


reformulate them along the lines of distinctive cultural perspectives. This is

evident in everything from efforts to revitalize traditional forms of education

and health care to reclamation of legal traditions and practices” (2005: 22).

The ongoing (partial) transfer of administrative control from federal

agencies to tribal governments represents neither a straightforward valuation

of local control and singular, modular nationhood, nor a simple abdication of

federal responsibility. Instead, it redraws relations of sovereignty and govern-

ance between tribes and the United States, and it calls into question the welfare

colonialist logics that had previously characterized those relations. Examining

how Seminoles live in physical spaces and administer tribal governance shows

that casino-era control has enabled Seminoles to promote the (re)production of

culturally distinctive practices and to link home and family to the everyday

practice of tribal sovereignty.

In many ways, Seminoles appear to have embraced the modernization

project of mid-century federal programs. Most live in CBS single-family

houses filled with standard middle-class household technologies, and most

practice housekeeping techniques that adhere to the general principles of

home economics. The structure of Seminole governance also reflects the trap-

pings of modern bureaucracy, complete with complex organizational charts,

red tape, myriad regulations, and frequent allegations of favoritism. Tribal

members quickly learned to navigate the ballooning casino-era tribal bureauc-

racy, just as they had gotten the most out of federal administration. To be sure,

Seminole tribal control over housing and other services does not escape the

logics of governmentality, but rather it meaningfully shifts governmentality

into a sphere where indigenous action diverges from settler state legacies.

By the late 1970s, BIA dominance over Seminoles’ everyday lives began to

erode, as the tribal government began to leverage its (semi-)sovereign status

toward economic ends, investing in tax-free cigarette operations and casino

gambling (Cattelino 2004). In 1979, the Seminole Tribe of Florida became

the first American Indian nation to implement high-stakes gaming, litigating

gaming rights through American courts and opening the door for the tribal

gaming explosion in Indian Country. Whereas in 1979 the annual tribal

budget had been under $2 million, by 2000 it had risen above $200 million,

with approximately 95 percent of revenues from casino operations.10

It is crucial to recognize that Seminoles pursued gaming in part as a way to

regain control over their own governance—to assert and enact their sover-

eignty—and to escape from endemic poverty, which had long structured

their relations with the federal government and surrounding municipalities.

By the early 1990s, the Tribe’s increased economic power drastically

reduced the BIA’s role, as the dwindling Seminole Agency, now located

in a moss-covered trailer office, increasingly limited its activities to

10 Figures courtesy of the Seminole Tribe of Florida, Legal Department.
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rubber-stamping Tribal Council decisions. By contrast, in 2000 the tribal

government, housed in a gleaming office building, employed approximately

1,300 staff members to administer a dizzying array of social, economic, and

cultural programs.

As a result of casino revenues, the Seminole Tribe of Florida now operates

its own housing programs.11 In 2001, the Housing Department employed over

fifty people on a full-time basis. Before casinos, tribal housing programs had

been funded almost entirely by grants and loans from BIA/HIP (HIP was the

BIA’s low-income Indian housing program) and HUD. By 2000–2001, the

Department was funded at 36 percent by HUD grants and at 64 percent by

tribal funds.12 The history of growing tribal fiscal and administrative control

over other social services is similar.13

Gaining tribal control over government programs has been a way to express

and realize Seminoles’ status as a government, in a symbolic and discursive

economy of sovereignty. As Stephen Bowers (no clan) emphasized, financial

power enables sovereignty: “. . .we have progressed so much economically,

and now we can just say no, too. As an Indian tribe, you know, you can be

sovereign, a nation, but if you’re taking money from the state, you’re essen-

tially not really sovereign” (18 Jan. 2000). Such articulations of collective

autonomy as indexed by reduced federal government dependency reflect

both a long-standing Seminole valuation of self-reliance and also a distinctly

American discourse on the shame of welfare dependency. This focus on

economic “self-reliance,” as Seminoles often name tribal economic power,

is especially powerful because welfare reliance has long been a focus of

anti-Indian racism in the United States (Deloria 1988[1970]; Pickering 2000).

Since the gaming boom of the mid-1990s, Seminoles increasingly have

administered their social services in ways they consider to be distinctly Semi-

nole, whether by teaching tribally-specific curricula in education programs or

incorporating Seminole dwelling norms and practices into housing policy.

11 There had been some Seminole involvement in housing policy prior to casinos. In 1964, the
Tribal Council passed an ordinance to create the Tribal Housing Authority, a public corporation
charged with building and improving Seminole housing (Seminole Tribe of Florida 1964,
RQP). Housing Authority members, though appointed by the Tribal Council, had a direct relation-
ship with federal agencies, and in practice the BIA Seminole Agency staff exercised significant
control over housing policies and administration. In 1996 the Tribe replaced the Housing
Authority with a tribally controlled Housing Department.

12 Figures provided by the Seminole Tribe of Florida Housing Department. Some of Semi-
noles’ decreased reliance on federal grants is by necessity: because tribal gaming dividends
have increased individual and household incomes, most Seminoles no longer qualify for HIP or
Section 8 low-income housing.

13 Although here I focus on housing, similar patterns have played out in health and education
services. For example, with gaming revenues the Tribe revamped its K-12 Ahfachkee School and
developed preschool programs, GED courses, adult language classes, and a summer school. The
story is similar in health care: from substandard care the Health Department grew to run three
clinics, comprehensively insure all tribal members, provide home health care, operate ambulance
services, and run substance abuse programs.
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Joel Frank (Panther), housing director in 2000–2001, viewed tribal housing

programs as an indication that Seminoles were “moving toward self-

government and [a] government-to-government relationship” with the United

States (9 Jan. 2001). He considered this to be a shift away from federal patern-

alism: “The government’s attitude has shifted from the big brother role to

‘You’re a big boy now, you can fend for yourself.’” When I asked him where

this change originated, he replied: “Sovereignty. The issue of sovereignty,

and the tribes’ beliefs of self-governance and that we’re independent nations.

That goes back through the history of time, even before there was the United

States. When the settlers first came and when they were making deals with

the monarchs in Europe. It’s a time-honored thing going back in the history

of man, when nations were formed, and it’s no different here.” For Frank, the

nature and truth of indigenous sovereignty had not changed since before

colonization, but it only recently had been recognized by the United States.

Housing Department officials aimed to direct their newfound financial

power and administrative control toward localized policies. For example,

Frank hoped to hire an urban planner to study the relationship between

housing and Seminole social structure, and he planned to develop future

housing with an eye toward pre-reservation settlement patterns (e.g., building

in circular patterns, rather than along parallel streets). He believed that gaming

success offered the Tribe an unprecedented opportunity to “insert cultural

values which seem to have been lacking in our community development”

(9 Jan. 2001).

Indeed, Seminoles have now incorporated diverse dwelling practices into

tribal policy. In a departure from past BIA regulations, the Tribe now finan-

cially and administratively supports housing construction initiatives that

promote “traditional” and hybrid dwelling structures and practices. For

example, the tribal Housing Department funds chickee building and mainten-

ance as one component of its home improvement programs, and most tribal

members’ home sites, even on the urban Hollywood Reservation, include at

least one chickee. Some Seminoles incorporated chickee themes into the

first generation of luxury houses on the reservations. Then-president of the

Board of Directors, Mitchell Cypress (Otter), added several chickee-like out-

buildings to his new home, but in a design innovation he chose to build them

with metal roofs (instead of thatch) to match the roof on his house. Then-

chairman James Billie (Bird) constructed a thatched entrance to his home,

evoking a chickee.

In tribal education programs, chickees have been re-signified from markers

of primitivism to expressions of cultural pride. For example, children from the

Brighton Reservation have constructed a chickee at the Okeechobee High

School (their majority-white public school) as a multiculturalist expression

of pride and belonging in the local community. Some Brighton youth spend

their summers studying under a chickee at a tribal enrichment program,
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where they learn about chickee construction as part of their mathematics

curriculum. Tribal programs use chickees for storage, decoration, and even

as employee break rooms at tribal businesses (figure 7).

Flexible tribal housing policies have enabled Seminole families to custo-

mize their houses, illustrating how changes in formal institutions of govern-

ance have produced new lived experiences. For example, the Housing

Department builds houses to accommodate diverse family sizes and structures,

including matrilineal extended families. The Tribe also funds “traditional”

housing construction. William Osceola (Panther), a Tribal Council liaison

from the Tamiami Trail area, worked throughout the 1990s to secure Tribal

Council funding for his constituents to obtain housing that combined

aspects of clan village living with “modern” conveniences. The thatched-

roof houses featured insulated, walled chickees that were wired for electricity

and air conditioning, arranged in matrilineal camp settlement patterns.

Osceola lived in one of these settlements with his wife’s clan (Otter), and

his description of the housing explicitly linked matrilineal kinship, gendered

property, and tradition: “. . .the camps belong to the women here. Traditional,

they belong to the women. Us guys, we don’t own anything, we just live here.

We can’t discipline the kids. The women, the uncles, they discipline their own

family. That is tradition” (SPOHP SEM #265: 24).

If Seminoles once contended with pressures of assimilation in federal

housing policy, tribal housing programs at the turn of the twenty-first

FIGURE 7 Chickee employee break room at the tribal truck farm. Photo by Noah Zatz.
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century had to accommodate federal agencies’ demands for traditionalism.

William Osceola (Panther) complained at a 2001 Tribal Council meeting

that he had been struggling to secure additional home sites for off-reservation

Seminoles within the Big Cypress National Preserve, where they long had

lived. According to Osceola, federal regulations stipulated that American

Indians could build homes on traditional lands that were within protected

areas only if they constructed them in “traditional” styles. Thus, he tried,

with some sense of historical irony, to balance modern conveniences with

making sure that the houses were “traditional” enough in the eyes of govern-

ment officials. Such efforts reflect the burdens of recognition for indigenous

peoples who must seek settler state accommodation in the idioms of cultural

tradition, even as they pursue sovereignty (Povinelli 2002a).

Beyond housing type, one of the clearest effects of tribal control over

housing administration is that individual Seminoles and their families can

make new choices about where and with whom they want to live. Housing poli-

cies no longer prohibit construction beyond designated development plots, so

many families are returning to a more scattered settlement pattern. This policy

shift has been realized in practice only because increased funds from casinos

enable the Tribe to provide the infrastructure (roads, electricity, water,

sewage) necessary to support scattered home sites. Additionally, some Semi-

noles are moving back to a matrilocal settlement pattern, and I recorded several

home site lease applications from extended matrilineal groups. Some Big

Cypress residents choose to live on land historically associated with their

clans, and at Brighton I witnessed a debate about the propriety of proposed

housing construction on a site that was associated with a different lineage.

Seminoles who commented on these changes universally expressed plea-

sure that things were returning to the way they “should” be, articulating a

desired correspondence between moral, spatial, and political orders. That

said, there were some tensions between tribal members’ desired dwelling

practices and tribal government policy. These played out when individuals

were denied housing leases on commercial pasture lands or when applicants

were refused housing on more than one reservation because of tribal restric-

tions designed to alleviate housing shortages. Frustration with restrictive

housing policies and slow construction has led some tribal members to

move off of reservations, which disenfranchises them from elections for

(reservation-based) Tribal Council and Board of Directors representatives.

Beyond the level of policy, and at the level of embodied practice, many

Seminoles living in government-built CBS houses marked and experienced

their homes as Seminole and “traditional.” For example, some engaged in

the relatively recent practice of physically representing clan belonging on

their houses, displaying signs, sculptures, or other clan iconography. One

elderly woman from the Bear clan propped a store-bought teddy bear next

to her driveway. Families decorated the interior of their houses with clan
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totems, such as images of snakes and birds, while others decorated with Semi-

nole crafts, including patchwork and sweetgrass baskets. As in the case of

Mary Bowers (Snake), these decorations served as pedagogical tools and mne-

monic devices, they expressed and reinforced identity, and they reconfigured

“modern” spatial orders by marking continuity with chickee camp living.

Other distinctively Seminole homemaking practices in the casino era were

less visible. Some Seminoles arranged their houses’ exteriors and interiors in

accordance with a spatial order grounded in Seminole cosmology. For

example, some constructed outbuilding chickees so that the doors lined up

in a perpendicular relation to their house’s entrances, creating openings that

faced the four directions. Others arranged their bedrooms so that all family

members slept with their heads facing to the east, away from the direction

of death and the journey to the afterlife.

A pre-BIA practice that has remained socially significant is women’s prop-

erty ownership. Seminoles cannot hold title to their home sites, but they own

the houses and sign long-term home site leases. These deeds and leases are rou-

tinely passed down through families, often through women along the matriline.

One Seminole man from the Panther clan told me, while relaxing in a chickee

outside his house, that he did not really own the house: it had been his mother’s,

and it would pass to her female descendents, but until his sisters could over-

come drug and alcohol problems he would remain its “caretaker.” The

recent growth in intermarriage has complicated gendered property ownership

and matrilineal inheritance, since non-Seminoles cannot lease homesites or

own or rent tribal housing, but it is safe to say that the trend has turned

away from mid-twentieth-century male ownership toward more flexible and,

in some cases, self-consciously “traditional,” ownership practices.

Finally, chickees’ significance is also generated by the labor that builds

them. Some youth learn to build chickees as a way to connect with their Semi-

nole heritage, and some professional chickee builders value their work as a

cultural practice. One young man told me that his elderly clan aunt had repri-

manded him for failing to build a chickee for his wife, as a husband should do

upon marriage. Today, Seminole entrepreneurs run a brisk business building

chickees for Seminoles and non-Seminoles alike, at a substantial price. As I

was told by Joe Dan Osceola (Panther), Tribal Ambassador and chickee-

building business owner (figure 8), Seminoles can make a good living off

the fact that non-Indians want chickees to evoke “subtropical paradise—

they find it romantic” (28 Nov. 2000).14

14 Osceola considered himself to be among the more expensive builders, saying that he priori-
tized quality. In 2000 he charged about $25 per square foot, meaning that a 10 � 10 chickee would
cost $2,500. Now that casino revenues have raised Seminoles’ personal incomes, chickee business
owners complain of a labor shortage, since they cannot find enough Seminoles who are willing to
perform the hard work for modest wages, and Osceola and others reluctantly have begun to hire
non-Indians.
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“ D E P E N D O N Y O U R S E L F ”

Elaine Aguilar (Otter), former Tribal Council liaison from the Immokalee

Reservation, stated that casino revenues have allowed Seminoles to return

to a model of governance more true to their history and values: “I think

we’re finally getting to where, you know, we’re doing what our elders used

to do: depend on yourself. You don’t depend on other people to do things

for you” (3 Jan. 2001). Since the era of federal housing projects and home

economics, Seminoles have refashioned and, in a sense, repatriated the

American Dream. Coupling increased control over their self-governance

with rapidly growing casino-based funding, Seminoles enact complex forms

of home and family that do not generally contrast Indianness with progress

but rather enable tribal members to physically and administratively structure

Seminole sovereignty against, sometimes with, and possibly beyond settler

colonial projects. Indeed, housing and other social services have been key

sites for consolidating Seminole notions of sovereignty that are structured

around relations of autonomy and independence. Simultaneously, housing

has reflected and shaped citizenship across the boundaries of tribe and

settler state.

Housing as a case study shows some of the ways—and against which

historical conditions—Seminoles envision themselves to be a sovereign

people. Yet it would be mistaken to understand this focus on sovereignty to

FIGURE 8 Joe Dan Osceola’s chickee-building business in Hollywood, 2000. Author’s photo.
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simply derive from dominant twentieth-century American models of singular

nationhood, or to be a radical departure from the logics and practices of gov-

ernmentality. This is not just another case of sovereignty represented as

autonomous power over territory. Instead, ideologies of Seminole sovereignty

as independence emerge from a long history of dispossession, domination,

genocide, and state paternalism at the hands of the United States. They also

take hold alongside notions of sovereignty based on interdependency, in

which the multiple governments of reservation, tribal nation, and settler

state exist in tension and mutual constitution (Cattelino n.d. [forthcoming]).

These experiences and memories lend special currency to the ideal of tribal

control, and they show sovereignty to be at once deeply historical and also

oriented toward possible futures and a meaningful present. They illustrate

the centrality of economy, home, and family both to the processes of settler

colonialism and to the realization of indigenous sovereignty. In these and

other ways, Seminole housing programs take their shape and meaning

through the social and concrete construction of sovereignty.
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