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Abstract 
 

The modern Native American population is experiencing extreme levels of disparity 

within nearly every context. Born with a life expectancy that is over three years less than the 

national average, Native Americans are faced with a wide array of challenges stemming from 

a five hundred year history of settler colonialism and the resulting genocide, theft, and 

oppression (Measure of America 1). To deal with the issues of cultural loss, inadequate 

housing, high rates of unemployment and financial disparities, this project aims to identify 

available resources in tribal communities and employ them in a method that improves the 

environment for all who exist within it. Through proposed training of under-employed 

community members in indigenous building techniques and employing them in the 

construction and reparation of buildings using local resources, this project aims to catalyze 

positive change throughout the community. Already existent assets within the Taos Pueblo 

Housing Department, the Taos Pueblo Preservation Program, the Taos Pueblo Day School 

and the Tribal Government can be used in collaboration for increased effect. This project 

works to find these paths of collaboration between government entities in order to expedite 

the process of providing housing that reaches past baseline standards. By comparing the 

deeply traditional building techniques and materials of North American Indigenous people 

with modern industrial techniques this project will conclude in a document providing clear 

and accessible information on the importance of indigenous construction methods. Acting as 

a bridge between the Department of Housing and Urban Development, Independent Housing 

Authorities, and individual contractors, this document pushes for a re-evaluation of the forms 

being built on tribal grounds and calls for a return to culturally and environmentally 

responsive design.  

 
 



INTRODUCTION  
 
 In the area north of the Rio Grande, millions of indigenous people were taking 

part in one of the most technically and socially inventive cultures of the world (Thornton 

12). At the point of European contact over three hundred individual languages were in 

use in what is currently the United States of American (Jorgenson 20). Large urban 

centers such as Chaco Canyon and Cahokia served as centers of trade, connecting people 

from across the continent with the use of naturally developed lingua francas. These urban 

centers of activity helped populations that extended upwards to 40,000 people, a 

population that rivaled European centers such as Paris at the same time (Thornton 12). A 

lack of an organized system of written language and a large variety of vernacular tongues 

were representative of the diverse range of rich development in oral, visual, and 

construction traditions. As people tied closely to the physical context in which they lived, 

a change in location often resulted in a change in the products of the society.  

Figure 3. A map illustrating Early Indian Tribes, Culture Areas, and Linguistic Stocks by William C. 

Sturtevant.  



 

500 years after initial European contact, Native American populations face large 

financial and health disparities as the result of gradual assimilation. Occupying only 1.5% 

of the total U.S. population, Native American people experience the highest rate of 

violent victimization, an age adjusted death rate 40% greater than the U.S. average, 

unemployment rates of as much as 35% in some areas, poverty rates double that of the 

national average and a wide collection of resulting health issues (Sarche 1). With one 

third of the population under the age of 18 and birth rates higher than the average, the 

Native American population is expected to continue rising, making the issues of 

inequality increasingly important (Sarche 1). During a Congressional Senate hearing of 

the Committee on Indian Affairs, many of the problems with Native American housing 

were highlighted. Hon. Byron L. Dorgan stated that 40% of on reservation housing is 

considered inadequate with one in five houses lacking adequate plumbing. Dorgan later 

reiterates this point by telling the story of a woman who went to sleep in one of these 

houses and froze to death because the house lacked adequate insulation. It is estimated 

that 230,000 housing units are needed immediately to provide adequate housing to Native 

American populations, coming at an estimated cost of about $1.1 billion (Congress 1). To 

assist Native American populations in acquiring sufficient housing, the federal 

government provides funding through the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) to Indian Housing Authorities (IHA’s) in the form of block grants. 

With the Native American Housing Assistance and Self-Determination Act of 1996 

(NAHASDA), HUD expressed the sovereign rights of each federally recognized tribal 

community allowing IHA’s the ability to determine their own need and the way in which 

funds will be allocated (Jorgensen 1). While this does effectively make housing more 



accessible to Native American and returns the rights of self-determined housing it places 

added stresses on communities with varying capacities (Jorgensen 10). As a result of 

increased responsibility, issues of financial responsibility, and limited human resources 

IHA’s have struggled in the process of producing housing designs that appropriately 

consider the cultural and social significance that dwellings carry (Jorgensen 10). Context 

blind approaches similar to this have historically been made between the federal 

government and indigenous communities. The supplementation of commodity foods 

through federal food programs has altered the diets of Native Americans putting them at a 

higher risk of obesity and diet-related chronic conditions (Chino 1). Effects of the 

contextually blind food supplementation may be similar to the effects of contextually 

bling housing. Due to financial concerns in the face of housing scarcity, IHA’s often 

design and build homes to maximize the time and money to livable space ratio, often 

sacrificing cultural and historical design principles. According to a study by Whittbeck et 

al. feelings of historical loss were linked with depression, anxiety and anger leading to 

issues like alcoholism and poor dietary habits (Dorton 28-30). In a similar way to the 

historical suppression of Native American culture and religion, the implementation of 

non-contextual housing inadvertently suppresses indigenous building traditions, 

reinforcing negative emotional responses (Nabokov 48). Instead HUD housing should 

aim for a more traditional style of housing that, as anthropologist Walter Goldschmidt 

states “is responsive as much to the inner environments as it is to the external 

environment of wind and weather” (Nabokov 12). It is imperative to the survival of 

Native American culture and the health of the people to design architecture that is a 

representation of the people who live in it and the land it rests in, embracing the 



Kickapoo message of “by our house you will know us” (Nabokov 11). European presence 

may have altered the forms, materials and meanings behind contemporary Native 

American housing but it is imperative to find as Alfonso Ortiz puts it “a creative 

synthesis of a people faced with assimilating new ways, of somehow creating a blend of 

old ways and new.” A synthesis that, ”permits retaining the integrity of the old but also 

permits adjustment to the new” (Urban Indians 4). In an act of cultural perseverance, a 

synthesis of the traditional building techniques and materials of every native community 

is needed to promote and maintain cultural practices.  In an era of rapid anthropogenic 

climate change, site-specific building techniques may be a large key in housing a rising 

population with fewer industrial resources.  

Within Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, an initiative for sustainable and culturally 

responsible development began with the Taos Pueblo Preservation Program. The goal of 

this program is to preserve the rich building culture of Taos Pueblo by using historically 

rooted technology and materials and training members of the community to renovate 

buildings within the pueblo. This program uses traditional knowledge to train an overly 

unemployed workforce to preserve the buildings and the culture that raised them (Tawab 

31-33). All of these efforts are tied to the broader goal of global sustainability. By using 

local and renewable materials, providing training and jobs, repairing old buildings, and 

preserving cultural practices this program is working towards the goals put forward by 

the United Nations Development goal and the Brundtland Commission’s definition of 

sustainable development (Tawab 39). However much of the focus of this program lies 

only on the main structures of Taos Pueblo and neglects much of the surrounding 

buildings and the new construction. Because of the Taos Pueblo’s large reliance on 



tourism provided by its now iconic north structure it is understandable that this would be 

the first priority. The objective of this project is to expand the efforts of the Taos Pueblo 

Preservation Program (TPPP) and the Taos Pueblo Housing Department to implement the 

principles of sustainable development and cultural responsibility into new construction 

and renovation efforts through HUD housing programs and outside of it. Montana 

Senator Jon Tester stated that: “When you take a look at the unemployment rates in 

Indian country, in Montana in particular and throughout this country, I think that we quite 

possibly could eliminate two problems at once with housing and putting people to work 

in Indian country” (Congress 3). It is by expanding the efforts of the TPPP that a 

community can re learn its indigenous building practices; implement them, reducing 

unemployment and spreading construction skills. This will increase the amount of 

homeowners, reducing the financial burden and increasing the financial situations of 

those involved. New construction would be done in an environmentally, culturally and 

socially sustainable way, redefining the image of Taos Pueblo architecture and bringing it 

into the modern era. The renewed image of building traditions will affirm citizen’s 

cultural beliefs reducing the effects of acculturation and assimilation into European 

culture thus reinforcing the community’s self-image.  

 Acting as an agent of creative synthesis between past and present, rural and urban, 

natural and the man-made, this project will accumulate information and condense it into a 

document detailing design considerations for North American Tribal communities with 

specific ties to Taos Pueblo, Zuni Pueblo, and the Navajo Nation. The document aims to 

aid IHA’s in presenting valuable considerations to independent contractors and designers 

without increasing costs from research and analysis studies. By presenting old and new 



techniques of site-specific building techniques primarily from New Mexico communities 

it will provide examples for development which reduce the role of manufacturing 

processes, use local materials, provides valuable vocational training to community 

members and retains grant money within the community.   

METHODS  
  

The main objective of the Cultural Renovation project is to extend the culturally 

appropriate rehabilitation work of the Taos Pueblo Preservation Program in coordination 

with the Taos Pueblo Housing Department to include new construction and renovation to 

sites outside of the main structures. This will require close connections with all of the 

organizations as well as an in depth knowledge of the different contexts that they work 

within. The synthesizing document will cover historical timelines of pre and post 

European contact as well as a justification for the necessity of responsive design Native 

American communities. Following architecture projects in Gallup, Zuni Pueblo and in 

Taos Pueblo it will then go through several specific examples of how to approach 

responsive design and the ways it can work within different tribes. The document will 

then present examples and justifications for building materials and how each can be used 

symbolically and pragmatically.  In closing it will tie together the ideas of responsiveness 

to environmental movements, economic viability, and to ecological and social 

sustainability practices.  

 

 

 

 



RESULTS / DISCUSSION 

 
In every project there exist challenges that are to an extent uncontrollable. This 

project relies on the assumptions that the community is interested in retaining their 

vernacular building tradition, that the government is willing and able to cooperate and 

that environmental conditions will allow earthen construction. 

 The Taos Pueblo Tribal Government operates within one-year term sentences 

making the timing of the project’s implementation important to its success. According to 

locals, the first several months are spent sorting through the plans of the previous staff 

and the last several months are devoted to preparing for the next staff. By working 

through the Taos Pueblo Housing Authority in connection to the Taos Pueblo 

Preservation Program, this project is able involvement in a time sensitive channel through 

the government. The positions at the Taos Pueblo Housing Authority are not subject to 

short-term employment allowing for long scale change. By going through the Housing 

Authority, this project is able to influence the future design of HUD block grant funded 

housing. Other points of long-term influence include the Taos Pueblo Planning office and 

the Indigenous Design and Planning Institute (IDPI). IDPI works in a variety of tribal 

communities in and around the state of New Mexico and would be able to use this project 

as a resource for their future projects.  

While existing programs in Taos Pueblo prove that there is interest in training and 

working in traditional construction, I am assuming that there will be enough available and 

reliable workers to fill the necessary positions needed for expansion. Lastly, I am 

assuming that there is a surplus of natural resources such as water, earth wood, and straw. 

While this is a fairly reasonable assumption to make it can become an issue as the scale 



of the program increases (figure 1).  

Overall I feel as though this project has the ability to produce meaningful change 

in any tribal community that implements it. While much of the design handbook’s 

content is focused on the southwest region the overall concepts can be employed 

anywhere. To make this information more accessible in the future it would be a great 

opportunity to produce a booklet for each region and eventually for each tribal 

community. The booklet documents my reactions to designing a home on a reservation 

that I am not a part of. It was difficult to understand where I should research and where I 

should stay away from, which parts of the culture were okay to use in the design, and 

how literal should these cultural practices be translated into architecture. Through this 

process I realized what it would be like to be a developer trying to create a home for a 

culture that you cant relate to and I realized which places the booklet needed to assist. 

This document provides readers with the bridges needed to properly design housing.  

Figure 4 and 5. The cover page (left) and index (right) of the Handbook for culturally appropriate housing 

in Native American Communities 
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TABLES  
 

 
Table 1. An analysis of the “Frequency of Adolescent and Adult Female Caretaker Self-
Reported Thoughts of Historical Loss  
 
 

Courtesy of Les B. Whitbeck 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

FIGURES  
 

 
Figure 1. An overview of the Cultural Renovation project starting from the context it 
arose from, to conception, resources, activities, products, and reflections. Starting from 
the left side and traveling right this figure traces the development of the project. 
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External factors – Government election cycle may determine much about the project. Weather may 
have an effect on the production of adobes.  Lack of infrastructure to support the production of adobe 
bricks may inhibit growth.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Assumptions – The Taos Pueblo Governor’s Staff will be within their window of accepting 
and implementing proposals (A one year election cycle makes things a bit cluttered). People 
will apply for the jobs being created. An abundance of natural materials will be available for 
use. The community is interested in retaining architectural identity.  

Resources and Helpful 
Relationships with: 

 
 
Sustainable Studies 
Program, est. 2007 
 
Local connections with 
Pueblo community and 
government  
 
The Indigenous Design and 
Planning Institute at the 
University of New Mexico 
 
UNM Taos  
 
Red Willow Learning 
Center 
 
Taos Pueblo Head Start 
 
Taos Pueblo Day School 
 
Taos Pueblo Head Planner 
 
Access to ancient puebloan 
architecture sites 
 
Mentors: Francisco Uvina 
and Moises Gonzales 
 
Dr. Elvira Bitsoi 
 
Dwight Largie 
 
Fellow native American 
architecture, planning, and 
engineering students 
including: Freeland 
Livingston, Tierra Miller, 
Perry Ferguson, and Jared 
Tso 
 

Work with the Taos 
Pueblo Governor’s 
Staff to aid in the 
design, construction, 
and repair of buildings 
in a way that responds 
to the rich culture and 
the beautiful location 
that exist in Taos 
Pueblo 
 
Work with the 
Indigenous Design and 
Planning Institute to 
coordinate efforts 
within Taos Pueblo 
 
Production of a 
document to aid in the 
design process of 
HUD block grant 
construction projects  
 
 
Integration of research 
into the Taos Day 
School 
 
- Student Projects 
 
- Coloring Books 
 
Application of 
concepts into Dr. 
Bitsoi’s home 

Products and events 
intended to lead to 
project outcomes  
 
Mentoring by Francisco 

Uvina, a faculty 
member of the 
University of New 
Mexico’s School of 
Architecture and 
Planning. Teaching a 
class specifically in 
adobe construction 

 
Trips to several pueblos 

around the state to 
understand the nuances 
of indigenous design in 
New Mexico 

 
Connection with peers 

educated on tribal 
government 

 
Production of document 

illustrating building 
methods  

 
Design charrette and 

critiques for project 
developement 

 
 
Connection with Taos 

Day School for 
possible educational 
presentations 

 
 
 
 
  

Description of 
Circumstances and 
Opportunities: 
 
 
Taos Pueblo is home to 
one of the most iconic 
forms made with 
mud/adobe constructions. 
With its oldest building 
being inhabited for over 
1000 years. 
 
Government building 
projects are currently 
taking place within Taos 
Pueblo. However, almost 
all new construction 
separates from traditional 
styles by using stick 
frame construction. 
 
Cultural preservation is 
common discourse 
within the reservation 
leading to programs like 
the Taos Pueblo Red 
Willow Center.  
 
High unemployment 
rates within the tribal 
population.  
 
Increase in small scale 
farming culture 
represented by multiple 
farmers market.  
 
Taos Pueblo has a need 
for responsible new 
infrastructure.   
 
 

Actions from 
knowledge 
learned: 

Outcomes Inputs Outputs Situation Activities 

Knowledge 
   learned 
 
Further 
understanding of 
different 
construction 
methods 
 
Understanding 
the way in which 
Pueblo 
Governments 
work between 
native 
communities and 
federal agencies 
and how I can  
best fit within 
that relationship  
 
How to create an 
informative and 
in depth 
presentation in a 
professional 
setting 
 
Insight into how 
buildings are 
designed and 
built on tribal 
land 
 
 

Conditions 
improved by 
actions: 
 

Further involvement 
with building on 
Pueblo land 

Building my own 
adobe home, 
eventually 

Maintain a site-
specific cultural 
building method 

Create jobs within 
the community 
using local ideas and 
resources. 

Compile a diverse 
range of reviewed 
information into an 
informative 
presentation 
 

Improves my ability 
to give back to my 
community  

In depth 
understanding of the 
construction method 
I would like to use 

Helps to maintain 
one aspect of the 
Taos Pueblo culture 

Offers opportunity 
to the community 
 
Provides community 
with access to 
traditional resources 

Improved critical 
thinking and 
improved 
understanding of 
topic 



Figure 2. The Cultural Renovation project budget detailing the expenses needed to 
implement the operations and labor of the initial stage of the project.  

 



 
Figure 2. The Cultural Renovation project budget detailing the expenses needed to 
implement the operations and labor of the initial stage of the project. 

 
 
 

	


