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The Forgotten Navajo: Keeping culture 
alive

Features, Special Reports — By Lauren Gerber on 
October 16, 2009 at 11:58 am    

 

Aubrey Smith, dressed in a backward cap and a button-up T-shirt, sits back at 
a Navajo wedding. Photo by Lauren Gerber 

A
pril Tulley and her brother Shelby are playing 
the popular Playstation video game “Guitar 
Hero” in their guest room, arguing over which 

song to choose next. April has mastered the guitar, 
and Shelby is equally expert on the drums.

But when their grandmother comes in, they quickly 
stand up and hug her, greeting her in their native 
Navajo language.

Outside, their father Julius is cooking mutton on 
the grill. It’s his son Skyler’s wedding reception. But 
five chickens cluck away in a cage nearby, in case 
he wants to use them next time.

Navajo Nation, a 27,000-square-mile reservation 
spanning four Southwestern states that is home 
to 174,000 Diné (or Navajo) people, is suffering an 

identity crisis. The older generation yearns to hold 
onto authentic culture, but they struggle to instill 
that nostalgia in their children, who are more in-
terested in MTV and video games.

“We are walking in two worlds,” said Marilyn Demp-
sey, a teacher at Oxilna’oodilii, a Navajo school in 
Oaks Spring, Ariz. “The family used to be self-suffi-
cient, but now, parents have to drive to Albuquerque 
to work. The TV’s a babysitter. The kids want to 
emulate the people on TV and music. We have lost 
elders — the traditional, grassroot people. They 
know what being a Diné means.”

The Navajo’s self-sufficiency has been challenged 
time and again. In 1860, the U.S. Army attempted to 
relocate Navajo groups from eastern Arizona and 
western New Mexico to Fort Sumner in southeas-
tern New Mexico. They were held prisoner there 
but eventually were released when the experiment, 
now known as the Long Walk, was deemed a failure.

During the “boarding school era,” during the ’30s, 
’40s and ’50s, young children were sent to U.S. go-
vernment boarding schools, where they studied in 
English language schools and were disconnected 
from their culture, often losing their Navajo lan-
guage in the process. Now, many have blended in 
to the mainstream — speaking mostly in English, 
staying in tune with pop culture and seldom waking 
up for pre-sunrise prayer.

“This is the culture we have to survive in,” Dempsey 
said. “We need to be educated and understand the 
white man’s way and what they want us to do. We 
have to.”
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At Skyler Tulley’s wedding, the bride and groom 
ate “grasshopper” fruit salad; green chili, an au-
thentic spicy dish; and Green River watermelon, 
which Skyler’s mother Virginia said is the best in 
Arizona. They mingled as comfortably with their 
own grandparents, aunts and uncles, as with Mor-
mon missionary guests, wearing Church of Latter 
Day Saints name tags. Skyler’s uncle gave a speech 
about the importance of his tribe, followed by a 
Lady Gaga song.

The older attendees sat at their tables quietly loo-
king on.

“Are the kids Westernized? Look at them. Look at 
how they’re dressed,” said Skyler’s aunt, Sandra 
Help, of Rock Springs, N.M. “If they weren’t, they 
would not look like that. Even me, I am westernized, 
except for my jewelry.”

“It all depends on parents, what they taught them,” 
Help continued. “I think it will be like this (a mix 
of traditional and Westernized culture) for a long, 
long time.”

Life has changed beyond denim choice and hairstyle. 
Many young Diné people bypass morning prayers, 
like offering white-ground corn to Mother Earth, for 
sleeping in. They eat at fast-food restaurants instead 
of preparing traditional meals such as mutton and 
grilled cactus. As Help explained, her children speak 
in Navajo when it’s convenient, like when they’re at 
a store and don’t want others to understand what 
they’re saying. But for her, growing up Navajo loo-
ked a lot different.

“We herded sheep, took care of livestock. We didn’t 
have propane. We would boil beans and cook li-
vestock on charcoal,” she said. “Now, everyone has 
propane. Everyone has electric stoves.”

It’s hard to say what has caused this cultural shift.

Dempsey thinks parents who lived through the boar-
ding school era don’t want their children to feel as 
uncomfortable as they did. Navajo adults say they 
felt dislocated with English as their second language, 
and many say they were abused, physically and 
mentally, in the schools. And Help thinks it takes a 
lot of energy for parents to keep up these traditions. 
Sometimes, she says, it’s just easier for them not to. 
The young people look at it more simply.

“Tradition is different now than it was,” said Aubrey 
Smith, a 21-year-old student at University of New 
Mexico.

“It’s changing, and it always will. You can either 
fight it, or you can go with it.”

While picking pinons, or pine nuts, April explained 
her theory: “I think it’s because of the people that 
we are losing our culture, not because of the govern-
ment Westernizing us. The people are choosing to 
change.”

She shrugged her shoulders and bit into a pinon.

“But it’s upsetting. It’s frustrating that I can’t speak 
my own language,” she said.
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