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House/Home, A Work in Progress

As [ travel across the country and internationally I am struck by the pervasive presence
of extreme economic inequality—a condition that seems to be worsening, especially
here in America. The seemingly eclectic image selection in this exhibit is meant to draw
attention to this pervasive inequality and reflect on what this says about the ethical
choices of our society. Few situations reveal this inequality more than housing and the
constructs we call home.

For almost twenty-five years I have regularly visited and worked on the Pine Ridge
Reservation, home of the Oglala Lakota Sioux Tribe in South Dakota, and more recently,
the Navajo Nation in Arizona. The more I learn, the more I am troubled by the injustices
experienced by indigenous tribes, an outcome of historical, cultural, and economic
practices converging with the dominant society surrounding them.

The non-traditional housing scattered across reservation lands has never seemed just
or fair. A few years ago, the federal government reclaimed the trailers made to assist
Katrina victims, deeming them too poisonous for habitation. The Federal Emergency
Management Agency, FEMA, then decided to “generously” donate them to Native
American communities for the cost of transportation. Upon learning that my friends
were thrilled to be purchasing new homes for $3000—homes that were deemed
uninhabitable, I was embarrassed once again by the government’s disregard. Sadly,

[ understood that the government and society were continuing the trail of injustice
against indigenous peoples as so often happens throughout the world. When I mention
this situation to others, their responses often show just how many people believe
indigenous tribes live a wealthy life because of the stories they hear regarding a few
tribes, namely the Shakopee Mdewakanton (Minnesota) and Pequots (Connecticut),
whom have the most successful casinos. They have no idea how in reality, that the
majority of reservation communities, the poorest in the country, are living in third world
conditions.

When looking through the images you will also see torn flags from a Navajo Veteran’s
cemetery and missiles from White Sands Missile Range in New Mexico. To me these
raise additional skewed values, compounding our relationship to injustices. For example,
during the first Gulf War I recall the contention that the American flag represented
freedom and support of the war effort. It was stated that if we did not support the war, we
did not care about those fighting for our country and were not patriotic. I want to believe
our values stand for more than the unquestioned support of the federal government’s
policies, and that it is acceptable to care about our country, its citizens, and others
throughout the world without agreeing with such policies.

It is wrong to link freedom to capitalism, in which profit is considered more important
than any other aspect of life. In this exhibit I strive to say that we can, and must, progress
to a place where fairness and justice for all is the true definition of freedom and decency.

It asks viewers to engage in a continuing dialogue about what is really of value.

John Willis
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The text included in this exhibition articulates the influence of structural factors in the
composition of housing on Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. These factors,
often obscured by complicated bureaucratic processes, materialize as peculiar visual
characteristics. Explanation of these characteristics, however, requires deep historical
and theoretical engagement beyond the scope of this exhibition. Complementing

the spatial fragments shown in photographs, these texts offer temporal fragments for
understanding reservation housing.

Brent Sturlaugson
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Manderson Cut Across Road, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
12 x 54 inches
2013
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1863

In 1868, the Treaty of Fort Laramie
cemented diplomatic relations between
the United States and the Lakotas of
present-day Pine Ridge Reservation.
Among its provisions was the clear
designation of territory for each party. In
this arrangement, the Black Hills
belonged to the Lakotas. Subsequent
treaties, however, modified these
provisions without proper consent. In
1980, the United States Supreme Court
ruled that the 1868 Treaty was violated,
and awarded $106 million for the illegal
seizure of the Black Hills. Valued at
approximately $1.3 billion today, the
Lakotas reject the terms of this settlement.
Rather, they insist that the Black Hills are
not for sale.
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1887

In 1887, the General Allotment Act
established property relations among
Native American tribes whereby enrolled
members received a predetermined
amount of land. These allotments derived
from the Public Land Survey System,
which created the checkerboard land
patterns commonly found in the western
United States. Through this process, the
federal government instituted a method
for identifying individual Indians with
explicit spatial coordinates. Designed to
ensure control through legibility, stability,
and predictability, this control is
compromised when populations become
illegible, unstable, and unpredictable.

1906

The Forced Fee Patenting Act, passed in
1906, modified the 1887 General Allotment
Act to include competence assessments in
granting fee simple land patents to
enrolled members of American Indian
tribes. This process had several effects,
not the least of which included widespread
dispossession of Native Americans.
Together, these policies resulted in the
loss of approximately 90 million acres of
Indian land. On Pine Ridge, the effect of
these processes is seen in the patchwork
of reservation and nonreservation land.
Moreover, these effects are felt in the
uneven distribution of law enforcement
and judicial oversight within this
patchwork.
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Kyle Housing #2, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
25.5 x 20.5 inches
2015

Three Mile Creek Road Scrapyard, Kyle, SD
25.5 x 20.5 inches
2013
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White Sands Missile Museum, NM
27 x 18 inches
2013

Potato Creek, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
20.5 % 25.5 inches
2014
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1934

In 1934, the Indian Reorganization Act
created new political structures among
participating Native American tribes.
Prompted by pressure for self-
determination of tribal issues, this
legislation provided a template for

representative democratic governments.

In many cases, the assimilating
tendencies of this template created
tension between supporters and
dissenters. These tensions erupted on
Pine Ridge in 1973 during the Wounded
Knee Occupation.

Potato Creek Housing
20.5 X 25.5 inches
2014
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1937

The United States Housing Act of 1937
expanded the National Housing Act of
1934 to include programs for public
housing. These programs, however,

excluded Native American communities.

1961

In 1961, President Kennedy used the
United States Housing Act of 1937 to
extend public assistance for housing to
American Indian reservations. Pine Ridge
formed the first public housing authority
in South Dakota and the first tribally
designated housing entity in the United
States. Since then, Oglala Sioux Lakota
Housing has managed the construction,
maintenance, and tenure of over 2,000
units. Officially, these units house
approximately 8,000 people, but the
overall housing shortage on Pine Ridge
creates extreme overcrowding. In one
example, 26 people were found living in a
3-bedroom house. According to housing
administrators, 80% of their units are
overcrowded.
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BIA Rt. 18 #1, Pine Ridge, SD Kyle Housing #1, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
20.5 x 25.5 inches 20.5 % 25.5 inches
2014 2014
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Blown Apart Trailer #2, American Horse Road, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD Blown Apart Trailer #3, American Horse Road, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
20.5 x 25.5 inches 20.5 % 25.5 inches
2014 2014
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Bird’s Nest, Scenic, SD Blown Apart Trailer #1, American Horse Road, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
20.5 x 25.5 inches 20.5 % 25.5 inches
2013 2014
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No Flesh Road, Kyle, SD BIA Rt. 18 #2, Pine Ridge, SD
20.5 x 25.5 inches 20.5 % 25.5 inches
2014 2015
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Pine Ridge Trailers, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD FEMA Katrina Trailer Homes, Kyle, SD
20.5 x 25.5 inches 20.5 % 25.5 inches
2015 2014
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Manderson, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD American Horse Road, Pine Ridge Reservation, SD
20.5 x 25.5 inches 20.5 % 25.5 inches
2014 2014
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1996

The 1996 Native American Housing and
Self-Determination Act reconfigured the
distribution of public assistance for

housing on American Indian reservations.

Under this system, tribes compete for
funding based on an algorithm that
disfavors those with a large land base,
such as Pine Ridge. For nearly 20 years,
Pine Ridge has received the same funding
each year, despite a growing population.
According to some estimates, 4,000
additional housing units are needed on
Pine Ridge.

2013

In 2013, the Office of Native American
Programs (ONAP) under the Department
of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) partnered with the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
to create the Mobile Home Initiative
(MHTI). This program was designed to
recycle used trailers from disaster relief
efforts for use on American Indian
reservations. FEMA transferred these
trailers to ONAP, which then distributed
them among tribally designated housing
authorities (TDHE). In the MHI, TDHESs
paid for all transportation and installation
costs. Thus, TDHESs donated labor to
FEMA in disposing its waste, and donated
money to HUD and ONAP in decreasing
its housing shortage.
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2007

In 2007, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention and the Sierra Club tested
for formaldehyde in trailers provided by
the Federal Emergency Management
Agency. These tests found formaldehyde
in concentrations as high as those
experienced by professional embalmers.

FEMA Trailer House, Rt. 18, Pine Ridge Reservation, South Dakota
20.5x 25.5 inches
2015
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Coat, Scenic, SD
25.5 x 20.5 inches
2013

Pitchfork, Scenic, SD
25.5 x 20.5 inches
2013
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Navajo Veteran’s Cemetary #1, Navajo Nation, Window Rock, AZ White Sands Missile Testing Grounds, White Sands, NM
18 x 27 inches 18 x 27 inches
2012 2012
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Navajo Veteran’s Cemetary #2, Navajo Nation, Window Rock, AZ
18 x 27 inches
2012

42

1879

In 1879, the Carlisle Indian Industrial
School in Pennsylvania opened its doors
to students from American Indian

reservations throughout the United States.

Of the 147 students in the first class, 84
were from Pine Ridge. At Carlisle, like
many other boarding schools, students
were instructed in industrial tasks that
were production-based and gender-
specific. Boarding schools such as Carlisle
contributed significantly to the cultural
assimilation of Native Americans.
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1893

At the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago, the Office of Indian Affairs
designed an exhibition to highlight their
administrative activities. One part of the
exhibition consisted of full-scale replicas
of boarding school classrooms. In this
installation, Native American students
performed by reading, sewing, printing,
and building as usual. Spectators looked
on, observing these institutional practices
with full transparency. Next to this,
another installation included full-scale
replicas of provisional dwellings
representing Native American life prior to
federal administration. With the attention
of the world, the Office of Indian Affairs
legitimated its practices through scripted
performances of everyday life in
contrasting architectures.

Family at Sunrise, Badland’s National Park, SD
20 x 25.5 inches
2013
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1973

At the Wounded Knee Occupation (WKO)
on Pine Ridge in 1973, participants in the
American Indian Movement (AIM)
occupied the site of the 1890 Wounded
Knee Massacre (WKM) in protest of
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)
administration. For 71 days, AIM persisted
while agents from the United States
Marshals Service (USMS) and the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) attempted to
dismantle their protest. Over the course of
the WKO, 1 USMS agent and 1 FBI agent
were injured. The WKO ended after 2 AIM
participants were killed—Buddy Lamont
and Frank Clearwater.

Five and a Half Trailer Homes, Navajo Nation, Luepp, AZ
18 x 27 inches
2012
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Tree, Navajo Nation, Luepp, AZ Da Free World, Navajo Nation, Luepp, AZ
18 x 27 inches 18 x 27 inches
2012 2012
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