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Chair:  Paul J Magnarella  
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In the last decade, there has been a movement on the Tohono O’odham Nation (TON) to 

revitalize traditional foods as a bioregional response to high rates of diabetes.  This research was 

conducted on and around the TON from July 2004 to December 2006.  Methods included 

participant observation and semi-structured interviews with TON members (N=48) and non-

TON members associated with regional food production (N=7).  These interviews add 

quantitative and qualitative data to research and efforts to revitalize the TON’s traditional food 

system.  Tohono O’odham perceive a variety of foods to be traditional, from pre-Contact foods 

gathered, grown and hunted in the desert to contemporary Pan-Indian foods such as fry bread and 

Indian tacos.  In total 133 responses were recorded, 31 responses were significant and 7 

particularly significant.  There were large differences between young adult (20-39 years old) and 

elder (over 60) perceptions of traditional foods.  These differences suggest a further decline in 

knowledge and consumption of pre-Contact traditional foods.     

There is currently an unmet demand for traditional foods on the TON.  The major factors 

that limit traditional food consumption are lack of both convenience and availability.  Safety 

during traditional food collection and cost were other factors which limited an individual’s 
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ability to access traditional foods.  Tohono O’odham individuals cite health-related issues 

coupled with tradition-preservation as the main reasons why they currently consume traditional 

foods.  Most respondents reported that they had collected and grown traditional foods in the past, 

but currently only 25% collect and only 11% grow traditional foods.    

Through an examination of US and global food security policy and food delivery systems 

coupled with an historical analysis of transitions in Tohono O’odham food systems; this research 

explores dimensions of food insecurity on the Tohono O’odham Nation.  This research suggests 

policy recommendations as a means to more effectively support the revitalization of Tohono 

O’odham food systems.  This research suggests and develops the traditional food security 

concept as a means to empower communities, such as the Tohono O’odham, which are 

struggling with diseases of affluence and community degradation.    



 

CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION  

“Tell me what you eat and I’ll tell you who you are.” (from the French) and “You are 

what you eat” (from the German) (Messer 1984).  Food, in all of its manifestations and 

meanings, ranks third behind air and water for meeting the imperative needs of our species, 

shelter or security is arguably the fourth essential need. The twinning of food and security in 

international and US policy has heretofore been primarily concerned with the movement of food 

surpluses across boundaries, be they political, economic or moral. The concept of ‘food security’ 

continues to be re-conceptualized by NGOs, governmental and international bodies.  At the heart 

of the various instruments for measuring food security is the notion that everyone has access to 

foods that will maintain and perhaps enhance their health.   

My research argues for an expansion of the food security concept to more holistically 

address the growing incidence of diseases of affluence, particularly type 2 diabetes, by 

examining community food revitalization efforts on the Tohono O'odham Nation in southern 

Arizona.  The current international and U.S. definitions and concepts of food security will first 

be discussed.  This will be followed by sections on: diseases of affluence, food security in lieu of 

increasing incidence of dietary diseases, literature review, goals of the research, research 

approvals and methods of gathering data and finally limitations to this study.        

Food Security Law and Policy  

   The UN standard definition of food security is the Rome Declaration on Food Security, a 

product of the 1996 World Food Summit.  According to the Rome Declaration, “Food security 

exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.”  

This food security conceptualization considers that adequate food must be not only produced but 
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also distributed.  This definition allows for a consideration of the preferences of people as 

individuals to access foods according to their preferences so that they can live active and healthy 

lives.  It allows for a qualitative, if partial, discussion of what food security means for differently 

situated individuals.  This definition in itself fails to specifically account for cultural factors in 

determining food consumption at the household and community level, however there are several 

sections within the Rome Declaration on Food Security which expand the notion of food security 

beyond the individual, to situate food security with indigenous peoples’ approaches to economic 

and social development and utilization of traditional foods.1  The Rome Declaration on Food 

Security, like other international policy statements, conventions and declarations offers a broad 

                                                 
1 Specifically within the Rome Declaration on Food Security the following sections expand the food security 
concept to specifically address food security for indigenous peoples: Objective 1.1 of the Rome Declaration on Food 
Security states,  

To prevent and resolve conflicts peacefully and create a stable political environment, through respect for all 
human rights and fundamental freedoms, democracy, a transparent and effective legal framework, 
transparent and accountable governance and administration in all public and private national and 
international institutions, and effective and equal participation of all people, at all levels, in decisions and 
actions that affect their food security. To this end, governments, in partnership, as appropriate, with all 
actors of civil society, will where not already accomplished…(d) Recognize and support indigenous people 
and their communities in their pursuit of economic and social development, with full respect for their 
identity, traditions, forms of social organization and cultural values."   

Objective 2.3 of the Rome Declaration on Food Security states, 

To ensure that food supplies are safe, physically and economically accessible, appropriate and adequate to 
meet the energy and nutrient needs of the population.  To this end, governments, in partnership with all 
actors of civil society, as appropriate, will…(c) “Encourage, where appropriate, the production and use of 
culturally appropriate, traditional and underutilized food crops, including grains, oilseeds, pulses, root 
crops, fruits and vegetables, promoting home and, where appropriate, school gardens and urban agriculture, 
using sustainable technologies, and encourage the sustainable utilization of unused or underutilized fish 
resources.” 

Objective 3.1 of the Rome Declaration on Food Security states,  

To pursue, through participatory means, sustainable, intensified and diversified food production, increasing 
productivity, efficiency, safety gains, pest control and reduced wastes and losses, taking fully into account 
the need to sustain natural resources.  To this end, governments, in partnership with all actors of civil 
society, and with the support of international institutions, will, as appropriate…(b) ) Promote policies and 
programmes which encourage appropriate input technologies, farming techniques, and other sustainable 
methods, such as organic farming, to assist farming operations to become profitable, with the goal of 
reducing environmental degradation, while creating financial resources within the farming operation; such 
programmes should, when relevant, build upon farmers' own experiences and indigenous knowledge.  

 18



 

normative framework within which governments may act “as appropriate” to implement such 

policies at the State level.  Hence although the Rome Declaration on Food Security addresses 

several aspects of food security for indigenous peoples, however the extent to which these are 

implemented is left to the discretion of individual States within which the indigenous 

communities must continually negotiate degrees of “appropriate” autonomy and access to 

resources.  The Rome Declaration on Food Security also cites other international human rights 

(UN Convention on the Rights of the Child2 and the International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights3) and environmental instruments4 as imperative to confront challenges to the 

                                                 
2 Objective 1.4 of the Rome Declaration on Food Security states, 

To encourage national solidarity and provide equal opportunities for all, at all levels, in social, economic 
and political life, particularly in respect of vulnerable and disadvantaged groups and persons.  To this end, 
governments, in partnership with all actors of civil society, will, as appropriate…(d) Give special attention 
to promoting and protecting the interests and needs of the child, particularly the girl child, in food security 
programmes, consistent with the World Summit for Children - Convention on the Rights of the Child, New 
York 1990.  

3 Objective 7.4 of the Rome Declaration on Food Security states, 

To clarify the content of the right to adequate food and the fundamental right of everyone to be free from 
hunger, as stated in the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and other relevant 
international and regional instruments, and to give particular attention to implementation and full and 
progressive realization of this right as a means of achieving food security for all. To this end, governments, 
in partnership with all actors of civil society, will, as appropriate…(a) Make every effort to implement the 
provisions of Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (the 
Covenant) and relevant provisions of other international and regional instruments. 

4 Objective 3.2 of the Rome Declaration on Food Security states,  

To combat environmental threats to food security, in particular, drought and desertification, pests, erosion 
of biological diversity, and degradation of land and aquatic-based natural resources, restore and rehabilitate 
the natural resource base, including water and watersheds, in depleted and overexploited areas to achieve 
greater production. To this end, governments, in partnership with all actors of civil society, and with the 
support of international institutions, will, as appropriate…(j) Promote early ratification and implementation 
of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in Countries Experiencing Serious Drought 
and/or Desertification, Particularly in Africa, 1994, and implement the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
1992, the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, 1987, and the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, 1992. 
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realization of food security.  The UN Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) also addresses 

food security at the genetic level.5     

Although there is not an internationally recognized definition of the right to food agreed to 

by all States,6 human rights instruments have offered varying degrees of commitment to food 

security for differently situated individuals and groups of people.  These instruments include not 

only the aforementioned International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights7 but 

                                                 
5 The three objectives of the 1992 CBD according to Article 1 are,  

the conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of its components and the fair and equitable 
sharing of the benefits arising out of the utilization of genetic resources, including by appropriate access to 
genetic resources and by appropriate use of its technologies, taking into account all rights over those 
resources and technologies, and by appropriate funding.   

According to Article 15(1) of the CBD States have sovereign rights over their resources and thus they control access 
to genetic resources through national legislation.  Thus, the authority to control access is not guaranteed to local 
communities or indigenous peoples by the CBD, but this power may be granted to a community where a genetic 
resource is found.  Under the CBD it is ultimately the State which will decide on a fair appropriation of the reward 
between the government and the ‘its’ indigenous peoples.  However, the CBD does provide some guidelines in 
Article 8, which states that,  

Each Contracting Party shall, as far as possible and appropriate: (j) Subject to its national legislation, 
respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local 
communities embodying traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of 
biological diversity and promote their wider application with the approval and involvement of the 
holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and encourage the equitable sharing of the 
benefits arising from the utilization of such knowledge, innovations and practices. 

By prefacing Article 8(j), with ‘as far as possible and appropriate’ the CBD does not require Contracting Parties to 
make any concessions to indigenous and local communities.  Options to implement article 8(j) include granting 
rights to indigenous or local communities that may include: the right to control physical access and the right to 
control subsequent use of genetic resources (Glowka 1998).  According to Glowka (1998:15), 

the explicit guarantee of these rights will help individuals and communities maintain their knowledge, 
innovations and practices, clarify rights over access and benefits sharing and help insure that those who 
profit from using their knowledge and innovations share equitably and fairly the benefits from that use. 

6 For the Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Mr. Jean Ziegler,  

[T]he right to food is the right to have regular, permanent and unrestricted access, either directly or by 
means of financial purchases, to quantitatively and qualitatively adequate and sufficient food corresponding 
to the cultural traditions of the people to which the consumer belongs, and which ensure a physical and 
mental, individual and collective, fulfilling and dignified life free of fear (Special Rapporteur on the right to 
food 2007).  

7 Article 1(2) of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states, 
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also the Declaration on the Right to Development8 and the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights.9  The recently adopted UN Declarations on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples also 

addresses aspects of food security.10  

                                                                                                                                                             
All peoples may, for their own ends, freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources without prejudice to 
any obligations arising out of international economic co-operation based upon the principle of mutual benefit, 
and international law. In no case may a people be deprived of its own means of subsistence.  

Article 11 of the ICESCR states,  

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to an adequate standard 
of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the 
continuous improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure 
the realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the essential importance of international co-
operation based on free consent. 

2. The States Parties to the present Covenant, recognizing the fundamental right of everyone to be free 
from hunger, shall take, individually and through international co-operation, the measures, including 
specific programmes, which are needed:  

(a) To improve methods of production, conservation and distribution of food by making full use of 
technical and scientific knowledge, by disseminating knowledge of the principles of nutrition and by 
developing or reforming agrarian systems in such a way as to achieve the most efficient 
development and utilization of natural resources;  

(b) Taking into account the problems of both food-importing and food-exporting countries, to 
ensure an equitable distribution of world food supplies in relation to need.  

8 Article 8(1) of the Declaration on the Right to Development states, 

States should undertake, at the national level, all necessary measures for the realization of the right to 
development and shall ensure, inter alia, equality of opportunity for all in their access to basic resources, 
education, health services, food, housing, employment and the fair distribution of income….Appropriate 
economic and social reforms should be carried out with the view to eradicating all social injustices.  

9 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25(1) states,  

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for health and well-being of himself and his family, 
including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security 
in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in 
circumstances beyond his control. 

10 The following articles of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People address food 
security: Article 20 states,  
 

1. Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain and develop their political, economic and social systems or 
institutions, to be secure in the enjoyment of their own means of subsistence and development, and to 
engage freely in all their traditional and other economic activities. 
 
2. Indigenous peoples deprived of their means of subsistence and development are entitled to just and fair 
redress. 
 

Article 26 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People states: 
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These international conceptualizations of food security are adapted “as appropriate” by the 

United States.  One operational definition for measuring food security in the United States was 

formulated by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) (Nord et al. 2004).  

According to the USDA food security is, “access, at all times, to enough food for an active, 

healthy life for all household members” (Nord et al. 2004).  By utilizing this definition the 

USDA determined that, “Many U.S. households have consistent, dependable access to enough 

food for active, healthy living – they are food secure” (Nord et al. 2004).  According to the 

United States Agency for International Cooperation and Development (USAID) food security is, 

“When all people at all times have both physical and economic access to sufficient food to meet 

their dietary needs for a productive and healthy life” (USAID 1992).11  

The current food security policy of the United States both nationally, through the USDA, 

and internationally, through the USAID, focuses primarily on quantitative measures of food 

security in terms of physical and economic access to enough foods without consideration of 

                                                                                                                                                             
 

1. Indigenous peoples have the right to the lands, territories and resources which they have traditionally 
owned, occupied or otherwise used or acquired. 

 
Article 29 states,  
 

3. States shall also take effective measures to ensure, as needed, that programmes for monitoring, 
maintaining and restoring the health of indigenous peoples, as developed and implemented by the peoples 
affected by such materials, are duly implemented. 

 
11 The USAID policy determination (USAID 1992) lists the four previous international and national definitions that 
were utilized in the formulation of the USAID definition of food security:     
 

1. "Access by all people at all times to enough food for an active, healthy life." (World Bank). 
 
2. "All people at all times have both physical and economic access to the basic food they need." (FAO 
Committee on World Food Security) 
 
3. "Access by all people at all times to sufficient food and nutrition for a healthy and productive life." (The 
Agricultural Trade Development and Assistance Act of 1990 {P.L.480})                                                                                      
 
4. "When all people at all times have access to sufficient food to meet their dietary needs for a productive 
and healthy life." (USAID Bureau for Africa, 1986) 
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actual household utilization of these foods or psychological and cultural values attached to food 

consumption and preparation.  The current US President, George W. Bush, reflects the food 

security policy of the US in his speeches.  In his address to the Future Farmers of America on 

July 27, 2001, he noted the high importance of producing enough food to feed people in the 

United States and linked this to national security and freedom from international pressure (Office 

of the Press Secretary 2001).  He stated: 

It's important for our nation to build -- to grow foodstuffs, to feed our people.  Can you 
imagine a country that was unable to grow enough food to feed the people?  It would be a 
nation that would be subject to international pressure.  It would be a nation at risk. And so 
when we're talking about American agriculture, we're really talking about a national 
security issue (Office of the Press Secretary 2001). 

This concern over the relationship between food security and national security by the 

President is obvious considering that the United States has utilized food as a weapon; perhaps the 

most notable example of this is the embargo on Cuba.  The Cuban embargo has forced individual 

families and the Cuban government to make due with fewer ties to global circuits of food 

production and distribution (see Funes et al. 2002).  This has led to an increase in the number of 

policies, programs and measures to enhance food security by relying on local and national food 

production programs (Nieto and Delgado 2002:49-56).12  Similarly the U.S. has been responsible 

for the imposition of Coalition Provisional Authority Order 81 in Iraq, which imposes World 

Trade Organization friendly intellectual property rights, including potential limitations on the 

rights of farmers to use seeds from the previous season’s harvest (Administrator of the Coalition 

Provisional Authority 2004).  Coalition Provisional Authority Order 81 could undermine food 

                                                 
12 These include structural measures in agriculture: the creation of basic units of cooperative production, new type 
state farms, distribution of coffee and tobacco land to peasant families, distribution of plots for food production, 
encouraging food self-provisioning, urban agriculture, agricultural production cooperatives, credit and service 
cooperatives.  For more on current policies and future measures see Nieto and Delgado (2002:49-56). 
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security for farmers who might not be able to afford seed purchases that would be required when 

patented material is found amongst seeds which have been saved from the previous season.13     

When the operational definitions of food security are limited to how much food is created 

and distributed then the US emerges as a superior nation in terms of its overall food security and 

food surpluses.  At the same time the relative inability of so-called less developed countries to 

meet the caloric needs of their populace due to chronic or acute instability in various sectors: 

environmental, economic or political is reflective of their inferiority.  Those in international 

development circles would also point to the poor transportation infrastructure in these less 

developed countries, which limits the distribution of food to areas that may be in the greatest 

need of food assistance.  In the West, the temporal unfolding of science and technology is 

perceived as leading directly to the continual emergence of progress (Escobar 1994).  Notions of 

this superiority are reflected in the literature concerning food production and food security where 

the locus of food insecurity is again and again placed in the so-called less developed world while 

the ‘breadbasket of the world’ is in the United States.  The superiority of the international agro-

industrial complex is intimately connected with economics and politics; it is a historically 

produced discourse (Escobar 1999).  When former US Agriculture Secretary Earl L. Butz 

challenged US farmers to plant from "fence row to fence row" and "get big or get out" most, with 

encouragement of agriculture law and policy, listened.  The industrialization of agriculture has 

                                                 
13 Combe (2003) notes that the U.S. patent system is designed to protect investment first and as a secondary 
consideration it rewards innovation or creativity.  Indeed the development of patents law as applied to plants in the 
U.S. was written by seed industry lawyers to protect the interests of the seed industry (Fowler 1994 and Fowler 
1997).  If the 2002 Canadian case of Percy Schmeiser and Schmeiser Enterprises Ltd v Monsanto Canada, Inc. and  
similar US cases such as Monsanto Company v Homan McFarling, 302 F.3d 1291 (Fed. Cir. 2002), are any 
indication, it is conceivable that Monsanto, or another similar situated agri-business will be successful in seeking 
compensation and an injunction of continued seed saving for farmers in the developing world.  Such utilization of 
IPR, would have dire ramifications on food security for the “1.4 billion people who live in farm families that are still 
largely self-provisioning in terms of seed” (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 1998).  
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condensed the processes of production into fewer hands via market forces.  In the US this 

reduction in the number of agricultural workers is strikingly apparent as 137 hectares are farmed 

by the average American agricultural worker (Daily and Ehrlich 1996).  This decrease in the 

number of farmers and increase in the adoption of Green Revolution technologies was successful 

in increasing grain yields from 1.1 tons per hectare in 1950 to 2.8 tons per hectare in 1992 

(Conko and Smith 1999).   At one point in the 1970s the UN’s Food and Agriculture 

Organization estimated that the Earth could support 157 billion people through Green Revolution 

technologies (Levenstein 2003:147).  This technological optimism and belief in the ability of the 

United States to act as a compassionate nation to help to feed the world, despite degradation of 

soils and communities throughout the Great Plains, diminishing water supplies in the west, and 

chemical and genetic contamination throughout the United States.  Nonetheless, the United 

States reemerges time and again in self-congratulatory discourses as the exemplar of not only a 

big brother offering a less fortunate sibling assistance in time of need but also the global center 

of innovation.  This optimism, sense of superiority and patriotism were recently reaffirmed in 

another speech by US President, George W. Bush:      

Millions suffer from hunger and poverty and disease in this world of ours. Many nations 
lack the capacity to meet the overwhelming needs of their people. Alleviating this suffering 
requires bold action from America. It requires America's leadership and requires the action 
of developed nations, as well... 

We are a compassionate nation. When Americans see suffering and know that our country 
can help stop it, they expect our government to respond. I believe in the timeless truth, and 
so do a lot of other Americans, to whom much is given, much is required. We're blessed to 
live in this country. We're blessed to live in the world's most prosperous nation. And I 
believe we have a special responsibility to help those who are not as blessed. It is the call 
to share our prosperity with others, and to reach out to brothers and sisters in need. (Office 
of the Press Secretary 2007). 

Despite this optimism and the tremendous growth in US agriculture production there are 

still numerous health and nutritional disparities in the US.  Both urban and rural populations 
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suffer form a lack of food security as defined by various policy instruments.  As part of a policy 

of assimilation many Native American tribes had their food systems decimated with the intention 

of eliminating Native Americans as a unique cultural group or with the intent of providing for 

more appropriate and efficient food systems (Lewis 1994:11).  Outsiders have, since the first 

contact with the Spanish, attempted to refashion the food systems of the Tohono O’odham in 

order to make them more productive.  Spanish crops were adapted by the Tohono O'odham and 

incorporated into the food system, which relied on floodwater farming, hunting and gathering.  It 

was not until the 1940s that outside factors made the continuance of traditional styles of farming 

a more difficult choice or even a non-option for many Tohono O'odham individuals.  These 

factors included: the implementation of food security programs such as food assistance on the 

Tohono O’odham Nation (TOCA and TOCC 2002), work opportunities in mining and 

agriculture at time of the year when attention was needed in their own fields, relocations to cities 

and boarding schools, and increased availability and relative low cost of purchased food items.  

These factors combined in varying intensities over the course of several decades to bring about a 

steady decline in traditional food production on the Tohono O’odham Nation.  In the late 1910s 

estimates of 9,177 to 16,000 acres of floodwater farming existed on Tohono O’odham lands 

(Clotss 1915:27 and McDowell 1920:279 in Nabhan 1986).  See Table 1-1 and Table 1-2 for 

change in acreage farmed for the contiguous Tohono O’odham Nation and the San Xavier 

District respectively.  TOCA and TOCC (2002) estimated that production utilizing floodwater 

faming declined from over 20,000 acres in the late 1920s to 2,500 by 1949 and then to less than 

25 in 2002.  There were mere remnants of these floodwater fields in 1986 (Nabhan 1986) and 

only a handful of farmers who still practiced farming in this manner when I conducted my field 

research.  The production of traditional foods has also dramatically declined with tepary bean 
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(Phaseolus acutifolius A. Gray) production on the Tohono O’odham Nation falling to less than 

100 pounds in 2001 from approximately 1.8 million pounds in the 1930s (TOCA and TOCC 

2002).  Although floodwater farming has nearly disappeared from the Tohono O'odham Nation 

tepary bean production on the Tohono O'odham Nation has begun to rebound in the last six 

years.        

Diseases of Affluence  

Obesity  

From a biomedical perspective, an individual’s own decision making regarding caloric 

consumption and activity levels are key factors in determining whether someone will gain weight 

and eventually become overweight or obese.14  This has been reproduced in public health 

discourse (Rock 2003; Saldivar 2007).  Anthropologists and others have challenged the primacy 

of self-responsibility inherent in this discourse and instead highlighted the uneven distribution of 

healthy foods based on income and ethnicity (Winson 2004; McGuire 2007).   

Popular media accounts have recently examined the environmental, health and societal 

risks posed by the vertical integration of food production.  This has been illustrated most clearly 

in the 2004 Academy Award nominated film Supersize Me and in the non-fiction book and film 

Fast Food Nation.  Supersize Me traces the path of Morgan Spurlock as he embarks on a month-

long diet consisting only of items found on McDonalds’ menus throughout the United States 

(Spurlock 2004).  During the same time he measures his activity levels to mirror what the 

average person in the United States does for exercise (Spurlock 2004).  The film points out the 

dangers of fast-food consumption coupled with a sedentary lifestyle (Spurlock 2004).  Despite 

                                                 
14 Body Mass Index (BMI), the ratio of an adult’s height and weight, is one measure of determining if an individual 
is to be classified as either overweight or obese.  An individual with a BMI between 25 and 29.9 is considered to be 
overweight.  An individual with a BMI over 30 is considered to be obese.   
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challenges by the fast food industry to the validity of Spurlock’s claims given his regimented diet 

(eat only McDonald’s three times a day and ‘supersize’ when asked), a recent study suggests a 

connection between fast food consumption and obesity (Pereira et al. 2005).  The study, which 

followed 3,031 subjects (18-30 years old in 1985-1986) for 15 years, found that, “Fast-food 

consumption has strong positive associations with weight gain and insulin resistance, suggesting 

that fast food increases the risk of obesity and type 2 diabetes” (Pereira et al. 2005).  The Fast 

Food Nation film based on the book by the same name provides accounts of a fictionalized fast 

food company’s production through the eyes of the company’s employees, associates and former 

employees (Linklater 2006).  This film gives some indication of the dangers faced by those 

involved in fast food production (workers in feedlots, slaughterhouses and restaurants) and 

consumption (Linklater 2006).  These accounts may raise awareness amongst specific segments 

of the population, however mere recognition of potential health consequences does not 

necessarily translate into actual dietary modification, particularly for those with neither the time 

nor monetary resources to do make dietary modifications.     

Despite media campaigns of public health professionals and agencies, the majority of 

people over 30 in the US are either overweight or obese and the prevalence of overweight or 

obese individuals is likely to increase (McCarthy 2004).  While 79% of men in the United States 

were overweight or obese in 2005, the World Health Organization (WHO) (2007a) estimates that 

by 2015 87% will be overweight or obese.15  While 77% of women in the United States were 

overweight or obese in 2005, the WHO estimates that by 2015 83% will be overweight or obese 

(World Health Organization 2007a).  88% of US deaths a year (2.12 million) are due to chronic 

                                                 
15 Diet, particularly regular consumption of excess calories, is a key factor.  However one study suggests a direct 
relationship between type of foods consumed, in this case increased red meat consumption, particularly processed 
meats, and risk of developing type 2 diabetes in women (Song et al. 2004).   
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diseases (World Health Organization 2007a).  The solution offered by the WHO is healthy diet, 

regular exercise and avoidance of tobacco products (World Health Organization 2007a).  High 

rates of obesity amongst Native Americans have been documented for some time (Wiedman 

1989; Knowler et al. 1991).   In 1991 when the prevalence of diabetes was 9.1% amongst men 

and 8.2% amongst women for the US as a whole, Native Americans had rates of 13.7% for men 

and 16.5% for women (Broussard 1991).  

Diabetes 

Type 2 diabetes presents a serious challenge to community health professionals worldwide 

as the incidence rate of diabetes continues to rise in third world countries (Prasad and Srivastava 

2001).  This will lead to an increase in the overall number of people living with type 2 diabetes 

in the coming decades (Prasad and Srivastava 2001).  Currently the highest incidence rates are in 

developed countries such as the United States (World Health Organization 2007b).  According to 

the WHO (2007b) the United States in 2000 had a prevalence of 17.7 million cases of diabetes, 

compared to 33 million for all of the Americas.  In 2005, the total prevalence of diabetes in the 

United States was 20.8 million people or seven percent of the population (CDC 2005).  Of these 

20.8 million people, 14.6 million were aware that they had diabetes or about 70%, while 6.2 

million or about 30% had diabetes but had not been diagnosed (CDC 2005).  The incidence of 

diabetes, those who had been diagnosed with diabetes, was 1.5 million people for those over 20 

years of age (CDC 2005).  In 2002 diabetes was the sixth leading cause of death in the United 

States and the total costs of diabetes were $132 billion in medical costs, disability, work loss and 

premature mortality (CDC 2005).  In addition to the high number of deaths and economic costs, 

individuals, families and communities all suffer from the diminished quality of life experienced 

by individuals who have type 2 diabetes (Weiss et al. 1989).  These include loss of 
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vision/blindness, nephropathy, atherosclerosis, foot problems, neuropathy, and dialysis (Weiss et 

al. 1989).16   

Populations at high risk of developing type 2 diabetes include African Americans, Native 

Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans; hence programs that target these populations will be 

essential in slowing the increased prevalence of type 2 diabetes (Kulkarni 2004).  Diabetes was 

virtually unknown amongst Native Americans prior to 1940 (West 1974, de Cora 2001).  The 

increase in levels of obesity in Native Americans has made this population more susceptible to 

type 2 diabetes (Wiedman 1989; Knowler et al. 1991; Welty 1991).  Amongst Native Americans, 

aged 20 and over, who receive care from Indian Health Services (IHS), 12.8% or 99,500 had 

been diagnosed with diabetes (CDC 2005).  There are a total of 118,000 or 15.1% of those who 

receive care from IHS that have diabetes, although 18,500 have yet to be diagnosed with it (CDC 

2005).  The highest prevalence rate for type 2 diabetes, after adjustment for age differences, is in 

southern Arizona at 27.6% (CDC 2005).    

The increased exposure of Native American youth in the southwest to factors which 

contribute to diabetes and subsequent weight gain (Knowler et al. 1991) will translate into 

increased levels of mortality and end-stage renal disease as this population reaches middle age 

(Pavkov et al. 2006).  This will lower overall quality of life for individuals suffering from the 

disease, impacting families and communities in which these individuals live.   

Community Foods, Community Health 

Many individuals and entities that I spoke with over the course of research expressed 

concern that despite 30 years of research from a biomedical perspective little has been done to 

                                                 
16 Dialysis may also be indicated for patients who have lost the functioning of their kidneys, currently there are 171 
Tohono O’odham people who require dialysis (Throssell 2007a).  This can have profoundly effects on family life for 
Tohono O’odham individuals (Throssell 2007b). A new dialysis center, located in Sells, AZ, opened on August 19, 
2007, and will eventually have the capacity to have 40 treatment stations (Throssell 2007a).   
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curb the ever increasing rates of diabetes.  A recent study on obesity amongst Native American 

adolescents concluded by stating that, “intervention programs need to place less emphasis on 

convincing Native American youth of the importance of weight control, and more emphasis on 

enabling them to successfully modify their lifestyles to prevent excessive weight gain” 

(Neumark-Sztainer 2007).  Native American communities in general and the Tohono O’odham 

in particular are addressing this through the development of initiatives such as the Healthy 

O’odham Promotion Program and Soccer for Nations, which encourage individuals to become 

more active and through TOCA and SXCF through the development of greater access to pre-

Contact foods.     

Traditional diets and the time and energy required for procurement and processing have 

been effective in maintaining the health of populations in the ecosystems within which they have 

co-existed and co-created (Pieroni and Price 2006:2, Hegwood 1990; Grivetti and Ogle 2000).  

Although substantiated with primarily circumstantial information, TOCA (2000), the increase in 

the incidence rate of type 2 diabetes began with the departure from a traditional diet to a more 

Western diet (TOCA and TOCC 2002).  Underhill (1933) touched on increased disease when the 

shift to the grocery-store economy was beginning.   During this transition it was not merely the 

diet that was changing but also other aspects of the Tohono O’odham lifestyle (see Chapter 2).   

Studies have shown that consumption of a traditional Indian diet, in conjunction with 

exercise, and subsequent weight loss assists in improving the condition of patients with type 2 

diabetes (O’Dea 1984; Swinburn et al. 1991).  While O’Dea worked with Australian indigenous 

peoples, Swinburn’s research was on the Pima, who are closely related to the Tohono O’odham.  

Swinburn’s study used traditional foods collected from the Sonoran Desert or grown utilizing 

floodwater farming methods.  These foods were buds of the cholla cactus (Cylindropunita 
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acanthocarpa Knuth) (Figure 1-1), fruits of the saguaro cactus (Carnegiea gigantean 

(Engelmann) Britton & Rose) (Figure 1-2) and tepary beans.  This research has been cited by 

Nabhan (2003) who advocates for the strong connections between place, people and health.  He 

writes,    

Boyd Swinburn demonstrated in a clinical experiment at the Phoenix Indian School that a 
complete diet of these foods was sufficient to control diabetes without the supplemental 
use of medications or altered exercise regimes.  Conversely, he determined that a diet 
consisting of convenience store foods with the same number of calories and the same 
fat/protein/carbohydrate ratio was all that was needed to trigger diabetes.   

Another study primarily on Pima but also on Tohono O’odham suggests that the incidence 

rate of type 2 diabetes may be lowered by a dietary preference for traditional foods including 

post-Contacts foods, when compared to an Anglo dietary preference (Williams et al. 2001).  Pre-

contact Tohono O’odham foods are high in dietary fiber and complex carbohydrates that slowly 

release sugar leading to a more gradual rise in blood sugar (Balick and Cox 1996:67).  Nabhan 

further notes that the, “Mucilage present in mesquite pods and cactus pads also dramatically 

lowers the insulin response by slowing the digestion and absorption of starches” (Balick and Cox 

1996:67).  See Buseck (2003:57-59) and Hodgson (2001) for a listing of nutritional studies on 

Tohono O’odham traditional foods.   

Although I did not specifically mention the connection between traditional foods and 

diabetes, diabetes was seen as connected to the issues of traditional foods by over half of the 

respondents.  29 individuals (60.4%) mentioned diabetes over the course of interviews 

concerning traditional foods.  Of these, although only 4 individuals (8.3%) maintained that the 

prevention or management of diabetes was a reason why they consumed traditional foods, 14 

(29.2%) stated a positive relationship between traditional food consumption and diabetes 

prevention or diabetes management.   13 (27.1%) individuals disclosed that they were diabetic 

over the course of interviews.  14 individuals (29.2%) mentioned that someone in their family 
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was a diabetic.   Only 8 individuals (16.7%) who mentioned diabetes did not mention that they or 

someone in their family had diabetes.  Hence, regardless of whether there is definitive 

biomedical proof of the relationship between decreased traditional food consumption and 

increased incidence of type 2 diabetes, there is: (1) A number of studies documenting the 

nutritional quality of food, traditional and contemporary; (2) A belief amongst organizations in 

Native American communities and particularly the Tohono O’odham that there is a strong link 

between declining traditional food consumption and increased incidence of diabetes; and (3) The 

importance of diabetes as a major issue in the lives of individuals and families of Tohono 

O’odham.      

This section has also suggested that the current US paradigm of food security, which 

focuses primarily on quantitative measures of food security, may not meet the unique needs of 

Native Americans in general and the Tohono O’odham in particular.   

Food Security Revisited 

For local communities and indigenous peoples such as the Tohono O’odham the food 

security concept as it is put into the practice in the United States is woefully inadequate to 

consider cultural appropriateness of foods and diseases of affluence which plague community 

members.  TOCA has brought attention to the need to revise the concept of food security to more 

effectively consider the unique challenges that the Tohono O’odham face (Kirschenmann 2005).  

The Community Food Security Coalition (2004), a California based NGO has extended the food 

security concept as “all persons in a community having access to culturally acceptable, 

nutritionally adequate food through local non-emergency sources at all times.” 

According to the USDA (2002:101) community food security extends the household food 

security concept and, “focuses on the underlying social, economic, and institutional factors 

within a community that affect the quantity and quality of food available and its affordability or 
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price relative to the sufficiency of financial resources available to acquire it.”  The community 

food security concept can be addressed through policies and programs that include,  

…participation in and access to Federal food assistance programs, economic opportunity 
and job security, community development and social cohesion, ecologically sustainable 
agricultural production, farmland preservation, economic viability of rural communities, 
direct food marketing, diet-related health problems, and emergency food assistance access 
(USDA 2002:101).  

 Quite different from the internationally formulated definition of food security put forth by 

USAID, the Community Food Security Toolkit was developed at the 1999 Community Food 

Security Assessment Conference and was designed for local organizations and individuals in the 

private, public and third sectors.  The toolkit provides a much broader definition of food security 

at the community level such that community food insecurity may manifest if any of the 

following are present:  

• There are inadequate resources from which people can purchase foods; 
 
• The available food purchasing resources are not accessible to all community members; 

 
• The food available through the resources is not sufficient in quantity or variety; 

 
• The food available is not competitively priced and thus is unaffordable to low-income 

households; 
 
• There are inadequate food assistance resources to help low-income people purchase foods 

at retail markets; 
 
• There are no local food production resources; 

 
• Locally produced food is not available to community members; 

 
• There is no support for local food production resources; and 

 
• There is any substantial level of household food insecurity within the community. 
 
These criteria offer a much more realistic point of departure than US government measures 

for examining the current state of food insecurity on the Tohono O'odham Nation.  Certainly 

 34



 

large scale agricultural production and distribution systems are capable of offering immediate 

solutions for food insecurity crisis management, but as the preceding section on diseases of 

affluence demonstrates, these systems do not address the unique needs of indigenous peoples 

who have co-created the landscapes which they have historically occupied.  Small scale 

agricultural production and distribution systems, while not as capable in short term crisis 

management offer the potential for long term food security by taking into account the unique 

nutritional needs of the populations that they serve.  Critics of small scale agricultural systems as 

a primary means for ensuring food security point to the increasing advancements in applications 

of chemical, breeding and biotechnology technologies which have allowed for increasing gains 

in the production of foods for the ever increasing global population.  This ‘common sense’ 

notion has some O’odham, whom I interviewed, note the importance of industrial systems of 

food production while at the same time drawing very clear distinctions between what the masses 

need to eat in order to survive and what O’odham need to eat to be strong and healthy O’odham 

people.  In this sense the conception of some Tohono O'odham that they are living in two worlds 

is extended to agricultural production methods.  These two worlds are one world that needs 

industrial methods of food manufacture that are chemically intensive and another where 

O’odham people need to farm traditional foods and scour the desert in search of wild animal and 

plant foods which sustain life.  The following quotes highlight perceived differences between 

O'odham traditional foods, industrial produced foods, fast foods and health foods.  These quotes 

give a better understanding of foods that are considered healthy.  The words of these Tohono 

O'odham stress that the bioregional production of foods on the Tohono O'odham Nation imbues 

these foods with life nurturing qualities while production of foods outside of the Nation in 
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industrial contexts imbues the foods with additives which trick the body such that individuals 

will become addicted to them.  As Larry, a middle age Akimel O’odham, notes:   

These traditional foods are right there and they don’t need to go down the road to the store 
to purchase these food items and…a lot of it is also for them to grow their own food 
because you know when you think about it today because of so many people in the world 
the population has probably quadrupled so many times and so now they have to 
manufacture food and a lot of it is done through chemicals and so this is one of the things 
that we teach them is that a lot of the foods that are out here are natural – it’s a lot healthier 
and you know traditionally when we talk about our ancestors they are more fit, better shape 
than we are today because of the foods that they ate and a lot of nourishment that came 
from them – not only that but there are certain kinds of foods that we use…not only for 
food but also for medicine.17  

 This O'odham man notes the overlap between food and medicine, with certain foods 

having specific associations with curing aliments and food as preventative medicine, ensuring 

good health and vitality by drawing connections between what those ancestors that have come 

before have eaten and what the O’odham today should eat in order to reclaim a sense of wellness 

and health ascribed to their ancestors.  Over the course of the same interview with Larry when I 

asked about the health of eating wild game from the desert he replied:   

Well you know, like I kind of mentioned earlier, a lot of the foods produced today are 
processed because...the mass people that they have to feed and so a lot of them has to be 
chemically produced and that goes from everything from the plants into the animals 
because – like the beef they have to fatten up the beef because there’s so many people to 
feed and so when you take the young people out – the young men – you take them out 
when you go hunting and I explain to them that these foods – these animals that we go 
after like the jackrabbits, the deer, all that come to us – different birds and you tell them 
that these animals are a lot healthier – to eat these they are a lot healthier because on some 
of the bigger game you don’t see any fat on them, because they have to eat the foods, the 
greens, and they don’t [eat] anything that would harm us – they eat all the good greens – 
everything that’s good out there.  That’s what they eat and that’s why we eat the animals 
for meat and [the] same with the different buds and flowers…they are healthy and so that’s 
what we ingest.  But one of the things that they are still not understanding is why – you 
know we can go down to Burger King and I say yeah you can do that but a lot of that is not 
real – it is just a thing that they feed in your mouth that they say is the best you can have.  
And so the reason that we explain a lot of these things to them is that the foods that we eat, 

                                                 
17 I have not made grammatical or other modifications during the transcription process with the exception of words 
placed in brackets for implied words where the interview was difficult to transcribe.   
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the fast foods and some of the supermarket’s meat and vegetables that we eat why they 
taste that way and that’s because of the chemicals.  Our system is getting used to the 
chemicals and so when they eat the wild game and the wild foods they taste different 
because it’s all natural and so they question, “Well how come it tastes like this and this 
tastes like that?”…and I said, “That’s because your system is getting used to chemicals and 
it’s not used to natural, natural. 

In describing the health of the animals and the health of the meat that they provide for the 

O'odham this man discusses how O'odham youth have different choices of foods than those in 

previous generations.  This feeling that foods grown locally are more healthy than foods 

produced outside of the region was shared by Jordan, a middle age male from the San Xavier 

District, when I aksed him, “What’s been your experience with traditional foods?  What have 

you typically eaten, how has that changed over time?”  He responded quickly noting difference 

in food quality between the foods of today and traditional foods,   

I guess it is a lot tastier – it doesn’t taste anything like I guess the food that you eat today – 
there is a lot more flavor to eat and I guess it’s more of what’s supposed to help you grow 
in a good way…to know where it came from and where it was grown at and how it was 
harvest and all the way to you eating it.  Whereas today you don’t know where it was 
grown and what kinds of chemicals were used to grow it or what the idea or where the land 
is or who the people were or anything about it, it’s just there and you can enjoy it or you 
either have suspicions about oh what have I eaten or what am I going to give to my 
children- have they put insecticides or pesticides, is it grown in land that was 
contaminated, or is the water pure or not, or was it misused or were the people…clean 
when they harvest it or how did they do it and all those things I guess nobody knows. 

Here knowledge of place and process provides a knowing of the overall quality of foods 

including taste and nutrition.  These three O'odham critiques of food systems mirror those of 

proponents of sustainable and bioregional-based agriculture who note the difference in food 

quality between local whole foods and distant foods.  Eating locally for some O’odham, much 

like for proponents of sustainable agriculture becomes a way to eat ‘natural’ and real eat ‘real’ 

foods that are not tarnished with the chemical residues typical of foods available in most 

supermarkets and fast food restaurants.   
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Eating local also allows for a greater sense of security in a world of increasing uncertainty 

and potential terrorist attacks.  For Jordan, a middle age man in San Xavier District, the link 

between developing local resources of food production and distribution is key in establishing 

long-term food security in a world of increasing uncertainty, an uncertainty that pervades, for 

one O'odham man in even the most banal of occurrences like interstate commerce which carries 

foods past one another as truckers move the products through the commodity chain:       

One of these days you know terrorists or whatever, those trucks stop going you know, 
who’s going to…where are the people going to find food to feed themselves in Tucson?  
…(T)he price of gas it’s going up and up and some of the truck drivers are folding up 
because they can’t afford diesel or gas to run their trucks.  You know how are they going 
to get food into Tucson…we’re a farm and we’re hoping that at least our people aren’t 
going to be the ones that are going to starve that at least if something happens like that 
we’ll be open to sell whatever it is that we are growing to our community first before the 
non-Indians but and it is the same thing with the water.  

The above reflects the importance of preparedness concerning food access and availability 

in light of increased uncertainty of security and rising gasoline prices.  His line of thought is that 

terrorist attacks to destabilize centralized systems of production and consumption or increasing 

gas prices to increase food prices or decrease food transport would lead to a major shift in food 

distribution and production strategies for the Tucson region.  Yet even in this collapse of the 

supporting infrastructure of capitalist production the focus remains on selling "whatever it is that 

that we are growing to our community first before the non-Indians."  Nevertheless, the San 

Xavier Cooperative Farm is viewed as a potential generator of regional food security and 

stability within the San Xavier District in the face of potential instability in the food security of 

Tucson.     

Situating the Research  

The most recent anthropological work on type 2 diabetes and the O’odham Smith-

Morris’s work (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007) which facilitates knowledge exchange between the 
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Pimas or Akimel O’odham (closely related to the Tohono O’odham) and biomedical 

practitioners.  She notes that gestational diabetes leads to higher prevalence of type 2 diabetes 

both the mother and the infant later in life (Smith-Morris 2005).  Based on this increased risk she 

views pregnant women as sites of key educational interventions to reduce prevalence rates of 

type 2 diabetes.  Her methods are participant observation and formal interviews with 63 women.  

Smith-Morris (2005) notes that “there has been quite a bit of disagreement over the diagnosis of 

GDM” in the biomedical community which contributes in part to Piman understandings of 

GDM.  She finds that many women do not differentiate between type 2 diabetes which is a 

permanently diagnosed and GDM where the diagnosis is retracted post-pregnancy18 (Smith-

Morris 2005).    Pima women view GDM not as a warning sign for increased risk of being 

diagnoses with type 2 diabetes but rather either a borderline case of diabetes or a inability of the 

biomedical practitioners to determine diagnosis.  Pima women use the term “borderline” to 

define what biomedical professionals classify as GDM and pre-diabetes (Smith-Morris 2005).       

Pima perceptions of biomedical research are not positive after 40 years of biomedical 

research (Smith-Morris 2007).  Smith-Morris (2007) lists three concerns Pima have with diabetes 

research:  

1. A cure or reasonable control mechanism will never materialize.  

2. Research done by outsiders is a fake or exploitative scheme.  

3. Benefits are primarily for non-Pima and non-Indian people.  

Certainly if there have been 40 years of biomedical approaches with continuing epidemic 

and now endemic rates of type 2 diabetes (Smith-Morris 2007) then perhaps alternative 
                                                 
18 If blood sugar levels are above the threshold for diagnosis with type 2 diabetes then the individual would be 
reclassified as a type 2 diabetic.  According to the American Diabetes Association, Fasting Plasma Glucose Test 
(FPG) is the preferred method utilized to determine if the patient presents with type 2 diabetes.  An FPG of 126 
mg/dl indicates diabetes.  A FPG of 100-125 mg/dl indicates pre-diabetes.  This pre-diabetes condition may be 
partially responsible for Pima understandings of “borderline” diabetes (Smith-Morris 2005).   
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approaches might be more acceptable to Native American communities.19  One alternative 

approach is TOCA’s which focuses on prevention by including community revitalization efforts 

that have as one component the increased availability of not only traditional foods through 

farming operations but also the ability to collect traditional foods in the desert.  Smith-Morris 

grossly underestimates the importance of pre-Contact traditional foods for individuals and 

dismisses any possibility and relevance for a “strict attempt” to bring dietary preference in line 

with traditionalism (Smith-Morris 2004).  She states,  

Clearly, a strict attempt to unify traditionalism with dietary preference is increasingly 
irrelevant and impossible.  Changing foods on the reservation, just like changing clothes, 
language and healing practices, should not be viewed as a “loss” of culture.     
 

Smith-Morris (2004) misses the fact that many O’odham people are concerned about 

changing material culture, including food systems, and they do view the changes that have 

occurred as a loss of culture.  She mentions shifts in agriculture with the diversion of water for 

development of Phoenix and increased mechanization in agriculture (Smith-Morris 2004).  She 

also notes that Gila River Farm is growing a number of foods for market but does even touch on 

the notion that traditional foods could be grown on the farm.  She views gardening programs at 

social centers and schools as “good micro-processes supporting broader change” rather than 

possibly effective in and of themselves (Smith-Morris 2002).     

Previous research has highlighted the connection between traditional foods and health.  

Shifts in dietary consumption coupled with more sedentary lifestyles and concomitant health and 

nutritional consequences have been well documented by social scientists and others (Pieroni and 

                                                 
19 If there is a high level of skepticism amongst Native American communities in regards to biomedicine then social 
scientists should not only seek to facilitate a greater level of information and knowledge exchange between 
biomedical practitioners and Native Americans in order to improve the quality of life for individuals and 
communities as Smith-Morris has done, but also facilitate alternative approaches which integrate cultural 
understandings of the body, health and well being.      
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Quave 2006:101-128; Ogoye-Ndegwa and Aagaard-Hansen 2006; LaDuke:2006; Ayerza and 

Coates 2005; Pilcher 2005:235-250; Komlos, 2003; Pottier 1999; Turner 1995; Nabhan 1989).  

As Calloway, Giauque and Costa (1974) have shown, some of the traditional foods of both the 

Hopi and the Tohono O’odham are nutritionally superior to foods provided to these two groups 

through the US government's commodity program.  Many times these studies note that either 

assimilation or acculturation are occurring to the point where there is little recognizable of the 

original cultural form of food consumption.  Food remains for the Tohono O'odham an essential 

component of identity, relationship and place.  This research demonstrates how individuals are 

attempting to engage historical processes which have either occurred over the course of their 

lifetimes or even before they were born in order to answer questions such as what it means to be 

traditional and specifically eat traditionally in a world of accelerating “global flows” (Appadurai 

1996).  The re-emergence of some of the traditional foods of the Tohono O'odham bridges the 

past with the present as well as hope for the future.  This research documents cultural memories 

of ordinary individuals on the Tohono O’odham Nation and examines reasons for the 

consumption of traditional foods in the present.   

Social scientists have long been concerned with inequities in resources utilization and the 

processes that underlie these inequities.  Mintz (1996:11) called on anthropologists and others to 

root out the connections between power and hunger.   Sengupta (2003) has drawn connections 

between international political and economic forces of globalization, consumerist culture and 

disparities of health care and food security.  Belasco (2007) has demonstrated how consumer 

preferences and the “counterculture movement” have helped to reorient portions of the 

agriculture sector towards more sustainable production strategies in the United States.  Abel and 

Stepp (2003) have stressed the need to study human-environment problems such as food 
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production which has linked biotic and physical aspects.  Buck (2001) demonstrates how race, 

class and power interweave to form webs of entitlement in the rural southern United States.  The 

relationship between agriculture and culture has been analyzed by Pretty (2003) who notes 

differences between large scale agri-business operations which siphon off wealth from rural 

regions, to local based agri-culture which increases economic viability and food security while at 

the same time offers greater opportunities for connection between people within the community 

as well as the natural world in which the community is situated.  In the realm of systems of food 

production some social scientists have sought to give “both sides now” in debates concerning 

food production paradigms, particularly genetically modified organisms (Stone 2002), while 

others advocate for third world farmers and consumers who they see as benefiting from adoption 

of genetic engineering technologies (Paarlberg 2005:276-85).   Researchers from other 

disciplines including agro-ecology (Alteiri 1995, Alteiri 1999a and Alteiri 1999b) and 

ethnobotany (Nabhan and Felger 1978; Felger and Nabhan 1978) argue that ecological and 

biological resources are being under-utilized and indeed destroyed by chemical intensive mono-

cultures characteristic of industrial approaches to agriculture. 

Non-social scientists have also contributed much concerning the political nature of food 

production and consumption in the United States, most notably Nestle (2002), who provides 

accounts of how nutrition of vulnerable populations, particularly children, is compromised by 

corporate interests.   Diseases of affluence or over-nutrition are increasing, as mass marketed 

processed foods are more readily available than more nutritious, less processed foods, to 

sedentary populations (Scheder 1988).  Diabetes is among these diseases of affluence for 

vulnerable populations (Scheder 1988).  A 30-year longitudinal study on the Gila River Indian 

Community, which included some Tohono O’odham individuals has demonstrated the critical 
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need to delay and prevent the onset of type 2 diabetes as youth offers no protections against the 

progression of type 2 diabetes (Pvkov et al. 2006). This study concluded that youth onset type 2 

diabetes leads to increased complications and mortality in middle age than for those who are 

diagnosed with diabetes later in life (Pvkov et al. 2006). 

There have been several ethnobotanical accounts of the O’odham which have focused on 

plant classification and utilization (Castetter and Underhill 1978; Castetter and Bell 1942; Rea 

1997). These books have been useful to a certain extent within the Tohono O’odham Nation as 

educational tools including the utilization of Rea (1997) to teach a class entitled, "Tohono 

O'odham Food Systems," at Tohono O'odham Community College.  Recent work by Buseck 

(2003) discusses the loss of floodwater farming as well as connections between traditional foods 

and diabetes while Madsen (2005) discusses the impact of the international border on the Tohono 

O’odham with mention of impacts of migration on safety concerns of collecting traditional 

foods.  In addition to this work by academics, Tohono O’odham Community Action (TOCA), a 

NGO based in the Nation’s capitals, Sells, Arizona, has produced a number of reports which 

discuss written survey responses to questions concerning traditional foods and make 

recommendations on steps to restore traditional foods into contemporary food systems of the 

Tohono O’odham Nation (TOCA and TOCC 2001; 2002; 2003).   

This research adds to the work of TOCA and TOCC (2001; 2002; 2003) and academics 

to enhance understanding of knowledge concerning and desire for traditional foods on the 

Tohono O’odham Nation.   This research adds to a greater understanding of Native American 

conceptions of “tradition” in the contemporary world.  This research shows that while some 

Tohono O’odham individuals classify traditional foods along a spectrum of pre-contact to post-

 43



 

commodity foods others uncritically lump all foods which they have consumed at community 

and family events as "traditional."   

Smith-Morris (2007) discussed the need for presenting the findings of research in a final 

report to Native American communities in order to support tribal self-determination.  This 

research has resulted in a separate report on access and availability of traditional foods to 

governmental and non-governmental bodies of the Tohono O’odham Nation.  This separate 

report complements the previous research efforts of TOCA while adding more qualitative data 

concerning individual Tohono O’odham perceptions of, access to, and desires for traditional 

foods.  The presentation of this report to various entities within the Tohono O’odham Nation and 

the processes of this research may perhaps begin to open up: (1) more collective imagination 

(See Anderson 1991) and dialogue concerning traditional foods20; (2) increased rapport between 

‘outsiders’ and researchers in general and members of the Tohono O’odham Nation; (3) the 

notion that anthropologists and other social scientists may have to defend their research agendas 

and rationales in terms of benefits to the community in a non-abstract, visceral way at all stages 

of research and writing, in order to ensure anthropology in the next seven generations; (4) that 

anthropologists and other social scientists continue to challenge where the “field” is for our 

respective disciplines (See Gupta and Ferguson 1997).  

                                                 
20 This was apparent when I was initially presenting my proposed research before various Tohono O’odham entities 
and at the conclusion of my research when I presented an extensive report, including excerpts of interviews and 
summary data, some of which is included in this writing.  This created a focus group situation wherein information 
was disseminated, traditional foods were discussed and a greater sense of collective identity was fostered as 
individuals fondly and readily recalled their own individual and familial experiences with traditional food 
production, processing and consumption.  As I write this the Tohono O’odham Nation is disseminating this separate 
report in schools, libraries, museums and to other O’odham communities outside the Nation to be utilized as a tool 
for continued discussion and exploration of traditional food knowledge.  Hence, although this research was initially 
intended to produce an academic work, it has also potentially created applied anthropological projects and 
explorations sans anthropologists.  This process of facilitation challenges the immediate product oriented results 
sometimes called for by anthropologists, those entities funding research and others in the development community.       
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Goals of the Research 

The goals of this research are to answer the following questions:  (1) What foods do 

contemporary Tohono O’odham consider to be traditional foods?  (2) Is there an unmet demand 

for traditional foods on the Tohono O’odham Nation?  (3) What are some of the factors that limit 

an individual’s or family’s increased involvement with traditional foods (gathering, growing, 

cooking and consuming)?  (4) Why do contemporary Tohono O’odham consume traditional 

foods?  (5) What is the current involvement of individuals and organizations in traditional foods 

collection, growing and collecting?  (6) How can the food security concept be extended and 

altered in order to allow for the unique position of Native American and other marginalized 

communities to more holistically address diseases of affluence, particularly type 2 diabetes?       

The first research question is: What foods do contemporary Tohono O’odham consider to 

be traditional foods?  This research has determined that, these foods include foods from Mexico, 

demonstrating the Spanish-Mexican influence as well as from the United States, demonstrating 

the influence of US government assistance programs.  Tohono O’odham consider a wide variety 

of foods that to be traditional foods, however there are a number of foods which are shared by a 

high number of respondents.  Foods listed by 25% or more of respondents are: beans, tepary 

beans, squash, tortillas, cholla buds, pinto beans, fry bread/popover, bahidaj, mesquite (Prosopis 

velutina Wooton) (Figure 1-3), prickly-pear (Figures 1-4 and 1-5), cactus food/fruit, wild spinach 

(Monolepis nuttalliana Greene), corn, deer and rabbits.  For more detailed information on what 

foods respondents perceived as traditional see chapter 4.  

 The second research question is: Is there an unmet demand for traditional foods on the 

Tohono O’odham Nation? This research has determined that there is an unmet demand for 

traditional foods on the Tohono O’odham Nation, as only 4 individuals reported that they were 
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satisfied with their current consumption of traditional foods.  For more on current consumption 

of traditional foods versus desired consumption of traditional foods see chapter 4. 

The third research question is: What are some of the factors that limit an individual or 

family’s increased involvement with traditional foods (gathering, growing, cooking and 

consuming)?  This research has determined that the main factors which limit participation are 

convenience issues of traditional foods versus non-traditional foods.  For more on these issues 

and other factors which limit traditional food gathering, growing, cooking and consuming see 

chapter 4.  

The fourth research question is: Why do contemporary Tohono O’odham consume 

traditional foods?  This research indicates that there is a significant difference in overall 

responses to the question “Why do you consume traditional foods?” between different age 

groups.  While young adults and middle age adults cite “to keep tradition” as the main reason to 

consume traditional foods, elders cite “health” as the major reason that they consume traditional 

foods.  For more on reasons why individuals consume traditional foods see Chapter 5.  

The fifth research question is: What is the current involvement of individuals and 

organizations in traditional foods collection, growing and collecting?   This research shows that 

the majority of Tohono O’odham do not currently garden or collect traditional foods on a regular 

basis.  However a majority reported that they have at some point in their lives participated in 

each of these activities.  Current cooking of traditional foods is reported by over half of the 

respondents.  For more on current growing, collecting and cooking efforts by the Tohono 

O’odham see Chapter 5. 

The final research question is: How can the food security concept be extended and altered 

in order to allow for the unique position of Native American and other marginalized 
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communities to more holistically address diseases of affluence, particularly type 2 diabetes?  

This research will point out the deficiencies in current US policy regarding food security and call 

for an extension of the US food security concept.  Chapter 2 will highlight the efforts of various 

entities in increasing consumption of traditional foods for individual Tohono O’odham.21  The 

emergence of two main producers and distributors of traditional foods on the Tohono O'odham 

Nation offers challenges and opportunities for greater food security of Tohono O’odham.22  It is 

my intention to illuminate how local local food needs to be in order to support a revitalized 

traditional food security within the Tohono O'odham Nation.  Key issues in food security will be 

highlighted in chapter 3 with discussion on how these issues relate to the Tohono O’odham.  

Chapters 4 and 5 will examine traditional foods on the Tohono O’odham Nation through analysis 

of research questions 1-5.  Interviews of Tohono O’odham help us to understand the relative 

importance, continued need for and improvement in services offered to Tohono O’odham 

individuals in order to ensure a wider distribution and consumption of traditional foods.  Chapter 

6 will include a reformulation of food security policy in the US with special consideration for the 

unique historical, ecological, and economic positioning of the Tohono O’odham.  I will conclude 

                                                 
21 I will be examining how differently situated organizations and governments utilize and attempt to control the 
diabetes epidemic that has taken a heavy toll on the Tohono O’odham people.  The production, promotion and 
distribution of traditional foods is one of the most examined and considered aspects of efforts to address the 
epidemic of type 2 diabetes amongst Tohono O’odham organizations such as Healthy O'odham Promotion Program, 
Tohono O'odham Community Action, San Xavier Cooperative Farm, and non-O'odham organizations such as 
Native Seeds/SEARCH.  As cultural objects, foods make multiple journeys in their progression from ‘fields’ to their 
ultimate consumption points.  This research engages some of the dynamic that is behind this process, i.e. to trace the 
‘life’ of these traditional foods.  These traditional foods also have a value as plant genetic resources.  To meet the 
need to conserve these plants for future generations Native Seeds/SEARCH has developed an in situ seed 
conservation program that propagates seeds and distributes them to Native American and other peoples.  Native 
Seeds/SEARCH free seed program to Native American farmers, gardeners and educators has seen a marked increase 
in the number of seed packets that they have distributed from 1513 in 2004 to 3400 through 2007 (Nelson 2007:4).  
This research will briefly examine some of the issues of how the crops are being preserved and used and for what 
ends. 
 

22 In addition to farming and ranching on the Nation, the Tohono O’odham people continue to collect foods from the 
Sonoran desert both within the Nation and its bordering natural reserves.   
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by arguing that food security measurements as they have been developed for international 

application and at the State level are too coarse-grained to allow for necessary adjustments to 

ensure the health of local populations.  Only through addressing food security at the community 

level will the unique needs of indigenous peoples be met in terms of subsistence.  Stopgap 

mechanisms including food aid from distant lands or centralized food distribution centers will 

only further disparities in health and wellness in indigenous communities.  

The initial intention of the research was to interview ten Tohono O’odham, selected 

randomly, from each of the Nation’s 11 Districts.  However, a systematic study of O’odham 

attitudes and beliefs concerning traditional foods was not possible given the constraints of the 

research (see below) although this research adds quantitative and qualitative data to earlier 

research concerning Tohono O’odham perceptions of traditional foods.  

Research Approvals and Methods of Gathering Data 

My field research began with an initial visit to the area in 2002 when I formally met with 

staff of Native Seeds/SEARCH and Tohono O’odham Community Action (TOCA) and 

informally with San Xavier Cooperative Farm.  I relocated to Tucson, Arizona in the summer of 

2004 and even as I write this through 2006 and 2007 when my formal data collection period has 

ended I look forward to continued post-dissertation interactions with members of the Tohono 

O'odham Nation who continue to promote health and wellness through fitness and nutrition 

education as an alternative to the diseases of affluence particularly type 2 diabetes.   

My background and studies in development, sustainable agriculture, community- 

supported agriculture and other local approaches to ensuring food security, genetically modified 

organisms and intellectual property rights acted as a point of departure for examining the Tohono 

O’odham food system.  As I am interested in the processes which go into creating and recreating 

locally-based sustainable food systems rooted to a place and a culture I began my explorations of 
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Tohono O’odham traditional foods exploring the ‘source’ of many of the traditional seeds for 

both the Tohono O’odham Nation as well as other Native communities in the Greater Southwest 

region of the United States and into Sonora Mexico.  From July 2004 to September 2004 I was a 

Pollinator Intern at Native Seeds/SEARCH Conservation Farm in Patagonia, Arizona.  While 

performing the day-to-day tasks of growing out accessions, or crop varieties, in the Native 

Seeds/SEARCH collection I was also exposed to several of the current issues with which the 

organization was dealing, including presentations on the importance of genetic conservation 

work and facilities of the organization.  I was also able to formally interview some staff members 

and Board of Directors members to get a better idea of the organization’s approach to genetic 

resources conservation and the possible directions that the organization might take in the future 

in response to concerns of tribal sovereignty and intellectual property rights.  Staff members of 

Native Seeds/SEARCH allowed me to access to their archives of the organizations’ newsletter, 

The Seedhead News.    

Smith-Morris (2007) discusses how contemporary research protocols contribute to 

acculturation by forcing researchers to receive informed consent from the individual “at the 

expense of communal forms of consent,” noting that this contributes to acculturation.  When I 

was seeking permission to conduct research on the Tohono O’odham Nation; the process for 

attaining permission to conduct research on the Tohono O’odham Nation was not clarified.  I 

was directed by TOCA staff to visit the Tohono O'odham Nation’s Legislative Council and then 

directed to meet with both the Cultural Preservation Committee and the Natural Resources 

Committee of that Legislative Council.23  I was directed to schedule and attend meetings with 

                                                 
23 See Juan (1992) for historical background on the development of the Tohono O’odham Constitution, the revisions 
to the Constitution in 1986, and the structure of power balance between the three branches of the Tohono O’odham 
Nation’s political structure: Executive, Legislative and Judiciary.    
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each of the Nation’s eleven districts to ask permission to conduct my research within the District 

before meeting with the full Legislative Council to seek permission to conduct my research.   My 

initial research plan called for ten interviews in each of the Nation’s eleven districts in order to 

compare and contrast individual and familial perceptions of traditional foods over the vast 

Nation.  I utilized meetings with the District Councils and the Cultural Preservation and 

Agricultural Committees to ask for feedback on the questions and to allow the districts to 

subtract or add to the questions that I would ask members of the Tohono O'odham Nation.  I also 

met with staff from both TOCA and the San Xavier Cooperative Farm to allow each of these 

organizations the opportunity to shift the questions that I was asking in order to better suit their 

own particular needs.  My intention was to allow questions to be altered based on the knowledge 

and experience of individuals and organizations that have a vested interest in such research.  

Through this process I received some valuable input from each of the entities, either directly or 

indirectly, which translated into some modifications in the questions.  Particularly, individuals in 

several of the Districts recommended that I ask more specific questions concerning livestock 

operations as well as the role of hunting in household food procurement strategies.    

After attending meetings with nine of the eleven District Councils over the course of five 

months from February-June 2005, I was able to bring my proposal before the Legislative 

Council.  At the District Council level I was initially approved in four districts: San Xavier, San 

Lucy, Pisinimo, and Schuk Toak.  I was also later approved in the Sells Community.  I met with 

the Legislative Council in June 2005 and was approved in June 2005.   This approval was vetoed 

by the Chairwoman of the Nation due to the lack of a universal policy and procedure in place for 

researchers to conduct research within the Nation.  This veto was subsequently overturned by the 

Legislative Council allowing me the opportunity to conduct formal interviews with members of 
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the Tohono O'odham Nation within those districts that had accepted my research.  See Appendix 

A for documents related to informed consent and research approval.  

Due to the movement of many Tohono O'odham people through several districts on a 

regular, sometimes daily basis, for family, work or other commitments I was able to interview 

several people from other districts.  Interviews only took place in districts where permission was 

granted.  Although I was invited to several homes to conduct interviews I did not conduct these 

interviews because I wanted to respect the district or community decision of not having 

researchers active in their regions.  Interviews varied in length from less than thirty minutes to 

over four hours and in some cases took place over the course of several days.  I conducted 48 

interviews with members of the Tohono O’odham Nation24 from July 2005 to December 2006.  

For the list of questions asked to Tohono O’odham see Appendix B.  In December 2006 my 

University of Florida Institutional Review Board approval lapsed and I ceased formal research.  

For the interview process a series of questions was loosely followed allowing for a more 

conversational approach to discussing traditional foods.  Most of the interviews were digitally 

recorded and then transcribed.  Some of the interviewees preferred not to have an audio 

recording made so hand-written notes were made. A total of 49 people were interviewed, 

including two individuals at the same time.  There were 33 females (67.3%) and 16 males 

(32.7%) interviewed.  Age categories included young adults (20-39) (7 individuals, 14.3%) 

middle age adults (40-59) (29 individuals, 59.2) and elders (60 or older) (13 individuals, 26.5%).  

Tohono O’odham individuals who were interviewed officially live in 8 of the 11 districts of the 

                                                 
24 My studies and explorations of the Tohono O’odham Nation’s food system have taken place on the United States 
or Arizona portion of Tohono O’odham lands with interviews and site visits being conducted in an area larger than 
the federally designated United States reservation, from Tucson on the east Gila Bend on the North, Ajo on the West 
and into Sonora, Mexico. 
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Tohono O’odham Nation.  Table 1-3 gives a summary of the number of respondents from each 

of the districts, along with the percentage of the total.  

I also engaged in participant observation to the extent possible given the constraints of 

my site25 and my own scheduling difficulties.  I was able to volunteer to a limited extent for 

Tohono O'odham Community Action at events that they hosted as well as participate in saguaro 

cactus fruit harvesting in multiple venues, volunteer for the Healthy O’odham Promotion 

Program (HOPP) and Indian Health Services as a Licensed Massage Therapist at fun run/walk 

events, as a presenter and guest at several of the annual Diabetes Health Fairs sponsored by the 

HOPP, as a volunteer to assist with the growing efforts at the Sells Elderly Center garden, as a 

vendor of traditional foods grown by TOCA and San Xavier Cooperative Farm as well as casual 

interactions in various research processes on the Nation.                  

Limitations to This Study  

There were two main factors that contributed to the low number of people who were 

willing to be formally interviewed, although from informal discussion with other researchers 

(both O’odham and non-O’odham) the number of interviews that I was able to conduct was 

relatively high.  First, was the size of the Nation which enhanced my own time constraints.  In 

some instances I was given the opportunity like many of the O’odham people to participate in 

two or even three simultaneous activities sometimes more than a hundred miles apart that would 

have enhanced my understanding of O’odham culture either through participant observation or 

by increasing the number of interviews.  There were occasions when I was supposed to meet 

with either political bodies or individuals that the meeting was canceled, sometimes at the last 

                                                 
25 It is common practice that a non-O’odham shall not live on the Nation unless they are either married to an 
O’odham person or employed by the Nation.   Although I have heard of non-O’odham who currently live on the 
Tohono O’odham Nation, I chose not to pursue these options in order to respect this practice.  

 52



 

moment because something had come up at work or more frequently within a family, community 

or District, that needed to be dealt with immediately.  As I was unfunded through the length of 

this research I was also working three or four days a week in Tucson in order to meet the 

everyday considerations of food, shelter and tanks upon tanks of gasoline that enabled me to 

traverse the Nation.   

Second, I was reminded constantly of my position as an outsider as well as the historical 

disparities of outside research and writing in Native American communities.26   I found that 

many Tohono O'odham would discuss issues on an informal basis but were not comfortable with 

being part of a research study, particularly one that is not being conducted by an entity or 

individual from outside the Tohono O'odham Nation.  Although I had sought approval at the 

district, legislative and community levels as appropriate and discussed my project with TOCA 

and San Xavier Cooperative Farm members, I always mentioned to potential interviewees that 

this was an independent project whose results would be shared with each of the entities.  As was 

pointed out to me in several contexts over the course of the approval process and afterwards, 

researchers will come and go earning a degree and improving their lives but what remains for the 

O’odham are many of the same issues that the research was purporting to assist the O’odham 

with.  At the majority of the meetings that I attended with political representatives of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation I was made aware of the general perception that researchers are viewed as 

takers, getting what they need by any means necessary.  Some of the more frequently mentioned 

researcher transgressions included stories of researchers extending beyond what they initially 

said that they would do, not respecting decisions of the political bodies of the Tohono O’odham 

                                                 
26 See Mihesuah (1998 and 2005) for approaches on writing and researching in Native American communities.  See 
Seivertson (1999:14) for another researcher’s account of challenges related to internal dynamics in the Nation as 
well as the historical relationship between the Tohono O’odham and outside researchers.   
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Nation, visiting areas or people unannounced and not following through on promises that they 

have made.  I was surprised to learn how strong these feelings were, particularly towards those 

who had formerly done research on the Nation whom I highly respected for the depth of their 

scholarship.  I have attempted to build goodwill for myself and future researchers within the 

Nation perhaps at the cost of probing and prodding which might have yielded more data in the 

short-term.  As such questions that I asked informants remained consistent over the course of the 

interviews with the questions that I presented to the Tohono O'odham Legislative Council when I 

was asking for the final authority to conduct research.  This limited the complexity of my 

research as I asked only open-ended questions over the course of my research.  As such the data 

that I collected was descriptive in nature and this limited my ability to quantitatively analyze the 

data utilizing software analysis programs such as ANTHROPAC (Borgatti 1998) to run cultural 

consensus analysis and multi-dimensional scaling (MDS).   

I also have a limited knowledge of both Spanish and Tohono O'odham so I required an 

interpreter for two of my interviews; in both cases the interpreter was a family member who 

translated O’odham into English.  The rest of the interviews were conducted in English, although 

in at least two cases informants specifically mentioned that they would feel more comfortable 

and knowledgeable if the interview was conducted in O’odham.27   

 

                                                 
27 In an attempt to share this information in the O’odham language the original abstract of this dissertation was 
translated into the Tohono O’odham language.  See Appendix C for the abstract in O’odham.   
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Figure 1-1.  Picture of buckhorn cholla (Cylindropunita acanthocarpa (Engelmann & Bigelow) 

Knuth).  

 
Figure 1-2.  Picture of saguaro cactus (Carnegiea gigantean (Engelmann) Britton & Rose). 

 
Figure 1-3.  Picture of mesquite (Prosopis velutina Wooton). 
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Figure 1-4.  Picture of Santa Rita prickly-pear (Opunita violacea var. santa-rita (Griffiths & 

Hare) Rose (syn., O. violacea Engelmann)). 

 

 
Figure 1-5.  Picture of Engelmann prickly-pear (Opunita engelmanni Salm-Dyck ex Engelmann).  
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Table 1-1.  Change in acreage farmed over time for the Tohono O'odham Nation, excluding San 
Xavier and San Lucy Districts. 

Date  Acreage Water Source Source  
1910s 9,177 to 16,000 

acres 
Floodwater (Clotss 1915:27 and McDowell 1920:279 

in Nabhan 1986) 
Late 1920s 20,000 Floodwater  TOCA and TOCC (2002) 
1949 2,500 Floodwater  TOCA and TOCC (2002) 
2002 Less than 25 Floodwater TOCA and TOCC (2002) 
2003  7,000 Irrigation - 

Groundwater 
(USDA-NRCS 2003) 

 
Table 1-2.  Change in acreage farmed over time for San Xavier District  
Date  Acreage Water Source Source  
Early 1900s 1,580 Irrigation - 

River  
(Olberg and Schank 1913:5 in Fontana 
(1960:4) 

1957 371 by TO  
271 leased  

Irrigation - 
Well 

(Lewis 1994:165) 

1960 Approximately 
1500 possible  

Irrigation - 
Well  

Fontana (1960:4) 

1960 88 by TO  
871 leased 

Irrigation - 
Well   

(Lewis 1994:165) 

2004 -2006 300 Irrigation - 
CAP 

SXCF – personal communication 

2008 (estimate) 1000 Irrigation - 
CAP 

SXCF – personal communication 

 
Table 1-3.  Number of people interviewed by Tohono O’odham District.   
District Number of People Percentage of Total 
Baboquivari 3 6 
Chukut Kuk 2 4 
Gu Achi 5 10 
San Lucy 32 65 
San Xavier 2 4 
Schuk Toak 2 4 
Sells 2 4 
Sif Oidak 1 2 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

CHAPTER 2 
THE TOHONO O’ODHAM 

The Desert People  

The Tohono O'odham are well known for: 1. the extent to which they have been 

researched by outsiders28 and 2. having one of the highest rates of type 2 diabetes amongst any 

people (TOCA and TOCC 2002, Matthews 2006).  Early anthropological studies of the region 

include the work of Underhill (1934, 1939, 1946, 1985, 2000), Fontana (1960) and Waddell 

(1966).  More recent scholarship includes anthropologists (Fontana 1989; Griffith 1992; Cudel 

1994), geographers (Seivertson 1999; Madsen 2005), agricultural scientists (Buseck 2002), 

ethnobiologists (Nabhan 1982, 1983, 1985) as well as partnership publications by academics and 

Tohono O'odham individuals (Kozak and Lopez 1999) and Tohono O’odham academics 

including Zepeda (1983, 1985) and Juan (1992).  The Tohono O’odham Tribal Council has also 

endorsed an introductory textbook (Erickson 1994), which outlines the political, social and 

economic events that have impacted the tribe.   

A favorite topic of many academics has been the level of acculturation for Native 

American peoples29 (See Thompson 1948; Fontana 1960; Spicer 1962; Waddell 1966; Stull 

1974; Jackson 2002).  Recent studies have examined the resurgence of Native American pan-

Indian culture or individual tribal manifestations of culture (See Nagel 1996, LaDuke 1999, 

Treat 2003).  Perceived levels of acculturation vary across the Tohono O’odham Nation.  From 

                                                 
28 For an idea of the extent of research and writing on the Tohono O'odham see Fontana (2004). 

29 See Madsen (2005: 69,78) for a discussion of varying acculturation patterns between O’odham living on the 
Mexican side of the border and O’odham living on the United States border.  Although Madsen notes that the 
O’odham living on the Mexican side of the U.S. Mexico border are more acculturated due to greater contacts and 
connections between O’odham and Mexican people as well as the lack of a reservation system which provided a 
buffer, many of the O’odham living in the United States that I spoke with referred to O’odham living in Mexico as 
being less acculturated and more traditional than those living in the United States.   The continuum of acculturation 
has been described by Taylor (2004: 29) as providing, “insight into the worldviews and self-perception, which are 
key to providing appropriate and efficacious rehabilitation services.”   
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conversations and meetings that I have had with those from the “west side”30 of the Nation there 

is a widely held belief that they are more traditional and less acculturated than those on the “east 

side.”  At the same time there appears to be a belief among those in the Sells area that they are 

less acculturated than those living in the San Xavier District which is just to the south of Tucson.   

Interestingly I have heard little discussion from those in either Sells, San Xavier, or the ‘west 

side’ of the Nation as to where they believe the San Lucy District, located adjacent to Gila Bend, 

Arizona, falls in the continuum from traditional to acculturated.  This could change in the future; 

however, as some of those living in San Lucy District expressed a degree of concern over the 

growth and northwards expansion of the city of Gila Bend with one individual describing the 

temporally proximate and probable encirclement of the compound where the Tohono O’odham 

living in the San Lucy District reside.  Many individuals in San Lucy District perceived 

themselves as more acculturated than the rest of the Nation, referring to themselves as "Indians" 

or "urban Indians" and the rest of the Nation as the "reservation" or the "main reservation."         

The O’odham, like other Native American peoples, have to constantly work to maintain 

their identity and culture in light of challenges that they face as individuals, families, 

communities and Nations.  As Nagel notes: 

The knowledge that Native American ethnicity is historically based, however, must not 
obscure the fact that Indian ethnic boundaries and identities are continually socially 
constructed and negotiated.  It is important to note that for both traditional and emergent 
Indian communities, the work of social and cultural survival represents an ongoing 
challenge.  There is nothing “automatic” or “natural” about Native American tribal or 
supra-tribal ethnicity.  No matter how deeply rooted in tradition, Indian ethnicity, like all 
cultures and identities, must be sustained and strengthened (1996:9). 

                                                 
30 Although the Districts were never specifically mentioned by any informants my understanding of ‘west side’ 
Districts is based on who was speaking.  I believe that Hickiwan, Pisinimo, Gu Vo, and Chukut Kuk (although this 
District comprises a portion of the eastern border of the Nation and also the majority of the US-Mexico international 
border) as well as possibly Gu Achi could be considered to be ‘west side’ Districts.  For more on the Districts see 
Ch. 2: Tohono O'odham Lands.    
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Many O’odham who work in urban areas make greater efforts to maintain their sense 

of connection to place and culture while balancing conflicting commitments in their 

schedules.  There is also a sense for some of the O’odham that they are living in two 

worlds, having to balance commitments in both.  The geography of the Nation amplifies 

these conflicting commitments as getting to an event in a home district after work can 

entail a three hour commute covering well over one hundred miles on roads of varying 

conditions.      

The imposition of industrial agricultural production of crops to be sold on far away 

markets perpetuates reliance on the grocery store for most Tohono O’odham.  From my 

experience of walking through the grocery store in Sells, Arizona, the Nation’s capital, as in 

many grocery stores, most of the foods were highly processed foods and there was an absence of 

any traditional or locally grown foods in 2001.  Over the course of my research the amount of 

traditional foods, particularly tepary beans, that were available in the grocery store increased.  

Through discussion with grocery store managers I have come to further realize the extent to 

which money determines what is on the shelves.  Not only do high profit products such as cokes, 

candies, and chips dominate grocery store end caps, islands and displays (with greater intensity 

in poor neighborhoods: see Winson 2004)31 but also how food companies pay to occupy shelf 

space.  The grocery-store economy, which currently dominates the Tohono O’odham Nation, has 

been associated with the loss of ethnobotanical nomenclature and associated ecological 

knowledge, which in turn undermines cultural integrity at the individual level (Hill 2001).  I will 

describe more pertinent cultural details and particularly food production and consumption later. 

                                                 
31 For more on the overall availability of healthy foods in at Navajo convenience stores and trading posts see Pareo 
et al. (2000). 
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Tohono O’odham Lands 

The Tohono O’odham Nation of Arizona has approximately 24,000 enrolled members 

(Tohono O'odham Community College, 2003), with 18,000 of them, living in the nine 

contiguous Districts of the Nation in south central Arizona, see Figures 2-1 and 2-2 for maps of 

the Nation.  The districts of the contiguous Tohono O’odham Nation are the: Chukut Kuk 

District, Gu Achi District, Gu Vo District, Hickiwan District, Pisinemo District, Schuk Toak 

District, Sells District, and Sif Oidak District.  These nine contiguous districts comprise the 

largest section of the Nation, which is approximately 2.8 million acres, or roughly the size of 

Connecticut.  There are two districts outside of the main portion of the Nation: San Xavier and 

San Lucy.  Both of these districts are in close proximity to higher concentrations of non-

O’odham people.  San Xavier or Wa:k is located approximately twelve miles south of Tucson, 

Arizona, on Interstate 19.  The San Xavier District contains the San Xavier Mission de la Bac, a 

functioning mission and church of the Franciscans that serves as a center of worship not only for 

the Tohono O’odham  living in the district but also for Hispanic and Anglo-American Catholics 

in the area (Fontana 1996:56).  The mission is surrounded by the fields of the San Xavier 

Cooperative Farm which is a main source of traditional foods for Tohono O'odham in San Xavier 

District, the Tucson region, and eastern regions of the nine contiguous Districts of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation.  The Cooperative is even well known and respected by tribal members located 

nearly 140 miles away in the San Lucy District.   

The San Lucy District is located adjacent to Gila Bend, Arizona, on the intersections of 

Interstate 8 and Route 85.   It is located further from the contiguous Tohono O’odham Nation 

than San Xavier.  San Lucy residents are thus the most isolated from the rest of the Nation in 

terms of geographic distance.  They are also the furthest removed from the two main farms 
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which grow traditional foods.  The originally San Lucy village or the ‘old village’ as it is referred 

to by San Lucy District members was tragically destroyed in a flood.      

The districts are political units within the Nation, functioning similarly to states in the 

United States.  Decisions concerning economic development, use of federal and tribal funds, and 

whether or not to allow researchers to work within the District are made at the District level with 

varying degrees of consultation with the communities within the District.32  The Legislative 

Council for the Tohono O’odham Nation, which has two representatives from each of the 

Districts (with voting weight based on membership) will often defer to Districts regarding certain 

matters.  Thus, deference to the village as the traditional unit of decision making is a value that is 

still followed by many Tohono O'odham. 

Eco-Biological Factors  

Natural resource utilization by indigenous peoples in what is now the southwestern United 

States has acted as de facto biodiversity conservation and creation (Doolittle 1992).  Home 

gardens have been an essential feature in the southwestern US since 2,000 BC, providing areas 

where plants could be individually cared for (Doolittle 1992).  Home gardens served as focus 

areas for household genetic diversity conservation efforts and acted as a backup should field 

crops fail, making them integral to food security in indigenous agro-ecosystems (Doolittle 1992).  

The maintenance and cultivation of agro-biodiversity over this 4,000-year time have functioned 

to assure long-term food security in the region (Doolittle 1992).  Information on available plant 

resources within the Nation is well documented in the ethnobotanical (Curtin 1992, Nabhan 

1985, Rea 1997) and natural history (Phillips et al. 2000; Felger and Broyles 2007) literature.  

There are also written accounts describing the utilization of semi-domesticated (weedy) crop 

                                                 
32 In the case of San Lucy and San Xavier the district is comprised of only one community. 
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relatives and landraces of crop species, such as Hodgson (2001).  For pictures showing the 

landscape and vegetation of the Sonoran Desert region see Figure 2-3.   

From an ecologist’s viewpoint the Tohono O’odham Nation is composed of several biotic 

communities within the Sonoran Desert.  Much of the change in vegetation within the Nation is 

due to changes in elevation, from 2000 feet on the desert floor to the 7,730 foot sacred peak of 

the Tohono O'odham, Baboquivari Peak.  The biotic communities of the Nation include Sonoran 

Desert scrub (Lower Colorado River Subdivision, Arizona Upland Subdivision), Grassland 

Formation (Plains and Great Basin Grassland) and Woodland Formation (Madrean Evergreen 

Woodland) (for more on biotic communities of the Tohono O’odham Nation see Brown 1994).   

The nine contiguous districts of the Tohono O’odham Nation are located between Tucson 

and Saguaro National Park to the east, Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, an International 

Biosphere Reserve, to the west, and Sonoran Desert National Monument to the north.  The 

Tohono O’odham Nation thus serves as a critical area for the preservation of ecological and 

biological diversity (Felger and Broyles 2007).  The Nation is located in the Sonoran Desert, 

which has the highest concentration of pollinator diversity in the world (Allen-Wardell et al. 

1998).  Pollinators, some of which are intimately associated with only one plant species and 

hence highly susceptible to extinction, perform essential functions not only in the maintenance of 

biological diversity, but also in the enhancement of yield for several crops (Allen-Wardell, et al. 

1998; Nabhan and Buchmann 1997; Nabhan et al. 1996).  The Tohono O’odham are key actors 

in conserving biodiversity not only within the confines of the Nation, but also in conservation 

efforts of adjoining parklands (Nabhan 1995; Orlove and Brush, 1996).  Some Tohono O’odham 

families have the rights to harvest saguaro fruit in the western section of Saguaro National Park.  

A saguaro harvesting or bahidaj camp takes place in an area designated by the National Park 
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Service.  The camp lasts from two to six weeks in June and July33 depending upon the season.  

The collection begins in Saguaro National Park begins with the first appearance of the saguaro 

fruit en masse and the completion of the annual permit procedure that is needed in order to 

collect within the Park’s boundaries.  In Organ Pipe National Monument the fruits of the organ 

pipe cactus (Stenocereus thurberi (Engelman) Buxbaum) (See Figure 2-4) and saguaro cactus are 

both collected.           

Economies of the Tohono O'odham Nation  

Casino 

Casino operations both on and off reservation offer anthropologists and others rich sites for 

analyzing competing discourses on the appropriateness of utilizing casino revenues to bolster 

economies (American Indian Gaming Association 2007).  Recent anthropological work has 

looked at contemporary gaming, particularly the right and “appropriateness” of utilizing gaming 

as a source of income for and by Native American communities (see Darian-Smith 2004).  The 

Tohono O'odham Nation began its casino operations in October 1993 and currently operates 

three casinos, two in San Xavier and a much smaller operation of approximately twenty five slot 

machines located in a gas station at the western edge of the Nation along Route 86.  The Nation 

has recently completed a $120 million casino resort which is intended to increase potential 

profits as well as serve to assist other businesses by attracting a greater number of tourists to the 

Tucson region (Long 2006).  The Nation is the ninth largest employer in Southern Arizona, with 

over $10 million paid out in wages annually (Touzeau 2005). 

                                                 
33 Historically, the first rains of summer mark the beginning of the year for the O’odham.  This occurs in June which 
is known in O’odham as Ha:sañ Bak Ma ad which can be translated as “Saguaro Cactus Fruit Ripens Month.”  The 
season last until the rains starts fall with greater intensity in July or Jukiabig Ma ad which can be translated as “Big 
Rains Month.”   
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The revenues of the casino were estimated to be over $50 million in the late 1990s 

(Hackenberg 1997).  The revenues from the casino are shared with the state of Arizona to and 

assist with agreed to spending imperatives for the state.  The casino revenues are disbursed 

annually to support programs on the Tohono O'odham Nation including college scholarships, 

nursing homes, small business grants, Tohono O’odham Community College, fire and police 

services (Francisco 2002), annual distributions to each of the Nation’s 11 districts, and are 

available to individuals members of the Tohono O'odham Nation as disbursements of $2000 on a 

periodic basis.   Additional income from the casino is earned by Tohono O’odham who work as 

employees of the casino.  Casino revenues provide much needed funds for human services and 

once these high priority needs are met, the Tohono O'odham Nation may be in a position to 

allocate additional funding for projects that specifically address traditional food security.      

Mining      

Mining has at various times accounted for livelihoods for many O’odham, although there 

are fewer O’odham actively involved in these economic pursuits today.  Evidence of mining is 

apparent even while driving along the main roads of the Tohono O'odham Nation.  Many 

O’odham have worked in mining operations not only on the Nation but also in mining towns like 

Ajo, a once prosperous copper-mining town.  Given the extent of copper mining in the southern 

Arizona region there has been relatively little benefit to the Tohono O’odham.  Adamson 

(2001:21) goes so far as to state, “the southern Arizona copper belt, yielding fully 2/3 of all US 

copper ore, has not economically benefited the Tohono O’odham tribe, which lost its lands and 

gained nothing in return.”    

Mining operations began in earnest after the United States Civil War (Sonnichsen 

1982:49).  The Arizona Mining and Trading Company, an American mining company, initiated 

development of the mines in the Southern Arizona including Ajo, Arizona (Sonnichsen 1982:49).  
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In the 1870s and 1880s there was a massive influx of non-O’odham miners into the mountainous 

regions of O’odham lands. Several mining towns emerged and some, such as Logan City, grew 

into small cities of the time, with as many as 2000 buildings and populations of 10,000 (Erikson 

2003:95).  Although the scale of operations was relatively large there was little long-term impact 

of the operations on the Tohono O'odham of that time (Erickson 1994:95).  However, there are 

currently concerns over the potential groundwater contamination that open-pit mining operations 

can result in (Adamson 2001:25).  Indeed, this contamination has already occurred in the San 

Xavier District (Lewis 1994:167).  

Although most of the larger scale mining has left the Nation, many of the male informants 

I interviewed mentioned some sort of connection with mining operations.   How deep this 

connection is felt for some contemporary O’odham is evident by a Tohono O'odham Language 

and Culture class field trip I took with Tohono O’odham Community College.  The class was 

taken to several old mining sites throughout the Nation, which varied in scale from exploratory 

pits to the remains of old mining towns.  We were able to quickly and easily access these various 

operations from the roads adjacent to them.  I noticed rusted out old tins and open mining pits, 

remnants of former mining camps, as we continued our field trip.  We ended the mining portion 

of our trip at the site of a large mining town, complete with portions of an old railroad ascending 

a nearby ridge and a large pit, perhaps seventy-five in diameter and fifty feet deep where wood 

was burned to process ore.  To this day, mining operations on the land of the Tohono O’odham 

Nation have left visible scars on the landscape, a glaring reminder of past economic and 

livelihood ventures for Tohono O’odham.    

Ranching  

 The districts of the Nation were divided according to the grazing districts that were 

imposed by the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs.  Although a few O’odham families have 
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been able to utilize cattle ranching to meet all of their economic needs, for many of the Tohono 

O’odham cattle ranching was a means to bring some supplemental income or provide meat for 

the family (Erickson 1994:109).  According to a male elder from the Schuk Toak District, 

 The ranching business or the cattle business was primarily how people survived, at least in 
my time, my dad’s time.  We got a little money off it.  Food, meat – we were able to trade 
meat for other things that we used.  And it is hard work.    

The overall size of the herds that graze within the Tohono O’odham Nation is severely 

limited by the amount of forage available, which is directly related to the amount of rainfall.  In 

periods of drought fewer cattle will be capable of surviving and growing.  The actual number of 

cattle still grazing on the Nation remains unknown.  One factor that contributes to this is that 

many people are new to cattle management, having inherited the cattle from a relative.  Many 

times these new comers entrust their herds to cowboys who will, on occasion, take one of the 

owner’s cattle as payment for maintaining the herd.  Over the course of years or decades people 

are unsure of the actual number of cattle that they still own.  Another issue, according to Jordan, 

a middle age male from the San Xavier District, who was involved extensively with rangeland 

management, is that asking ranchers how many cattle they have is equivalent to asking them how 

much money they have and therefore is not answered with a lot of specifics.  This indicates that 

for at least some of the ranchers within the Nation, cattle still serve essential and very economic 

functions in and of themselves.     

 One of the key issues with rangeland management in the Sonoran Desert is overgrazing, 

which is putting too many cattle units on a given area of land.  However, not all Tohono 

O’odham believe that the cattle management strategies that have been used in the past resulted in 

overgrazing.  According to Blaine (1981:78), a former Chairman of the Papago Tribe of Arizona:  

Sometimes the winter rains were too late and sometimes too early to help the grass on the 
range.  I say that we never overgrazed!  The thing that cut down our cattle was drought.  If 
the drought hits, grass dies…We didn’t get rid of our cattle just because someone told us 
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to…We didn’t see any sense in cutting our cattle down, we took our chances with the rain.  
If it rains, good.  If not, then we are hurt.  If cattle are going to die, let them die.  But they 
will die right here on their reservation.  Right here in their home country.  That was the 
answer that we gave the white man and his Agency.  I fought my boss all the way on this 
cutting down of Papago cattle on the reservation.  The white man never understood this.  

Ranching was a way of life; the cowboy lifestyle became an integral part of life for 

generations of O’odham (See Kozak and Lopez 1999).  This can still be seen today with the 

importance of the rodeo for many of the O’odham, the distribution of charcos (ponds) 

throughout the Nation, the network of fences in various states of repair and cattle grazing 

available forage on the range and in communities.  Ranching provides both benefits and 

challenges to food security on the Tohono O'odham Nation.  Ranching provides not only income 

from sales of cattle but also a local source of lean meat that is valued by O'odham individuals as 

health promoting.  The recent development of horse camps is directly related to the cowboy 

lifestyle of previous generations of Tohono O'odham.  These camps are designed to teach youth 

values, respect and traditions and offer an alternative to substance abuse and violence.  In 

contrast, some respondents reported that ranching could be detrimental to food security when 

cattle wander through broken fences into areas that are being farmed and gardened.           

Agricultural Production    

As was previously mentioned, the acreage in traditional flood water farming diminished 

throughout the 20th century from 20,000 in the 1920s to less than 25 in 2002 (TOCA and TOCC 

2002).  The Spanish and the Anglos both made efforts, with varying degrees of success, to 

establish “proper” agriculture within the Nation (Lewis 1994:11-12).  This led to the introduction 

of new crops as well as techniques (Lewis 1994:11-12).  This coupled with government 

programs of economic assistance diminished reliance on the traditional agricultural system as 

well as the crops it produced.  Crops were initially brought in by the Spanish in concentrated 

areas around mission sites such as San Xavier.  There was a marked decline from 1957 to 1960 
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in land farmed by the Tohono O’odham, whereas in 1957 371 acres were farmed by Tohono 

O’odham and 271 were leased, by 1960 only 88 acres were worked while 871 were leased 

(Lewis 1994:165). 

Jordan remembers how cotton was the Nation’s major crop when he was growing up in the 

1950s.  The production of cotton not only necessitates large amounts of water to grow but can 

also create barren landscapes where dust and pesticide mix.  The conditions at the fields of San 

Xavier are recalled by Jordan: 

I remember way back in the fifties the Co-op was growing nothing but cotton and I 
remember when I was going to elementary school I’d be in front of our house and a plane 
would zoom by and you could smell all these chemicals it was coming down and spraying 
– it was – what do you call it – cotton fields and then too I remember a lot of our people 
would be out there harvesting the cotton and they’d have some of these planes even flying 
by on top of some of the people that were working in these fields.    

 These conditions resulted from industrial agricultural with a monoculture of cotton held 

up by intensive utilization of chemicals.  With the increasing industrialization a greater amount 

of agricultural products can be produced per human worker, leading to a steady decline in the 

number of people working in agriculture.  According to the same middle age male from San 

Xavier, the economic rationality of trade offs between market production and human health was 

something that was challenged by transnational farm worker activists, leading to a paradigm shift 

concerning food production within the San Xavier District:   

I remember that’s where Ceasar Chavez came and started talking about the farm workers 
and the way they were unpaid and their living conditions and all this other stuff, but not 
only did he help the Mexican people, but he helped also the Native American people that 
were out there…harvesting the cotton…and so today…we don’t want to be out there doing 
that kind of stuff…there is no way that we want to hire any kind company to come in and 
use their airplanes to spray [their] products here on the Co-op but to be more organic… 
[that] is [what] they call it – organic farming.   

Since most current agriculture operations are in one way or another subsidized by the U.S. 

government, it is crucial to examine the recent decision-making regarding allocation of funding 
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for agriculture in the region.  The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) favors, in 

terms of overall assistance given to the Tohono O’odham, an industrial approach to agriculture 

on the Nation.  The USDA did promote what it refers to as a culturally-appropriate system to 

revitalize traditional cultural practices and reduce the incidence and severity of diabetes among 

Tribal members through a 1997 $80,000 competitive grant (Community Food Security Coalition 

2004)34 and 2001 $135,000 grant both awarded to TOCA (Harrison and Bynum 2001).  While 

these figures may sound significant it is crucial to consider the competitive nature of securing 

this funding for the short term as well as consider these monies in relation to the expenditure on 

the promotion of industrial styles of agriculture production.  In 2003 alone $1,642,351 in cotton 

subsidies were paid in Pima County, Arizona (Environmental Working Group 2007).  These 

subsidies not only have severe impacts on biodiversity (Badgley 2002) but also on water 

resources sustainability, which is increasingly recognized as the largest threat to continued 

agricultural production (Postel 1999).  Currently the Nation uses groundwater to irrigate nearly 

7,000 acres of cropland (USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service 2003).  This is in sharp 

contrast to the farmers in the traditional food system, which relied on traditional floodwater 

farming methods including ak chin irrigation (Nabhan 1983; Rea 1997).  Floodwater farming 

while effectively utilizing scarce water resources requires at least seven inches of rain in order to 

produce a crop and hence crops grown in this manner would fail in the event of an extended 

drought (Lewis 1994:126).35  These methods may still be in use on approximately 10-15 acres of 

the Tohono O’odham Nation.  Some of the Tohono O’odham elders believe that the only true 

                                                 
34 This competitive grant was through the Community Food Projects Competitive Grants Program, administered 
through the Cooperative State Research Education, and Extension Service of the USDA. It was established in in 
1996 as a part of the Farm Bill entitled the Community Food Security Act.  Total funding between the programs 
inception in 1996 and 2003 was $22 million to 166 programs  (Community Food Security Coalition 2004). 

35 For extensive coverage of the diversity of techniques and cropping systems utilized by farmers in the early 1980s 
in floodwater fields see Nabhan (1983:43-66). 
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agriculture occurs when water falls from the sky and is diverted to fields.  For these elders, water 

brought from wells or pumped to the area create a agricultural production system which they do 

not recognize as farming.  With an ever dwindling land base, it may soon be that the younger 

generations will not be able to recognize floodwater farming as a agricultural production system.  

Indeed with the over-reliance on groundwater and canal water in Arizona, these methods of 

production, while diminishing may be the only long-term options for continued agriculture in the 

region.    

Professional and Administrative  

The annual movements of the Tohono O'odham between mountain villages and field 

villages and in some cases the sea to meet subsistence needs were replaced by seasonal 

migrations to trade or assist in cash crop production.  This is now replaced by a new migration 

pattern, daily or weekly movements from home to the workplace located perhaps 60 to 100 or 

more miles away.  Most of the people employed in Sells work indoors and are government 

employees (US Census Bureau 2000).  The major occupations are service occupations (183 

people or 28.8%), sales and office occupations (159 people or 25.0%) and management, 

professional and related occupations (157 or 24.7%) (US Census Bureau 2000).  In my own 

movements through O’odham lands I realized how difficult such daily movement can be.  In 

addition several of the areas of the Nation are open range which means that one has to exercise 

caution that animals are not on the road.  This has to be coupled with the high concentration of 

heavily armed law enforcement personnel, ‘illegals’ or migrants, and drug runners.  The thought 

or frequent sighting of these individuals makes it difficult to fully enjoy the beauty of the 

Sonoran Desert and the varied programming of the Nation’s radio station, KOHN 91.9: “The 

Voice of the Tohono O'odham Nation,” while driving on the Nation.  For many O’odham 

commuting for several hours of each weekday to or from these cities to the Nation for home or 
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income earning opportunities becomes tiresome.  Strategies for avoiding this commute include 

relocating to the major city where the individual is working, moving back to the village or town 

where family is located, seeking the geographically closest employment option(s), renting a 

place in towns and cities surrounding the Nation and making the commute home for weekends 

and special events as time allows.  Some O’odham have chosen to live in the urban environments 

despite the relative proximity of their homes on the reservation for reasons such as convenience 

and better educational options for their children.  Some who have made this journey for reasons 

of increased educational or financial opportunities feel as if they are missing out on the cultural 

activities and everyday life on the Nation.  One middle age professional woman related,   

So we moved [to the city] and we’ve been here ever since.  I miss the reservation, I miss 
all the events and ceremonies and what have you and if I am able to, I go, but, our 
connection to family is what my daughter missed the most. 

Although there is this movement or its more common automobile analogue, commuting, 

these actions produce continuities where an individual or family can have two or three homes.  

Most individuals whom I spoke with would always identify with the District that their family is 

originally from even if they have never lived there.  This impacts food procurement strategies 

particularly when the season comes to collect some of the popular traditional foods from the 

desert.  As an example, a middle-aged women who lives in Gila Bend and has a home in the 

Hickiwan District will go from time to time to Hickiwan District in order to collect traditional 

foods with relatives she has there.  Similarly there are some instances in which the O’odham will 

think of multiple connections to their Nation’s lands particularly in the first week or two of 

November, around All Soul’s Day, when many O’odham will visit a number of graveyards to 

pay respects to those family members who have gone before them.  For some this means going to 

as many as four or more different sites to pay respects.       

 72



 

Many O’odham working in urban centers see themselves living a dual life, one on the 

reservation as an O’odham and another in various professional activities off the reservation.  

Much like the migration of many indigenous peoples the O’odham recognize the need to live in 

two worlds – the traditional and the modern.  Mobility allows this traverse between the two 

worlds on a daily basis, but even in their speeding cars on the way back through the Nation’s 

roads they might not be able to get back to where time slows down, as modernity’s presence in 

the form of increased US Homeland Security patrols and sirens, migrant demands and desires, 

drug trafficking and use intersect to create a very different landscape than the one that their 

ancestors knew.  It is in this landscape that some contemporary O’odham, recognized as 

unemployed or underemployed in official accounts earn a living or to supplement family 

incomes.  

Informal Economy  

Running drugs and people has become an economically viable source of livelihood for 

some O’odham.36  Madsen (2005:164) estimates that the total payments for these efforts to be 

over $1,000 tax free income annually per Nation resident.  This has become such a regular 

occurrence within the Nation that individuals will make rounds to pick up “illegals” asking 

community members openly whether they have “illegals” to be picked up, as German describes 

the situation,  

A car that was coming by and he was looking to pick up people.  He came in our village, in 
our yard he was saying, “you got any people.”  I didn’t know what he was talking about, 
“do you have any people, any illegals?” He couldn’t talk O’odham, he was O’odham 
though.  I finally understood him I said no, not here.  And I guess people come in to just 
pick up illegals…cars will drive real fast around our community or you see a car driving 
around honking their horn – you know they are trying to pick up illegals. 

                                                 
36 There has recently been am increase in the number of Tohono O’odham who have been arrested for drug 
trafficking (Throssell 2004), 
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While there are some economic benefits for some individuals of the Tohono O'odham 

Nation, the attempted and successful crossing of the border between the United States and 

Mexico by those seeking economic opportunities in the United States has very real consequences 

for the Tohono O’odham.  Indeed the entire Nation with is subject to smuggling operations of 

networks of both coyotes who traffic people and smugglers who traffic drugs.  This is 

particularly true of those southern districts of the Nation: Chukut Kuk District, Baboquivari 

District and Gu Vo District.  In these districts of the Nation one need not look far for the constant 

reminders of the flow of people, tattered clothing left in the middle of the desert, shrines where 

migrants stop to ask for the blessings for a safe journey, and water bottles left on the side of the 

roads by religious groups in order to prevent death by dehydration in the searing Sonoran 

Desert’s sun.  The temperatures can reach over 100 degrees Fahrenheit from May through 

September.  Alternatively those migrants who make the trek through the mountain ranges of and 

surrounding the Nation may face hypothermia in the winter months.   

In addition to assisting with the movement of people and drugs through the border region 

another source of income that could be considered as a part of the informal economy is selling 

goods from furniture to fruit to prepared foods on the Nation.  This is particularly present in Sells 

in designated parking lots or near businesses buildings or outside of shopping plazas where both 

O’odham and non-O’odham sell their products.  Sales also occur frequently in San Xavier, 

adjacent the mission and in San Lucy District.   

Entities Involved with Tohono O'odham Agriculture, Health and Tradition 

Economic opportunities are also emerging which deal with holistic approaches to health as 

well as revitalization of agriculture within the Tohono O’odham Nation.  The following is a 

partial list of entities currently active in the fields of agriculture, health and tradition on and 

around the Tohono O’odham Nation.  This is a partial list as the entities mentioned are the ones 
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that were most easily accessible and visible to an outside researcher.  As production of traditional 

foods and traditional food processing increases on the Tohono O’odham Nation there may be 

new opportunities for employment and livelihood.     

San Xavier Cooperative Farm 

The San Xavier District has a long history of farming.  Fontana (1960:4) estimated that 

approximately 1,500 acres in San Xavier were under cultivation at the time of his research.  This 

is similar to the cultivation in San Xavier in the early part of the 1900s as 1,580 acres were under 

irrigation, with 6,400 additional mesquite covered acres which were thought to have the potential 

for irrigated agriculture (Olberg and Schank 1913:5 in Fontana (1960:4).  Historically, the San 

Xavier community was able to utilize water from the Santa Cruz River in order to irrigate its 

crops, hence unlike much of the main reservation there was not a complete reliance on the rains 

in order to plant.  Before the creation of the Nation in the late 1800s and through 1959, outside 

‘farmers’ oversaw the agricultural production at San Xavier (Fontana 1960:17).    

The San Xavier Cooperative Farm Association, a tribally chartered organization of 189 

allottee landowners in San Xavier was formed in 1971.   San Xavier is the only District in the 

Tohono O’odham Nation that was initially divided by an allotment system.  As Fontana 

1960(21) notes some of the current landowners own the land because a relative just happened to 

be in San Xavier when allotting was done. The farm is operated as a cooperative under the 

jurisdiction of the San Xavier District and is bisected by Interstate 19.  It is currently operated 

and managed by an elected seven member board of allotees.  The SXCF is currently working 

toward rehabilitating its lands to bring an approximate 700 more acres into production to add to 

its current production of 300 acres.37  A rehabilitation costing $23 million was conducted in 

                                                 
37 The vision statement of the San Xavier Cooperative Association, Inc is: 
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accordance with the 1982 Southern Arizona Water Rights Settlement Act and the 2004 Arizona 

Water Settlement Act (U.S. Department of Interior, Bureau of Reclamation 2005).  The 

rehabilitation project included repairing the damage from sinkholes and preventing potential 

damage from sinkholes, land subsidence, which are the result of over-drawing water, as well as 

installation of a more effective and efficient irrigation system (U.S. Department of Interior, 

Bureau of Reclamation 2005).  Aside from the sinkholes other barriers to production include 

flooding, cattle getting onto the farm and people from Tucson who dump their trash within the 

San Xavier District.  The District has determined that the operation should be organic in its 

operations, and although the farm is not currently USDA organic certified, no pesticides or 

herbicides are utilized on the farm and there has been discussion of seeking organic certification.  

Factors to consider would include the costs of attaining and maintaining organic certification, 

what if any increases in prices they would have in order to cover those additional expenses and 

what if any premium in price organic certification would confer. 

 The main crop of the farm is alfalfa hay which attracts people from large distances 

because of its high quality.  The San Xavier Cooperative Farm is able to produce high quality 

hay because its guaranteed supply of water from the Central Arizona Project (CAP) which was 

conferred to the Tohono O’odham Nation as a part of the settlement for the US v Tucson case 

(Lewis 1997).38  In addition to alfalfa, the SXCF is also involved in the production of traditional 

                                                                                                                                                             
The San Xavier Cooperative Association envisions a farm committed to sustainable farming practices that 
support economic development in the community.  The farm will provide meaningful employment and 
training as well as raw materials to support self-employment, cottage industries, arts and crafts.  There will 
be an emphasis on producing traditional food crops to encourage the return to a healthy diet for the O’odham.  
Other field and cash crops will be developed with priority given to preserving the natural environment and 
promoting the health of the O’odham.  The farm’s goals are to make sustainable efficient and profitable use 
of its resources for the longevity and self-sufficiency… 

38 The United States was the plaintiff in the case, bringing suit on behalf of the Tohono O’odham Nation against the 
City of Tucson. 
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crops including red and white tepary beans (Phaseolus acutifolius A. Gray)39, peas (Pisum 

sativum L.) , mesquite (Prosopis velutina Wooton).which is ground into flour40, 60 Day 

O’odham corn (Zea mays L.)41, devil’s claw (Proboscidea parviflora (Wooton) Wooton & 

Standley var. hohokamiana Bretting), squash and pumpkins (Cucurbita spp.L.), melons 

including O’odham ke:li ba o (Cucumis melo L.) and wheat (Triticum aestivum L.).  My 

involvement with SXCF included some brief volunteer work at their farm as well as selling some 

of their produce in Gila Bend.     

Tohono O’odham Community Action (TOCA) 

Tohono O’odham Community Action (TOCA) was established in 1996 as a non-

government association.  Its main office is located in Sells, Arizona.  Until mid 200742 TOCA 

had one small building they which served as there center of operations and store.   The one room 

store contains native foods that they produced on their farms, paintings, basketry, silver jewelry, 

books and tapes dealing with Tohono O’odham language, culture and foods.  They use the office 

building as their central hub of activity where everyone becomes involved in tasks as mundane 

                                                 
39 In one of my first visits in to the SXCF in September 2004 I was informed that in 2003 the SXCF produced 
23,000 pounds of tepary beans, approximately one pound for every member of the Tohono O’odham Nation.  
Although I was unable to get sales information from SXCF or TOCA I was able to get sales information for the 
Coyote Store, located on State Route 86, which sells tepary beans from the San Xavier Cooperative Farm.  The store 
sells tepary beans and ga’iwsa from SXCF.  Current sales of tepary beans are estimated by the owner to be 400 
pounds a month or 4800 pounds/year.  At the current sales rate of $3.99/pound the Coyote Store sells approximately 
$19,152 worth of tepary beans every year.  The owner reports that he is able to maintain a continuous supply of the 
tepary beans.  The ga’iwsa is a seasonal product which is sold primarily for All Soul’s Day on November 2.    

40 Traditional grinding was done with grinding stones (Underhill 2000).  Respondents who discussed traditional 
foods processing frequently mentioned hand cranked mills or mils to grind wheat and mesquite.  A contemporary 
means to grind mesquite for individuals living in southern Arizona is a portable mill.  The mill is operated by Desert 
Harvesters, a Tucson-based NGO.  The movable mill (Figure 2-5) allows for onsite milling to occur for both 
individuals and organizations, including the San Xavier Cooperative Farm. 

41 Tohono O’odham 60 Day corn is a flour corn which is named for its short growing season, an adaptation of many 
desert agricultural plants, including tepary beans, to effectively utilize available water resources, which are available 
for only a short time during the growing seasons.      

42 TOCA’s main product sales on the Tohono O’odham Nation now take place at the newly opened Cultural Center 
and Museum in Topawa, Arizona.  
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as cleaning beans.  This has become a major source of income for TOCA.  In additional to sales 

of traditional foods and other products, TOCA has been successful in attracting funding 

including competitive grants from a variety of sources including the United States Department of 

Agriculture, Ford Foundation, the Kellogg Foundation and Oxfam America.   

 TOCA’s food production has taken many forms.  TOCA has assisted many individuals 

and entities start community gardens for small scale food production including elder centers in a 

number of the Nation’s districts.  It has also operated an ak chin or floodwater farm in Cowlic, 

Arizona, which relies on flooding from the rains to supply its crops.  This has in recent years 

been underutilized due to TOCA’s small staff and the number of programs that they operate 

including farming at Papago Farms.  Papago Farms was established in the late 1950s.  In 1957, 

12,000 acres was leased by two Phoenix firms, with a term of 25 years after which the farm 

would be managed by the Nation, however the lease was canceled by the Chairman of the Nation 

in 1961 after the firms failed to produce the 5,600 irrigated acres and 18 wells as promised 

(Lewis 1994:165).  Since this time there were several proposals and leases for use of Papago 

Farms, but these were of a short duration (Lewis 1994:165).  Papago Farms was formerly 

managed by the Tohono O’odham Farming Authority, but is now under the control of the Chukut 

Kuk District from whom TOCA leases the farm.  Since the time that I have begun my research 

TOCA has worked on developing the fields at Papago Farms which rely on diesel pumps to bring 

up the necessary groundwater.  Despite efforts towards development of the fields, only a small 

portion of the massive farmland has been developed and is currently in production by TOCA.  

There are plans to continue to develop these lands to increase the acreage under cultivation, 

however this may be limited by the diminished soil fertility that has resulted from monocultures 

of cotton and other market crops historically produced on the farm.  The farm is bisected by a 
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road that carries a steady flow of Homeland Security-Border Patrol vehicles speeding to and 

from the U.S.-Mexico border.  Despite the proximity to the international border there have been 

few issues with the flow of migrants through the farm, save some cut fences which allow cattle 

access to the farm.  In order to mitigate potential grazing damage to crops TOCA has a fenced 

area within the farm where crops (squash and melons) that are most susceptible to damage from 

grazing animals are grown.  The main crop at the farm is tepary beans which in 2006 were grown 

in three adjoining 20 acre plots.  TOCA also utilizes the farm to hold several events including its 

annual saguaro fruit collection camp or Bahidaj Camp in June, a planting ceremony with a fun 

run/walk around the farm, and a harvest celebration along with traditional games including toka, 

ball and basket races in late October.43  The TOCA sponsored events bring hundreds of 

individuals and groups from Arizona including the Gila River Indian Community as well as 

journalists and national NGO representatives interested in telling TOCA’s successes and funding 

its initiatives.     

 TOCA has several other initiatives to increase capacity and understanding of traditions 

among and between community members.44  They host workshops on a variety of topics, 

including traditional foods change over time, how to operate a digital camera, and how to 

prepare traditional foods in new ways.  They also hold workshops for basket weavers and run an 

annual Basket weaver’s Conference at the Heard Museum in December which attracts 

indigenous peoples from all over the United States to Phoenix for a week of meetings and 

                                                 
43 For an anthropological account of the form of the harvest festival in the early 1900s see Mason (1920).   

44 TOCA’s program areas have included: Community Food System (traditional farming, home garden assistance, 
distribution and marketing, nutrition education, wild food harvesting), Basket weavers Organization (marketing 
cooperative, youth basketry classes, basket weavers blessing ceremony, fiber collecting, celebration of 
basketweaving), Youth & Elder Outreach (youth/elder mentoring, leadership development, youth internships, 
multigenerational cultural activities, youth committee) and Arts and Culture Preservation (traditional dance group, 
summer arts program, audio/visual documentation, traditional storytelling, ceremonial revitalization) (TOCA and 
TOCC 2001).  
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marketing.45  This allows NGOs and individuals from several tribes to network and share stories, 

art and traditional foods.     

Healthy O’odham Promotion Program (HOPP) 

  HOPP is focused on providing the motivation and facilities to allow O’odham people to 

exercise in a safe and supportive environment.  HOPP maintains facilities and teaches classes in 

several districts of the Nation, organizes community events focusing on exercises in several 

districts of the Nations, attends local conferences on wellness and health offering demonstrations 

and classes, and sponsors an annual Diabetes Health Fair.  Their annual Diabetes Health Fair is 

held at the Livestock Center located approximately three miles west of the capital of Sells.  It 

offers a series of concurrent workshops which discuss health, well-being, traditions, success 

stories and accomplishments related to preventing, managing and living with type 2 diabetes.  

My interaction with HOPP has been as a patron, utilizing their facilities on occasion and as a 

volunteer, supervising several groups of massage therapy students from a technical college in 

Tucson and as a speaker on holistic approaches to health and stress management at the annual 

Diabetes Health Fair.   

Tohono O’odham Community College  

Tohono O’odham Community College (TOCC), which was established on the Nation in 

1998 continues to work to advance students academically while remaining strongly rooted to the 

O’odham Himdag or way of life.  In addition to offering trade skills, associates degrees and 

general education requirements, TOCC also offers a series of classes on Tohono O'odham 

Language and Culture, Tohono O’odham History, Community Resources for Diabetes.  The 

classroom is augmented by both class field trips and TOCC field trips which highlight key 

                                                 
45 This year’s conference will be held at recently opened Tohono O’odham Cultural Center in Topawa, Arizona.  
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aspects of Tohono O’odham culture.  There is also an Agriculture and Natural Resources 

Program which TOCC has established.  TOCC was added to the USDA’s 1994 Land Grant 

institutions in 2004 (Office of the Chairwoman & Vice Chairman 2004).  This designation will 

allow for an expansion of the Agriculture and Natural Resources program at TOCC as well as the 

development of an experimental organic farm with community involvement (Office of the 

Chairwoman & Vice Chairman of the Tohono O’odham Nation 2004).  TOCC also offers 

Community Resources for Diabetes as an online course.  The course covers nutrition with a focus 

on diabetes and diabetes prevention through lifestyle modification.  In the past the course 

included face to face meetings, an orientation and a weekend retreat.  The course structure 

offered the advantage of being able to complete most of the required work outside of a traditional 

classroom setting.  This allowed several students to take this course that might not otherwise be 

able to due to work and family commitments coupled with long commute times to the Sells 

campus.   

Native Seeds/SEARCH (NS/S) 

Native Seeds/SEARCH (NS/S) is a Tucson-based non-Native American NGO which was 

established in 1983 to conserve agriculture resources in the greater southwest region, including 

Sonora, Mexico.  I am discussing Native Seeds/SEARCH because of its importance in 

redistribution of seeds to Native American peoples and particularly the Tohono O’odham.  In 

this section I hope to discuss Native Seeds/SEARCH’s unique positioning and how it is 

attempting to preserve native seeds in the United States southwest and northern Mexico.  I will 

also highlight some areas of concern that have been expressed within the NGO and outside of it.  

Many of the seeds in NS/S’s collection are readily available for purchase from Native 

Seed/SEARCH (NS/S) online or through their store in Tucson.  The collection has been acquired 

through purchases, exchange and gifts from indigenous communities in the region.  NS/S 
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currently grows the seeds out at their Conservation Farm in Patagonia, Arizona.  In order to 

ensure that the integrity of the collection is maintained the staff at Native Seeds/SEARCH 

perform closed pollinations.  This involves controlling the flow of pollen so that one accession, 

or seed from a particular farmer’s field which exhibits unique characteristics, will only have its 

pollen distributed to other individuals of the same accession.  

The main purpose of the Conservation Farm is to allow Native Seeds/SEARCH to continue 

its work to develop a complete and viable collection of crop plant germplasm in the United 

States Southwest and Northern Mexico regions.  The farm allows for the collection at the Native 

Seeds/SEARCH’s seed bank to be grown out on a regular basis.  These grow outs are essential to 

insure the continued viability of the seeds in their collection.  Some of the plants in the collection 

that Native Seeds/SEARCH was growing out during the summer of 2004 had not been grown out 

since they were collected nearly twenty years previous.    

Despite the essential work that NS/S engages in it has been critiqued by Pinel and Evans 

(1994) who contend that although there is some reciprocity by giving Native Americans who live 

in the greater southwest area free seeds and assisting in the creation of tribal seed banks, there is 

no protection for the long term rights of the farmers from whom NS/S originally obtained the 

seeds.  According to the 2005 version of the NS/S website (2005):  

NS/S was founded in 1983 as a result of requests from Native Americans on the Tohono 
O'odham reservation near Tucson who wished to grow traditional crops but could not 
locate seeds. Since then, we have become a major regional seed bank and a leader in the 
heirloom seed movement. Our seed bank is a unique resource for both traditional and 
modern agriculture. It includes 1800 collections, many of them rare or endangered; more 
than 90% of these crop varieties are not being systematically preserved elsewhere. Beside 
the expected drought tolerance of desert plants, many of these crops are resistant to rusts, 
insects, chemicals, and other stresses. They provide an irreplaceable "genetic library" to 
draw upon to ensure sustainable, environmentally safe agriculture in the future. 

From the above description it seems as if some Tohono O’odham originally  
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requested an institution or mechanism that would assist them in locating seeds of traditional 

crops, which would mean some plant genetic resources were either not present on the Tohono 

O’odham Nation or very narrowly distributed, perhaps in Sonora, Mexico.  At the same time 

Native Seed/SEARCH has done much to condense the knowledge of plants which the Tohono 

O’odham have historically utilized and make this available for use by the public without 

developing legal protections for the collective intellectual property of Tohono O’odham.  Indeed, 

when I asked about this at an informational meeting for Pollinator Interns, I was told that this 

was indeed something that was thought about, but NS/S had yet to develop a policy regarding 

intellectual property rights.  Early editions of The Seedhead News have addressed a variety of 

intellectual property rights concerns, from the seed to cultural property in the form of symbols.  

When the organization was initially established in 1983, the economic value of plants as genetic 

resources was not fully realized.  This was before the utilization of genes in genetic modification 

technologies and also in the face of a perceived near eradication of the community’s traditional 

seed source for its food system.  NS/S, a non-profit organization, has used its profits to work in 

collaboration with the Tohono O’odham and other indigenous peoples, as well as with NGO’s 

such as TOCA, Tohono O’odham Community Action, for the revitalization of the traditional 

community food systems.  From my fieldwork individuals from both the Tohono O’odham 

Nation and Native Seeds/SEARCH are more concerned about using seeds, not as plant genetic 

resources to be marketed to biotechnology firms, but rather as a source for rebuilding a 

community food system that promotes cultural identity and health. 

 While NS/S continues its work to promote these lofty goals, it is important to consider 

that the entity exists as a non-government organization (NGO), and as such has a tendency 
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towards self-preservation.  When I asked one NS/S staff member whether the organization could 

be turned over to a series of smaller tribal organizations I was told:  

Probably not…What I do see though is more involvement by tribal groups and you could 
have an autonomy there where you say here’s all our information here’s our seeds – 
anything you want to do – do it.  I mean that’s the good thing about a non-profit 
organization – they can give that away… because that’s their mission.  And if there was a 
group in Sonora Mexico or some place in the southwest that wanted all the information, all 
the germplasm and samples of the seeds – great – that would be wonderful – but to hand 
over the organization like that – that’s more of a stretch because the organization is 
running now – it’s developing now.  It seems a whole lot easier just to get more and more 
Native Americans involved in the organization and find out what’s missing. You know 
start asking ourselves – start asking Native Americans why is it we have so few people that 
come and want to be a part of the organization.    

There are a number of relevant points that this statement highlights.  First, there is a sense 

that the organization will always exist.  Second, there is a sense that the organization should 

always exist.  Third, the organization will always provide free information and seeds collected to 

Natives.46  Fourth, Native American involvement or lack thereof is problematized.  The lack of a 

single Native American working on staff of Native Seeds/SEARCH was something that was 

viewed as a crisis within the organization in 2004.  It was only remedied by the hiring of a 

Navajo as the Native American Outreach Coordinator.   

The idea that need for Native Seeds/SEARCH needs to continue indefinitely is a thought 

shared by all Native Seeds/SEARCH staff and members of the Board of Directors with whom I 

spoke.  The NGO has taken on a life of its own outside of the dictates of its mission.  It is a never 

ending mission, to safeguard and protect biodiversity.  Giving the responsibility to outside 

organizations, the government, international organizations or even Native communities from 

                                                 
46 While this remains true for the peoples of the regions from which NS/S’s collections were initially gathered, the 
policy changed in 1998 to exclude Native Americans living outside of the region from free membership due in part 
to the increased costs and projected increase in free membership requests from Native Americans outside of the 
region (Joaquin 1998). 
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which the seed originated is not something that even seems to be in the realm of possibility for 

those involved in NS/S. 

Despite my own critiques of NS/S many Tohono O’odham that I discussed Native 

Seeds/SEARCH with had positive things to say about the organization.  According to Sally, a 

middle age woman from Gu Achi District:  

Well Native Seeds we went there and of course they just give it to us because we say that 
we are going to plant and that’s how we started our garden was the seeds from Native 
Seeds.  So I have a lot of respect for them – they really try to promote getting back into 
those foods versus the other that’s so available 

Lionel, who lives on the main reservation, explains the role of Native Seeds/SEARCH in 

his gardening efforts a they provided much of the necessary tools and information to make his 

garden a reality, if not an overall success.  He explained that one Native Seeds/SEARCH 

employee had the job to: 

…get the O’odham interested in getting a garden going.  She would provide everything – 
you know the seeds and plants…to help make it be [fertile with] the mulch and we made a 
garden and the only thing that came out really good was the squash.  And we ate it – it was 
surprising. 

For others, Native Seeds/SEARCH is one of many sites of seed exchange.  Larry, an 

Akimel O’odham, notes  

I get some of the seeds from Native Seeds/SEARCH and not only that but some of the 
families that grow some of the traditional foods – I get some seeds from them also – it’s 
kind of like we all work together – like if I have a bunch of seeds I’ll pass them down to 
someone and so on so that we plant those and that’s the whole idea of it – is that we keep 
those seeds going – keep those foods going because when they stop they are hard to come 
back. 

Native Seeds/SEARCH will likely continue to work well into the future to maintain and 

deepen the agricultural diversity of the region in the face of a number of legal, ethical and moral 

issues which have endured and recently emerged in agriculture.  These issues are discussed in 
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some detail in the next chapter as well as the potential implications of these issues for traditional 

food security on the Tohono O’odham Nation.  
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Figure 2-1.  Map of Tohono O’odham lands in the U.S.A. and Mexico.  Copied with permission 

from Arizona Daily Star, Duarte (2001).   
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Figure 2-2.  Map of the 11 Districts of the Tohono O'odham Nation.  (Map courtesy of Kenneth 
D. Madsen.)  
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 A  B 

 C  D 
Figure 2-3.  This is a picture series of landscapes and vegetation in the Sonoran Desert.  

Although these pictures represent the vegetation and land forms of the Tohono 
O’odham Nation, they were taken in other locations because I had not sought out 
permission to take pictures as part of my research.  These lands are however well 
within lands that the Tohono O’odham have utilized: A) was taken at Saguaro 
National Park B) was taken at Tohono Chul Botanical Park in Tucson  C) was taken 
from Catalina Highway in Corando National Forest D) was taken from Catalina 
Highway in Corando National Forest. 

 

 
Figure 2-4.  Picture of organ pipe cactus (Stenocereus thurberi (Engelman) Buxbaum) 
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Figure 2-5.  Picture of Desert Harvesters volunteers preparing to grind mesquite pods in central 
Tucson. 
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CHAPTER 3 
FOOD: LOCAL, GLOBAL, OTHER  

Only by building strong people in every country be 
able to withstand the forces of technological displacement and market globalization that 

y way back to my home in Tucson from conducting an interview in Gila 

Bend, I

g 

bout.  

 

  

styles o

 and 

rse 

zona Agriculture 

The state of Arizona’s top agr  2006 were: cattle and calves, dairy 

produc

, self-sufficient local communities will 

are threatening the livelihoods and survival of much of the human family.  (Rifkin 
1995:250).   

As I make m

 nearly run out of gas and diverge from Interstate 10 and pass miles of barren fields 

destined for yet more water-intensive cotton production and for several miles, a cattle feedin

operation.  I think about the irrigators and laborers, who have worked these fields, see the 

massive machinery that breaks the earth and watch clouds of chemical-laden dust thrown a

I think about how aspects of these operations have existed, with varying intensities, within the 

Tohono O'odham Nation.  I think of how these cattle and cotton products as well as products of

the Tohono O'odham Nation are brought into the larger circuits of production and consumption. 

In this chapter I will discuss key aspects of agriculture and development.  I will contrast 

f approaches to agriculture and trace some of the key political issues currently 

surrounding food, revealing some of the side-effects of maintaining policies at the state

national level which give paramount importance to large-scale monocultures rather than dive

polycultures.  I will discuss how production for far away markets offers opportunities for and 

challenges to traditional food security on the Tohono O’odham Nation.   I will begin with a 

discussion of Arizona’s agricultural economy, focusing on the counties that comprise and 

surround the Tohono O’odham Nation.   

Ari

iculture commodities in

ts, lettuce, cotton and hay (USDA 2007).  Table 3-1 lists these commodities in descending 

level of economic importance.  According to the 2002 Census of Agriculture, produced by the 
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National Agricultural Statistics Service of the USDA in the three counties that in part comprise

the Tohono O'odham Nation, Pima, Pinal and Maricopa, there were 75, 67, and 53 farmers 

respectively (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2004).  Maricopa County annually produces o

$792 million in agricultural products including cattle and calves, sheep, 100,000 bales of cotton,

44,000 tons of Durum wheat, 39,000 tons of barley and 610,000 tons of alfalfa, citrus, lettuce, 

broccoli, cauliflower, onions, carrots, honeydew, cantaloupe, watermelon, potatoes cabbage  

(Arizona Department of Agriculture 2005a).  Pima County annually produces over $51 millio

agricultural products including 25,000 bales of cotton, 20,000 pounds of Durum wheat, with 

most exported to Italy, and cattle and calves (Arizona Department of Agriculture 2005b).  Pin

County annually produces over $448 million in agricultural products including honeydew, 

cantaloupe, watermelons, chili peppers, 256,000 bales of Upland cotton, sheep and cattle an

calves (Arizona Department of Agriculture 2005c).  Arizona agriculture, like much of agricult

across America is concerned primarily with the production of large quantities of commodities for 

national and international markets.  Agriculture for the Tohono O’odham was one component in 

regional food production and procurement strategies prior to the arrival of outsiders.    

Global and Local Bioregionalism   

 

ver 

 

n in 

al 

d 

ure 

Native American comm rmed by European and 

Americ e 

alized and 

y 

unities in the United States were info

an colonizers that their attempts to develop and cultivate lands were a far cry from th

ideal models of production suggested by European-Americans.  The destruction of Native 

American systems of food procurement and production is a product of historical and 

contemporary racism wherein indigenous systems of economic production are margin

read as inferior to their European counterparts.  Current approaches to development on the 

Tohono O’odham Nation can emerge from local initiatives or from attempts to court farawa

markets in an attempt to build and maintain economic stability.  As explained in Chapter 2 
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“Economies of the Tohono O’odham Nation,” for the Tohono O’odham as individuals and 

collectively both of these economic strategies are currently being utilized.  Casinos, in partic

offer the Tohono O’odham new opportunities, as well as challenges, in attempts to build solid 

support services for themselves which reflect deep O’odham values or Himdag.  The Tohono 

O’odham are profoundly affected both positively and negatively by their continued interaction

with outsiders.  As the Nation continues to build its own capacity and economic resources it will 

have opportunities to choose services and economic initiatives which will better suit the needs of 

the Tohono O’odham such as recreational centers which promote physical exercise.   

Anthropology as a discipline has been struggling to come to terms with multi-s

ular, 

s 

ited and 

scaled 

ose 

tions to food security issues within current political-

econom

issues 

esources to 

confron  may 

phenomena (Kearney 1995).  I will utilize the terms “bioregionalist” and “globalists” 

throughout the next sections to highlight key ideological and stylistic divergences between th

who gravitate towards having the whole world as their home and those who gravitate towards a 

place in attempts to maintain or create deeply rooted meanings of connection.  I will situate the 

Tohono O’odham within this continuum.   

Most globalists would look for solu

ic frameworks by utilizing economic indicators and mutli-lateral arrangements to 

leverage win-win situations (Tweeten 1999).  Most bioregionalists believe environmental 

cannot be resolved within the current political-economic systems that have been constructed.  

For bioregionalists it is necessary to create new organizational systems that de-emphasize the 

market as well as the individualistic nature of consumerism (Mollison 1990).   

The bioregional model of development, based on optimization of local r

t local resource demands before they become defined as problems, offers what some

consider an idyllic or even escapist stance to the approach of global environmental issues or the 
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quest for sustainability (Andersen 1996).  The argument against bioregionalism comes from 

those who are positioned to personally and professionally benefit from current political and 

economic arrangements, perhaps dismissing bioregionalists as merely playing with sticks and

mud unable to initiate or envision true change that can only come with shifting consumer 

preferences or fabricated scales of corporate responsibility (Bruno and Karliner 2002).  

One of the obvious reasons for targeting bioregional development is that it is expli

 

citly a 

reject d 

mer 

l 

; 

 

mportant policy-related problems with the bioregional 

movem t 

le 

                                                

ion of the nation-state and multi-national corporations to govern the lives of individuals an

community members.  Depending upon the context it may also be a rejection of international 

forms of governance including the United Nations.  Bioregionalist communities subvert the 

dominant industrial-consumerist paradigm which situates power with the state and the consu

by the development of a worldview balancing a locally appropriate mix of biocentrism and 

anthropocentrism.  Biocentrism offers individuals the opportunity to integrate as fundamenta

players into the maintenance of their own ecosystems.47   As bioregionalism is centered upon 

community interdependence with locally available natural resources, agriculture becomes the 

essential cornerstone of bioregionally based cultures (see Mollison, 1990; Bell, 1992 and 1994

Altieri, 1995; Altieri 1999a; Altieri 1999b; Shapiro and Harrison 2000).  Thus bioregionalism is 

fertile ground to work with local materials and resources: to sow the seeds of local sustainable 

agriculture, particularly traditional foods, development and utilization of local cuisine, gathering

of foods and building materials.   

Harrison (2000:85) raises i

ent.  First, the movement proposes a common goal (sense of consciousness) withou

describing how that will be met.  Second, it fails to create political activism to make wholesa

 
47 For more on regional and world biocentric development see Mollison (1990), Bell (1992 and 1994) and  Harrison 
2000:89-90).   
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changes in values.  Third, it is opposed to individualism, which as Gramsci points out is at the 

heart of the capitalist system within which bioregional movements in the United States are 

embedded.  Harrison (2000:85) continues, claiming that the social, mutually-supportive netw

which are needed to fully realize the potential of place is very different from historic human 

nature.  Harrison’s critique is not applicable to the Tohono O’odham who have a common 

identity as Tohono O’odham and recognize a shared set of beliefs and traditions interwoven

the lands that they occupy.  This is not to say that the relative importance of these beliefs and 

traditions are static and fully shared as they are indeed contested and negotiated (Nagel 1996:9

   Bioregionalism allows for an integrated realization of social, economic and 

orks 

 with 

).   

enviro  part failed to 

 

not 

but 

eated a 

on 

pts in action on the Tohono O’odham 

Nation.

 

nmental aspects of sustainability.  However, bioregionalists have for the most

express their conceptualization of sustainability in general and sustainable development in 

particular.  Historically, bioregionalists have failed to offer realistic solutions to concerns of

population size and urban distribution; large-scale ecological disturbances which will simply 

return to some natural state; and the material deconstruction of large cities.  Bioregional 

communities are addressing these issues not only at the local level through direct action, 

through their written works (Mollison, 1990; Bell 1992 and 1994) they have created a 

transnational citizen of the earth rooted in place identity.  These bioregionalists have cr

global network of ‘sister communities,’ by utilizing the tools of modernity (Escobar 1999).  If 

bioregional communities were to proliferate much of the need to discuss political organization 

larger-scales would be eliminated (Mollison, 1990:516).   

There are many manifestations of bioregional conce

  Bioregional design principles were integral in the creation of the master plan for the 

rehabilitation and development of the San Xavier Cooperative Farm.  Some Tohono O’odham
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are engaging in ranching, farming and gardening, although in numbers dramatically less than 

previously (See Chapter 5 for current rates of participation in collecting and gardening).  Some

are actively involved in the political processes at not only the National and District levels but 

also the community level.  Some are creating art, poetry and music inspired by the landscape o

by those that have come through and those that remain.  Some individuals are working to restore

the traditional language of the O’odham to see the landscape and relations with it in a unique 

manner.    

In the

 

r 

 

 past Tohono O’odham as a people were reliant on the land to make their living, they 

were 

 

 

rk of 

 

Since the inception of 00 years ago humans 

have   

bioregionalists of essence.  Tohono O’odham needed to procure food resources from the 

landscape in various settings or face food insecurity.  Recently these food resources are again 

being sought out for survival but rather than meet the minimum caloric requirements they are 

now viewed as ideal foods by entities within the Nation (TOCA, SXCF, TOCC, and HOPP) to

cope with the epidemic rates of diabetes brought about by excessive caloric intake.  These foods

are viewed as intimately linked with what it means to be an O’odham and what it means to be 

healthy.  Recent bioregional initiatives which focus on enhancing capacities of production, 

procurement and processing of these foods have emerged in the last decade through a netwo

governmental and non-governmental organizations.  These entities have been responsible for a 

revitalization of traditional food products within the Nation and are an important step in building

traditional food security for the Tohono O’odham who may again become bioregionalists of 

essence.  See Chapter 5 for more on current growing, collecting and cooking of foods.      

Sustainable and Industrial Agriculture  

 agriculture in the Fertile Crescent over 10,0

been dramatically altering ecosystems and species in order to increase the food available.

With an increase in globalization and commoditization of food the processes of ensuring that 
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food resources are available has become entangled in a web of social, political and economic 

interactions which divert food through complex markets to reach the mouths of most of the 

world’s population.  With the advent of global bioregional movements an increasing number

critiques of industrial production systems continue to emerge.  As Boll (1995) has noted,  

The longing for a better world will need to arise at the imagined meeting place of ma

 of 

ny 
movements of resistance, as many as there are sites of enclosure and exclusion.  The 

t in the anti-globalization movement does not homogenize actors in 

their im  

 

onny 

2000:

onmentally sound, preserving resources and maintaining production potential; 
 

untries and within each country. 

E iversity that is 

inhere

resistance will be as transnational as capital.  Because enclosure takes myriad forms, so 
shall resistance to it. 

Activist engagemen

aginations of what the world could be.  The slow food, organic food and indigenous food

movements which continue to emerge serve as foils to industrial agricultural production to the 

extent that they remain discrete from the very structures that they by their essence critique.  

Individuals and entities within these movements may imagine links of varying intensities to a

more sustainable form of food production, distribution and consumption.           

Some features of a sustainable agriculture systems include (adopted from B

436):  

• Envir

• Profitable for farmers and workable on a long term basis; 
 
• Providing food quality and sufficiency for all people; 
 
• Socially acceptable (including ethics); 
 
• Socially equitable, between different co
 

mbedded in sustainable agricultural systems is agro-biodiversity, or the d

nt in polycultures in relation to monocultures (see Thrupp 1999:318 for list of benefits of 

agro-biodiversity).   
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“Technosubstiution,” wherein technological innovations progressively alter biological 

relations within human ecosystems has been characteristic of agricultural intensification (Stepp 

et al. 2002).  The increased “imposition of biostructure by technostructure” (Stepp et al. 2002) 

has led to an industrialization of agriculture wherein, according to Bartlett (2000:255) there is:  

• Increased use of complex technology and the technology treadmill. 
 
• Increased substitution of capital for labor. 
 
• Increased energy use. 
 
• Increased influence of the state. 
 
• A tendency toward competition, specialization, and overproduction.  
 
• Increased interdependence between farm units and agribusinesses that control inputs, 
machinery, product sales, processing and transport. 
 

Whereas sustainable agriculture techniques are synergistic, relying upon local knowledge 

and varieties, industrial agriculture techniques (IA) rely upon technologies being imposed which 

work to the detriment of one another (UNDP 1995).  For example, tractors while allowing a 

farmer to work a relatively large amount of land will compact the soil, resulting in an increase in 

irrigation efforts to attain similar results, which, in turn has its own negative effects (Postel 

1999).  Application of agro-industrial chemicals may decrease productivity by killing off soil 

microorganisms that play a key role in the cycling of nutrients.  Additionally the increase in 

inputs into the system are unlikely to lead to an increase in humus or organic matter (OM) 

content and may, in fact, lower OM and thus productivity of the soil.  The industrial approach to 

agriculture can have dramatic, impacts on environmental systems at the: global level, (impacting 

climate change) (Tilman, Tamanini, van der Horst, and Okamura 2001), regional level (the 

creation of ‘ecological sacrifice zones’ such as the zone of hypoxia in the Gulf of Mexico) 
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(Jackson 2002; DeVore 2002) and local level (threats to pollinator populations) (Suzan et al. 

1994).  

Biotechnology has improved the quality of seed grains and the ability to produce bigger 

harvests in optimal areas for crop production.  This has led to the overproduction of grains in the 

United States which has direct consequences on farmers in other countries.  For example, 

Mexican farmers are unable to compete with corn that is imported from the US at thirty percent 

below the cost of production (Dawkins 2003).  Equally important, increased yields and reduced 

chemical and labor costs can represent increased income for some farmers utilizing industrial 

agriculture techniques. Finally, farmers can save in the cost of bringing their product to market 

with crops that require less handling, are easier to store, need no refrigeration, and have a longer 

shelf-life. 

IA did indeed boost production for specific crops, while eliminating others that had crucial 

roles for the maintenance of food security.  The indicators of production have been too coarse-

grained to realize the broad-scale implications for food security.  Official estimates by States 

rarely consider the total output of a polyculture system of agriculture, rather only the grain yields 

are considered (Shiva 1988:154-56).  If total production were to be considered, then polyculutres 

would prove to be superior to monocultures that emphasize only the yield of one crop (for cost-

benefit analysis in several agro-ecosystems see United Nations Development Program 1992).   

Current production of traditional foods on the Tohono O’odham Nation combines 

elements of both industrial and sustainable agriculture.  The work to rehabilitate the SXCF 

utilizes specialized technologies in addition to this special process laser field leveling is typically 

utilized in order to ensure the proper flow of water across the fields at SXCF.  Both farms rely on 

water non-sustainable water supplies, TOCA on groundwater from diesel pumps and SXCF on 
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Central Arizona Project water as part of the settlement from US v Tucson (increased reliance on 

the state).   Both farms rely on farm equipment such as tractors which can compact the soil over 

time and replace human labor, however hand labor can still be intensive since no pesticides or 

herbicides are utilized.  SXCF has a master plan which includes protection of environmental 

sensitive areas and relies on cropping strategies to maintain soil fertility.  Both TOCA and SXCF 

are working to provide high quality traditional food products in adequate quantities for the 

Nation’s residents: SXCF is based in San Xavier District and acts to distribute food in the 

community, TOCA hosts events sharing fruits of the desert and harvests from their farm.   

For the Tohono O’odham reduction in dietary diversity is related to the decline in 

diversity of their agro-ecosystems which were once much more complex (see Nabhan 1983).  

Still the foods that these farms produce are valued and cherished both within the Nation by most 

individuals with whom I spoke.  These traditional foods are seen as re-connecting them to family 

and tradition.  These same products, marketed outside the Nation, offer something different, 

exotic and yet familiar in the shared sense of responsibility in the preservation of agro-

biodiversity.   

Taste and the Exotic Other 

 On any given day in Sells or San Xavier one can find food vendors selling anything from 

cupcakes, to fry bread, to Indian tacos.  These vendors will move from building to building in 

more urban areas of the Nation or set up shop in front of shopping plazas, parking lots, or in 

homes with advertisement consisting of simple signage pointing down dusty drives.  These 

endeavors, despite the regular presence of many of these vendors are informal.  More formal 

sales of foods occur at grocery stores, gas stations, markets, trading posts or shops within the 

Nation.  Pre-Contact traditional foods are regularly available at the San Xavier Cooperative Farm 

(tepary beans (year round), squash and corn (seasonally)), TOCA’s office in Sells and TOCA’s 
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store in the Tohono O’odham Museum and Cultural Center in Topawa (tepary beans (year 

round), sitol, cholla buds and SXCF ga’iwsa (seasonally)).  SCXF goods (tepary beans (year 

round) and ga’iwsa (seasonally)) are also sold at the Coyote Store in Schuk Toak District.  

Bashas’ supermarket in Sells was carrying TOCA tepary beans but is not currently carrying any 

traditional foods.  Prepared foods are available in the grocery store in Sells, gas stations and 

trading posts.  Individual are also involved in cooking traditional foods for their own families 

(See Chapter 5).  Tohono O’odham and non-Tohono O’odham people distribute these pre-

Contact foods outside of Tohono O’odham kitchens, meals and events so that they become 

available far from their origin.  

The production and consumption of traditional foods outside of Native American 

communities, reservation or non-reservation, although currently blossoming in both non-Native 

and Native marketing operations is nothing new.  Tohono O’odham farm products have 

historically been marketed for non-O’odham in the Tucson region, as have the O’odham 

themselves (see Figure 3-1).  Exchange of foods between non-Native and Native peoples is as 

old in the United States as the story of Thanksgiving.  More recent incursions and iterations 

include the Silverbird Company of New York which sold native American foods including 

Navajo Fry Bread, Buffalo Burgers, Blue Corn Pudding, and Rabbit Stew (Levenstein 

2003:251).  The mass production of blue corn chips is perhaps the best known utilization of a 

food blue corn meal in an industrial context that was initially produced by the Anasazi (Tewa, 

Zuni and Hopi) (Pinel and Evans 1994; Soleri and Cleveland 1994).   

As many Native Americans live in two worlds, working and living both on and off the 

reservation, they are constantly blending elements of global flows and local, community or 

native flows of ideology and goods.  Certainly food, traditional foods, indigenous foods, native 
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foods, offers a window by which one can examine the hybrids which emerge through a blending 

of ‘two worlds’.  The emergence and production of a consciousness of cuisine of Native 

American communities has created new food combinations which combine elements of 

traditional foods which have been produced by particular groups for eons with prepackaged, 

industrially produced products to create a new cuisine such as Buffalo Burgers mentioned above 

(Levenstein 2003:251) or the creation of new dishes which utilize traditional foods in new 

arrangements which promote health and wellness and hence directly answer challenges of type 2 

diabetes and other diseases of affluence.  An example of this in the local context of the Tohono 

O’odahm Nation is a salad which utilizes prepackaged spinach, pineapples and cholla buds 

(ciolim) tossed with a light dressing.  This dish has been prepared and served for health 

conferences by TOCA staff members who will discuss the quick and easy preparation of the 

salad and the healthy nutritious alternative that the new cuisine offers as the food demonstration 

is given.  TOCA staff suggest that wild spinach (Monolepis nuttalliana (Shult.) E. Greene) could 

be collected after the first rains of spring when it grows on the Tohono O’odham Nation 

(Hodgson 2001:153) and incorporated into the salad,  however, in the cooking demonstrations 

that I witnessed the pre-packaged spinach was utilized.  This is much healthier than 

contemporary and recent historical preparations of cholla buds which include boiling perhaps 

adding salt and oil or lard, boiling and then frying with rabbit meat and rabbit fat, boiling then 

frying with onions in either vegetable oil or lard.  Other dishes which have incorporated 

traditional foods include tepary bean hummus and chia seed smoothies.   

The cholla bud salad as a product is something that could easily appear in health food 

stores across the United States, offering an opportunity to both eat healthy and taste genuine 

Native American foods, connecting perhaps with an unexpressed need for someone seeking 
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connection in urban centers.  Currently the foods that are produced from this region include 

jams, juices and jellies which are made from the prickly-pear cacti.  There are also a variety of 

dry foods including grains, beans, teas and spices which either are indigenous to Native 

American communities or produced by Native Americans.   

Unlike tourist objects which take elements of Native American designs and iconography 

and are mass produced and shipped trans-Pacific to the southwest to be sold as “genuine Indian 

art” in shopping malls or the side of the road in popular tourist shopping grounds, the foods that 

are produced by non-Natives and Natives are essentially the same product genetically, and 

depending on the growing conditions will offer the same life-sustaining combination of nutrients 

and minerals.  Here the distinction between Native American produced and non-Native 

American produced becomes even more critical and yet less recognized or acknowledged.  While 

Native Seeds/SEARCH has been integral to the re-dissemination of traditional foods in many 

contexts, they have operated by sourcing their beans and other products which are named after 

Native American groups through non-Native producers as Native American sources are either 

unavailable or not economically feasible.  By doing so the organization seems to be giving 

paramount importance to continuing its mission to promote the dissemination and thus 

preservation of foods which are indigenous or native to the southwest with the idea that if these 

foods are being produced and consumed outside of this region by greater numbers of people then 

there will be less likelihood that this will lead to an extinction of the individual species of plant.  

Monies generated from the store and catalogue sales also bring much needed revenue to the 

organization to continue its mission and also make free seeds available for Native Americans 

living in the greater Southwest region of the United States.  

 103



 

Heritage Foods USA is another entity through which ‘collects’ Native American foods and 

sells this via the Internet.  Heritage Foods 2001 was created in 2001 “as the sales and marketing 

arm for Slow Food USA, a non-profit which “celebrates regional cuisines and products” 

(Heritage Foods USA, n.d.a).  According to the Heritage Foods USA website foods must be 

eaten in order to save them.  The website does not make a mention of why the foods are being 

eaten or by whom.   Simply, the foods need to be eaten to save the foods themselves.  The 

subtext here is that the foods must be purchased on the website to infuse cash into various 

farming operations and allow an increased production of diverse agriculture products.  The 

Heritage Foods USA website states the importance of their own actions of re-selling products 

and opening new market opportunities for foods including traditional foods of Native American 

peoples and the Tohono O’odham in particular by stating, “We are committed to sticking with 

each and every breed of animal and plant until they have reached a point that they can survive on 

their own, without our assistance.”  (Heritage Foods USA n.d.c).  According to this statement 

domesticated plants and animals have the capacity to survive on their own without assistance.  

The tepary bean seems to be surviving quite well, increasing in its popularity and one of 

“America’s Top Ten Success Stories” for renewal of a food tradition (Nabhan and Rood 

2004:38-39).  

 Tohono O’odham traditional foods have entered new niche markets where they command 

a price much higher than currently sold for on the Nation.  TOCA has been active in selling 

tepary beans and other products to Heritage Foods USA so that they can be resold via the 

internet.  Heritage Foods USA offers a Tohono O’odham foods sampler gift basket for $76.  The 

gift basket includes two pounds of brown tepary beans, two pounds of white tepary beans, four 
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ounces of dried cholla buds, and a one and a half ounce bottle of saguaro syrup (Heritage Foods 

USA n.d.b).    

As the marketing efforts of traditional foods continue by non-governmental organizations 

and corporations such as Native Seeds/SEARCH, Heritage Foods, TOCA and San Xavier 

Cooperative Farm and as more people are exposed to the possibility of eating like a “real Indian” 

the value of these crops in economic terms will also increase.48  This spike in value and 

opportunity for profit may attract larger corporations back into the fold of producing prepared 

foods from Native American communities including the Tohono O'odham.  It may price local 

consumers out of the market for foods that are increasingly rare and seem to be occupying a 

specialty niche like sitol, saguaro cactus syrup, which currently sells for $2.50 an ounce from 

individuals who have collected the bahidaj and processed it into sitol an ounce in Sells.  This 

same produce with appropriate packaging and marketing sells for $10 an ounce or more off of 

the Nation.   

Genes, Property and Intellectual Currents 

In some cases the economic value that plants and animals have as food products has been 

somewhat overshadowed by recent utilization of the genes which these plants contain (Fowler 

1994 and 1997).  Agro-biodiversity is the cornerstone of sustainable agriculture providing a 

multitude of benefits not only to small-scale/indigenous farmers in situ but also to the 

maintenance of the industrial approach to agriculture through utilization of ex situ collections 

(Thrupp 1999 and Brokensha 1999).  Whereas the industrial system of agriculture has been 

incredibly productive in increasing the grain yield and thereby assuring food security for billions, 
                                                 
48 Although consumer rationale is beyond the scope of this dissertation, consumers have reported a preference for 
place-based foods particular in-state foods which feed the local economy (DeCarlo, Franck and Pirog 2005) as well 
as for products that are connected to a certain geography, culture and tradition (Aurier, Fort and Siriex 2005).  
Certainly collection of Native American goods has a long and dubious history in the United States, including 
photography in the late nineteenth century (Jenkins 1993).   
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through international distribution systems, small-scale producers, estimated at 1.4 billion by the 

Food and Agriculture Organization, have also played a key role in assuring household food 

security in less centralized regions of the world.  Genetic improvements, which rely on plant 

genetic resources, account for nearly half of the increase in yields in the industrialized 

production system of the United States (Frisvold et al. 1999).  Kloppenburg (in Frisvold et al. 

1999) notes, “It is no exaggeration to say that the plant genetic resources received as free goods 

from the Third World have been worth untold billions of dollars to the advanced capitalist 

nations.”  This failure to compensate indigenous farmers for the genetic resources found in their 

fields only serves to undermine the ability of these farmers to produce, hence de-localizing food 

production and increasing the risk of food insecurity.   

The valuable contributions of biodiversity to agriculture was recognized in National 

Association of Home Builders v Babbit, 130 F.3d 1041 (D.C. 1997), wherein the court, in 

determining that endangered species deserved protection, quoted Amici Curiae that explained:  

Fortifying the genetic diversity of US crops played a large part in the explosive 
growth in farm production since the 1930s, accounting for at least one half of 
the doubling of yields of rice, soybeans, wheat, and sugarcane, and a three fold 
increase in corn and potatoes.  Genetic diversity provided by wild plants also 
protects domestic crops from disease and pest damage. 
 

Biotechnology has been defined in Article 2 of Convention on Biological Diversity as “any 

technological application that uses biological systems, living organisms, or derivatives thereof, to 

make or modify products or processes for specific use”  (Convention on Biological Diversity 

1992).  This definition is problematic as it is overly broad and obfuscates the dramatic 

differences that the utilization of GMO technologies present when compared to other methods of 

production and modification.  It further serves to legitimize the technology by viewing this 
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particular intervention in the natural world as business as usual; similar to how the GMO 

technologies have historically been regulated (Eubanks 2002).   

While proponents of the GMOs promise great future benefits for all (Avery 2000; 

Burkhardt 2001), it seems unlikely that these benefits will emerge for all farmers in a vertically 

integrated and profit motivated industry (Kneen 2002; Altieri and Rossett 1999a and 1999b).  

The promise of greater yields was not realized for most biotechnology agricultural products in 

the early 2000s, with diminished profits for Bacillus thuringiensis(Bt)49 Corn (pest resistant) 

(Benbrook 2001a), decreased yield for Roundup Ready Soybeans (herbicide resistant) (Benbrook 

2001b) and with the only affirmative increase in yields and profits for GM cotton (Fernandez-

Cornejo and McBride 2002).  A more recent report highlights research indicating wide farmer 

adoption of GM50, particularly Bt cotton which is planted on over 80% of total US cotton 

acreage (Fernandez-Cornejo and Caswell 2006).  This report also highlights decreased pesticide 

utilization, an overall increase in yields and mixed results related to farmer profits of GM versus 

non-GM varieties in an industrial agriculture setting (Fernandez-Cornejo and Caswell 2006).    

For Native Americans the hybridization of blue corn initially produced by the Anasazi 

(Hopi, Tewa and Zuni) and now marketed by non-Indian serves as an example of how Native 

American food products can enter markets with massive distribution and no benefit to the 

cultures which initially developed them (Pinel and Evans 1994; Soleri and Cleveland 1994).  

There has also been much work on developing indigenous intellectual property rights to genetic 

as well as other resources, however when I mentioned intellectual property rights issues to 

TOCA, San Xavier Cooperative Farm and Native Seeds/SEARCH in regards to plant materials at 

                                                 
49 Bacillus thuringiensis is a bacterium that produces an insecticidal toxin to specific insects. 
50 The main reason given by farmers for GM variety adoption was to increase yields (Fernandez-Cornejo and 
Caswell 2006).   
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the formulating stages of my research there seemed to be little concern or consideration of the 

utilization or potential negative ramifications that intellectual property rights law might present.  

Unlike intellectual property rights issues of health related to the consumption of traditional foods 

compared with commodity foods was a common theme among each of the organizations.     
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Table 3-1.  Top agriculture commodities in Arizona in 2006.  
Agricultural 
Commodities 

% of state total % of U.S. value Value of receipts ($1000) 

Cattle and calves 25 2 773,700 
Dairy products 18 2 555,621 
Lettuce  16 25 500,749 
Cotton 6 3 186,969 
Hay  5 3 152,097 
All commodities  1 3,105,621 
Source: United States Department of Agriculture,  2007 Arizona Fact Sheets: Top 5 Agricultural 
Commodities in 2006, 2007. Electronic document, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/StateFacts/AZ.htm#TCEC, accessed June 20, 2007.  
 

 
 
Figure 3-1.  Digital photo of picture of Indian exhibit at rodeo,Tucson, Arizona. Date unknown.  

No. BN 41281 Buehman Collection– Arizona Historical Society – Tucson, Arizona.  
Taken with Permission.  This material may be protected by U.S. Copyright Code. 
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CHAPTER 4 
TOHONO O’ODHAM FOOD SECURITY CHALLENGES 

 This chapter will answer the first three research questions: (1) What foods do 

contemporary Tohono O’odham consider to be traditional foods?  (2) Is there an unmet demand 

for traditional foods on the Tohono O’odham Nation?  (3) What are some of the factors that limit 

an individual or family’s increased involvement with traditional foods (gathering, growing, 

cooking and consuming)?   

What are Traditional Foods? 

When approaching the issue of traditional food access and availability on the Tohono 

O'odham Nation, the first question to consider is what foods are Tohono O’odham traditional 

foods.  This is important for those entities which are working with revitalizing traditional foods 

on the Nation as well as health care providers who are looking to make effective health care 

interventions in order to mitigate the effects of type 2 diabetes on the Tohono O’odham.  

Kulkarni (2004) and Urdaneta and Krehbiel (1989) have demonstrated the importance of 

determining what foods are considered to be traditional foods, or foods that hold symbolic and 

cultural value for individuals, in tailoring suggestions for dietary modifications to African-

American, Asian-Indian, and Mexican-American patients with diabetes.  

When TOCA and TOCC conducted a survey on traditional foods in 2002 they listed 22 

traditional foods and asked respondents the frequency (daily, often, sometimes, rarely, never) 

with which they consumed traditional foods and the frequency with which they would like to 

consume traditional foods.  The foods listed in that survey as traditional foods include: tepary 

beans (bawĭ), O’odham squash (ha:l), O’odham corn (huñ), O’odham watermelon (milon), 

O’odham sugarcane (ka:no), O’odham melons (ke:li ba:so), garbanzo beans (kalwas), O’odham 

spinach (’i:wagĭ), lentils (lañji), O’odham peas (wihol), O’odham pink beans (s-wegi mu:n), 
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black-eyed peas (u’us mu:n), chiltepines (a’al ko’okol), acorns (wiyi:di), cholla buds (ciolim), 

saguaro fruit (bahidaj), prickly-pear fruit (i’ipai), banana yucca fruit (howij), mesquite beans 

(wihog), deer meat (huawi cuhug), rabbit (cu:wĭ), and javelina (ko:ji).  This list contains foods 

which are both indigenous and introduced to the region.     

Historical Shifts in Tohono O’odham Food Systems  

Historically, the Tohono O'odham developed a two village system of residence coupled 

with collecting in different regions of their traditional lands to meet their dietary needs before 

Spanish contact.  In the summers, the Tohono O’odham lived in field villages which enabled 

easy access to their floodwater fields.  They also collected the fruits of many species of cacti 

during these months.  The summer months, marked by the first summer or monsoon rains and the 

harvesting of bahidaj, were a time of relative plenty in the desert.  After the harvesting was 

completed the Tohono O’odham moved to their winter “well” or spring villages where they 

relied on hunting and gathering as well as on foods that they had stored from the previous season 

to get them through the winter months.   The majority of food was either hunted or gathered pre-

Contact (Castetter and Bell 1942:57).  Foods included in this group are documented by Rea 

(1997).  During this time there was trade in the Sonoran Desert with the Tohono O’odham 

trading labor, salt and foods that they hunted and gathered from their homelands for corn, beans 

and tools not only with neighboring tribes, but also with the more distant Hopi and Zuni 

(Erickson 1994:18).  Hence, Tohono O’odham were consuming at least some foods regionally 

produced pre-Spanish contact.    

Contact with the Spanish slowly but dramatically altered the foods that were considered to 

be O’odham foods.  Father Eusebio Kino, an Italian born Jesuit priest, through his missions in 

the Pimería Alta, had introduced several Old World cultigens by 1710.  These crops included: 

wheat, barley, chick peas (garbanzo beans), lentils, kidney beans, cabbage, onions, lettuce, 
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garlic, anise, and grape (Lewis 1994:134).  Animals were also introduced at the missions 

including cattle, horses, sheep, goats and domestic fowl (Lewis 1994:134).  Many of these foods 

which originally moved into this area through the Columbian Exchange (Crosby 1972) have 

become well integrated into Tohono O’odham conceptions of traditional foods. TOCA, which as 

previously mentioned promotes traditional foods, has included some post-Contact foods on the 

survey with TOCC (TOCA and TOCC 2002) on their list of traditional foods mentioned above.  

SXCF also promotes post-Contact foods by growing wheat and producing roasted wheat for sale 

within the Nation. 

The further and continued contact with the United States brought still more food choices 

and possibilities into the lives of the Tohono O’odham.  As the economies of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation and the US became more intertwined (see Chapter 2, Economies of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation) Tohono O’odham individuals came to increasingly rely on wage labor in 

cotton camps and mines as well as other off-reservation employment.  As these processes 

continued Tohono O’odham relied less and less on the floodwater fields in which they grew 

corn, beans and squash and the suite of subsistence strategies which had historically sustained 

them including collection of cacti, mesquite and screwbeans and hunting for deer, quail, 

packrats.  See Tables 1-1 and 1-2 for decreased utilization of traditional farming throughout the 

Nation and the San Xavier District.  As transportation networks increased through the region and 

a wage economy supplanted a subsistence economy, grocery stores, convenience marts and fast 

food restaurants emerged in relatively convenient locations on and around the Tohono O’odham 

Nation.   

Foods that are considered to be traditional foods today come from all three periods.  

Although TOCA listed none of the foods from the US period of Tohono O’odham history, many 
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of the respondents in this research noted that for them traditional foods included things such as 

potato salad, commodity foods, fry bread, Indian tacos and fast foods.  While official 

representations of traditional foods from Tohono O’odham Nation representatives and entities 

include foods from pre-Contact and in some instances the pre-US, this research shows that 

contemporary Tohono O’odham perceive that traditional foods are from all three time periods: 

pre-Spanish, Spanish contact and U.S. interactions.   

Negotiating Tohono O’odham Traditional Foods  

Given the overlapping religious, political and economic incursions into the region it is no 

wonder that some contemporary O’odham reflexively negotiate traditional O’odham foods.  In 

some instances individuals would denote “true traditional foods” or “traditional traditional 

foods” as those that historic Tohono O’odham were consuming pre-Spanish contact.  Lionel, a 

middle age male from Chukut Kuk District, ponders the changing nature of foods consumed by 

his people,  

As far as the food I am sure things have changed.  You know no one ever sat me down and 
said “okay this is a traditional food, this is a Mexican food.”  So whenever Father Kino, 
whenever the Spanish came and started teaching or introducing us they brought the cattle 
and the horses, but who knows how we ate at the time when we were fighting the Apaches. 
…What did we eat at the time before there were treaties?” 

For other informants there were clear distinctions between “Mexican foods” and “Indian 

foods.”  In contemporary times there has been an increased utilization of commodity foods to the 

extent that three respondents noted that commodity foods are traditional foods.  For some 

Tohono O’odham, the adoption of traditional foods as traditional may result from the integration 

of commodity foods into family recipes.  Despite this integration, Samantha, a young woman 

from the San Lucy District, believes that commodity foods are poor substitutes to foods that have 

been collected from the desert.  She explains:    
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Nowadays they have…the spinach in the can but it doesn’t taste the same as it did…we get 
those and I try to do that – to get the way my grandmother had, it a little bit tastes like that 
but not as good….  We would pick it and …we would help her clean it and everything and 
then she’d boil it…and she would cut up onions and fry it and she would put it in there and 
it tasted it really good. 

Commodity foods also led to the increased prevalence of the key ingredients for making 

fry bread, the pan-Indian food par excellence, and for at some Tohono O’odham an important 

part of culture.  Most businesses and food vendors which sell fry bread plain or as the shell of an 

“Indian Taco” within the Nation maintain that it is a traditional food.  Indeed “Mexican foods” 

and fry bread are relatively easy to attain at most community events and family gatherings as 

well as available for purchase in many locations throughout the Nation.  With all of these 

overlapping sources of food and cuisine, individuals I spoke with give a variety of answers to the 

question of “What foods do you consider to be traditional foods?”   

The most frequently mentioned traditional foods were: bahidaj, beans, cholla buds, fry 

bread/popover, pinto beans, squash, tepary beans and tortillas (cemait).  Elders and middle age 

individuals mentioned each of these foods.  Young adults made no mention of bahidaj (saguaro 

fruit) or cholla buds, although they did mention the generic categories of cactus food/fruit and 

cactus jam/syrup.  This may indicate that the youth are unfamiliar with the food revitalization 

efforts within the Nation that have focused on increased production of tepary beans and 

collection and sales of saguaro fruit and cholla buds.  Young adults also made no mention of the 

generic category, “foods from the desert.” Twice as many young adults recognized fry bread as a 

traditional food compared with elders.  Nonetheless, acceptance of fry bread as a traditional food 

was not without reflection.  Mike, a young adult man from Sells District, when asked if fry bread 

was a traditional food answered, “Sometimes they are.  My grandmother would make it a long 

time ago and serve it with the foods that she made.”  The maker or preparer of the food 

transformed fry bread into a traditional food for this young adult.  Peggie, a middle age woman 
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from Baboquivari District, when asked if fry bread and tortillas were traditional foods, 

responded, “Yeah…up to a certain extent…especially the cemait because I remember my 

grandmother making it.”  Similarly an elder woman recalls eating fry bread when she was a little 

girl and hence she considers fry bread to be a traditional food.  Ernie, a middle age man from the 

San Lucy District, expressed the problematic nature of classifying foods as belonging to one 

domain.  In his self-negotiations of determining the appropriate categorization for fry bread and 

tortillas he notes the qualities, work to prepare and taste preference, which may transform a food 

into a traditional food.  When asked if he considers fry bread and tortillas traditional he explains: 

Well I guess in a way it kind of is traditional but it is not really native food – it is kind of – 
fry bread maybe, but tortillas is more like Mexican but you do have to work at it to make 
it, but.  Yeah I mean I like it a lot.  I guess that I would consider it traditional or like I said 
it is maybe a little more Mexican than what I consider to be Native American.  It is one of 
the things that you have to make fresh – well you don’t have to – but desire fresh. 

Other individuals differentiated between the regular flour popovers and the whole wheat 

tortillas.  Marlene, a young adult woman from San Lucy District, classified yeast bread, potato 

salad and fry bread as a “my modern traditional foods.”  At the same time Walter, a middle age 

man from San Lucy District, who describes himself as half Mexican and half Indian, views the 

popovers as the only distinct food that he has had in Native American culture in comparison with 

Mexican foods.     

I elected not to offer a list form which participants could choose as TOCA and TOCC 

(2002) had done and instead left the question open-ended by asking individuals, “What foods do 

you consider to be traditional foods?”  This style of questioning allowed the opportunity to see 

convergences and divergences in beliefs concerning what traditional foods are.  Asking this 

simple question to each informant allowed for all participants to list all the traditional foods 

which they are aware of.  This structured interviewing technique is known as free-listing.   
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Free list data can be collected by asking respondents to write out all the words and 

concepts which belong in a domain or alternatively can be verbal if all respondents are not 

literate.  I collected the free list data verbally since language issues were a concern several of my 

informants (See Chapter 1).  I provided a piece of paper and pen if respondents asked for these.      

Free listing enabled me to determine the contents and boundaries of the cultural domain 

“traditional foods” from the emic perspective of contemporary Tohono O’odham.  Weller and 

Romney (1998:9) defined a cultural domain as, “an organized set of words, concepts, or 

sentences, all on the same level of contrast, that jointly refer to a single conceptual sphere.”  Free 

listing has been utilized in several anthropology studies including Gravlee (2002) who examined 

the domain of skin color in southeastern Puerto Rico, Grant (2005) who examined the domain of 

sexuality for women over 44 in north Florida, and Rosado (2007) who examined the domain hair 

via hairstyles and textures of African-descended women.   

Free listing exercises provide a diversity of responses including idiosyncratic responses 

which are listed by only on informant.  The domain “traditional foods” is marked by 52 (39%) 

idiosyncratic responses and 80 (61%) responses given by at least two respondents.  These 

responses are shown with their frequencies in, Figure 4-1.  This plot shows that at the 31st 

response there is a leveling off in the scree plot.  If frequency of mention indicates which foods 

are the most important or salient, then seven of the foods (tepary beans, squash, beans, cholla 

buds, tortillas, fry bread and pinto beans) can be considered core traditional foods.  The structure 

of this domain follows a core-periphery structure typical of most domains, wherein a few core 

items are mentioned by most informants and many peripheral items are mentioned by a single 

informant (Borgatti 1996:5). 
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Salience or importance of an item can also be measured in terms of how soon 

respondents bring up an item.  The assumption here is the more salient items are mentioned prior 

to the less salient items (Romney and D’Andrade 1964).  Smith’s S is a measure which considers 

both frequency and how soon items were mentioned.  Smith’s S was computed automatically by 

ANTHROPAC after all free list data was entered in the order each respondent gave the 

information (Borgatti 1996).  The highest salience scores are for the first three foods: beans, 

tepary beans and squash.  There were somewhat lower scores for cholla buds, tortillas, pinto 

beans and fry bread.  Figure 4-2 shows Smith’s S plotted with data labels for the first 8 items.  

Table 4-1 lists frequency, percentage of population, rank and Smith’s S for the 31 most 

mentioned foods.  Interestingly corn which was mentioned by 18 respondents had a higher 

Smith’s S than pinto beans and fry bread which each were mentioned by 23 respondents.  This 

indicates that corn is very important to those who listed it as a food.  Whereas over half of the 

elders asked mentioned corn and over a third of middle age individuals only one young adult 

mentioned corn.  Through a comparison of the data between different subsets of the population 

there were other clear differences in frequency of responses between different age groups, 

genders, and districts.    

Traditional Foods by Gender  

There was little divergence in the responses that men and women gave to the question, 

“What foods do you consider to be traditional foods?”  The most interesting response was that 

women mentioned specific beans (tepary, pinto and lima beans) much more than men, although 

men mentioned the generic category “beans” 16% more than women.  This may reflect women’s 

greater overall knowledge of beans as a result of being the primary cook in many households in 

recent times. 
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Women mentioned tepary beans 38% more than men, pinto beans 25% more, lima beans 

22% more and squash and cheese 22% more.  In regards to the squash and cheese however, men 

mentioned both squash and cheese 22% of the time, although separately rather than as one item.  

Men also mentioned corn 28% more than women and mesquite 25% more.  Table 4-2 shows 

differences in responses amongst men and women for the 31 most mentioned responses for the 

total population.  Figure 4-3 shows this relationship in a scatter plot based on frequency of 

responses.  Despite these differences this research suggests that overall men and women 

generally agree on what foods are considered to be traditional.     

Traditional Foods by District 

There were some pronounced differences between San Lucy District respondents and non-

San Lucy District respondents.51  One difference is that although fry bread is mentioned 44% 

more by San Lucy District members than non-district members, tortillas are mentioned 38% 

more by non-district members than district members.  Another difference was the use of generic 

categories by both San Lucy and non-San Lucy respondents.  San Lucy respondents mentioned 

cactus food/fruit 28% more than Non-San Lucy respondents.  Conversely non-San Lucy 

respondents mentioned cactus jam/syrup 25% more than San Lucy respondents.  There was 

however a 38% greater mention of a specific cactus, saguaro (bahidaj), in non-San Lucy 

compared to San Lucy.  Non-San Lucy individuals also mentioned mesquite 34% more than San 

Lucy individuals, deer 31% more, squash 31% more, corn 28% more and rabbits 25% more.  In 

contrast San Lucy individuals mentioned chili stew 25% more than Non-San Lucy individuals 

and squash and cheese 22% more.   Table 4-3 shows differences in responses amongst San Lucy 

                                                 
51 Since the majority of interviews occurred with individuals from the San Lucy District (See Table 1-3) I have 
classified respondents as from San Lucy District or from non-San Lucy Districts.   
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and non-San Lucy District members for the 31 most mentioned responses for the total 

population.  Figure 4-4 shows this relationship in a scatter plot based on frequency of responses.        

Several of the individuals that I spoke with in the San Lucy District mentioned potato salad 

as being a traditional food as well as one individual outside of the district.  Potato salad is 

something that is regularly served with beans and red chili stew at feasts, celebrations and to 

mark the anniversary of someone’s death so it did not surprise me that this was considered to be 

a traditional food by several of the young adults and younger middle aged people that I spoke 

with.  What was surprising was that a few individuals mentioned things like commodity foods 

and fast foods as being traditional foods.  For these few individuals the ubiquitous and constant 

presence of these foods ever since they can remember is a defining element in construction of 

what tradition is considered.   

This research suggests differences in San Lucy and non-San Lucy District member’s 

conceptions of what foods are traditional foods.  These differences may be accounted for by the 

unique history and geography of the San Lucy District.  San Lucy District members live in 

closest proximity to a population of non-O’odham, have been relocated from their former village 

site and have had their traditional hunting and collecting grounds contaminated.  More research 

is needed in order to determine the extent of differences between San Lucy and Non-San Lucy 

residents, but also between other districts within the Nation.  This would allow for more targeted 

traditional food interventions on the Tohono O’odham Nation.    

Traditional foods by Age 

Several foods were given by only one age group.  Foods listed by elders and no one from 

another age groups were: agave heart, barrel cactus, butter, cottage cheese, cucumbers, fish, 

garlic, greens, hedgehog cactus (Echinocereus engelmannii) (See Figure 4-5) , hogs, melon, 

organ pipe cactus, posole, pumpkins, ram, red beans, saguaro cactus seed soup, seafood, trees, 
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turtles, wild banana, wild onions, wild potato, and yucca.  Many of these foods were foods that 

elders grew up eating for at least a portion of their childhood spent on rural regions of the 

Tohono O’odham Nation where the store was impossible to access on a regular basis.  As a result 

many families relied on what could be had from the land in terms of hunting, gathering and 

agriculture/gardening.  Young adults were the only age group to list rice, mesquite bread, Indian 

corn, fast foods, and cowboy tortillas.  Middle age individuals were the only age group to list 

barley, biscuits, calabash, candy off the trees, commodity foods, cream of wheat, foods eaten at 

gatherings/celebrations/events, flour, fry beans, hamburger, Indian foods, Indian tacos, lentils, 

liver, oatmeal, packrats, peanut butter, pigeon, short ribs, spinach and onions, split peas, tamales, 

things that are hard to prepare, what was here - what our elders grew/planted, whatever came 

along, wheat bread, and white corn.   

The widest divergence in responses between different age groups came between young 

adults and elders who have very different considerations of what foods they consider to be 

traditional foods.  Young adults listed more recent traditional foods compared to elders.  Fry 

bread was mentioned 61% more by young adults than elders, potato salad 43% more, tortillas 

38% more, red chili 35% more and squash and cheese 35% more.  Conversely, elders mentioned 

cholla buds 75% more than young adults, prickly-pear 52% more, bahidaj 50% more, tepary 

beans 46% more, mesquite 44% more, corn 44% more, mesquite sap 42% more and rabbits 33% 

more.  Table 4-4 shows differences in responses amongst young adults and elders for the 31 most 

mentioned responses for the total population.  Figure 4-6 shows this relationship in a scatter plot 

based on frequency of responses. Mesquite flour was the only food mentioned by both elders and 

young adults which was not mentioned by middle age individuals, although middle age 

individuals did mention mesquite.  The difference in traditional foods between elders and young 
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adults has been noticed on the Tohono O’odham Nation. Many of the elders that I spoke with 

mentioned the importance of working with the youth to introduce them to the traditional foods.  

According Jordan, a man in his late 50s from the San Xavier District,  

…traditionally what the O’odham are about today our younger generation don’t understand 
it or don’t see it and some of the foods that we were traditionally supposed to be eating are 
not here anymore because it’s (the younger generation) used to be get a hamburger or pizza 
or whatever off the reservation than really eating the foods that are supposed to be, 
traditionally, supposed to be eaten by us. 

Tohono O'odham individuals of all ages are incredibly humble with the vast amounts of 

information that they have about the culture and history of the Tohono O’odham.  Younger and 

middle age individual would often note that their knowledge of tradition was inferior to that of 

older relatives.  Even elders would constantly reference someone who was older than them or a 

deceased relative who knew more about the culture or the foods.  Some, despite their 

encyclopedic knowledge, would go so far as to apologize for not knowing more about the topics 

that we were discussing explaining that those in previous generations knew more.  Others 

lamented about the loss of traditional knowledge that could only be partially salvaged through 

current traditional food revitalization efforts.  These reactions mirror those of the Salish and 

Pend d’Oreilles peoples of the Flathead Reservation in Montana who believe that those who 

were “Really Indians” existed in the past (O’Nell 1996:56-57).  This created an “empty center” 

of identity which was one cause of depressive experiences amongst the Salish and Pend 

d’Oreilles according to O’Nell (1996:56-57).  Although most of the non-elders that I spoke with 

sited the location of traditional ways of knowing and being or the O’odham Himdag with the 

elders, this was not universal as some noted that the elders probably didn’t know how to collect 

or prepare the traditional foods.   

Some elders in fact may not know how to collect the foods of the desert.  This may be 

because of their lack of experience with these foods as a result of individual choices/ preferences, 

 121



 

career/occupation, family commitments both on and off the reservation or a myriad of other 

circumstances unique to each individual.  The assumption that all elders would automatically 

know how to collect, grow and make traditional pre- Spanish contact or contact traditional foods 

– that they could and would, in an instant, if provided with the resources and tools, lead a 

resurgence of traditional forms of food collection and production would be not only incorrect but 

also potentially detrimental for food security.  This assumption also implies that the skill and 

knowledge that go along with traditional systems of food production are innate and an inherent 

part of being an O’odham, a true O’odham, an elder.  In this sense it devalues these skills and 

obliterates the processes of adaptation to and learning from one’s elders and environment 

through rituals, experiences and just plain work under the desert sun.   At the same time this 

reflects the notion of progress – the arrow of progress continuing on into the future of 

tomorrow’s promises (see Escobar 1999) with all previously acquired knowledge as obsolete, 

inferior or below a certain group of people but always easily accessible to another group. 

Middle age individuals and young adults also had divergent responses.  Middle age 

individuals mentioned cholla buds 52% more than young adults, bahidaj 41% more, rabbits 31% 

and tepary beans 27% more.  Conversely young adults mentioned fry bread 37% more than 

middle age individuals, squash and cheese 33% more, potato salad 29% and lima beans 26% 

more.  Table 4-5 shows differences in responses amongst middle age individuals and young 

adults for the 31 most mentioned responses for the total population.  Figure 4-7 shows this 

relationship in a scatter plot based on frequency of responses. Young adults and middle age 

individuals mentioned foods that the elders did not, these include: yeast bread, wheat popovers, 

potato salad and menudo.   
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Middle age individuals and elders maintained the greatest agreement in their listing of 

traditional foods.  Middle age individuals mentioned fry bread 23% more than elders.   

Conversely, elders mentioned prickly-pear 46% more than middle age individuals and mesquite 

31% more.   Table 4-6 shows differences in responses amongst middle age individuals and elders 

for the 31 most mentioned responses for the total population.  Figure 4-8 shows this relationship 

in a scatter plot based on frequency of responses. 

These results indicate a very clear shift or transition in the conceptualization of traditional 

foods across generations.  The differences are most striking between young adults and elders.  

The traditional foods for the elders are those that were mostly pre-Contact foods that have been 

hunted and gathered from the desert.  In contrast, young adults mentioned post-US foods as 

being traditional foods with much greater frequency than elders.  These foods are fry bread, 

tortillas, cheese (with squash) and potato salad.    These shifting generational definitions of 

traditional foods may be accounted for by the decreased availability of pre-Contract Tohono 

O’odham traditional foods.  

Consumption of Traditional Foods in the Past, Present and Future 

Despite divergences in conceptions of traditional foods, all subsets of the population 

(gender, age and district) reported a decline in their consumption of traditional food (See Tables 

4-7, 4-8, and 4-9 respectively).  There have been declines in traditional food consumption52 and 

production since the 1930s. Some of the reasons for this include increased acculturation, 

including shifts in dietary preference and household and individual economic strategies, and 

decreased knowledge of traditions, including traditional foods.  Despite this loss, or perhaps 

                                                 
52 This decline in traditional food consumption was experienced by 33 informants.  Five answered that they consume 
about the same amount of traditional foods now as in the past and one had no contact with the foods growing up.   
Nine people were not asked the question or did not answer the question.   
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because of it, Tohono O’odham have a strong desire as individuals, communities and 

organizations to reconnect with traditional practices, including a desire to eat traditional food on 

a more frequent basis.  TOCA and TOCC (2002) found 62% of respondents wanted to eat 

traditional foods “often,” 28% “sometimes,” and only 6% “rarely.” The frequency with which 

respondents were actually consuming traditional foods in 2002 was 23% “often,” 42% 

sometimes, 28% rarely, and 5% “never” (TOCA and TOCC 2002).  Hence TOCA and TOCC 

(2002) found that the majority of O’odham desire to consume more traditional foods than they 

are currently consuming.  The responses from TOCA and TOCC (2002) are summarized in 

Table 4-10.  Most Tohono O’odham individuals whom I interviewed also reported that they 

wanted to consume more traditional foods than they currently do.  All of the respondents who 

gave a specified time frame wanted to be consuming foods at least once a week.  There were 

only a handful of individuals who were happy with their consumption of traditional foods and 

most of these individuals were already consuming the traditional foods at least once a week.  No 

one that I spoke with expressed a desire to eat less traditional foods.  The responses for current 

consumption and desired consumption are summarized in Table 4-11.53  

Consumption of traditional foods is uneven over the course of the year. Well over half of 

the individuals who were asked, “Is there a time of the year that you tend to consume the 

traditional foods the most?” reported eating traditional foods during holidays and family events, 

rather than consistently throughout the year.  Some respondents answered the question, “How 

often do you eat traditional foods?” by taking the sum of all traditional foods consumed during 

events over the course of the year to come up with answers such as “once a month.”  Others 

                                                 
53 It is also crucial to consider that for purposes of this research I allowed for individuals to self-define traditional 
foods so the traditional foods under discussion include a wide variety of foods from cholla buds, tepary beans and 
saguaro to tortillas and fry bread to commodity foods (see above section, “What are traditional foods?” ). 
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stated that if there were traditional foods available they would comprise only a portion of the 

meals.54   

The following responses demonstrate the variability and relative rarity of traditional food 

consumption for three individuals.  Francine, a middle age woman from San Lucy, shows that 

although she celebrates US holidays such as Thanksgiving with turkey, she does not consider 

turkey to be a traditional food.  She shares that on holidays and special days for her family there 

are usually traditional foods:        

The special occasions like an anniversary, birthday or like the holidays.  I would say I 
probably eat it once a month because there is always something going like an anniversary, 
birthday party and of course now that we’re nearing the holidays I’ll be eating a lot of that.  
Even on Thanksgiving – we’ll have our turkey but we still have that traditional food too - 
and (on) Christmas and New Year’s Eve (too).  

Shelly, a middle age woman from Gu Achi, explains how she usually finds traditional 

foods at family gatherings and then only as a side dish.  She wonders if it is even possible for her 

to eat a whole meal consisting of just traditional foods: 

…once in a while when they have gatherings I will see something like cholla buds on the 
table and then I’ll see this drink that they had which comes out of the mesquite beans when 
they are mashed together – I forget what they call it but I’ll see that there but rarely will 
you see a whole entrée of just traditional foods – I’ve never seen it before – I’d probably 
have to go back 150 or 200 years to see what was there. 

Mike, a young adult man from Sells, readily mentions All Soul’s Day, which is 

commemorated by the preparation and offering of traditional foods for the family’s departed.  He 

then discusses how an individual can request traditional foods for their birthday and how his 

homecoming from the military would be marked by a meal consisting of traditional foods: 

                                                 
54 Griffith (1992:81-82) notes that village feasts are typically comprised of traditional Sonora, Mexico foods while 
Catholic feasts are heavily dominated by Anglo-American foods such as Kool-Aid and potato salad paired only on 
seldom basis with cacti.  In the last decade annual fundraising events have been held in Tucson by Ha:sañ Prepatory 
School, Pheonix area by Tohono O’odham Community Action (Boren 1995) and San Xavier by the Reservation 
Women’s Circle Charitable Trust.  The San Xavier event has featured primarily traditional foods including red chili 
and Indian tamales as well as traditional foods from other Native American cultures including buffalo, salmon and 
wild rice soup (Throssell 2006).     
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On All Soul’s Day – or on anyone’s birthday – upon that person’s request – for me – I 
requested it a couple of times for my birthday.  Usually for birthdays we would have 
hamburgers or hot dogs because it is plain and simple.  We would just ask mom.  When I 
was serving in the military every time I would come home they would have it ready for me 
– requested or not. 

Despite the desire to consume traditional foods, however, Tohono O’odham individuals 

face several limitations in consuming traditional foods.   

Factors Limiting Traditional Foods Consumption 

There are several reasons for why Tohono O’odham individuals do not eat more traditional 

foods.  TOCA and TOCC (2002) asked respondents, “Why don’t you eat more traditional 

O’odham foods?”  Respondents selected answers from a pre-determined list and were able to 

mark as many answers as applied.  The study found that 1% of the respondents marked “I don’t 

like the way they taste,” 33% marked “I don’t have time to cook them,” 12% marked “It is too 

much work to prepare them,” 27% marked “I cannot buy them anywhere,” no respondents 

marked “I am embarrassed to feed them to my friends and family,” 13% marked “I don’t know 

what they are,” and 20% marked “Other.”  These responses from TOCA and TOCC (2002) are 

summarized in Table 4-12 in order from the most common response to the least common with 

some individuals responding with more than one reason. 

In my research, I asked respondents, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 

foods?” rather than providing respondents a list of factors which limit their consumption of 

traditional foods.  The responses provided more ethnographic detail on factors that limit 

traditional food consumption by contemporary Tohono O’odham.  Some of these responses are 

included in the subsections below.  These responses were shortened into summary responses55 

                                                 
55 The initial summarized responses were: Cannot find it/hard to find, cost, don’t like them, foods are not healthy, 
lack of animals, lack of knowledge, lack of seeds, not as convenient as other foods/time, only seasonally available, 
safety – not one to collect with, some family members don’t like, transportation/distance, vandalism (destruction of 
gardens/theft), none, health – hard to collect, not enough collecting is done and contamination.  
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and then coded into six distinct themes.  These themes are “availability,” “cost,” “not liked by 

self/family,” “convenience,” “safety issues” and “none.” 

Interestingly, the most frequently cited factors for all age groups were availability and 

convenience of traditional foods.  The largest difference between age groups was between young 

adults and elders as elders were 42% more likely to list safety as a limiting factor to accessing 

traditional foods than young adults.  There was not a statistically significant difference in 

responses between different age groups to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting 

traditional foods?”  (ρ = .264, Table 4-13).  There are other notable differences which can be 

seen in Tables 4-14, 4-15, 4-16, 4-17 and Figure 4-9 as well as in the personal accounts that have 

been included in the following sub-sections on factors which limit traditional food consumption.     

For men the main limitation to traditional foods consumption is related to issues of 

convenience.  This was followed by availability, safety issues and then and a non-preference for 

traditional food consumption.  Women also felt that both availability and convenience were the 

primary factors which limited their consumption of traditional foods.  This was followed by 

issues of cost, safety, and an aversion to traditional food consumption.  The largest difference in 

response between men and women is in relation to cost.  Women were 30% more likely than 

men to list cost as a limiting factor to traditional food consumption.  Although not tested for or 

systematically addressed over the course of interviews, female perceptions of the cost of 

traditional foods may be more refined than males as many respondents reported that women in 

most households were in charge of procuring and preparing food on a regular basis.  There was 

not a statistically significant difference in responses between men and women to the question, 

“What are the limiting factors in getting traditional foods?”  (ρ = 0.480, Table 4-18).  There are 
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other notable differences which can be seen in Tables 4-19, 4-20 and Figure 4-10 as well as in 

the personal accounts that have been included in the following sub-sections.   

Convenience is the major limiting factor to traditional food consumption in San Lucy.  San 

Lucy District members also noted (in descending order): availability, cost, safety issues and non-

preference for traditional foods.  For individuals from other districts of the Tohono O’odham 

Nation the primary reason was availability of the foods.  This reason was followed by safety 

issues, convenience and cost and finally a non-preference for traditional food consumption.  The 

differences in limitations to traditional food consumption between San Lucy and Non-San Lucy 

districts of the Tohono O’odham Nation, although not highly significant, can be explained, in 

part, by the uniqueness of the San Lucy District.  As the San Lucy District is located in greatest 

proximity to a town that offers several fast food restaurants, grocery stations and convenience 

stores individuals within this District may have become more accustomed to consuming foods 

that are convenient.  This was evident in several stories shared with me by members of the San 

Lucy District who noted that they either work or have worked at fast food restaurants or frequent 

fast food restaurants during the work week in order to break up their work day.   

There was not a statistically significant difference in responses between San Lucy District 

members and non-San Lucy District members to the question, “What are the limiting factors in 

getting traditional foods?”  (ρ = .206, Table 4-21).  There are other notable differences which can 

be seen in Tables 4-22, 4-23 and Figure 4-11 as well as in the personal accounts that have been 

included in this section.   

A common theme in many of these responses is the notion of convenience of consuming 

traditional foods whether by purchase or other means.  The traditional foods were considered by 

some to be inconvenient in terms of cost and availability for purchase.  Others felt that the 
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gathering, growing and cooking of the foods was also something that was not always convenient.  

As mentioned above, the following subsections will highlight factors which limit traditional food 

consumption.  

Convenience of Traditional Foods 

Food, in one from or another, is ubiquitous.  Throughout the US and the world, food is 

increasingly being pre-assembled and packaged for quick consumption with minimal or no 

processing time.   Food is becoming more convenient and this has been of paramount importance 

for many people in the United States since 1950 (Levenstein 2003:116) and for the Tohono 

O’odham as they became more integrated into the cash economy.  It became important after long 

days at work to make effective use of time, and as mentioned above Tohono O’odham traditional 

foods, like many foods prepared in the past by other groups, are time and labor-intensive to 

procure and prepare.     

 This section will discuss how convenient it is for O’odham people to collect, produce, 

prepare and or consume traditional foods.  In addition some of the foods may take a long time to 

grow, collect and process.  As the Tohono O’odham continue to sell their labor in the 

contemporary cash economy, the amount of time available for working with foods in a manner 

that ‘our elders would have’ becomes infeasible on a daily basis.  Sometimes between work and 

other commitments people with diabetes may eat meals infrequently.  Olphelia, a diabetic middle 

age woman from Sif Oidak District, who recognizes the importance of eating regular meals to 

maintain her blood sugar, shared with me, “( Some days I) eat one meal a day.  It is a matter of 

not having enough time and being really busy.”  If fast foods are the ideal for those on the go, 

traditional foods are slow foods which take a long time to find or collect and prepare.  Hence, 

traditional foods become ‘inconvenient’ for the lifestyles of many contemporary Tohono 

O’odham.           
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People who live in cities far removed from the Nation may not have traditional foods 

readily available.56  Yet, some individuals persist in their collection and preparation of traditional 

foods.  Michelle, a Tucson resident and Tohono O’odham woman, has been annually collecting 

saguaro fruit at a saguaro camp in Saguaro National Park since she was a young girl.  The Hia 

C’ed O’odham57, or Sand People, also collect annually in Organ Pipe Cactus National 

Monument west of the Tohono O’odham Nation and south of Ajo, Arizona.       

Sally, a middle age woman from Gu Achi, notes the balance between eating foods that are 

readily available in Tucson and more traditional foods, “we still eat burgers and pizza but we 

really, in our family, try to think twice about having our traditional foods still being a part of our 

diet.”  One strategy utilized is to cook the foods over the weekends when there is more time to do 

so.  She notes that this is no easy task given the professional and personal commitments of all her 

family members. 

Gender is also critical to consider as many women were not only the sole cooks for the 

household but also the sole shoppers with some men not even minimally involved in the process.  

German, an elder man from Sells, connected the lack of cooking traditional foods to women’s 

increasing involvement in work and commitments outside of the home, which diminished the 

                                                 
56 Consider this Navajo account, “Another thing missing in my city life is accessibility to foods such as that 
important staple, mutton.  Mutton is a Navajo delicacy.  It is difficult to get good mutton in Albuquerque.  We have 
to go to the reservation, and it’s a long drive.  Even the nearest reservation doesn’t have it.  They get theirs from 
Gallup. In Albuquerque, you can go to any of the grocery stores and buy what they have, but it doesn’t taste right.  I 
think they are grain-fed or they are fed differently.   We like meat from animals that just roam around the desert to 
eat whatever they find there.  That’s the best kind.  You can’t get Navajo mutton.  You can’t get Navajo sheep in 
Albuquerque.  It’s also hard not being able to get the flour that you need to make fry bread.  You can’t use Pillsbury 
or anything like that.  It doesn’t come out right.  You have to have a specific flour.  These are some of the nitty-
gritty difficulties of living in the city for a Navajo person.”  (Tapahonso 1994:82) 
 

57 The Hia C’ed O’odham , or Sand People, are an indigenous people which are not federally recognized by the US 
government.  Historically they interacted with the O’odham and lived to the west and south of what today is the 
Tohono O’odham Nation.  Today some are enrolled members and live on the Tohono O’odham Nation.      
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time available to fulfill what he perceived to be appropriate gender roles within the household.  

He explains,  

You know for women who stay home that don’t have jobs they should be cooking that.  I 
guess because women have to work today they want to do something fast – whether it’s the 
microwave, or open the can, or open the beans or something. 

The majority of individuals that I spoke with mentioned that women were the major cooks 

of the household.  This was regardless of a woman’s outside commitments.  In some cases 

women were not only the primary cook but also the only shopper.    

Despite the aforementioned issues of convenience when accessing traditional foods, 

individuals may consume what they consider to be traditional foods through vendors selling fry 

bread or tortillas with an assortment of toppings or fillings around Sells or at District Council 

meetings.  On occasion these will include tepary beans rather than pinto beans.  As reliance on 

outside wages continues to meet, to a greater or lesser extent, household and individual needs 

and desires, some Tohono O’odham believe that they are better able to access traditional foods 

because they are working full-time.  Those who commute to full-time jobs in Sells may have 

greater access to what they perceive to be traditional foods than those who are not commuting or 

working in Sells.  According to Charles, a middle age man from the Gu Achi who works in Sells,  

But I think that when, when you’re not working you kind of eat more modern food and… 
if you’re just home and you have groceries in your ‘frigerator – bolognas and you have 
cold cuts and stuff that you bought from your last trip to town you plan to cook that – you 
pop it in the microwave or what have you versus if you’re out working and you go, come 
out and you go out for lunch and you see all these vendors that are offering all these 
contemporary traditional foods and some are even offering traditional foods… there’s 
more availability and you purchase it.   

The limited network of improved roads throughout the Nation coupled with great distances 

between collection sites and stores and where individuals reside and work are also barriers to 

accessing traditional foods.  Although most stores on the Nation sell brown or white tepary 

beans, there are few places to get a wider assortment of traditional foods including saguaro 
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cactus and cholla cactus products.  At the same time an individual may be located fairly far away 

from collection sites.  An individual’s ability to collected traditional foods can be impaired by 

distance, coupled with limited options for transportation, need for others to come collecting and 

multiple social commitments.  Individuals will usually collect in family groups of two or more 

people, thus there are additional constraints of scheduling so that all people can go and collect at 

the same time.  In addition, collectors must wait until the product is ready to be collected.  

According to several individuals that I spoke with the presence of cholla buds varies from season 

to season.    

Geographic proximity to available traditional foods does not necessarily determine where 

individuals will get their traditional foods.  Some of the individuals that I spoke with chose to go 

to the SXCF rather than TOCA to attain their traditional foods despite the relative proximity of 

TOCA.  The reasons for going to San Xavier rather than TOCA included a preference for the 

packaging (clear plastic rather than TOCA’s brown paper bag (Figure 4-12), more convenient 

because of frequent trips to Tucson or San Xavier for other purposes, more availability of the 

foods, and greater familiarity with SXCF.   

TOCA and other groups offer cooking classes to promote healthier meals, which include 

some traditional foods.  In my observation of these classes, speed and ease of preparation are 

presented as key components in utilization of traditional foods.  These programs and 

demonstrations have taken place at district offices as well as at conferences such as the Native 

American Health Fair in Tucson or Healthy O’odham Promotion Program Diabetes Health Fair 

in Sells.  These demonstrations are specifically designed to address the issue that most O’odham 

today are constrained by work or family commitments.  These commitments do not allow for 

spending all day preparing traditional foods in the traditional manner.  Demonstrators prepare a 
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number of “hybrid” or “traditional in transition foods” which have emerged to meet the time 

constraints of contemporary Tohono O’odham.  These include cholla bud, spinach, and 

pineapple salad or chia seed smoothies.  Cooking classes and demonstrations were featured as 

part of the spring 2006 Community Resources for Diabetes course that I took through Tohono 

O’odham Community College.  Even the very format of the class, online instruction with two 

meetings over the course of the semester stressed the convenience of being able to work at your 

own pace without having to go to class in Sells.  For more on cooking of traditional foods see 

Chapter 5.       

Safety and Security of Collecting Along the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands  

While the aforementioned issues of convenience touch on a familial and individual 

survival strategies, familial survival strategies of those from south of the United States-Mexico 

border also impact how Tohono O’odham people can access traditional foods.  In a sense the 

U.S.-Mexico borderlands has created a geography of inconvenience for the Tohono O’odham.  

While the national media continue to cover the importance of immigration issues, particularly the 

burden that immigrants bring to state and local economies, the nativist Minutemen who are 

drawing on retirees and others to come down from other states and police the border in attempts 

to embarrass the federal and state governments into further action, relatively little national media 

attention has focused on the impact this increased policing and trafficking is having on the 

Tohono O'odham Nation’s people and ecology (see Madsen 2005). 

 When considering convenience in this region it is essential to mention the effects of the 

international border on Tohono O’odham efforts to collect traditional foods.  A geography of 

inconvenience has been created with both the increasing traffic of both people and drugs as well 

as the increased presence of the Border Patrol and National Guard on and around the Tohono 

O'odham Nation.  Driving towards Arivaca south of Three Points on Arizona State Route 286 an 
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out of town guest I traveled with in January 2007 mentions how he is always hearing about the 

border issues and is fascinated to see the more of the interactions between the Border Patrol and 

those ‘illegal aliens’ making their way through the Sonoran Desert.  We pass a pull out with 

three Border Patrol vehicles and what appear to be three local ranchers.  In the middle of these 

two trios are approximately 40 people who have attempted and failed to make it through what 

can be described as a semi-permeable sieve of surveillance.  We pass a Border Patrol bus which 

is en route to the scene.  Later on the day trip we pass two immigrants on a dusty U.S. National 

Forest Service road who will likely be apprehended by the Arizona State Patrol vehicle we soon 

pass.  My out of town guest comments on how unbelievably easy it is to see the process of 

attempted movement and attempts to thwart said movement in this region.  While this is an 

estimated 1,500 ‘illegals’58 on the Nation at any one time (Madsen 2005:141) these movements 

do not offer much mystery, but have, for some Tohono O’odham, dramatically impacted the 

manner in which they believe they can and should attempt to collect traditional foods.  The 

movement of individuals through the Tohono O’odham Nation is likely to increase according to 

former Attorney General John Ashcroft who noted at a January 2002 U.S. Border Patrol-Native 

American Border Security Conference, “as we succeed in protecting routine entry points along 

our borders, we may expect greater challenges in these remote areas, as persons who wish to 

enter illegally look for new places with lower visibility” (Butts 2004).   

I am still shocked and awed by the sight of a dehydrated and confused woman along State 

Route 86 being ordered to get down on the desert landscape by two Border Patrol agents one of 
                                                 
58 “Illegals” is a term that is typical used by O’odham to describe those who are attempting to cross into the United 
States from Mexico and points south.  Mark, a male elder from Baboquivari District, has his humanity and 
connection with those who are crossing the border tempered by stories of physical harm and his own personal 
material losses, “I feel sorry for them sometimes – they are hungry and thirsty but they also come and break into 
houses – they did harm to some of the O’odham.  They broke in to my house two times – they took food, clothing 
and loose change and then they leave their old stuff there.  One time I left the laundry out there for a few hours and 
some of them were gone.”   
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whom was pointing an automatic weapon at her.  Whether or not this action was warranted by 

the agent, the extent of militarization on the Nation particularly by those that are attempting to 

move drugs across this region and those whose job it is to stop them has a conditioning effect on 

Tohono O'odham perceptions of self, other and safety.  Lionel, a middle age man from Chukut 

Kuk, believes that collecting traditional foods where his family used to is not possible given the 

safety concerns.  He explains,    

We used to go every summer and pick acorns…that is one thing that we did out in Arivaca 
– it is down this way – we would go out and camp for about a week.  Of course I was a kid 
then, it was mostly my grandparents, my aunt, my mom, my grandfather would go out and 
find an area where there was a lot of acorns that would drop and go out there all day and 
pick and pick and I think – I am not sure how many gunnysacks we would fill – but that 
we would eat them – and I keep telling my girlfriend that we  could go out there and gather 
acorns and, but now it is more dangerous than it was before because it is an area where 
there is smuggling and stuff like that and so now I will just go and buy either sometimes at 
the swap meet or sometimes at the store out there. 

The border creates instabilities and uncertainties for many contemporary O’odham who 

must take proper precautions to avoid become victims in their homelands.  The border has also 

created instabilities of identity and citizenship.  For some Tohono O’odham, including those that 

have served in the US armed forces, citizenship remains unachievable due to a lack of birth 

records (Tohono O’odham Nation, Executive Branch 2001).  Over the course of interviews 

conducted on the Nation individuals shared their concerns about citizenship and rights that result 

directly from the circumstances of their birth.  For Mandy, an elderly woman in San Lucy 

District, the relative isolation of the Nation in the mid 1900s coupled with proximity to the 

international border hampers her ability to move freely through the traditional homeland of the 

Tohono O’odham, “I was born in my village.  There was no need to go to the hospital because I 

was already born so there never was a record of my birth.  I have a tribal identity card but I 

worry about crossing the (U.S.-Mexico) border (paraphrase).”  This increasing concern over 

international border issues gives some O’odham pause when planning a trip across the 
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international border, impacting individual and family movement across the international border, 

and in some instances diminishing ties between relatives on different sides of the U.S.-Mexico 

border.  Restrictions on the free-flow of Tohono O’odham across the international boundary, 

limiting cultural exchanges and diminishing potential access to traditional foods for O’odham is 

a denial of “fundamental human rights” (Austin 1991). 

However, as mentioned in (Chapter 2: Economies of the Tohono O’odham Nation, 

Informal Economy) some O’odham do economically benefit by assisting in the flow of drugs and 

people through the Nation.  In a sense these flows create alternative livelihood potentials to 

reservation life and city life.  The emergence of gang activity and the continued issues with 

substance abuse and violence on the Tohono O’odham Nation have also created greater 

instabilities and uncertainties for many contemporary O’odham.     

Alcohol, Drugs and Gangs 

Recent years have seen an increase in gang activity with a concomitant near tripling of 

youths being charged with serious crimes according to the Indian Health Service and Tohono 

O’odham police department (TOCA and TOCC 2001).59  When I asked German, an elder man 

from Sells District, what has been changing with the culture he wove a rich tapestry, connecting 

culture including community efforts with food, the rains, community participation and health.  

He explains,  

Recently the rain ceremony has not been good from our own people.  Years ago it seemed 
like the whole village helped.  Today we don’t get that much help.  It was special then, but 
people don’t look at it that way anymore.  Before medicine people and singers would put a 
lot of work into this.  It is still a lot of work to dance part of the night.  TOCA has made a 
big effort, but with the planting or the rain ceremony we have to do it ourselves.  If we let 
our culture go, then in the future things such as diabetes, drugs, violence and gangs will be 
worse.  Kids have nothing to hold on to since we have gotten away from the culture.  We 

                                                 
59 According to the same report, “The homicide rate is nearly three times the national average and twice the average 
for all Native American communities.”  
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need to get back to that.  A lot of young people have problems and give up to easily 
(suicide).  There is value in work: sharing and helping others.  Maybe the canned foods 
and the tepary beans that you buy in the store are the same because you do not have to do 
the work, it is already there.  We used to…our ancestors would work in groups to do 
things.  Maybe it’s the same idea-somebody’s doing it for you.  Young people are not 
listening, they are forming gangs and going around Sells and beating up people at night. 

 As German’s comments demonstrate there is a connection between the idea of 

participating in the growing of the foods as a family or community and cultural preservation.  

The idea of ‘somebody’s doing it for you’ relates to the much celebrated movement away from 

toil on the land to free up time for other pursuits.  In the past youth would previously have been 

engaged in working in cotton camps, subsistence collection or growing, with a sense of place and 

connectedness to the land and community.  Now with the departure from land, work and culture 

there is nothing for the youth to hold on to. 60  This need to identify with a larger group is for 

many youth now being partially met through increased activity with utilization of drugs or gang 

activity, “going around Sells and beating up people at night.”61  For German even the tepary 

bean which has become a key food in linking the Tohono O'odham of the present to their 

ancestors is not, in and of itself, an important component of maintaining an O’odham identity 

connected to the place and community.  The process whereby the tepary bean comes into 

existence is of paramount importance.  For German, it is the work that Tohono O’odha

as communities that makes traditional foods culturally meaningful.  There is a transformative 

power in wor

m must do 

k.       

                                                

Substance abuse, particularly drinking has both functional and dysfunctional aspects in 

American Indian communities, as individuals, “see it simultaneously as something that is 

embedded in certain important relationships, but also something that is destructive of much that 
 

60 See Underhill(1934) for an example of youth involvement in cultural events.   

61 In one Native American youth survey, the idea that the youth are lacking a sense of place and identity was true of 
1/3 of the high school and college age students who felt that their generation was confused.  (Ewen 1997). 
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they value”  (Spicer 1997).  The Tohono O’odham have traditionally ceremonially consumed 

wine derived from the saguaro cactus fruit in order to bring the monsoon rains that allowed 

floodwater farming to flourish in the Sonoran Desert.  These cactus wine drinking ceremonies 

are increasingly rare within the Nation and some of the elders with whom I spoke mentioned the 

increased consumption of outside alcohol during the events, such that individuals would become 

highly intoxicated.62  In order to mitigate the incidence of violence at various events throughout 

the Nation some Districts have decided to end religious and secular events earlier in the morning 

hours. 

Several elder respondents expressed concern that amongst youth and young adults, the 

traditions of old are being replaced by other “traditions,” such as abuse of alcohol or drugs or 

involvement with gangs.   The creates of a new culture and lens through which to view the world 

for today’s youth, is explained well by a young woman from San Lucy, Sierra, who stated, 

“Trouble is always going to be around – that’s the way that it’s always been – it’s never going to 

get – it’s never going to go away.  It’s mostly the gang violence.”  The rise or presence of these 

issues is explained by O’odham leaders in education and government as resulting from one or a 

combination of the following: lack of education from older generations concerning respect for 

self, other people and the natural world, lack of responsibility, and inter-generational gang 

activity within families.  The following are interview excerpts highlighting the concerns 

community members have with the prevalence of substance abuse in their communities and 

Nation.  

                                                 
62 The saguaro wine or tiswin has a relatively low concentration of alcohol with the fermentation process lasting 
only four days in some instances, nonetheless the tiswin was consumed in such large quantities that vomiting 
resulted, recognized ceremonially as “throwing up the clouds” (Lewis 1994: 128, La Barre 1938).  Underhill 
(1985:25) notes changes in production of the tiswin as, “…now the ceremony is less formal or at least the 
fermentation is encouraged with ‘boughten’ liquor.”   
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the youth we don’t teach them these things with planting, looking at horses for a better, for 
a healthier life because the gangs have caused problems out here too you know – shooting 
each other, destroying property, the tagging by some of the kids or – they don’t have that 
respect for people, for the plants, for mother nature – it means nothing to them – as it did to 
us when we were small – if we were told to leave something alone we left it alone – and 
it’s not – a lot of the kids don’t have no – I guess you know we could say no family, no 
grandpa – maybe grandpa’s a drunk or he’s already deceased or he lives way over in 
another community – because they don’t have that family structure that we had (German, 
elder man Sells District). 

no one wants to take responsibility – kids nowadays 20 years old plus stay home do 
nothing – live with the parent, mother, grandparent – that’s the way this goes here – 
drinking all the time here – in the morning – it’s hard to see what’s happened to some of 
these people (Omar, middle age man San Lucy). 

it was depressing for me to think about it or see our own people and not just those hard 
drugs but the alcohol abuse that is happening within our Nation from what that article said 
– to think of people like grandmas or great grandmas that are involved in this drug, drug 
ring or whatever it is – that’s even sadder – yeah it’s of all ages and now our young 
children are getting involved at an earlier age which is also depressing – the gangs that are 
– that gang movement that is taking place…it’s not just one generation of gangs it’s 
several generations now – maybe two or three generations and it’s hard to try to help the 
one that’s the youngest because it’s acceptable to the other generations before them and it’s 
kind of like you want to continue to hope for good things – you want to continue to hope 
for that reverse action to take place but sometimes it looks very dim and when you think 
about that – the foods is that same situation – our traditions – our language (Sally, middle 
age woman Gu Achi). 

it can happen anywhere – not just in the big city – with the O’odham will all these gangs 
and want to be gangs – that anything can happen and I told them what I used to be doing 
way back then when I was growing up way before I got into that alcohol scene you know 
because back then it wasn’t really dangerous I guess you could say – it wasn’t really that 
bad.  (Now you) can’t even go outside and if you do you have to be cautious you can’t 
even leave your door open you never know what’s going to happen (Georgia, middle age 
woman San Lucy). 

Cost of Traditional Foods  

There are opportunities to buy some traditional foods for those who cannot afford the time 

to go out and collect or grow traditional foods or are worried about the uncertainties of these 

propositions given safety concerns (border and health related).  These foods are marketed both 

within the Nation and off the Nation.  The pricing at Heritage Foods USA, Inc would be too 

expensive for those without large amounts of disposable income.  At the same time, decreases in 
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the prices of traditional foods produced on farms, such as tepary beans, squash and corn, may 

mean that individuals and families who were previously involved in the collection and growing 

of traditional foods will opt to simply buy their foods from a vendor.      

The price of traditional foods is influenced by the current availability which is reliant on a 

very limited number of people involved in collecting the foods.  Regarding the price of 

traditional foods Lionel, a middle age man from Chukut Kuk, connected his fear of illegal 

activity on the Nation with the number of people collecting and the price of sitol, the syrup 

processed from saguaro,  

A lot of people are not doing it.  A lot of people have said that they don’t go out because it 
is kind of scary out there anymore, to be out there alone or picking, [because of] illegals, 
crossers and border criminals. 

Whereas the cost of traditional foods collected from the desert and sold in various markets 

will likely remain high in the coming years due aforementioned reasons, the cost of other 

traditional foods may decline.  Traditional foods grown on farms, particularly tepary beans and 

other field crops could potentially decline over the long term as the processes of preparing these 

foods for sale is increasingly mechanized.  Cleaning the tepary beans by removing sticks, rocks, 

insects and unfit beans is a major expenditure for both TOCA and SXCF.  Currently all members 

of TOCA will assist with the bean cleaning when there is a large order to fill.  In contrast at the 

SXCF there are specific individuals, mostly women, whose job it is to clean the tepary beans.  In 

both situations people who work for these organizations will gather around a table and work 

together meticulously sorting through the beans in front of them while sharing stories and 

discussing topics of interest.  Both men and women in TOCA will sort beans.  This allows an 

opportunity to brainstorm possibilities as well as plan for future events which focus on 

revitalizing the culture of the Tohono O’odham.    The current labor cost of cleaning the beans 

and the wheat at SXCF is about two dollars a pound.  According to one individual at SXCF, 
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utilization of machines to clean the beans will lead to an increase in efficiency while at the same 

time will create more job opportunities: 

[W]e can clean 50 times that using a machine and only have one or two people there.  And 
we’re going to the mechanical side to cut costs but we’re also looking at other areas where 
we - even though we have reduced our labor costs we can bring other people in and for 
example if we start cleaning our own beans then we well bag them too.  So we won’t send 
them out to have them pre-cleaned and have them bagged so we’ll be creating more job 
opportunities as we become mechanized.   

While there is an increase in efficiency with mechanization in terms of overall labor 

expenditure, there is a decrease in the number of people who are working in agriculture.  Sorting 

through beans might not be considered the most interesting of occupations, yet it provides 

revenue for women at SXCF and an opportunity to work in an intimate setting with other Tohono 

O'odham women.   

The Health of Eating Traditional Foods  

Many O’odham people note that traditional foods grown, collected or hunted in the 

Nation have superior qualities of nutrition and hence health to ‘grow up the way we should.’  

This is reproduced in the words of publicly vocal elders who speak regularly about maintaining 

tradition and eating traditional foods and organizations such as TOCA, which work to provide 

knowledge concerning traditions and traditional foods.  Contrary to this, other O’odham 

individuals believe that traditional foods are not healthy options.  This discrepancy may be 

accounted for, in part, by divergent conceptions of what foods are considered to be traditional 

foods (See Chapter 4) and how these foods are to be prepared.  The discourse between what is 

healthy and what is not healthy can also negatively affect an individual’s attitudes towards 

traditional foods.   

For many of the Tohono O'odham that I spoke with a series of individual choices is one 

of the prime factors in determining whether an individual will develop Type 2 Diabetes.  Still 
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other Tohono O’odham note the political-economic effects that outsiders have had on the food 

system of the Tohono O’odham.  Diagnosis with type 2 diabetes or another chronic illness 

brought about in part due to obesity, challenges individuals to change their diets.  Educational 

programs sponsored in biomedical settings both within and outside of the Tohono O’odham 

Nation provide a means to learn what changes are needed in order to effectively manage 

diabetes.  Some will accept what is posed to them as a personal challenge  by making changes to 

eliminate certain foods altogether, others will suggest a gradual reduction in consumption of 

foods, while still others will substitute ingredients so that the traditional foods that they consume 

are healthier.  People who are diagnosed with diabetes and are seeking treatment within a 

biomedical context must remain ever vigilant regulators of themselves.  Olphelia, a middle age 

woman from Sif Oidak, shares her thoughts on the importance of self-regulation as a diabetic,  

I was doing really bad with the diabetes and then I got back on track.  I can do it if I really 
want to but it takes a lot of determination.  Diabetes can easily destroy you – it happens so 
fast.  You do it to yourself sometimes.  The reason that a lot of people become diabetic is 
because they are having too much alcohol.  When I think about eating something I wonder 
if it is really going to hurt me.  I love fry bread and tell myself that I’ll eat just one.  
Sometimes I eat one.   

One of the suggestions that I have heard made in several contexts, including the TOCC 

Community Resources for Diabetes class, would be to eliminate the consumption of lard.  This is 

not always something that is preferred.  Although individuals recognize that utilization of lard in 

cooking can lead to health issues, some will use it on occasion or for only certain foods.  Akimel 

O’odham women who have heard about health risk of lard have also been substituting vegetable 

oil for lard while continuing to prepare foods such as fry bread (Smith-Morris 2005).  Francine, a 

middle aged woman from San Lucy, who has made the switch away from lard, still has a 

preference for continuing to use lard: 

 Well we found out the lard is no good for you – it’s got too much cholesterol or whatever 
which is too bad but every now and then I would rather use lard in my tortillas and fry 
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bread because it comes out more softer than the oil.  The oil, when you use it, it’s hard to 
tell how much you put in there so sometimes when you cook it the dough is kind of tough 
like – I’d rather use the lard. 

Contamination  

Some individuals worry about the health of the land and particularly the health of eating 

traditional foods that are growing close to roads.  German believes that although traditional foods 

are ideal foods for his people, the increased influx of cars on the Nation means that traditional 

foods might not always be a healthy or safe option.  He explains, 

Well because it’s there and because they tell me the more healthy – healthier – they haven’t 
got things sprayed on them – different chemicals – preservatives.  The ones that you get 
right here in the desert, but of course today with a lot of vehicles that may make a change 
in the future – you know with the pollution – you know like along the road, 86.  Somebody 
said that they would not gather anything along the road because of…you know form the 
vehicles – you know the smoke.  To me it seems like that’s what made people healthy back 
then – the foods that they ate off the land you know. 

 
The pollutants come not only from vehicles but also industry that has existed within and 

beyond the Nation’s borders.  Jordan, a San Xavier middle age man, has seen a lot of dumping 

within the San Xavier District.  He explains that San Xavier’s close proximity to Tucson and 

location off of Interstate 19, have made it an ideal location for illegal dumping of everything 

from Toyota Trucks, to unidentified barrels or waste, to mining wastes, to dogs and dead bodies.  

To individuals who are aware of this contamination and the fact that the perpetrators may be out 

in the desert at this very moment conditions O’odham to believe that the desert is not a safe 

place.  The risks highlighted by Jordan may be mitigated by remaining close to roadways, 

although as German explained above this strategy presents issues of contamination and safety.  

Industrial incidents can disrupt all aspects of the food system including agriculture efforts, during 

the late 1980’s and early 1990’s floodwater farming was still practiced as a demonstration in the 

San Xavier District.  According to Jordan, these operations were ceased when it became apparent 

that the soil was becoming contaminated from mining runoff.    
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  …we started looking at that (the affect of mining tailings runoff) and we got Indian, 
Indian Health Services to come down to do an assessment of what that stuff was and where 
it was coming from and so they found out I guess that it would be best to have those 
squash and those tepary beans to be analyzed and so they took them and they analyzed 
them and they said that I guess that it was that the human body is able to take something 
like .02 parts per million of lead in our bodies but that the squash was listed about 68 or 67 
parts per million of lead in those vegetables and they were saying that they would 
recommend that that we not eat those vegetables. 

Land Access 

Some individuals may not even be able to access lands which contain traditional foods.  

The foods that the Tohono O'odham have traditionally accessed are located both inside and 

outside the Tohono O'odham Nation.  Access to the land on which these plants are growing is 

not an inherent right for Tohono O'odham individuals both within and outside of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation.  Several people that I spoke with mentioned either some type of delay or 

refusal in accessing traditional foods that were growing either off the Nation or in another 

district.  Individuals and groups from one district have been refused access to collect traditional 

foods in other districts.  TOCA’s Bahidaj Camp can only occur because they have made 

arrangements with the district where the saguaro cactus harvesting occurs.  

Kelly, a middle age woman living in Tucson, whose family has historically harvested 

Saguaro in what is now Saguaro National Park must fill out forms every year with the National 

Park Service in order to have access to lands which are well within the range of traditional 

O’odham lands.  Kelly and those whom she invites to collect with her must wait until all the 

paperwork has been completed before they begin collection.  This is an area which is visited by 

up to several groups a day from both on and off the Nation.  There have been issues with the 

smooth functioning of Kelly’s Bahidaj camp including delays in the processing of the paperwork 

which led to a loss of almost half of the collecting season in at least one year.  There has been 
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some discussion within the park of moving the location of the camp in order to preserve the 

park’s resources.     

Basket weavers have also been impacted by the enclosure of lands that were historically 

well within the range of the Tohono O’odham.  Jordan explains how basket weavers must search 

out new sites of collection for materials, “I know that a lot of the basket weavers tell us places 

that they used to harvest the yucca and the beargrass is that now they see fences go up and no 

trespassing signs.”  At the same time, there seems to be commitment from the US government 

which is working with the Tohono O’odham to allow for greater access and targeted programs 

for the Tohono O’odham.  This is in line with current United States Forest Service (2004) policy 

which recognizes the traditional access rights of Native American.  The United States Forest 

Service (2004) states,     

Community identity and survival are dependent on continued access to National Forest 
System lands and other public lands for many Tribes.  The maintenance of traditional 
gathering, hunting, fishing, and other activities; and use of certain landscapes, sites, and 
locations that contain important natural and cultural resources should be considered in 
Forest Service land management planning and research activities. 
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1. TEPARY BEANS  
2. SQUASH 
3. BEANS  
4. CHOLLA BUDS  
 (CIOLOIM) 
5. TORTILLAS 
6. FRY BREAD 
7. PINTOS 
8. BAHIDAJ  
9. CORN 
10. MESQUITE  
11. PRICKLY-PEAR  
12. RABBITS 
13. WILD SPINACH  
14. CACTUS  
 FOOD/FRUIT 
15. DEER  
16. WATERMELONS  
17. CACTUS  
 JAM/SYRUP  
18. GA'IWSA 
19. LIMA BEANS  
20. RED CHILI  
21. USABI 
22. CHICKEN 
23. RABBIT STEW 
24. WHAT WE 
 GREW,
 /COLLECTED 
25. WHEAT  
26. CHEESE 
27. CHILI (STEW) 
28. BLACK-EYED  
 BEAN/PEAS 

29. FOOD FROM 
 THE DESERT 
30. POTATO SALAD 
31. SQUASH AND 
 CHEESE 
32. COW (MEAT) 
33. EGGS 
34. JAVELINA  
35. PALO VERDE  
36. QUAIL 
37. SUGARCANE  
38. WHAT WE  
 GREW UP ON  
39. CATTLE  
 (RESERVATION) 
40. DOVE 
41. GREEN BEANS 
42. POTATO  
43. STEW/SOUP 
44. WHEAT  
 TORTILLAS  
45. YEAST BREAD 
46. GARBONZO BEANS  
47. JACKRABBITS 
48. MENUDO  
49. MILK 
50. TAMALES 
51. WHEAT 
  POPOVER  
52. CABBAGES 
53. CANTELOUPE 
54. MEAT (HUNTED) 
55. MESQUITE 
  FLOUR 

56. ONIONS  
57. PACKRATS 
58. TOMATO 
59. WHAT WAS  
 HERE - WHAT  
 OUR ELDERS  
 GREW/ 
60. WILD ONIONS 
61. BARLEY 
62. CHILI (PLANT) 
63. COMMODITY 
   FOODS  
64. EATEN AT  
  GATHERINGS, 
 CELEBRATIONS 
65. FRUITS 
66. GREENS  
67. HEDGEHOG 

 CACTUS  
68. HONEYDEW 
69. INDIAN TACO 
70. LETTUCE 
71. MAKKUM  
72. PINK BEANS  
73. PUMPKINS  
74. RED BEANS  
75. SEEDS  
76. SO:BA  
77. STRING BEAN   
78. TURTLES 
79. VEGETABLES  
80. WHITE BEANS  
81. YUCCA 
82. AGAVE HEART  

83. BARREL  
 CACTUS  
84. BELL PEPPERS  
85. BERRIES  
86. BISCUITS 
87. BUGS 
88. BUTTER  
89. CALABASH  
90. CANDY OFF THE 

 TREES 
91. CANNED  

 TOMATOES 
92. COTTAGE 
  CHEESE 
93. CREAM OF 
 WHEAT  
94. CUCUMBERS 
95. FAST FOODS  
96. FISH 
97. FLOUR  
98. FRY BEANS 
99. GARLIC 
100. GREEN  CHILIES 
101. GROCERY  
 STORE  FOODS 
102. HA:L MAMMA  
     (LITTLE SQUASH) 
102. HAMBURGER 
103. HOGS  
104. HOME- GROWN 
105. HOMINY 
106. INDIAN CORN  
107. INDIAN FOODS  
108. LENTILS  

109. LIVER 
110. MELON 
111. MESQUITE  
 BREAD 
112. OATMEAL 
113. ORGAN PIPE 
114. PEANUT BUTTER  
115. PIGEON 
116. POSOLE 
117. RAM  
118. RICE  
119. SAGUARO CACTUS 

 SEED SOUP 
120. SEAOOD 
121. SHORT RIBS 
122. SMALL ONIONS  
123. SPINACH WITH  

 ONIONS  
124. SPLIT PEAS  
125. THINGS THAT ARE 

HARD TO PREPARE  
126. TREES 
127. WHATEVER CAME 
 ALONG 
128. WHEAT BREAD 
129. WHITE CORN  
130. WILD CHILI  
131. WILD BANANA  
132. WILD POTATO  

 

Figure 4-1.  Scree plot of percentage of responses to “What foods do you consider to be 
traditional foods?”  
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Figure 4-2.  Scree plot of Smith’s S for 31 most mentioned traditional foods.  
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Table 4-1.  Free list descriptive statistics for domain of traditional foods (N=48).  

Response  
Nation 
Freq.  

Nation 
%  

Average 
Rank  Smith's S 

Tepary beans  27 56 5.63 0.40 
Squash (ha:l) 26 54 5.62 0.38 
Beans  25 52 3.72 0.42 
Cholla buds (cioloim, hanami) 24 50 6.75 0.31 
Tortillas (cemait) 24 50 6.54 0.28 
Fry bread/popover 23 48 7.39 0.24 
Pinto beans 23 48 7.30 0.27 
Bahidaj (saguaro) 18 38 8.94 0.18 
Corn 18 38 5.67 0.27 
Mesquite  16 33 9.31 0.16 
Prickly-pear (’i:bhai, gisogi) 15 31 8.07 0.18 
Rabbits 13 27 7.46 0.14 
Wild spinach  13 27 8.23 0.14 
Cactus food/fruit 12 25 3.83 0.20 
Deer  11 23 9.18 0.13 
Watermelons  11 23 5.64 0.15 
Cactus Jam/Syrup  10 21 8.90 0.09 
Ga'iwsa 10 21 8.50 0.10 
Lima beans  10 21 7.90 0.10 
Red Chili  10 21 7.50 0.10 
Usabi (mesquite sap) 10 21 11.30 0.09 
Chicken 9 19 13.89 0.05 
Rabbit stew 9 19 7.67 0.09 
What we grew, planted, collected 9 19 3.00 0.15 
Wheat (roasted or flour) 9 19 12.67 0.07 
Cheese 8 17 13.13 0.06 
Chili (stew) 8 17 6.38 0.09 
Black-eyed bean/peas 7 15 11.00 0.06 
Food from the desert 7 15 6.57 0..10 
Potato salad 7 15 8.86 0.06 
Squash and cheese 7 15 6.86 0.07 
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Table 4-2.  Responses to “What foods do you consider to be traditional foods?” question (free 
list data sorted by difference between male and female (fem) percentage).  

Food 
Nation 
Rank 

Nation 
Freq.  

Nation 
% 

Fem. 
Rank 

Fem. 
Freq. 

Fem. 
% 

Male 
Rank  

Male 
Freq. 

Male 
% 

Fem. 
% - 
Male 
% 

Tepary beans  1 27 56 1 22 69 7 5 31 38 
Pinto beans 5 23 48 2 18 56 7 5 31 25 
Lima beans  12 10 21 6 9 28 11 1 6 22 
Squash and cheese 15 7 15 8 7 22 12 0 0 22 
Tortillas (cemait) 4 24 50 2 18 56 6 6 38 19 
Prickly-pear 
(‘i:bhai, gisogi) 8 15 31 5 12 38 9 3 19 19 
Fry bread/popover 5 23 48 3 17 53 6 6 38 16 
Chili (stew) 14 8 17 8 7 22 11 1 6 16 
Usabi (mesquite 
sap) 12 10 21 7 8 25 10 2 13 13 
Black-eyed 
bean/peas 15 7 15 9 6 19 11 1 6 13 
Potato salad 15 7 15 9 6 19 11 1 6 13 
Cholla buds 
(cioloim, hanami) 4 24 50 3 17 53 5 7 44 9 
Cactus food/fruit 10 12 25 6 9 28 9 3 19 9 
Rabbits 9 13 27 6 9 28 8 4 25 3 
Wild spinach  9 13 27 6 9 28 8 4 25 3 
Cactus Jam/Syrup  12 10 21 8 7 22 9 3 19 3 
Ga'iwsa 12 10 21 8 7 22 9 3 19 3 
Red Chili  12 10 21 8 7 22 9 3 19 3 
Bahidaj (saguaro) 6 18 38 5 12 38 6 6 38 0 
Chicken 13 9 19 9 6 19 9 3 19 0 
Rabbit stew 13 9 19 9 6 19 9 3 19 0 
What we grew, 
planted, collected 13 9 19 9 6 19 9 3 19 0 
Wheat (roasted or 
flour) 13 9 19 9 6 19 9 3 19 0 
Deer  11 11 23 8 7 22 8 4 25 -3 
Food from the 
desert 15 7 15 10 4 13 9 3 19 -6 
Watermelons  11 11 23 9 6 19 7 5 31 -13 
Beans  3 25 52 4 15 47 2 10 63 -16 
Squash (ha:l) 2 26 54 4 15 47 1 11 69 -22 
Cheese 14 8 17 11 3 9 7 5 31 -22 
Mesquite  7 16 33 7 8 25 4 8 50 -25 
Corn 6 18 38 6 9 28 3 9 56 -28 
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Figure 4-3.  Scatter plot of women’s and men’s frequency of responses to “What foods do you 

consider to be traditional foods?” question.   
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Table 4-3.  Responses to “What foods do you consider to be traditional foods?” question (free 
list data sorted by difference between San Lucy (SL) and Non-SL percentage). 

Food Rank Total  
Total 
% 

SL 
Rank 

SL 
Freq. 

SL 
%  

Non-
SL 
Rank

Non-
SL 
Freq.  

Non-
SL %  

SL – 
Non SL % 

Fry bread/ popover 5 23 48 1 20 63 8 3 19 44 
Cactus food/fruit 10 12 25 6 11 34 10 1 6 28 
Chili (stew) 14 8 17 8 8 25 11 0 0 25 
Beans  3 25 52 2 19 59 5 6 38 22 
Squash and cheese 15 7 15 9 7 22 11 0 0 22 
Cholla buds 
(cioloim, hanami) 4 24 50 3 18 56 5 6 38 19 
Ga'iwsa 12 10 21 8 8 25 9 2 13 13 
Black-eyed 
bean/peas 15 7 15 10 6 19 10 1 6 13 
Wheat (roasted or 
flour) 13 9 19 9 7 22 9 2 13 9 
Red Chili  12 10 21 9 7 22 8 3 19 3 
Tepary beans  1 27 56 3 18 56 3 9 56 0 
Chicken 13 9 19 10 6 19 8 3 19 0 
What we grew, 
planted, collected 13 9 19 10 6 19 8 3 19 0 
Rabbit stew 13 9 19 10 6 19 8 3 19 0 
Watermelons  11 11 23 9 7 22 7 4 25 -3 
Wild spinach  9 13 27 8 8 25 6 5 31 -6 
Lima beans  12 10 21 10 6 19 7 4 25 -6 
Usabi (mesquite sap) 12 10 21 10 6 19 7 4 25 -6 
Food from the desert 15 7 15 11 4 13 8 3 19 -6 
Potato salad 15 7 15 11 4 13 8 3 19 -6 
Prickly-pear (’i:bhai, 
gisogi) 8 15 31 7 9 28 5 6 38 -9 
Pinto beans 5 23 48 4 14 44 3 9 56 -13 
Cheese 14 8 17 11 4 13 7 4 25 -13 
Rabbits 9 13 27 10 6 19 4 7 44 -25 
Cactus Jam/Syrup  12 10 21 11 4 13 5 6 38 -25 
Corn 6 18 38 7 9 28 3 9 56 -28 
Squash (ha:l) 2 26 54 4 14 44 1 12 75 -31 
Deer  11 11 23 11 4 13 4 7 44 -31 
Mesquite  7 16 33 9 7 22 3 9 56 -34 
Tortillas (cemait) 4 24 50 5 12 38 1 12 75 -38 
Bahidaj (saguaro) 6 18 38 8 8 25 2 10 63 -38 
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Figure 4-4.  Scatter plot of San Lucy and Non-San Lucy frequency of responses to “What foods 

do you consider to be traditional foods?” question. 

 
 
Figure 4-5.  Picture of golden hedgehog cactus (Echinocereus engelmannii). 
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Table 4-4.  Young adult and elder responses to “What foods do you consider to be traditional 
foods?” question (free list data sorted by difference between young adult and elders 
for 31 most mentioned responses).  

Food 
Nation 
Freq. 

Nation 
%  

YA 
Rank

YA 
Freq.

% 
YA  

Elder 
Rank 

Elder 
Freq. 

Elder 
% YA - Elder % 

Fry bread/popover 23 48 1 6 86 7 3 25 61 
Potato salad 7 15 4 3 43 10 0 0 43 
Tortillas (cemait) 24 50 2 5 71 6 4 33 38 
Red Chili  10 21 4 3 43 9 1 8 35 
Squash and cheese 7 15 4 3 43 9 1 8 35 
Lima beans  10 21 4 3 43 8 2 17 26 
Beans  25 52 2 5 71 4 6 50 21 
Chili (stew) 8 17 5 2 29 9 1 8 20 
Squash (ha:l) 26 54 3 4 57 4 6 50 7 
Pinto beans 23 48 3 4 57 4 6 50 7 
Rabbit stew 9 19 6 1 14 9 1 8 6 
Wild spinach  13 27 5 2 29 7 3 25 4 
Black-eyed 
bean/peas 7 15 5 2 29 7 3 25 4 
Watermelons  11 23 6 1 14 8 2 17 -2 
Cactus food/fruit 12 25 5 2 29 6 4 33 -5 
Ga'iwsa 10 21 6 1 14 7 3 25 -11 
Chicken 9 19 6 1 14 7 3 25 -11 
What we grew, 
planted, collected 9 19 7 0 0 7 3 25 -25 
Wheat (roasted or 
flour) 9 19 7 0 0 7 3 25 -25 
Cheese 8 17 7 0 0 7 3 25 -25 
Food from the 
desert 7 15 7 0 0 7 3 25 -25 
Deer  11 23 6 1 14 5 5 42 -27 
Cactus Jam/Syrup  10 21 6 1 14 5 5 42 -27 
Rabbits 13 27 7 0 0 6 4 33 -33 
Usabi (mesquite 
sap) 10 21 7 0 0 5 5 42 -42 
Corn 18 38 6 1 14 3 7 58 -44 
Mesquite  16 33 6 1 14 3 7 58 -44 
Tepary beans  27 56 5 2 29 1 9 75 -46 
Bahidaj (saguaro) 18 38 7 0 0 4 6 50 -50 
Prickly-pear  
(’i:bhai,  gisogi) 15 31 6 1 14 2 8 67 -52 
Cholla buds 
(cioloim, hanami) 24 50 7 0 0 1 9 75 -75 

 
 

 

 

 153



 

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Young Adult Frequency 

El
de

r F
re

qu
en

cy

Fry bread

Tortillas

Beans
Squash

Pinto beans 

Cholla Buds Tepary beans 

 
Figure 4-6.  Scatter plot of young adult elder frequency of 31 highest responses to “What foods 

do you consider to be traditional foods?” question.   
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Table 4-5.  Young adult and middle age responses to “What foods do you consider to be 
traditional foods?” question (free list data sorted by difference between young adults 
and middle age).  

 Nation  
Nation 
%   

YA 
Rank

YA 
Freq. 

YA 
%  

MA 
Rank

MA 
Freq.

MA 
% YA – MA % 

Fry bread/popover 23 48 1 6 86 3 14 48 37 
Squash and cheese 7 15 4 3 43 13 3 10 33 
Potato salad 7 15 4 3 43 12 4 14 29 
Lima beans  10 21 4 3 43 11 5 17 26 
Beans  25 52 2 5 71 3 14 48 23 
Red Chili  10 21 4 3 43 10 6 21 22 
Black-eyed 
bean/peas 7 15 5 2 29 14 2 7 22 
Tortillas (cemait) 24 50 2 5 71 2 15 52 20 
Pinto beans 23 48 3 4 57 4 13 45 12 
Chili (stew) 8 17 5 2 29 11 5 17 11 
Cactus food/fruit 12 25 5 2 29 10 6 21 8 
Squash (ha:l) 26 54 3 4 57 1 16 55 2 
Wild spinach  13 27 5 2 29 8 8 28 1 
Cactus Jam/Syrup  10 21 6 1 14 12 4 14 0 
Deer  11 23 6 1 14 11 5 17 -3 
Chicken 9 19 6 1 14 11 5 17 -3 
Prickly-pear 
(’i:bhai, gisogi) 15 31 6 1 14 10 6 21 -6 
Ga'iwsa 10 21 6 1 14 10 6 21 -6 
Rabbit stew 9 19 6 1 14 9 7 24 -10 
Mesquite  16 33 6 1 14 8 8 28 -13 
Watermelons  11 23 6 1 14 8 8 28 -13 
Food from the 
desert 7 15 7 0 0 12 4 14 -14 
Usabi (mesquite 
sap) 10 21 7 0 0 11 5 17 -17 
Cheese 8 17 7 0 0 11 5 17 -17 
Corn 18 38 6 1 14 6 10 34 -20 
What we grew, 
planted, collected 9 19 7 0 0 10 6 21 -21 
Wheat (roasted or 
flour) 9 19 7 0 0 10 6 21 -21 
Tepary beans  27 56 5 2 29 1 16 55 -27 
Rabbits 13 27 7 0 0 7 9 31 -31 
Bahidaj (saguaro) 18 38 7 0 0 5 12 41 -41 
Cholla buds 
(cioloim, hanami) 24 50 7 0 0 2 15 52 -52 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 155



 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Young Adult Frequency 

M
id

dl
e 

A
ge

 F
re

qu
en

cy
 

Fry bread

Tortillas

BeansPinto beans

Squash

Tepary beans Cholla buds

 
Figure 4-7.  Scatter plot of young adult and middle age frequency of responses to “What foods 

do you consider to be traditional foods?” question.   
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Table 4-6.  Middle age and elder responses to “What foods do you consider to be traditional 
foods?” question (free list data sorted by difference between middle age and elders).  

Food  Nation  
Nation 
%   

MA 
Rank  

MA 
Freq.

MA 
% 

Elder 
Rank 

Elder 
Freq. 

Elder 
%   MA-E %  

Fry bread/popover 23 48 3 14 48 7 3 25 23 
Tortillas (cemait) 24 50 2 15 52 6 4 33 18 
Rabbit stew 9 19 9 7 24 9 1 8 16 
Potato salad 7 15 12 4 14 10 0 0 14 
Red Chili  10 21 10 6 21 9 1 8 12 
Watermelons  11 23 8 8 28 8 2 17 11 
Chili (stew) 8 17 11 5 17 9 1 8 9 
Squash (ha:l) 26 54 1 16 55 4 6 50 5 
Wild spinach  13 27 8 8 28 7 3 25 3 
Squash and cheese 7 15 12 3 10 9 1 8 2 
Lima beans  10 21 11 5 17 8 2 17 1 
Beans  25 52 3 14 48 4 6 50 -2 
Rabbits 13 27 7 9 31 6 4 33 -2 
Ga'iwsa 10 21 10 6 21 7 3 25 -4 
What we grew, 
planted, collected 9 19 10 6 21 7 3 25 -4 
Wheat (roasted or 
flour) 9 19 10 6 21 7 3 25 -4 
Pinto beans 23 48 4 13 45 4 6 50 -5 
Chicken 9 19 11 5 17 7 3 25 -8 
Cheese 8 17 11 5 17 7 3 25 -8 
Bahidaj (saguaro) 18 38 5 12 41 4 6 50 -9 
Food from the 
desert 7 15 12 4 14 7 3 25 -11 
Cactus food/fruit 12 25 10 6 21 6 4 33 -13 
Black-eyed 
bean/peas 7 15 13 2 7 7 3 25 -18 
Tepary beans  27 56 1 16 55 1 9 75 -20 
Cholla buds 
(cioloim, hanami) 24 50 2 15 52 1 9 75 -23 
Corn 18 38 6 10 34 3 7 58 -24 
Deer  11 23 11 5 17 5 5 42 -24 
Usabi (mesquite 
sap) 10 21 11 5 17 5 5 42 -24 
Cactus Jam/Syrup  10 21 12 4 14 5 5 42 -28 
Mesquite  16 33 8 8 28 3 7 58 -31 
Prickly-pear 
(’i:bhai, gisogi) 15 31 10 6 21 2 8 67 -46 
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Figure 4-8.  Scatter plot of middle age and elder frequency of responses to “What foods do you 

consider to be traditional foods?” question.   

 
Table 4-7.  Self-reported change in traditional food consumption by gender. 
  Male  Female  
More Growing Up 10 24 
About the Same  1 4 
Not around when 
younger 0 1 
No response/question 5 3 

 
Table 4-8.  Self-reported change in traditional food consumption by age.   
  Young adult Middle age  Elder 
More Growing Up 6 20 8 
About the Same  1 3 1 
Not around when younger 0 1 0 
No response/question  0 5 3 

 
Table 4-9.  Self-reported change in traditional food consumption by area. 
  San Lucy  Non-San Lucy  
More then  23 11 
About the same  3 2 
Not around when younger 1 0 
No response/question  4 4 
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Table 4-10.  Reported consumption versus desired consumption in 2002.   
Frequency Reported 

Consumption  
Desired Consumption 

Often  29 (23%) 79 (62%)  
Sometimes  54 (42%) 42 (33%)  
Rarely  36 (28%) 4 (3%) 
Never  6 (5%) 2 (2%) 
Source: Tohono O’odham Community Action and Tohono O’odham Community College 
(2002:35) Community Attitudes toward Traditional Tohono O’odham Foods. Sells, AZ: Tohono 
O’odham Community Action, Tohono O’odham Community College.  
 
Table 4-11.  Reported consumption versus desired traditional food consumption for Nation. 

Response 
Reported 
Consumption Desired Consumption 

Every day  2 (4%) 8 (17%) 
More than once a week  11 (23%) 5 (10%) 
Once a week  3 (6%) 5 (10%) 
Every 1-2 weeks 9 (19%) 0 (0%) 
Every month  6 (13%) 0 (0%) 
Every 1-2 months 2 (4%) 0 (0%) 
A few times a year  2 (4%) 0 (0%) 
Seldom 3 (6%) 0 (0%) 
More than now  0 (0%) 11 (23%) 
As much as possible  0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Same as now  0 (0%) 4 (8%) 
Don't have it anymore 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 

 
Table 4-12.  Limiting factors for traditional foods consumption in 2002. 
 Reason Number Percentage  
I don’t have the time to cook them  42 33 
I cannot buy them anywhere 35 27 
Other (not specified) 25 20 
I don’t know what they are  17 13 
It is too much work to prepare them  15 12 
I don’t like the way they taste  1   1 
Source: Tohono O’odham Community Action and Tohono O’odham Community College 
(2002:35) Community Attitudes Toward Traditional Tohono O’odham Foods. Sells, AZ: Tohono 
O’odham Community Action, Tohono O’odham Community College.  
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Table 4-13.  Chi-square of limiting factors to traditional food consumption and age.  

  Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 12.316 10 .264 
Likelihood Ratio 12.005 10 .285 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association .088 1 .766 

N of Valid Cases 76     

 
Table 4-14.  Cross tabulation of limiting factors to traditional foods consumption by age.  

    Elder 
Middle 

Age 
Young 
Adult Elder 

Limiting 
Factors 

Availability Count 6 15 2 23 
    Expected Count 7.0 13.0 3.0 23.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 26% 65% 9% 100.0% 

  Cost Count 4 6 2 12 
    Expected Count 3.6 6.8 1.6 12.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 33% 50% 17% 100.0% 

  Not liked by 
Family / Self  

Count 0 3 1 4 

    Expected Count 1.2 2.3 .5 4.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 0% 75% 25% 100.0% 

  Convenience Count 8 14 4 26 
    Expected Count 7.9 14.7 3.4 26.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 31% 54% 15% 100.0% 

  Safety Issues Count 5 5 0 10 
    Expected Count 3.0 5.7 1.3 10.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 50% 50% .0% 100.0% 

  None Count 0 0 1 1 
    Expected Count .3 .6 .1 1.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 0% 0% 100% 100.0% 

Total Count 23 43 10 76 
  Expected Count 23.0 43.0 10.0 76.0 
  % within Limiting 

Factors 30% 57% 13% 100.0% 
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Table 4-15.  Responses to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 
foods?” (summarized coded responses sorted by difference between elder and young 
adult (YA) percentage).  

 
Nation 
Freq. 

Nation 
% 

Elder 
Freq. 

Elder 
%  

YA 
Freq.

YA 
% Elder - YA % 

Safety issues  10 23 5 42 0 0 42 
Availability  23 52 6 50 2 33 17 
Cost  12 27 4 33 2 33 0 
Convenience  26 59 8 67 4 67 0 
Don't like 
(family/self) 4 9 0 0 1 17 -17 
None 1 2 0 0 1 17 -17 

 
Table 4-16.  Responses to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 

foods?” (summarized coded responses sorted by difference between elder and middle 
age (MA) percentage).  

 
Nation 
Freq 

Nation 
% 

Elder 
Freq. 

Elder 
%  

MA 
Freq.

MA 
% Elder - MA% 

Safety issues  10 23 5 42 5 19 22 
Convenience  26 59 8 67 14 54 13 
Cost  12 27 4 33 6 23 10 
None 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 
Availability  23 52 6 50 15 58 -8 
Don't like 
(family/self) 4 9 0 0 3 12 -12 

 
Table 4-17.  Responses to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 

foods?” (summarized coded responses sorted by difference between middle age (MA) 
and young adult (YA) percentage).  

 
Nation 
Freq 

Nation 
% 

MA 
Freq. MA % 

YA 
Freq. YA % MA - YA % 

Availability  23 52 15 58 2 33 24 
Safety issues  10 23 5 19 0 0 19 
Don't like 
(family/self) 4 9 3 12 1 17 -5 
Cost  12 27 6 23 2 33 -10 
Convenience  26 59 14 54 4 67 -13 
None 1 2 0 0 1 17 -17 
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Figure 4-9.  Limiting factors to traditional foods consumption by age.  

 
Table 4-18.  Chi-square of limiting factors to traditional foods consumption and gender. 

  Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.499 5 .480 
Likelihood Ratio 5.431 5 .366 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association .861 1 .353 

N of Valid Cases 76     
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Table 4-19.  Cross tabulation of limiting factors to traditional food consumption and gender.  
    Male Female Total  
Limiting 
Factors 

Availability Count 7 16 23 

    Expected Count 7.0 16.0 23.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 30% 70% 100% 

  Cost Count 1 11 12 
    Expected Count 3.6 8.4 12.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 8% 92% 100% 

  Don't Like ( Family / 
Self ) 

Count 1 3 4 

    Expected Count 1.2 2.8 4.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 25% 75% 100.0% 

  Convenience Count 10 16 26 
    Expected Count 7.9 18.1 26.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 39% 62% 100.0% 

  Safety Issues Count 4 6 10 
    Expected Count 3.0 7.0 10.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 40% 60% 100.0% 

  None Count 0 1 1 
    Expected Count .3 .7 1.0 
    % within Limiting 

Factors 0% 100% 100% 

Total Count 23 53 76 
  Expected Count 23.0 53.0 76.0 
  % within Limiting 

Factors 30% 70% 100.0% 

 
Table 4-20.  Responses to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 

foods?” (summarized coded responses sorted by difference between males and 
females percentage).  

 
Nation 
Freq 

Nation 
% 

Males 
Freq. 

Males 
% 

Females 
Freq. 

Females 
%  Males-Females % 

Convenience  26 59 10 71 16 53 18 
Safety issues  10 23 4 29 6 20 9 
Don't like 
(family/self) 4 9 1 7 3 10 -3 
Availability  23 52 7 50 16 53 -3 
None 1 2 0 0 1 3 -3 
Cost  12 27 1 7 11 37 -30 
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Figure 4-10.  Limiting factors to traditional foods consumption for males and females.  

 
 
 
Table 4-21. Chi-square of limiting factors to traditional foods consumption and district.  

  Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 7.206(a) 5 .206 
Likelihood Ratio 7.689 5 .174 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association .558 1 .455 

N of Valid Cases 76     
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Table 4-22.  Cross tabulation of limiting factors to traditional foods consumption and district.  

    
San 
Lucy 

Non San 
Lucy Total 

Limiting 
Factors 

Availability Count 13 10 23 

    Expected Count 14.8 8.2 23.0 
    % within 

Limiting Factors 57% 44% 100.0% 

  Cost Count 7 5 12 
    Expected Count 7.7 4.3 12.0 
    % within 

Limiting Factors 58% 42% 100.0% 

  Don't Like ( Family / 
Self ) 

Count 3 1 4 

    Expected Count 2.6 1.4 4.0 
    % within 

Limiting Factors 75% 25% 100.0% 

  Convenience Count 21 5 26 
    Expected Count 16.8 9.2 26.0 
    % within 

Limiting Factors 81% 19% 100.0% 

  Safety Issues Count 4 6 10 
    Expected Count 6.4 3.6 10.0 
    % within 

Limiting Factors 40% 60% 100.0% 

  None Count 1 0 1 
    Expected Count .6 .4 1.0 
    % within 

Limiting Factors 100% 0% 100.0% 

Total Count 49 27 76 
  Expected Count 49.0 27.0 76.0 
  % within 

Limiting Factors 65% 36% 100.0% 
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Table 4-23.  Responses to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 
foods?” (summarized coded responses sorted by difference between San Lucy (SL) 
and non-SL percentage).  

 
Nation 
Freq 

Nation 
% 

SL 
Freq 

SL 
% 

Non- SL 
Freq. 

Non-
SL %  SL - Non-SL % 

Convenience  26 59 21 78 5 29 48 
Don't like 
(family/self) 4 9 3 11 1 6 5 
None 1 2 1 4 0 0 4 
Cost  12 27 7 26 5 29 -3 
Availability  23 52 13 48 10 59 -11 
Safety issues  10 23 4 15 6 35 -20 
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Figure 4-11.  Limiting factors to traditional food consumption by region.   
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Figure 4-12.  Picture of Tohono O’odham Community Action (TOCA) foods.  

 
 



 

CHAPTER 5  
WORKING NEW FIELDS  

This chapter will address research questions 4 and 5.  Research question 4 is “Why do 

contemporary Tohono O’odham consume traditional foods?”  This section will include 

quantitative and qualitative data from subsets of the population.  Research question 5 is, “What is 

the current involvement of individuals and organizations in traditional foods collection, growing 

and cooking?”  This section is organized thematically and will discuss each element of the 

Tohono O’odham traditional food system (growing, collecting and cooking) in terms of 

individual rates of participation by subsets of the population.  Integrated within these topics is a 

discussion of the involvement of TOCA and SXCF in the overall food system of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation.  The chapter will conclude with a discussion of Tohono O’odham perspectives 

on hope for the future of the Tohono O’odham traditional food system.      

Reasons Why Tohono O’odham Consume Traditional Foods 

If entities and organizations wish to make nutritional interventions within a population it is 

important to know what motivates individuals to select certain foods to consume or why they 

value the consumption of certain foods.  This research shows that there are two main reasons 

(health and tradition) why Tohono O’odham desire to consume traditional foods in greater 

quantities than they currently do  because of accessibility, convenience and a number of other 

limiting factors discusses in the previous chapter (see Chapter 4).   

Individuals expressed several reasons for wanting to consume traditional foods.  Most 

respondents, when asked, “Why do you consume traditional foods?” focused on the health that 

eating traditionally provides or traditional aspects of food consumption.  These responses 

qualitatively demonstrate why contemporary Tohono O’odham consume traditional foods.  The 

responses to detailed interviews I conducted as part of my research (see Chapter 1) were 
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shortened into summary responses63 to present these to the Tohono O’odham Nation.  These 

responses were then coded into four distinct themes in order to quantitatively analyze the data.  

These themes are “health,” “to keep tradition,” “none-can’t/don’t eat,” and “food quality for self 

and others.”  The quantitative differences between subsets of the population in the primacy each 

gave to the two main reasons (“health” and “to keep tradition”) will be discussed in the 

subsections below.     

The coding of responses does little to demonstrate the strong connections that individuals 

have with traditional foods.  For example, the theme “health” included responses ranging from 

acknowledging nutritional aspects of particular plants to general statements regarding 

maintaining personal health.  Kendra, an elder woman from San Lucy, and Regina, a young adult 

woman from San Lucy, answered that they could not eat the foods because it would be unhealthy 

because of their diabetes.  Tracie, a middle age woman from the San Lucy District, noted that 

while some of the foods were healthy some of them were unhealthy.  Several individuals 

mentioned the health of eating traditionally, particularly in comparison to commodity foods.  

Taste and individual choice also appeared in responses, for example Sierra, a young adult woman 

from San Lucy stated that she simply did not care for the foods.   

As a vendor of traditional foods I saw a genuine sense of excitement and a sense of awe as 

some individuals purchased foods from me that they had not seen in years.  The following 

responses indicate this strong connection as well as the sense of loss that many feel with the 

decrease in traditional food consumption. 

                                                 
63 The initial summarized responses were: health, to keep tradition, food is healthier than other foods, purity of the 
food, grew up on it, tastes better/good, told by an older relative/medicine person, prevent diabetes/help with 
diabetes, live longer, desert food, keep me active-have to get the foods, pass it on to children, spiritual aspects, crave 
for it, help you grow in a good way, last longer than other foods, necessity with no stores, people expect to eat it, 
relative likes it, respect for older family members, variety in the diet.   
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Part of living a long life is eating getting, eating healthy foods.  Now my dad is 85 years 
old now why is he 85 years old and my uncle’s would be living this long if they didn’t 
drink – you know one dies in accident, two of cirrhosis and probably my dad would have 
been the same but he quit drinking years ago.  So I got to believe that there is something in 
their diet that’s helped them to live this long. (Frank, middle age male Schuk Toak). 

I believe that the person that is eating the white man’s food will become sicker than the 
one that is eating the traditional. The reason it’s important is…to keep up your own 
language, traditional things, you’ve got to remember your traditional language and your 
way of life and the food is if it’s meant…for Indians to know how to survive in the desert 
and they can understand that they can live longer without eating the white man’s food – 
and put all this [system] into their body.  I think that they will have more chance to live – 
better healthy wise instead of going to a Doctor everyday, doing this and that or and taking 
medication…medicine doesn’t help you.  See when I was growing up, my grandparents 
they never went to the doctor.  When I was sick they never took me to the doctor…my 
grandmother took care of me just the way she would herself, she always gave me wild tea 
to drink when I was sick something that helped me out and I never had to go to the 
doctor…When you live on the reservation you eat pure food…if you find your own food 
it’s pure, there’s no fertilizer or nothing, it’s just water and then it’s right there – you don’t 
add nothing to it – you’re not adding nothing into your system – it’s just pure.  (Chuck, 
middle age male San Lucy). 

For [us] it is healthy, it grows out in the wild and that’s how I grew up eating traditional 
foods.  I wish we were back then because we hardly [ate] any meat…and they say red meat 
isn’t that good [for health]. When we were living on vegetables we were always healthy, 
never sick, but now they have too much junk food.  [Supermarket foods] taste different, 
they are not as good as the ones that you grow or get. (Pauline, elder female San Lucy). 

The above interview excerpts demonstrate the strong feelings individuals have concerning 

the importance of traditional food consumption.   

Reasons for Traditional Food Consumption by Age 

There was a statistically significant difference (ρ =.06, Table 5-1, Table 5-2 and Figure 5-

1) between different age groups responses to the question, “Why do you eat traditional foods?”  

The differences among age groups for reasons to consume traditional foods are centered on 

frequency of responses in the “health” and “tradition” categories.  The primary reason that young 

adults consumed traditional foods was “to keep tradition.”  Young adults also mentioned health 

reasons as well as showed a preference for not eating the foods.  The major reason that 

traditional foods are consumed by middle age individuals is also “to keep tradition.”  This was 
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followed by health reasons and food quality for both self and others. The major reason elders 

cited for consumption of traditional foods was “health.”  Secondary reasons include traditional 

aspects of the food, food quality issues and an indication that an individual chooses not to eat 

traditional foods.  Margaret, a young adult woman from San Lucy, gives primacy to traditional 

aspects of the food as well as mentioning health aspects of traditional food consumption. 

Why would I consume traditional foods?  Because I feel that in consuming  I get to taste it 
and actually experience what it is as far as traditional – what some of the people back then 
got to – were eating and everything like that – and to keep it – basically the tradition and 
have some particular knowledge of what was eaten back then and actually experience you 
know what – because nowadays there is all kinds of varieties of food and you know I am 
the type of person that I like to try something before even judging it and saying I don’t, I 
dislike it.  I’d rather try it first – my understanding I get is back then the food was healthy 
and everything.  

 Elders mentioned health 47% more than young adults and food quality issues 20% more.  

Young adults mentioned that they do not eat the foods 23% more than elders and to keep 

tradition 17% more.  See Table 5-3 for more on frequency and percentages of responses on 

limiting factors for young adults and elders.     

There were also differences in responses between middle age individuals and young 

adults.  Middle age individuals mentioned food quality 31% more than young adults and health 

21% more.  Young adults mentioned that they do not eat the foods 33% more than middle age 

individuals and to keep tradition 5% more.  See Table 5-4 for more on frequency and 

percentages of responses on limiting factors for middle age individuals and young adults.      

Elders and middle age individuals had the most agreement as to why they consume 

traditional foods.  Elders mentioned health 26% more than middle age individuals and that the do 

not eat the foods 10% more.  Young adults mentioned to they wanted to keep tradition 12% more 

than elders and food quality issues 11% more.   See Table 5-5 for more on frequency and 

percentages of responses on limiting factors for elders and middle age individuals.      
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Only a third of young adults shared that health was a reason that they consume traditional 

foods.  This may be related to young adult perceptions of which foods are considered to be 

traditional.  Young adults are more likely than other age groups to list foods such as fry bread, 

tortillas and potato salad as traditional (see Tables 4-1 and 4-5).   

Reasons for Traditional Food Consumption by Gender  

Although there was not a statistically significant difference in responses between men 

and women to the question, “Why do you eat traditional foods?” (ρ = .31, Table 5-6), there are 

other notable differences which can be seen in Tables 5-7, 5-8 and Figure 5-2 as well as in the 

personal accounts that have been included in this section.  Men mentioned health as a primary 

reason why they choose to consume traditional foods, followed by responses of keeping tradition 

and then food quality.  Women viewed tradition as the main reason why they chose to consume 

traditional foods, followed by health, food quality and then the choice not to consume the 

traditional foods.  Men mentioned health 28% more than women and food quality 21% more.  

Women mentioned that they do not eat the foods 10% more than men and to keep tradition 8% 

more.  See Table 5-8 for more on frequency and percentages of responses on limiting factors for 

men and women.  I am unsure as to the reason in discrepancy between men and women in 

regards to health and food quality, it is an area that deserves further study.      

The following responses from middle age individuals in the San Lucy District 

demonstrate clearly why individuals choose to consume traditional foods.  Both of these 

responses were classified within the themes “food quality” and “tradition.”  Chuck discusses the 

importance of eating traditional foods in terms of culture and tradition he relates the loss of both 

to a decline in health for his people.   He relates the importance of food quality in terms of purity 

of traditional foods.  Ronnie remembers the way things used to be and notes that the quality of 
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food is related to its ability to sustain men who do hard work.  She contrasts this with the 

inability of more recently introduced foods to stave off hunger.   

I believe that the person that is eating the white man’s food will become sicker than the 
one that is eating the traditional.  The reason it’s important is – it’s like – it’s like important 
to keep up your own language – traditional things – you’ve got to remember your 
traditional language and your way of life and the food is – like I say food is – if it’s meant 
for Indians to like know how to survive in the desert and they can understand that they can 
live longer without eating the white man’s food – and put all this (system) into their body – 
I think that they will have more chance to live – better healthy wise instead of going to a 
Doctor everyday – doing this and that or and taking medication back to the office – 
medicine doesn’t help you.  See when I was growing up my grandparents they never went 
to the doctor.  When I was sick they never took me to the doctor – when I was sick they 
never took me to the doctor – they always – my grandmother took care of me just the way 
she would herself – she always gave me wild tea to drink when I was sick something that 
helped me out – and I never had to go to the doctor.  When you live on the reservation you 
eat pure food – like if you find your own food – it’s pure – there’s no fertilizer or nothing – 
it’s just water and then it’s right there – you don’t add nothing to it – you’re not adding 
nothing into your system – it’s just pure.  (Chuck, middle age male San Lucy). 

I guess when we were small – every since we can remember we’ve always had them.  See 
when you’re out on the reservation you just don’t go across the street to go to the store – 
it’s a long ways to Ajo – from down there.  So all these things – what we – what we plant 
during the summer and for instance people have cattles so at the time when they’re 
gathering foods they would also kill one of their cattle – their cow and then they would dry 
the meat – hang them – you know and dry them all – store them – I guess the only time I 
remember what we would need at the store is salt, sugar, coffee, other than that we have – 
we store all the food that we planted in big containers they all go in there different – the 
stuff goes in there and the dried meat would be hanging in a big storehouse so we just go 
and pick whatever we want to cook today so we don’t – we’ve always had those kind of 
stuff – it’s always there to us – that’s we we have to – you know we like this kind of food 
and they say that you don’t go hungry when you eat this kind of food – some food that is 
hard but it’s cooked instead of now you run to the store and you get a burger and you get 
done and in the next hour you are hungry.  These can carry you on –I guess that’s called 
the man eating more of this out there because they do hard work.  (Ronnie, middle age 
female San Lucy). 

Reasons for Traditional Food Consumption by District   

Although there was not a statistically significant difference in responses, “Why do you 

eat traditional foods?” between San Lucy District members and non-San Lucy District members 

(ρ = .199, Table 5-9), there are other noteworthy differences (Table 5-10, 5-11 and Figure 5-3).  

San Lucy respondents noted that keeping tradition was the major reason for them to consume 
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traditional foods.  This was followed by health concerns, food quality issues and choosing not to 

eat the foods.  People living in other districts said that health was the major motivating factor in 

consuming traditional foods.  This was followed by keeping tradition and then food quality 

concerns.    

San Lucy District members mentioned tradition 15% more than non-San Lucy District 

members and they the do not eat the foods 12% more.  Non-San Lucy District members 

mentioned health 39% more than San Lucy District members.  See Table 5-11 for more on 

frequency and percentages of responses on limiting factors for San Lucy and non-San Lucy 

District members.   

The Current Traditional Food System 

Food systems are hybrid in nature.  The hybrid nature of foods systems include: hybrid 

farming systems and cosmology which incorporate market crops in the northern sierra of Oaxaca 

(González 2001), changing patterns of traditional food consumption in Japan (Whitelaw 2006), 

and hunger foods transforming into heritage foods in commodity chains extending from Lao 

PDR to Europe and North America (Esterik 2006).   In this section I will discuss the individual 

and collective involvement in the hybrid nature of growing traditional foods, collecting 

traditional foods and cooking traditional foods.   

Growing Traditional Food  

The agriculture which is continuing to emerge on the Tohono O’odham Nation is a 

hybrid of two past agricultures which had previously dominated the landscape.   Whereas the 

sustainable utilization of floodwater fields has subsided over the last century to mere remnants, 

due in part because of the decrease in rainfall that many Tohono O’odham believe is happening 
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within the Nation64 and the creation and management of water diversion.  At the same time the 

industrial approaches to agriculture have also withered in some areas from the desert’s heat.  

What is emerging from the Tohono O’odham Nation is a hybrid agriculture which combines 

elements of both industrial and sustainable agriculture.  To return to the previously mentioned 

characteristics of industrial and sustainable agriculture (Chapter 3) we can see that contemporary 

Tohono O’odham agriculture combines elements of what have historically been regarded as two 

discrete approaches to food production.   

According to the TOCA and SXCF both of their farms operate organically, without 

pesticides or fertilizers, although neither has formally sought organic certification status.  The 

products are marketed as being produced by the Tohono O'odham, hence it is likely that this is 

designation is enough to ensure that these products are purchased at a premium equal to if not 

greater than that of the price premium that organic products receive.  If the pricing at Heritage 

Foods USA is an indication then this is surely the case, although more systematic research is 

needed on Native American foods consumption.65  Their fields would be considered relatively 

small by today’s standards with one of the largest fields of traditional foods being 60 acres of 

tepary beans at TOCA’s farm.  The majority of acreage at the SXCF is dedicated to alfalfa with 

much smaller parcels in traditional foods.   Another feature of the farms is the heavy reliance on 

external resources: fuel for farm equipment and water pumps.  Both farming operations are also 

reliant on unsustainable water resources.    

There are mere traces remaining of the floodwater farming agricultural food system due 

not only to acculturation and an increase in wage earning, particularly working with cotton 
                                                 
64 Individuals with whom I spoke offered a variety of explanations for this including shifts in climate at the local and  
global levels.     

65 Although this may be difficult as my attempt to attain information on sales figures from Heritage Foods USA was 
denied.   
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which conflicted with cultivation in their own fields, but also in part to shifting hydrologic 

conditions on the Tohono O’odham Nation and the limited economic revenue potential of such 

operations.  In 2001 TOCA was active in floodwater farming.  However, once TOCA began to 

operate Papago Farms the focus began to shift from producing traditional foods in a traditional 

way to the utilization of larger scale operations and external resources in order to produce larger 

quantities of foods.  The increased production of tepary beans and the forthcoming decrease in 

price of tepary beans makes it unlikely that floodwater farming agriculture will regain a strong 

foothold within the Nation.  There are a few active farmers who still utilize floodwaters as their 

primary means of irrigation; I was unable to locate any of the farmers over the course of this 

research.  The increased production of traditional foods and their increased availability at an 

affordable price may also decrease an individual’s decision to begin gardening, particularly for 

those whose interest in gardening derives from a desire to eat more traditional foods.   

TOCA and TOCC (2002) found that 11% of the population was engaged in gardening.  

This research finds that the percentage involved in food production to also be 11% or about 5 

individuals.  The majority of food producers were male and from San Lucy.  Respondents from 

all three age groups indicated that they are currently growing traditional foods.  It is also 

important to mention that of those respondents who indicated are not currently gardening 20 

mentioned that they had grown foods in the past.  This indicates that approximately half of the 

population has been involved with growing foods at some point in their lives.  The story Peggie, 

a middle age women from Baboquivari, shares typifies the experience of many middle age 

individuals that I spoke with.  Peggy was involved in the growing of traditional foods at a young 

age on her relative’s land.  A smile came to her face when she fondly recalled the memory of 

taking a break from work to enjoy a snack:     

 176



 

Where I lived at – where I was born my uncle was living there with his family and he did a 
lot of planting – he had his own fields – I’d say like maybe a quarter of a mile from their 
house – they found an area that was close to water – like wash you know during the rainy 
seasons they’d be able to detour the water to the field.  They’d go out and he’d do the – 
he’d do the planting of the tepary beans, pinto beans, he would do that too – of course 
sugar cane and watermelon too and my cousin and, I, we helped out in the fields.  We 
would go out – chop weeds – get rid of the weeds and of course we would end up in the 
sugar cane patch and the watermelon patch and feast on those for a while 

For many youth of today an uncle’s or grandfather’s floodwater field simply does not 

exist, yet some young adults recall working with an older relative in a garden.  Regina, a young 

adult in San Lucy, remembers working with her grandfather in his garden and expresses dismay 

that the opportunities to garden are not as widespread in the San Lucy District: 

I would watch my grandfather and sometimes I would get interested and them help him 
out.  We had squash, tomato, cucumbers, watermelon, cantaloupe and onions in that 
garden.  You cannot plant anything now – the soil will not work – my grandfather is the 
one that used to do the planting. Everybody (has forgotten) about the traditional ways – I 
wish it would just come back.  It’s not like it is up there on the main reservation.    

Despite the likely scenario of increased elements of industrial agricultural production, 

involving fewer individuals who are intimately working with the earth and people to produce 

foods, the desert still offers non-cultivated pre-Contact food resources which need to be harvest 

by hand.   

Collecting Traditional Food 

Tohono O'odham individuals and organizations look to the saguaro cactus each June as 

its fruits begin to ripen.   Despite large collection camps, such as the one at Papago Farms, 

sponsored by TOCA where over 100 people gather for the last weekend in June, the supply of 

saguaro cactus fruit products is still relatively limited within the Nation.  The limited quantities 

of saguaro cactus fruit products and the labor intensive nature of picking and processing the 

fruits means that the price will likely remain high in the future.  If individual families rely on this 

collection by non-family members it is unlikely that they will consume large amounts of the 

 177



 

traditional foods collected from the desert.  This is due, in part, to the increased cost of these 

foods as they are sold in distant markets (See Chapter 3).  Thus the desire to eat these foods on a 

regular basis will likely be met through collection and processing by individual families.   

TOCA and TOCC (2002) found that majority of Tohono O’odham do not participate 

regularly in traditional foods collection.  Only 6% of the population was engaged in collecting 

often in the last year with 26% collected traditional foods “sometimes,” 34% “rarely,” and 33% 

“never.”  The major barriers to collection were not having the time to collect the foods and a lack 

of knowledge on how, when and where to collect traditional foods (TOCA and TOCC 2002).  

My research found lower rates of participation than TOCA and TOCC (2002).  

Traditional foods are collected by 25% of the population.  Males and females both engage 

equally in traditional foods collection.  Collection varied by age with one young adult, eight 

middle age and three elders currently involved in collection.  Collection also varied by district 

with individuals from the San Lucy District less likely to collect traditional foods.66  Foods that 

were recently collected included saguaro (bahidaj), cholla buds, prickly-pear cactus, organ pipe 

cactus, wild spinach and hunting for animals.  Most Tohono O’odham have collected traditional 

foods at some point in their lives.  Only five women reported that they had never participated in 

the collection of traditional foods.   

                                                 
66 There are two plausible reasons for the relatively low rates of participation in traditional food collection by San 
Lucy members.  First, internalized acculturation wherein individuals from the San Lucy District often referred to 
themselves as ‘urbans,’ ‘Indians,’ or ‘Urban Indians’ and the rest of the Nation as the ‘main reservation’ or the 
‘reservation.’  Another reason that individuals mentioned for the current lack of traditional food collection in the San 
Lucy District is the contamination of lands, particularly with the 1993 breach of the Gillespie Dam.  It is important 
to note that this left not only contamination not only in the physical sense but also emotionally with the destruction 
of graveyards and the scattering of bodies over the area as well.   
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Historical records indicate there is a vast untapped potential for saguaro harvesting 

(Lewis 1994:150-51).  In the 1930s, at a time of drought in the Sonoran desert, 450,000 pounds 

of saguaro fruit were harvested; most of this was utilized to produce saguaro wine (tiswin) at a 

time when Tohono O’odham were being warned and arrested for the production of tiswin (Lewis 

1994:150-51).  The production and ritual consumption of tiswin during this era could be read as 

an act of resistance as much as a continuity of cultural form and offered hope for future rains and 

harvests to the Tohono O’odham.       

Cooking Traditional Foods  

The hybrid nature of agriculture continues into the realm of cuisine.  The Tohono O’odham 

were exposed to a series of new foods with the arrival of the Spanish and again with the arrival 

of the US.  Commodity food programs and boarding schools sponsored and encouraged by the 

US government have, for better or worse left indelible marks on what it means to eat like a 

Tohono O’odham (See Chapter 4).  Fry bread, the quintessential example of a recently 

introduced and integrated food amongst Native Americans, is eaten by most of my informants on 

a regular basis and.  Many people, however, are still unwilling to consider fry bread to be a 

traditional food.67  The variety of foods available on the Nation through the supermarket, trading 

posts, gas stations, restaurants and food vendors offer the potential to eat like a Tohono 

O’odham.  As indicated in Chapter 4, contemporary Tohono O’odham cuisine is an 

amalgamation of many intersecting cultures, cuisines and time periods.  Variety is important for 

                                                 
67 It is interesting to notes that despite this regular consumption of fry bread many who acknowledged fry bread as a 
traditional food reflexively engaged themselves in order to make this determination.  At the same time other 
informants indicated that for some Tohono O’odham bologna sandwiches as well as potato salad would be 
considered to be traditional foods.  I accepted all answers that I received and did not attempt to construct categories 
such as “traditional traditional” or “contemporary traditional” for my respondents as I wanted only categories that 
respondents felt it necessary to explain will producing a list of what foods they considered to be traditional.  
Therefore some individuals may have had a variety of potential categories within which to place traditional foods 
that they mentioned that I purposely did not explore in this research (See Chapter 4)   
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many who would enjoy eating more traditional foods while at the same time have opportunities 

to eat a diversity of foods.  According to Charles, a middle age man from Gu Achi District, there 

is a balance between eating both ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ foods: 

You get tired of eating modern foods – well I do at least, so sometimes I’ll grab something 
different and the traditional foods in the same token you get tired of eating traditional 
foods too and then you want to get something more contemporary.   

Given that the original land base of the Tohono O'odham bridges the U.S.-Mexico border 

and the early contact with the Spanish and Mexicans there are strong elements of Sonoran 

(northwestern Mexican) cuisine for many of the Tohono O’odham that I interviewed.  Many 

Tohono O’odham consider these foods to be traditional foods.  At the same time the influence of 

fast food restaurants and proximity to grocery stores, particularly in Gila Bend has resulted in the 

belief of some informants that industrially produced and prepared foods are traditional in nature. 

 Some drew distinctions reserving for things such as the tepary bean and saguaro fruit as being 

the 'traditional, traditional food'.  Although there has been a net increase in the number of these 

traditional foods being produced on the Tohono O'odham Nation, notably tepary beans, this has 

not lead to an increase in consumption by many families and individuals that I interviewed.  The 

marketing mentioned in Chapter 3 diverts traditional food products off of the Tohono O'odham 

Nation, well away from the reach of those whose grandparents harvested and ate these desert 

foods and whose ancestors adapted to the unique biota of this region while at the same time 

claiming to save these foods.  It is at the same time used to make ‘yuppie food’ at internationally 

acclaimed five star resorts while in its less adulterated form allows for the opportunity to ‘go 

native’ (Crowe 2007; Aurier, Fort and Sirieix 2005).  The promotion of traditional foods both 

inside and outside of the Tohono O’odham Nation has included newspaper articles and cooking 

classes which introduce modern twists to traditional foods.   
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Many of the individuals I spoke with drew connections between commodity and other 

convenience foods and alcohol and drugs in that they are all substances that the white people 

have brought and with these a litany of diseases which have compromised the health of Native 

Americans as individuals and communities.  Others accepted commodity foods either directly or 

indirectly as being a part of Tohono O’odham traditional foods.  Regardless, community 

organizations and governmental entities which focus on health, culture and agriculture will need 

to consider that many Tohono O’odham believe in multiple levels of traditional foods and that 

the cuisine continues to change incorporating a variety of foods from the multiple contacts that 

the Tohono O’odham have had and continue to have with outsiders.   

This has been acknowledged to an extent in the efforts of TOCA which continues to 

promote traditional fusion or hybrid traditional dishes which combine traditional foods with 

other ‘healthy food’ to prepare convenient and healthy meals such as chia raspberry smoothies 

and spinach salad with cholla buds and pineapple.  These hybrid forms of food are for some 

Tohono O’odham a way to transition from contemporary to more traditional ways of not only 

eating but also of being.  None of the individuals that I spoke with mentioned these traditional 

fusion or hybrid traditional dishes as being traditional in nature.  However, their constituent parts 

are certainly considered to be traditional foods by many of Tohono O'odham that I interviewed.   

TOCA and TOCC(2002) found that most Tohono O’odham had minimal knowledge of 

cooking traditional foods as most respondents (89%) indicated that they knew how to cook only 

“a few,” “one or two” or no traditional foods.  The advantage of providing a pre-determined list 

of traditional foods, as done by TOCA and TOCC(2002), is that it allows for more definitive 

statements to be made regarding cooking of a particular group of pre-Contact and post-Spanish 

traditional foods.  As highlighted above, my research demonstrates contemporary Tohono 
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O’odham understandings of traditional foods extend beyond pre-Contact and Spanish influence 

to include more contemporary traditional foods.  This research found that 74% of individuals are 

currently involved in cooking traditional foods.  The largest difference between population 

subsets was between men and women.  86% of women reported cooking traditional foods while 

only 50% of men reported cooking traditional foods.  There were slightly lower cooking rates for 

middle age individuals due to work commitments.    

Hope 

I have my mother she is like 75 and she’s teaching us, still a lot about traditions and 
especially how to discipline ourselves and my grandchildren look up to us as grandmas and 
grandpas and yet the times before you know elders, you could tell they were elder.  Right 
now it seems like the times have really changed where the elders are not as old as you 
know they should be.   But, but I understand in many ways that if you don’t take care of 
yourself it’s going to deteriorate your health and it’s going to show your age and all that 
stuff even though some people at our age it’s there – they’re already disabled and not in 
good health so for me that’s my way of telling my family, my kids that we need to take 
care of our self and especially eating right, exercising you know just being with people that 
communicate and maybe get support and encouragement from [them] (Shelly, middle age 
female Gu Achi) 

Despite what appears like a decrease in the number of elders overall, and declining health 

of many as they age, Shelly connects with tradition and maintains the continuity through her 

mother who is still actively teaching both her and her children.  She knows that there is hope for 

her family’s health and a support network to accomplish this.  She makes her family aware of the 

risks of not taking care of the self through “eating right (and) exercising”.  Health, for Shelly, can 

be achieved with the resources available and is a matter of disciplining the self through a 

regiment of diet and exercise as well as offering mutual encouragement to one another.        

When individuals were asked what work could be done within the Nation to promote 

traditional foods many stressed the importance of education, particularly between the elders and 

younger generations, either through programs such as HOPP, TOCA or Indian Health Services 

or through interfamilial transmission of cultural information including traditional foods.  Some 
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stated that while programs were available within the Nation to assist with knowledge of 

traditional food attainment and preparation the impetus needed to come from the family to 

encourage youth to at least “try it.”  According to a Leslie, an elder woman in the San Lucy 

District, families need to strongly encourage and perhaps force participation in traditional food 

collection, particularly for younger family members who have become too accustomed to the 

ease of food procurement in the grocery store economy.  At the same time she notes her own 

reluctance to participate in traditional foods collection when she was a child.  She mentions the 

challenges of traditional foods collection and the lessons learned by participating in bahidaj 

collection as a youth.  Leslie believes that the responsibility for pushing youth to participate in 

traditional food collection activities and away from the TV is the responsibility of the family.   

She suggests that families should seek out knowledge concerning traditional food collection 

through organizations such as TOCA.  She speaks passionately about her involvement with 

traditional foods: 

Well I – I don’t think it should be a group – I would think that if the people in the Nation 
truly believed that the foods they used to eat it is much better for them they have to make a 
personal choice of getting out there – if they don’t know how to, how to or how to cook 
certain things then they need to find out and there are certain groups in Sells like TOCA 
that can teach them how to do all that stuff and then the responsibility is on them to get 
their families involved, get their families away from their TVs and get them out there in 
the desert and start doing the things that there elders used to do.  I know it’s very difficult – 
I had two nieces and a granddaughter [in their] teens that I took out…there’s a bunch of us 
that I had taken out to [a village] one year.  The looks on their faces, that they didn’t want 
to do it, the mumblings I heard from them.  I just ignore it, I just told them to get out and 
do it – they went out and do it – they didn’t like it – they haven’t been back but at least 
they have the experience of doing it.  Hopefully one of these years when they come to their 
right senses they’ll get out and do it.  But at least they have the experience.  I, as a kid 
growing up, hated it because you were out in the middle of the desert and you carried 
buckets and you have to carry those buckets full, they used to, she used to, depending on 
how big you were was how big your bucket was.  There was a big bucket to the little 
bucket, the little larger tin bucket, those were my buckets.  They used to fill them, pull 
down the saguaro [then] you fill up the buckets.  You walk home. You are supposed to 
walk in a certain way, not you know- you are supposed to walk in a certain way – I was 
angry and I didn’t want to do it but the thing of it was that the more I misbehaved the more 
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I spilled the more times I had to stop and fill my bucket, so it took longer, it was hotter 
because of my behavior and somewhere along the line it taught you patience, it took a long 
time for patience for me to learn patience but I realized all that was learning experience for 
me, also not only learning how to do things but also trying to preserve or protect all that, 
all the work. 

The most frequent answer given by respondents to the question, “What work would you 

like to see be done to promote traditional foods and who would be the best people to do this 

work?” was that more educational efforts need to be made on the Nation.  Educational efforts 

that individuals would like to see more of include getting information on gardening, cooking and 

collecting traditional foods.  There was also a strong desire expressed by many individuals to see 

foods more consistently available in multiple venues, particularly stores for purchase or 

alternatively vendors who would come to the village and regularly sell traditional foods.  Others 

expressed a desire to have an increase in collection and food production within a particular 

district and community through an increase in food collection groups, gardens or farms.  

Responses to the question: “What work would you like to see be done to promote traditional 

foods within the Nation?” are summarized in Table 5-12. 

The final words of this chapter are of a Tohono O’odham woman who has worked to 

promote her culture both for her own people and others.  In her statements we can see the hope 

of the future and the promise of organizations that are working within the Tohono O’odham 

Nation to deal with a number of health and other issues as well as the potential that the future of 

food and culture.  The story of traditional food resurgence will continue to unfold with each of 

the overlapping seasons and this will be ‘written’ by those who continue to believe in the past to 

save the future.  This research on local efforts to develop a food system based on culture and 

tradition utilizing a variety of technologies and products, or traditional food security which 

connects people, specifically the Tohono O'odham, with place and with one another serves as a 

model for other communities in the United States and throughout the world.  The United States 
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must act in light of more inclusive and multi-dimensional aspects of food security as the Tohono 

O’odham continue to work so that issues of food can be connected through a food security 

framework wherein diseases of affluence, such as type 2 diabetes can be addressed.  When I 

asked Sally about her thoughts on traditional fusion or hybrid traditional foods she laid out a 

transformative vision of remembering the past to create a bioregional future,   

…our young people have already moved so far towards this end of the spectrum that in 
order to transition backwards they would have to have a little bit of that mixed in, in order 
to acquire that taste – you know where I came from where it was just solely that, not mixed 
with anything but just cooked and when you think about it – it was pretty…bland, but yet it 
was good and you know I still think about it that way.  When they mix it with other things 
it is kind of weird for me because I remember when it was just the cholla buds cooked in,  
with onions and with the juices and that’s and people say that it’s really bland but I still 
like it, and so it just depends. So that is, that mixing - the new in with the old is kind of like 
transitioning them back, backwards to maybe a point where they will…acquire that taste 
and with the information that they learn that they will get to a point where they will use it 
and that’s what you want them to do, for them to use it and for it to become a part of them, 
part of their lifestyle.  But it’s hard because when in working with young people and we 
were doing all these things, maybe native foods you know the culture all the parts of our 
culture, it’s like they don’t like it but, I have to tell you about this experience – we had this 
event way out in the middle of nowhere at the traditional homelands of the people that are 
in…Hickiwan…it was an old village and nobody lives there anymore – it’s way out there 
and the road to get there is really, really rough and only trucks and vans can go through.  
We had a camp there for I think it was three days.  Yeah.  And all we did out there was 
traditional [things], we had traditional games, we had stories with kind of a setting where it 
would be typically of a [village] setting – way back and there as no soda no of these other 
kinds of foods and no radios, no nothing it was just living, being a part of the desert.  And 
the students that went just really thought that it was the best, and they had time to talk and 
it was families that were invited but they had time to talk as a family you know they had 
time to do things together like it was in the past and I think that’s why we had such 
cohesive family units and then from there you had a cohesive community [with] that it.  
And so we provided that experience and we thought and it’s so far away that they couldn’t 
leave anyway, a lot of the vans or trucks had to bring them back, but they loved it and we 
had this elder that went with us and she was just good at interacting with the students [that] 
we had.  I believe we had somewhere between 200 or 300 people there – we were like a 
little village for three days and it was exciting.  It was so good and people didn’t want it to 
end.  And I think that it was just so tranquil you know it was just such peace and 
everybody was, felt that balance, they felt that spiritualness.  They felt all these things that 
I remember as a child being in the village and being with family and everybody was right 
and they went to do chores and stuff but they came right back.  That’s the nicest…nicest 
moment I guess that I like to reminisce back to because it was so peaceful, it was calm, it 
was – you could feel that closeness you could fell that love that existed among everybody 
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and so I guess like doing those kinds of things is another transitional way of getting them 
to experience - to move back to that balance I guess.  That was really… a neat experience 
and you know because I’ve experienced it and I watch things and I just observe people and 
I can just feel with them what they’re feeling and it’s just amazing, it’s really amazing and 
I was really happy with they way they turned out.  And we did that with TOCA. 
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Table 5-1.  Chi-square of age and reasons why traditional foods are consumed.  

  Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 12.109 6 .060 
Likelihood Ratio 11.842 6 .066 
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.037 1 .309 
N of Valid Cases 62     

 
Table 5-2. Cross tabulation of reasons why traditional foods are consumed by age.  

    Elder 
Middle 
Age 

Young 
Adult Total 

Reason Health Count 8 14 2 24 
    Expected 

Count 6.2 14.7 3.1 24.0 

    % within 
Reason 33% 58% 8% 100.0% 

  None - Can't/don't 
eat 

Count 1 0 2 3 

    Expected 
Count .8 1.8 .4 3.0 

    % within 
Reason 33% .0% 67% 100.0% 

  Food quality for 
self and others 

Count 2 8 0 10 

    Expected 
Count 2.6 6.1 1.3 10.0 

    % within 
Reason 20% 80% .0% 100.0% 

  To Keep tradition Count 5 16 4 25 
    Expected 

Count 6.5 15.3 3.2 25.0 

    % within 
Reason 20% 64% 16.0% 100.0% 

Total Count 16 38 8 62 
  Expected 

Count 16.0 38.0 8.0 62.0 

  % within 
Reason 26% 61% 13% 100.0% 
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Table 5-3.  Responses to the question, “Why do you consume traditional foods?”  (summarized 
coded responses sorted by difference between elder and young adult (YA) 
percentage).  

Reason 
Nation 
Freq. 

Nation 
% 

Elder 
Freq. 

Elder 
% 

YA 
Freq.

YA 
% Elder - YA % 

Health 24 57 8 80 2 33 47 
Food Quality for Self and 
Others (not health) 10 24 2 20 0 0 20 
To keep tradition  25 60 5 50 4 67 -17 
None - can't/don’t eat  3 7 1 10 2 33 -23 

 
Table 5-4.  Responses to the question, “Why do you consume traditional foods?” (summarized 

coded responses sorted by difference between middle age (MA) and young adult 
(YA) percentage).  

Reason 
Nation 
Freq. 

Nation 
% 

MA 
Freq.

MA 
% 

YA 
Freq. YA % MA - YA % 

Health 24 57 14 54 2 33 21 
None - can't/don’t eat  3 7 0 0 2 33 -33 
Food Quality for Self and 
Others (not health) 10 24 8 31 0 0 31 
To keep tradition  25 60 16 62 4 67 -5 

 
Table 5-5.  Responses to the question, “Why do you consume traditional foods?” (summarized 

coded responses sorted by difference between elder and middle age (MA) 
percentage).  

Reason 
Nation 
Freq. 

Nation 
% 

Elder 
Freq. 

Elder 
% 

MA 
Freq.

MA 
% Elder - MA % 

Health 24 57 8 80 14 54 26 
None - can't/don’t eat  3 7 1 10 0 0 10 
Food Quality for Self and 
Others (not health) 10 24 2 20 8 31 -11 
To keep tradition  25 60 5 50 16 62 -12 
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Figure 5-1.  Reasons why traditional foods are consumed by age.   

Table 5-6. Chi-square of gender and traditional foods consumption. 

  Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-
Square 3.583 3 .310 

Likelihood Ratio 4.537 3 .209 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association .541 1 .462 

N of Valid Cases 62     
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Table 5-7. Cross tabulation of reasons why traditional foods are consumed by gender.   
    Male Female Total  
Reason Health Count 10 14 24 
    Expected 

Count 8.5 15.5 24.0 

    % within 
Reason 42% 58% 100% 

  None - Can't/don't 
eat 

Count 0 3 3 

    Expected 
Count 1.1 1.9 3.0 

    % within 
Reason 0% 100% 100% 

  Food quality for 
self and others 

Count 5 5 10 

    Expected 
Count 3.5 6.5 10.0 

    % within 
Reason 50% 50% 100% 

  To Keep tradition Count 7 18 25 
    Expected 

Count 8.9 16.1 25.0 

    % within 
Reason 28% 72% 100% 

Total Count 22 40 62 
  Expected 

Count 22.0 40.0 62.0 

  % within 
Reason 36% 65% 100% 

 
Table 5-8.  Responses to the question, “Why do you consume traditional foods?” (summarized 

coded responses sorted by difference between males and female percentage).  

Reason 
Nation 
Freq.  

Nation 
%  

Male 
Freq 

Male 
%  

Female 
Freq. 

Female 
%  

Males % - 
Females %  

Health 24 57 10 77 14 48 29 
Food Quality for Self 
and Others (not health) 10 24 5 38 5 17 21 
To keep tradition  25 60 7 54 18 62 -8 
None - can't/don’t eat  3 7 0 0 3 10 -10 
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Figure 5-2.  Reasons why traditional foods are consumed by gender. 

Table 5-9.  Chi-square of district and traditional foods consumption. 

  Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.659 3 .199 
Likelihood Ratio 5.705 3 .127 
Linear-by-Linear 
Association 2.042 1 .153 

N of Valid Cases 62  
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Table 5-10.  Cross tabulation of reasons why traditional foods are consumed by district. 

    
San 

Lucy 
Non San 

Lucy Total  
Reasons Health Count 11 13 24 
    Expected Count 14.3 9.7 24.0 
    % within 

Reasons 46% 54% 100% 

  None - Can't/don't 
eat 

Count 3 0 3 

    Expected Count 1.8 1.2 3.0 
    % within 

Reasons 100% 0% 100% 

  Food quality for 
self and others 

Count 6 4 10 

    Expected Count 6.0 4.0 10.0 
    % within 

Reasons 60% 40% 100% 

  To Keep tradition Count 17 8 25 
    Expected Count 14.9 10.1 25.0 
    % within 

Reasons 68% 32% 100% 

Total Count 37 25 62 
  Expected Count 37.0 25.0 62.0 
  % within 

Reasons 60% 40% 100.0% 

 
Table 5-11.  Responses to the question, “What are the limiting factors in getting traditional 

foods?”   (summarized coded responses sorted by difference between San Lucy (SL) 
and Non-SL percentage).  

Reason 
Nation 
Freq.  

Nation 
% 

SL 
Freq.

SL 
% 

Non-
SL 
Freq.

Non-
SL %  SL - Non SL % 

To keep tradition  25 60 17 65 8 50 15 
None - can't/don’t eat  3 7 3 12 0 0 12 
Food Quality for Self 
and Others (not health) 10 24 6 23 4 25 -2 
Health 24 57 11 42 13 81 -39 

 192



 

 193

Reasons

To Keep traditionFood quality for self 
and others

None - Can't/don't 
eat

Health

C
ou

nt
20

15

10

5

0

Non San Lucy
San Lucy

Region

 
Figure 5-3.  Reasons why traditional foods are consumed by district.   

Table 5-12.  Responses to question, “What can be done to promote traditional foods?” for San 
Lucy District and Nation as a whole.  

Efforts to Be Made San Lucy Nation 
Educational efforts   22 (71%) 31 (65%) 
Get gathering groups together 4 (13%) 6 (13%) 
Have more to buy (stores, vendors, 
cafeterias)  

10 (32%) 11 (23%) 

Family/individual choice 3 (10%) 9 (19%) 
More farms  9 (29%) 9 (19%) 
More gardens  10 (32%) 14 (29%) 
No response/question  3 (10%) 4 (8%) 
Speak O'odham  0 (0%) 1 (2%) 
Political and Spiritual Leaders Work to 
Promote  

5 (16%) 7 (15%) 

More water available  1 (3%) 1 (2%) 
Youth active  1 (3%) 1 (2%) 

 

 



 

CHAPTER 6  
FOOD SECURITY’S FUTURE 

This research explored dimensions of Tohono O’odham traditional food security 

including (1) Contemporary Tohono O’odham recognize a variety of foods as traditional, from 

foods that they Tohono O’odham consumed pre-Contact to more recently introduced foods from 

the Spanish-Mexican and US eras.  The domain of traditional foods is shifting to include fewer 

foods from the pre-Contact era to more foods from the post-Contact era.  (2)  There is an unmet 

demand for traditional foods on the Tohono O’odham Nation coupled with declines in 

consumption rates of traditional foods over the course of respondent’s lifetime.  (3) There are a 

number of factors which limit consumption of traditional foods, especially a lack of availability 

and a lack of convenience.  (4) Tohono O’odham view traditional foods as intimately connected 

with their well-being in terms of both physical health and cultural maintenance.  (5) Current rates 

of individual and family involvement in traditional food collection and production are low, 

although SXCF and TOCA are both working to ensure a more readily available supply. 

 This final chapter will build on the previous chapters to suggest a shift in the US food 

security policy to consider primarily qualitative aspects of food production rather than 

quantitative aspects of food production.  This shift would allow for a more systematic approach 

to qualitative aspects of food security.  This shift would assist in the mitigation community 

degradation and diseases of affluence.68  On the Tohono O’odham Nation the efforts of HOPP, 

NS/S, TOCA and SXCF have at the very minimum created a sense of hope on the Tohono 

O’odham Nation (See Chapter 5).  TOCA, SXCF, and NS/S have increased the supply of 
                                                 
68 By eliminating many of the price supports that make the excess production of grains and low costs of grain 
possible, their subsequent use in food production would decline.  Corn is typically grown in the US through massive 
price supports.  A product derived from corn, high fructose corn syrup has replaced sugar because of its lower costs.  
Elliott et al. (2002) have suggested a link between high fructose corn syrup consumption and obesity.   The link 
between obesity and diseases of affluence is well-established (See Chapter 2). 
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traditional foods.  However more systematic, programmatic and legal acceptance of traditional 

food security would allow for greater access to and availability of traditional foods, greater 

autonomy for individual communities and the potential for reversal of trends of increased 

incidence of type 2 diabetes, gang activity and substance abuse.    

Paradigms of Food Security 

Food security has been addressed by multiple institutions -- non-governmental 

organizations, governmental organization, intergovernmental organizations and multi-lateral 

organizations.  The definitions of food security have mostly focused on bringing the proper 

quantity of food into the home (See Chapter 1).  Still more coarse grain approaches in 

‘developing countries’ call for a measurement of variables which are only peripheral to actual 

food security of individual households (Coates et al. 2006). The recent debates surrounding the 

newest version of the US Farm Bill highlight the increased concern over the role of government 

policies in maintaining health of individuals and ecosystems.   

This research is an example of how anthropologists can engage the community initiatives 

of Native Americans which are working towards the reintroduction of traditional foods as a part 

of cultural revitalization programs.  Anthropologists can make valuable contributions to not only 

understanding these social movements of revitalization in context but also establish the 

connections between agricultural policy and community health.  Anthropologists may also be 

effective in disseminating more information to policy makers on the current state of traditional 

food security and the development of effective measures of food security for indigenous 

communities.  This should be done not only to promote the health within these communities by 

addressing health, disease and wellness disparities in the US but also to realign food systems to 

address the economic, social and environmental causes and effects of diseases of affluence.  

Based on this research, I list measures of traditional food security on the Tohono O’odham 
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Nation and policy suggestions below.  Traditional food security, an extension of the community 

food security concept, draws on the rich history of indigenous peoples’ interactions with the 

landscape.  The Tohono O’odham view food as intimately connected not only with identity but 

also health and well-being.  Acts of procurement, preparation and sharing of traditional foods 

amongst the Tohono O’odham are moments of intimacy with the human and the non-human 

worlds.  

Traditional Food Security on the Tohono O’odham Nation 

This research has shown that for the Tohono O’odham Nation traditional food security 

would be present if all of the following conditions were true   

• Availability of not only local and healthy foods but also traditional foods which enhance 
the overall health and well being of individuals and communities. 
• Revitalization, redevelopment and maintenance of traditional farming systems (in the 
case of the Tohono O’odham this would be floodwater farming including ak chin farming) to 
serve as sites of interaction of individuals with their environmental companions. 
• Enhancement and spread of household and community knowledge concerning traditional 
foods, including the knowledge of where to find these foods and how to prepare them. 
• Adequate time or financial resources available to engage in procurement and preparation 
of traditional foods, at the household and community levels.     
• Equivalence of desired consumption of traditional foods and actual consumption of 
traditional foods.  

 
Tohono O’odham Nation Policy Recommendations 

Tohono O’odham challenges to and opportunities for creating traditional food security 

stem from their unique history, geography and political positioning.  Vast lands, CAP water and 

a steady stream of casino revenues offer opportunities for further revitalization of traditional 

foods.  Challenges include a lack of infrastructure including a widely available and reliable water 

supply for farming, violence, substance abuse and the current state of the U.S.-Mexico border.  

These are challenges that the Nation, districts, families and individuals must confront in 

addressing traditional food security.  
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Although traditional food security can certainly be promoted through the implementation 

of federal policies as outlined below, there is also action that the Tohono O’odham Nation can 

take in order to begin to develop traditional food security.  The following are opportunities that 

may be taken to enhance the traditional food security of the Nation including   

1. Encourage the formalization of a youth program focused on traditional food production, 

collection and cooking.  This would build on work that is already being done by the 

schools on the Tohono O’odham Nation. 

2. Encourage the growing of traditional foods in each of the Nation’s districts through the 

development of a fund to establish and maintain a growing coordinator in each district.    

3. Allow collection rights for traditional foods across district boundaries, particularly when 

it involves youth or elder collection of traditional foods for subsistence.  In order for this 

to be acceptable it would have to be arranged at the district level and each district would 

have to agree to let Tohono O’odham from other districts access to traditional foods.   

4. Develop markets for traditional foods.  This could be done through subsidizing the 

purchase of these foods by the Nation for lower income individuals who would otherwise 

be unable to purchase traditional foods.  Funds to subsidize the purchase of these foods 

could be allocated from the casino revenues.  The Nation could purchase these foods and 

pay retailers to sell these foods in close proximity to where residents live so that the 

retailers would be compensated for the shelf space they allocate for traditional foods.  

Alternatively the Nation could subsidize vendors to regularly visit districts such as the 

San Lucy District which do not always have a ready supply of a variety of traditional 

foods.  This would build on the efforts of the San Xavier Cooperative Farm which on 

occasion sells their foods in San Lucy District.   
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5. The aforementioned sale of traditional foods could be coupled with cooking and 

collecting classes and demonstrations.   

6. Districts could develop collection groups and provide transportation to these groups so 

individuals who would otherwise not collect would have the opportunity to collect 

traditional foods with a group of people.  This would alleviate concerns some respondents 

had about safety as well as transportation and distance.    

7. Consider commercialization of traditional foods as a potential source of income once the 

created markets within the Nation have been fully supplied.  This could include the 

development of high quality prepared traditional foods designed for both O’odham and 

non-O’odham individuals.  Tohono O’odham traditional foods are already being utilized 

in world class spas in the region and there remains an as yet untapped potential in income 

generation from the commercialization of these foods.  However care must be taken to 

ensure that low-income O’odham are not priced out of the market and that nutritional 

quality is retained.  

8. Consider allowing additional research to be done on traditional food security and the 

efficacy of traditional foods consumption in addressing type 2 diabetes, to build on 

research that has already been done by this researcher as well as TOCA and TOCC.   

9. Negotiate agreements to allow O’odham greater access to gathering traditional desert 

foods on adjacent government-managed lands.  

These policy recommendations, if implemented, would likely lead to greater traditional 

food security for Tohono O’odham individuals by enhancing availability of and access to 

traditional foods, providing educational opportunities for the collection, growing and preparation 

of traditional foods.   
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US Policy Recommendations to Promote Traditional Food Security 

A shift towards a food security framework in the United States would pave the way for 

other policy shifts which would promote the health of not only Native American Nations but also 

other rural communities and improperly nourished populations.  Policy recommendations which 

would support and advance traditional food security include:  

1. Restructure the US Farm Bill to shift away from mass production of commodities to a 

qualitative approach to food security including traditional food security which promotes 

health and community.  

2. Increase funding to institutional cafeterias to allow for on-site food production.  This will 

allow traditional and local foods to be incorporated into meals (adapted from Jagodinsky 

et al. 2006). 

3. Include locally grown foods (including Tohono O'odham traditional foods) in federal 

food programs.  This will allow low-income families the opportunity to access traditional 

foods, support local growers and the local economy (adapted from Jagodinsky et al. 

2006). 

4. Grant US citizenship for all Tohono O’odham and allow for the free flow of O’odham 

peoples across the US-Mexico international border so that cultural and social ties and 

traditions can be maintained.   

5. Increase and provide systematic funding at the national level to Native Americans to fund 

traditional food projects.  Currently this funding is sporadic and requires tribal entities to 

compete with other communities at risk of dietary diseases such as type 2 diabetes for a 

relatively meager pool of resources relative to overall US food security funding. 

Much work has already been done by Native American communities towards restoring 

their traditional food systems, including the Tohono O’odham, Zuni, Hopi, Navajo, Anishinaabe 

 199



 

and others.  See Buseck (2002) and LaDuke and Alexander (2005) for projects and contact 

information regarding revitalization efforts of traditional foods and food systems amongst Native 

Americans.  These current efforts and new initiatives will be fostered through a paradigm shift in 

US food security policy.  This shift would allow for acceptance of the aforementioned policy 

recommendations.  It will assist not only the Tohono O’odham but other Native American 

groups and other communities in developing their own initiatives to deal with issues of cultural 

degradation, violence and diseases of affluence. 
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APPENDIX A 
RESEARCH APPROVAL DOCUMENTS  
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APPENDIX B 
LIST OF QUESTIONS RESEARCHER ASKED TOHONO O’ODHAM INDIVIDUALS   

• What foods do you consider to be traditional foods?  
• What is your favorite traditional food?  
• Why do you consume traditional foods?  
• Over the last 24 hours have you consumed traditional foods?  

o If yes, which foods? 
• Over the last week have you consumed traditional foods?  

o If yes, which foods? 
• Over the last month have you consumed traditional foods?   

o If yes, which foods? 
• On average how often do you consume traditional foods?  
• On average how often would you like to consume traditional foods?  
• When do you tend to consume traditional foods the most?  
• When compared with your consumption of traditional foods in the past would you say 

that you consume less traditional foods now, more traditional foods now, or about the 
same amount of traditional foods?  

o How would your consumption this year compare with your consumption  
 10 years ago?  
 20 years ago?  
 40 years ago? 

• What do you think accounts for this shift?   
• Do you currently grow, collect or make traditional foods?  

o Which ones?  
o What is your experience with these crops/plants? 

• Have you grown, collected or made traditional foods in the past?  
o Which ones?  
o What was your experience with these crops/plants? 

• Have you worked on a farm in the past?   
o (If yes, I would then ask the “Tohono O’odham Farmer” questions) 

• Where can you get traditional foods today?   
• Where do you get your supply of traditional foods?  
• What are the limiting factors in getting traditional foods?    

o Cost  
o Availability  

 Location of Sales?  
 Only Seasonally Available? 

• What work would you like to see be done to promote traditional foods and who would be 
the best people to do this work?  

• Can I attribute this information to you through the use of your name and/or descriptive 
characteristics such as age, sex, occupation, District Name, Village Name, regularly 
consume traditional foods?    

o Are there any descriptive characteristics that you would not like me to utilize? 
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APPENDIX C 
ABSTRACT IN O’ODHAM  

Ha’icu Hugi Ñu:kuda ab Amji  Hegai Mo Wu  Si Tohono O’odham Ha’icu Huki 
Mo has masam ‘e-kamialtahim g Tohono O’odham Ha’icu Hugi 

 
Mo has masma ‘am ‘e-himcud g ha’icu hukĭ ñu:kuda ‘am Milga:n Jewe  da:m mac hab 

‘a’aga United States mat has masma s-duakogam ‘o ‘e-gegusidat g hemajkam mat ‘o ku’ad g s-
duakogam ha’icu hugi ‘o  ‘a  huhugim.  Heg’o hekaj huhugim g s-duakog ha’icu huki mo heg 
ba’ic ‘i-e-taccu mat g liai ’o mu’i ‘e’-natol k g s-duakog ha’icu huki pi ‘am hu cekito.  Hegai mo 
huhugim g ha’icu huki ñu:kuda  ‘o pi ‘am hu si ta o ‘a:gas, wa:m’am Milga:n cihañig,’e  mo 
heg ‘am si ‘oicug ha’icu huki mac hab lasan kc pi’am hu cekito g ‘asukal mumkidag, wa:m hegai 
asukal mumkidag mo hab ‘a’aga type 2.  Heg’o hekaj hab pi tas duakog hemu g hemajkam c pi’ 
ape  g ha-ki:dag, wa:m ‘amai mo pi’am hu haicug g lial c duakog ‘i-we:mta.  Heg ‘e:p mac hemu 
pi hab masma cikpan mo g huki hu hemajkam c’e:p mac pi ku’a g s-ke:g ha’icu huki k hegaj 
‘a ge’edahim g’asukal mumkidag.  Mu’i na:nko ma:s hemajkam ‘o ’am ñeicug mo has masma 
hab ’e-wua g ha’icu hugi c has masma ‘an wesko ’e-tu’aw c has masma ’e-ku’a. 

Idam na:nko ma:s hemajkam ’o ’am hia cem ñeidacug c ñu:kud g s-duakog ha’icu hugi, 
mat ‘o ’e-e’e a k ‘an ‘o we:sko ’e-tu’awad g s-duakogam ha’icu hugi kc ‘am ‘o has ‘i-ju mat 
pi’an wuas ‘o dadak g hemajkam, k ‘eda ‘a  kia si ge’ej g ‘asukal mumkidag ‘am ha-wehejed g 
Tohono O’odham.  I:da ha’icu ma:cig ‘at ‘am hab ‘e-ju ‘am Tohono O’odham ha-jewe ga da:m 
wenog Ha:sañ Ba:k Ma ad 2004 ‘am hugkam Ge’e S-he:pjig Ma ad 2006.   Hegam mo wu  
O’odham c hegam mo pi wu  O’odham ‘ant ‘am ha-we:m ñio k ‘ab ha’icu ha-kakke ‘ab ‘amji  g 
ha’icu hugi wenog Ha: añ Ba:k Ma ad 2005 ‘am hugkam Ge’e S-hepjig Ma ad 2006.  I:da 
ha’icu kakkaida ‘at ‘am si’ ‘e-ta ogi ‘i:da cikpan ‘ab ‘amji  g ha’icu hugi c ‘e:p mat ‘am ‘ep ‘o 
‘i-e-himc k ‘o ‘e-ku’ad g s-dukogam ha’icu huki.  Mo has masma wu  si has ha’icu g s-
duakogam ha’icu hugi ‘am ha-weheji  g na:nko ma:s O:bi c Tohono O’odham ‘o ‘am si ta o ‘ab 
ha-ñi’oki ‘amji  hegam mo’am cem ‘e-nakog mat’o ‘u’ad g himdag c ñi’oki c s-duakogam 
ha’icu huki c’e a s-hasig hemu mac has masma ki:dag.   

Bo masma hab cu’ig ‘i:da ‘ohona:  We:peg ‘o’ohona ‘o heg ‘am ‘a’aga mo has masma 
‘ab cu’ig g ha’icu hugi ‘o’ohona ‘am jewe  da;m c’am Milga:n jewed da:m.  Mo ‘a’aga mant has 
masma hab ju’i:da cikpan, c ‘e:p mant has masma ‘am bei g ñ- el mant ’am hab’o ju`i:da cikpan 
`am Tohono O’odham jewe  da:m.  Go:k O’ohona ‘o heg ‘am ‘a’aga cihañig mo gew c g ha’icu 
huki c ha’icu huki  ñu:kuda ‘am we:sko jewe  da:m c ‘e:p mo hasma masma ‘ab ha-gew c g 
Tohono O’odham.  Waikk ‘o’ohona ‘o heg ‘am ‘a’aga TON ha’icu huki.  Am ‘o ha-aga hegam 
hemajkam mo ‘am cem si ‘e-nakog c himcud g Tohono O’odham ha’icu huki.  Gi’ikk O’ohona 
‘o heg ‘am ‘a’aga mo hascu ‘an ha- o:bic g Tohono O’odham mat ‘o ku’ad g Tohono O’odham 
ha’icu huki.  Mo hia woho mo hemu ba’ic ‘i mu’i ‘e’e a g Tohono O’odham ha’icu huki, k ‘e a 
mu’i g hemajkam pi ‘e-nakog, ‘a pi taccu mat ‘o ‘ui, ‘o pi taccu mat ‘o ha-nolawr g Tohono 
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O’odham ha’icu juki.  Kutp hems heg hekaj mo pi ha-lialga, ‘o pi ha-ma:gina mat ‘am ‘o me k 
‘o ha-nolawt g ha’icu huki, ‘o’atp hems mumku, ‘o ‘atp hems pi ‘an hu ha’icug g Tohono 
O’odham ha’icu huki, ‘o ‘atp hems heg hekaj mo g Jujkam ha-cicliliho s-ha-e:bid c ‘e:p mo si 
ha-ñukud ‘an O’odham-Sono:la kolhai hugid ‘an c heg ‘e:p mo s-ta-e:bidma hekam mo g 
Malihuama i-momto.  Hetasp O’ohona ‘o heg ‘am ‘a’aga ha’icu huki kaij mo hemu  ‘an ‘e-e’e a 
c ‘e:p mo has masma g heki hu ha’icu kc hemu ha’icu huki  c ‘e:p mo has masma ‘e-hekaj.  
Cu:dp O’ohona ‘o heg ‘am ‘a’aga mat has masma ‘ab ‘ep ‘o ‘i-ñei g ha’icu huki ñu:kuda ‘i:ya 
Milga:n ha-jewe ga da:m c ‘e:p mat has masma ‘o hekaj g Tohono O’odham ha’icu huki 
ñu:kuda. 

I:da cikpan mo ‘ab si gewsap g Tohono O’odham ha’icu hugi ñu:kuda, ‘o ‘ab ñeid g 
duakog ñu:kuda kc cihañig kc ha’icu huki ma cama. 
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