost lands in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Notably, 

Navajo leaders rejected the allotment of their reservation, a choice that was instrumental in 

protecting their lands (Parman 1994).  

During this time of substantial gains, however, the Hopi Reservation was created in 

1882. Although this reservation was created primarily for the sake of keeping white settlers away 

from Hopi lands, its joint-use designation became the source of the Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute, 
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as discussed in the previous case study (Benally 2011). Unfortunately for the Navajos, their 

intensive use of the land for grazing purposes began to have serious consequences in the early 

twentieth century. By 1920, it was evident that the Navajo Range had deteriorated because of 

overgrazing. BIA agents communicated their concerns about overgrazing to the federal 

government and a plan was subsequently designed to save the Navajo Range from complete 

destruction. This plan, known as Livestock Reduction, was implemented on the Navajo 

Reservation from 1935 until 1956. In short, Reduction involved rounding up and killing the 

majority of Navajo sheep, goats, cattle, and horses. Nearly every Navajo opposed Livestock 

Reduction and this resulted in aggressive resistance. While many Navajos exercised 

noncompliance, others organized marches and confronted government officials with threats. It is 

important to note that the Navajos never used violent tactics even when peaceful resisters were 

arrested indiscriminately. As it became increasingly clear that resistance would lead to 

imprisonment and do little to protect the livestock, however, the tribe was forced to resign itself 

to Reduction by the mid-1940s (Roessel and Johnson 1974). 

The trauma that the Navajos suffered as a result of Livestock Reduction cannot be 

reduced to the loss of a major source of profit. The Navajos understood that something needed to 

be done about overgrazing, but the method by which their herds were killed and burned was seen 

as a tragedy. The US government found it difficult to sympathize with the Navajos in this regard. 

While European Americans generally ascribed an economic and utilitarian meaning to livestock, 

this was not the case for the Navajos. Like the land itself, livestock had a cultural and relational 

value. A person’s social status was largely determined by the size of one’s herds, and a type of 

reciprocity defined the people’s relationship with their animals. According to one witness of 

Livestock Reduction, the Navajos “…considered livestock as sacred because it is life’s necessity. 
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They think of livestock as their mother” (Iverson and Roessel 2002:153). Therefore, although the 

Navajos were cognizant of the problem of overgrazing, they could not act on the basis of 

external circumstances alone but on their interpretation of these circumstances, which required 

them to treat their livestock like family members. The US government also acted on its own 

interpretation of these circumstances, and because it had the power to incarcerate all who 

resisted, the government was successful in decimating Navajo herds.  

Although Livestock Reduction overshadowed its significance for a time, the Navajos 

had created a chapter system that served as a pseudo-tribal government in 1927. Significantly, 

the chapter system was created before the passing of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 that 

provided for the establishment of tribal governments. Therefore, chapters began as the Navajos’ 

own initiative. The chapter system proved to be quite an effective liaison between tribal 

members and the BIA. Furthermore, chapters were viewed as a more legitimate source of 

conflict resolution than the BIA agency. When a tribal government was formally created for the 

newly christened Navajo Nation in the following decade, the chapter system provided a useful 

model for the workings of this new government (Iverson and Roessel 2002).   

In spite of a strong tribal government with competent leaders, the Navajos could not 

guarantee their success in the political and legal realms. Unlike most tribes in the United States, 

the Navajo Nation’s land claim filed with the Indian Claims Commission was unsuccessful. By 

the 1950s, the Navajos were in desperate need of reliable employment since their economy could 

no longer be supported through livestock raising. The decentralized nature of reservation 

settlements also meant that only a handful of businesses (and by extension, employers) existed. 

Therefore, Navajo men became involved in the mining operations that had been developing on 

the reservation for decades. Like other tribes at this time, the Navajos had not yet been able to 
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secure equitable agreements with mining companies, but their presence on the reservation did 

offer jobs for some tribal members. This type of employment proved to be disastrous in the years 

after World War II when a number of Navajo men found jobs working in uranium mines. 

Tragically, these uranium mining companies provided the Navajo workers with no protective 

equipment. The mines themselves were often open and accessible to nearby homes and schools. 

There is evidence that these companies had some knowledge of the risks of uranium exposure 

and were using the Navajo miners as test subjects to ascertain the real risks associated with 

uranium. Many Navajos became ill and died because of their exposure to radioactivity, and this 

process often dragged on for decades (Smith and Frehner 2010).  

Although they were somewhat less dangerous for the Navajos’ immediate health, 

destructive mining leases continued to be signed with coal and gas companies during the latter 

half of the twentieth century. An infamous lease was made with Peabody Western Coal 

Company in 1966 that led to the creation of several mines at Black Mesa. These open strip mines 

resulted in the relocation of Black Mesa residents and the destruction of Navajo graves and 

sacred sites, in addition to the destruction of the surrounding environment. Thus, although the 

Navajo Nation has secured a better financial relationship with energy developers in recent 

decades that has led to a significant amount of revenue for the tribe, the Navajos have by no 

means accepted mining unanimously. After experiencing everything from forced relocation to 

death at the hands of mining companies, a large constituency of Navajos has been active in 

protesting further mining activity on the reservation (Sherry 2002).    

Much of this protesting has been based on the incongruence of invasive mining for 

profit with traditional Navajo ideologies surrounding appropriate land use. Roberta Blackgoat, a 

Navajo elder, expresses this incompatibility eloquently in the following excerpt: 
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Our grandchildren are encouraged to become Mother Earth’s nemesis. 

Like Peabody Western Coal Company. The coal they strip-mine is the 

Earth’s liver. The earth’s internal organs are dug up. Mother Earth must sit 

down. The uranium they dug up for energy was her lungs. Her heart and 

her organs are dug up because of greed. It is smog on the horizons. Her 

breath, her warmth, is polluted now and she is angry when Navajos talk of 

their sickness…No compassion is left for the Motherland. We’ve become 

her enemy…Our prayers lose their meanings when the land becomes an 

industry (Benally 2011:30-32). 

 

Blackgoat’s analysis explicitly identifies the interdependence of land and culture that is asserted 

by the Peoplehood Matrix. In this case, Blackgoat explains that the legitimacy of prayers (an 

extension of the ceremonial cycle) is determined by the people’s use of the land. As was the case 

with livestock, the Navajos view their relationship with the land and its resources to be of a 

familial nature. It is for this reason that the land deserves compassion and protection.  

The Navajos have endeavored to protect their lands in a number of ways, but the 

creation of Diné Citizens Against Ruining our Environment (CARE) in 1988 has likely been the 

most influential. CARE is active in commissioning environmental impact reports, protesting 

against destructive corporations and policies, and funding research for safe and sustainable forms 

of energy development. CARE and other environmental justice organizations have often 

overlapped with groups that have resisted the relocation of thousands of Navajos after the Land 

Settlement Act of 1974, as described in the previous case study. Although most Navajos have 

been removed from the Hopi Reservation as of 2014, some still remain in defiance of eviction 

notices and lease expirations (“Current Projects”). Thus, although environmental destruction and 

forced relocations continue to plague the Navajos of the twenty-first century, resistance efforts 

are following a trajectory of increased sophistication and efficacy that is unlikely to stop anytime 

soon.   

Conclusion 
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  The purpose of this discussion has been to emphasize the active resistance of 

American Indians in the Southwest to threats against their ownership and use of the land. Such a 

project was deemed necessary because of the virtual absence of southwestern tribes in the current 

literature on American Indian resistance and activism. Scholars tend to privilege the large social 

movement organizations of the Civil Rights Era such as the American Indian Movement and the 

Red Power Movement when treating the subject of Native resistance. Although such work is to 

be commended, it focuses primarily on urban American Indians, leaving the impression that 

those who remained on reservations were passive and disengaged from national affairs. 

Therefore, this discussion has attempted to give long-overdue attention to the resistance that has 

taken place in the context of rural reservations. Active resistance did not end with the conclusion 

of the Indian Wars and it has not since been confined to urban locations. To illustrate this point, 

case studies from five southwestern tribes located on rural reservations were considered, 

emphasizing their history from the mid-nineteenth century until the present day. 

  Through these case studies, the concept of agency has been reintroduced to the 

discussion of tribes that have typically been portrayed as mere victims of colonial structures. 

These tribes have in fact been living out the principles of the highly publicized Civil Rights Era 

organizations for the entirety of their history. The legitimacy of indigenous culture and the 

condemnation of colonization, for example, were by no means new concepts when the American 

Indian Movement began to articulate them to the public in the 1960s and 1970s. When 

discussing distinctly American Indian types of resistance, however, one must expect to find 

diverse tactics that extend beyond traditional forms of protest. Such tactics may include the 

creation of environmental protection groups or the revitalization of traditional religious 
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ceremonies, for example. Regardless of the tactics used, though, resistance efforts among 

southwestern tribes have been consistently directed toward the protection of the land.    

  Symbolic Interactionism is the theoretical framework through which these cases of 

resistance have been analyzed. This perspective argues that human beings create meanings for 

the stimuli they encounter in the world through social interaction. Humans do not simply act on 

the basis of raw stimuli but on these socially developed meanings that interpret the stimuli. Many 

of the conflicts described in the discussion above can be explained by the fact that different 

cultural groups have developed different meanings for the same stimuli over time, leading to a 

conflict of perspectives when these groups interact. 

 A common trend in disputes surrounding the ownership and use of land involves a 

clash between American Indian perspectives, which tend to see the land as a communal conduit 

of culture and spirituality that deserves the same respect owed to family members, and European 

American perspectives, which tend to see the land as a private enterprise. Furthermore, this 

discussion has illustrated the fact that symbols are central to any land dispute. A symbol is a 

social object that is used to communicate or represent meaning. While the land itself may be a 

symbol, more specific symbols such as particular mountain ranges or certain types of animals 

were discussed in the case studies. These symbols are stimuli that possess a distinct meaning, 

and it is on the basis of these meanings that people orient their behavior.  

Resistance stemming from different socially ascribed meanings has not been limited 

to the relationship between American Indians and European colonizers, however. Tribes often 

hold perspectives that are incompatible with those of other tribes, as seen by the differing 

conceptions of the proper conditions of land ownership held by the Hopis and Navajos. Such 
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conflicts can also be found within individual tribes, with one constituency pushing for a more 

traditional approach while the other constituency advocates for more progressive measures. 

The Peoplehood Matrix was also used as a guiding theory throughout the case studies. 

The Peoplehood Matrix asserts that an indigenous identity depends upon the four features of 

land, ceremonial cycle, sacred history, and language. If one of these features is compromised, 

every other feature is likewise threatened. For example, O’odham land not only provides the 

necessary tools for maintaining a ceremonial cycle but certain landscape features also serve as 

conduits of O’odham sacred history. Furthermore, the use of the O’odham language is necessary 

while performing ceremonies and communicating the group’s sacred history to younger 

generations. As a theoretical framework, the Peoplehood Matrix also condemns colonialism as 

being based on an illegitimate ranking of human societies. A critical view of colonialism was 

thus established in the case studies above by asserting the inherent legitimacy of American 

Indian societies as well as the pervasive inadequacies of the colonial mentality.   

This discussion raises several questions for further research. To begin, there may be 

reasons for the exclusion of southwestern tribes from American Indian resistance literature that 

extend beyond the rural/urban divide. Knowledge of these reasons could be helpful in redressing 

the academic marginalization of these tribes. Furthermore, it is notable that every tribe included 

in this discussion has retained a portion of its homeland, a state of affairs that is unique to tribes 

in the Southwest. The Peoplehood Matrix can be applied to these tribes easily. The implications 

of the Matrix for tribes that have been removed from their traditional lands are less clear, 

however. Currently, the Peoplehood Matrix runs the risk of portraying these displaced tribes as 

less legitimate or less indigenous than tribes that have retained their homeland. However, 

members of displaced groups like the Cherokee Nation, for example, would certainly disagree 
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with anyone who insisted that their indigenous identity was compromised because of their 

continued separation from their homeland. It is therefore necessary to clarify the implications of 

the Peoplehood Matrix for American Indians that have been displaced. 
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