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The Circulation and Silence 
of Weaving Knowledge in 
Contemporary Navajo Life

Jill Ahlberg Yohe

Weaving knowledge and practices are shaping contemporary discussions of 
personhood and belonging in Navajo communities. This article explores 

the circulation and management of weaving knowledge in a Navajo commu-
nity and how these activities inform aspects of community and self. Drawing 
upon several years of ethnographic fieldwork in this community, I illustrate 
ways in which keeping and sharing weaving knowledge communicates specific 
understandings about exchange and reciprocity, ideas about cultural patrimony, 
inalienable knowledge, and connections between weaving knowledge and 
personal and moral character. Based in a particular Navajo context, this case 
study contributes to a growing body of work in anthropology and the study 
of indigenous material culture that seeks to understand the multiple roles that 
aesthetic knowledge and practices play in contemporary Native communities. 
In this specific case, circulating and preventing the circulation of certain kinds 
of knowledge often provides opportunities for various community members—
weavers and non-weavers alike—to participate in the exchange of ideas, ideas 
which are often at the heart of ongoing discussions of what it means for many 
people to be Navajo today.

Understanding weaving knowledge as an active part of social life shifts the 
study of Navajo textiles in significant ways. Earlier studies of Navajo weaving 

Jill Ahlberg Yohe is a Mellon Fellow in Native American Art at the Saint Louis Art Museum. 
In addition to her curatorial work and the development of a publication on Plains art, she 
continues her ethnographic research with Navajo weavers and community members.
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offer a rich and varied body of work that often concentrate on one or more of 
the following areas of research: (1) understanding textiles in terms of form, 
style, and technique;1 (2) focusing on the relationship between Navajo weaving 
and worldview, cosmology and philosophy;2 and (3) uncovering the wider 
economic, market, political, and cultural forces that shape weaving production 
throughout history.3 Less attention is often paid to weaving knowledge as 
it moves and circulates within communities. While important ethnographic 
research documents the transmission of weaving practices and knowledge 
in learning contexts,4 few scholars examine other contexts in which many 
community members—weavers and non-weavers—exchange this knowledge 
in particular ways.5

On this last point, it is important to note that weaving knowledge is not 
something that is static, nor is there a singular “Navajo perspective” that all 
Navajo people share. Knowledge is specific to the people and the social worlds 
in which it lives. One of the most consistent themes that emerged throughout 
the course of my ethnographic fieldwork was variability and the many ways 
that people interpret, use, understand, and have access to certain kinds of 
weaving knowledge. While many community members may understand impor-
tant weaving knowledge in the form of “traditional” stories or in the “teachings” 
I describe in this article, others who have different levels of familiarity and 
access to this knowledge may interpret and use it in different ways. At times, 
circulation of knowledge takes place when individuals transmit weaving tech-
nique and skill to others. On other occasions, knowledge circulation can offer 
a context for multiple viewpoints, offering different levels of engagement and 
participation by a range of people within the community to take part in the 
exchange of ideas connected to weaving.

Primarily I discuss weaving knowledge that community members call 
“weaving teachings” and “weaving taboos,” or the “dos and don’ts of weaving.” 
Taboos are short and evocatively rich directives to guide behavior and can be 
followed by an explanation of what might occur if the taboo is broken. For 
instance, one taboo states that to respect the power of weaving tools and the 
weaving process, the weaver is never to leave weaving tools within a loom. 
Another common taboo is to weave only in the daytime and to cover the loom 
at night. By following the taboo the weaver can avoid danger that could enter 
a textile in the dark of night, which has the potential to affect the weaver’s 
wellbeing. Many times, taboos are viewed as practical guidelines rather than 
explicit moral codes, usually taken as statements of fact and read at a surface 
level rather than analyzed for their deeper meanings. At the same time, they 
can also be conceptualized more abstractly as a set of rules given by supernat-
ural beings, the Diyin Diné, or Navajo Holy People, that provide knowledge of 
the proper way to care for and treat weaving objects and the weaving practice. 
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“Teachings,” in contrast to taboos, are set down in more elaborate narratives, 
and are often based on personal experience or traditional stories. Like taboos, 
teachings also direct and guide persons toward the proper treatment and care 
of weaving items to maintain individual health and harmony.

Many of the classic studies of Navajo textiles emphasize the importance 
of understanding the interconnections between weaving and all other aspects 
of social life. Weaving unites local modes of kinship to political economies, 
and subsistence strategies to the cosmological and moral spheres. Weavers and 
scholars frequently relate how the economics of weaving is not only connected 
to commerce or the marketplace, but also to valued ways of making a living 
and a practice that embodies personal and moral growth, self-sufficiency, 
and industriousness.6 In some instances, weaving knowledge and practices 
become expressions and performances of cosmological and traditional narra-
tives, bolstering personal and moral character. This article, therefore, examines 
weaving knowledge in terms of how stories, teachings, and taboos come alive 
and meaningful through moments of circulation.7 The study of exchange and 
circulation in Native North American communities has become an increas-
ingly valuable vantage point to examine the specific ways that indigenous 
communities share and keep knowledge and material items for local and 
national consumption, a process that resignifies aesthetic objects, traditions, 
and knowledge today.8

This article offers a particular ethnographic case study to build upon this 
work and contribute to the broader discussion in the study of indigenous 
art and practice. In doing this, I draw upon two key insights in the study 
of exchange and circulation in the history of anthropology: reciprocity and 
inalienability. At their most basic level, reciprocal exchanges are ideally based 
on equivalence: the giver and recipient of the exchange are to give and receive 
something of mutual benefit. Because reciprocal exchanges emphasize balance 
and mutuality, they can promote and enhance social ties. Studies within Native 
North America and elsewhere indicate that reciprocal transactions can occur 
between humans and a series of beings, including other humans, animals, the 
landscape, and the celestial world.9 Moreover, the give-and-take that occurs 
between these beings may not always be an exchange between peers; reciprocity 
often involves social persons with different levels of power and influence. What 
is most important in these kinds of transactions, and for the case I present 
below, is not the equality between participants, but rather the idea of a recip-
rocal and mutually beneficial exchange.

Reciprocal exchanges are central to understanding the circulation of 
weaving taboos. Weaving taboos are often conceptualized as being a set of 
laws exchanged by the Holy People, knowledge that maintains a state of hózh , 
which broadly translates as a state of well-being, harmony, order, and health.10 
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By following these taboos, individuals maintain a state of hózh  that will help 
to create a successful weaving environment. In order to complete this reciprocal 
exchange, the weaver then gives back to the Holy People by implementing 
these teachings in her own life. Both parties are dependent on the other and 
the reciprocal exchange: the Diyin Diné depend on Nihokáá Diné, or Earth 
Surface People, to follow their teachings to perpetuate a state of hózh  within 
the universe, and individuals equally depend on these teachings for health and 
harmony.11

Viewing taboos as a series of reciprocal exchanges, therefore, presents 
a radical departure from viewing taboos as either dusty old subjects in the 
anthropological past, ideas that are mere archaic superstitions, or as systems 
of classification and a way of ordering the world outside of everyday interac-
tions. The focus of much of the earlier anthropological research on taboos is 
on content and classification (sacred/profane, pure/polluted, for example), 
and often presents such knowledge as static conceptual categories that exist 
outside of specific social and historical contexts.12 More contemporary work 
on taboos examines restrictions on hunting, food, the body, and menstrua-
tion in relation to wider social contexts and systems. Few scholars examine 
the central role taboos continue to play in contemporary aesthetic practices.13 
While certain community members may sometimes conceptualize Navajo 
weaving taboos as relatively unchanging and complete, they are not under-
stood as static doctrines, mere superstitions, or relics of the past. For many 
in the community where I worked, these taboos are a part of living systems 
of knowledge, elements of a much wider set of distinctive cosmological 
understandings and social systems that continue to be lived and enacted by 
contemporary Navajo people.

While reciprocity guides the exchange of weaving taboos, notions of alien-
ability and inalienability inform the circulation and withholding of certain 
weaving “teachings” within Navajo communities. The fundamental difference 
between alienability and inalienability, as noted by a range of scholars such as 
Marx, Mauss, and Weiner, is between detachment and connection: alienability 
implies separateness and detachment, while inalienability involves attachment 
and permanence.14 Because of their more deep and lasting connections to 
people, inalienable objects, knowledge, and practices often carry more prestige 
and value than their alienable counterparts, and often are more carefully kept 
and guarded. To understand how Navajo people carefully manage certain 
weaving teachings, notions of inalienability are critical. Acts of circulating 
and withholding teachings considered to be inalienable are opportunities for 
weavers and community members to convey to others ideas about inalienable 
cultural patrimony and, sometimes, ideas and practices that are part of what 
makes Navajo people distinct.



Yohe | The CirCulaTion and SilenCe of Weaving KnoWledge in ConTemporarY navajo life 111

The awareness that knowledge can be conceptualized as inalienable and 
as cultural patrimony profoundly shaped the direction of my own work. 
As a non-Native white anthropologist working in a Navajo community, my 
role was not to document the content of information that may be deemed 
inalienable, but rather to identify the circulation and systems of exchange that 
managed inalienable knowledge as cultural patrimony. While some teachings 
can and do circulate widely—including the widely shared “hand” teaching I 
discuss below—other teachings are considered inalienable and are to be kept 
from general circulation. In order to illuminate how inalienable knowledge is 
managed in this particular case study, and to illustrate how silence prevents 
the transfer of inherently powerful knowledge to others in a Navajo context, I 
draw upon the insights of Keith Basso’s analysis of silence in a Western Apache 
community. In situations of ambiguity and uncertainty, silence becomes a 
mechanism by which participants keep inalienable knowledge from circulating, 
providing an opportunity to establish and maintain cultural distinctiveness, 
and to preserve and sustain community identity and well-being.

Weaving knowledge continues to take on additional meanings in contem-
porary life, and all the activities surrounding taboos and teachings described in 
this paper occur in the present. With fewer people who rely on weaving as a 
primary source of income or as a daily practice, for many community members 
weaving holds a prominent place as a symbol of traditional Navajo lifeways and 
of Navajo culture more generally. Whether or not they are weavers, sharing 
taboos and keeping silent with respect to certain kinds of weaving knowledge 
has become a productive way for many community members to activate and 
present aspects of their identity as Navajo people. In addition to providing 
necessary information about remaining in harmony and balance within the 
Navajo universe, it is equally important for individuals to know when and 
to whom one can pass these teachings and how to manage this information 
effectively in various social situations. The orchestration of sharing and with-
holding weaving knowledge offers individuals opportunities to display their 
command of knowledge that remains connected to valued moral and personal 
qualities, as well as aspects of tradition that have become increasingly valued 
in today’s world.

eThnographiC ConTexT

To illuminate the instrumentality of weaving taboos and teachings in this 
article, I draw upon a much broader ethnographic study that examines the 
meaningful practices related to weaving, including the circulation of weaving-
related objects and knowledge in a contemporary Navajo community. From 
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2003 to 2007, I lived and worked in St. Michaels, Arizona, conducting ethno-
graphic research on the ways in which weaving items and knowledge are used by 
a variety of people in the Navajo community—weavers, non-weavers, cultural 
specialists, and community members—in both established and novel ways.15 I 
was able to participate in and observe social life in a variety of contexts, both 
daily life and activities during special events, and conducted informal and 
formal interviews with weavers and non-weavers. I was particularly interested 
in everyday activities and ongoing conversations about weaving, finding that 
teachings and taboos are not marked for occasions for formal instruction or 
in interview settings separate from everyday talk, but most often embedded 
within friendly conversations.16

St. Michaels is located just west of Window Rock, Arizona, the capital of 
the Navajo Nation. St. Michaels is a community with more than 6,000 people; 
the wider Navajo Nation is home to more than 250,000. Located in the Four 
Corners area of the Southwest, the Navajo Nation covers more than 27,000 
square miles and is the largest Native nation within the United States. Diné 
Bikéyah, or Navajo land that extends beyond the Navajo Nation borders that 
were created by the United States government, is protected and secured by the 
four sacred mountains, encompassing a large area of land that covers much 
of the northeast quadrant of Arizona, the southeastern portion of Utah and 
southwestern area of Colorado, and the eastern side of New Mexico. Navajo 
also live on land directly outside of Navajo Nation lands, including what is 
known as the Checkerboard area in western New Mexico, the bordering towns 
of Gallup and Farmington, and a few satellite Navajo communities. Many 
have ties to Albuquerque, Flagstaff, Tucson, and Phoenix, nearby metropolitan 
areas where there are more opportunities for employment, higher education, 
and urban life.

This geographic area contains a Navajo social organization that is still based 
on extended family and strong matrilineal ties, but is also flexible. Navajo social 
organization is largely centered on matrilineality and matrilocal residence; that 
is, living situations are often composed of extended family units with a grand-
mother, a mother, and her children. Anthropologists who have worked with 
Navajo people sometimes use the word camp to describe these arrangements. 
Individuals can also live with their nálí, their paternal grandmother and grand-
father, or move into nuclear family households. This flexibility is evident in my 
own research experience. Many people live near their mother, but others live 
in separate households, such as Window Rock housing, or move to cities such 
as Albuquerque or Phoenix, either temporarily or on a more permanent basis. 
Still, ties with one’s maternal and paternal kin remain strong, and it is through 
these primary relationships that many Navajo learn how to weave, and where 
the transmission and exchange of weaving knowledge most commonly occurs.
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In economic terms, community members are a part of the predominant 
mixed subsistence pattern associated with Navajo society, in which a variety 
of economic opportunities and resources are utilized. Most households receive 
income from multiple sources, including full-time employment by the Navajo 
Nation in nearby Window Rock, in local hospitals and schools, part-time 
waged work at local stores and restaurants, and various forms of public assis-
tance. To varying degrees St. Michaels residents are also a part of the wider 
national economic landscape. Most St. Michaels families have several family 
members who work seasonally or year-round in nearby cities and border 
towns, places where professional jobs as well as employment in construction 
and the service sector are more readily available than in more remote areas of 
the Navajo Nation.

The production and sale of arts and crafts, such as jewelry and weaving, 
remain an important complementary economic resource for households, and 
for a few weavers, it is their primary source of income. While there are no 
exact figures on the number of weavers in the community or within the Navajo 
Nation, at the time I conducted ethnographic fieldwork, I found that there was 
at least one person who wove within each extended household. The opportu-
nity for the trade of textiles continues to expand, particularly with the growth 
of virtual marketplaces such as eBay and weavers’ personal websites. Still, 
the majority of weavers with whom I consulted exhibit and sell their woven 
work in nearby trading posts, shops in border towns, occasionally at weaving 
auctions, and for a few, in art galleries in nearby urban centers.

Weaving remains a key symbol: it embodies in material form notions of 
tradition and culture held by both Navajo and non-Navajo consumers, and 
this association with “authentic” lifeways often translates into an increase in 
market value. This enduring link between weaving and notions of authenticity 
and tradition, I argue, makes knowledge such as the taboos and teachings asso-
ciated with weaving increasingly valuable today.

Keeping TeaChingS

There are certain stories, songs, and other forms of knowledge associated 
with weaving that do not circulate widely or freely within the community. 
The restricted flow of this information is tied to its inalienability. In the case I 
present here, I purposely do not circulate the content of inalienable knowledge, 
instead focusing on its navigation and management by Navajo people. Often 
this knowledge is considered to have a level of inalienability that is inherently 
powerful and cosmologically authenticated. All weaving skills and knowledge 
are said to originate with Spiderwoman, the Holy Person most associated with 
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weaving. Sacred weaving teachings can include stories about Spiderwoman, 
creation stories, and some of the meanings of looms and tools and the stories 
about them. Weaving songs and spinning songs also belong to this category, 
and are to be passed to those in the family who will be responsible caretakers 
of them. Transmission usually occurs as individuals are learning how to weave, 
through storytelling, and on special occasions, such as during the Kinaaldá, or 
female puberty ceremony.17

Stories and teaching that are considered inalienable are inextricably tied 
to the Diyin Diné and to the origin stories that are, in part, what is under-
stood by many to define and constitute Navajo as a distinct group of people. 
Taboos are purposely made by the Holy People, but then are detached from 
them to circulate freely. In contrast, it is understood that certain sacred stories 
and teachings are eternally connected to the Diyin Diné and as such, are 
distinctively Navajo manifestations. Community members draw upon this 
cosmologically authenticated, inalienable knowledge to align themselves with 
prized cultural forms and expressions that articulate key aspects of Navajo 
identity. From the perspective of many Navajo people, weaving teachings and 
stories are also inalienable because they are forms of knowledge that are living 
and powerful. Sacred knowledge is not only a resource for persons to live well, 
but also an animating source for the cosmos that requires reciprocal care in 
order to provide sustenance and abundance for all living things.

For some, knowledge is understood as a powerful possession that may 
belong to a person, a family, or to Navajo people in general. If knowledge makes 
one strong and powerful, giving knowledge to another may in effect be giving 
strength or power away, so a person may withhold information for personal 
protection.18 Alternatively, allowing these valuable teachings to circulate freely 
to “just anyone” can be understood as disrespectful to the Holy Ones. There 
are community members who assert that all knowledge is made by the Holy 
People to circulate, and that no one person, group, or family beyond the Holy 
People can claim ownership over it. Johnson Dennison, a Navajo healer and a 
cultural educator in many settings, explains this view of knowledge:

It’s all carried through, it’s all carried through oral stories, so it’s just, just goes 
through. I mean, one person knows it and then that person dies and then the next 
person knows it so in that way there’s no permanent—knowledge, of one person, it 
just carries on . . . It belonged to whoever started that—our forefathers. And then, 
then they taught us to live in this society so they gave it to us. Now, it’s not ours, 
we’re just keeping it. To the next generation then we just give it to them, then we 
die off. . . . So this knowledge is like that. Our ceremonies just carry on. So the 
keepers, these temporary keepers, it doesn’t stay permanent . . . knowledge is to 
be shared, like, like, planting, of pumpkins. Then it comes up and it grows. But it 
doesn’t stay but it grows, all different directions. So in that way, the produce, of, of 
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the plant will have many. So knowledge is like that, you just plant it and then it 
grows, different directions.19

Mr. Dennison presents weaving teachings as being cultural forms that are fluid 
and dynamic, made with the intention of being shared rather than kept. In this 
sense, people become only recipients or carriers of this knowledge and skill, 
not owners of it.

One of the ways that participants protect certain kinds of information from 
circulating widely is through strategic acts of silence. Keith Basso studied the 
role of silence in a Western Apache community, finding that in certain social 
situations intentional acts of silence become powerful forms of communica-
tion: “the absence of verbal communication is associated with social situations 
in which the status of local participants is ambiguous . . . keeping silent among 
the Western Apache is a response to uncertainty and unpredictability in social 
relations.”20 Basso’s insights resonate strongly with my ethnographic find-
ings about the circulation of inalienable weaving knowledge. In the Navajo 
community where I worked, silence becomes an effective means for assessing 
social relationships and the social status of others, particularly if these are 
unclear. Because inalienable knowledge often remains firmly connected to 
valued cultural practices and personal qualities, silence prevents the transfer 
of inalienable weaving knowledge when the moral or personal character of 
the person receiving this knowledge is in question, or if the intentions of the 
person and how they may use this knowledge is unknown or in doubt. This 
careful management of knowledge in uncertain situations is understood as 
essential to maintain knowledge with levels of inalienability.

The silence that surrounds weaving stories and teachings most commonly 
occurs because this type of knowledge is to be shared only between certain 
persons at particular times. One weaver, for instance, told me that she never 
“gives away” the teachings of weaving to anyone outside of her family. When 
she was young, her nálí, or paternal grandmother, taught her how to weave 
and told her never to share stories and teachings with anyone other than 
with responsible members of her family. Another example from my field-
work further illustrates this point. I was shopping with a weaver at the local 
grocery store when we met another weaver in passing. After we shook hands 
and greeted each other, the weaver with whom I was shopping began to talk 
to the other weaver about her weavings. Suddenly she stopped, saying, “Oh, 
I shouldn’t be talking about this,” and quickly changed the subject. Later I 
asked her about this moment, and she told me that she was taught not to talk 
about weaving too much to others outside of the family; to do so would be 
dangerous and disrespectful of her family’s teachings.
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The changing nature of my own position within this community evidences 
perhaps the most illustrative example of silence about weaving stories. When 
I first began my fieldwork, community members were reluctant to share any 
weaving stories or teachings with me, except for taboos. When I asked weavers 
and non-weavers questions about weaving teachings or when it was known 
that the subject of my research centered on weaving, I was often met with 
silence. At the beginning of my stay, conversations about weaving would often 
come to a screeching halt as I entered a room. However, over several years I 
had established myself within the community, and weavers and non-weavers 
began to tell me more guarded knowledge, including many of the same people 
who earlier had been hesitant to share information with me. My ambiguous 
status as a non-Navajo, an anthropologist, and a newcomer, undoubtedly 
influenced many community members to use silence to protect certain kinds 
of information. It was only after relationships were established, when my 
intentions for doing fieldwork were known, and when people had had a chance 
to judge my moral and personal character, that certain weaving stories were 
shared with me.

Most importantly, the willingness to share these stories only occurred after 
it was clear to others that I knew the inalienable nature of such knowledge, 
and that I too would keep it from circulating widely as well. It was necessary 
that I become educated in local modes of circulating inalienable knowledge 
and the cultural patrimony that shape personal and community identities and 
well-being.

Sharing TeaChingS

In contrast to the restricted flow of more inalienable knowledge, other weaving 
teachings are made to circulate widely and freely, serving as an important 
source for the social transmission of moral lessons, valued personal char-
acteristics, and the performance of culture. Like taboos, these teachings are 
conceptualized as alienable, knowledge created to be shared and to align all 
persons to esteemed personal qualities and behaviors. Teachings blend practical 
advice, personal or family experience, and traditional stories. One of the most 
common and venerable teachings—and a teaching that is most often linked 
to weaving—is what I refer to as the “hand teaching,” a lesson that through 
the movement of one’s hands teaches about morality and character, and about 
acquiring material objects, a sense of security, and personal well-being.

The basis for the hand teaching is rooted in Navajo cosmology. In the 
Navajo language, human beings are Bíla’ashdla’ii, literally those with five 
fingers. As the noun suggests, hands and fingers are central to Navajo 
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conceptions of persons; beings are human through the commonality of having 
five-fingered hands. Because hands and fingers are thought to be made by the 
Holy People, many consider them to be holy instruments, purposely created 
and given to the Bíla’ashdla’ii, Five-Fingered people, for their survival. Hands 
and fingers, and the stories or teachings associated with them, can provide 
humans with what they need to live. There are many occasions when people 
want to share their knowledge of the importance of hands and fingers and 
demonstrate to others their familiarity with the social and personal benefits 
of this teaching. The exchange of this knowledge can occur through formal 
instruction in educational settings and also during other formal and informal 
occasions, including community-wide celebrations, ceremonies, and family 
get-togethers. They are most frequently heard within the fabric of everyday 
life, as in the following example shared with me one day by Rose,21 an elder 
in the community:

My mother always used to tell us, with these hands, you make money, you will 
have money if you take care of these hands. That is what they are there for, and 
use them when you are young, because like me with my finger [showing me her 
arthritic middle finger], you never know how long you can use them to make 
money. I tell my grandchildren that, but some of them are so lazy. I taught my 
children and my grandchildren about using your hands, because you can always 
use them, you have your hands to make jewelry, weaving, to survive, and you will 
never be hungry.22

The teaching from her mother that Rose described instills a particular type 
of cultural knowledge that instructs persons to implement this lesson in one’s 
own life, guiding personal behavior towards productivity rather than laziness. 
Rose explicitly relates this teaching to weaving. Weaving knowledge and skill 
given by the Diyin Diné are brought to life through weavers’ hands as they 
weave. In return for implementing this life teaching and being productive, 
weavers create something that can bring support and material goods to them-
selves and their family. Rose now shares her mother’s teaching to instruct and 
align her children and grandchildren to valued qualities and behaviors.

I heard many others reference this particular teaching and the importance 
placed on hands.23 A conversation with Lilly led me to see how the hand 
teaching often passes down from one generation to the next. As with many 
Navajo women I have met who are in their seventies and eighties, Lilly is adept 
at so many things that it is hard to keep track. She is an expert jewelry maker, 
weaver, seamstress, cook, and is knowledgable about traditional ways. On one 
occasion I was able to tape-record the significance of hands for Lilly when she 
told me a story that her mother often told her:
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And then my mother says, used to say, “if you are so lazy, your hand would be a 
little pussyfoot, round, you know, it’s just round, you don’t do much with that. 
But what you have at the end of your arm is a hand fingers. Now those fingers 
will allow you, its money, its material things that is a necessity to get along so you 
could have a decent shirt, and you know, things like that. And then you know you 
don’t go hungry. You’re not hungry, because you . . . what you get out of it is your 
livelihood.”24

Dee, a spry fifty-year-old woman, also equates round hands with laziness. One 
day she said to me, “‘you learn a lot with your hands,” and “you can tell a lot 
about a person with their hands.” She spoke about how elders often make a 
point of seeing if your hands are hard and calloused when you shake hands 
with them. This indicates to them that you work a lot. She continued to 
remark that the last three fingers for the Navajo are very important. “They are 
what feed you,” she said, and these fingers are to be adorned with jewelry to 
display their beauty. Making her hand like a ball, she said that people who can’t 
do things have bila’ iljool (rounded hands). Dee continued to tell me that if a 
person can’t or doesn’t want to work with their hands, they just become people 
with rounded fingers and become lazy.25

The notion of acquiring material wealth and personal well-being through 
the movement of one’s hands as one works is an important teaching for many 
Navajo people and one that has been told for generations, instructing persons 
to implement this lesson in their own life and guiding personal behavior toward 
productivity and away from idleness. When I asked community members for 
Navajo sayings about the importance of hands and fingers, they explained that 
it is often expressed as bee azáa’ hadiltsod (with your hands you feed yourself, 
you put food to your mouth with your hands). All of these accounts of this 
teaching underscore the centrality of hands and fingers in acquiring material 
things necessary to live—hands literally and figuratively feed you and your 
family. The act of weaving exemplifies this lesson.

The hand teaching circulates in a range of social contexts. In the Miss 
Navajo pageant, for example, contestants draw upon teachings to make visible 
to the audience their competence in Navajo ways of life as they perform their 
traditional skills onstage. While presenting her weaving skills to the audience 
during the 2005 pageant, a contestant quoted a teaching of her mother when 
discussing the importance of hands: “my mother says, ‘the palm of your hands 
has a lot of money in it,’ she says to us. ‘Why are you just sitting around? 
The money is just slipping out of your hands, why don’t you start a loom [a 
weaving]? From where are you going to get money?’” More than a tool for 
socializing others, here the hand teaching becomes a way to perform culture. 
The contestant strengthens her candidacy as a viable Miss Navajo by showing 
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the audience and judges that her attachments to weaving knowledge extend 
beyond mechanics and technique, to a teaching that encapsulates fundamental 
ideas that have become core expressions of Navajo identity.

Sharing TabooS

“There are a lot of teachings that go with weaving,” Alice tells me, as we sit on 
her couch and I watch her spindle swirl. “My mother taught me a lot about 
the dos and don’ts with weaving.”26 The taboos of weaving circulate widely and 
are considered to be alienable, able to be shared because they are intended to 
be used to guide all the Nihookáá Diné (Earth Surface People) toward the 
proper handling and use of weaving objects and practices. Both weavers and 
non-weavers in the community are familiar with many weaving taboos, and 
will share their knowledge of them freely with others, including non-kindred 
individuals. Taboos are most commonly heard when a tabooed act is about to 
occur, primarily in order to prevent the improper and potentially dangerous 
behavior from occurring. They are also shared when individuals learn to weave 
and, more generally, in everyday conversations about weaving.

Weaving taboos appear in the form of straightforward yet vivid direc-
tives—never to weave during a storm out of respect to lightning, and to cover 
a loom at night to avoid malevolent forces from entering the woven piece, for 
example—and are sometimes followed by an explanation of what might occur 
if the taboo is broken. For instance, weaving during a storm can cause blind-
ness or will bring danger or sickness to the weaver and her family. Because 
lightning and nighttime are thought of as inherently powerful and poten-
tially dangerous, the weaver actively protects herself from negative effects by 
following these taboos.

It is important to note that, as with other weaving practices, weavers’ opin-
ions and restrictions associated with weaving vary greatly. In my research, 
while the majority of weavers and non-weavers knew weaving taboos, some 
did not follow the teachings because they did not believe in them at all, and 
suggested that they were just “superstitions” and not relevant in “today’s world.” 
Yet in the context of ongoing social life many of these same people would 
share their knowledge of taboos with others, particularly when tabooed activi-
ties were about to occur. Others believed in some, but not all, weaving taboos, 
and others followed all of the restrictions they knew. Many knew both the 
restriction and the outcome if the taboo was not followed, while others knew 
only that one should follow these teachings to avoid bahadzid (danger).27 My 
primary interest is not whether the weaver follows taboos or believes them to 
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be true, but rather the continuing circulation of these taboos by weavers and 
non-weavers within the community where I worked.

Weavers often say that taboos were followed “without thinking about it” or 
“just in case they turned out to be true.” At the same time, community members 
are aware of taboos’ deeper link to Navajo cosmology and core philosophical 
principles. At this level of abstraction, taboos are a part of the wider social 
order that highlights reciprocity and relations between individuals, ancestors, 
and the cosmos. Individuals follow taboos to enhance and fulfill cosmological 
relations that will ensure harmony and health. According to traditional Navajo 
teachings, a person is to know and act appropriately to prevent things from 
affecting oneself, and to maintain hózh  and a state of abundant harmony, 
balance, order, and beauty. Improper acts, done knowingly or not, can create 
imbalance, problems, and illness for oneself. If one knows how to act correctly 
and behaves properly, then one has less of a chance of disrupting a state of 
hózh . Proper and improper behavior are to be learned through teachings and 
stories—including taboos—that an individual hears throughout his or her 
lifetime, and which are understood as gifts given by cosmological beings, the 
Diyin Diné (Holy People) to the Earth Surface People to maintain hózh . If 
one does not act according to these teachings, such negative consequences as 
disharmony or sickness can result.28

Yet the Holy People equally need Earth Surface People to participate in 
these exchanges through daily and ritual practices so that they perpetuate 
and restore hózh  in the universe. In doing so, Navajo people give reciprocal 
returns to the Holy People as they implement these teachings in their daily 
lives.29 Robert Johnson, a cultural educator who works for the Navajo Nation 
Museum in Window Rock, describes the role taboos play in this reciprocal 
exchange between the weaver and the wider cosmos:

There are even “dos and don’ts” when you’re about to be done with your weaving. 
The last string that you’re going to go through, if the sun goes down on you, then 
that’s where you just pick up an ash and make a mark there. Until the next day, 
the sun comes up, then you finish it. There are a lot of stories that go with it. . . . 
So I guess what they were saying was all these things were how you do it, and 
whatever you do to this rug weaving, that’s going to be your life and that’s going to 
be your history, and that’s going to be your health. So if you do the “dos and the 
don’ts”—and if you do it correctly, it will not affect you. But if you do it differently, 
then it’s going to affect your body . . . so those kinds of teachings, all of them—it 
is a matter of respect.30

The enactment of taboos brings to life the cosmological exchanges and rela-
tionships that are understood as essential for weaving success. And by sharing 
their knowledge of weaving taboos with others, participants thereby articulate 
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their alignment to these ideas and bring additional people into this continuous 
cycle of reciprocal exchange with the Diyin Diné.

Taboos also express the social ties that connect weavers to other animate 
or powerful beings associated with weaving. So many weaving taboos circulate 
today that a full-length scholarly study is warranted.31 Most taboos address 
and direct the weaver toward (1) respecting weaving knowledge, objects, and 
process; (2) avoiding dangerous or malevolent forces; and (3) attending to the 
relationships that exist between the weaver and weaving objects. Taboos about 
weaving a Yé’ii bicheii, or a Navajo Holy Person, within a textile, exemplify 
the main features of each of these restrictions above. For instance, one of the 
most commonly heard Yé’ii bicheii weaving taboos states that the weaver is not 
to weave a Yé’ii figure until he or she has had a certain ceremony in order to 
protect herself, for the act of bringing such a powerful figure into representa-
tional form outside of a ceremonial context could endanger the weaver forever. 
To maintain hózh  while weaving a Yé’ii, the weaver is first to be “sung over” 
within a particular ceremony. This is most commonly performed by a medi-
cine man for the purposes of affirming and reinvesting in reciprocal relations 
that exist between the weaver, the Holy People, and the wider social universe, 
relationships that bring balance and harmony to the weaver and her family. By 
following this one taboo, the weaver is able to show respect for the weaving 
process, avoid dangerous or unhealthy outcomes, and reinvest in connections.

Sharing one’s knowledge of Yé’ii restrictions are a way of using taboos 
to enhance social relationships. This is apparent in a story told by Angie, a 
weaving instructor at a local college, who once shared with the class an expe-
rience her mother had when she had not followed a weaving taboo. Angie’s 
mother, who had been blessed or initiated to weave Yé’ii bicheii textiles, did 
not finish weaving the entire right side of a Yé’ii, always to be complete by 
sundown. The next morning she woke up with terrible pains on her right 
side. She realized her pain was a result of not finishing the Yé’ii figure, for the 
right side of the Yé’ii bicheii was left unfinished overnight. Eventually her pain 
went away as she finished the figure in her weaving. To this day she has never 
started a Yé’ii without finishing it by nightfall, Angie said.32

By telling this story Angie manages to do several things. First, she provides 
students with knowledge of the Yé’ii bicheii taboo that articulates the proper 
behaviors for the weaver to follow to ensure the continuation of reciprocal 
relations with the Holy People, relations that bring both individual well-
being and weaving success. Second, she gives students tangible examples that 
reveal the unfolding course of events and the consequences if this taboo is not 
followed. And third, by using the lived experience of her mother as an example, 
Angie demonstrates her familiarity with weaving knowledge to students of the 
class. In these newer weaving contexts outside of the home, such as a college 
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classroom, the instructor uses a compelling example of what happens when 
a taboo is broken, drawing upon her own background and connection to 
traditional ways. This exchange of weaving knowledge to her students, in turn, 
strengthens her role as a teacher and illustrates her breadth of understanding 
and command of traditional knowledge in a nontraditional context.

Interestingly, despite the fact that weaving a Yé’ii bicheii figure into a textile 
is now a very common, and, for the most part, sanctioned practice, taboos 
associated with weaving Yé’ii, such as the one described above, continue to be 
the most frequently shared weaving restrictions heard in everyday life. And 
while practices associated with weaving Yé’ii bicheii may be changing, the 
content of these taboos remains virtually unchanged. This, in turn, contrib-
utes to the shifting role taboos now play in social life. The timeless quality of 
weaving taboos is what allows individuals—weavers and non-weavers alike— 
now to use taboos to indicate their alignment with core principles in Navajo 
thought, to present their knowledge of traditional ways to others even as those 
practices may be changing.

ConCluSion

Using notions of reciprocity and inalienability, I have examined the many 
ways that community members share and prevent from circulating certain 
kinds of weaving knowledge. Weaving stories and teachings must circulate 
and be protected: they must be shared with others to guide and align persons 
to valued practices, and they must be protected to maintain their inalienable 
status as powerful knowledge, as cultural patrimony, and as connected to 
the cosmological realm. Weaving taboos and the “hand teaching” continue to 
circulate widely, serving as guides for appropriate behavior, to instill moral and 
personal character, and foster reciprocal relations between various beings in 
the Navajo universe. In contrast, some of the most sacred stories and teach-
ings considered as inalienable may be kept out of wider circulation purposely, 
through strategic acts of silence. In both circulation and silence, taboos and 
teachings are anchored in culturally specific understandings about weaving 
knowledge and the role of reciprocity more generally.

This circulation and silence also reveal the powerful place of weaving 
knowledge today, its ability to be a source for a variety of social activities 
that help define and sustain community life. Navajo people carefully circulate 
this information among those deemed responsible enough to be recipients 
and caretakers. And the very act of sharing and keeping, in turn, provides an 
opportunity for community members to display their expertise in what social 
knowledge should and should not be exchanged. Perhaps most importantly, 
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these exchanges vividly demonstrate that weaving taboos and teachings remain 
firmly in the hands of Navajo people, who are actively drawing upon their 
aesthetic knowledge—and adding new layers of significance and meaning—to 
participate in the circulation of ideas that are shaping community identity today.
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