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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
The American Dream in Indian Country:
Housing, Property, and Assimilation on the Navajo Reservation and Beyond
by SCOTT ASHLEY BRUTON
Dissertation Director:

Jackson Lears

This dissertation argues that over several decades between Navajos’ Long Walk
in the late 1860s and the effective end of federally enforced livestock reduction in the
1940s, Navajos resisted and adapted to US government assimilation policies focused on
housing and property use both to assert Navajo sovereignty over tribal lands and to
establish Navajo cultural standards as the legal basis for managing land use and
habitation rights. In this context, this dissertation examines contending American and
Navajo cultural concepts of housing and property within the framework of United States
policies to assimilate American Indians.

This dissertation contributes to the literature on US government policies to
assimilate American Indians and Navajo conceptions of domestic architecture, land use
and subsistence patterns, and sovereignty by considering how they interacted with
American cultural concepts of housing, home ownership, domesticity, and private

property during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation argues that over several decades between Navajos’ Long Walk
in the late 1860s and the effective end of federally enforced livestock reduction in the
1940s, Navajos resisted and adapted to US government assimilation policies focused on
housing and property use both to assert Navajo sovereignty over tribal lands and to
establish Navajo cultural standards as the legal basis for managing land use and
habitation rights. In this context, this dissertation examines contending American and
Navajo cultural concepts of housing and property within the framework of United States
policies to assimilate American Indians.

One of the continuing ironies of the semiotics of American identity is the lack of
overlap between two of its most enduring symbols: the American Indian and the

“American Dream” of owning a piece of land and the house on it.! Each of these icons

! Historian John Truslow Adams coined the phrase “American Dream” in the midst of the Great
Depression. In The Epic of American (1931), Adams traced what he considered the influence of the
“American dream” throughout the history of the colonial America and the United States. Due to the
popularity of the concept, which made the book a bestseller throughout 1931 and 1932, Adams also wrote a
series of articles for the New York Times in which he put the crises of the Great Depression into the larger
context of the American experiment using the “American dream.” In these articles, Adams provided a
more concise definition of the concept than in his initial work. In a 1 January 1933 article, Adams wrote
that “The dream is a vision of a better, deeper, richer life for every individual, regardless of the position in
society which he or she may occupy by the accident of birth. It has been a dream of a chance to rise in the
economic scale, but quite as much, or more than that, of a chance to develop our capacities to the full,
unhampered by unjust restrictions of caste or custom. With this has gone the hope of bettering the physical
conditions of living, of lessening the toil and anxieties of daily life.” John Truslow Adams, The Epic of
America (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1931); “America Faces 1933’s realities,” New York Times,
1 January 1933, SM1. See also “‘Rugged Individualism’ Analyzed,” New York Times, 18 March 1934,
SM1 and “What of ‘the American Dream’?” New York Times, 14 May 1933, SM1.

In defining his notion of the “American dream,” Adams echoed Alexis De Tocqueville, who wrote
in the second volume of Democracy in American (1840) that “in democracies the love of physical
gratification, the notion of bettering one’s condition, the excitement of competition, the charm of
anticipated success, are so many spurs to urge men onward in the active professions they have embraced,
without allowing them to deviate for an instant from the track.” Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in
America, vol. 2, The Social Influence of Democracy, trans. Henry Reeve (New York: J. & H. G. Langley,
1840), 71.



represents a cluster of values that are almost defined against each other. The myth of the
settled bourgeois home seems almost antithetical to the mythic Indian way of life:
nomadic, unsettled, or, from a more recent and sympathetic point of view, living lightly
off the land. In fact, American Indians are much more attached to home and place than
Euro-Americans historically imagined, but those attachments were formed within a
different cultural context of communal (rather than fee simple) property holding and gift
(rather than commodity) exchange. The contrast between the American Dream and the
American Indian, however easily misunderstood or oversimplified, reflected an actual

division between two ways of life, two different ways of defining home and community.

The Hogan: An Expression of Navajo Culture

The centrality of the hogan (house or home) to Navajo culture and spirituality
makes its changing social and culture functions, as well as its physical structure, excellent
sources for understanding Navajo culture and the influence of American material culture
and notions of private property on Navajos. Yet the hogan’s context in Navajo cultural
history has received little consideration from historians; its study has generally remained

in the disciplines of anthropology and archaeology.? This dissertation takes a step toward

Though neither Adams nor Tocqueville specifically listed the ability to own land and to build a
house upon it as essential to this unique American dream, the existential importance to any civilization of
individual families owning land and making improvements upon it, such as tilling the land and building
houses and fences, were already well accepted in Europe and America by the end of the eighteenth century.
Regarding the history and context of the concept of the American Dream, see Cal Jillson, Pursuing the
American Dream: Opportunity and Exclusion Over Four Centuries (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas
Press, 2004); Jim Cullen, The American Dream: A Short History of an Idea that Shaped a Nation (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2003); Lawrence R. Samuel, The American Dream: A Cultural History (Syracuse,
NY: Syracuse University Press, 2012).

2 Stephen C. Jett and Virginia E. Spencer, Navajo Architecture: Forms, History, Distributions (Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 1981); Miranda Warburton, “Culture Change and the Navajo Hogan” (PhD
diss., Washington State University, 1985); Susan Kent, “The Differentiation of Navajo Culture, Behavior,
and Material Culture: A Comparative Study in Culture Change.” Ethnology 22, no. 1 (Jan. 1983): 81-91;



filling that lacunae and goes beyond by considering evolving Navajo domestic
architecture in the context of United States assimilation ideology and policies during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

For hundreds of years, being Navajo was indivisible from Blessingway
ceremonies. The intent of Blessingway ceremonies was and is to bring a person back to
hozhg, a concept that anthropologist Gary Witherspoon characterized as the “state of
affairs where everything is in its proper place and functioning in harmonious relationship
with everything else. . . . When this order is disrupted, sickness arises and must be treated
by a restructuring of the harmonious order of the world. Navajo ceremonies re-create and
restructure the universe for the patient, putting everything back in its proper place.”
Blessingway ceremonies begin with one of two hogan songs: the Chief Hogan song or the
Talking God Hogan song. Both are sung to bring a hogan into being as it is physically
built or to reconsecrate a hogan for a ceremony.*

Traditional Navajo culture and spirituality are inseparable from the hogan, as all

ceremonies must take place within it. Typically, hogans are many-sided and roughly

Charlotte J. Frisbie, “The Navajo House Blessing Ceremonial: A Study of Culture Change” (PhD diss.,
University of New Mexico, 1970); Stephen C. Jett, “Cultural Fusion in Native-American Architecture: The
Navajo Hogan,” in 4 Cultural Geography of North American Indians, Thomas E. Ross and Tyrell G.
Moore, eds. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, Inc., 1987), 243-256; David M. Brugge and Gilpin Dennis,
"Navajo Ritual Histories, Organization, and Architecture: Implications for Archaeology," in The
Archaeology of Regional Interaction: Religion, Warfare, and Exchange across the American Southwest
and Beyond, ed. Hegmon Michelle (Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado, 2000), 361-380.

3 Gary Witherspoon, Navajo Kinship and Marriage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), 8. See
also Raymond D. Austin, Navajo Courts and Navajo Common Law: A Tradition of Tribal Self-Governance
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), xxi-xxii, 54-55.

4 Regarding Hogan songs and house construction, see Charlotte J. Frisbie, “The Navajo House Blessing
Ceremonial,” passim; Alexander MacGregor Stephen, “The Navajo,” American Anthropologist 6, no. 4
(Oct 1893): 351-354; Cosmos Mindeleff, “Navaho Houses,” Seventeenth Annual Report of the Bureau of
American Ethnology 1895-96 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1898), 504-509; Franciscan
Fathers, An Ethnologic Dictionary of the Navaho Language (St. Michaels, AZ: Franciscan Fathers, 1910),
327-340.



circular, made of logs, twigs, and earth, with an east-facing doorway, and a roof-opening
for access to the sky. The circular hogan symbolizes the circular cosmos and was
traditionally divided into male and female halves. Ethnoarchaeologist Susan Kent noted
that “The use of sex-specific space inside the hogan, which is opposite of the use of space
elsewhere, also aids in maintaining the boundary between sacred hogan space and
nonsacred space everywhere else.” Unlike Euro-American culture, “the Navajo use of
space in the hogan is not a reflection of their division of labor, but is, instead, a reflection
of the cosmos.” The sacred nature of all these aspects means that the incorporation of
Euro-American material culture in construction methods and materials, the squaring and
subdividing of form/shape, and the non-eastward orienting of a hogan/house indicates
syncretism or assimilation of Euro-American values, the profaning of the hogan, and the
evolving of Navajo culture. When adopting aspects of Euro-American housing norms,
Navajos tended to adopt first those that did not conflict with features that were
ceremonially important.®

The relationship between hogans and death was a common measure among whites
for many decades in their evaluation of Navajos’ path toward assimilation. Traditionally,
if a Navajo died inside a hogan, the hogan was abandoned or burned. Whites believed
that Navajos could not progress toward civilization if they readily destroyed their homes
whenever someone died in it. The hogan’s place in Navajo burial practices contravened
Euro-American cultural expectations to build permanent structures, to remain sedentary

in a particular place, and to create surplus value in order to accumulate wealth. For

5 Kent, “The Differentiation of Navajo Culture, Behavior, and Material Culture, 84.
¢ Warburton, “Culture Change and the Navajo Hogan,” passim.; Leland Clifton Wyman, Blessingway
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1970), 148.



Navajos, the impetus for this practice was the concept of ch fidii, which is often roughly
translated as “ghost.” Franciscan Friar and early scholar of Navajo culture Berard Haile
described ch {idii is the “ethereal, shadowy, palpable something, which manifests itself
even after the ‘wind soul’ has left the human body . . .,” and which can continue on after
death.” In the case of hogans where a death has occurred or objects that came into
contact with a dead body and been contaminated, anthropologist Gladys Reichard noted
that ch '{jdii referred to contamination by the dead with dreaded power or the “potentiality

for evil.””®

Ch {idii were capable of returning, often at night, to get revenge for
wrongdoings, including the incorrect practice of burial procedures.’

Traditional Navajo burial practices were carried out by families without public
ceremonies. Strict rules dictated that all members of the burial party removed all clothes,
even hair ties, other than a breechcloth or skirt so as not to contaminate them. They
washed and dressed the corpse and selected grave goods that would accompany the
burial. The corpse was not allowed to be removed through the doorway of the hogan, so
the burial party created a hole in its north side for removal. The tracks of the burial party

are then erased from the ground to prevent the ch {idii from knowing in which direction

they went, in case it returned to harm them. The hogan in which the death occurred and

7 Berard Haile, “Soul Concepts of the Navaho,” Annali Lateranensi 7 (1943): 89.

8 Gladys A. Reichard, Navaho Religion: A Study of Symbolism, Bollingen Series 8 (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1950), 48-49.

° Robert W. Shufeldt, “Mortuary Customs of the Navajo Indians,” The American Naturalist 25, no. 292
(Apr., 1891): 303-306; Berard Haile, “Some Mortuary Customs of the Navajo,” Franciscan Missions of the
Southwest 5 (1917): 29-32; Gladys A. Reichard, Social Life of the Navajo Indians, Columbia University
Contributions to Anthropology, vol. 8 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1928), 141-143; Haile,
“Soul Concepts of the Navaho,” 59-94. Reichard, Navaho Religion, 48-49; Charlotte J. Frisbie,
“Introduction,” in “A Special Symposium Issue on Navajo Mortuary Practices and Beliefs,” American
Indian Quarterly 4, no. 4 (November 1978): 303-308. For a broader consideration of Navajo mortuary
practices, see Albert E. Ward and David M. Brugge, “Changing Contemporary Navajo Burial Practice and
Values,” Plateau 48, nos. 1-2 (Summer-Fall 1975): 31-42 and Mary Shepardson, “Changes in Navajo
Mortuary Practices and Beliefs,” in “A Special Symposium Issue on Navajo Mortuary Practices and
Beliefs,” American Indian Quarterly 4, no. 4 (November 1978): 383-395.



in which it was washed and dressed was abandoned or burned. On the way to the burial
site, the members of the burial party were forbidden to spit or talk unnecessarily or turn
any stone on its side. All travelers are warned away from the “death line” or path from
the hogan to the grave. The grave goods were left with the corpse as was their favorite
horse, which was killed on the spot. After the burial, any digging implements were
destroyed. The burial party then skipped and hopped home via a different route than they
had originally taken. They then abstained from labor, travel, unnecessary conversation,
and crossing the death line for four days, after which they went through a purification
right. 1

Traditionally, Navajos built two distinct types of living shelters: the kegai (winter
place), and the keji 'n (summer place). Navajos constructed summer shelters in many
styles with varying degrees of finish to them; though there were similarities in their

structure, their construction did not require the formal, spiritual attention to detail

required of hogans. The summer shelters did not have to face any particular direction for

19 In times before slavery was outlawed among Navajos, slaves were chosen for the burial party and were
killed after they had finished their task. Traditionally, the grave goods were left with the corpse, but by
some point in the early decades of the twentieth century, some Navajos began dismantling the items to keep
them from white curio hunters. A prime example of such curio hunters is the military physician Robert
Shufeldt, who took great pride in describing the lengths he went to in order to evade Navajos’ attempts to
keep him from removing skulls from burials. Shufeldt, “Mortuary Customs of the Navajo Indians,” 303-
306; Berard Haile, “Some Mortuary Customs of the Navajo,” Franciscan Missions of the Southwest 5
(1917): 29-32; Reichard, Social Life of the Navajo Indians, 141-143; Haile, “Soul Concepts of the
Navaho,” 59-94; Reichard, Navaho Religion, 48-49; Frisbie, “Introduction,” 303-304. For Navajo
descriptions of these burial practices, see Frank Mitchell, Navajo Blessingway Singer: The Autobiography
of Frank Mitchell, 1881-1867, ed. Charlotte J. Frisbie and David P. McAllester (Tucson: University of
Arizona Press, 1978), 197-198 and Rose Mitchell, Tall Woman: The Life Story of Rose Mitchell, A Navajo
Woman, c. 1874-1977, ed. Charlotte J. Frisbie (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2001), 148-
153,203-204.



spiritual concerns, but were oriented to face away from prevailing winds and toward any
cultivated land.!!

Navajos traditionally judged the beauty of a hogan, which is the structure of the
kegai, by its quality of construction and adherence to the hogan creation ceremonies of
the Blessingway. This standard was an expression of reverence for the design of the
hogan, which was imparted by gods to mortals. In the Navajo creation myth, First-man
and First-woman reside in a prototype of the hogan in the first, or lowest underworld.
Some traditions hold that these first hogans were made of a covering of rainbows and
sunbeams, while others add wood supporting beams for these coverings. After mankind
ascended through the three underworlds by means of a magic reed to the fourth, or
present world, each group of humans was given an appropriate architecture by the God of
Dawn—vplains tribes, skin lodges; Pueblo peoples, stone houses; and Navajos, summer
shelters and houses of wood and earth. When constructing the Navajo hogan, the God of
Dawn was assisted by the God of Sunset, so a traditional hogan is dedicated to both
deities and faces to the east to be open to the influence of the God of Dawn.!?

In addition to the importance of its physical structure, from the hogan radiate the
traditionally significant aspects of Navajo culture: the land on which it resides, the
livestock that surround it, and the extended family or clan that resides within or in
proximity. From the hogan also radiate the values and responsibilities that constitute the

concept k’é¢. K’é means “‘compassion,’ ‘cooperation,” ‘friendliness,” ‘unselfishness,’

1 Other structures, such as medicine huts, sweat houses, and Yebitcai hogans were built for specific
ceremonial purposes and were normally not used as living quarters. Mindeleff, “Navaho Houses,” 487,
495.

12 Mindeleff, “Navajo Houses,” 487-489.



‘peacefulness,” and all those positive virtues which constitute intense, diffuse, and
enduring solidarity.”'® And k’éf means a special kind of k¢ that pertains to “the system
of descent relationships and categories found in Navajo culture.”!* K’é7 refers to the
most immediate and important people to whom the responsibilities of k¢ are extended.
Therefore, the traditional kin-clustering of Navajo habitation facilitates the expression of
k’éi. To live divided from one’s relatives by great distances or to live in close proximity
to many strangers increases the difficulty of observing k’é7 and k’é. Typical American
urban (and later suburban) development during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—
occupied by unrelated nuclear families, living in rectangular, clustered homes, with no
culturally significant geographical orientation—represented the antithesis of traditional
Navajo living patterns.

The hogan was the center of the Navajo family, and the family’s mother was its
heart.!> Witherspoon noted that the “concepts of mother and child are inseparable in
Navajo culture.” He further explained that Navajos identify motherhood in terms of life,
particularly reproduction and sustenance. Mothers give their children life and provide
physical and emotional sustenance and, therefore, are bound in the most “intense, diffuse,
and enduring solidarity in Navajo culture.” The mother-child relationship is the “primary
bond in the Navajo kinship system.” In the same way that a mother gives life through
birth and sustains her child by “providing them with loving care, assistance, protection,

and sustenance,” Witherspoon asserted that, “kinsmen are those who sustain each other’s

13 Witherspoon, Navajo Kinship and Marriage, 37. See also Austin, Navajo Courts and Navajo Common
Law, xxi-xxii, 84-85.

14 Witherspoon, Navajo Kinship and Marriage, 37. See also Austin, Navajo Courts and Navajo Common
Law, xxi-xxii, 155-156.

15 Mitchell, Tall Woman, 294.



life by helping one another, protecting one another, and by giving and sharing food and
other items of subsistence. Where this kind of solidarity exists, kinship exists; where it
does not exist, there is no kinship.”!¢

Historically, Navajo clans were matrilineal and matrilocal, living in scattered-site,
kin-clustered arrangements. Navajo kin groups (nuclear and extended families) were
often part of larger family networks of several extended families, which many scholars
have termed an “outfit.” When an outfit occupied a contiguous geographic area, they
formed a “land use community,” which effectively relied on usufructuary rights to land
and water. Conceptually, land and water went together as sustenance for livestock.
Anyone could pasture their stock on land and use the nearby water, as long as it was not
being used to capacity by another. However, when a family moved on from an area,
anyone could then use the land and water. Hogans and cultivated land also were
considered common property, as long as they were not occupied. However, if the
individual or family that built the hogan or cultivated the land returned within a particular

time period, then they would have prior use rights to both. No one could give away or

alienate land from the kin group. While Navajos’ traditional land use rights were not the

16 Witherspoon, Navajo Kinship and Marriage, 15, 20-22. For additional perspectives on Navajo
motherhood, see Jennifer Denetdale, “Representing Changing Woman: A Review Essay on Navajo
Women,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 25, no. 3 (2001): 1-26; Charlotte J. Frisbie,
“Traditional Navajo Women: Ethnographic and Life History Portrayals,” American Indian Quarterly 6,
nos. 1-2 (1982): 11-33; Joanne McCloskey, Living Through the Generations: Continuity and Change in
Navajo Women’s Lives (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2007); Dorothea Cross Leighton and Clyde
Kluckhohn, Children of the People: The Navaho Individual and His Development (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1947); Charlotte J. Frisbie, Kinaalda: A Study of the Navaho Girl’s Puberty
Ceremony (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1993). For perspective on white domesticity and
motherhood, see Glenna Matthews, “Just a Housewife”: The Rise and Fall of Domesticity in America
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1987); Jodi Vandenberg-Daves, Modern Motherhood: An American
History (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2014).
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same as the systems of private property that had evolved in Euro-American societies,
they did provide mechanisms to regulate use and access to land.!”

The land provided for the clans or outfits and land use communities by sustaining
livestock and crops and by giving them the ability to engage in gifting. Gifting, an
expression of k¢ and k& ’é7, established the expectations of reciprocity that continually
reinforced cohesion and leadership within communities. Such gifting stands in contrast
to commodity exchange, which is based on an exchange of goods for goods, services, or
money with no implied continuing responsibility other than that agreed upon in the
exchange. As with many American Indian cultures, respect and status were not gained by

accumulation and retention but by providing goods to one’s community.'® For example,

17 Alexander John Thal, “Fairness in Compensation Procedures: A Case Study of Navajo Tribal Land
Acquisition Policies” (PhD diss., State University of New York at Buffalo, 1981), 15-17; Gladys A.
Reichard, Social Life of the Navajo Indians, Columbia University Contributions to Anthropology, No. 7
(New York: Columbia University, 1928), 91; Louise Lamphere, To Run After Them: Cultural and Social
Bases of Cooperation in a Navajo Community (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1977), 90-91.

18 Kelley and Whitely, Navajoland, 5-64. For historical treatments dealing with American Indians, gifts
and giving, see David Murray, Indian Giving: Economies of Power in Early Indian-White Exchanges
(Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2000); Christopher Bracken, The Potlatch Papers: A
Colonial Case History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Cary Miller, “Gifts as Treaties: The
Political Use of Received Gifts in Anishinaabeg Communities, 1820-1832,” The American Indian
Quarterly 26, no. 2 (2002): 221-245. For anthropological perspectives, see Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The
Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2000); David
Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value: The False Coin of Our Own Dreams (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2001); Alan D. Schrift, ed., The Logic of the Gift: Toward an Ethic of Generosity
(New York: Routledge, 1997); Onique Jeudy-Ballini and Bernard Juillerat, eds. People and Things: Social
Mediations in Oceania (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2002); Annette B. Weiner, Inalienable
Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1992);
Maurice Godelier, The Enigma of the Gift, trans. Nora Scott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999);
Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (New Y ork:
Cambridge University Press, 1986); Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on General
Economy, vol. 1, Consumption (New York: Zone Books, 1988); Nicholas Thomas, Entangled Objects:
Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the Pacific (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1991); Mary Douglas, The World of Goods: Towards an Anthropology of Consumption (New Y ork:
Routledge, 1996). For historical treatments from western Europe, see Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in
Sixteenth-Century France (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2000); Margot C. Finn, The Character
of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740-1914 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003);
Craig Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social Relations in Early Modern
England (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998); Randall McGowen, “Credit and Culture in Early Modern
England,” The Journal of British Studies 41, no. 1 (Jan., 2002): 120-131. A broader, more synthetic work
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many Navajo ceremonies are communal events that require the aid of relatives to
complete successfully. Food stuffs are needed to feed all the attendees and other goods
are needed to compensate the persons conducting the ceremonies. Navajos express k’éi
by giving goods to one’s relatives in order to enable ceremonies to take place. Even as
Navajos have traveled far from their reservation for wage work, the reservation
household has remained a key nexus for the redistribution of resources and income
among family members'?; k’¢é and & 'é/ maintain Navajo cultural ties even as residency

patterns shifted over decades.

The House: Property Versus Domestic Space in Euro-American Culture

In Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson described the character of the
average Virginian’s house and considered its impact on his state and the young nation.
He wrote that “The private buildings are very rarely conltructed of (tone or brick; much
the greatelt proportion being of [cantling and boards, plaltered with lime. It is impollible
to devile things more ugly, uncomfortable, and happily more perithable.” He further
noted that “There are two or three plans, on one of which, according to (ize, molt of the
houles in the [tate are built. The poorelt people build huts of logs, laid horizontally in
pens, [topping the interftices with mud.” Though of crude construction, he did
acknowledge that the “huts built of logs “are warmer in winter, and cooler in [ummer,

than the more expenfive conltructions of [cantling and plank.”?® Jefferson wrote that a

is Scott B. MacDonald and Albert A. Gastman, A History of Credit and Power in the Western World (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2001).

19 Colleen O’Neill, Working the Navajo Way: Labor and Culture in the Twentieth Century (Lawrence, KS:
University of Kansas Press, 2005), 29.

20 Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia (London: John Stockdale, 1787), 253.
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“country whole buildings are of wood, can never increale in its improvements to any
conliderable degree.” He believed that “Their duration is highly eftimated at 50 years.
Every half century then our country becomes a tabula rala, whereon we have to fet out
anew, as in the firft moment of (eating it. Whereas when buildings are made of durable
materials, every new edifice is an actual and permanent acquilition to the state, adding to
its value as well as to its ornament.”?!

Throughout the nineteenth century, the characteristics of proper homes, their role
in civilization, and their use in evaluating the progress of the nation were all topics
considered and expounded upon by men and women, philosophers, ethnographers,
ministers, poets, politicians, schoolteachers, and jurists. The owning of a house was not
only a means to evaluate a civilization, it was also the site of the moral education of
children, and the family as a whole. The importance of home design for all levels of
American society manifested itself in the proliferation of architectural books from the
1830s onward. Alexander Jackson Davis’ Rural Residences (1837), Andrew Jackson
Downing’s Cottage Residences (1842), Edward Shaw’s Rural Architecture (1843),
Calvert Vaux’s Villas and Cottages (1854), and Charles Dwyer’s Economic Cottage
Builder (1856) were prominent examples that offered plans for houses for the wealthy
with several rooms with particular functions to simple, one or two room houses for
immigrants and homesteaders on the frontier. Magazines, such as Godey’s Lady’s Book,
also published house designs, which they combined with prose and poetry on the

idealized American home and the role of domesticity in American culture.??

21 bid., 257-258.
22 Gwendolyn Wright, Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1983), 73-89. Alexander Jackson Davis, Rural Residences, Etc: Consisting of Designs, Original and
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By the mid-nineteenth century, American architectural and ethnographic theorists
were placing houses and their character at the center of the initial and continued
development of civilization. Echoing Thomas Jefferson’s consideration of Virginia’s
domestic architecture six decades earlier, Andrew Jackson Downing asserted in his
Architecture of Country Houses (1850), that “a good house (and by this I mean a fitting,
tasteful, and significant dwelling) is a powerful means of civilization. A nation, whose
rural population is content to live in mean huts and miserable hovels is certain to be
behind its neighbors in education, the arts, and all that makes up the external signs of
progress.” Downing explained that “With the perception of proportion, symmetry, order
and beauty, awakens the desire for possession, and with them comes that refinement of
manners which distinguishes a civilized from a coarse and brutal people.” He noted
further that “as a first incentive towards this change is awakened in the minds of most
men by the perception of beauty and superiority in external objects, it must follow that
the interest manifested in the Rural Architecture of a country like this, has much to do
with the progress of civilization.” Recognition of beauty and proportion in architecture
and the desire for private property not only drove the advance of civilizations, but their

expression also served as a means by which to judge communities and individuals. For a

Selected, for Cottages, Farm-houses, Villas, and Village Churches, with Brief Explanations, Estimates, and
a Specification of Materials, Construction, Etc. (New York: Alexander Jackson Davis, 1837); Andrew
Jackson Downing, Cottage Residences, or a Series of Designs for Rural Cottages and Cottage-Villas, and
Their Grounds, Adapted to North America (New York: Wiley and Putnam, 1842); Edward Shaw, Rural
Architecture: Consisting of Classic Dwellings, Doric, lonic, Corinthian and Gothic, and Details Connected
with Each of the Orders;, Embracing Plans, Elevations Parallel and Perspective, Specifications, Estimates,
Framing, Etc. for Private Houses and Churches. Designed for the United States of America (Boston: James
B. Dow, 1843); Calvert Vaux, Villas and Cottages. A Series of Designs Prepared for Execution in the
United States (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1854); Charles Dwyer, The Economic Cottage Builder: or,
Cottages for Men of Small Means: Adapted to Every Locality, with Instructions for Choosing the Most
Economical Materials Afforded by the Neighborhood: To Which Are Added Many Valuable Hints and Most
Useful Observations (Buffalo: Wanzer, McKim & Co., 1856).
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community, “there is a moral influence in a country home—when, among an educated,
truthful, and refined people, it is an echo of their character—which is more powerful than
any mere oral teachings of virtue and morality.” For an individual, “we believe much of
the character of every man may be read in his house. If he has molded its leading
features from the foundation, it will give a clue to a large part of his character. If he has
only taken it from other hands, it will, in its internal details and use, show, at a glance,
something of the daily thoughts and life of the family that inhabits it.”*?

American anthropologist Lewis Henry Morgan would make much the same
judgment in Ancient Society (1877), when he wrote that “House architecture, which
connects itself with the forms of the family and the plan of domestic life, affords a
tolerably complete illustration of progress from savagery to civilization.” Morgan
asserted that this progress could “be traced from the hut of the savage, through the
communal houses of the barbarians, to the house of the single family of civilized nations,
with all the successive links by which one extreme is connected with the other.”?*

These notions of the relationship between the character or stage of development
for a people, culture, or civilization and their domestic architecture and activities within
the home were considered within the culture of domesticity in the nineteenth century.
The culture of domesticity propagated white middle- and upper-class ideals of femininity

and piety, the role of women to manage the home and educate the children, and the

separation of the moral, nurturing world of the home from the male world of work,

23 Andrew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses; Including Designs for Cottages, Farm
Houses, and Villas, with Remarks on Interiors, Furniture, and the Best Modes of Warming and Ventilating
(New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1850), v-vi, 25.

24 Lewis Henry Morgan, Ancient Society; or, Researches in the Lines of Human Progress from Savagery,
through Barbarism to Civilization (New York: H. Holt and Co., 1877), 5.
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business, and politics outside the home. Domesticity acted not only as a unifying identity
for the white middle- and upper-classes, but its absence marked the households of lower-
class whites, immigrants, and racial minorities as foreign and inferior. Scholars have
argued persuasively that domesticity was an imperial construct used by the white middle-
and upper-classes to justify their cultural authority and their assimilation policies toward
lower-class whites, immigrants, former slaves, and American Indians.?®

Contrary to the prescriptions of domesticity, prior to 1900, in all regions of the
United States, in both rural and urban environments, houses of the working class
contained two major rooms: a kitchen and a room that doubled as both work and sleep
space. The two rooms served multiple functions, depending on the time of day and the
work schedules of the inhabitants. The houses commonly contained a stove for cooking
and heating, a few utilitarian pieces of furniture, oil lamps or candles for light, cold water
from a faucet or hand pump, and access to an outhouse. The inhabitants had few personal
possession, articles of clothing, or household implements. These houses were often
crowded because of their small size and the boarding of extended relatives. There was a

general lack of privacy and little of what could be considered personal space.?®

25 Jane E. Simonsen, Making Home Work: Domesticity and Native American Assimilation in the American
West, 1860-1919 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 3-6; Regarding the history
and imperial contexts of domesticity, see Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,”
American Quarterly 18, no. 2, part 1 (Summer 1966): 151-174; Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine Beecher: A
Study in American Domesticity (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1973); Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds
of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" in New England. 1780-1835 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1977); Delores Hayden, The Grand Domestic Revolution: A History of Feminist Designs for American
Homes, Neighborhoods, and Cities (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 1981);
Mary P. Ryan, Womanhood in America, 3™ ed. (New York: Franklin Watts, Inc., 1983); Kristin L.
Hoganson, Consumers' Imperium: The Global Production of American Domesticity, 1865-1920 (Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Margaret D. Jacobs, White Mother to a Dark Race:
Settler Colonialism, Maternalism, and the Removal of Indigenous Children in the American West and
Australia, 1880-1940 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2009).

26 Thomas C. Hubka and Judith T. Kenny, “Examining the American Dream: Housing Standards and the
Emergence of a National Housing Culture, 1900-1930,” Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture 13, no. 1
(2006): 51-52, 55.
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Homes of the middle class generally were defined by a generic house plan that
contained six or seven rooms, including a kitchen, bathroom, living room, dining room,
and two to three bedrooms. During the early decades of the twentieth century, the
differences between the basic layouts of the homes of the working- and middle-classes
narrowed as the former took on this basic pattern in both multifamily rental units and
single family houses. The kitchen still contained the wood or coal burning stove, but
added a sink with pumped or plumbed water, ice boxes, and water heaters. After the
introduction of electricity, the kitchen also came to include refrigerators, washing
machines, vacuum cleaners, and other labor saving devices. The bathroom contained
three fixtures—a toilet, a sink, and a bathtub—which worked together to improve
sanitation, hygiene, disease prevention, as well as to increase personal privacy. While
bathrooms were included in many new dwellings after 1900, they also were added
incrementally to older structures. The dining room and living room, devoid of work or
sleep functions, were perceived as a desirable symbol of middle-class domesticity;
though, these spaces often continued to serve multiple functions in working-class
households during the early years of the twentieth century.?’

The addition of private bedrooms to working-class households introduced
domestic privacy, first for parents, then for children. In many working-class households,
a renter usually took up one of the bedrooms until after the Great Depression. Closets
also started to make an appearance in working-class homes during the early twentieth

century, indicating that lower priced, mass-produced domestic and personal goods

27 Hubka and Kenny, “Examining the American Dream,” 49, 55-58. See also Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More
Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave (New
York: Basic Books, 1983); Kenneth Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985); Wright, Building the Dream, passim.
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enabled greater purchasing power for these households. By 1930, this standard six to
seven room house existed in several one or two story versions. Even small houses
generally contained one bedroom and a kitchen with a dining area or a living room.*3

The goal of homeownership and the didactic responsibilities of property
maintenance have been among the most commonly recommended cures for the problems
of the American poor and working class from the beginning of the nineteenth century to
the present. Prior to the 1920s, working-class homeowners lived in small dwellings that
typically had few rooms and lacked amenities such as sewer service and electricity.
Therefore, while homeownership symbolized security, stability, and status for many, it
did not guarantee significant improvements in the overall quality or character of domestic
life for working-class families. Middle-class housing standards were not achieved by a
majority of American households until after World War I1.%°

The importance of houses, homeownership, domestic space, and domesticity to
American culture has received extensive attention from historians, as has the role of
domesticity in US assimilation policies for American Indians. This dissertation explores
the antecedents of these historiographic strains in legal history and the history of
anthropological thought—including European legal traditions of property ownership and
theories of civilization espoused by writers from John Locke and the Scottish Common

Sense philosophers to Lewis Henry Morgan—and their role in shaping assimilation

policies.

28 Hubka and Kenny, “Examining the American Dream,” 55-58.
2 Ibid., 49, 51. Regarding historic trends in US housing production, see Mason C. Doan, American
Housing Production 1880-2000: A Concise History (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1997).
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Housing, Property, and Assimilation Policy

The lack of overlap between the American Dream and the American Indian is
even more ironic when one surveys the assimilationist policies of the federal government
and the focus of these policies on replicating the Euro-American nuclear family ideal
within Indian societies. Following precedents established by colonial regimes, the
nascent United States signed its first treaty with an American Indian tribe, the Lenni
Lenape (Delaware) in 1778, during the American Revolution. As with colonial treaties,
early US treaties established alliances, set up trading rights, exchanged lands and goods,
established borders and recognized Indian sovereignty within those borders. Within little
more than a decade after the signing of that first treaty, the United States began a
tradition of setting aside money and expending effort to promote civilization among
American Indians with a series of Trade and Intercourse La