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Abstract
Land is invested with tremendous historical and cultural significance for the Oglala Lakota Nation of
the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. Widespread alienation from direct land use among tribal
members also makes land a key element in exploring the roots of present-day problems—over two
thirds of the reservation’s agricultural income goes to non-Natives, while the majority of households
live below the poverty line. In order to understand how current patterns in land use are linked with
federal policy and tribal culture, this study draws on three sources: (1) archival research on tribal
history, especially in terms of territory loss, political transformation, ethnic division, economic
coercion, and land use; (2) an account of contemporary problems on the reservation, with an
analysis of current land policy and use pattern; and (3) primary qualitative ethnographic research
conducted on the reservation with tribal members. Findings indicate that federal land policies act to
effectively block direct land use. Tribal members have responded to policy in ways relative to the
expression of cultural values, and the intent of policy has been undermined by a failure to fully
understand the cultural context of the reservation. The discussion interprets land use through the
themes of policy obstacles, forced incorporation into the world-system, and resistance via cultural
sovereignty over land use decisions.
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Introduction
Four years ago Shannon County was classified as the poorest county in the nation. Yet we
have all these people, 20,000 people, living here. We also have two and one-half million acres
of land, and yet we are classified as being poor. Something is terribly wrong when that
happens.
-Birgil Kills Straight, Oglala Lakota Tribal Elder (Robertson 2002, 46)
The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, in southwest South Dakota, is home to the Oglala
Lakota Nation. The area is most widely known for its problems: it is comprised of two of the four
poorest counties in the country, and its residents face extreme scarcities in healthcare, housing, and
employment. Unemployment estimates vary widely, but the reservation’s rate is between 35% and
80% (BIA 1997 Labor Market Information). For men, life expectancy is 56.5 years, lower than
anywhere in the Western hemisphere with the exception of Haiti (Pickering 2004a, 113). The Pine
Ridge Reservation, though, is more than a litany of depressing statistics. Most media coverage of the
reservation focuses on its enduring poverty, but fails to analyze underlying causes, socioeconomic
divisions within the tribe, cultural elements, and the links between historical policies and the present.
Land, in particular, is culturally valuable to the Oglala Lakota people; it is also the most
tangible reminder of what has been lost. Many tribal members see it as root cause of the problems
that persist on Pine Ridge (Petrillo 2007, 97). As a result of the 1887 Dawes Act, reservation lands
were privatized to individual families, in order to encourage commodity agriculture and integration
into the mainstream American economy. Over time, these allotments have become severely
fractionated between numerous owners, and most land on the reservation is now leased out to
ranchers. As a result, in 2007, 67.2% of agricultural revenues went to non-Natives, who represent
<8% of the reservation’s population (2007 U.S. Census of Agriculture, 50). Unlike other rural areas
throughout the Great Plains, agriculture does not support the people of Pine Ridge.
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How did the land come to be used in this way? How was a system created that forced Oglala
Lakota families to work as agricultural wage laborers, sometimes on their own allotments (Pickering
2000, 94)? Federal attempts to remake Natives into sedentary commodity-producing agricultural
communities failed nationally, especially on Pine Ridge. I seek to examine the hypothesis that federal
land policies—including trust status, leasing, and probate procedures—effectively act to block
Oglala Lakotas from using their own land, contributing to the wide disparities in agricultural
production between Natives and non-Natives on the reservation. Other studies have considered this
hypothesis quantitatively, across all reservations nationally, but have not been complemented with
qualitative information for Pine Ridge. The study uses archival data, contemporary information, and
primary qualitative research to analyze how federal and tribal policies affect land tenure and land-use
decisions, while considering how traditional values regarding land, the environment, and material
prosperity are expressed in this relationship. Primary research fills a gap in contemporary qualitative
household-level data with a focus specifically on land use. Findings indicate that policy indeed
undermines Native land tenure, but also interacts with cultural values to define land use patterns in
terms of cultural assimilation by group.
The thesis begins with a historical background section, organized into an account of the tribe
prior to the reservation era, the political history of the reservation, the record of ethnic division over
blood quantum, the economic history of the tribe, and the history of land. This is followed by a
section on contemporary information, focusing on the issues currently facing Pine Ridge. The
section on primary research conducted during 2009 includes a description of methods, a breakdown
of interview participant statistics, and qualitative data sorted into several categories: the nature of
land policy, the role of Oglala Lakota cultural components, and perspectives on power relationships
governing land and the direction of progress.
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A discussion of the data will attempt to understand primary and secondary research through
related themes: federal undermining of land tenure via policy instruments, the role of cultural values
regarding land, the environment, and material prosperity, the context of land use within the worldsystem theoretical framework, and the Oglala Lakota response as conveyed through resistance to
assimilation and assertion of cultural sovereignty over land use. Lastly, I draw out and explain a
number of practical recommendations from this study, including the urgency of land consolidation
and exchange, the importance of information flow and transparency regarding land, the role of nonprofits, and the ultimate significance of self-determination over land as a key towards progress.
The way lands are used on the Pine Ridge Reservation has consistently been shaped by
interactions of policy with culture, and “solutions” imposed from the top down have ignored this to
their detriment. Any policy reforms discussed to restore Native land tenure must be based upon the
particular perspectives of Oglala Lakotas; as such, analysis of their views of land issues is essential to
understanding land use on the reservation today.

Background
The Reservation Setting
The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation is located in extreme southwest South Dakota. At 3,468
square miles in size, it is the second largest reservation in the U.S., and larger than the states of
Rhode Island or Delaware. To the north is Badlands National Park; to the south are the border
towns of Nebraska. To the reservation’s west are the Black Hills, including Mt. Rushmore; to the
east is Rosebud reservation, home to the neighboring Sicangu Lakota band of the Sioux Nation. The
reservation lies in parts of three counties: Shannon County encompasses the reservation’s western
portion, Jackson County the northeast corner, and Bennett County the southeastern corner. Pine
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Ridge is also divided into nine
districts, used for
representation within the
Oglala Sioux Tribal Council:
Eagle Nest, La Creek,
Medicine Root, Pass Creek,
Pine Ridge, Porcupine,
Wakpamni, White Clay, and
Wounded Knee (Chapman et.
al. 2003, 1). Pine Ridge Village, the seat of the Bureau of Indian Affairs as well as the Oglala Sioux
Tribe Council, is located in the southwest corner of the reservation; Kyle, a relative center of
employment over the past decade, is near the geographic center (Pickering 2000, 5) (see Figure 1).
The reservation is home to the Oglala Lakota Sioux, a part of the Lakota-speaking group of
the Siouan language family, also known as the Teton Sioux (Pickering 2000, 2). The Lakota Sioux
group encompasses several other present-day tribes: the Minneconjou, San Arcs, Two Kettles,
Blackfeet, Brule (Sicangu), and Uncpapa (Goldfrank 1943, 69). The total population of Pine Ridge is
difficult to accurately calculate, due to its enormous area, the remoteness of many houses and
settlements, and the difficulty of conducting an adequate survey 1. Residents may also intentionally
avoid participation, for fear of violating Housing and Urban Development regulations. The 2000
census originally counted just 15,521individuals, but Colorado State anthropologist Kathleen
Pickering and David Bartecchi’s research involving a household survey and G.I.S. led to an upward
revision to 28,787, and many believe that the true number of people on the reservation is much
1

A census worker described attempting to survey half of Pine Ridge after her co-workers had quit (Pickering 2000, 21)
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higher still (Crash 2005). The BIA puts the official enrollment of the Oglala Sioux Tribe at 41,226
members, though not all live on the reservation (Chapman et. al. 2003, 19).

Historical Background
Pre-Reservation History
The era leading up to the establishment of the Pine Ridge Reservation is characterized by the
U.S. government’s takeover of large territories from Natives nationwide. The Oglala Lakota Sioux
were one of the Seven Council Fires of the Dakota Confederation, a loose alliance joined by
common language, culture, and beliefs (Hassrick 1964, 6). During the 1600s, they likely resided in
present-day Minnesota (White 1978, 321). They expanded into the Dakotas after incorporating the
horse into their lifestyle and economic strategy, focusing on bison for subsistence (Biolsi 1992, 4).
Acquisition of guns, metal weapons, and horses allowed them to assert dominance over the area 2
(White 1978, 324-325). Traditional social organization was based on tiyospayes, settlements composed
of several kin households residing in one location. Tiyospayes were traditionally 10-20 nuclear families
in size, centered on the leadership of chiefs (DeMallie 1978, 243; Biolsi 1992, 35). Some chiefs
inherited their titles, while others were appointed by a council of males (DeMallie 1978, 247).
Tiyospayes were fluid, allowing individuals to leave and intermarry with other groups.
Oglala Lakota subsistence was heavily reliant on the bison, resulting in a roaming lifestyle;
however, the oft-repeated claim that Native Americans had no concept of private ownership is a
myth (Anderson and Parker 2009, 108). Though land use did not resemble systems of officially
recognized permanent land ownership, lands from which others could be excluded did exist within
Native societies (McChesney 1990, 120). Families had the right to exclusively use garden plots and

2

Lower smallpox death rates relative to other tribes also facilitated their expansion (White 1978, 325).
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cattle were often individually owned (Carlson 1992, 73-74). However, the accumulation of goods in
order to achieve personal wealth was absent (Hassrick 1964: 296). Among Oglala Lakotas, the
recognition of private lands depended on usufructary rights, or continuous use; it had a temporal
aspect, depending on migration and seasonal encampments (Fenelon 1998, 112).
In the 18th and 19th centuries, the U.S. federal government sought to expand westward; it
conceived of the people found already inhabiting the land as obstacles to proper settlement and
development. Upon arriving in the Northern Great Plains, federal representatives began to identify
particular political entities as representative of bands, in order to sign treaties and land cessations.
This resulted in the federal recognition of ‘treaty chiefs,’ selected based on agreeability with
government agents, rather than standing within the community (Biolsi 1992, 36; Pickering 2000,
115). Treaty chiefs were given special treatment from the government, including houses, choice
plots of land, the ability to distribute rations, and OIA certificates and medals (Fenelon 1998, 177).
At the same time, chiefs that the federal government found difficult were stripped of their influence
(Walker 1982, 149). Treaties were negotiated with Oglala Lakotas as early as 1825, allowing for peace,
safe passage, and trade relationships (Biolsi 1992, 4-5). The lack of an overarching political structure
meant that not all groups within the tribe recognized treaties, contributing to continued skirmishes
between Oglala Lakotas and U.S. Army regiments. The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 was the first
agreement negotiated with all groups in the region (Goldfrank 1943, 74). It declared peace, bound
each tribe to choose a head-chief—Red Cloud became the Oglalas’—and granted the U.S.
government the right to build a road through the area (Macgregor 1946, 31). Tribal members were
promised annuities, rations, and livestock 3 (Biolsi 1992, 5). An area including the western half of
present-day South Dakota, as well as parts of Nebraska, Wyoming, Montana, and North Dakota was
Congress later changed the terms from 50 to 10 years of $50,000 payments, then stopped payments completely
(Fenelon 1998, 137).
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recognized as “Sioux Country,” as shown in yellow in Figure 2 (Robertson 2002, 14). Because treatymaking was a nation-to-nation activity, it eventually became the legal basis for tribal sovereignty
(Roback 1992, 7).
Despite the treaty, both the
U.S. Army and white settlers
continued western movement
through the territory. In response,
allied bands of Natives conducted
raids against the military and
settlers, known as the Red Cloud
Wars (Robertson 2002, 14). This
motivated the federal government
to send a “Great Peace
Commission” to the area, in order
to secure control over the Bozeman Trail (Fenelon 1998, 137). After the withdrawal of federal
troops from forts on the trail, Red Cloud and other leaders agreed to the Fort Laramie Treaty of
1868, which established boundaries for the Great Sioux Reservation, encompassing the western half
of present-day South Dakota, shown as the orange and red areas in Figure 2 (Robertson 2002, 20).
The language of the 1868 treaty acknowledged the tribe’s sovereign status (Pickering 2000, 4). The
tribe was also promised hunting rights in the areas outside of South Dakota that had been part of
the 1851 treaty (Macgregor 1946, 31). In exchange for halting attacks on military personnel and
ceding land, the Oglala Lakotas were promised rations, cattle, and annuity payments 4.
The rations, in particular, represented an exchange for the loss of the tribe’s previous food base, which was the upper
Great Plains as a whole; they were promised until the tribe could support itself agriculturally (Powers 1986, 129).

4
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In 1874, gold was found in the Black Hills, and the Allison Commission was sent to
purchase the area from the tribe, but was refused (Fenelon 1998, 139). In response, Congress
discarded the 1868 treaty, allowed settlement in the Black Hills, and declared that rations be cut off
until the Black Hills were ceded by Sioux tribes (Pommersheim 1988, 19). Moreover, the Secretary
of Interior ordered that Natives had to report to OIA agencies on “permanent reservation” or be
declared “hostiles,” although the Black Hills were indeed part of the reservation (DeMallie 1978,
251-252). Soon after, the Great Sioux War of 1876-1877 began when a group of tribal members
were ordered off the promised reserve hunting lands in Montana (Biolsi 1992, 5). For the Oglala
Lakotas, this intensified awareness of white encroachment, as well as of the federal government’s
willingness to break treaties (Goldfrank 1943, 78). In order to collect signatures for the agreement
that would cede the Black Hills, soldiers extorted signatures with violence and alcohol, as well as
incomplete translation; they were able to get 10% of adult males to sign (Fenelon 1998, 141).
Congress enacted the treaty into law as the Black Hills Act of 1877, taking 7.7 million acres away
from the tribe (Pommersheim 1988, 19; Robertson 2002, 20). Philosophically, it rested upon the
medieval Discovery Doctrine, a legal concept affirmed by the Supreme Court in 1823 that awards
title to newly “discovered lands” to the arriving government (Miller 2005, 60). The Black Hills Act
established a permanent reservation that excluded the entirety of the Black Hills 5. The Black Hills
Act marked a transition from military to procedural instruments for taking land; it defined crucial
categories that would be used to set the terms of future land transactions, including boundaries,
hunting reserves, and subsistence rations (Fenelon 1998, 137). The Red Cloud Agency was formed
by 1877, when the chief was forced to settle with his followers; it was later renamed Pine Ridge
(Reinhardt 2007, 19).

5

The Black Hills hold spiritual significance for the tribe, as the site of their creation myth (Pommersheim 1988, 20).
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Reservation Political History
With the creation of the Agency in 1877, the U.S. instituted direct control over the Oglala
Lakotas (Macgregor 1946, 32). The Office of Indian Affairs (OIA), a part of the Department of
Interior, was charged with overseeing all reservations; the Commissioner of Indian Affairs (CIA)
was in charge of all Agencies, answering only to the Secretary of Interior (Reinhardt 2007, 20).
Locally, a Reservation Agent had authority over tribal members. Pine Ridge’s first agent set up an
administrative system of districts and organized an “Indian Police” force (DeMallie 1978, 254). His
authority was represented in the various districts by Boss Farmers, who were responsible for
distributing rations and funds from Individual Indian Money (IIM) accounts, and providing
agricultural instruction to tribal members (Reinhardt 2007, 50).
As a whole, the OIA’s early relationship with the Oglala Lakota was defined by paternalism,
prejudice, and direct rule, stemming from the premise that Natives were ‘wards’ of the state,
incapable of fending for themselves (Biolsi 1992, 20). As a result, it was the OIA’s responsibility to
help them walk the road to “progress.” This mission was enshrined in a series of congressional acts
and judicial rulings, placing Natives in a category with juveniles and the mentally incompetent (Biolsi
1995, 36). Wardship gave the OIA administrative control over every possession the Oglala Lakotas
had, including their lands. The reservation agent had complete power, including the ability to restrict
Natives from leaving (Reinhardt 2007, 20-21). Rations were often used as leverage to enforce
compliance with policies (Pickering 2000, 115). The Major Crimes Act of 1885 vested legal justice
entirely in the hands of U.S. government, providing jurisdiction over “major crimes,” and instituted
the Anglo-American justice system in daily life (Fenelon 1998, 144). The definition of offenses
infringed heavily on traditional culture; crimes included dances, cultural activities, intoxication, and
certain uses of Lakota language (Fenelon 1998, 153). The OIA held all Native cash income in
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Individual Indian Money (IIM) accounts (Biolsi 1992, 16). Payment from IIM accounts was
permitted mostly for agricultural expenditures, and rarely disbursed for subsistence or other requests,
even when it resulted from land sales (Robertson 2002, 132). Boss farmers were instructed to judge
an individual’s “progress”—in terms of attempts at farming, intelligence, household budgeting, and
even the cleanliness of a residence—in making decisions regulating IIM monies (Biolsi 1992, 17).
Native cattle, too, were owned in trust by the OIA, and their subsistence use was permissible only
by permit, though this was ignored by many Oglala Lakotas (Robertson 2002, 57).
The OIA put the goal of changing Natives at the center of their agenda. They sought to
smother traditional values and ways of life in order to usher Natives into the dominant culture and
economy of the U.S. as sedentary commodity farmers. On Pine Ridge, coerced assimilation took
many forms. Agents encouraged white dress styles and living in log houses instead of tipis (DeMallie
1978, 253-254). Horses used for hunting were confiscated and destroyed (Pickering 2000, 132). The
periodic residential movement associated with traditional society was forbidden (Robertson 2002,
60). In 1882, the CIA’s list of punishable “Indian offenses” included the Sun Dance (Fenelon 1998,
143). Giveaways and wacipi (dancing to the accompaniment of drums) were also discouraged
(Robertson 2002, 65). It was thought that sharing removed incentive to amass wealth. In 1896, the
CIA said:
A serious drawback in the work of civilizing these or any Indians ... is found in the universal
custom of relatives and connections by marriage considering that what one has belongs to
all…Let a man be in receipt of a salary, no matter how large, or let him by industry raise a
crop, and he gets no real benefit from it. His own relations and those of his wife swarm
down upon him and consume everything, so that he has nothing for his industry. This
discourages any attempt to be industrious and to accumulate property. (Biolsi 1995, 38)
Government schools were used as a tool for forced assimilation from an early date. Many
children were sent to boarding schools thousands of miles away 6 (Powers 1986, 109). Long hair and
6

Parents were often coerced into agreeing by the threat that rations would be withheld (Reinhardt 2007, 62).
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traditional clothing were forcibly removed, and speaking Lakota was forbidden (Powers 1986, 117).
Public Day schools on the reservation soon followed in the same ideological model (Fenelon 1998,
224). They emphasized manual labor, values such as obedience and hard work, and vocational
education, rather than academic training (Fenelon 1998, 143). Missionaries and Christian schools on
the reservation worked alongside the OIA in forcibly assimilating children.
The government’s response to Ghost Dancing typifies its philosophy of paternalism and
cultural repression. After originating with the Nevada Paiutes, the Ghost Dance, a messianic
religious movement rapidly spread across the West in the 1890s (Fenelon 1998, 167-170). In the
context of declining population and federal domination, the dance spread rapidly because of its
meaning: it promised salvation after earth’s destruction, the disappearance of whites, and the return
of plentiful game (Fenelon 1998, 171). These factors prompted the agent on the Standing Rock
Reservation to outlaw the dance, and ultimately to have Chief Sitting Bull killed for sponsoring the
dances (Reinhardt 2002, 190-191). A band of Miniconjou Lakotas fled towards Pine Ridge to join
other Ghost Dancers (Fenelon 1998, 174). After being intercepted at Wounded Knee Creek and
disarmed, they were infamously massacred by the U.S. Army (Fenelon 1998, 175). Hundreds,
including the elderly and children, were brutally killed.
While there was no formal Oglala Lakota sovereign authority until the New Deal era, the
Oglala Omniciye (council) met from an early date, with representatives from each district (Biolsi 1992,
52). In its 1921 constitution, it reserved the right to recognize chiefs as well as represent the tribe in
business with the OIA (Biolsi 1992, 53). The council also fought against land loss to outsiders,
refusing cattle companies the right to establish trails across the reservation (Robertson 2002, 95). In
1910, when settlers sought to open up Bennett County to outside settlement, the Omniciye opposed
it (Robertson 2002, 110). In the 1920s, the council sent delegates to Washington, D.C. in order to
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protest leasing (Robertson 2002, 142). As a result of these actions, several OIA Agents sought to
outlaw the Omniciye. It was replaced by the Oglala Sioux Tribal Council (OSTC) upon passage of
the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) in 1934 (Reinhardt 2007, 37).
The IRA was in part prompted by the 1928 Meriam Report, which detailed the terrible
conditions that had developed on reservations since allotment (Fenelon 1998, 226). Originally, the
act contained 4 provisions: to foster Indian culture, education, and tradition; to move individual
lands to tribal ownership; to create a court of Indian affairs; and to create an official representative
government for each tribe (Kelly 1975, 293-296). During legislative negotiation, all but the last title
were removed from the bill (see Land History section for the IRA’s effects on land policy).
The intent of the IRA was to replace military imperialism with a more indirect form of
domination (Reinhardt 2007, 10). The OIA became the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), the agent
became the superintendent, and boss farmers became extension agents. The superintendent would
still have veto power over the newly created tribal council, but was expected to limit input (DeMallie
1978, 239). The IRA allowed reservations to opt out of reorganization by popular referendum 7
(Kelly 1975, 299). On Pine Ridge, BIA staff campaigned in support; some allege that they
intentionally mistranslated the legislation to mislead voters (Biolsi 1992, 76-77, 80). Ultimately, the
referendum passed 1169 to 1095, with 44% of the tribe not voting (Reinhardt 2007, 35).
The IRA conferred some benefits to the tribe, establishing an Indian hiring preference for all
positions, allowing for free expression of religion, and providing funding for the tribe to add lands
to a tribal trust account (Kelly 1975, 299). At the same time, several components of the act
undermined the promise of tribal sovereignty. It was written without consulting Natives, and was
criticized by many Oglala Lakotas (Pickering 2000, 115). The IRA sought to celebrate Native culture,
However, tribes that did not organize to vote reorganized by default; also, a majority of all eligible voters was needed to
reject the IRA, rather than a majority of votes cast.
7
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but forced Natives to use a western representative government with alien features such as terms of
office, elections, arbitrary voting districts, and representational power (Pickering 2000, 115-117). The
reservation’s legal system and educational system were retained entirely by the federal government
(Reinhardt 2007, 58-59, 62-63). The OSTC sought the power to hire and fire BIA Superintendents
and staff soon after passage of the IRA, but was unable to do so (Biolsi 1992, 144). Tribes still had
less autonomy than corresponding state and local governments (Biolsi 1992, 139). The BIA retained
control over resources such as relief work, entitlements, and agency personnel, as well as use, sale, or
lease of IIM accounts, land, and cattle, instituting a new form of dependency on federal dollars
(Anders 1980, 689). Oglala Lakotas still recognized the BIA as the chief authority on Pine Ridge,
appealing to it rather than the OSTC for aid and other types of assistance (Reinhardt 2007, 70-75).
Many Oglala Lakotas view the OSTC as violating the ¾ majority rule that dates to the 1868 treaty,
since it was not approved by an actual majority of the tribe (Biolsi 1992, 155).
Each reservation that approved the IRA was required to draft a constitution, but the BIA’s
rejection of Oglala Lakota proposals limits the degree of self-determination exercised (Biolsi 1992,
93). Ultimately, the BIA pressed most reservations to approve a form document that varied little
from tribe to tribe (Reinhardt 2007, 39). BIA representatives implied that there would be sanctions
and reduced funding for the tribes that took longer to approve (Biolsi 1992, 96). In 1936, it passed,
in another close vote (Reinhardt 2007, 38).
The Oglala Sioux Tribal Council has had a mixed record of governance, filled with recurring
scandal and shifts of power; some assert that it has never adequately represented the interests of the
tribe. Early on, many criticized the finances of the OSTC, especially the excessive funding for
council member salaries and a new tax collected on individual trust lands (Biolsi 1992, 156-157).
Frank G. Wilson, the first chairman of the OSTC, opposed traditional Oglala Lakota culture, seeking
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to replace bison herds with cattle, prohibit the use of peyote, and tax the gathering of herbs and
remedies 8 (Reinhardt 2007, 93-98). After an audit showed that he embezzled $200 during his first
term, opponents brought about his impeachment (Reinhardt 2007, 97).
Federal policy shifted from indirect colonialism to termination from the 1940s through
1960s (Fenelon 1998, 231). At best, termination was an attempt to assimilate Natives into the
American mainstream. At worst, it was an attempt to erase the existence of tribes and reservations as
sovereign political units in order to void treaty obligations. Several strategies were employed by the
BIA to advance this goal. Operation Relocation began in 1952 to relieve “excess population” from
reservations; BIA offices were opened in major cities to assist Natives in emigrating for work (Neils
1971, 46-57). Moreover, the federal government sought to dissolve tribes’ legal status and
reservation boundaries. Natives would be allotted a per capita share of a tribe’s assets in a modern
replication of allotment (Fenelon 1998, 231-232). Dozens of tribes were terminated, although some
were able to regain federal recognition after some time. In 1958, the Oglala Sioux Tribe was able to
put the proposed absorption into the state of South Dakota’s jurisdiction to a referendum vote, and
definitively defeated it (Valandra 2006, 228).
In 1963, the federal government changed course again, to a policy of self-determination,
pushing for tribal control over education, land and other programs (Reinhardt 2007, 114-116). At
the same time, this might be better called an era of “governed” self-determination, as many policy
decisions were still in the hands of the federal government. The concept of self-determination was
most substantial in allowing the free expression of cultural traditions and language; on Pine Ridge,
the Sun Dance and other activities appeared after being conducted underground for decades
(Fenelon 1998, 237). Over the 1970s, though, federal policies continued evolving towards genuine

8

He also chose to hold OSTC meetings in Pine Ridge Village, which had been a settlement of BIA and mixed-bloods.
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self-determination for Native Nations. The Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act
of 1975 established what is known as “638 contracting,” which enables tribes to take over the
administration of services and programs from the BIA (Stuart 1990, 1). The American Indian
Religious Freedom Act of 1978 directly reversed prior policies of cultural repression (Fenelon 1998,
247). Legislation established tribal colleges and enabled programs in bilingual-bicultural education;
Oglala Lakota College now stands out as a leader in the national system (Fenelon 1998, 248). Recent
efforts towards self-determination are examined in the Discussion section.

Ethnic History of Blood Quantum
The ethnic division between “full-bloods” and “mixed-bloods” is crucial to understanding
trends in land use. The history of these labels reveals a gradual shift from ancestry to ideology in
defining blood quantum. Official recognition of the two groups occurred as early as the 1868 Fort
Laramie Treaty (Robertson 2002, 19). Originally, mixed-bloods were called Iyeska, which meant
interpreter; full-bloods referred to themselves simply as Lakota. Iyeskas were often the children of
white traders, trappers, and soldiers who had settled in the area and married Oglala women; because
of their bilingual capabilities, they were used as middlemen in negotiations between the tribe and the
U.S. government (Powers 1986, 129-130). Shortly after the establishment of the reservation, the rate
of white settlement increased, in part due to the ability of white men to qualify for an allotment after
marrying Native women (Reinhardt 2007, 31).
After the creation of the Pine Ridge Agency in 1879, the OIA used ethnicity as a tool in
creating a hierarchical colonial structure, reinforcing differences between the two groups (Robertson
2002, 247). Preferential hiring for Iyeskas and whites married to Natives was instituted at all levels of
government. They almost exclusively served as Agency clerks, boss farmers, and the teachers at
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government-run schools. Full-bloods were generally hired only as laborers and as part of the police
force. The OIA saw its job as carrying out a “civilizing mission” for the tribe; Iyeskas in positions of
authority were thought to be intermediaries that could assist in convincing the Oglala Lakotas to
follow along (Robertson 2002, 29-33). By the early twentieth century, the OIA had calculated and
recorded the blood quantum of every individual in the tribe to the sixteenth degree.
During this time, the two groups also diverged in terms of their relationship to land and
agriculture. At a time when most Oglala Lakotas did not recognize permanent exclusive ownership
of land, Iyeskas asserted their claims on particular pieces of territory, often isolated grazing meadows.
Full-bloods grazed loose stock on shared lands; they typically lived in tiyospayes in the vicinity of
neighbors and family, often along creeks (Robertson 2002, 58-60). As ranching became a more
central aspect of the reservation economy, Iyeskas began to dominate it (Robertson 2002, 51). They
built fences, often in order to illegally secure tenure over common lands (Robertson 2002, 53). Most
ran commercial operations, whereas full-bloods raised cattle for subsistence (Robertson 2002, 110).
By 1900, there were 40 Iyeska operators with over 100 head of cattle in the Pass Creek, Medicine
Root, and Porcupine districts, versus just 5 Lakota operators. Overall, mixed-blood operators had
larger herds than full-bloods, as shown in Table 1.

20

The process of allotment, which began on Pine Ridge in 1904, further enshrined the
differences between the groups (Biolsi 1995, 31). Allotments were originally meant to be held in
trust for a minimum 25-year period, until Natives could prove competency. Iyeskas often asked for,
and were granted, exemptions from the trust period; their allotments were converted into fee-simple
land. In 1917, the CIA declared that all allottees with one-half Native blood or less would be
automatically considered competent (Biolsi 1992, 15). As a result, 463 fee-patents were issued to
mixed-blood allottees, 92% without their consent (Biolsi 1992, 41; Robertson 2002, 166). A quarter
sold their land for immediate profit; others lost it to foreclosure for tax payments (Biolsi 1992, 30).
Ultimately, 95% of the forced fee-patented allotments were lost to outside interests by 1922
(Robertson 2002, 166). As a result of fee-patenting, both forced and voluntary, the majority of
mixed-bloods were without land by the 1920s (Robertson 2002, 178). Consequently, possession of
land became a demarcation between Lakotas and Iyeskas. Many traditional Lakotas saw their legal
tribal membership in terms drawn from the OIA lexicon: they were “wards” of the government, and
thus were entitled to obligations stated in treaties (Biolsi 1992, 170). But the mixed-bloods who had
been declared competent had been recognized as U.S. citizens, and so could no longer be wards of
the state; they had “sold their birthright” and tribal membership (Robertson 2002, 165). Additionally,
the selection of allotments had different effects on full-bloods and Iyeskas: The former generally
chose on the basis of proximity to streams and family, while the latter selected choice grazing lands
farther away (Biolsi 1995, 31-32). As a result, full-blood families were often granted small allotments
near streams, complemented by larger tracts in remote areas (Robertson 2002, 60-61).
Ironically, mixed-bloods continued to dominate ranching on the reservation, mainly by
leasing out allotment units from full-bloods. The amount of allotments leased shot upward during
World War I, going from 50,000 acres in 1913 to 2,000,000 in 1917, or the majority of the
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reservation area (Robertson 2002, 123) (see the section on Land History for an analysis of this
process). While the majority of lessees were outside cattlemen, the few remaining tribal members in
ranching were almost all mixed-bloods; of the 15,655 Native-owned stock remaining in 1917, fullbloods owned roughly 1,000 (Robertson 2002, 177). During this era, the percentage of mixed-bloods
in the tribal population rose from 10% in 1888 to 37% in 1925, as shown in Table 2. By 1934, it had
reached 48% (Biolsi 1992, 15). This was driven by several mechanisms: intermarriages, fertility rates,
and the appeal of allotted lands in luring part-Natives to the reservation, often from distant locales.

Lakotas and Iyeskas came to represent two ends of a political spectrum. Full-bloods were
more traditional, both culturally and politically; they were often referred to as ‘treaty men,’ as they
traced the tribe’s sovereignty back to the 1851 and 1868 treaties (Robertson 2002, 2). Ideologically,
they descended from the Oglala Lakotas who had resisted the penetration of U.S. government rule
in the area, and sought to retain traditional cultural beliefs and practices. Iyeskas were labeled
“progressives” by OIA bureaucrats; they were much more willing to cooperate with federal interests
and assimilate into mainstream American culture. Oglala Lakota political trends prior to the passing
of the IRA exemplified the ideological gap between these two groups. The Omniciye had been
composed mostly of traditional chiefs and tiyospaye leaders (Robertson 2002, 93). After several failed
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attempts to repress it, in 1928 the OIA decided to create a puppet governing body, the Oglala
Business Council (Robertson 2002, 167). This body was organized according to Western-style
representative democratic conventions—a 3/4 majority rule on all votes, rather a consensus
approach, and representation by individual franchise, rather than traditional leadership 9 (Biolsi 1992,
55). Traditionals alleged that the Business Council bowed before OIA interests, failed to advance the
tribe’s goals, and, as mixed-bloods, didn’t have the right to represent the tribe (Robertson 2002, 168;
Biolsi 1992, 57). Members of the 21 Council claimed that the Omniciye had been composed of
“illiterate old men”, who focused more on dancing and feasting than doing business (Robertson
2002, 169). In truth, only four of the Business Council’s 21 members were actually Iyeskas by
ancestry, but by this time, the labels had begun to take on a use that applied to worldview and
ideology as much as ancestry. (Biolsi 1992, 57).
The arrival of the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act to Pine Ridge met different reactions
from the two groups. Mentions of blood quantum and ideology came up frequently in the
discussions held before the referendum. The common perception is that the vote occurred along
ethnic lines, with Iyeskas approving and full-bloods rejecting the referendum, but there are no
records of the actual vote by blood quantum (Reinhardt 2007, 31). Though this was likely the
general trend, accounts of two prominent full-blood leaders supporting the act indicate that it was
not universal (Biolsi 1992, 81).
The gulf between full-bloods and mixed-bloods grew, both socioeconomically and culturally,
in the decades after the OST government was put in place. Mixed-bloods and progressives began to
assume an elevated economic status on Pine Ridge, as measured by housing, health, and cash
earnings (Reinhardt 2007, 89-91). A 1937 survey found that 48% of those with ¼ tribal ancestry or
Individual franchise was originally introduced in the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, partly because it was the federal
government’s best chance at passing the treaty, dissolving the influence of traditional chiefs (Biolsi 1992, 42).
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less had earned more than $90 in a month in the past year, versus 4.9% of full-bloods; additionally,
70% of full-bloods lived in “poor health conditions,” versus 15% of mixed-bloods (Clements 1938,
48). These statistics represent both economic standing and assimilation into the mainstream cash
economy. Early complaints against the OSTC were that it served mixed-blood and ranching interests,
replacing the input of the traditional full-bloods that had dominated the Oglala Omniciye
(Robertson 2002, 173; Biolsi 1992, 152-153). Frank Wilson, the first tribal chairman, was a mixedblood and ran meetings in English; he considered traditionals lazy and completely dependent on
government rations (Reinhardt 2007, 93-94). He used Range Unit leases as patronage gifts for allied
ranchers; between 1937 and 1939, all units were leased to whites or mixed-bloods (Biolsi 1992, 169).
Though mixed-blood presence on the Council increased when compared to pre-IRA councils, it was
still a heterogeneous body (Biolsi 1992, 163). Perceptions of ideology and lifestyle meant as much as
ancestry in determining who were full-bloods, and who were mixed-bloods, as the council was only
partly mixed-blood but almost entirely “progressive.”
For much of the 20th century, “progressives” continued to dominate the OSTC. During the
1970s, tribal politics for the Oglala Sioux Tribe were embroiled in a controversial struggle between
traditional and progressive ideologies, catalyzed by the arrival of the American Indian Movement
(AIM). In part based on the Black Panthers, AIM’s philosophy was one of uncompromising
sovereignty, pan-tribal alliance, and traditionalism (Reinhardt 2007, 144). By 1972, the movement
had added new chapters across the country, and sought to involve itself with the Oglala Lakotas 10
(Reinhardt 2007, 145). After a tribal member was kidnapped, beaten, and killed in Gordon,
Nebraska, AIM brought national attention to the problems of off-reservation racism and violence
near Pine Ridge (Reinhardt 2007, 126-128). Full-bloods and other traditionals soon began to support
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One of the AIM’s leaders, Russell Means, was born on Pine Ridge and had lived on Rosebud (Reinhardt 2007, 144).
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AIM (Reinhardt 2007, 147). However, later that year, AIM’s Trail of Broken Treaties campaign
ended in Washington, D.C. with a violent riot, leading to a backlash against AIM within part of the
tribe, especially the “progressive” political establishment (Reinhardt 2007, 148-151). OSTC
Chairman Dick Wilson condemned AIM viciously (Stripes 1999, 95). A mixed-blood with a
background in ranching, he was ideologically anti-treaty, pro-IRA, anti-traditionalist, and a firm
believer in the federal government’s assimilationist policies towards Natives (Robertson 2002, 226227). He used AIM-paranoia to secure extended police powers and curtail civil liberties, conducting
a campaign of intimidation and violence against suspected allies of AIM, mostly full-bloods and
traditionals (Reinhardt 2007, 131-137, 152-153). His “GOON” squads vandalized property and
killed opponents 11 (Reinhardt 2007, 157-159). His tribal council was also criticized for excessive
nepotism and representing the interests of outside ranchers and the BIA (Robertson 2002, 227-228).
Traditionals sought to impeach Wilson, founding the grassroots Oglala Sioux Civil Rights
Organization (OSCRO), which was allied with AIM (Reinhardt 2007, 173). After Wilson survived an
impeachment hearing, he invited federal marshals to the reservation, supposedly to restore order and
to protect the tribe from AIM (Reinhardt 2007, 172). Heightened tensions soon led to AIM and
OSCRO’s infamous occupation of Wounded Knee, site of the 1890 massacre (Fenelon 1998, 241).
AIM and OSCRO members announced the existence of the Independent Oglala Nation, tracing
sovereignty to the 1868 treaty (Reinhardt 2007, 202-203). Ultimately, after 71 days, the BIA and
federal agents ended the siege, making 200 arrests; in total, two AIM occupiers and one FBI agent
had been killed during the standoff (Reinhardt 2007, 204).
The era’s explosion of violence exposed long-term divisions within the tribe. The hostility
was rooted partly in the different political perspectives of blood quantum full-bloods and mixed11

After Wilson’s paramilitaries were derided as goons, he embraced the name as Guardians Of the Oglala Nation.
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bloods, but corresponded more closely to the gap between ideologies of “progressives” and
“traditionals,” whatever their ancestry. By this time, the blood quantum labels had already been coopted for use in defining politics, and the era of AIM helped to sustain the dichotomy.

Economic History
The methods of subsistence employed by the Oglala Lakota Nation have shifted over time
from geographically roaming hunting towards participation in the cash economy, largely as a result
of coerced assimilation. Before contact with Euro-Americans the tribe relied heavily on hunting,
especially bison (Macgregor 1946, 30). Oglala Lakotas gathered wild foods; some gardening and
food cultivation took place, though not on a large scale 12 (Bobroff 2001, 1593). The tribe’s members
also engaged in trade with neighboring tribes, incorporating new European goods, such as horses
and guns, mostly in exchange for beaver furs (Champagne 1992, 197). Acquisition of the horse
allowed for easier hunting and mobility, and the new weapons enabled Lakota expansion westward
into the present-day Dakotas (White 1978, 323). Direct exchange with white traders followed soon
afterward, focusing on bison hides and pemmican (White 1978, 324-325). As trade goods came in
larger quantities, control over guns and other valuables became crucial to holding power. The joint
arrival of trade demand for bison, improved weapons, and white settlers and migrants caused bison
populations to fall precipitously by the 1860s (Goldfrank 1943, 74). The U.S. Army’s policy of killing
bison to destabilize Native survival greatly intensified the rate of decline (Robertson 2002, 14).
The forced settlement of Pine Ridge Reservation triggered rapid changes in the nature of the
Oglala Lakota economy. The limitations of the reservation’s boundaries exacerbated the pressures
on diminishing bison herds, and their numbers soon collapsed completely (Goldfrank 1943, 68). In
Historians also report that some Oglala Lakotas briefly experimented with sedentary agriculture, growing squash and
corn while residing among the Arikaras (White 1978, 324).
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response, the OIA pushed Oglala Lakotas towards wage labor and commodity agriculture
production. The OIA was a significant employer on the reservation from the early years, though it
only offered Natives positions under the supervision of whites (Pickering 2000, 96). Some left the
reservation for work, though OIA Agents had the right to restrict leaving (Pickering 2000, 96-97).
Still, wage work in the greater region, especially seasonal work in harvesting, became important for
many. After allotment, the OIA encouraged farming as a primary means of subsistence, despite the
fact that the area was too arid for large-scale crop cultivation (Biolsi 1992, 24). Many tribal members
raised subsistence gardens, and some sold agricultural commodities (Biolsi 1992, 23-24).
The tribe had been forcefully contained within a territory that was too small to for it to feed
itself by traditional methods. In exchange, treaties had promised rations until the tribe was able to
support itself agriculturally (Robertson 2002, 20). The Black Hills Act promised specific quantities of
beef, flour, corn, coffee, sugar, and beans to each individual. Nevertheless, the OIA consistently
used rations as leverage in attempting to persuade Oglala Lakotas to cooperate with agency wishes 13
(Biolsi 1992, 17-18). Additionally, rations were often provided in reduced amounts, spoiled, or
otherwise unsatisfactory (Robertson 2002, 70). Despite promises to the contrary, rations were
significantly cut after tribal members “agreed” to the Great Sioux Agreement of 1889 (see Land
History section); by 1900, they had dipped to 70% of the original amount (Biolsi 1992, 24).
Cattle ranching became increasingly integrated into the reservation economy by the 1890s.
(Robertson 2002, 70). The OIA provided cattle to Natives in the reservation’s early days to promote
ranching (Macgregor 1946, 38). In 1909, an OIA inspector noted that nearly all Natives he observed
had small herds of cattle and horses, as well as subsistence gardens (Robertson 2002, 50). However,
the tribe’s subsistence on cattle would be short lived, as shown in Table 3. Rising beef prices during
Actions that could prompt the withholding of rations included slaughtering breeding stock for subsistence, moving
one’s residence around the reservation, and refusing to provide per diem labor to the OIA.
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World War I prompted some to sell their herds (Macgregor 1946, 39). Large cattle operations soon
began leasing most of the reservation (see Land History) (Robertson 2002, 123). After the war, the
beef market collapsed, bankrupting ranchers, who defaulted on leases (Robertson 2002, 176). The
OIA replaced them with smaller operators from nearby border towns. Oglala Lakotas increasingly

depended on entitlements and income from lease.
Even before the Great Depression, proceeds from these sources were insufficient for
survival; they were most often supplemented by wage work in agriculture (Macgregor 1946, 46). As
conditions grew worse, farms around the region defaulted or paid lower rates for labor, while Native
income from land lease declined steeply as well (Biolsi 1992, 111). The OIA increased distribution of
rations, especially to the able-bodied, who had generally been refused previously (Biolsi 1992, 112).
Much was surplus purchased in order to support crop prices, presaging the USDA commodity food
program on the reservation today (Pickering 2000, 133). Federal relief work was crucial, especially
the Civilian Conservation Corps’ Indian Division, which provided temporary monthly work in
improvement and environmental projects from 1933 until 1942 (Biolsi 1992, 113-114). It differed
from the nationwide CCC program in several key ways: jobs were split in two, so that two men
could each earn half the salary, and the education component that was mandatory for CCC workers
elsewhere was voluntary or nonexistent for Natives (Pickering 2000, 129; Parman 1971, 46). The
1934 Indian Reorganization Act, in addition to political self-determination, was intended to provide
community-building programs on reservations (Biolsi 1992, 121). Programs ranged from adult
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education and community work to cooperative gardens and livestock operations. On Pine Ridge, 47
community gardens and 17 livestock operations were in progress by 1941 14 (Biolsi 1992, 123).
Over the latter half of the twentieth century, a system developed in which a small group of
ranchers—mostly non-Natives or Iyeskas—leased most of the land base and provided low-wage
seasonal employment to tribal members (Pickering 2000, 93-94). Few families were unable to take
their heavily fractionated lands out of the leasing system or had the capital to begin their own
operations. The seasonal work arrangement provided no support for an individual’s elder years, or if
they were injured (Pickering 2000, 95). The reservation economy scarcely developed over the
intervening years; a 1968 federal report found that the area still lacked the capital and infrastructure
necessary for job creation, and that outsiders still dominated the ranching business, while the
government still provided the majority of jobs (Reinhardt 2007, 118-119). As of 1972, just 124
businesses served the estimated 15,000 people; most goods and services were purchased off the
reservation, supporting the economies of smaller border towns. 78% of these businesses were
owned exclusively by non-Natives (Reinhardt 2007, 120). Attempts to bring industry to the
reservation have been frequent; from the 1930s through 1960s they included mattress, fishhook,
moccasin, arrow, and electronics factories. All ultimately closed; some moved overseas for lower
labor costs (Pickering 2004b, 91). Critics argue that they were based on the goals of federal
bureaucrats rather than the needs of tribal members (Pickering 2000, 121). Most operations had
been managed by whites, with Natives working the assembly lines (Pickering 2000, 97).
An increasing reliance on cash and a loss of self-sufficiency define the economic change of
the past few decades. The commodification of food, housing, and other supplies is a recent process

The most prominent of these, the Red Shirt Table Development provided, among other things, adult education, credit,
housing, water control, extension services, technical assistance, a dairy barn, a poultry house, a root cellar, and a canning
kitchen (Biolsi 1992, 124).
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29

on Pine Ridge. Travel off of the reservation for supplies and entertainment is more common than in
past times (Pickering 2000, 64). Less food is grown for subsistence than earlier in the century
(Pickering 2000, 65). Cars, radios, cell phones, cable TV, and the internet all reduce isolation, but
also engender the need for cash. Very little private sector development has occurred (the current
state of the reservation’s economy is discussed in the section on Current Issues).

Land History
Since the establishment of the Pine Ridge Reservation, Oglala Lakotas have experienced
continued alienation from the land. Beginning in 1887, the passage and implementation of the
Indian General Allotment Act (also known as the Dawes Act) radically reoriented the tribe’s
relationship to its land base by tearing apart tribal lands into individual allotments (McChesney 1990,
112). While many tribes had previously recognized some private property ownership, this was an
entirely alien imposition (Bobroff 2001, 1612). The federal motivation for allotment was an
obsession with converting Natives from roaming hunters to commodity agriculture producers
(Carlson 1981, 8-9). Senator Henry Dawes, among others, was convinced that lack of private land
ownership was the primary impediment to enterprise, saying, “Till this people will consent to give
up their lands, and divide them among their citizens so that each can own the land he cultivates, they
will not make much progress” (Trosper 1998, 210). The CIA felt allotment would “break up tribal
relations…create individuality and the desire to accumulate property…in the end, will relieve the
government of large annual appropriations” (Biolsi 1995, 30-31).
The Dawes Act avoided a simple process of privatization in favor of a convoluted,
bureaucratically controlled mechanism. The allotments, though granted to specific tribal members,
would be held in government trust for a period of 25 years, a mechanism intended to prevent
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alienation of Native lands and loss to outsiders (Carter 1976, 215). Trust property could not be sold,
leased, or transferred without permission of the Secretary of Interior, so allottees would have time to
learn effective use of land before being left to control it independently (Bobroff 2001, 1612-1613).
The Dawes Act also imposed probate procedures on Natives, replacing the rules of heirship that had
been in place for many tribes (McChesney 1990, 118). Land and other assets were passed according
to the rules of the particular state or territory; Native wills were invalid (Bobroff 2001, 1615). This
led to allotments being heavily fractionated after just a few generations, with dozens or hundreds of
heirs sharing title to the same allotment given to one family in the early 1900s (Reinhardt 2007, 55).
Many Oglala Lakotas, especially members of the Oglala Omniciye and traditionals, opposed
allotment. Eighty percent of adult males signed a petition against it, referencing the policy’s failure
on other reservations, the problems it posed for communal grazing systems, and an anticipation of
future land alienation (Biolsi 1995, 32; Robertson 2002, 180). However, there was some support on
the reservation, largely among iyeskas who sought commercial ranching operations (Robertson 2002,
110). The peripheral benefits promised by the Dawes Act also appealed to some 15. Ultimately,
Native voices were ignored in the decision to allot lands in severalty (Bobroff 2001, 1607).
Before the process of allotment began on Pine Ridge, the Great Sioux Agreement of 1889
was imposed on the tribe (DeMallie 1978, 256). After the thefts of land authorized by previous
treaties, the Sioux tribes still held title to the Great Sioux Reservation, encompassing over 27 million
acres of contiguous land in western South Dakota (Robertson 2002, 20). However, most Sioux
bands had been forced to settle near agencies, as Oglala Lakotas had at the Red Cloud Agency
(Robertson 2002, 21). The 1889 act created smaller reservations for the individual bands based
around these agencies and released the remaining acres to the public domain, shown in orange in
They included two dairy cows, one pair of oxen or two mares, a harness set, a plow, a wagon, a harrow, a hoe, an axe,
a pitchfork, and $50 (Biolsi 1992, 31).
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Figure 2. The act also included provisions for allotment, so that tribal approval would cover both
changes (Biolsi 1992, 40). In trying to convince Natives, Federal representatives argued that
allotment was best way to protect Native lands, that the agreement was the best deal possible, and
that the government would take the land with or without approval (Fenelon 1998, 142). Despite
getting only 516 out of 1366 votes from the Oglala Lakotas, the OIA combined the count with other
reservations to arrive at a majority (Biolsi 1992, 41). The consequences of the 1889 “Agreement”
were severe. Sioux tribes lost 9 million acres to the public domain, as the bands of the Lakota Sioux
Nation were stranded on six distinct reservations breaking apart what had been a tenuous
confederacy into separate entities 16 (Robertson 2002, 28) (Fenelon 1998, 142). In exchange, tribes
received 50 cents to $3 an acre, a trust fund of $3 million for future development, and issuance of
livestock and agricultural implements (Reinhardt 2007, 54; Biolsi 1992, 40). Most significantly, the
machinery of allotment was triggered (Macgregor 1946, 38). Originally, each family received 320
acres, each individual over 18 received 160, and each child received 80; figures doubled for the arid
grazing lands of Pine Ridge (McChesney 1990, 112). Allotments could be chosen within 4 years;
afterward, the OIA agent selected on behalf of tribal members (Anderson and Lueck 1992b, 429).
The sale of “surplus” reservation lands—any that had not been selected for allotment—to
non-Natives began before allotment was even completed 17 (Valandra 2006, 102). The 1868
precedent of a ¾ majority needed for land cessations was overturned by the Supreme Court in 1903
with the Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock decision, giving congress plenary power to ignore treaty obligations
(Fenelon 1998, 224). As a result, the OIA began to sell surplus lands without tribal approval, at
The Sicangu on Rosebud, Minneconjou, Itazpico, and Oohenunpa on Cheyenne River, Hunkpapa, Blackfoot, and
Tanktonai on Standing Rock, Sicangu and Oohenunpa on Lower Brule, Yankton on Yankton, and Oglala on Pine Ridge
(Fenelon 1998, 133).
16

It appears that the OIA began allotment on reservations by order of agricultural value, so that the most desirable lands
could be opened for surplus first (Bobroff 2001, 1610).
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statutorily fixed prices (McChesney 1990, 114). In allotting land for only living individuals and
permanently selling the rest, the OIA ignored future tribal members, perhaps revealing an internal
assumption that the tribe’s population would decrease or vanish. Surplus lands were sold on Pine
Ridge from 1904 to 1910 (Biolsi 1992, 6). Ranchers recognized the significance of the underpriced
land; on the neighboring Rosebud Reservation, roughly 44 applications were submitted for each
available homestead (Biolsi 1995, 32). Improved tracts adjacent to the reservations were selling for
as much as ten times the price of surplus lands. Bennett County, encompassing the southeastern
corner of the reservation, contained nearly all of the land that could be farmed for crops and quickly
became a center of mixed-blood settlement. Mixed-bloods were involved in the drive to politically
organize the area separately from the reservation (Reinhardt 2007, 32). Despite protests from the
Oglala Omniciye and traditionals, federal representatives opened the land to general white
settlement in 1911 (Robertson 2002, 110). Consequently, Bennett County is now recognized as
“ceded” reservation land, though a scattering of allotments still exist in the area, as shown in Figure 3.
Ultimately, as a
result of surplus
land sales, national
tribal lands fell
from over 121
million to under 53
million acres
(Anderson and
Lueck 1992a, 149).
Surplus sales also
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caused land owned by outsiders to become interspersed with Native lands (Valandra 2006, 103).
With the 1906 Burke Act, congress authorized the OIA convert allotments to fee-patent
ownership on a case by case basis (McChesney 1990, 114). The act also allowed the OIA to lengthen
the trust period for individuals if deemed necessary; this would be one of the many laws that have
extended trust periods to the present day (Gilbert 1967, 112). Those who applied for fee patents
were judged based on their “competency,” as seen by OIA competency commissions (Bobroff 2001,
1610). Due to federal perspectives on competency, most fee-patented Natives were mixed-bloods.
Combined with the forced fee-patenting to anyone with less than half Native ancestry in 1917, the
majority of Iyeska allotments were lost to outsiders by the 1920s (Robertson 2002, 178). Allotment
provided no mechanism for transferring land to users within the tribe, as traditional usufruct rights
had (Bobroff 2001, 1612). As a result, leasing became the dominant apparatus for transferring use of
remote, noncontiguous, or insufficiently large tracts. Leases were auctioned to sealed bids; Natives
were required to lease to the highest submitted offer, even if a higher price was tendered afterward
(Biolsi 1992, 14). The rent was processed by the OIA and placed into IIM accounts.
During World War I, large outside cattle operations took over the majority of the
reservation’s territory. Beforehand, many families had retained direct use of their land, cultivating
gardens and subsistence herds of cattle (Robertson 2002, 123). By 1918, though, nearly all trust lands
were leased (Macgregor 1946, 39). The shift was driven by several factors, including rising prices for
beef and other agricultural commodities. The high prices prompted cattlemen to increase their herds
and seek new open lands for range, and while encouraging Oglala Lakotas to sell their stock while
prices were high (Robertson 2002, 151). Federal interference also played a role. The OIA actively
encouraged Natives to sell their stock and lease their lands to non-Natives who would better be able
to utilize it (Carlson 1992, 80). Incredibly, Oglala Lakotas were exhorted to lease their land to large
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cattle operators as a patriotic duty to feed U.S. troops at war 18 (Robertson 2002, 152-153). When
persuasion did not work, the OIA was comfortable with forcibly taking lands out of the hands of
tribal members. Oglala Lakota elders recall government personnel rounding up and selling Native
herds in order to facilitate leasing (Robertson 2002, 124). In 1918, Agent Henry Tidwell authorized
large-scale cattle operators to ranch 1,082,880 acres of the reservation through “trespass
agreements,” through which they could legally trespass over an enormous block of allotments in
exchange for a “trespass fee” (Robertson 2002, 127). “7L,” the largest operation, acquired trespass
rights over 438,000 acres (Robertson 2002, 126). Roughly one million more acres were leased
individually, with or without the owner’s consent. The OIA aimed to set trespass fees at the same
rate as leases, but insufficient office staff led to excessive delays; most of the trespass fees—and a
large amount of lease monies—were never paid (Robertson 2002, 128). In 1919, the Pine Ridge
Agency collected around $178,000 for over two million acres of land used by ranchers, less than $30
for each allottee (Robertson 2002, 128). These policies were resisted by tribal members in different
ways: petitions, delegations sent to Washington, sabotage of land and fences (Robertson 2002, 147).
Nevertheless, they were unable to prevent the arrival of thousands of stock, which caused
overgrazing and public health issues (Robertson 2002, 135-137).
After World War I, the collapse of the beef market caused most large ranchers to go
bankrupt. The OIA replaced them with smaller operators from nearby border towns (Robertson
2002, 177). Where allottees refused, many ranched illegally. The loss of subsistence herds made tribal
members increasingly dependent on entitlements and lease; the latter was listed as the largest overall
source of income in a 1921 report (Biolsi 1992, 13). By 1938, less than one quarter of the
reservation’s lands were used by Natives (Reinhardt 2007 55). In 1946, a BIA researcher declared
This would be cruelly reprised during WWII, when the U.S. government took 341,725 acres in the north of the
reservation as a bombing range, evicting roughly 425 families (Robertson 2002, 202).
18
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that “The loss of their cattle herds was the greatest disaster to befall the Pine Ridge Indians since the
vanishing of the buffalo” (Macgregor 1946, 39).
With these problems in mind, CIA John Collier sought land reform, along with political
change, in designing the IRA (Robertson 2002, 187). Along with other New Deal reformers, he
blamed leasing on capital deficiencies and heirship fractionation, and felt that direct Native land use
was the key to prosperity (Biolsi 1992, 116-117). The reservation’s Superintendent agreed that
leasing to outsiders had caused “tremendous over-grazing, plowing of lands that should not be
plowed, domination of waterways and the like…as our most important immediate step, the
procedure of land use and range management must be based on the needs of Indians and not the
convenience of white men” (Robertson 2002, 187). The original IRA included a provision that
would have probated all allotted lands to tribal trust, in an attempt to retroactively solve problems of
fractionation (Kelly 1975, 295). Additionally, surplus lands would be returned to tribes, trust periods
would be indefinitely frozen, and forced-fee patenting would cease (Kelly 1975, 295). In exchange
for giving up trust lands, allottees would receive shares in the tribe’s assets, which would be
managed communally (Biolsi 1992, 67). Most of the titles regarding land were removed during the
legislative process; off-reservation land interests, owners of surplus, and the Natives across the
country that had retained allotments objected to giving land back to tribes (Kelly 1975, 298).
Ultimately, the main element kept was the indefinite extension of trust periods and an end to forcedfee patenting, intended to curtail the flow of fee-patent lands to outsiders (McChesney 1990, 115).
The era’s most consequential change in land policy was the creation of range units—the
BIA’s merging of small pieces of trust land into larger tracts in order to create leases more viable for
ranching (Biolsi 1992, 118). In order to do this, the BIA appropriated power-of-attorney over the
land from the allottee (Valandra 2006, 106). Proponents argued that it would enable Natives to re-
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enter the stock business, stop the problem of trespassing, and bring higher lease rates. Native
preference was introduced to the leasing process, allowing tribal members to win a unit by meeting
the price of a non-Native. The system was the government’s substitute attempt at solving heirship
problems by remaking fractionated lands into whole pieces (Robertson 2002, 178). However, the
removal of authority from individual allottees led to unquestionably negative results for Natives. The
policy solved fractionation for leasers, not for owners. Natives were prohibited from negotiating
leases directly with ranchers, even if they offered a higher price (Biolsi 1992, 118). The drawing of
range units included many homes, forcing families to move when units were leased (Robertson 2002,
180). Landholders in adjacent units had to fence their lands if they wanted to keep cattle out
(Robertson 2002, 179). Range units eased leasing for ranchers, allowing them to sign one lease with
the BIA, rather than dozens of trustees. The system, along with continued fractionation and other
obstacles of trust, led to most Oglala Lakotas leasing their lands for the rest of the twentieth century.
The policies of termination, in the 1950s and 1960s, continued forced alienation from the
land. As the BIA pulled Natives toward cities, it simultaneously pushed them off allotments with the
continued obligatory creation of range units. Bureaucrats calculated that families’ raising of
subsistence herds and gardens were not adequately efficient and sought to replace them with
ranchers (Robertson 2002, 203). Range units were often too expensive for allottees to lease
themselves, so those with easier access to capital took over (Robertson 2002, 46). By the end of
termination, the heirship situation had deteriorated even further; 6 million acres nationally were
owned by six or more heirs (Anderson and Lueck 1992b, 433). Finally, in 1964, the BIA allowed
trustees over the age of 21 to probate allotments with a will, enabling the passing of intact shares
without splitting them further (Williams 1971, 723). This reform came far too late to be a
meaningful solution for secure land tenure.
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The construction of cluster housing in the 1960s and 1970s was the most recent major
change to land use on the reservation. During this era, the Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) built more than 1,000 units in cluster developments designed to provide
efficient access to electricity and water (Robertson 2002, 204). District councils repeatedly voted
against them as they were being considered, but the OSTC ignored the complaints (Robertson 2002,
205). Though they fill a desperate need for housing, they have been heavily criticized for a number
of reasons. Many Oglala Lakotas perceived the clusters of suburban tract homes as yet another
forced removal from their lands. The developments were designed without attempt to consider the
local cultural context, replicating a form constructed on other reservations. The closeness of the
houses and lack of vegetation has contributed to the flowering of gang culture and violence that has
occurred on Pine Ridge. The units were also not built with energy savings in mind, placing high
utility costs on the inhabitants (Pickering 2000, 65). With few other options, though, tribal members
moved to the housing projects; few families were able to continue living on their allotments.

Current Issues
Poverty and Unemployment
Current land use patterns must be understood in the context of the daunting problems
facing the reservation today. Poverty is pervasive on Pine Ridge. In 2000, 49.2% of families were
below the poverty line, and median household income was $21,089; a distribution of households by
income is noted in Table 4 (2000 US Census Pine Ridge CDP). Shannon County has ranked in the
five poorest counties in the country continuously for the last thirty years. A range of factors have
strangled small business on the reservation. As a result, the job market is extremely tight, and the
hours, wages, and working conditions of the jobs available are often undesirable (Pickering 2000, 43).
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Unemployment, like population, is difficult to
estimate precisely. Both the Census Bureau and the
BIA keep counts, though their standards are
different 19. The 2000 Census listed 20% as
unemployed; in 1997, the BIA unemployment rate
was 73% (2000 US Census Pine Ridge CDP; BIA
1997 Labor Market Information). A longitudinal
survey of Pine Ridge found 42.74% unemployment,
with an additional 5.19% working part time
(Pickering and Mizushima 2008, 20). Conversely,
as of December 2009, South Dakota was tied for
the second least unemployed state in the U.S., with
just 4.7% unemployment (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2010).
The overall lack of work is partly due to a lack of private sector development and resources
(Pickering 2000, 14). Government provides a disproportionate amount of work; an estimated 64.1%
of the jobs on the reservation are from either the federal or tribal governments (2000 US Census
Pine Ridge CDP). In 1990, the BIA was the largest single employer, providing the highest weekly
earnings with 35% of jobs, and the OSTC provided 33% (South Dakota Department of Labor 1991;
Pickering 2000, 16). Combining government jobs with those resulting from federal and state
transfer and grant programs, the tribe estimates that 95% of total income comes from the
government (Cornell and Kalt 2000, 445). Many residents are rurally isolated, with enormous
distances between sparse jobs, which may have detrimental effects on social capital (Pickering 2001,
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The Census Bureau counts only those who are “actively looking for work,” as part of the labor force.
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40). The application of cultural values substantially alters the dimensions of finding work on the
reservation, facilitating opportunities for family members of bureaucrats and officials, but excluding
those without connections (Pickering 2001, 40).
Less than 50 businesses serve the population of roughly 30,000 people; fewer than half are
Native-owned (Pickering 2000, 35-36). Few commercial niches exist, partially due to the limited
amount of cash income. Convenience stores, gas stations, mechanic shops, restaurants, fast food
franchises, home repair, and cleaning services constitute nearly all of the businesses on the
reservation. In competing with off-reservation stores and prices, these operations are frequently torn
between the demands of the world economy—efficiency, volume, and standardization—with those
of the local community. Construction, carpentry, plumbing, and other manual labor work, along
with service work in gas stations, convenience stores, and other businesses, are among the few
private sector jobs available. Agricultural wage labor had been more common until the 1960s, when
farm mechanization reduced demand (Pickering 2000, 19). Non Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) also provide a job source; though nearly all are small, when combined they are a significant
resource. Among the tribe’s independent business ventures is the Prairie Winds Casino, which has
produced modest results; annual revenues are estimated at $2 million (Chapman et. al. 2003, 10).
Unemployment rates obscure underemployment, which occurs frequently, due to limited
hours, seasonal work, and temporary posts. In 2000, 18.3% of those employed worked for less than
14 weeks, and 30 percent for less than half the year; 18.9 percent of the labor force had full-time,
year-round employment (Pickering 2004b, 91). Many jobs are lost when funding runs out, especially
for tribally-funded projects or NGOs. Because of the overall shortage of jobs, working conditions
and hours can be substandard or dangerous; many Lakotas report being injured on the job
(Pickering 2000, 22). The externally-directed projects on the reservation organize work by time-
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demand, rather than task-demand—workers are paid by the hour, and expected to adhere to a
schedule of labor time. This “time regime” is a foreign presence on the reservation, and frequently
perceived with dissatisfaction (Pickering 2004b, 91). Almost all of the employment on the
reservation is for low income, with little opportunity for advancement, so wages have lagged behind
the cost of living (Pickering 2000, 23). The ineffectiveness of the educational system on Pine Ridge
is related to employment. Levels of education are far lower than the country as a whole—in 2009,
the graduation from the BIA-run Pine Ridge High School was 42.28% (South Dakota Legislature
2010 Session). At the same time, graduating from high school or college is no guarantee of work.
Oglala Lakota College provides two-year associate, four-year bachelors, and graduate programs, but
jobs that demands specialized qualifications are generally found only off the reservation.
Microenterprise—informally organized and administered business with minimal capital
investment, inventory, and overhead—is an important source of income for many households
(Grosh and Somolekae 1996, 1879). These operations may appear to be outside the typical channels
of the mainstream economy; on Pine Ridge, they often center on the market for traditional crafts
and art, and are generally operated out of the home. Microenterprise sales frequently occur at local
or regional events—powwows, art sales and shows, rodeo competitions. Beads, jewelry, quilts,
powwow outfits, and materials are among the items sold (Powers 1986, 137). Other goods and
services provided by microenterprise include informal residential restaurants, cleaning, maintenance,
auto repair, and hair cutting. Estimates are that 83% of the households engage in some sort of
microenterprise (Sherman 1988). These businesses represent circulation of capital within the tribal
community, rather than drawing revenue from customers off of the reservation. When combined
with other resources, microenterprise can provide income to lift families over the poverty line
(Mushinski and Pickering 1996, 159). It can be used seasonally to supplement other incomes —for

41

example, crafters may work in the winter months, when travel is difficult (Pickering 2000, 45).
Microenterprise can also be a fallback when cash income is unavailable; products are used for direct
consumption or barter as well as sale. Household production may be less efficient than mainstream
work, but requires less or no capital investment. These practices are also culturally motivated
especially regarding the creation and display of traditional arts 20 (Powers 1986, 137). Perhaps most
importantly, microenterprise allows for household sovereignty over workplace conditions, hours,
pace, and production (Pickering 2000, 56).
Income from lease checks, social security pensions, disability, education grants, and worker’s
compensation provide support. Public assistance—TANF (Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families), SSI (Supplementary Security Income), and
unemployment—are also substantial sources of
income for Lakotas. A longitudinal survey’s data on
percentage of households receiving various types of
cash income by is summarized in Table 5. Entitlements
are seen by Natives as obligations promised in
exchange for land cessions, but the federal
government does not formally recognize it as such
(Biolsi 1992, 32). Many argue that public assistance
creates disincentives to work that perpetuate poverty.
Individuals that receive TANF qualify for Food Stamps and energy assistance; some live for free in
HUD housing units for which workers must pay a quarter of their income (Pickering 2000, 9, 27).
Leaving these benefits for a low-paying, insecure job can be a detrimental decision. At the same time,
20
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changes intended to correct these calculations have their own drawbacks. 1998 TANF reforms
instituted requirements for training and employment; the scarceness of work on Pine Ridge means
that individuals are instead placed in community service positions and are rarely provided with
training that actually leads to a job (Pickering 2001, 41).
Non-cash forms of support represent means of subsistence outside the mainstream cash
economy (Pickering and Jewell 2008, 152). Giveaways are a traditional cultural event in which a
family distributes gifts and food to hundreds of attendees (Grobsmith 1981, 129). They are often
held to celebrate accomplishments such as graduation, naming, or adoption (Deloria 1998, 77-78).
Land use for direct subsistence is limited (see Economic History). Households demonstrate a degree
of self-sufficiency—repairing appliances, vehicles, and plumbing—to avoid entering the cash
economy when possible (Pickering 2000, 50). Gathering of wild foods is still practiced. Many rely on
hunting and fishing, but the amount of game is not sufficient to support the tribe as a whole
(Pickering and Jewell 2008, 141-142). Much of the reservation’s food comes from food stamps and
the USDA’s Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations(Pickering and Mizushima 2008, 22).
Migration to surrounding areas is a common strategy for finding work; 71% of survey
respondents had left the reservation for work or accompanied a spouse doing so (Pickering 2000,
17). The availability of jobs is dependent on the national economic climate; in times of scarcity,
many Lakotas return to their homes on the reservation. Historically, the federal government has
encouraged emigration; many tribal members now live in California, Minnesota, Colorado, and
elsewhere. Another form of relocation—military service—is a frequent method of supporting family,
and a Lakota tradition dating to World War I (Powers 1986, 114). Leaving the reservation to work
poses problems for the tribe. Many of its most educated members have left for higher wages, and
those left behind are disproportionately children and the elderly; this means a reduced labor force,
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lower income per person, more welfare and crime (Pickering 2000, 13). Many report experiencing
racism in nearby border towns (Pickering 2000, 98). Individuals are often followed in stores; many
establishments did not allow Natives to enter up through the 1960s. These relations reflect a
consistently violent history of episodes in Pine Ridge’s border towns 21.
Many view capital migration as an underlying cause of poverty on Pine Ridge. Scholars
studying developing nations report that the number of times currency is exchanged within the
community before leaving multiplies its contribution to development (Durand et. al . 2006). On Pine
Ridge, the multiplier is often zero. A business person from the Rosebud reservation asserts that
The reservation is not a poverty area. One project estimated that between Pine Ridge and
Rosebud, there is about $800 million generated and spent annually, including government
programs. So the prosperity of the non-Indian border towns as well as Rapid City and Pierre
turns on this financing. There is no multiplier effect for the reservation economies.
(Pickering 2000, 99).
Capital flows off of the reservation in many ways. One must leave Pine Ridge to visit a full
size grocery store, clothing store, or nearly any type of specialized retailer. Additionally, offreservation retailers are able to charge lower prices, creating tensions between supporting the
reservation economy and spending thriftily (Powers 1986, 133). Microenterprisers are often
pressured to charge low rates; the necessary purchase of supplies off the reservation means that a
large part of a crafter’s or mechanic’s income leaves immediately. Similarly, native art often doubles
in price after being sold to art dealers off the reservation (Pickering 2000, 127-128). As will be
examined further, leasing and ranching also remove revenue from the reservation community.
Because the tribe prohibits alcohol sales, the town of White Clay, Nebraska has become the main
source for the reservation (Powers 1986, 132-133). The town’s population of 41 accounted for more
than 80% of its county’s alcohol sales, totaling millions of dollars in revenue annually, with more
Most recently, Wilson Black Elk, Jr. and Ronald Hard Heart’s remains were found in a field adjacent to White Clay,
Nebraska. Rumors that the D.A. was ignoring their murders resulted in protests and violence (Melmer 2000).
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than 90% of the customers coming from Pine Ridge, (Jenkins 2009). Many Lakotas see these sales as
unfairly opportunistic; protests have been held to force Nebraska to void the town’s liquor licenses.

Housing and Health
Housing is a constant struggle for the reservation. The 2000 U.S. Census counted 3,919
housing units on the reservation, or one for roughly 7.1 persons (Chapman et. al. 2003, 4). Though
the majority are cluster houses, some Lakotas still live on their allotment lands, grouped together
with extended family far away from towns, mirroring the traditional tiyospaye settlement pattern 22
(Robertson 2002, 60, 204). Dwellings in these locations are generally trailer homes, because they can
serve as their own collateral for loans (Pickering 2004a, 113). Despite the variety of problems that
are linked with cluster housing, the absence of a private housing market leads to an extremely long
waiting list for any type of HUD housing (Pickering 2000, 8). Because subleasing is prohibited,
leaving the reservation for work usually requires giving up a home.
Extended families are incorporated into the household when necessary; this is driven by
need as well as cultural values that favor helping relatives and sharing resources (Robertson 2002,
67-68). As a result, the number of inhabitants per household may be far greater than census data,
especially in desperate times. Stories of dozens or more living in single family houses are common
on Pine Ridge (Yellow Bird Steele 2007, 1). These situations violate HUD regulations and are thus
underreported. Much of the housing available, especially in cluster developments, is in poor
condition. Census data indicate that 11.6% lack full plumbing facilities, 8.1% lack complete kitchens,
and 23% do not have telephone service, though some estimates are much higher (Chapman et. al.
2003, 4). As much as 60% of homes may be infected with toxic Stachybotrys (black mold) (Diehl 2008,
Because allotments are far from roads or water, and are typically fractionated between dozens of owners, living away
from cluster housing often requires leasing residential land from the tribe (Anderson and Lueck 1992b, 433).
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7).The harsh South Dakota winters exacerbate repair problems, and many houses are not properly
weatherized. The high cost of propane causes elderly tribal members to die occasionally from
exposure while inside (Randolph 2010). Those without furnaces use electric space heaters or woodburning stoves, which contribute to the frequency of fires on the reservation.
Health and healthcare are continuing areas of concern for Oglala Lakotas. Only 7% of the
population has any sort of private medical insurance (Pickering and Mizushima 2008, 24). The
Indian Health Service (IHS) operates the Pine Ridge Health Service Hospital in Pine Ridge Village,
along with outpatient health centers and field clinics in various reservation districts (Chapman et. Al.
2003, 28-29). With 46 beds and 16 doctors, the hospital is unable to provide sufficient services for
28,000 reservation residents, along with Natives from nearby areas (Pickering and Mizushima 2008,
24). Funding is a primary explanation for the inadequacy of care—the IHS’s annual funding per
person is roughly $2000, half the amount designated for federal prisoners (Nieves 2004). As the
hospital cannot offer the variety of the health services needed, IHS provides for Contract Health
Services, which are performed at off-reservation hospitals. However, limited funding means that
patients are often denied care, or retroactively asked to pay the entire bill (Pickering and Mizushima
2008, 24-25). Additionally, over 24% of Oglala Lakotas report racial discrimination in encounters
with IHS doctors and staff (Pickering and Mizushima 2008, 26). Due to these factors, the state of
Native health on Pine Ridge is poor. Life expectancy is abysmally low: 56.5 years for men, lower
than many developing nations (Pickering 2004a, 113). Infant mortality rates are several times the
national average; a study in Shannon County indicated 16 to 18 per 1000 live births, double the 8.5
rate for Caucasians nationally (Snipp 1997, 76). Mental health is a continuing concern, as the
reservation has even higher depression and suicide rates than the Native American population
nationally (USDA Rural Development Report 2009). Waves of adolescent suicide have passed
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through the reservation in recent years (Manson et. al. 1989, 609; Garrigan 2009). Heart disease,
cancer, tuberculosis, alcoholism, obesity, diabetes and cyclical Hepatitis A are among the diseases
that occur at elevated rates on the reservation (Leffell et. al. 2004, 79; Pickering and Mizushima 2008,
12). Type 2 diabetes, in particular, occurs at epidemic rates, calculated to be 3.7 times higher than
that of the U.S. population (Leffell et. al. 2004, 79). A longitudinal survey found 40% of households
had at least one member with diabetes (Pickering and Mizushima 2008, 23). Another found that
43% of women and 32.4% of men between the ages of 45 and 74 had diabetes (Chapman 2003, 30).
Historical changes in the nutrition and lifestyle of the tribe’s members are linked to the
epidemics of obesity and diabetes. The same study found obesity in 47% of women and 36% of men
aged 45-74, exceeding the national average by 30% (Chapman et. al. 2003, 31). This trend has
developed alongside commodity food distribution; many studies indicate a link between the two
(Cantrell 2001, 66; Hug 1994). Commodities have usually included flour, salt, sugar, lard, and red
meat (Cantrell 2001, 70). Scholars have criticized the scarcity of low calorie, high fiber foods in the
commodity diet, and the inclusion of healthy options has become more of a priority for the
commodity program in recent years. Many feel that traditional foods—“soup; wild game; dried
vegetables, fruit, and meat; Indian teas; and buffalo”—are healthier options (Cantrell 2001, 69).
Alcoholism is ubiquitous problem for the tribe, occurring across all segments of society,
though disproportionately found among men. Alcohol consumption was legally prohibited for all
Natives by the BIA until 1953, and the ban has been continued by the OSTC for all but a few years
since (May 1977, 219, 226). In a survey, 68% of respondents had either experienced alcoholism
themselves or had a close relative with the disease. Abusive drinking occurs with community leaders
as well as the unemployed (Pickering 2000, 103-105). Alcohol is especially harmful when paired with
driving, and accounts for nearly half of the accidents on Pine Ridge (Diehl 2008, 8). The addition of
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long travel distances, older cars, and poor roads causes an enormous rate of car accidents and
fatalities 23 (Pickering 2000, 109-110; Bailey and Huft 2009). Crime is also related to alcohol abuse,
especially domestic violence, for which 407 arrests were made in 2002 (Valencia-Weber and Zuni
1995, 103; Chapman et. al. 2003, 35). The vast majority of domestic abuse involves alcohol, as do a
high proportion of all crimes (Powers 1986, 159). The issue of alcohol has polarized Lakota society
and public discourse in recent years. Many view sobriety as an expression of Lakota values, and
drunkenness as white behavior, but recognize that the problem is getting worse (Pickering 2000,
111). To some, alcohol abuse is inevitable; its sale ought to be permitted on the reservation so that
Natives can profit from it and sales tax can fund alcoholism treatment efforts (Gease 2007).

Governance
Many trace Pine Ridge’s problems to failings in governance, both tribal and federal.
The OSTC is organized as a single elected assembly, which includes the eighteen-member tribal
council and an executive council of separately elected positions: Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson,
Secretary, Treasurer, and a fifth member (Chapman et. al. 2003, 6). Council members are elected for
two year terms to represent the reservation’s various districts. The chairperson presides over
meetings of both the executive council and the tribal council. This branch has oversight over the
judiciary as well (OST Constitution and Bylaws). The OSTC has an annual operating budget of $95
million for a variety of services and programs.
Harvard’s Project on American Indian Economic Development has conducted several
comparative studies identifying key traits that correlate with successful tribal governments. These
include separation of powers, stability, sovereignty, and mechanisms to safeguard resources (Cornell
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and Kalt 1992, 24). Stability is necessary to induce individuals to make investments in business
(Anderson 1992, 2). Statistical analyses confirm these conclusions. Separation of powers in tribal
government correlates with economic development and lower unemployment. Self-determination, in
particular, is necessary for successful economic development. (Cornell and Kalt 2000, 466-467). The
statistics also indicate that tribes with a General Council—a legislature from which the executive
branch is drawn, such as is the case with the OSTC—have the worst overall economic performance
(Cornell and Kalt 1992, 235). Above all, studies indicate that while components such as resource
endowment and financial capital can play some role in economic development, it is easily trumped
or facilitated by effective mechanisms of tribal government and self-determination (Cornell and Kalt
2000, 446-447).
There is no separation of powers on Pine Ridge. The chairperson has no veto power over
the council; because the OST Courts are formally contained within the Tribal Council, there are no
means for bringing a case against the executive branch without being judged by it 24. The only check
against power that exists is BIA oversight—a model of supervision, rather than separation. The fact
that all elected officials must be re-elected every two years has several detrimental effects for tribal
government. For one, this can create excessive turnover, potentially bringing about the replacement
of the entire council and executive council at once (Reinhardt 2007, 121). Additionally, the rapid
election cycle, along with prominence of patronage, causes day-to-day affairs to receive undue
attention, at the expense of long-term goals and pursuits (Cornell and Kalt 1992, 237).
Academic opinions regarding the OSTC—and tribal governments originating from the IRA
as a whole—vary widely (Robertson 2002, 200). Some assert that the creation of federallyrecognized tribal governments has benefitted Natives as a whole (Eggan 1981, 285; Washburn 1984,
Non-binding ethics boards for such cases have been attempted, but have held little actual power on the reservation
(Reinhardt 2007, 85).
24
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281). Others have asserted that these governments are illusions of self-determination, driven more
by BIA bureaucracy than Native sovereignty (Schleiser 1980, 561). The OSTC has a mixed record of
governance, with some administrations doing the best possible under indirect BIA colonialism, and
others benefitting themselves as the expense of the tribe’s long-term interests (see Historical
Background chapter for further discussion) (Robertson 2002, 201). Many contend that the OSTC
still represents only a select socioeconomic slice of Pine Ridge—specifically, those few with the
connections, education, and resources to influence policy. Perceptions are that policymakers
generally strive to serve their own personal needs, as well as those of family and friends. The
importance of federal grants incentivizes focusing on pursuing government resources, sometimes at
the expense of representing constituency interests (Pickering 2000, 120-123).
The presence of the BIA has profound effects on reservation life. As such, the fact that it
represents the combined interests of the entire American electorate, as part of the executive branch,
in contrast to locally-elected municipal governments, is problematic (Pickering 2000, 118). With an
annual budget of $3.3 million, the BIA operates roughly ten programs on Pine Ridge, including Land
Lease Operations, Realty Office, Social Services and Fire Control (Chapman et. al. 2003, 10). Its
operations are often described as unresponsive both to problems on the reservations and the
demands of the Oglala Lakota (Robertson 2002, 225). Complaints about limited availability of
information on land are commonly ignored. Its status as trustee for Native lands, assets, and
reservations makes this especially troublesome (see section on Land Use for further discussion).
Federal attempts at improving reservation life, such as industrial development projects, have
mostly been failures. Programs are subject to DC politics, so funding and support can disappear
rapidly (DeMallie 1978, 277). This trend keeps problems and solutions in a state of flux, and
discourages individuals—including workers, business leaders, and outside investors—from relying
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on projects (Pickering 2000, 124). Additionally, many have criticized government development
endeavors as being too macro in scale, attempting to establish hundreds of jobs or provide loans for
large start-ups, when smaller projects might be more effective. Federally mandated job training takes
the perspective that the Oglala Lakotas are unemployed due to a lack of skills, rather than a lack of
jobs (Pickering 2000, 125). For many, the only way to use career training skills is to leave.

Primary Research
Methods
Primary ethnographic research on the Pine Ridge Reservation consisted largely of openended interviews conducted during May and June of 2009. Interview participants orally agreed to the
conditions specified by an informed consent procedure approved by Washington University’s
Human Research Protection Office Internal Review Board (see appendix A). During the term of
research, I lived and worked with the Re-member organization, a partnership of Natives and nonNatives that provides cultural education to visiting volunteers while engaging in construction and
other service projects. The majority of interview participants were contacted through connections
with Re-member; they included educational and cultural speakers, staff members, crafters and
vendors, and residents of sites at which Re-member was providing services. Additional key
informants included tribal officials in land and executive offices, an official in a reservation
development organization, and faculty members of Oglala Lakota College. All interviews were audio
recorded, and ranged in length from five minutes to over an hour, with the majority roughly thirty
minutes. Interviews were supplemented by exposure to presentations by cultural speakers and
community representatives.
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Interviews were open-ended, focusing on families’ land allotments, land use, probate history,
obstacles to preferred use, and perspectives on tribal and federal land policy (see Appendix B for a
list of sample questions used). Open-ended interviews allowed discussions that would be focused on
land use, but allow incorporation of a range of other aspects of reservation life that are related to the
subject. Through interviews, I sought to collect primary qualitative data on land use decisions in
light of land policy, filling a gap in academic study of Pine Ridge—in short, to add ethnographic
detail to the “why” of Oglala Lakota land decisions, explaining census and other data that provide
quantitative information on agriculture and other use patterns. As this process occurred before
much of the secondary research, some of the content of interviews differed from the ultimate focus
of this study; I would attempt to further discuss history in determining current land use if given
another chance to conduct primary research.

Findings
I spoke to 22 members of the Oglala Lakota tribe about a broad range of subjects in
collecting individual testimonial about the links between culture, land policy, tenure, and use.
Nineteen personally held some portion or multiple portions of land allotment, or were due to inherit
some land from a parent. Fifteen leased their largest land holding, and a total of 17 leased out land
from any holding, with many owning a handful of tiny tracts in lease. Six lived on their own
allotment, four alongside land leased out to farmers or ranchers. The other 16 lived on land that they
lease from the tribe. In total, 16 shared their tract as undivided interest with at least four others.
I sought to collect qualitative data from these individuals in order to examine the interactions
between federal land policies (including probate methods, leasing mechanisms, and trust status) and
Oglala Lakota cultural values, and the connection of these elements to the widespread tribal
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alienation from the land. Several themes emerged from the conversations, as discussed below.
Participants expressed dissatisfaction with several components of federal land policy and saw
conflicts between these policies and traditional values regarding land and the environment. They
articulated perceptions of power inequalities in interactions with leasers and governmental entities,
and felt that the abolition of these inequities is crucial to restoring direct land use on the reservation.

Role of Policy
Many participants interviewed felt that the suite of federal and tribal policies on land severely
limits tribal members from using the land as they wish. It was frequently observed that the land
probate methods have fractionated it beyond use. A Pine Ridge village resident told me how “as
land gets passed down over time, it becomes less and less, so what I have is a portion of my
grandmother's land, that went to my mother and then came to me, was split among nine siblings,
and in my mother's family they had about fifteen people, so it doesn’t amount to much.” A
Batesland man told me,
If grandpa has 160 acres, and he has 10 children, they split that. And lets say each of those
10 children have 5 children each. They split that, and those children have children, and it
splits further, until you can’t even stand on it anymore. So most of the current population
today can’t even stand on what section or piece of land that they own, let alone trying to
build a home on it.
Either in addition to a larger tract, or as their only land holdings, every person I interviewed
reported owning a handful of tiny land pieces, fractionated along with dozens of other owners.
Fractionation also divides decision making authority across dozens of people. A Martin
landowner recalled, “when I was a boy, I went with my dad, we were leasing trust land, and we had
to get 76 signatures to lease a quarter section of land.” The fact that families are frequently spread
across the country further exacerbates the difficulty. A crafter spoke about how “our family can't get
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together and agree, because a lot of them don’t live around here.” Several tribal members similarly
felt that the lack of decision-making power frustrated their efforts to use the land on their own,
especially when a water easement or other physical improvement is needed. The Martin landowner
expressed this bluntly: “for the heirs, it can be problematic. You're the heir to this land but you don't
have any decision making authority.” Most frustrating was the fact that the default fate of the land,
barring owner consensus, is for it to be kept in lease—every owner must agree to any change made
with the land, but when it is kept in lease, minority owners have no power to remove it.
The mechanisms through which most land on the reservation is leased are also often cited as
problems for Native land tenure. Many feel that the pricing schemes employed by the Range Unit
Leasing System put them at a disadvantage compared to free market land. A participant said
The Bureau, through the federal government, sets the grazing rates. In the outside world,
when you own land, you got say so on what's going to happen on your land. Every time we
try to raise the grazing fees, we hear these sad stories from the cattle operators, ‘oh you'll put
us over the cost of feed’, but they're the ones driving the most elaborate cars. Hand over fist
they're making the money.
Some explain this by stating that many of the leasing policies are designed to maximize their
appeal to ranchers, rather than landowners. A faculty member at Oglala Lakota College told me
“putting together the range units makes it much easier for lessees. For the heirs, it can be
problematic...and so, it definitely is a lot easier for those people leasing the land to just have to do it
once every five years and deal with an official entity, rather than with individuals.”
The belief that the U.S. federal and tribal governments significantly profited from the leasing
system was repeated again and again. A young man from Wounded Knee described how the lease
income “goes through the tribe and takes a while to get to us. It’s pretty small, because they all split
it up too, so it goes six different ways too.” A Porcupine man told me “you get these administrative
costs going from one post to the next post, and it gets smaller and smaller every year. They raise the
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lease, but then my portion still gets smaller, and the tribe raises their administrative costs. It’s a nowin situation.” Many felt that ranchers paid significantly more to lease the land than allottees
received; a Pine Ridge Village resident told me that “they pay a lot of money to lease....but it goes to
the government, they take their huge share, then it goes to the tribe, and they take their share.”
However, key informants, including a tribal official and a retired land office official, reported that
the administrative fees were minimal, and that lease checks are so small chiefly due to fractionation.
Leasing has generational component. Many of the people I interviewed spoke of the same
ranchers using their land for decades. Landowners are given a chance to pull land out of lease as
notified by the B.I.A., every five years for a Range Unit. Having a large amount of owners can
complicate efforts to pull land out of lease, so the tract is typically kept in the system by default. As
one landowner said, “you have to wait until the five year term is up, and then you have to be on the
ball to intercept it. The bureau actually sends out a petition to you, to ask you if you want to
continue this lease, and if you don’t respond, then the superintendent in this area will sign it for you.
They say, ‘this lease will renew in 30 days if either you don’t sign this, or give us permission to sign it
for you.’” A tribal employee spoke about the lease on a few acres she shares with several hundred
relatives:
We weren’t the ones to negotiate it. It's historic, it's almost like it clicks in to place
automatically and we don't have a say on our land…the lease is a generational lease. So the
grandma that leased this land from my grandparents. When they died, my dad and his sisters
inherited it, that lease followed them. And then when he passed away, that lease followed
that land, and it was for 25 years. When the lease expired, we weren't notified of it. I wanted
to know the exact date, so I could go in there and say, no, we’re not interested in leasing this
land. They've had it in their family so long that they consider it theirs. And I'm worried that
they're going to start building on it because it's so close to the casino.
The trust status of the land was also frequently reported as a major encumbrance to use and
development. A Martin resident described some differences between trust and fee-simple lands:
“You have different tax liabilities on those lands, and opportunities to use the land for leverage. You
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cannot do that with the trust land, but you can with the deeded land…with this house I'm building,
it's on trust land, so I could not get a standard mortgage, because you can't put trust land up as
collateral.” If an allottee can obtain the permission of all other owners of a given tract, he or she can
divide the land and convert it to fee simple, but many of those I interviewed characterized these
steps as bureaucratically cumbersome. A landowner compared this to the situation of non-native
ranchers: “These ranchers can take 10 cows and go to the bank, say ‘I have 10 cows’, and get a
tractor. As an Indian person, because of the profiling, because of the lack of employment, we can’t
get that same loan. An Indian rancher, trying to go through the same process, can’t get the same
benefit from that bank, because his land is in trust, he can’t use it for collateral.”
The philosophical implications of their lands’ trust status are troubling for some. A Sharps’
Corner woman said that her family’s allotment:
was always leased...they considered all of our grandparents incompetent, because they
weren’t English speakers, so they did what they wanted with that land that belonged to the
incompetent people. But they were not incompetent, they were pretty competent to me. We
say ‘own’, but we never really own it, because the government owns it technically, we just
hold title to the land.
A landowner told me, “It's a long history of why land is held in trust. There were good
historical reasons for land to be held in trust. Whether those reasons are so strong right now or not,
I’m not quite sure. Legally, I guess, we as Indians are incompetent, that's why the government holds
it for us. So to have to say that we're legally incompetent is kind of problematic.”
This combination of policy elements serves to rob natives of the ability to exercise power
over and directly use their most valuable resource. In doing so, it discourages interest in it. Many of
those I interviewed, especially young adults, either did not know the size and location of any of their
lands, or of their smaller, fractionated tracts. The response of a Kyle resident is representative:
It's a lot of little pieces of land, it’s just here and there. I share mostly all of my grandma’s
stuff with all of my aunts, my brothers, my sister, and all my uncles. There's like 15 of us,
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somewhere around there. I'm not too sure actually how many acres that all is…maybe a little
over 20. As far as I know, I think it is leased out actually...because they get lease checks and
stuff…a little bit, a twenty-something dollar check. I don’t get one. I don't know why
actually. Well actually we have what's called the I.I.M., and that's where mine goes.
Role of Culture
Several enduring cultural beliefs and practices of the Oglala Lakota Nation have shaped the
unique character of their current position as regards land tenure and use. This set of beliefs affected
interactions with and incorporation into white American culture, and was simultaneously altered by
it. Perhaps most influentially, the relationship between land, the environment, and economic
prosperity is conceived substantially differently, at least among many Oglala Lakotas, than in the
mainstream American economy. Several of those I interviewed shied away from defining land
explicitly as an economic asset. As one Pine Ridge resident reminded me, “but then there’s that
traditional twist, where we don’t view it as owning land. That was introduced to us through the
Dawes act.” A Potato Creek woman told me:
We don't look at our land as an asset as they do in the white world. This land is for our use
and for whatever we want to do with it. What the money value is, we don't know. Whereas
in the outside world, it's probably worth a lot of money. For Indian people, it's our sanctuary,
it's our safe haven, it's our safe harbor, especially if it’s inside the reservation, where we're
not subjected to the outside world.
Related is the fact that large-scale agriculture for subsistence or cash income is not a
traditional aspect of the Lakota way of life. Many referenced the fact that this resulted only from an
external pressure of the U.S. government, though allotment and other mechanisms, rather than
historical precedent. The Potato Creek woman continued, “Indian people were never into
agriculture, they were forced into it. It’s not something they wanted to do, it’s what the government
wanted them to do, so there's a lot of resistance.” This sentiment was repeated by an Oglala resident:
“first of all, we're not farmers. Us Lakotas aren't good ranchers. We try, maybe a couple of cows, a
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couple of horses, but gradually we end up cooking them up for a feast. But the land has been given
to us through the allotment act.”
The physical environment, and society’s treatment of it, is also seen through a different lens.
Many Oglala Lakotas resent the effects of commercial ranching on their environment. As one Kyle
woman told me, “with our culture, you got to treat the land with respect because it gives back to you.
If you don't take care of it, pollute it, whatever, it won't do anything for you. They outside leasers
come in here, overgraze it, after a while it will quit producing.” Several described leasing as
contributing to environmental degradation, including a Sharps’ Corner resident: “There’s a lot of
overgrazing, or just overuse of the land itself...you really can’t do anything with it after a while...you
turn it into a field, or wait for many years...so a lot of people, they sell out.” Others felt that the BIA
had abandoned its trust responsibility in allowing overstocking: “The Bureau of Indian Affairs
allowed a rancher to seriously overgraze that land. We got out there, there was nothing but cow
poop, barren land. There was no grass, no wildlife, nothing. And we signed an affidavit, a complaint
against him, and about 2 weeks later...he lost his lease.”
The enduring cultural dichotomy between ‘full bloods’ and ‘mixed-bloods’ is related to this
set of cultural beliefs, and central to the context of land use on the reservation. One Batesland man
belittled the importance of ancestry in defining the terms: “as opposed to just being a pedigree.
Right now, we're all pedigrees. We're given different fractions as to how much blood we have, and it
doesn’t matter if you know your culture or speak your language, you get that number just because
your mom or dad is a tribal member.” Many defined ‘mixed-bloods’ as those living in cluster
housing and working in tribal government. As a Potato Creek woman told me that many tribal
members “have acclimated to the ways of the white people...there's a lot of bickering, there's a lot of
fighting over land...chasing each other off the land, it’s just awful...the traditional people, there's very
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few of us left, we don't do that, we don't fight over land.” When describing the ranchers leasing their
land, many mentioned that the ranchers claimed they had Indian blood, but appeared and acted
white. A Pine Ridge village resident told me “you find out that some people who you think is white
but actually they have a quarter blood in them...and those guys are known in a derogatory fashion,
nosebleed Indians.” The vast majority of leasers were either identified as non-native, as ‘mixedbloods,’ or as ‘nosebleed Indians’. Others lamented the common association perceived between
traditionalism and radicalism, rooted partly in AIM’s activities on the reservation. A Pine Ridge
Village resident said "to try teach people these things, you get labeled a radical, or activist...you have
to convince people that there is such a thing as positive activism."
H.U.D.’s policy of creating cluster housing developments on the reservation, and the
atmosphere now surrounding them, is associated with this cultural divide. Many contended that the
changed organization of settlements has accelerated assimilation and culture loss. One man who has
returned to live on his allotment told me,
I would never raise my children in these cluster houses...I was raised out in the country.
Whenever we do ceremonies, that are spiritual necessities of the child, I have the ability to
do that right next to my home, cause there’s a sweat lodge there. I couldn’t do that in the
cluster housing because there’s not enough room. And most of the people in the cluster
housing are not culturally inclined, so you don’t want to set up a sweat lodge in cluster
housing, because there’s drunks, drug dealers, and a lot of conduct unbecoming. So even if I
lived in cluster housing and was able to build a sweat lodge where I live, I have to compete
with the majority of these children that have conduct unbecoming. Meaning they cuss, they
lie, they steal, the boys disrespect girls, the girls might fight...it’s very non-conducive to
raising children in a traditional setting, so that’s why I would never raise children
there...definitely not Lakota culture.
Violence, domestic abuse, alcoholism, and gang warfare were often associated with cluster housing.
A tribal member who lives in Pine Ridge Village said that the developments have
hurt the tribe in ways that I cannot begin to describe...they're little more than little ghettoes
on the rez. With people still having some allotment...their dreams are to have a house built
on their land, that’s where we want to live. I'd rather live out in the country, a place where I
could put a sweat lodge, have some animals, garden, fish, all that stuff. We can't put a sweat
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lodge up in town...sometimes when we have a singing practice with the drum, the cops get
called on us, they say ‘we know you're having a party’. I don’t even think we need anybody to
oppress us anymore, we're damn near oppressing ourselves.
Living out on one’s allotment is frequently seen as the preferable traditional choice, even for
many who are not able to do so. One man spoke about how building a house for one’s family is a
spiritual requirement for a traditional Lakota, and praised the virtues of self-reliance. “I raise my
family there, got married there, we use the land for raising horses and gardening...I have a wind
generator and four solar panels but no resources to hook them up...I built my home out there from
scratch.” Others repeated the association between self-reliance and traditionalism, and between
dependency and assimilation: “there's a more sense of responsibility when you're living there on
your own land. In cluster housing, they exist on whatever they can panhandle. It’s broken their
spirits. Poverty is tough, and poverty is tougher when you don’t even have a say so on the things
that could make your life better, like owning your own land.”
The loss of food sovereignty during the reservation period is also related to this theme.
Many feel that physical constraints of cluster housing limit the food production that can be done by
individuals. “Recently they got stricter in the cluster housing, they weren’t going to allow animals,
livestock...which is kind of sad because in the housing, it’s those people who need to learn how to
grow a garden” a Wounded Knee woman told me. Some perceive that this makes cluster housing
residents more dependent on federal and tribal aid programs. A Sharps Corner man told me
I think these cluster housings, they just kind of enable all these people there to do nothing,
because they're relying on different programs to come up with the food or whatever. I think
if people just kept their land and move out on them, they could have a garden. But these
cluster houses are so close together, you open your door and you’re staring at the other
people’s door, there's no room for gardening. So everyone just sits back, waiting for a
handout.
The loss of direct food production, especially regarding produce, is an issue closely related to
the relationship between commodity food and the swift rise in diabetes and obesity rates. In fact, the
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idea that recovering food sovereignty could act as a remedy for many of the tribe’s troubles was
repeated frequently. Participants felt that in addition to improving nutrition and limiting reliance on
commodity food programs, gardening could reduce depression rates and restore pride to many
individuals in the tribe. Many specifically referenced bison ranching as a restoration of Lakota values
through food production, since the animal was a chief food source before the arrival of cattle and
commercial ranching, and added that if they had the capacity to use their land for agriculture,
ranching bison would be their preference. One landowner said, “and maybe with that 1000 acres,
we'll run buffalo. And with them, we'd have enough buffalo to create our own packing plants. And
with that buffalo, we'll feed everybody. We’ll be able to say, it’s ours. It doesn’t belong to the
government, the BIA, the tribal government, it belongs to us.” The issues of traditionalism versus
assimilation, living on allotments versus living in cluster housing, and the reclamation of practical
food production are all closely related to land use on the reservation in the minds of many natives.

Tribal Perspectives on Power and Solutions
Many Oglala Lakotas feel that land issues are just one of many arenas in which their interests
have been marginalized during the drafting of policy. The U.S. government’s historic abuse of the
tribe leads many to deeply distrust it, and points at the underlying reasons many feel are responsible
for current land problems. Additionally, the imbalances in power and wealth within the tribe, along
with frequent government mismanagement and abuses, have caused many to believe that the current
OST government does not effectively represent the peoples’ interests. The people I interviewed
frequently felt that the BIA and OST prioritize the agenda of outside capital over their constituents.
One tribal member described how her family’s lands were taken into the public domain to facilitate
the construction of a highway, and were given virtually no compensation in exchange.
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Many also reported tensions in the relationships between leasers and lessees. Tribal members
perceived that ranchers felt entitled to continued use of range units and intimidated allottees. A
Potato Creek resident described a rancher that “would drive by drunk with a shotgun out the
window, stop them, ask them what they're doing on their own land. He would kill their dogs...they
belonged to us, but he claimed they were chasing his cows, so he would shoot them or poison
them.” A Kyle woman even recounted an incident of physical abuse: “I remember several elders
getting beaten by leasers. I remember this one incident in Manderson, this elderly man, he didn’t
want a section of his land fenced. So when the leaser fenced it, he went to take the fence down, and
this leaser physically beat him up.” Many felt that the BIA’s leasing policies officially enshrine this
sense of entitlement. The tribal member who had returned to live on his allotment said:
The BIA pretty much tells these leasers ‘because you’re the leaser, you're like, the
owner’....when I first moved in the first winter, the rancher’s son was ushering other hunters
onto the land...and I hollered ‘can I help you guys?’ and he pretended like he didn't hear me,
and I hollered ‘can I help you guys, you know you're on private property?” And he was very
disrespectful, he hollered back at me ‘this is my dad’s land’, I hollered back at him ‘this is not
your dads land, he’s only a leaser, and he doesn’t lease this land anymore.
Many interview participants felt that increased control over land is crucial for economic
development on the reservation. Minimizing fractionation is an important step. An Oglala woman
told me that her mother “is going to gift me some of that land, but if she splits it up between all of
her kids, we're not going to have anything. So I said, ‘Mom, don’t give me any if you're going split it
up, just give it to one of the kids.’” Consolidation and exchange of fractionated allotments were also
frequently mentioned as goals. Efforts on the part of the tribe and NGOs towards this goal were
lauded. In describing Village Earth, a Sharp’s Corner resident said, “those guys are really
good...they're putting up workshops to teach people about their land, teach them what they can
do...it’s really important.”
In general, increased decision-making power and sovereignty over land were referenced as
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the keys towards desired use. An interview participant from Martin said, “If it can help it so that we
have some decision-making authority, and we can put together land when we want to do it...I see
that as a positive.” Others described particular plans for once they were able to pull their lands out
of lease. A Pine Ridge Village resident said, “I would put up a wind turbine, or I would put a house
on it, or I would do some organic gardening...but when we don’t have any say so over what happens
on our lands, it’s really hard for us to move ahead.”

Discussion
The following analysis of secondary research and qualitative primary data indicates that
policy effectively blocks access to direct land use among many Oglala Lakotas. Moreover, in seeking
to assimilate Natives into the mainstream American culture and economy, federal policies have
consistently defined effective land use strictly within the context of Anglo-American commodity
agriculture, and have thus alienated those who retain traditional values regarding land and commerce.
The policies failed to reach their supposed goal—to create a society of sedentary Native commodity
agriculturalists—because they failed to anticipate this set of cultural circumstances, instead imposing
an alien land use framework on tribal members. Instead, they dispossessed Native lands, while
breaking down Native society culturally and politically. The expression of traditional values varies
among blood quantum groups, and thus contributes to differential land use by intratribal ethnicity.
Resistance to assimilation is embodied in the expression of tribal sovereignty—over political
decisions, land tenure, food systems, and spatial patterns of settlement—and is a key to solving land
use and other problems on Pine Ridge.

Land Policy
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The limited amount of agriculture on Native American reservations is often attributed to a
lack of physical and human capital or poor land quality, but political institutions turn out to be a key
element in understanding the complexities of land use on reservations. Due to the highly unusual
nature of land tenure in Indian Country, an overview of the relevant policies is necessary. The
strange mixture of systems in place is an artifact of agreements and policies from the 19th and early
20th centuries (Anderson and Lueck 1992a, 148). A summary of the acreages of land under different
tenure regimes is listed in Table 6.

The arrangement of different categories of land in proximity is referred to as the
‘checkerboarding’ of the reservation. Fee-simple, or fee-patent ownership, is legally identical to the
ownership of private lands off the reservation; these are the least encumbered reservation lands,
governed simply by zoning and congressional regulations (Anderson and Lueck 1992a, 152). Trust
lands are so called because they are held in trust by the federal government, rather than owned
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outright by Natives. Tribal trust lands are allotted to the tribe as a whole, rather than individuals.
Though this category resembles pre-reservation communal ownership symbolically, it fundamentally
differs in terms of centralized tribal control (Anderson and Lueck 1992b, 430).
The nature of the relationship between government and Native landholder is well outside
the typical legal context of trust. Normally, a trustee has legal responsibilities to represent a
beneficiary’s interests, typically in making decisions over property (Carter 1976, 201). In the Dawes
Act, congress used the legal concept of ‘competence’ to construct an elaborate ideology of
“wardship,” centered on the belief that that Natives were unfit to participate in decisions over their
land and other resources (Biolsi 1992, 19). The application of this legal concept to a new area has
still not been fully defined, and the degree of responsibility has been inconsistent over time (Carter
1976, 200). Presently, on any individual’s allotment, the Secretary of the Interior has the ultimate
authority over land, with binding restrictions in place for sale, use, lease, and other actions (Williams
1971, 710). An allottee can convert holdings to fee simple land in order to avoid the problems of
trust status, but the process is bureaucratically difficult, and impossible for landholders with minority
interest. As trustee, the BIA sets the terms of leasing, with bureaucratic procedures that determine
what land is leased out, for how much, to whom (Biolsi 1992, 14). On Pine Ridge, the OST
administers this process and sets minimum prices per acre over certain type of land use leases:
farms, home sites, business leases, and community development leases (OST Land Office 2008, 3).
The majority of the land on the reservation, however, is too arid for farming, suitable only for
grazing livestock (Biolsi 1992, 3). For these lands, the BIA assumes representation of minority
landowners in combining their fractions into Range Units and leasing them out with or without their
consent (Williams 1971, 717). Minimum rates are set by the BIA; the lease is awarded to the highest
bidder and a tribal member if there is a tie (OST Land Office 2008, 14).
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The BIA collects and distributes lease income earned from grazing, timber, mining, or the
collection of other natural resources on allotments (Bobroff 2001, 1619; Bowman 2003, 544).
Income flows through the BIA and the OSTC before being deposited into IIM accounts (Panoff
2004, 520). Along with complaints about administrative fees, many report year-long delays in
receiving payment (Powers 1986, 132). Additionally, the BIA is responsible for probate. The Dawes
Act led to the probating of allotments as undivided interest between siblings, so that each heir held a
percentage stake of the total allotment, rather than specific delineated portions of the tract (Bobroff
2001, 1615). This led to the severe fractionation of allotments on Pine Ridge, as was indicated by
qualitative interview data. In 1964, the law was changed; it now allows individuals over 21 to will
land, but ignores wills if they do not include the descendant’s family (Williams 1971, 723; Anderson
and Lueck 1992b, 433). If trust land is passed intestate (without a valid will), the BIA still probates
land holdings to all heirs as undivided interest (Williams 1971, 722-723).

Policy Undermines Oglala Lakota Land Tenure
The effects of these policy elements are reflected in land use patterns on the reservation. The
OSTC itself owns nearly a quarter of the reservation’s land in trust, in large part a result of recent
Land Consolidation programs (OST Land Office 2008, 18). Some tribal trust lands are used for
tribal offices, projects, and infrastructure. A small portion is kept for public use hunting, along with
wild food gathering. Other tribal lands are leased out, in small parcels for home sites, businesses,
farm or pasture, and community development. The majority of tribal trust lands are leased out for
ranching, through the BIA’s Range Unit system. Revenues from lease are approximately $3 million,
comprising the tribe’s largest source of independent income (Chapman et. al. 2003, 10).
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Individual trust lands, allotted between 1889 and 1910, constitute the plurality of lands on
the reservation. The vast majority of these are severely fractionated tracts known as heirship lands;
most are shared among dozens or even hundreds of heirs, often unrelated to each other (Pickering
129, 2000). The multiplying effects of probate have caused some particularly fractionated allotments
to be split into thousands of portions or more (Bobroff 2001, 1616-1617; Gilbert and Taylor 1967,
115). Most tribal members have at least a small stake in some heirship land, including the fortunate
few who have also inherited whole land from parents and other relatives. Probate responsibilities
over fractionated allotments places a heavy administrative burden on the BIA; in 2001, the BIA was
forced to spend the majority of its realty budget to administer fractional interest (Bobroff 2001,
1619). The number of owners on these tracts often renders primary land use impossible for allottees
(Valandra 2006, 105). The ecological conditions of western South Dakota mean that it is difficult to
secure a livelihood even from intact 640-acre allotments. Respondents generally indicated that
successful ranching requires leasing out additional land from the tribe.
Recent studies by the federal government have confirmed that trust status is inherently
problematic. A Department of the Interior Task Force on Indian Economic Development found
that trust status negatively impacted the development of the business and agricultural sectors on
reservations (U.S. D.O.I. 1986). A study by the National Indian Agricultural Working Group found
that trust status contributed to undercapitalization and underutilization of land, while a Presidential
Commission on Indian Reservation Economies concluded that “trust status freezes tribal assets in a
pre-capitalist state” (Presidential Commission of Indian Reservations, Report 31). Statistical analyses
agree that trust status inhibits agricultural output. Measured merely in economic terms, trustpatented lands produce less than fee-patented lands nationally (Anderson and Lueck 1992b, 439).
On Pine Ridge, the value of agricultural products from a unit of trust land was $10.12, versus $28.32
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for land in surrounding counties, and $17.71 for all reservation land as a whole (Anderson and
Lueck 1992a, 158). Nationally, the per-acre value of agricultural output from individual trust land is
35-40% lower than from fee-simple, and that of tribal trust land is 85-90% lower (Anderson and
Lueck 1992b, 448).
Federal attempts to halt fractionation were discussed as early as 1892, just 5 years after
allotment was initiated (Bobroff 2001, 1616). The IRA originally included provisions to return
individually allotted lands to tribal ownership, but it was removed from the bill (Reinhardt 2007, 29)
(see Land History section). Until recently, congressional proposals to reform American Indian land
tenure either followed this model, or sought to convert trust lands into fee-simple lands, a policy
which has already failed severely with the forced-fee patenting of mixed-bloods (Bobroff 2001,
1622). Another idea has been to restrict inheritance of land to only one heir in the absence of a will
(Williams 1971, 726). However, this is incapable of solving existing fractionation, only of restricting
damage to the present intolerable level. Few tools are available to the individual in solving
fractionation, as it splits authority between tens or hundreds of people, paralyzing the expression of
land use aspirations. An individual seeking to make any change on trust lands—moving out to live
on part of an allotment, converting it to fee-patent land to use as collateral, pulling it out of the
leasing system, or consolidating the fractions of various relatives together—faces the task of
collecting hundreds of signatures (Bobroff 2001, 1617). Many allottees reside far from the
reservations, and acquiring their approval may be impractical. Tensions or disagreements between
family members can block development and primary use of land (Bobroff 2001, 1618). For most
owners, the value of a tiny portion is too small to justify efforts at consolidation or use.
A related obstacle to primary land use is the absence of credit available on the reservation.
This has been a historical constant in preventing Native use of allotments (Biolsi 1992, 117).
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Obtaining a typical mortgage using trust land as collateral is virtually impossible, because banks
cannot repossess trust land in the case of default (Anderson and Lueck 1992b, 434). Lenders merely
receive an “assignment of income” from a piece of land, rather than title over it (Anderson and
Lueck 1992b, 431). This significantly raises the cost of obtaining capital on the reservation, and
especially hampers the development of agricultural operations for those without capital. Running a
commercial ranching operation requires a substantial investment to pay for the leasing of additional
land, machinery, livestock, and grain. Because of the arid conditions across most of the reservation,
a large scale is necessary to produce a profit. As a result, the up-front costs of attempting agriculture
are enormous (Anderson and Lueck 1992a, 154). Statistical analyses reveal that differences in
agricultural productivity on trust lands can be significantly attributed to capital access (Trosper 1978,
514). Many respondents indicated that Natives are disproportionately denied access to the necessary
capital; this slows the adoption of technical inputs on Pine Ridge, which are less common on the
reservation than surrounding areas (Pickering 2000, 74). There are additional related hurdles to
entering the ranching business; a personal connection to the OST Allocation Committee is often
necessary to secure a range unit lease (Robertson 2002, 211). The federal government has attempted
to aid the credit deficiency with various programs; programs have been criticized for underfunding,
extensive lag times between application and approval, and an emphasis on large loans. Lakota Funds,
an NGO, was founded in 1987 to facilitate microloans to tribal members based on the Grameen
Bank model (Pickering and Mushinski 2001a, 460). It has provided loans for agricultural operations,
mainstream businesses, as well as microenterpise (Pickering 2000, 76).
Due to the obstacles presented by this confluence of policy elements, the default state for an
allotment is to be leased in five-year increments as a Range Unit. Data agree with the majority of
respondents: 65% of all trust lands on Pine Ridge are leased this way (Village Earth). A minority
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allottee cannot remove land from lease without the agreement of a majority of heirs (Williams 1971,
717). Additionally, the BIA renews leases if allottees do not object within 30 days of the end of the
leasing period. These policies contribute to the predominance of non-Native agricultural operators
on Pine Ridge 25. The vast majority of ranching is done by a small segment of individuals; a group of
approximately 200 ranchers lease over 1.5 million acres, 53% of the reservation’s territory
(Robertson 2002, 45). The largest 20 operators control nearly 46% of leased land (Village Earth).
197 out of 463 agricultural operations on the reservation are run by non-Natives, leasing 27.7% of
the land used for agriculture (2007 U.S. Census of Agriculture, 49). However, this statistic obscures
the fact that non-Native farms are significantly more capitalized and more profitable: 75.6% of nonNative operations are larger than 1000 acres (a crucial scale for ranching livestock in the arid climate),
compared with only 51.5% of Native operations. Non-Native operations spend more than six times
as much on livestock, fertilizer, and other expenses. Additionally, non-Natives dominate the scarce
crop cultivation that is possible on the reservation, earning 85.7% of the gross revenue. Overall, the
average Non-native operation grosses $186,324 annually, compared with $67,047 for Natives; 54.8%
of non-Native operations gross over $100,000, compared with 23.7% of Native operations. In total,
67.2% of the gross agricultural revenues generated by the reservation are earned by non-Natives,
who constitute less than 8% of the reservation’s population (2007 U.S. Census of Agriculture, 50;
Chapman et. al. 2003, 19). An adapted summary of agricultural data is present in Table 7
In addition to policy obstacles, many blame the BIA and OST for mishandling oversight
over lease transactions. Maximum concentrations of livestock are set for each unit, in order to hedge
against overgrazing and land degradation as well as prevent water contamination. However, such
regulations have often been ignored by ranchers; a key informant indicated that the BIA’s
This is reflected by the absence of agriculture in the list of common sources of employment for Oglala Lakotas,
despite the rural nature of the reservation.
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understaffed field offices do not have the ability to monitor all of the reservation’s land (Robertson
2002, 210). Some feel that the leasing rates collected by the BIA’s Range Unit leasing system are
unacceptably low (Robertson 2002, 75). Currently, the BIA advertises a lease for a minimum price,
and then accepts the highest bid; Native preference is implemented so that a Native wins if he or she
is able to meet the high bid (Pickering 2000, 120). Due to the greater availability of credit and capital
resources off of the reservation, doing so is difficult for an aspiring Native rancher. Currently, the
OST Land Office’s published minimum annual rates per acre of reservation land vary from $5 to
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$10.20 for grazing land, depending on location, and $19.10 to $21.30 for farmland (OST Land
Office 2008 Report, 14). In 2007, the southwest South Dakota region averaged $11.60 per acre for
grazing land, and $23.25 for farmland (Pflueger 2007, 2). A map of average rates for the state’s
regions is presented in Figure 4. The range of geographic conditions represented in the data make it
impossible to conclude whether grazing rates are abnormally low, although they appear to be at the
low end of the scale. Additionally, the deduction of administrative fees drives revenues that Natives
derive still farther below market value. Since allotments are shared between hundreds of heirs, lease
checks are as well; many receive just a few dollars annually.
BIA oversight over the revenue derived from leases has also been heavily criticized. For
decades, money designated for IIM accounts was misplaced or embezzled. In response, Cobell v.
Salazar was brought as a class-action suit by the Native American Rights Fund against the Depts. of
the Interior and Treasury in 1996. The plaintiffs argued that the accounts of 500,000 individuals
were mismanaged, totaling at least $7 billion in losses (Robertson 2002, 225). The primary aims of
the suit were to fix the IIM system and get an official accounting, rather than to collect payment
(Panoff 2004, 522). The federal government never denied the accusations wholesale—officials have
admitted that they do not know how much should be in IIM accounts or how many active accounts
should exist—only arguing that the cost
estimates are too high (Panoff 2004, 521.)
Continuing evidence of improper record
keeping, as well as the intentional
destruction of documents, surfaced in
recent years (Robertson 2002, 225-226).
After several court decisions awarding a
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range of amounts, and subsequent appeals by both sides, a settlement was reached in December
2009, awarding $3.9 billion to IIM account holders. $2 billion of this sum will go towards
establishing a land consolidation fund (Reis 2009). Proposals to reform IIM management would
streamline and reorganize fee processing under new agency, the Office of Trust Reform
Implementation and Oversight. (Panoff 2004, 524).
The effects of policy play a huge role in explaining how the Oglala Lakotas of Pine Ridge,
along with a portion of other Native groups throughout the country, have come to serve as a class
of impoverished landlords. Effectively stripped of the ability to use their own land or receive fair
value for it, they pay to lease land to live on from the tribe, while others can lease their allotments at
rates below the market and generate income. In place of direct residential land use and subsistence
via hunting and wild food gathering, they receive an insubstantial check and commodity food
surplus. Current procedural obstacles to direct Native land use—and its necessary role in providing a
foundation for prosperity—have been recognized consistently since allotment, but reversing the
effects downstream from century-old legislation has proved a challenge. Tribal members often
inherit disparate tracts in distant areas of the reservation; the tribe’s Land Exchange program has
sought to solve this problem, but has not had substantial effect. Land probated as undivided
interest inetivably results in divided authority, so that hundreds of allottees must agree on any
changes made to the land’s status. The federal government’s trust status given to Native lands also
makes achieving ideal size and continuity for agriculture excessively difficult, as transactions
involving exchange and sale of land are heavily burdened with bureaucratic regulation. This situation
is a result of contorting a temporary solution to serve as a permanent policy. The Dawes Act
stipulated only a 25 year trust period for allotments, but subsequent pieces of legislation, including
the IRA, have extended this period indefinitely. These were created as short-term fixes for the
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problem of land alienation that frequently occurred after fee-patenting, where they were effective,
preventing outright sale of land to outsiders. However, this problem has been replaced by another:
generational leasing and effective alienation from use.
For many I interviewed, these obstacles remove interest in land inheritances; fractionated
heirs understandably view their lands as just a vague source of small annual lease checks, and many
do not know their exact location. As a result, the central economic engine of the rural area—its land
base—has been prevented from providing subsistence to the local economy. To emphasize a
statistic presented previously: 67.2% of the agricultural revenues generated by the reservation are
earned by non-Natives, who constitute <8% of the reservation’s population (2007 U.S. Census of
Agriculture; Chapman et. al. 2003, 19). Many of these ranchers live in border towns, while some live
even farther from the reservation. Economists often measure the “multiplier effect” of income—
that is, how many times it circulates within the local economy. This number has an effect on
community prosperity, as each expenditure becomes another person’s income. On Pine Ridge,
though, a huge proportion of the proceeds of land use, rather than circulating in the community and
supporting Native livelihoods, never arrives in the first place. The dollars that do arrive, mostly from
entitlements, leave just as quickly, due to the lack of retailers on the reservation. The original
ideological justification for the trust status of reservation lands—to protect them from outside
interference while Natives “learned” how to take care of themselves and effectively participate in the
mainstream economy—now seems bitterly ironic.

Culture and Land Use
Federal land policies have not been enacted in a vacuum; rather, they are implemented in the
specific cultural context of the Oglala Lakotas, and their effects are as reflective of cultural values
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and practices as the letter of the law. The terms “full-blood” and “mixed-blood” are used frequently
on Pine Ridge to discuss cultural identity. However, as many respondents noted, the labels are not
always applied to refer to actual degree of ancestry, but instead as proxies for the two ends of a
spectrum—namely, the degree of Anglo-American values, political institutions, and economic
behaviors adopted in everyday life. Consequently, the nature of traditional cultural values is crucial
for interpreting ethnic land use patterns 26. In many cases, these values are shared by other Native
groups, especially those in the Great Plains region (Lowe 2002). However, there is no one “Indian
Worldview,” as Native groups vary widely, both temporally and geographically (Trosper 1998, 66).
Oglala Lakotas have historically perceived interconnections between entities that are absent
in the American mainstream (DeMallie 1987, 28). As a result, many express belief in a holistic
worldview (DeMallie 1978, 248). In short, this means that Oglala Lakotas have traditionally believed
in the oneness of all things, living or dead. (Little Wound 1896; Good Seat 1896). This includes
humans, who have a designated role in the system (Tropser 1998, 211). Each creature has a
distinctive spirit, called a nagila (Walker 1893). The presence of creatures in dreams or visions is
meaningful. Awareness of and courteous communication with these spirits is crucial (Chapman et. al.
2003, 45). Intricately related to this are traditional views about nature, land, and the environment.
Many Oglala Lakotas assert that humans are a component of a connected natural system, rather than
an external actor or administrator (Chapman et. al. 2003, 45). As a result, humans do not have the
authority or right to control nature irresponsibly (Pickering and Jewell 2008, 143). Respondents
indicated that land is less often seen as a resource that needs developing or a source of income, and
more often viewed in a holistic way, as a setting for natural, daily life, and spiritual rites. Many tribal
members were especially reluctant to view land as a commodity or financial asset. Environmental
The following section attempts to summarize key components of the Oglala Lakota worldview as regards land and
agriculture, although a full account of the subject is beyond the scope of this study.
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obligations to future generations were explicitly acknowledged, often referring to the “seventh
generation” into the future (Trosper 1998, 67). Moreover, many viewed land as linked to traditional
religion; for some, living out on the land, rather than in town, is necessary for rituals such as the
sweat lodge (Petrillo et. al. 2007, 106). A recent study has confirmed that tribal members are
motivated by spirituality in expressing a conservationist ethic (Pickering and Jewell 2008, 140).
Connections also strongly bond family members (Hassrick 1964, 12). Tiwahe, the term
traditionally used for family, encompasses both the nuclear family and close degrees of kinship
relations. Aunts and uncles are often referred to as mothers and fathers, and recognized with the
same closeness as near relations. The Tiyospaye, in addition to denoting the geographical settlements,
refers to extended family relations and other members of a kinship group (Chapman et. al 2003, 44).
This belief system has also featured a longstanding respect for elders; they have traditionally been
considered the wisest parties in group decision-making (Pickering 2000, 41). Within both of these
organizational clusters, Oglala Lakotas place a high priority on sharing and generosity (Hassrick 1964,
36-37). Generosity is widely recognized as a particularly valued trait among Natives nationally
(Trosper 1998, 208). Okiciyapi, roughly translated as “helping each other out,” remains a crucial
concept of Lakota communities (Robertson 2002, 67). Tribal members still often prioritize the
short-term needs of extended family over long-term accumulation of wealth (Pickering 2000, 7).
Early OIA administrators recognized this—in 1922, the Rosebud Reservation superintendent said
“They are the most liberal people of the world as far as feeding each other is concerned…the giveaway spirit has been prominent among the Sioux for a number of years” (Biolsi 1995, 34). The
application of this value results in a number of traditional customs: giveaways, community feeds, and
tiole, a form of extended visiting (Robertson 2002, 67-68; Pickering 2000, 6). Generosity affects
beliefs about materialism and wealth. To some degree, Oglala Lakotas in the pre-reservation era
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shared their material assets in common with the tiyospaye. The guiding social norm for many has been
to stay at the level of others, rather than ambitiously competing with them (Goldfrank 1943, 68). As
a result, many tribal members perceive mainstream economic values as overly materialistic and
competitive (Pickering 2000, 68). Whites are commonly viewed as greedy (Trechter 2001, 23-24).
The belief that profit maximization inherently takes priority over other goals is absent in Native
society (Trosper 1998, 211). The Oglala Lakotas I interviewed were more likely to question the
ultimate value of materialistic acquisition than mainstream Americans.
The current use of blood quantum labels demonstrates how ideology and behavior have
replaced ancestry as a basis for categorization. In general, the categories indicate the degree of
traditional Lakota values retained—or mainstream American values adopted—by an Oglala Lakota
individual (Robertson 2002, 138). The history of these labels shows that they have been adopted
from one set of circumstances to fit current disparities. In present times, they reflect dueling sets of
beliefs regarding daily life, culture, economic aspirations, tribal sovereignty, and a host of other
important components of Native communities (Pickering 2000, 83). “Full-bloods,” then, can be
described as “traditionals”: they maintain that Lakota beliefs regarding family, nature, the spiritual
world, and the material economy ought to be retained and practiced today. Traditionals are more
likely to be “culturally intact,” with the ability to speak the Lakota language, perform spiritual rites,
and partake in cultural activities. In the view of many self-defined traditional that I interviewed,
progressives have abandoned these beliefs and lost indigenous knowledge while assimilating into
mainstream American society.
The distinction is also closely related to socioeconomic status. Culture impacts subsistence in
complex ways. Factors such as the prices charged by businesses affect whether owners are seen as
“full-blood” or “mixed-blood” (Pickering 2000, 87). Cultural values create tensions between
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economic “success” and what is perceived to be proper behavior—demonstrating generosity and
egalitarianism, taking on obligations to extended family. The extreme scarcity of work on Pine Ridge
cause many full-time jobs to be perceived as affluent 27. These values also complicate efforts for small
businesses. Financial success and wealth inherently challenge these priorities; those who succeed
may be perceived as taking advantage of tribal members. For some, engaging in entrepreneurship of
any sort is “selling out” to mainstream American culture (Powers 1986, 134). As a result, the prices
which can be charged on the reservation are depressed; a sliding scale is often used based on need,
known as “Indian Pricing” (Pickering 2000, 38-40). Calculations weighing these factors significantly
alter the economy conducted on the reservation—the price and exchange of goods is not subject
only to supply curves, but also individual feelings about values.
The blood quantum issue also underlies modern politics on the reservation. The latter group
has historically participated far more often in tribal politics; many believe that connections to mixedbloods are necessary to secure wage work (Pickering 2000, 86). The racialization of politics has led
to cultural conservativism being labeled as “full-blood”, and progressivism as “mixed-blood”; the
camps of these two groups closely resemble political parties in American politics (Pickering 2000,
86). Traditionals generally believe that the Oglala Lakota Nation must assert tribal sovereignty and
treaty rights; many not only oppose commercialism and disrespect for the land, but also the BIA,
along with what they see as its colonial instrument, the OSTC. Progressives have sought a
fundamentally different idea of governance, based on proportional representation and assimilation,
rather than tiyospayes, treaties, and self-determination.
Native individuals have responded to land policies within the framework of their views of
land, rather than those of federal lawmakers. Consequently, policies have not undermined Native
The few fields on the reservation that provide relative material comfort—government, small business, ranching, and
tribal politics—are considered stereotypical jobs of mixed-bloods.
27
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land tenure uniformly; those who have more tightly retained cultural beliefs have been
disproportionately alienated from the land. The traditional respect for land and aversion to
commercialism has contributed to the belief, articulated by respondents, that commercial ranching is
not the territory of “full-bloods.” Assimilation into western culture and related familiarity with
commercial transactions also affect access to credit. Historic patterns of social connections to
administrative bodies such as the OST Land Allocation Committee have allowed mixed-bloods to
join non-Natives in dominating agriculture on Pine Ridge (Robertson 2002, 210). Native preference
requirements have assisted individuals with partially Native ancestry to win the leases to range units

over whites (Robertson 2002, 208).
As a result, of Native operators in agriculture, the vast majority are “mixed-bloods”
(Robertson 2002, 219). This is confirmed by primary interview data. A 1974 report for the BIA
superintendent found that blood quantum and primary land use were inversely proportional; of
lands used for agriculture, 91.42% were operated by individuals with less than ½ Native ancestry, as
shown in Table 8 (BIA 1974). More recent quantitative data on agriculture by blood quantum
category is unavailable—in part because the use of these labels has strayed ever farther from literal
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ancestry, and so application of blood quantum labels is inconsistent—but primary research confirms
that this is still a widely perceived pattern. As regards land, mixed-bloods are also seen as responsible
for representing outside interests; some are accused of securing leases through Native preference,
then subleasing to non-Natives, allowing them to abuse reservation resources by overstocking and
overgrazing the land (Pickering 2000, 87). Many feel blocked from entering ranching or moving out
to an allotment by the alliance of outside ranching interests and mixed-bloods in OST and BIA
operations (Robertson 2002, 211).
Federal land decisions—including the assessments of individual “progress,” allotment,
leasing, and range unit creation—have exclusively recognized commercial agriculture as the desired
land usage. As such, they have alienated “traditional” tribal members from direct land use: the desire
to use land for commercial ranching has been a prerequisite for land access since allotment. At best,
federal lawmakers failed to anticipate the tenacity of cultural values among Natives; at worst, they
intentionally attacked these priorities to create yet another mechanism to promote assimilation.
Additionally, probate and allotment regulations ignored previously existing cultural institutions, and
further ensured that traditional land use behaviors would be discarded. Ultimately, the stated goals
of land policies have been thoroughly undermined by a lack of awareness of cultural context,
contributing to the detrimental land use patterns seen on the reservation today.

Oglala Lakota Incorporation into the World-System
A useful theoretical framework for understanding the obstruction of direct Native land use
by federal policy is the world-systems approach, developed first by Immanuel Wallerstein. On this
view, nations have been incorporated as components of the capitalist world-economy over the past
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several centuries (Wallerstein 1974, 348). Core nations occupy a central economic status, primarily
by marginalizing peripheral areas by maintaining an imbalanced division of labor:
The range of economic tasks is not evenly distributed throughout the world-system. In part
this is the consequence of ecological considerations, to be sure. But for the most part, it is a
function of the social organization of work, one which magnifies and legitimizes the ability
of some groups within the system to exploit the labor of others, that is, to receive a larger
share of the surplus. (Wallerstein 1974, 349)
Labor is divided between states unequally—core states gain control of economic tasks that
yield larger profits (such as the processing of raw materials into finished goods), while peripheral
areas benefit less from commerical transactions. Peripheral areas are often under the direct colonial
control of core states, or have a low degree of sovereignty (Wallerstein 1974, 349). The system is
self-perpetuating—core nations exert leverage in preserving and broadening labor inequities with
peripheral areas (Wallerstein 1974, 350). In combination with the acquisition of others’ resources
from the periphery, this allows the core to amass capital, further increasing its influence. Core
nations are defined by “strong state-machinery,” which allows for politically autonomous
interactions with other states, as well as the expression of sovereignty (Wallerstein 1974, 355). The
struggle between the core and periphery characterizes the current global landscape. When periphery
peoples refuse forceful assimilation into the capitalist world-system, they are accused of antiquated
paralysis (Wallerstein 1991, 224). As such, “the mark of the modern world is the imagination of its
profiteers and the counter-assertiveness of the oppressed. Exploitation, and the refusal to accept
exploitation as either inevitable of just, constitute the continuing antimony of the modern era.”
(Wallerstein 1974, 357). When the Oglala Lakota are considered in the context of the world-system,
the U.S. government’s actions and policies over the 19th and 20th centuries closely resemble the
exertion of political dominance over a periphery area, in order to facilitate the accumulation of
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material capital. Forced assimilation, into the economic and cultural mainstream, defines the federal
agenda until the 1970s self-determination era at the earliest, and pervades many current policies.
The tribe has been forced into different roles over time as it has been incorporated into the
political world-system. 19th century treaty-making indicated that the U.S. government viewed Native
Americans as sovereign—if not materially competitive—nations. Subsequent military actions, war
crimes, and treaty violations, however, reflected the shift towards viewing Oglala Lakotas as
powerless barriers to geographic expansion, without political recourse. The establishment of the
reservation system marked another change, defining tribal members as direct colonial subjects.
Allotment added a layer of responsibility to this relationship, reimagining Natives as “wards” of the
state, now in the role of beneficiary. The requirement to adopt IRA governments converted some
tribal members to partially sovereign participants in a western representative democracy. However,
ethnic divisions within the tribe were exploited to motivate a subset of individuals in elevated
positions to serve non-tribal interests. Termination attempted to erase the discrete political identity
of the Oglala Lakota entirely. Over the past few decades, federal policies of self-determination have
begun to more substantially define tribes as politically sovereign entities. However, the OSTC is still
subordinate to the U.S. federal government, as a subset of the Department of Interior.
The process of incorporation is motivated by wealth accumulation. In contrast to many
peripheral groups, geographical circumstances have dictated that the Oglala Lakotas, at least on the
Pine Ridge Reservation, have not been viewed as a major source of labor. The exception is wage
work off of the reservation—especially harvesting in nearby states—but this has been gradually
replaced by mechanization. Overall, though, the U.S. capitalist system has recognized land as the
major form of capital in the area, and has achieved economic incorporation of this resource largely
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by robbing Natives of any means of self-support. The federal government has nominally assumed
responsibility for the material well-being of tribal members, though it has abdicated this duty often.
The systematic removal of Native control defines land history. This began with a phase of
violent confrontation and use of military power, forcing agreement to treaties that gave away vast
areas wholesale. Natives across the Great Plains, including the Oglala Lakotas, were forcefully
concentrated into smaller territories, which were then substantially chipped away by congressional
fiat. Allotment partitioned the remaining areas, partly so that agricultural operators could acquire the
“surplus” that was leftover. Various policy mechanisms—including trust status, range units, and
probate procedures—were put in place that facilitated the use of these last few Native lands by
outside cattle operators. Bureaucratic structures that define the way these units are transferred curb
lease rates, engender overstocking, and have failed to deliver the income derived from lease.
Economic incorporation has led to geographical and ideological land alienation for Oglala Lakotas.
The processes of political and economic incorporation have been justified by assimilatory
doctrine, which pushed the expectation of adaptation of various Western values and practices on to
Natives. Simultaneously, federal representatives attempted to forcefully stamp out traditional values
and behaviors. The assimilatory attributes were defined as “progressive,” and Natives that refused
were “backward.” Individual and household cultural traits, such as language, housing styles, and
religion, were prohibited, as well as community events such as Sun Dances, giveaways, and feeds.
Many assimilatory pressures focused on the replacement of traditional beliefs with those more
conducive to capital accumulation. Generosity was disparaged and discouraged, because it inhibited
the uncompromising pursuit of wealth. Time regimes and priority systems that demanded profitdriven behaviors were continuously espoused by OIA and BIA Agents. Mechanisms used to compel
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assimilation included the withholding of rations and IIM funds, boarding schools, and the
establishment of a blood quantum elite in materially beneficial positions.
Views of land, and preferred uses of it, have been especially subject to assimilatory pressures.
The practice of nomadic roaming, rather than permanent residence, was prohibited at the outset of
the reservation era. Allotment brought an alien definition of land tenure, forcing Natives to conform
to the Anglo-American arrangement of owning land in severalty, with permanent title granted to a
specific user. The attempt to impose the adaption of agriculture relied upon Western concepts that
justified overt domination over the landscape and its inhabitants, as well as a switch to
commercialism as a means of subsistence. Ultimately, the commercial paradigm drives the
prioritization of efficiency over self-sufficiency; Oglala Lakotas’ small pieces of land, used for
hunting or subsistence herds, were combined into range units that could better produce profit on
the beef market. Policies regarding entitlements and the use of IIM income fostered reliance on cash
and the mainstream economy, funneling activity through capital markets, and significantly
hampering other subsistence strategies regarding land use.
Though it has espoused paternalistic concern for natives and the need for economic
development since the start of the reservation era, the U.S. government’s agenda on Pine Ridge has
often instead benefitted the interests outside capital. Before the establishment of the OSTC,
ranchers lobbied the OIA to allow large-scale cattle operations to graze blocks of allotments without
allottee consent in exchange for “trespass fees,” fail to enforce stocking regulations or collect leasing
fees, and combine allotments into range units. Ethnic divisions within the tribe were used to create a
political class that frequently aligned more with outside ranching interests than tribal members,
especially since the establishment of the OSTC. Moreover, direct control over several aspects of
land use, including leasing mechanisms, has been retained by the BIA. The Indian Preference system
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now awards tribal members a range unit lease if he or she is able to tie the highest bid, but this
provides no real remedy when Natives are trying to compete with more capitalized outsiders.
As a consequence, the interests of fractionated landholders are subjugated to those of range
unit lessees, as many respondents indicated. Many fractionated land interests have been stranded in
the middle of these large units, and leasing procedures favor their continuing use by commercial
ranchers. The BIA reserves the right to renew five year leases in the interests of landholders if they
are not instructed otherwise, and making the decision to pull land out of lease between dozens of
allottees is often impossible. Crucially, minority allottees are unable to do so without the approval of
the majority. Respondents believed that after leasing the same units for generations, lessees often
had a more direct relationship with the land than allottees, leading to the development of a sense of
entitlement over the land, and gathering of resources not authorized by BIA lease contracts. The
political economy of Native land reveals that incorporation into the world-system has systematically
benefitted the interests of outside capital—in this case, large-scale commercial cattle ranching
operations—at the expense of Oglala Lakotas.

Sovereignty as a Means of Resistance
As Wallerstein (1974) asserts, resistance to oppression defines the modern world just as
much as oppression itself. In the face of assimilatory pressures, many Oglala Lakotas have refused to
conform to the federal government’s concept of how life ought to be lived. Resisting assimilation
has meant retaining traditional values and practices regarding family, community, the environment,
and prosperity, while refusing to blindly adopt the expectations and priorities of the mainstream
economy. At times, it has also meant engagement in politically active resistance, such as with the
wars of the late 19th century, the Oglala Omniciye, and the efforts of OSCRO and AIM.
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As discussed, the relative degree of individual resistance is commonly defined by blood
quantum categories; identities of “mixed-blood” and “full-blood” are labels that indicate a complex
set of cultural and socioeconomic practices. In many ways, though, these labels are limiting. Using
biology as a discourse for different behaviors naturalizes the existence of two dissimilar groups, and
ignores the role of outside actors, such as the federal government, in their development. The use of
biological categories is also ironic, as ancestry was historically trumped by other considerations, such
as conduct, in defining who qualified as “Lakota” 28. Most significantly, the blood quantum labels are
reductive, defining a spectrum of choices and behaviors as two dichotomous groups. They force us
to oversimplify in defining the choices of individuals as representative of larger factions.
Despite the inadequacy of the labels, there do exist various degrees of acceptance or
rejection of assimilation in Oglala Lakota society. Resistance to assimilation represents the ongoing
role of culture, along with policy, in influencing land use. One component is the traditional absence
of commercial agriculture in the tribe. The negative effects of policy are greatly complicated by the
fact that, as many interview participants told me, most Oglala Lakotas are not particularly interested
in getting involved in conventional commodity agriculture. They resent the world-system’s definition
of land merely in terms of instrumental financial value, and its assumption that humans have the
right to alter the environment however they wish. In a recent survey, nearly three quarters of
respondents felt that reservation lands were being poorly treated, and associated cattle most directly
with this problem (Pickering and Jewell 2008, 149). Ranching is seen as a “mixed-blood” or “white”
activity, and the negative stigma associated with these labels further disinclines tribal members from
becoming ranchers. Because commodity agriculture was the goal of oppressive OIA Agents and
federal policy, Oglala Lakotas resist assimilation by refusing to engage in it.

28

Historically, members of other tribes and non-Natives could be adopted into the tribe (Pickering 2000, 84).
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In the present-day, resistance to assimilation is closely related to the expression of tribal and
cultural sovereignty. Rejecting Anglo-American influences on lifestyle and worldview pushes back
against the federal government and other outside interests. The clash between assimilation and
sovereignty is demonstrated by the ultimate end goal of the federal assimilation policies: termination.
Sovereignty is the opposite of annihilation; it is asserting the tribe and culture’s continued existence
and independence. Scholars of Native American literature term this “survivance,” combining the
terms for survival and resistance. Survivance involves shifting Natives from the category of objects
to subjects, from entities that are acted upon by the government into individuals that make active
decisions in response (Powell 2002, 400). Survivance is a response to colonial domination that
involves resistance to assimilation, as well as the emphasis of tribal and cultural sovereignty.
For many, the full expression of sovereignty, on the part of both individuals and tribal
government, is crucial to reclaiming control over land, resources, and traditional values. As noted,
comparative studies of tribal governments find that the most successful are those that have
independence and autonomy; sound structures of governance are necessary to drive the adaptation
of policy based on its benefit to tribal members. Many respondents felt that the application of
Native values to solve urgent problems on Pine Ridge—both by the tribal government, NGO’s, and
individuals—is an essential step towards progress. As discussed, statistics indicate that economic
prosperity follows the full exercise of tribal sovereignty—a tribe’s ability to assert its decisionmaking power in key areas is hugely related to success. Through the lens of sovereignty, we can see
that this fundamentally differs from each periodic federal attempt to bring progress to the
reservation; both problem and “progress” have been consistently defined in the context of the
Anglo-American worldview, as they were devised by Anglo-Americans.
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Both the tribal government and Oglala Lakota individuals have identified areas of need and
made recent efforts towards change. The development of tribal self-determination, especially, is seen
as a central goal. As mentioned, 638 contracting has enabled tribes across the country to directly take
over control and execution of services from the BIA 29. However, problems stem from the fact that
the funds provided frequently exclude overhead costs, so they are substantially less than the
government would spend (Pickering 2000, 119). Additionally, continuing BIA oversight and
approval limits the change that can occur to the philosophical and practical direction of a program
(Stuart 1990, 5-6). Other efforts to advance tribal sovereignty have moved through less diplomatic
channels. In January 2000, the Grass Roots Oyate occupied OST Headquarters in Pine Ridge Village,
demanding accountability and an end to corruption from the OSTC (Reinhardt 2007, 212). Among
other things, they wanted representation that would pursue their interests, especially as regarded land
and treaty rights (Robertson 2002, 199). They called for an end to the IRA-established tribal
government and declared themselves sovereign under the 1868 treaty, much as the occupiers of
Wounded Knee had. Unlike the previous generation’s protestors, though, they maintained order and
non-violence, and summoned FBI personnel to seize the crucial tribal records, which they believed
would show evidence of corruption and embezzlement (Winokur 2000). Ultimately, an audit would
reveal flagrant expense abuses, a lack of financial controls, and frequent payoffs and gifts made to
family and friends of the OSTC, in total representing hundreds of thousands of dollars (Robertson
2002, 244-245). Several officials would be removed on charges of fraud and embezzlement. The
OSTC has remained in place, though; a continued lack of control over funding and resources mute
claims of tribal sovereignty (Pickering 2000, 124).

In 2003, the BIA signed an agreement passing over management of Public Safety to the OST; it now operates the
OST Public Safety Department, employing roughly 80 police in all 9 districts (Chapman et. al. 2003, 31-32).
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The implementation of Oglala Lakota sovereignty over various areas of life can take a variety
of other forms. Economic sovereignty is represented in the development of tribally-owned resources,
such as bison herds. It is also expressed in the creation of a self-sufficient reservation, with the
business infrastructure and services necessary to support the needs of the tribe, so that income can
circulate on Pine Ridge, rather than going directly to outside businesses. This type of change is selfpropelling: as it occurs, more wealth will stay on the reservation, allowing more businesses to
develop, making it easier to buy goods and services on the reservation. Related is the application of
sovereignty to food systems. Respondents applauded restore attempts to restore bison herds and
create business cooperatives as Native-defined initiatives. They also felt that reliance on commodity
food and food stamps has hindered the development of a local food economy. The reclamation of
food sovereignty allows tribal members to feed themselves, rather than relying on commodity food,
simultaneously reducing the incidence of obesity and diabetes.
Sovereignty over land is needed to restore direct Native land use, whether for residence,
agriculture, or subsistence. Individually-defined land use decisions—such as moving out to live on
an allotment, providing self-sufficiency with a garden, or herding bison—demonstrate resistance to
assimilation and cultural sovereignty. In a recent survey, 70% of bison operators said they had
started their herds because of the traditional cultural importance of bison (Pickering and Jewell 2008,
153). Many respondents wished to move out to live on their allotments, and saw it as a culturally
important decision, as indicated by both interviews and quantitative data—seventy percent of
participants in a longitudinal survey expressed the desire to live on their own land (Village Earth).
The frequency of individuals moving out of cluster housing to reside on their allotments has
increased in recent years, although it is still an uncommon situation (Robertson 2002, 206).
Thousands more tribal members hope to do so someday, but impacts of historical and current
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policy make this difficult. As many reported, a fractionated allotment may be miles from the nearest
road or power line and deep within a grazing unit. The undertaking of constructing a residence, in
addition to installing wells, water lines, and electricity, is extremely capital-intensive, and being
blocked from using land to secure a loan is a decisive impediment for many tribal members. The
same effect is in place for those who wish to start a small business—they often cannot do so on
their own land, but cannot secure a loan which would help pay for the lease of land elsewhere, as
well as other overhead costs. Non-profits such as Lakota Funds are making a significant difference
in broadening the availability of credit, but cannot replace the role of banks in providing capital to
the reservation. Availability of geographic data on allotments is also a problem for many trustees,
especially those with fractionated plots; the OST Land Office has attempted to aid information flow,
by gathering and providing geodata on range units and home sites to tribal members (OST Land
Office 2008 Report, 2). The Village Earth organization is specifically involved in efforts to allow
Oglala Lakotas to reestablish land tenure. These include educational workshops, the establishment
of bison herds and cooperatives, advocacy, and the creation of a Strategic Land Planning Map Book
(Village Earth). All of these elements are designed to help Natives locate and acquire direct use of
their land in ways pursuant to traditional values.
Tribal implementation and enforcement of BIA environmental regulations is a means of
asserting Native values regarding respect for land. BIA policy still dictates that allottees adjacent to
leased range units are required to fence their land if they do not want it trespassed, overgrazed,
polluted, and degraded; Native-driven policy reform that would protect sovereignty over individual
trust lands is sought to handle this and other land problems. Grassroots campaigns to reform land
policy have begun to make progress in this area. In 1994, the Lakota Landowner Association was
formed, in response to the OST and BIA ignoring complaints of overgrazing, trespassing, and gravel
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mining on range units (Robertson 2002, 212). Members wanted to provide input in the revision of
the OST Grazing Ordinance (Robertson 2002, 213). After the OST refused the group’s input, they
drafted their own version, drawing public support before the choice between the two was put to the
OSTC (Robertson 215-220). See Table 9 for a summary of the differences between the two versions
of the ordinance. The small amount of ranchers within the tribe opposed the changes; discussions
about the rift once again returned to the difference between iyeskas and full-bloods (Robertson 2002,
220). The OSTC voted 8 to 6 to approve the official version, but in 2000 a new OSTC adopted
most of the Landowner Association’s conditions (Robertson 2002, 223-224).

Large-scale land recovery is a goal for the tribe. The cession of the Black Hills has been a
subject of continued legislation. In 1980, the Supreme Court found that the theft merited
compensation under the 5th amendment, but awarded less than $50 million in compensation, far less
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than the value of gold and uranium extracted over the years—$113 million in 1985 alone (Pickering
2000, 131). The OSTC rejected the settlement, and instead sought congressional action to return the
land itself. Congressional bills have been proposed that would restore federal holdings in the area to
the OST, but none have been passed (Fenelon 1998, 250-251).
The OSTC has also moved towards reconstructing Native land tenure through consolidation
and exchange of allotments. The Land Exchange program allows trustees to trade scattered and
fractionated units for a piece of contiguous land (OST Land Office 2008 Report, 16). However, the
program is extremely limited in scale—29 total landholders were able to complete exchanges
between 1996 and 2005 (OST Land Office 2008 Report, 17). The land consolidation has achieved
more substantial success, allowing the tribe to buy back fractionated allotments (OST Land Office
2008 Report, 18). Ultimately, restoring sound land tenure over individual allotments would require
removing federal intervention in leasing, probate and trust status. As discussed, most proposed
solutions, such as fee-patenting all allotments, generate their own problems. The historical roots of
fractionation are too intractable for an easy fix. However, facilitating voluntary land consolidation
and exchange on the part of individuals, as well as promoting the transparent flow of information
about allotments, are undertakings that can help to restore land tenure and access in the present,
slowly overcoming the disastrous effects of poor policy. Mechanisms to more easily allow Oglala
Lakotas to opt out of the leasing system are needed.

Recommendations
The urgency of land consolidation and exchange in seeking to solve issues relating to land
use cannot be overstated. In the absence of national reform to reservation land policies, these are
the mechanisms that will reduce fractionation and land alienation. Reform to both federal and tribal
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policies is necessary to streamline this process. The flow of information regarding land allotments is
equally important; BIA obstruction of land ownership records and other data has frustrated attempts
at land reform (Robertson 2002, 219). The role of Native-driven NGOs in solving the issues of
credit availability, information flow, and land consolidation is already significant; Lakota Fund and
Village Earth, among others, have sought to apply traditional values to contemporary problems. The
value of NGOs as a vehicle for social change is crucial for Pine Ridge.
More than anything, increased sovereignty over land, political representation, economic
development, and policy is the route towards solving the problems of Pine Ridge. The application of
Oglala Lakota values and worldview is the heart of this change. As such, the scope of
recommendations that can be offered by a cultural outsider is limited. The history of federal abuse
and mismanagement of reservations demonstrates that the best policy to be issued from above is to
let tribes and individuals establish the best policies as they see fit. Culturally-driven land use
represents resistance to assimilation, and thus the expression of sovereignty. As such, it remains the
primary goal for those working to resuscitate Native land tenure on Pine Ridge.

Conclusions
Examination of the historical record, current data, and qualitative interviews with Oglala
Lakotas indicates that policy and culture both play a role in affecting land use on the Pine Ridge
Reservation today. Complex historical processes—the federal government’s large-scale land theft,
the shifting degrees of domination and self-determination demonstrated by the tribe, the
development of blood quantum labels based upon degree of assimilation, the forced economic
transformation to wage work and entitlements, and the ongoing process of procedurally-undermined
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land tenure—all help to explain current land use patterns. As hypothesized, various procedural
elements including trust status, probate, and the range unit leasing system limit Native land tenure,
by blocking direct land use by tribal members. Geographic and economic alienation from land are
the result. Consequently, outside ranching interests and small class of tribal members benefit most
from land use. This situation is likely an underlying cause of poverty on the reservation.
Culture, along with policy, plays a role in shaping land use on Pine Ridge. Oglala Lakota
culture traditionally involves distinct beliefs about humans’ relationship to land, and this has been
overlooked in the development and implementation of land policy. Bureaucratic processes define
land use in terms of commercial agriculture. As a result, the end-goal of federal land policy—
creating a Native community of commodity agricultural operators—has been undermined by a
failure to take into account the response motivated by these cultural beliefs. Blood quantum labels
refer to the degree of resistance or assimilation expressed by individuals; consequently, they have
been relevant categories in describing which groups have access to land.
This situation has developed in the context of incorporation into the economic world-system,
and was accompanied by forced assimilation in terms of behavior, cultural values, beliefs about land
and commercialism. Assertion of sovereignty in many realms represents resistance to this
assimilatory process, and is linked to the retention of traditional Oglala Lakota values and practices.
Sovereignty and self-determination are necessary to bring Native perspectives to the table in
answering economic, political, and land questions, in order to serve as the basis for answers to the
Pine Ridge Reservation’s contemporary problems.
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Form

I am conducting a research study on land tenure issues on the Pine Ridge Reservation, especially
relating to individuals’ livelihoods. I will ask you to participate in an audio-recorded interview to
examine these topics. The information will be kept confidential, and neither your name nor identity
will be associated with the information as it is used in research. The information will only be used
for research and presentation within an academic setting.

This process is entirely voluntary, and after providing consent, you may quit at any time. You may
stipulate that I do not record the interview. You may also stipulate that I may not use the
information collected from the interview in my research, even after it is completed.

In the future, if you have any questions or concerns regarding the research, or, if you would like to
retract the information you provided, please contact me at 716-984-0200 or Jmstrom@gmail.com.

If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research, contact Dr. Philip
Ludbrook at 314-633-7400 or toll free at 1-800-438-0445.

Thank you,

Joseph Stromberg
Washington University in St. Louis 2010
A.B. in Environmental Studies, Anthropology
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Appendix B: Sample Questions for Open-ended Interviews
How many members make up your household? How are they related to you?
Land holding info:
Do you have a land holding? Is it an allotment, fee simple ownership, or combination?
How big is it?
How would you describe the land holding in terms of quality or suitability?
Land holding history
How and from whom did you acquire your present land holding?
How was the allotment or title passed down through your family and divided up amongst heirs?
In what ways and by whom was the land used in the past?
How do you feel the tribe’s ability to subsist off the land has changed over time?
Land use:
How and by whom is the land being used currently? How much for each usage?
How much of the land is leased out?
What specific agricultural products are produced?
What factors led to this decision on your part?
What obstacles, if any, exist to an alternate land use?
Household livelihood
What income or benefit do you receive from this use? From the lease?
How significant is this a contribution to your household’s income?
How does this compare to other types of income for your household?
Perspectives on policy
What federal policies would you like to see enacted regarding land tenure and use?
What do you feel are the motivations for current policies?
What obstacles exist for land policy reform?
What actions ought the tribe to take regarding land tenure?

