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Jean Whitehorse addresses the existing digital divide at the Digital Council Fires in 1999.
 
The Navajo people are at the crossroads living in two worlds: traditional and modern. But should our people suffer and be penalized and live with hardships and inadequate services?  Should our people be treated any less humanely because of the life-style they choose to live in remote areas on their land? Navajo Communication Company's only concern is the profit margin. How much value should be put on a life?  Yes!  It's difficult in dealing with modern technology in the remote areas when funds are not available. What we need now is a means of working together and progress to better the life of our people with other alternatives. As an enrolled member of the Navajo Nation, I'm addressing these issues and concerns on behalf of the people who deal with inadequate services with the communication system in general. The Diné people have encountered oppression, dealt with it and survived, and now we are dealing with bondage, with budget cuts at the grass roots level due to lack of funding. Now where do we stand as a Sovereign Nation, and how are we exercising our self-determination act ? 1
Navajo Culture & Technology:

Digital Diné

Bila’ ashdla’ii, five finger people, Digital Diné are technologists. The Nihookaa’ T’aa Diné é, the Earth Surface People, were given this name by the Holy People who distinguished them from their ancestors by their five fingers and use of fire.2  Diné is the shortened ‘slang’ version of this appellation. The use of these fingers has played an integral part of the history of Diné to the present. Digital Diné is a pun and a working metaphor that reflects a persistent association with technology, the current use of Internet technologies,3  and historical self-image.

One need only drive from Window Rock to Tuba City and see satellite dishes next to hooghans [sic] to know that the reservation is changing.4  Diné College instructor Keith Anderson captured a similar site, which he included on his course website with the following excerpted caption: 
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Navajo culture is an amalgam of traditional culture, non-Navajo culture, majority culture, modern education, and technology while at the same time preserving its basic cultural heritage. This observation has become accepted common knowledge by Navajo and non-Navajo alike. Navajo storyteller and artist Larry King uses humor to reflect technological changes within Navajo culture:

We do have a lot of problems …one of the vital issues is a sense of self-esteem. …The stories I tell [do not] deal with the classic mythical stories. …[I deal] with new technology and new elements coming into Navajo society. …We have to learn whole new ways of doing things and we cope with it through humor.  
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Acrey claims: "today, this mixture of traditional culture, modern education and technology is bringing the Navajo Tribe rapidly towards its goals of self-determination and progress without totally destroying their basic cultural heritage." 5 

Technology and culture are inextricably connected. Technology is a part of and not apart from culture; new technology reshapes the culture by creating new contexts and environments; and language evolves from this interaction of culture and technology (personal communication, Roger Wyatt, September 8, 1996).

Cyber-Sovereignty

In a tri-sovereign alliance of federal, state, and tribal citizenship rights, telecommunications in Navajoland involve Diné cyber-sovereignty, tribal telecommunications, and sovereignty issues confounded with state and federal regulatory authority. The emerging technologies on the Navajo Nation are happening within a concert of cooperation, which include tribal, federal, state, and nonprofit levels. 

In 1992, during President Peterson Zah’s administration, The Navajo Nation council members passed legislation: 

Mandating the creation of an open information environment among the governmental entities of the Navajo Nation Government; and to assign responsible parties to coordinate the use and development of computer technology to accomplish the open information sharing environment. 6 

The Navajo Nation, as a tribal sovereign, is responsible for providing basic, accessible, affordable, educational telecommunications services for those who wish to use them. Former Navajo Nation President Kelsey Begaye (1998-2002) made technology and economic development priorities within his adminitration. 7
Navajo Sovereign Level
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At present, the Diné reservation encompasses 25,000 square miles, the land size of West Virginia, extending through New Mexico, Arizona, and Utah, with a resident population of approximately 172,000. The Navajo Nation has a three-branch system of government, consisting of 88 council member delegates who represent the 110 chapter houses 8, which are divided within five geographic agencies 9. Contemporary issues facing the Nation share a basic resemblance to those of thirty years ago: sovereignty recognition, economic solvency, mining of natural resources, tourism, unemployment, health, alcoholism, and education.

The Navajo Nation recognizes its sovereign and independent status as a state exercising "all governmental powers and authority which does not specifically give up to another nation or government with consent of the Navajo People." 10
 
Ray Baldwin Louis (personal communication, August 19, 1998) emphasizes that one of the greatest concerns of economic development within the Navajo Nation is the protection and preservation of Diné culture and way of life. In the context of technology, he acknowledges:

The world is all over the reservation now. And we have to, instead of running away from it; we have to use those to our advantage in some way. It is quite a big challenge.
The panel discussion testimony by Navajo Nation Council Delegate, Honorable George Arthur, during the January 29, 1999 FCC Public Hearing, highlights pertinent information about the Navajo Nation and some of its technology issues:

 

The Navajo Nation first language is spoken in most homes with a figure of 82 percent. Navajo culture and religion beliefs are still dominant. There still is a lack of resources to provide infrastructure. Examples are, 51 percent of all residents do not have indoor plumbing. 48 percent lack complete kitchen facilities. 54 percent still use wood as their major heating source, with natural gas as a second. 77 percent of the residents at the Navajo Nation do not have telephone service. 11
 

At the same hearing, New Mexico Senator, Leonard Tsosie (1999), reminded the participants that building the infrastructure within tribal communities is a federal trust commitment:

I would argue that extending the Internet services and fiber optics is a federal trust responsibility. Because what you do is…you are going to do health care service through this. You are going to do social service through this. You are going to get legal information through this. And many other things. This is a federal trust responsibility.

If we don’t take this federal trust responsibility seriously, nothing will get done. We will contribute to the digital darkness in Native American communities in the next millennium, and along with that, we would contribute to depriving Indian people of their precious rights. 12
 

Infrastructure Building

With an average yearly household income of $6,352, the telephone is seen as a luxury compared with other basic needs. 13 A simple task of delivering a new iMac computer to a 13 year-old Ganado Middle school contestant winner on the Navajo Nation turned into a more complex story due to the lack of telephone and electricity in the home of the student. 14 Myra Jodie's story is a pertinent example of the intersection of advanced emergent technology and the lack of infrastructure development on the Navajo Nation. The Navajo Nation local telephone provider, Navajo Communications Company (NCC), invested $58 million for the laying of fiber optics throughout the Navajo Nation thirteen years ago and in 2001, NCC began providing fee-based Internet services.

 

Developing the infrastructure of water, sewage, power lines, telephone lines, and roads must come before developing any telecommunications infrastructure. One is contingent upon the other. Technology infrastructure building is realized in economic development potential. The more advanced the telecommunications infrastructure – fiber optic cables, satellite, microwave relays – the more opportunities for economic development. The vicious cycle of lacking capital to invest in infrastructure building is caused by the lack of generating capital from economic development opportunities. 15 Without the infrastructure in place, economic development opportunities will be lacking. In addition, technology is a long-term investment that requires continual updating.

 

Federal Level

 The 1999 Assessment of Technology Infrastructure in Native Communities  report revealed a trend that technology infrastructure in Native communities is worsening instead of improving in many cases because the poor economic base is unable to generate infrastructure investment, and thus is unable to sustain successful economic development. 16  A Native American Telecommunications Act of 1997 was introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives to specifically define and implement universal service for Native American communities. 17, 18
In 1999, Federal Communications Commission (FCC) public hearings were conducted in New Mexico and Arizona to address obstacles and issues to telephone service in Indian communities and resulted in two significant Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM): Promoting Deployment and Subscribership in Unserved and Underserved Areas, Including Tribal and Insular Areas and Extending Wireless Telecommunications Services to Tribal Lands. 19, 20
In March 2000 former President Clinton, in his New Markets Tour: From Digital Divide to Digital Opportunity, focused on issues related to the digital divide and encouraged profit and nonprofit collaboration in providing telecommunications opportunities to lessen digital inequality. One of the named goals in bridging the digital divide included addressing telecom issues affecting Native American communities. 
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Clinton visited the Navajo Nation in Shiprock, New Mexico and conducted a webcast via satellite with two students at Lake Valley Navajo School. 21 Following his visit, Clinton reduced the rate of Lifeline telephone service from a discounted monthly fee of $4.50 to a $1 monthly fee for eligible recipients. According to Navajo Communications Telephone representative, Francis Mike, “only 22.5 percent of homes on the [Navajo] reservation have phones, and 70 percent of those phones are located in seven communities. Those communities are Window Rock, Chinle, Tuba City, Kayenta, Crownpoint and Shiprock. 22 Mike continues “if I was out there in the middle of nowhere, a telephone would not be a priority. My priorities would be water, electricity and the basic necessities.” 23
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Jean Whitehorse, New Mexico State Library


Tribal Libraries Outreach  & Training Center  Coordinator





The satellite dish, painted to represent a Navajo Wedding Basket, may be seen on the North side of Route 64 in Hogback, four miles east of Shiprock, NM. It was used as a backdrop to pictures taken at the wedding of Marvin and Juliette Ayze.





The image exemplifies one of the many ways in which Navajo people may employ technology in the promotion and perpetuation of their traditional language and culture. 








The Great Seal of Navajo Nation





Navajo Nation flag











Navajo artist and storyteller Larry King delivering his storytelling program: “Humor and Adventure Reflecting the Dynamics of the Navajo Culture in the 20th Century.”








Former President Clinton’s National Call to Action: From 


Digital Divide to Digital Opportunity Goals (2000)





President Clinton in webcast with Lake Valley Navajo School students during April 17, 2000 visit to Shiprock, New Mexico, on his New Markets Tour From Digital Divide to Digital Opportunity.


(White House photograph)
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