BUILDING
SOLIDARITIES
Racial Justice in the
Built Environment
Building Solidarities is a form of mutual pedagogy between the campus and the public, through
dialogues on urgent questions about constructed environments, urban life, and ecologies.
Building Solidarities: Racial Justice in the Built Environment foregrounds the communities of
Minneapolis, Nairobi, and New York, in dialogues between students, activists, artists, and academics.
While building mutual solidarities between our campus and our partners, we aim to extend the
political imaginaries, community futures, and solidarities that our partners may build with each other.
As we study racial and environmental complexities and injustices, we remain vigilantly reflexive about
the relationship between our campus and our neighbors, in Harlem and elsewhere.
The series is supported by the course “Colonial Practices,” taught by Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi.
Web/podcasts are hosted by community organizations. To receive a research guide and link to attend,
register by emailing the event title and date to buildingsolidarities@gmail.com.

Institutional Inhabitations
4:30-5:30 PM EST, September 23 2020
Guests: The GoDown Arts Centre and Navatman

On structuring cultural institutions and critical communities of black-brown
solidarity in the African and South Asian diasporas of Nairobi and New York.
Web/podcast by the GoDown Arts Centre (www.thegodownartscentre) and
Navatman (www.navatman.org).

Building Historical Consciousness
4:30-5:30 PM EST, October 14 2020
Guests: Chris Cornelius, Elsa Hoover, and Nick Estes

Indigenous thinking on infrastructure and architecture as sites for historical
consciousness and contemporary creative practice in North America.
Web/podcast by The Red Nation (www.therednation)

Monumental Landscapes
4:30-5:30 PM EST, November 11 2020
Guests: Kate Beane, Lydia Muthuma, and Bhakti Shringarpure

A consideration of landscapes of monumentality through iconoclasm, replacement,
and renaming of built and natural structures in Nairobi and Minneapolis.
Web/podcast by Warscapes (www.warscapes.com).

Environmental Reclamations
4:30-5:30 PM EST, December 9 2020
Guests: Alishine Osman, Anisa Salat, and Huma Gupta

Environmental diasporas and ecological reclamation in the ‘Somalias’ of Dadaab,
Minneapolis, and Mogadishu. Web/podcast by Jadaliyya, “Environment in Context”
(www.jadaliyya.com Environment page) and Status podcast (www.statushour.com).

Office of the Provost, Barnard College
Barnard and Columbia Colleges Department of Architecture

Building Historical Consciousness
Indigenous thinking on infrastructure and architecture as sites for historical
consciousness and contemporary creative Practice in North America.
October 14, 2020
4:30-5:30 PM EST
Guests: Chris Cornelius, Elsa Hoover, and Nick Estes, The Red Nation web/podcast

To our guests:
The focus of this discussion will be “Building Historical Consciousness.” We will discuss
your experiences with architecture and infrastructure, as well as creative approaches to
their making and their historicity, and how these two things meet. We would like you to
reflect on Indigenous thinking about space, place, infrastructure, and architecture, and will
prompt you (through your own work) to launch the dialogue from starting points beyond
narratives of structure and resistance. Our readings in this course so far have centered on
the construction of knowledge, and the partitions of land and the self. We will ask you how
you construct knowledge, and how you use the built environment, institutions, practices of
making, and other spatial consciousness practices to achieve knowledges of the past. We
will talk about what those knowledges of the past may be used for, how they may partition,
and how they may restore. We may also reflect on the larger arc of the dialogue series,
"Racial Justice in the Built Environment," through our preoccupations with Minneapolis,
New York, and Nairobi, threaded through many of the talks in the series. Our goal is not
merely to consume information but to build solidarities. In that spirit, we hope that this
may be the beginning of a discussion and collaborations between the three of you.

Chris Cornelius is a citizen of the Oneida Nation of Wisconsin, and focuses his research
and practice on the architectural translation of American Indian culture. He is the founding
principal of studio:indigenous, a design and consulting practice serving American Indian
clients and an Associate Professor in the School of Architecture & Urban Planning at the
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. He served as a cultural consultant and design
collaborator with Antoine Predock on the Indian Community School of Milwaukee, which
won the AIA Design Excellence award from the Committee on Architecture for Education,
and was among a group of indigenous architects who represented Canada in the 2018
Venice Architecture Biennale. He is the recipient of numerous awards and honors,
including an Artist in Residence Fellowship from the National Museum of the American
Indian, Smithsonian Institution. He teaches at the undergraduate and graduate levels.
Cornelius holds a Master of Architecture degree from the University of Virginia and a
Bachelor of Science in Architectural Studies from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.
Elsa Matossian Hoover is an architectural designer and writer of mixed Anishinaabe and
Finnish descent whose research focuses on borders, environments, and Indigenous futures.

Her recent work includes cartographic illustration and an immersive theater installation in
Minneapolis. Her work has been featured in The Avery Review, The Funambulist, and will be
published this fall in Interior Provocations: History, Theory, and Practice of Autonomous
Interiors. Elsa is an Editor at Large with The Avery Review and a founding member of the
Harvard Indigenous Design Collective. She received her Bachelor of Arts in Architecture
from Columbia University and studies architecture at the Harvard Graduate School of
Design.
Nick Estes is a citizen of the Lower Brule Sioux Tribe. He is an Assistant Professor in the
American Studies Department at the University of New Mexico. In 2014, he co-founded The
Red Nation, an Indigenous resistance organization. His research engages colonialism and
global Indigenous histories, with a focus on decolonization, oral history, U.S. imperialism,
environmental justice, anti-capitalism, and the Oceti Sakowin. Estes is a member of the
Oak Lake Writers Society, a network of Indigenous writers committed to defend and
advance Oceti Sakowin (Dakota, Nakota, and Lakota) sovereignty, cultures, and histories.
His most recent book is Our History Is the Future: Standing Rock Versus the Dakota Access
Pipeline, and the Long Tradition of Indigenous Resistance (Verso, 2019), which places into
historical context the Indigenous-led movement to stop the Dakota Access Pipeline.

This program is supported by the course “Colonial Practices” taught by Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi.
Anooradha Iyer Siddiqi, asiddiqi@barnard.edu Preceptor: Ada Jiang, aj2837@barnard.edu
Kojo Abudu, aa4648@columbia.edu

Amber Officer-Narvasa, ako2114@columbia.edu
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Guiding Questions
1.

When is it helpful to appeal to a shared Indigenous identity, and when does that
shared identity not make sense, in your own practices (historical, architectural,
activist…)?

2. As academics, how do you negotiate your position as producers of Indigenous
knowledge within a structure (the university) that has historically been and is
presently entangled with various forms of violence?
3. Is there a way to extract materials or knowledge from the land in a way that is not
destructive? In what ways can architecture steward land?
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The first pictograph of the 1880 Battiste Good (Brown Hat)
winter count documents the arrival of Pte Ska Win, the
White Buffalo Calf Woman, the most significant historical
figure of the Oceti Sakowin who formalized the first
treaty with the human and other-than-human worlds.
Manuscript 2372: Box 12: F6, National Anthropological Archives,
Smithsonian Institution, National Anthropological Archives,
Smithsonian Museum Support Center, Suitland, Maryland.
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Origins
There are no two sides to the history of the United States and
its relationship to people who have lived here for thousands of
years. There are no two sides to that story. You have no right to
displace people, to steal their resources, and steal their lives . . .
What America has done is criminal. And they’re still doing it.
—Elizabeth Cook-Lynn1

There is on essential reason why Indigenous peoples resist,
refuse, and contest US rule: land. In fact, US history is all
about land and the transformation of space, fundamentally
driven by territorial expansion, the elimination of Indigenous
peoples, and white settlement. From its original 1784 boundaries of the first thirteen colonies, the US rapidly expanded
westward from the Atlantic Seaboard to the Pacific coast,
annexing nearly 2 billion acres of Indigenous territory in less
than a century. Most was west of the Mississippi River.
This includes the Missouri basin, a massive circulatory
system of streams, rivers, creeks, and tributaries that empties
into its main artery, Mni Sose (the Missouri River). In Oceti
Sakowin cosmology, Mni Sose begins everywhere the water
falls from the sky to touch the earth and trickle into one of
these waterways. The river is 2,466 miles long, with a drainage basin encompassing a massive 529,000 square miles, a
landmass one-sixth the size of the continental United States.
The Oceti Sakowin and the Indigenous nations with which it
has shared territory, and has sometimes fought, are as much
defined by Mni Sose as they are by their own political, cultural,
and social relationship to its life-giving waters.
67
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In this world, water is life, and so too is the buffalo nation,
the Pte Oyate. Vast buffalo herds once migrated according to
the river’s seasonal ebbs and flows, followed by the hunting
nations of the Northern Plains. At the center of this world is
He Sapa, the Black Hills, the heart of everything that is. If He
Sapa is the heart of the earth, then Mni Sose is its aorta. It is
from this country that the Oceti Sakowin emerged as a nation,
a people, and gained its humanity.
Much has been written about the history of the Missouri
River. Yet, few histories have focused on the river’s role in the
colonial project. Book titles such as Unruly River, River of
Promise, River of Peril, and The Dark Missouri, as well as the
settler nickname for the Missouri—“Old Misery,” for its
frequent flooding and the property damage that ensued—
depict the river as a deadly, treacherous, and inhospitable
landscape.2 Early settlers often described the Missouri basin
as an irrational and violent country, plagued by endless interIndigenous warfare; settlers saw Indigenous peoples as equally
irrational and violent. “This is a delightful country,” wrote
British trader Alexander Henry about the Northern Plains in
1800, “and were it not for perpetual wars, the natives might
be the happiest people on earth.”3
European and US explorers, traders, and settlers dubbed the
many nations here “the Sioux,” mythologizing them as the most
hated, the most feared, and the most violent North American
Indigenous people. Viewed as a noble warrior society, they have
come to symbolize the violent hypermasculinity of the frontier
and are the basis of the standard image of Indigenous culture as
equestrians who lived in tipis, wore headdresses, and aimlessly
wandered the land like the wild game they called kin. The
University of North Dakota’s racist “Fighting Sioux” mascot
(retired in 2012), a disembodied head of a Native male warrior,
represented such views. (Among the tribes in the state, the
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe stood alone in opposing it).4 The
“Sioux warrior” myth is portrayed in the award-winning film
68
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Dances with Wolves (1990). Such stereotypes, however, are not
confined to the realm of popular culture. Prominent US
historians such as Richard White portray the Sioux as a pillaging
band of expansionists who violently expelled their Indigenous
neighbors, and who never crossed west of the Missouri River—
with no small irony—until the signing of the Declaration of
Independence in 1776.5 In fact, these attempts to classify the
Sioux as imperialist newcomers—a label that more accurately
describes the United States—marked the Sioux as nomadic,
rootless, unsettled, and malicious, which made their removal,
genocide, and colonization more palatable.6 Oral histories and
careful Indigenous record keeping, including Dakota and
Lakota winter counts, show otherwise. Winter counts marked
each year or winter by recording a significant event with a
pictograph on hide (or sometimes on paper), accompanied by
an oral recounting of the event, and constitute a meticulous
record of family, individual, and larger national histories.7 US
historians, however, have misinterpreted winter counts to
support their claims that the Lakotas crossed the Missouri
River and subsequently “discovered” the Black Hills sometime
around 1776.8
The Dakota, Nakota, and Lakota nations never called
themselves “Sioux”—that term derives from an abbreviation of
“Nadouessioux,” a French adoption of the Ojibwe word for
“little snakes,” denoting the Ojibwe’s enemies to its west. Instead,
they simply called themselves the “Oyate,” the “Nation,” or the
“People,” and sometimes the “Oyate Luta” (the Red Nation); as
a political confederacy, they called themselves the “Oceti Sakowin
Oyate” (the Nation of the Seven Council Fires). Their geographical
span was vast. The oldest Dakota-speaking nations were located
mostly in the western Great Lakes forests, glacial lakes, and
rivers. They are the Mdewakantonwan (the Sacred Nation that
Lives by the Later); the Sissintonwan (the Medicine Nation that
Lives by the water); the Wahpetonwan (the Nation that Lives in
the Forest); and the Wahpekute (the Nation that Shoots Among
69
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the Leaves).9 The Nakota-speaking nations are the caretakers of
the middle territory that began on the eastern banks of the
Missouri River. Their names came from their location in the
camp horn: Ihanktonwan (the Nation that Camps at the End)
and Ihanktonwanna (the Little Nation that Camps at the End).
And the youngest and largest, the Lakota-speaking nations,
covered the vast expanse of the Northern Plains west of the
Missouri River, called Tintonwan (the Nation of the Plains).
Among the Tintonwans, there are also seven divisions: the Oglala
(the Nation that Scatters Their Own); the Sicangu (the Nation of
the Burnt Thighs, also known as the Brulé); the Hunkpapa (the
Nation at the Head of the Circle); the Mniconjou (the Nation
that Plants by the Water); Itazipco (the Nation without Bows, or
the Sans Arc); the Sihasapa (the Blackfeet Nation); and the
Oohenupa (the Nation of Two Kettles).10
Like most human societies, the origin stories of the Oceti
Sakowin are as diverse as its people and the lands they continue
to live with and protect. To name but a few examples, their
origin histories include emergence from the earth—from the
Wase (red clay); emergence from He Sapa; emergence from
Bde Wakan (Spirit Lake or Mille Lacs); descent from the
Wicahpi Oyate (the Star Nation); descent from the Pte Oyate
(the buffalo nation); and westward and southern migrations
from the Atlantic Seaboard or Central America. None of these
origin stories are more or less true than others. What they have
in common, however, is their collective significance in defining
both a historical experience within a specific geography, and
the moral universe of how one relates to others and the land.
The origin stories contradict settler narratives that describe the
Oceti Sakowin as “late arrivals” west of the Missouri River, at
best; or as expansionists, at worst—driven, like their US counterpart, by purely economic motives to control river trade by
violently displacing other Indigenous nations.
In the absence of written law, according to Lakota author
Luther Standing Bear, “a great tribal consciousness” reigned at
70
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the individual level in Oceti Sakowin societies. No human
institution employed force or violence to compel behavior. Social
conduct was based on mutual solidarity and kinship, in what
Standing Bear calls Woucage, “our way of doing things.” The
ultimate punishment for breaking group solidarity was exile,
which “meant to lose identity or die.” An individual’s
responsibility was first and foremost to ensure the survival of the
collective. Decisions—concerning anything from hunting to
travel to warfare—were made at the community level in the
open council, a decentralized political authority that frequently
rotated leadership, affording equal say, that is, to separate
societies of men and of women and, in some cases, places of
honor to Wintke societies, those who did not conform to the
binary gender roles. An Oyate Okizu, or the assembly of the
entire Oceti Sakowin, was called only for matters of great
importance such as sun dances, or, in the late nineteenth century,
the negotiation of treaties and repulsion of US invasion. In
contrast to their own customary laws, Lakotas created the word
Woope Wasicu to describe the white man’s law. Woope Wasicu
described “the cruel equipment” of law—from armed soldiers
and cops, to guns, cannons, balls and chains, and prisons.
According to Luther Standing Bear, this kind of law “designated
not order but force and disorder.”11 Next to the maintenance of
good relations within the nation, an individual’s second duty
was the protection of communal territory. In the east, the vast
wild rice patties and seasonal farms that grew corn, beans, and
squash demarcated Dakota territory. In the west, Lakota
territory extended as far as the buffalo herds that traveled in the
fertile Powder River country. For Dakotas, Lakotas, and
Nakotas, territory was defined as any place where they cultivated
relations with plant and animal life; this often overlaid, and was
sometimes in conflict, with other Indigenous nations.
For example, the Lakotas were by no means the only
Indigenous nation with connections to the Black Hills. When
different peoples combined through alliance (whether through
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the formation of kinship relations, or purely for survival), they
often incorporated aspects of one another’s histories. Among
the more than fifty Indigenous nations who possessed similar,
often overlapping, relationships and claims to the Black Hills
were the Arikara, Osage, Shoshone, Assiniboine, Gros Ventre,
Pawnee, Mandan, Hidatsa, Kiowa, Ponca, Crow, Omaha,
Winnebago, Cheyenne, Arapahoe, and Blackfeet.12
Like the countries that constitute the United Nations, the
political authority of the Oceti Sakowin didn’t prevent them
from sometimes warring with other Indigenous nations. Luther
Standing Bear, commenting on Lakota warfare in 1931, admits
as much. He notes how the United States criminalized the
assertion of Indigenous political authority to make war and
defend territory. “We kept our lands to ourselves,” he writes,
“by making all other tribes stay away from us.” When whites
began to fear the Oceti Sakowin’s political power, Standing
Bear observed, “they called us Sioux.”13 In settler vernacular,
“Sioux” became equivalent to “criminal” and was used to
justify invasion and endless war. But, as Indigenous scholars
and intellectuals have contended for the last two centuries,
war, diplomacy, and sovereignty are just a few of the Oceti
Sakowin’s many characteristics. Nonetheless, “Sioux” warfare,
diplomacy, and sovereignty dominate settler histories of
nineteenth-century Indigenous life on the Missouri River and
in the Northern Plains. This is not because Indigenous nations
are inherently militaristic, but because they had come to know
the United States—which the Lakotas called “Milahanskan”
(the nation of the long knives)—best through its army.
The first Indigenous-US interactions on the Missouri River
were military encounters. In 1803 President Thomas Jefferson
finalized the Louisiana Purchase from the French Republic: an
annexation of 827 million acres. Louisiana Territory
encompassed the entire Missouri River basin and more than
doubled the territory of the fledgling United States. Shortly
thereafter, Jefferson sent Meriwether Lewis and William Clark
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to lead a military expedition up the Missouri River, bearing
arms, flags, and “gifts,” to claim the “new” land and its people.
Their goal was to proclaim US sovereignty over the region and
its nations, and to bring the indigenous people into trade
relations with the United States. And of all the Indigenous
nations, Jefferson mentioned only “the Sioux” by name. “On
that nation,” Jefferson ordered Lewis, “we wish most
particularly to make a friendly impression, because of their
immense power, and because we learn they are very desirous
of being on the most friendly terms with us.”14
The Corps of Discovery (a unit of the US Army) met several
divisions of the Oceti Sakowin as they traveled upriver. After
navigating the Big Bend of the Missouri (present-day Crow
Creek and Lower Brule Reservations) in late September of
1804, the expedition was intercepted by a camp of Sicangus, a
political subdivision of the Lakotas.15 As per custom, the
Lakotas hailed the corps with a plume of smoke that rose in
the northwest, signaling the expedition had been spotted. The
Lakotas sought council and some form of payment to pass
through their territory, but Lewis and Clark rebuffed the
Lakotas’ assertion to determine who shall pass and at what
cost—clearly disobeying Jefferson’s instructions “to make a
friendly impression.”
After eight days of failing to negotiate their passage without
paying a toll, Lewis and Clark resorted to violence. According to
John Ordway, an expedition volunteer, Clark informed the
intransigent Lakota headman, Black Buffalo, that they were sent
by Thomas Jefferson, who could “have them all distroyed
[sic].”16 But, obviously surrounded and overwhelmed, Lewis and
Clark’s threats were worthless. Because he led the negotiations
between the Corps of Discovery and the Sicangus and he refused
to let the expedition pass, Lewis and Clark took Buffalo
Medicine (and possibly other leaders like him) hostage and to
secure their passage north. (Buffalo Medicine was later released
once the expedition was free from Lakota country.) Taking
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Indigenous hostages was common practice; Jefferson had earlier
advised Lewis that “taking influential chiefs” or their children
“would give some security to your party.”17 Reflecting on the
encounter, Clark later wrote that the Lakotas were “the vilest
miscreants of the savage race, and must ever remain the pirates
of the Missouri.” “Unless these people are reduced to order, by
coercive measures, I am ready to pronounce that the citizens of
the United States can never enjoy but partially the advantages
which the Missouri presents,” he continued. “[The Sioux] view
with contempt the merchants of the Missouri, whom they never
fail to plunder, when in their power.”18
Historians have uncritically taken Lewis and Clark’s
testimony of that first encounter at face value: they were
waylaid by a band of river pirates straight from the pages of a
Robinson Crusoe fantasy novel. This was most recently retold
in popular accounts like US historian Stephen Ambrose’s 1997
bestselling book Undaunted Courage and documentarian Ken
Burns’s 2001 PBS film Lewis and Clark.19 But in their
estimation, the Lakotas didn’t make much of the encounter.
Lewis and Clark came and left, and the Lakotas continued
living as before. This was a fairly routine engagement: merely
a different flavor of whites traveling through their territory
bearing flags and guns. According to Clark, even the downriver
and more “peaceful” Ihanktonwan “invariably arrested the
progress” of all traders traversing the river by exacting tolls
and demanding more accommodating trade prices.20 However,
for the United States this first interaction held great significance, and it profoundly shaped their feelings toward a nation
they viewed as criminal “pirates of the Missouri.” As Oglala
historian Craig Howe observes, this exchange “gave rise to
storm clouds of deceit that have in some sense darkened two
centuries” of Lakota-US relations.21
But for the historian Jeffrey Ostler, the foundation for
genocide in US Indian policy had in fact been laid decades earlier,
in the 1787 Northwest Ordinance.22 The ordinance opened up
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the area north of the Ohio River and in the Great Lakes region
for settlement, creating territories that became the states of
Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Additionally,
Article 3 stated (of the “Indians”) that “in their property, rights,
and liberty, they shall never be invaded or disturbed, unless in
just and lawful wars authorized by Congress.” While, as Ostler
observes, this “did not call for genocide in the first instance,” it
legalized genocidal war in the event that land cessions could not
be achieved through “peaceful” means and Indigenous people
were unwilling to submit to US authority.”23
The 1823 Supreme Court decision Johnson v. M’Intosh, in
which Chief Justice John Marshall spelled out the rights of the
United States to Indigenous lands, also drew upon a centuriesold doctrine. Indigenous peoples, he ruled, only possessed
“occupancy” rights, meaning their lands could be taken by
powers that “discovered” them: the “Doctrine of Discovery.”
The origin of this notion was a fifteenth-century papal bull
known as the “Doctrine of Christian Discovery” that distinguished Christian from non-Christian nations. The latter were
regarded as little more than “savage” peoples awaiting the gift
of European civilization, and according to Lenape scholar
Steven Newcomb, the United States interpreted the doctrine as
describing Indigenous peoples as “politically non-existent,
partially or entirely.”24 Therefore, Indigenous title to the land
could not be extinguished where it did not exist. Commenting
on the Johnson decision, Onondaga international jurist Tonya
Gonnella Frichner observes, “The newly formed United States
needed to manufacture an American Indian political identity
and concept of Indian land that would open the way for the
United States in its westward colonial expansion.”25 This
founding myth eventually became known as “Manifest Destiny.”
In 1807, following the expedition, Jefferson appointed
Clark brigadier general and Indian agent for Louisiana
Territory, and he served as an Indian Affairs agent under the
War Department until his death in 1838. The expedition and
75
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the annexation of land west of the Mississippi was a part of a
rapid push westward, and the Louisiana Purchase was a landmark achievement. For one, it provided the means by which
southern plantation capitalists could expand their “cotton
kingdom” to new markets—hence the importance of imposing
trade relations with the Indigenous nations. Without
expansion, the plantation system was doomed to fail.26
Jefferson envisioned an “Empire of Liberty” for the lands west
of the Mississippi; one that required the expansion of Black
slavery and the transformation of Indigenous land into private
property for advancing a yeoman farming empire. In this way,
the expansion of the plantation system coincided with
Indigenous dispossession and removal.
Jefferson saw the foundation of the Louisiana Territory as a
partial solution to the “Indian problem”—the problem being
that the “Indian tribes” still resided on lands coveted by the
United States. His primary targets were the so-called “Five
Civilized Tribes”—the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw,
Muscogee, and Seminole—and his intention was to break up
and ultimately dissolve these eastern nations. Because these
nations had become slaveowners with farms and plantations,
like their white neighbors, their system of land tenure resembled a claim to permanence. Thus, they had to be departed.
And new lands in the West offered a new opportunity for eastern Indigenous removal. For example, Section 15 of the 1804
Louisiana Territorial Act afforded that “the President of the
United States is hereby authorized to stipulate with any Indian
tribes owning lands on the east side of the Mississippi, and
residing thereon, for an exchange of lands, the property of the
United States, on the west side of the Mississippi, in case the
said tribes shall remove and settle thereon.” Jefferson wanted
to further concentrate eastern Indigenous nations into everdiminishing territories. By making their wild game, land, and
resources scarce, he could force them to either “incorporate”
or “remove beyond the Mississippi.”27
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Dakotas, Nakotas, and Lakotas had been trading with the
French and British for decades by the time the Lewis and
Clark expedition arrived. By the early 1800s, the fur trade had
enveloped Northern Plains life (the Europeans also brought
the Bible, the gun, and disease), and the Lakotas had a vested
interested in maintaining a foothold in the river trade; they
certainly didn’t consent to the US claim over the land and
waterway.28 But the Lakotas never saw themselves as owning
the river; on the contrary, it was to the river that they belonged.
The many centuries they spent living in relationship to the
land and water reinforced this understanding. And by 1804
they also belonged to the river trade, both economically and
politically, making the river a different source of their
livelihood and survival.
Early settlers and traders heavily relied on Indigenous labor
and patronage for trapping and hunting, while Indigenous
societies in turn relied on trade goods such as cloth, guns,
ammunition, knives, iron cooking utensils, and food items.29
From the early colonial times through the end of nineteenth
century, the fur trade was dominated by rival trading firms (and
rival European colonizers), who encouraged sporadic interIndigenous trade wars. From 1806 to 1835, US Indian policy
introduced a factory system of trade houses to curb the criminal
behavior of these white traders, but the policy had little effect,
because the US government and traders themselves participated
in the same criminal enterprise of trespass and theft.30 All of
these companies were in the business of trading beaver pelts, to
be sold on the European and US markets; however, by the
1830s beaver populations had been all but exterminated.
Historians and archeologists laregely view Indigenous
peoples as responsible for the decline of fur-bearing animals in
the Northern Plains, and the adoption of horse culture
increased the ability of Indigenous peoples to hunt buffalo.31
But their capabilities never compared to the killing efficiency
of white trappers and hunters. For example, the killing
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efficiency of the “Rocky Mountain system” of trapping,
dominant in the early nineteenth century, rapidly depleted
fur-bearing animasl. Made up of heavily armed company
employees, these units knowingly trespassed into Lakota and
Arikara territories, fortifying their positions and trade routes
as they advanced.32 According to Indigenous custom, no one
was barred from hunting for subsistence and survival. But they
did place restrictions on whites who hunted for profit; thus,
these highly romanticized frontiersmen were in fact little more
than poachers. As beaver populations declined and demand for
their pelts decreased, buffalo robes were quick to fill their
place. Yet when US companies began to bypass Indigenous
peoples and dominate the trade, buffalo herds, like the beaver,
were all but exterminated, from the 1870s to the 1880s. This
expropriation went hand in hand with military-sponsored
extermination campaigns, which began in 1865.33 Taking only
the hides, white hunters not only left buffalo carcasses to rot
on the plains, but also poisoned them with strychnine to kill
off coyotes, wolves, and other scavengers—and sometimes
starving Native people.34 Estimates place the precontact North
American buffalo population at 25 to 30 million. It took
settlers nearly a century to exterminate the herds in the east,
forcing the survivors of the holocaust much like their human
kin, west of the Mississippi River. Annihilating the remaining
10 to 15 million in the Great Plains took just two decades.35
These were acts of genocide. For genocide encompasses
much more than merely acts committed during war, as most
US historians believe. The 1948 UN Convention on the
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide defines
the intent of genocide as “to destroy, in whole or in part, a
national, ethnical, racial or religious group.” Examples include,
but are not limited to, murder, torture, or the deliberate
deprivation of resources needed for physical survival, like
clean water, food (i.e., buffalo), clothing, shelter or medical
services. This definition also includes actions targeting women
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specifically, like involuntary sterilization, forced abortion,
prohibition of marriage, and long-term separation of men and
women, all of which threaten the ability to produce future
generations. (Another tactic is the forcible transfer of children).
United States policy has subjected Indigenous peoples to all of
these genocidal acts. Some of which are historical, others are
ongoing. “Settler colonialism is inherently genocidal in terms
of the genocide convention,” writes historian Roxanne
Dunbar-Ortiz.36 Although the genocide convention is not
retroactive (it only became applicable in the United States in
1988, the year the US Senate ratified it), it is a useful lens for
studying Indigenous history.
The fur trading forts were rampant with sexual violence.
White traders, low-level laborers, and soldiers often stopped
by for a drunken “frolic,” which involved demanding the
sexual services of Indigenous women’s bodies—with or without their consent. Access to whiskey, treaty annuities, and
trade goods sometimes came with the expectation that
Indigenous men should forfeit their daughters’, sisters’, and
wives’ bodies to white men (as if Indigenous women’s bodies
were theirs to give), and soldiers also frequently raped
Indigenous women whom they had taken prisoner. “To celebrate victory, troopers often rounded up the prettiest girls to
be passed around among the officers, leaving the enlisted men
with the less attractive, older women,” wrote Sicangu scholar
Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve in her account, based on family
oral histories of the well-known abuses against Lakota women
at Fort Platte (in operation from 1840 to 1846).37 Many
Indigenous activists today have identified “man camps,” the
transient all-men communities of oil and gas workers, as hubs
for the exploitation of Indigenous women through trafficking
and sex work.38 In some ways, trading forts were the first man
camps—the vanguards of capital that extracted wealth not
only from the land, but also through the conquest of Indigenous
women’s bodies. Later, these trade forts also became border
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towns, the white-dominated settlements that today ring
Indigenous reservations.
The fur trade also violently transformed gender relations.
As Driving Hawk Sneve recounts, Lakota society didn’t adhere
to monogamous sexual values, possessed nothing on par with
the puritanical Christian views of sexual conduct or marriage,
and considered property in the home to be owned by the
women.39 But Lakota women who married white traders were
placed under the protection and control of a patriarch (a
practice known as “coverture”). Descending from a society
where women owned all the property in the home, losing
control of their property, their bodies, and their children, and
being placed under the dominion of a white patriarch was a
harrowing, alien experience.40 Maybe this should come as no
surprise. In white society women and children held little or no
political authority and were little more than domestic servants. Diplomacy, trade, and war—the public sphere—were the
sole privilege of men. This included the sale and trade of hides
at European or US forts along the Missouri River, unlike the
Indigenous systems they had replaced, in which trade,
exchange, and the sharing of material wealth was intended to
strengthen kinship relations, rather than a market economy
and private ownership. During the fur trade, Indigenous
women labored to prepare the buffalo hides, but they didn’t
“own” the hides sold to whites because the hunting and sale
of those hides was a male-dominated business. And white
traders often owned or “married” multiple Indigenous women
to increase their access to the women’s relatives—and their
trade markets—or to sell her off to others. In this sense, the
subordination of Indigenous women was lucrative for a trader
and increased his social standing.41
One of these men was the French Canadian trader Toussaint
Charbonneau, who is famous for joining Lewis and Clark in
November 1804, when the expedition camped among the
Mandans at Fort Mandan. He offered up his services and those
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of his “wife,” a Shoshone woman by the name of Sacagawea, as
interlocutors and interpreters for Indigenous peoples they
would encounter upriver. Although Sacagawea has surpassed
Charbonneau in fame for her aid to the expedition, little is
known about her other than her services to white men. Captured
by Hidatsas at the age of thirteen, Sacagawea was one of many
women Charbonneau purchased throughout his life.42 Although
she bore him children, Sacagawea was little more than chattel
to Charbonneau—a piece of property he sometimes resented,
and at others physically abused.43 And it wasn’t only Sacagawea
whom he subjected to violence. In May 1795, while working
for the Montreal-based North West Company, Charbonneau
was sent to pick up supplies at a trading post near Lake
Manitou. According to the journal of John Macdonell, a North
West Company clerk, an elder Ojibwe woman caught
Charbonneau “in the act of committing Rape upon her
Daughter.” Furious, the woman stabbed Charbonneau with a
canoe awl, “a fate he highly deserved for his brutality.”44
Like Charbonneau, white traders, explorers, soldiers, and
settlers believed they possessed the right to trespass freely across
Indigenous territory, and they also believed they possessed
unrestricted access to Indigenous women’s bodies and their
children. Muscogee jurist Sarah Deer argues that rape “can be
employed as a metaphor for the entire concept of colonialism”
because it is not only experienced individually but is also part
of an ongoing structure of domination—one with a beginning,
but no end.45 More so than Indigenous men, the subordination
of Indigenous women was about realizing profits in the fur
trade. Violence against Native women undermined their
customary political authority and used their bodies to create
profit. As noted above, unlike their white counterparts, whose
bodies were used for sexual reproduction, Indigenous women’s
bodies increased white traders’ access to new markets through
their kin—and by extension, land, capital, and political and
economic influence. Thus, while Indigenous women did bear
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children for white men, their main use was for securing the
future of white settlement. As Athabascan scholar Dian Million
puts it, “Gender violence marks . . . the evisceration of
Indigenous nations.”46 White traders and trappers appropriated
Indigenous women’s bodies as much as they had appropriated
the wealth of the land by harvesting and selling the skins of
animals. The two practices went hand in hand.
But this was only one component of the settler society’s
attack on Indigenous women’s political authority. With
women already shut out of the fur trade, the treaties, which
barred Indigenous women from participation in this specific
realm of diplomacy, offered an externally imposed means to
recognize Indigenous men’s political authority.47 From 1805
to 1873, the United States made thirty-five treaties and
agreements with various political divisions of the Oceti
Sakowin—or, as they became known in treaty parlance, “the
Sioux Nation of Indians.” Not one woman was allowed to
“touch-the-pen,” place an “x-mark,” or formally consent to
any land cessions, peace agreements, or political relationships
with the United States.48 By the time the Oceti Sakowin had
been forcefully confined to reservations in the 1890s,
Indigenous women had been completely confined to the
domestic sphere, while Indigenous men occupied the primary
roles in the reservation political economy, including as
reservation police, political leaders, and traders.49 Gender
divisions were sometimes enforced by military rule, and the
boarding school system, which was controlled by the military
like the reservations, further entrenched these divisions,
ripping children from their families and educating young girls
and boys on their proper places in a “civilized Christian
society”: homemaking for the girls, and wage labor for the
boys.50 Finally, in 1924—after Indigenous peoples had
achieved a relative degree of “civilization”—the United States
granted them citizenship, annexing both Indigenous lands and
lives into the US nation-state. It was not only within the home
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that Indigenous women’s political authority been domesticated,
but also in the settler nation as a whole.
This upheaval of gender relations significantly undermined
the political traditions of the Oceti Sakowin. After all, it was a
woman who formalized the first compact—or treaty—with
the human and other-than-human world. Pte Ska Win, White
Buffalo Calf Woman—the most significant historical figure in
Oceti Sakowin history—established not only the basis of
customary and ceremonial laws of humans, but also how
humans would exist in correct relations to the Pte Oyate and
the nonhuman world. In his earliest entry on his winter count,
the Sicangu historian Brown Hat depicts White Buffalo Calf
Woman as a white buffalo arriving in the center of a camp
circle in the first decade of the tenth century. Above her are the
Calf Pipe, a yucca plant, and a cornstalk. To the right, in
English, Brown Hat lists the various animal nations the White
Buffalo Calf Woman brought into formal relations with the
Oceti Sakowin: elk, deer, antelope, buffalo, beaver, and wolves.
Corn kernels fall from her udders into water, making the
connection between humans, plants, animals, the earth, and
water.51 Therefore, no one had the right to cede these relations
to the land, water, plants, and animals—because those relations
were grounded in the first compact, the first treaty with Pte
Ska Win. (This is why Arvol Looking Horse, the nineteenthgeneration keeper of this Calf Pipe, led the prayer marches at
#NoDAPL to honor those original instruction and the Oceti
Sakowin’s first commitments.)
To gain access to Indigenous lands, white men had used
Indigenous men to break communal land practices and
undermine Indigenous women’s political authority. As a result,
Indigenous women are largely absent from early historical
narratives.52 Yet their power posed an obstacle to US annexation
of Indigenous lands.53 It should come as no surprise that
#NoDAPL was led primarily by Indigenous women, from youth
leaders, such as Bobbi Jean Three Legs, Zaysha Grinnell, Tokata
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Iron Eyes, and Jasilyn Charger; to women like LaDonna
BraveBull Allard, Phyllis Young, and Faith Spotted Eagle.
Zaysha Grinnell, a fifteen-year-old citizen of the Mandan
Hidatsa Arikara Nation, the descendants of Sacagawea,
successfully petitioned her tribal council in March 2016 to
oppose DAPL. She described the scene faced by her nation
during the oil boom as similar to the one confronted by her
ancestors during the fur trade, two centuries ago:
When these oil companies come in, they bring in the men . . .
These men bring with them the man camps, and with that
comes violence and sex trafficking. Indigenous women and
girls near the camps are really affected by this and we are not
going to put up with it. Making more girls into leaders, because
we witness it firsthand, is so important.54

As the first entry of capitalism in the Upper Missouri, the fur
trade, spreading through existing Indigenous networks, brought
with it apocalypse in the form of smallpox. By the time Lewis
and Clark arrived, the European disease had already devastated
the Missouri River Indigenous peoples several times, most likely
being introduced by French and British traders. The advent of
steamboats greatly increased the spread of smallpox. In 1824
Congress authorized the Army Corps of Engineers, a
construction branch of the military, to regulate the navigation
of rivers and harbors. By 1838 Congress had assigned the Army
Corps to pull snags and clear the river for steamboat traffic
coming from Saint Louis. The federal government assumed its
authority over navigable waterways under the Constitution’s
commerce clause—the same clause that also regulated trade
with Indigenous nations. Indian affairs, under the supervision
of the War Department, was tasked with the creation and
management of federally subsidized trading posts to undercut
British, Spanish, and French trade and bolster US influence over
Indigenous nations.55 The increase in steamboat traffic
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intensified the fur trade; and the fur trade in turn intensified
commerce and, therefore, US authority over the river. As R. G.
Robertson points out, the fur trade “was the primary means by
which smallpox reached the Indians in the interior.”56 In other
words, the spread of smallpox and other diseases coincided
with an intensification of colonial invasion.
Steamships transporting treaty annuities, ammunition,
Indian agents, traders and soldiers to Missouri River forts and
trading posts also brought disease and death. The consequences of their passage brought pure horror to Indigenous
nations. In the summer of 1837, an American Fur Company
steamboat, the St. Peter’s, traveled from Saint Louis transporting trade goods and Indigenous treaty annuities; it was, in
turn, to collect Indigenous-harvested buffalo hides. It also
knowingly carried, in its human cargo, the smallpox virus.
At Fort Clark, where the Mandans lived, along the Missouri
River, the deadly virus arrived on June 19, 1837, via the St.
Peter’s. As early as April, the crew had seen signs of the disease
among themselves, but they nevertheless unloaded treaty
annuities and loaded buffalo robes onto the ship that day—
smallpox too, as the infected crew embarked on a drunken
“frolic” with the Mandans. Within twenty-five days, the
Mandans showed the first signs of infections. The only ones
spared were elders who had built up an immunity, and who
were already scarred from previous outbreaks. Children and
adults writhed and stung from intense fevers. Putrid, hideous
sores filled with pus, scarring them for life—if they survived.
Francis A. Chardon, a fur trader at the fort, stopped counting
the dead “as they die so fast it is impossible.” To end the
suffering, parents killed their children; friends, relatives, and
lovers killed each other; and some committed suicide. The
smell of decaying corpses was discernable from miles away.57
Many have speculated that Indigenous peoples were incapable
of understanding infection and the spread of disease. What is
clear from Chardon’s journals is that Indigenous peoples knew
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the source of their affliction—the fur trade and the trading
forts—and sought retribution against the traders and the fur
trade itself. “We are badly situated,” wrote Chardon, “as we are
threatened to be Murdered by the Indians every instant.”
Indigenous peoples knew traders and explorers sometimes
carried smallpox or cowpox with them in vials for inoculations.
George Catlin, a white painter and traveler of the American West,
recounted a story he heard among the Pawnees that a trader
threatened unleashing smallpox upon them if they didn’t submit
to his will: “He would let the small-pox out of a bottle and
destroy the whole of them.”58 “The Sioux had it in
contemplation . . . to murder us in the spring,” Lewis wrote while
he and Clark wintered with the Mandans in 1805 and 1805,
“but were prevented from making the attack, by our threatening
to spread the small pox, with all its horrors among them.”59
Accurate Indigenous population data does not exist, but some
studies suggest that Indigenous nations with closer contact to
the whites had increased exposure to diseases. These nations,
such as the Mandans at Fort Clark, had positioned themselves
as brokers in the fur trade, often settling near trading forts or
allowing trade posts in or near their villages. Diseases were
quick to spread in these intimate river communities, making
quarantine or flight nearly impossible. Some calculations
estimate that from 1780 to 1877, Indigenous river nations lost
around 80 percent of their populations, with the Mandan,
Caddo, Wichita, and Pawnee experiencing almost 90 percent
population loss. Buffalo-hunting nations on the Northern Plains
from 1780 to 1877 experienced a 40 percent population decline
overall; among them, this figure approached 80 percent for the
Assiniboine, Atsina, and Comanche. While smallpox epidemics
arrived again and again to the Plains nations—1778, 1781,
1801—the 1837 outbreak was the most devastating for those
along the Missouri River, nearly wiping out the Mandans and
forcing them to join together with the Hidatsas and Arikaras.
(The Lakotas and Dakotas, however, largely escaped the
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outbreak because of prior inoculation and by avoiding trading
posts after learning of the epidemic.)60 In 1849 cholera killed
about one-fourth of the Pawnees, along with many Lakotas. The
last major smallpox epidemic in the region occurred in 1871,
killing thousands of Assiniboines and Blackfeet.61
Turning the river into profit required little capital investment
in Indigenous lives, as long as the trade goods and annuities
continued to flow. But it did require the continual extraction of
furs. The employment of Indigenous societies as trappers,
hunters, and patrons was the first effort at turning the river into
a source of wealth. But the Missouri River wasn’t a “middle
ground” scenario where all parties were equals, even when the
British and French dominated trade. A popular convention in
US history, the “middle ground” thesis posits that in some cases,
such as the fur trade, Indigenous and white people found
common ground in forms of trade where one group was not
allowed to assert too much control or influence over the other.62
Lost in these imaginary and ahistorical situations, however, is
the simple fact that early European and US colonization, in all
its forms, was fundamentally extractive and imperial. Lakotas
and Dakotas did actively compete with other Indigenous
nations for control over the river trade, but such conflict never
approached the holocaust brought by disease and the calculated
violence of the US military and traders.
The Oceti Sakowin had good reason to despise the
imposition of white traders and US forts. As the fur trade
peaked, the Oceti Sakowin east and west of the Missouri
began to wage defensive wars to expel the invaders whom
they rightfully blamed for the disappearing buffalo and other
animal kin. Foremost among their grievances was the
devastation inflicted by white traders, emigrants traversing
the land, and the increasing US military presence. Each was a
foreboding sign of white encroachment. Instead of justice,
however, what they got instead was a “peace” through the
permanence of war.
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“Standing Rock
Lives”: On the
Persistence of
Indigenous
Architecture

By Elsa Matossian Hoover -
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Above: Two women cross the entrance to Oceti Sakowin
camp along the Missouri River. Photo: Jaida Grey Eagle

0.

This short piece is intended to open an Indigenous
architectural dialog motivated by the power and
increasing visibility of land defense action, led
primaril

b

Indigeno

s

omen

elders

and

o

ng

primarily by Indigenous women, elders, and young
people. As a gathering of camps, Standing Rock
(re)produced a process of (re)claiming land as old as
our f irst encounter with settlers while it created
relationships that are unsettlingly new. Making and
breaking camp—for hunting, for a powwow, for the
summer—remain familiar skills in our communities.
When camps form the frontline, they draw together
traditional skills, diplomacy, claims to Indigenous
sovereignty over the lands we defend, and the
violent refutation of that sovereignty through

extraction and policing. The frontline camp is
indigenizing architecture already, posing a
challenge to architects, spatial thinkers, and
“indigenous architects?” like myself: how do we
situate our building and ourselves when we
recognize our presence in Indigenous homelands? I
write this piece as an Anishinaabe architecture
student and the youngest member of the N YC
Stands with Standing Rock Collective.

I.

Here on the urban periphery, images of Standing
Rock are blurry and pervasive. In pictures taken
from drone and horseback, tipis, tarpees,[1] tents,
camp kitchens, yurts, and outhouses are laced
together with the footprints, hoofprints, and vehicle
tracks left by the procession of thousands and
thousands of peaceful bodies. In the last two weeks
of February, these bodies were forced from the
camps by the Army Corps of Engineers

the BIA

camps by the Army Corps of Engineers, the BIA,
[2] and multiple sheriff departments, allegedly to
protect them from the danger posed by spring
f looding. Two camps remain at Wakpala and Eagle
Butte, while thousands of Water Protectors have
spread themselves across state and national borders,
waiting to mobilize against the Keystone XL and
any other project carved through Indigenous
(home)lands. On March 29th, Digital Smoke
Signals, an organization dedicated to innovating
media and technolog y in Indigenous advocacy, f lew

their drones over the drill pads on the banks of the
Missouri River, revealing a pipeline under
construction with sections buried and others
sticking out of the earth. The day before, March
28th, 2017, a report from within Dakota Access
stated that “oil has been placed in the Dakota
Access Pipeline underneath Lake Oahe,” betraying
the company’s need, even after months of violent
policing, successes in court, and evicting most of
the camps, to mark and mar the territory they
claim.

The scenes that reach us here in New York and
across the entire world through visual media
are ¹chaotic: old people sprayed with water cannons
in the freezing North Dakota winter. They are
²remote: drone footage of the placid river and acres
of overturned ranchland, containing now-invisible
graves that have been plowed apart. Most of all,
they are ³enduring: that the land defenders were

evicted from the homes they created along the river
is immaterial to the longevity of the images and
citizen journalism circulated from this space. This is
not to minimize the fresh trauma caused by this
action, but to highlight the fundamental spatial
ignorance that it displays. These bureaucracies
refuse to acknowledge Indigenous sovereignty by
breaking the treaties that brought the United States
and Canada into being.[3] Land defenders position
their camps directly in the path of this bureaucratic
refusal, making the Indigenous right to build in

defense of land and water visible and legible to the
defenders, the settler-offenders, and the entire
world through media. Channeling resources from
the urban periphery back to the homeland; and
restoring all that was outlawed (our languages, our
ceremonies, our gatherings) through graceful,
bodily confrontation: this is the architecture of
Indigenous resistance.

I never lived or worked or prayed at Standing Rock
because that was not my place. In New York, I am
a student. For Indigenous students and academics
here, as in many urban places, our presence is often
about gathering knowledge to take back to Indian
Country (in its many forms). While youth from the
reservation set up tents gifted to them along

š š

Mni o e,[4] we crowded into apartments to sort
through what we had gathered—our degrees, skills,
friends, and books—to send it back where it was,
and is, needed. What I know is drawing (and a little
history, and how to catch a rez dog), so I offered to
make maps. For the hundreds of hours that my
teachers and collaborators spent assembling the
real matter of the project, what people tend to
remember f irst about the #Standing Rock Syllabus
is the map. Images carry power and collapse
distance. In the city, we are responsible for using
images and our newly generated visibility well.

II.

On Halloween, I missed the tide of Indian

Princesses at dorm-room parties to sit with a group
of Columbia students who would decide they were
unprepared to go to Standing Rock. These were
camping club activists well-versed in the language
of fossil fuel divestment and on-campus protests,
ready to take their lingo and funds from a
handmade t-shirt campaign on the 1,735-mile drive
to Cannon Ball, ND. Here, in a circle of wellmeaning undergrads, space opened up for me to act
on the responsibilities we carry at the periphery of
Indian Country: to choose what relationships are

channeled home to the camp, the rez, the
traditional territory. As much as they wanted me to,
I could not decide for these students; instead I
asked two questions:

Have you ever been to a reservation? (“Yeah, in
Minnesota. I can’t remember the name though.”) What is
the closest reservation to campus? (*silence*)[5]

Over the next hour, they became familiar with their
own discomfort:

(“You can’t walk to the grocery store?” “Will there be bail
and representation for us? Do women have to wear
skirts?).

The prospect of living away from the amenities of
urban space, the promise of police violence, and the
foreignness of Indigenous leadership and protocols
caused them to ref lect on their own positions.
Ultimately, they decided the money they had raised
o

ld do more good than the cit

skills the

co

ld

would do more good than the city skills they could
bring, and sent those funds on with a group of
Indigenous students headed for the front line.

III.

Let us return to relationships, and expand those
between urban outsiders and the Indigenous
leadership they encounter in and beyond the city.
The land defense camp, from Unist’ot’en to
Standing Rock, to Barriere Lake, to Oka Lawa, to
Split Rock, is a permanent structure. Its transitory
population and donated composition would suggest
otherwise in conventional architectural
understanding

However long the lodgepoles stand

understanding.

However long the lodgepoles stand

at each location before they are packed up–or
burned in the face of raids–they have already
gathered energ y, teachings, and skills that do not
dissipate. The purpose that circulates people,
material, and building among these places of
gathering demonstrates a need to indigenize
architecture outside of brick and mortar and drawn
conventions, so that we might write ourselves into
theories and praxis prepared to serve Indigenous
communities and their struggles. For now, the

practice is largely comfortable def ining the "rural"
against the "urban" as a negative space that fuels
the active city. Land defense camps, and perhaps
Standing Rock most of all (so far), invert this
relationship by foregrounding the Indigenous
homeland and our responsibility to channel our
resources—that which is extracted—back to the
center. In cities, Indigenous people have long built
community and solidarity by mutual care. For
decades, this has meant f inding each other through
the little signs we show in public: a common code of
quilled earrings and tournament jackets that, to
outsiders, is blurred to the point of meaninglessness
in the urban fabric. After Standing Rock,
Indigenous people have suddenly come alive again
to the non-Indigenous who surround us; this is as
unsettling as it is vital to our success in reclaiming
sovereignty.

For the land defense camp, allyship is meaningful

when relationships are built through work;
especially now, this is not limited to physical
presence at the frontline. The absurdity of the
outsized military deployment against Standing
Rock’s camps is that, despite the trauma it causes to
people in these spaces of healing, it is powerless
against the Indigenous mobilization it seeks to
crush. Policing can only repeat patterns of settler
violence and thereby stage images that echo their
legacies into the wider world’s consciousness. Land
defenders travel the same highways that carry tanks

to Oceti Sakowin; we turn Facebook into a platform
for citizen journalism even as it is incompetently
monitored by police and censored at their request;
we attach our bodies to earth-moving equipment
and to the glass doors of Manhattan banks. A land
defense camp exists to reject violence against living
things by bodily confrontation. When we shout
“mni wiconi!”—across camp, across a bank lobby,
across continents—it is a declaration of rights and
responsibilities to Standing Rock and an
aff irmation of Lakota leadership in the defense
thereof. A contract signed elsewhere, created by
those whose investments in the world travel along
abstract webs, can never have meaningful authority
here in Indian Country. A need to mark territory
(the inside of an unf inished pipe; the underside of a
river; reservation land f looded but resilient) even
after attacking and evicting its protectors, even
during a judicial process, betrays the weakness of
their claim

Our ties to the life of the land def ine

their claim. Our ties to the life of the land def ine
our political identity, and this identity demands
that we defend our steward relationships in the
ways our ancestors did, and in new ways too. The
governments and companies enacting violence
against Indigenous people reject these structures of
relationality, and therefore our architecture remains
illegible to them.

Finally, the images we produce of the land defense
camp matter. At worst, they conjure that toxically
romantic species, the Western Vanishing Indian. At

best, they call us home from many distant places,
both physical and mental. Somewhere in between,
they compel the guilt and curious goodwill of
settler-descendants to show up, to learn, and often
to take more than they give in the process. Though
media attention is vital to the creation (through
education) of new allies, its absence does not force
us to disappear into the romanticized mist; we are
rebuilding the homeland, and you are not
necessarily invited.

[1] A tarpee is a sturdy plywood and tarp rendition
of the traditional lodge.

[2] The Bureau of Indian Affairs
(https://www.bia.gov/)

[3] For a run-down of North American treaty
history, read sections “Indigenous History of North
America” and “United States Indian Policy,

Sovereignty and Treaty-Making” in the #Standing
Rock Syllabus.

[4] Lakota language: The Missouri River

[5]

The nearest tribal headquarters to Upper

Manhattan is the Ramapough Lenape Nation (25.5
miles), home to the nearest active land defense
camp, Split Rock Prayer Camp; followed by the
Shinnecock Indian Nation’s reservation on Long
Island (91 miles).

f-architecture (alt: feminist architecture collaborative) is a
three-woman research enterprise aimed at
disentangling the contemporary spatial politics and
technological appearances of bodies, intimately and
globally. Partners/caryatids/bffs Gabrielle Printz,
Virginia Black and Rosana Elkhatib run their

practice out of the GSAPP Incubator at NEW INC,
an initiative of the New Museum.
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