
Navajo and Hopi women at a pow-wow 
 
There were two groups of Native Americans in the southwest region. The Pueblo, Hopi and 
Zuni were descended from the Anasazi culture of 1,700 years ago. The Navajo and Apache 
came down from the north later. 
 
The Anasazi have been called "the cliff dwellers". They built their homes high on the side of 
cliffs to protect themselves from the enemy. Long ladders reached the homes, and when they 
saw someone coming, they would pull them up or kick them down. The later pueblos were 
like the cliff houses. 
 
The Navajo and the Apache came into the area later. They were used to moving around to 
find food, but food in the desert is hard to find. They learned how to be farmers from the 
Pueblo people. The Navajo call themselves the Diné. It means "people" in the Navajo lan-
guage. The Navajo are now the southwest's largest tribe.  



Canyon de Shelley, Arizona - a part of the Southwest Region 
 
 
The most important foods for the southwest people were corn, beans, pumpkins and squash. 
The native Americans of the southwest, especially the Pueblo people, were farmers. 
 
Corn was the most important crop for the southwest people. They ground it into corn meal 
and baked it in ovens like this one in a pueblo. Corn was dried and stored for times of 
drought when there was no rain. The pueblo people made pottery to store the dried food in. 
 
You have learned that it is very dry in the desert. Rain was very important to the people of 
the southwest. In their ceremonies, they would perform rain dances in the hope that more 
rain would come. 
 
Long haired sheep and goats were introduced to the people of the southwest by the Spanish 
settlers about 500 years ago. These ani-
mals are very important because their 
wool provides the fiber which the peo-
ple use to weave beautiful blankets and 
rugs. 
 
Horses were also introduced to the area 
by the Spanish settlers. Horses enabled 
the Navajo to control large herds of 
sheep and goats. 
 
 
 



The Southwest culture area reaches across a great swath of arid country in what is now the 
southwestern United States and Northern Mexico. It includes diverse terrain, from the high me-
sas and canyons of the Colorado Plateau in the north to the Mogollon Mountains of present-day 
southern New Mexico. Cactus-dotted deserts flank the Little Colorado River in present-day 
southern Arizona and the Gulf of Mexico in present-day southern Texas. 
 
Few rains water the Southwest, and most rainfall occurs during a six-week period in the sum-
mer. Snowfall is infrequent except in mountain areas. Three types of vegetation are dominant, 
depending on altitude and rainfall: western evergreen in the mountains; piñon and juniper in 
mesa country; and desert shrub, cactus, and mesquite in lower, drier regions. 
 



Diné (Navajo) woman weaving a rug 
 
Three language families predominated among peoples in the Southwest:  Uto-Aztecan, Yu-
man, and Athapaskan.  
 
Uto-Aztecan speakers included the Hopi of 
Arizona and the Tohono O’Odham (Papago) 
and Akimel O'Odham (Pima) of Arizona and 
northern Mexico. Some Pueblo peoples, in-
cluding the Tewa, Tiwa, and Towa in modern-
day New Mexico, spoke dialects of Kiowa-
Tanoan, a language family related to Uto-
Aztecan. The Cocopah, Havasupai, Hualapai, 
Maricopa, Mojave, Yavapai, Yuma 
(Quechan), and other neighboring peoples in 
Arizona spoke Yuman, and they are referred to 
collectively as Yumans. The Apache and Na-
vajo (Diné) of New Mexico and Arizona and 
the southern fringe of Colorado and Utah spoke Athapaskan. Southwest languages considered 
distinct from the main language families included Coalhuitecan of the Coalhuitec in Texas and 
northern Mexico; Karankawan of the Karankawa in Texas; Keresan of the Keres, a Pueblo 
people in New Mexico; and Zunian of the Zuni, another Pueblo people of New Mexico. 



The sedentary Pueblo 
peoples were mainly 
farmers who hunted and 
foraged to fill out their 
diets. They cultivated a 
variety of crops, includ-
ing corn of many varie-
ties, squash, beans, sun-
flowers, cotton, and to-
bacco. Pueblo Indians 
also raised tame turkeys. 
 
In addition to the Apache 
and Navajo, the 
Karankawa and Coa-

huiltec tribes of southwestern Texas practiced a nomadic hunting and gathering way of life. 
Game was scarce throughout the Southwest, with larger mammals, such as deer and elk, 
found only in high, forested country. Smaller game included rabbits, birds, and rattlesnakes. 
Southwest peoples also gathered wild plant foods, especially mesquite seeds and cactus. 
Some tribes, such as the Karankawa living along the Gulf of Mexico, supplemented their diet 
through fishing. When nomadic peoples could not find enough food to eat in their rugged 
homelands, they raided the village peoples for their crops. 
 
Pueblo homes are made of adobe, a mixture of clay and sand that is found in the southwest. 
Pueblo-style dwellings are unique among Native American homes because of their apart-
ment-like design, as high as five different levels. Inhabitants entered their rooms by ladder 
through holes in the roofs. Families slept on rugs or animal skins. The largest pueblos, 
known as Great Houses, could shelter perhaps 1,000 people. The word "pueblo" is not a na-
tive word. It means town in spanish. "Pueblo" is used for both the houses and the people who 
live in them. Other Native Americans that live in pueblos are the Hopi and the Zuni. Today, 
some Native Americans still live in pueblos. 
 
Southwest peoples used different types of building material to construct pueblo walls. The 
Hopi and Zuni typically used stones, which were cemented with adobe mortar and some-
times covered with adobe plaster. Pueblo Indians along the Rio Grande typically used adobe 
bricks made from sun-dried earth and straw. 
 
 
 



Pueblo Indians also built a type of pit house, known by the Hopi term kiva. Anthropologists be-
lieve kivas evolved from the earlier Basket Maker pit houses. Kivas were circular or rectangular 
in shape and served as ceremonial cham-
bers or clubhouses for men. They were 
usually located at a central place in the 
pueblo, often on the plaza. The largest 
pueblo towns had Great Kivas that could 
hold hundreds of people. These kivas are 
thought to have been used for councils 
and for the most important religious cere-
monies. 
 
The most common type of dwelling for 
Apache bands was the wickiup, a dome- 
or cone-shaped hut with a pole frame-
work. The Apache covered this frame-
work with brush, grass, or reed mats. 
Wickiups frequently had a central fire pit and a smoke hole. 
 
The Navajo lived in shelters called hogans. These structures were either cone-shaped or dome-
shaped with six or eight sides. Logs and poles were used for the frameworks, which were cov-
ered with mud, sod, and bark. In later years the frameworks were covered with stone or adobe. 
The doorways of hogans always faced east, with the floor symbolizing Mother Earth and the 
roof Father Sky. 
 
Tohono O’Odham and Pima houses were small, round, flat-topped, pole-framed structures, cov-

ered with grass and mud—a type of wattle-
and-daub architecture. Their villages also 
contained ramadas, rectangular structures 
with no walls, or sometimes just one wall as 
a windbreak. Ramadas served as clubhouses. 
Some Yumans lived in dwellings similar to 
those of the Apache and some built homes 
resembling those of the Tohono O’Odham 
and Pima. 
 
Some people who lived in the desert south-
west lived in hogans. The Navajo tribe in 
New Mexico and Arizona built hogans. 

Hogans have six sides built from wood poles and adobe (mud). There was one room in the ho-
gan and the doorway faced to the east. Beautiful Navajo rugs covered the doorway. There was a 
hole in the roof so smoke from the fires could escape. 
 
The photo above shows the way hogans have changed throughout the years. Long ago people 
built hogans as an earth shelter. Some Navajo still choose to live in Hogans but most live in 
homes with doors and windows.  



Hopi girls 
 
The main clothing material used by Pueblo Indians was cotton, which they spun into fabric 
for garments. They also used animal skins, furs, and feathers for clothes. Men typically wore 
a cotton loincloth, a short kilt, and skin moccasins. For cold weather or ceremonies, they 
originally wore deerskin clothing. In later  centuries they adopted some of the dress customs 
of Pueblo Indians.  

 
The Navajo practiced sand painting, a ceremonial art in 
which colored powders made from ground minerals and or-
ganic materials are trickled onto neutral sand, often for the 
purpose of healing. Sand painters, under the guidance of sha-
mans, typically created their mosaics on the floor of a lodge 
at dawn. Using five sacred colors—white, black, blue, red, 
and yellow—they depicted legendary beings and natural phe-
nomena. At the end of the ceremony the sand paintings were 
destroyed; no works were kept after sunset. 
 
Southwest Indian women, especially 
of the Pueblo peoples, crafted elegant 
pottery from coiled strips of clay. The 
pottery was polished and frequently 

painted with intricate geometric patterns. Southwest peoples also 
made baskets in many shapes and sizes, often with elaborate designs. 
The Apache, Navajo, Tohono O’Odham, and Pima were known more 
for basket making than pottery making; Yumans crafted both. 



Southwest religions centered on an unseen world of gods and legendary beings. For the agri-
cultural peoples, the ritual calendar revolved around the growing cycle of corn; the function 
of most rituals was to enlist the help of spiritual beings to bring good crops upon which life 
depended. Central to the religions of nomadic peoples were mythologies relating to natural 
forces and spirits thought to intervene in human affairs. Southwest nomads sought the pro-
tection of the supernatural to cope with illness, shortage of game, drought, and other matters 
of daily survival. 

 
Among the Pueblo Indians, kivas provided an important space 
for their ceremonies and rituals. An underground chamber, the 
kiva represented a primordial homeland, the place from which 
the Corn Mothers—legendary ancestors of Pueblo peoples—
entered this world. A shallow hole set in the floor of the kiva, 
called a sipapu, symbolized the connection to the spiritual 
world below. Ceremonies in kivas lasted as long as a week or 
more and included singing and prayer. 
 
Spiritual beings known as kachinas to the Hopi and by other 
names to other Pueblo Indians were revered as bringers of rain 
and social good. Pueblo men carved wooden masks to repre-
sent these spiritual beings in ceremonies. They also carved fig-
ures, called kachina dolls, to teach their children about their 
religion. 
 
The most powerful gods among the Tohono O’Odham and 

Pima were Earthmaker, who created the Earth, and Elder Brother, who made the people out 
of clay and passed their arts and crafts to them. Directed by their shamans, both peoples 
practiced a ceremony called the Viikita, or harvest ceremony, every fourth year. In the 
Viikita, costumed and masked dancers and clowns were believed to bring about tribal pros-
perity and good fortune. Shamans also directed the religious practices of the Yumans, whose 
rituals were less elaborate than other Southwest Indians. 
 
To attain the aid of supernatural forces, nomadic peoples made offerings to their gods and 
spirits, which were often represented in ceremonies by painted and masked men. The ga’ns, 
or mountain spirits, were important in Apache ceremonies. Men dressed up in elaborate cos-
tumes to impersonate the ga’ns in dances in order to gain their protection. The men wore 
kilts, black masks, tall wooden-slat headdresses, and body paint, and they carried wooden 
swords. The Navajo believed in ghosts, thought to be the spirits of dead ancestors, and 
witches, people who practiced magic. 
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