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This past election season included the first ever presi-
dential candidate forums devoted to Native American 
issues, one in July 2019 in Sioux City and a second in 
January 2020 in Las Vegas. The 117th Congress will 
include the first indigenous Hawaiian, as well as four 

Native Americans.1 Representative Deb Haaland, who would 
have been the fifth Native American member of Congress, has 
been selected to lead the Department of Interior, which is an-
other first for the Native American community.2 At the state level, 
nearly 100 Native Americans will take elected offices or serve 
in judicial roles starting in 2021.3 Finally, voter turnout among 
Native Americans appears to be at its highest level ever.4 All of 
these elements are signs of real progress with respect to Native 
American electoral participation, representation, and visibility, 
but there still are significant obstacles to equality.

Far too often, Native American attempts to register are de-
railed as nearly occurred in Minnesota, where a very successful 
Native-focused registration drive resulted in more than 8,000 
completed forms—many of which were only accepted after 
threats of legal action.5 As has been true for a number of years, 
the closure of polling places, felony disenfranchisement laws, 
the purging of voter rolls, strict voter ID laws, non-standard ad-
dressing, and travel distance further impede access to the ballot 
box.6 What was new in 2020 was the increased importance of 
voting by mail (VBM), which was touted as a way for people 
to safely vote during the pandemic, but it is far from a panacea 
for Native communities that have been ravaged by COVID-19.7 
Voting rights attorneys argue that VBM imposes additional bar-
riers to Native Americans’ access to voting, due to the lack of 
home mail delivery, inability to get language assistance, travel 
distance to postal locations, and lack of reliable transportation.8

While examining all the possible barriers was beyond our 
ability at this time, there were some elements amenable to test-
ing during the lead-up to the 2020 election. We decided to an-
alyze access to mail services and the quality of those services 
by doing an in-depth analysis of differences between access for 
voters living on the Navajo Nation and those in nearby Arizo-
na communities. The project is exploratory in terms of the target 
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populations, but it fits within the well-established field of obser-
vational research in the social sciences.9 Funding was provid-
ed by an APSA Diversity and Inclusion Research Advancement 
Grant along with Four Directions, a Native American voting 
rights organization. Our preliminary findings show that voters 
living on the Navajo Nation face greater obstacles in voting-
by-mail than do off-reservation voters. We focused on two cat-
egories of barriers to participation: 1) access to mail services 
and 2) service delivery times.

The Navajo Nation, which encompasses 27,425 square miles, 
is slightly larger than West Virginia. Two-thirds of the reservation 
is in Arizona. Because there is no residential mail delivery, Na-
vajo must travel to post offices to receive mail, but according to 
the Navajo Nation President only about 10% of families have 
vehicles.10 There are only 11 post offices and 16 postal provider 
sites11 on the reservation in Arizona, as opposed to 725 in West 
Virginia.12 This translates into an average of one postal location 
for every 687 square miles on the reservation. Three precincts 
(Dennehotso, Mexican Water and Rock Point), which include a 
land mass of 871 square miles, do not have a single post office.

To test mail delivery, we did two rounds of mailing letters, 
with tracking from different locations on and off-reservation to 
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county election officials. During 
early August 2020, we sent let-
ters from different postal loca-
tions on-reservation, as well as 
from Scottsdale and the county 
seats of Apache, Coconino and 
Navajo Counties, which also in-
cluded parts of the Navajo Na-
tion. Letters from the off-reserva-
tion post offices arrived within 
1–3 days, while those from res-

ervation sites took much longer, 
up to 10 days, including one that traveled 3,358 miles before 
getting lost. We did a second round of mailings on October 
27, 2020, the date identified by the Secretary of State as when 
mail-in-ballots needed to be sent to assure their arrival by Elec-
tion Day. We included a broader mix of off-reservation postal 
locations to ensure that we had a representative sample of ru-
ral, suburban and urban postal locations, as well as additional 
reservation locations. Every off-reservation letter arrived within 
1–3 days, but the reservation ones again took significantly lon-
ger, and one did not arrive at all. The average delivery time for 
certified first-class mail was approximately 39 hours from urban 
post offices, 49 hours from off-reservation rural post offices, and 
113 hours from post offices on the reservation.

This research also highlights the persistence of racially biased 
structural inequities, in terms of government services, which con-
tinue to shape people’s lives. Most western post offices were 
established between 1840 and 1900, when they served as im-
portant conduits for economic development, connecting miners, 
ranchers, and soldiers.13 Post offices were not established on 
reservations until much later. For example, in Apache County, 
the off-reservation town of Concho (population of 116) has had 
a full-service post office since 1881.14 Teec Nos Pos (population 
of 793), on the reservation, did not get a post office until 1961 
and it still provides less service than Concho.15 Our tracking 
showed that certified first-class mail to the County Recorder’s 
office from Teec Nos Pos took over twice as long as it did for the 
equivalent mail from Concho.

Even though the state and federal officials responsible for ini-
tially institutionalizing those biased structural disparities are long 
dead, their racial animus still affects the lives of Native people in 
very real ways. Pierson describes this as the “stickiness of histo-
ry” that inhibits social change even after the initial impetus was 
generations back.16 Both the nature of mail service on reserva-
tions generally and its implications for equal voting access in 
2020 have been shaped by racially discriminatory policies of 
the past that are carried forward in often un-recognized ways. 
The layers of institutional prejudice endure within our administra-
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tive and cultural systems in both crude and subtle ways. At this 
historical moment it is crucial we address both overt and subtle 
forms of racism that continue to perpetuate injustice, including 
those present in unassuming institutions, such as the postal ser-
vice. ■
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